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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to The Reanimated Writers: Apocalyptic Beginnings Box Set

This massive beast features 13 full-size novels, totaling over 1 million words and billions of zombies. It contains the works of many of today’s top authors in the zombie genre, including New York Times & USA Today Best-Sellers.
These authors have come together to create one of the biggest collections of zombie stories ever told! Inside, you’ll find the first books in each of their series and get a chance to explore how it all begins!
We’re excited to bring this apocalyptic box set to you and at a price that makes all of these authors accessible!

If you love reading about zombies, make sure you join us over at The Reanimated Writers Fiction Fan Group where you can hang out with and interact with your favorite authors. We’ll be talking books, movies, games and whatever else we love about the Zombie genre. There are always fun polls and contests with cool surprises springing up too.

I hope to see you there!

-Grivante
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Dedicated to all the warriors who are still fighting
their own personal battles, day by day.



“While my wife at my side lies slumbering, and the wars are over long, And my head on the pillow rests at home, and the vacant midnight passes, And through the stillness, through the dark, I hear, just hear, the breath of my infant, There in the room, as I wake from sleep, this vision presses upon me: The engagement opens there and then, in fantasy unreal; The skirmishers begin—they crawl cautiously ahead—    I hear the irregular snap! snap! I hear the sounds of the different missiles—the short t-h-t! t-h-t! of the rifle balls; I see the shells exploding, leaving small white clouds—    I hear the great shells shrieking as they pass; The grape, like the hum and whirr of wind through the trees,    (quick, tumultuous, now the contest rages!) All the scenes at the batteries themselves rise in detail before me again…”
FROM THE ARTILLERYMAN’S VISION, BY WALT WHITMAN
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WAKE
I WAS JUST PULLING my old Toyota Hilux 4x4 into the Stop N’ Steal parking lot when I saw him standing there, kinda swaying back and forth, just generally waiting to get run over. Aw shit, I thought. Better help him before Randy comes along and locks him up. Randy was the local constable, and along with the sheriff’s deputies who patrolled this area, he was most of what passed for the law in these parts.
Folks who aren’t from Texas don’t realize it, but there are counties in West Texas bigger than most Yankee states. Most of them are sparsely populated, which means there’s a whole lot of land with not a lot of law to go around. Suits me just fine. I like to spend my time with as little government interference as possible.
Another thing most folks don’t realize is just how close most of the state is to Mexico. That means we get a lot of illegals coming up from south of us, looking for work and a better life. I don’t hold it against them, being as my ancestors pretty much came to Texas the same way, albeit before Texas was a state. Even though I’m mostly a fan of respecting the rule of law, I still try to help them any way I can.
Sadly, this character looked like he’d been sick for days. Nearest hospital was in Kerrville, and he likely had no way to get there, all on his own. Musta just got into town. Coyotes would smuggle illegals just far enough to evade border patrol, then they’d give them a jug of water and say, “Walk that way until you find a town.” A lot of them died each year, lost in the desert scrub—most often from dehydration, starvation, or exposure. A good part of them were kids. I had an uncle who’d worked as a cop on the border in South Texas for the better part of 50 years, and he’d tell stories about finding kids dead in the scrub. Haunted him for the rest of his days.
So when I see a guy like this one, I do my best to step in and help them get where they need to be. But this guy, he looked like he was really bad off. For one, he stuck out like a sore thumb, which was bound to get him picked up by La Migra quick. He was wearing a pair of snakeskin boots that looked like the soles were worn right through, a pair of acid-washed jeans that had seen better days way back in the eighties when they were probably made, and a dime store western shirt. An Astros hat topped it all off, which he’d probably bought thinking it would help him blend in, the poor guy. I pulled my truck up and yelled out the window to him.
“¡Oye! ¿Necesita un paseo?” Hey! Do you need a ride somewhere? Nothing. The guy just stood there, rocking back and forth. I could see his eyes were glazed over, and he looked like he was about to pass out. I grabbed a water bottle from the passenger seat, turned the truck off, and got out to help him.
“¿Señor, quieres agua?” I asked as I approached him from the front.
He was still zoning out as I walked up. It looked like he’d need medical assistance, for sure. I unscrewed the cap and walked up with the bottle held out to him; just as I did, his eyes rolled back and he collapsed.
“Shit!”
I dropped to the ground next to him and shifted into combat lifesaver mode. The guy looked like he was either vomiting or foaming at the mouth, so I rolled him over onto his side and checked to make sure his airway was clear. A few years in 3rd Batt and a couple of tours in Afghanistan, and you pick up a few things about first aid. He appeared to be breathing okay, so I looked around to find someone to call 9-1-1.
Thankfully by this time we’d started to gather a crowd, mostly tourists who were down here to see the leaves turn at Lost Maples State Park and maybe do a little tubing on the Frio, what with the Indian summer we were having. I tolerated them most days, but just barely. Bunch of yuppies and hipsters from Austin, with the occasional drunk-ass frat boy thrown in for good measure. I kept reminding myself they’d be gone in a few weeks, and good riddance. I also reminded myself that frat boys often brought sorority girls with them, which tended to make the summer and fall tourist seasons a bit more bearable. If only just.
Most of them had their cell phones out and appeared to be filming the action. Welcome to the age of social media, where idiots would rather shoot a viral video than help their fellow humans. Sign of the times, I suppose. I didn’t even own a cell phone, refused to carry one. Like I wanted the government to be able to track my every move. They had gotten enough out of me in the ’Stan; now I just wanted to be left alone.
I turned to a fat guy in a Hawaiian print shirt, flip flops, and cargo shorts. “You, Peter Griffin! Call 9-1-1, this guy obviously needs help.”
The guy gave me a hurt look and started dialing his phone. “I was going to call…no need to start insulting people,” he mumbled as he dialed.
I sneered and went back to helping my anonymous friend. In the time it had taken to tell the fat guy to call an ambulance, the guy had stopped breathing.
“Aw, hell!” I said to no one in particular. I jumped up and pushed through the crowd to my truck and pulled a med kit from behind the seat. It had a CPR pocket mask in it, because damned if I was going to give this guy mouth to mouth through all that foam and puke. I got it ready as I pushed my way back through the crowd, and of course no one else had started CPR yet. I dropped down next to the guy and cleared his airway again, giving him two quick breaths, then I started chest compressions. I could hear the crowd mumbling behind me as I worked.
“Oh man, this is going up on Facebook right now! The guys are going to flip!”
“Ew, he threw up in his mouth. Gross. I bet he stinks, too.”
“Shouldn’t someone call an ambulance? I think they did already, right?”
“Where’s the Border Patrol when you need ’em? If they were doing their cotton pickin’ jobs, this kind of thing’d never happen.”
And so on. I blocked them out and focused on keeping this guy’s heart beating for him, a task that seemed to drag on into eternity. It was always like that when you were pumping on somebody’s chest, which I’d done more times than I would have liked in the ’Stan. As I looked down at my hands, willing the guy’s chest up and down, I could almost smell the gunpowder and feel the grit between my teeth. To my horror, before I’d made it through two cycles of compressions I started to feel like I was back there again.
Oh, bloody hell. Not again. My breathing started to quicken and I could feel a full-on panic attack about to hit. Not good, Sully. Not good at all.
I tried to slow my breathing, which was kind of difficult considering all the work that went into keeping the guy’s blood moving and keeping air going in and out of his lungs. So far no one had volunteered to do two-person CPR with me, and I was getting light-headed along with feeling like my own heart was beating out of my chest. Everything closed in. I couldn’t focus. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.
Just a few more minutes. Surely just a few more minutes. Ambulance should be here anytime now, I reassured myself. Only, it might not. Real County covered over 700 square miles, and the local EMS crews could be busy with a drowning, agricultural accident, or motor vehicle collision halfway across the county. Just thinking about that started making me flip out more.
“Balls!” I whispered loudly in frustration. I was starting to see spots, my breathing was coming fast and shallow, and I was about to lose my shit. That’s about the time the guy came back to life.
   
I was pumping away on the guy’s chest when his eyes popped open. They were rheumy and covered in a white haze, not unlike someone who had suffered flash burns to the eyes. His eyeballs sort of rolled around a bit, then he took in a deep, shuddering breath, starting to moan and paw at the air and ground.
I placed a hand on his shoulder to calm him. “Cálmate hombre, todo está bien. La ayuda ya viene en camino.” Calm down, everything is fine and help is on the way.
His eyes rolled around again and centered on me. He paused, and I thought I’d finally gotten through to him. Then, he lunged up at me with lightning speed, bowling me over and landing on top of me. Out of habit, I pulled him in between my legs into the jiu-jitsu guard position and got a forearm under his chin.
Unfortunately, he had already grabbed me by the neck with both hands. He pulled my face toward his with such force I thought he might snap my neck.
In a split second his face was just inches from mine. He snapped his teeth at me in a pecking manner, bobbing his head forward and apparently trying to take a bite out of my face. The scary thing was, despite having years of Modern Army Combatives training, I couldn’t move his hands off my neck. He was that strong. I’m not a small man, but in all my years in the military sparring with guys my size and bigger, I’d never grappled with someone who had this much raw strength.
He’s on drugs, I thought. Great. I was already freaking out from the panic attack that had come on just moments earlier, and the spots in my vision were getting larger. I knew it would only be seconds before I blacked out, and none of the bystanders were moving to help. I looked around frantically for assistance, unable to even speak, only to see a bunch of dumbfounded looks among the sheep standing by watching the scene unfold. No help there. In seconds, I was going to be a snack on Señor Bath Salts’ menu, and I’d end up another fatality in a viral “News of the Weird” story.
I was about to pass out when finally, I snapped. I went into full-on batshit mode and let my survival instincts take over. I reached down and drew the Kahr CW45 that I always carry on my right hip, placing it under the dude’s left ear and firing. The bullet exited his skull at an angle that saved me from accidentally shooting an innocent bystander, but brains and blood sprayed out all over the people who were standing on that side of the crowd.
As I rolled the guy’s now limp body off me, people scattered everywhere, their screams and shouts erupting all around me. A quick glance around revealed that a few people were still recording the scene on their phones, but from several yards away. I looked over at the guy I’d just been trying to save, saw the exit wound, then promptly turned my head and barfed. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen wounds like that before, but I’d nearly been choked to death, I was still having the panic attack from hell, and frankly the idea that I’d just killed the guy wasn’t sitting well with me at all.
I could hear people starting to react to what had just happened. More murmurs, some outraged voices, others shouting and arguing. I heard tones of disbelief, angry voices—still others were speaking in dickheadese.
“Did you see what happened? That guy with the scarred up face just killed that poor homeless person!”
“Man, this is going to get, like, a million hits! O-freaking-M-G dude, this is going to blow up my followers!”
“I would have done the exact same thing, absolutely. He did the only thing he could have done. Yep, the only thing.”
Again, I tuned them out and my training kicked in as I began assessing myself for injuries and scanning the scene for further threats. I heard sirens, but they weren’t from an ambulance pulling up. It was Constable Randy Taylor, the local law dog. I holstered my weapon and stood up with my hands away from my body and in clear sight. Randy got out of his cruiser, weapon drawn, then he saw me and the guy on the ground and quickly holstered it. He reached up to click his radio mike, rattled off something to his dispatcher, and quickly shuffled over to me.
“Randy, it was self-defense. Honest. I was doing CPR on the guy, and then he just jumped up and started choking the shit out of me. Couldn’t get him off me, and I was going out. Had to do it.” I had my hands on my knees at this point. I was starting to hyperventilate again.
Randy strode up and grabbed me by the arm, dragging me over to the front of the building, whispering in my ear. “Aidan buddy, I’m going to pretend that what you just said was, ‘It was self-defense and I need to speak to my attorney before giving a statement.’ Sound good?”
I nodded. He’d just reminded me that anything I said could be used against me in a court of law. For the most part, our county was fairly conservative, and would likely look favorably on a justified self-defense shooting. However, you never knew when you’d get an assistant DA who might be itching to make a name for herself, and that could lead to charges, even if the cops on scene reported that it appeared to be self-defense.
Despite the fact that I have a Mick name, I hardly look like a poster child for the Aryan race. Take one overzealous prosecutor and add an all-white jury who could be convinced that this was just one drunk Mexican killing another drunk Mexican, and I’d be sent up for twenty and change. No thanks. So, I took Randy’s cue and zipped it.
Randy sorted of hunkered down in front of me and looked me in the eye. “You know SOP says I have to take you in on a shooting fatality. That means in cuffs. You okay with that?”
I nodded, and allowed him to take my sidearm and cuff me before leading me back to his cruiser. The windows were tinted, the motor and AC were running, and it was cool and quiet inside. I noticed that Randy had left the cuffs loose, and I realized he was actually doing me a favor by putting me in the patrol car.
I sat there for about 30 minutes while Randy and several sheriff’s deputies took statements and kept the crowd from tampering with evidence. It took about ten more minutes for an EMS crew to arrive, but they were really only there to transport the body to the morgue. One of them stopped by the patrol car to check me for injuries, but I waved him off and signed an AMA form. Soon after, Randy strolled over and hopped into the front seat of the vehicle.
He remained silent until we’d pulled away from the scene and got down the road a bit. “Witnesses all pretty much said the same thing. You stopped to help the guy, he collapsed, you did CPR, and then he attacked you. We grabbed a couple of cell phones that recorded the events. A couple of folks weren’t too happy about it, but they said they wanted to help. Told ’em they can come by the station and get them back after we’ve copied the videos over.”
He paused and looked back over his shoulder. “Looks like it was a justifiable shooting. Not a jury in the county that would put a good Samaritan war hero in jail, no how.”
I barked a short laugh, and Randy chuckled in response. “Well, maybe if the DA played it just right. But the thing is, I’m pretty sure I can make this go away before it even gets that far. With the video, we should be able to show that you acted in self-defense. The fact that you were providing aid before the attack will likely clinch it. Case closed.”
Randy attempted to make small talk after that, but I just wasn’t in the mood. Soon he got the picture and we rode in silence until we pulled up to the Sheriff’s office about 20 minutes later. Randy opened the back door and helped me out, and I followed him inside. Despite Randy’s assurances, I decided to have a local attorney show up at the station. He sat with me as I gave my statement to the investigator who worked homicide for the county. Three hours after that, I was released without charges filed. Before being released I was told not to leave the area, just in case they needed me for further questioning. The lawyer told me he thought no charges would be filed. I had my doubts, but there was nothing I could do.
One thing was for sure, though; I was still freaking out. It was all I could do to hold things together while I sat through questioning. All the deep breathing exercises and other mental tricks I’d learned weren’t working, and I knew the only thing that would cure this and settle me back down was either a shit-load of Xanax, or heading out into the woods to be by myself for a good long while.
I decided to do both, but not necessarily in that order. So after Randy took me to get my truck, I headed straight home to pack my gear for a long trip to the boonies.
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MISSILES
ONE THING I quickly discovered after coming back from Afghanistan was that living in the sticks did a world of good for my head. Maybe it was the Native American in me that I got from my mom’s side, but I felt closer to God out in nature than I ever did in church. Mom was Catholic and dad was Protestant, so I spent a lot of time at church growing up. Church didn’t stick, but the faith did. Call it superstition, or just wishful thinking, but I’d always felt a deep and abiding Presence in the wilderness that I’d never felt anywhere else. Bottom line was that out in the sticks was the only place I ever really felt at peace. Well, there and hunting terrorists.
I suppose that’s why when I first came home, I spent six months living between my family’s hunting cabin and several primitive camps I’d set up on our ranch in the Texas Hill Country. The land had been in my family for generations, and included several thousand acres along the Frio River north of Leakey, Texas. It was worth a bundle now, what with all the rich folks from Austin and San Antone wanting to come out here and settle, but my dad was stubborn and refused to sell.
Good on him. Besides, he didn’t need the money. Dad had bucked the family tradition of ranching, and instead had gone to school and gotten into insurance. He now owned a thriving insurance agency in a suburb of Austin. This meant I had the ranch and cabin all to myself, and that was how I liked it. My parents respected my need for isolation, so they more or less left me alone out here year round.
Due to the nature therapy more than anything, things had been getting better for me lately. I wasn’t experiencing as much social anxiety anymore, so I’d started taking classes at the university extension down in Uvalde. The plan was to apply to physician’s assistant school once I had all my prerequisites out of the way. I found out back in Afghanistan that I liked saving people a whole lot better than I liked killing them, and figured it was time to do some good in the world for a change.
But even when my brain was healthy, I liked staying out at the ranch. Any time I spent there was a chance to relive some of the best memories of my childhood. When I was a kid, I’d always looked forward to holidays and summers spent visiting my grandparents out there, and weekends spent hunting with my dad and granddad were always a treat. Everything I knew about hunting and stalking game in these hills I’d learned from my grandpa, and it was knowledge that had served me well in the mountains of Kunar and Nuristan many years later.
But despite all the progress I’d made, my run-in with Señor Bath Salts had definitely triggered an episode. So I headed out to one of my more remote camps just as soon as I got home from the sheriff’s office. Sure, the cops had said I needed to stick around, but I interpreted that as meaning “don’t leave the county.” I called my attorney before I went traipsing off into the boonies and told him that I’d be indisposed for a few weeks. He didn’t like it, but agreed to handle things should the cops decide they needed another interview.
Whatever. I’d resigned myself to the fact that what was going to happen would happen, and there was nothing I could do about it. I needed some space and time to clear my head, and that’s what I was going to get. I’d built my destination campsite a few months earlier, way the hell out in the middle of nowhere. I set myself up for an extended stay in the primitive A-frame cabin I had at the site.
But no sooner than I’d gotten settled in, it started raining like the first day of Noah’s forty. I hunkered down in the cabin for the first week and watched it pour, then finally I got bored and decided to hunt for some fresh meat. After a few hours and a good soaking I got lucky and bagged a couple of rabbits that I found hunkered down in a brush pile. But, as luck would have it, I also caught a monumental case of walking pneumonia.
By the next morning I was delirious with fever and way too weak to hike back to the main house on the ranch. I set out some pots and pans to gather rainwater, then I bundled up on my cot and tried not to die from fever and exposure. Besides the occasional trip to the front door of the cabin to piss and retrieve enough water to prevent my imminent demise, I stayed more or less on my back for the better part of two weeks. Probably the only thing that saved me was a stash of antibiotics that I had in my pack, and some expired ibuprofen that I found in my first aid kit. Well, that and the fact that I’m too damned stubborn to die from my own stupidity.
   
It took me a couple of days after the fever broke to gather enough strength to get up and move around. I soon managed to build a fire and made some broth using the bouillon cubes I always kept in my pack. By the next morning I was back on solid food, and by that evening I was ready to get back to the main cabin for a shower and a good hot meal.
After being out of commission for so long, I decided I’d check in on civilization by tuning into the news on the little emergency weather radio I kept in my pack. It worked on solar power, or I could charge it with a hand crank, and I’d found it to be a handy addition to my typical load out. Besides giving me a way to get weather intel, if I ever got too lonely out in the sticks I could always tune into the nearest country station and get really depressed.
I cranked the handle for about a minute or so and started flipping through the FM stations. All I got was static, so I switched over to the AM dial. It took me a while, but eventually I tuned into a station that broadcast from way out west of us. The signal was weak, but after dialing it in and playing with its antenna, I heard the familiar klaxon that indicated an Emergency Broadcast System test was underway. Annoyed, I turned off the radio and busied myself for a few moments, then I turned it back on, only to hear the same ear-splitting racket. That got me spooked, so I turned it up a notch or two and listened to what followed.
“This is not a test. Repeat, this is not a test. Please listen to the following message in full and follow all instructions carefully. This message will repeat. Again, listen carefully and follow these instructions to ensure the safety of you and those around you.”
At that I turned the volume up as a high as it could go. Within seconds the measured cadence of the president’s voice came loud and clear from the speakers.
“At 1:26 am on October 3rd, the United States suffered a surprise joint nuclear attack carried out by China, Russia, and North Korea that targeted several large metropolitan areas along the eastern and western seaboards, as well as select cities in the midwestern and southern states. These attacks were apparently carried out with the intention of destroying our largest population areas and infrastructure. Missiles carrying nuclear warheads were detonated in air burst attacks, so as to produce the greatest damage to property and people.
“We are not taking this attack lying down. Already, our military has launched precision nuclear counterstrikes against key targets in China, Russia, and North Korea as well as targets in Iran and Syria. We believe we have prevented further attacks from occurring; however, the damage to our nation’s greatest population centers and infrastructure has been severe. We are doing everything we can to restore communications and power across the mainland, as well as to restore communications with Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico. We are mobilizing the Army National Guard and FEMA to set up relief camps, field medical facilities, and emergency shelters a safe distance from all areas that have been hit the hardest by these attacks.
“Since the missiles were detonated while airborne, fallout has been minimal in the areas surrounding the attacks. Even so, survivors are encouraged to avoid the blast zones and to escape to the nearest relief center as soon as they are physically capable.
“Unfortunately, the worst effects of these attacks will not be limited to the initial death toll that they have inflicted; it is the panic and chaos caused by these attacks that will likely claim the most lives. Do not panic. Food, water, and shelter will be at a premium in areas that have been hit the hardest, so we ask that you band together with your neighbors and share what resources you have for the good of all until help arrives. Again, we are doing everything we can to provide relief and supplies to the areas that have been affected by these attacks. If you reside in or near one of these areas, please listen to the following message for directions to the nearest emergency relief center for your area. Thank you, and may Allah guide us through this tragedy.”
How in the hell did they let a nuclear freaking war happen? I thought to myself as I listened to the long list of relief centers that had been set up since the attacks. I checked my watch and realized that it had been a full three weeks since the missiles hit. Here I was, stuck out in The-Middle-of-Nowhere, Texas, out of my mind with fever while the end of the world as we know it was going down. Who’da thunk it?
As I worked my way mentally through the situation at hand, I made a few assumptions. One, because there were relatively few targets of major military interest in Austin and San Antonio, the damage might not be too severe. Heck, I even hoped for a moment that they might not have been hit at all. But a few minutes later, I heard relief center locations being broadcast for Austin and San Antonio, which blew my hopes clean out of the water. Why anyone would hit those cities out of anything but sheer evil and spite was beyond me. I mean, you truly had to be an evil son of a bitch to bomb millions of people needlessly. Sometimes, I really hated being part of the human race.
Regardless, I figured they’d hit Lackland with a warhead large enough to take out the operations command center there, which would make sense if they were planning to invade the third coast. They’d probably hit Austin for the hell of it, since no major military targets of interest existed in or around the capitol. More than likely Ft. Hood and Ft. Bliss had gotten wiped clean off the map, and Alamogordo was probably toast as well. But if they were aiming for the capitol in Austin and used a smaller nuclear device to take it out, folks five kilometers or so from downtown could have gotten through the blast wave with only minor injuries, which would mostly have been from broken windows and flying debris. So, I was guessing that Mom and Dad were probably fine, but even so they’d need to get the hell out of Dodge fast. As soon as the social structure started breaking down it’d be chaos, and I didn’t want them anywhere near a major metropolitan area once the food riots and pillaging started.
It only took me a half-hour or so to get everything packed and ready, so I sat in the light of the fire I’d stoked up and waited for dawn. As I rested in the near-dark of my campfire, I reflected on how calm I felt. Having a mission and a purpose always seemed to help me keep my shit together back in the ’Stan, and I supposed it should be no different now that I was Stateside. By the time the sun peeked over the hills to the east, I’d already eaten and had a couple of cups of instant coffee in me, and I was good to go. More than good, strangely; I felt fully alive for the first time since coming back home. Chuckling to myself at the irony, I checked the eastern sky for smoke or perhaps the remnants of mushroom clouds, but it was still overcast and I couldn’t see a damned thing.
The wind came from the northwest as it had for weeks, which meant that I’d never been in any danger of fallout radiation exposure. Besides, air bursts were the most effective way to destroy a city, and if the emergency broadcast message was accurate, there’d be little to worry about as far as fallout was concerned. However, that also meant that the detonations would have generated a significant EMP blast, which meant all sophisticated electronics would be fried for quite some distance around the blast areas.
That also meant cell phones would be out of service, although some towers that didn’t sustain damage might reset automatically. Landlines might work, but it was iffy. Power would definitely be a bust in and near the cities. Some automobiles would be fried, what with the modern computer circuitry that most cars relied on these days. The Internet would be a wash as well, as would most mass communications in general. Thankfully I kept a shortwave radio at the cabin, and had a landline hooked up there, too. Hopefully I’d be able to contact my parents via one method or another, if only to find out if they were okay. I’d certainly be in better shape than most to travel and rescue them, since my Toyota ran on pre-80’s tech, and I always kept a spare set of fuses, ignition points, and the like around, along with extra fan belts and other parts I might need in an emergency. So even if it wouldn’t start, I was sure I could get it running in short order.
My plan was to head into town, get those supplies that I’d been planning to pick up the day of the shooting, and then drive in a general northeasterly direction along the back roads to get to my folks. Then I’d bring them back out here, and figure out what to do next once I knew they were safe. Dad was smart; he’d know that he needed to either stay put to avoid radiation fallout or get out as quickly as possible. He’d also know how to secure transportation to get him and Mom out of Dodge. I needed to get in touch with them before I took off, just to make sure they’d stay put until I got there.
   
I reached the cabin a few hours later. The first thing I did was go out and try to start the Toyota; it started right up with no issues, which somewhat surprised me. EMP was a phenomena that scientists still didn’t have a firm grip on, and I’d read conflicting reports about what could happen after a nuclear attack. Some experts had said the entire grid would go down and all electronics would fail, while others said effects would be localized and civilization could continue.
But even though my truck was working, I wasn’t betting on things being copacetic closer into the cities. I had a sneaking suspicion that my truck was working because it was made in the Stone Age—and besides that, you just couldn’t kill a Hilux. That was why I’d bought it and restored it. I once saw one buried in a high-rise building demolition on television, and it started right up once they dug it out of the rubble. I had my doubts that more modern auto tech would fare so well.
After ensuring that the truck was working, I went inside and tried to call my parents. I got nothing but a busy signal, even after trying for the better part of half an hour. I started gathering up everything I’d need for a rescue mission to north Austin:
 
	Extra gas cans. I snagged two five-gallon jerry cans and threw them in the bed of the truck. They were empty, but I could fill them in town. I also snagged an old garden hose to use for siphoning gas from dead cars and trucks along the way.
	Spare parts. I kept spare fuses, points, and so on in the truck. I threw in an extra fan belt for good measure, and beefed up my tool bag with a few extra sockets and wrenches.
	Other tools. I figured a hand winch would be a must for clearing stalled vehicles, so I threw my power puller in the back. I also tossed a Fat Max demo tool and my tactical tomahawk behind the seat. Both might come in handy should I have to do some tactical B&E along the way. I also grabbed some bolt cutters for good measure, as they always came in handy. I already had my Bowie knife on my belt and a tactical folder in my pocket—I never went anywhere without a good knife.
	Weapons. I grabbed my Glock 21, along with my concealment holster. No reason to draw attention on the road. I replaced my Kahr with the Glock, and took the time to switch out the clip on the Kahr so I could wear it on my left side in an appendix carry. The Glock went on my right hip. I grabbed my range bag with two extra mags for the Kahr and four for the Glock, along with two boxes of .45 JHP. I also snagged my M4A1 with six extra mags and a brick of 500 rounds. I kept a red dot sight on it, but could switch to my ACOG if needed, also packed. I brought along a tactical flashlight and a collapsible bipod for the rifle. The bipod added weight, but I liked the stability for long shots.
	Food and shelter. I’d be sheltering in the truck if I had to stop overnight. No way would I leave it to get hot-wired by thieves. I threw my pack in the front seat with all my essentials: sleeping bag, ground mat, portable water filter, water bladder and bottles, iodine tabs, flashlight, and so on. I also threw a 12-pack of bottled water in the floorboard, just for safety’s sake. For food, I grabbed some of the dehydrated meals I typically carried into the sticks, along with some summer sausage and jerky. Thankfully, when you have a thousand acres of land to hunt there’s no waiting for deer season. I always kept some hard candy in the glove box, along with some high-energy snack bars. I could eat those if the other stuff ran out. I wasn’t counting on finding a lot of food along the way, because folks would be clearing the stores out in short order. Those who hadn’t prepared were going to be in some deep shit, most assuredly.
	Comms. I had a CB in the truck, but fat lot of good it might do me. I’d snag a cell phone and charger off the first dead person I found. I know, it sounds cruel, but experience had taught me that I’d probably come across more than a few before this was over. Like I said, cell towers might come back online, and it’d be worth it to have the cell if that happened.

Despite being prepared as hell for an event like this, I still wanted to stock up on long-term supplies before I took off. Plus, I needed gas for the truck. I didn’t want to hit the supermarket in town due to the crowds. I decided to hit the local Stop N’ Steal for gas and whatever else I could get. I had enough cash on me to clear them out of dry goods, and I also planned to get more bottled water and some OTC drugs. It’d have to do.
I loaded what I was going to take with me into the truck, hid it under a tarp inside the camper shell, and drove off to take care of my last-minute chores before I headed out to Austin.
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VACANT
AS I PULLED into the gas station, I immediately noticed things were off. For one, there were no cars lined up waiting to get gas. None. If there was any gas to be had, I’d expected to have to wait in line for a while to get it. To pull up and see that there weren’t any cars lined up at the pumps made me hella nervous. I wondered if they’d already run out and I was just too late, or maybe the power had gone out and the pumps were out of order.
Could have been any number of things, considering the circumstances. I pulled up to the pumps anyway and went inside to see what was up. A glance at the prices on the sign out front told me that price gouging was in full effect. Twelve bucks a gallon. Ouch. Maybe the prices had scared all the customers off.
As I walked up to the front door, I noticed some fresh blood spatters on the glass. That got my hackles raised right up, so I drew my Glock and kept it hidden behind my leg as I peeked inside the store from behind the corner of the wall. No one was visible, but there was a helluva lot of mess inside the store. I could see more blood splattered all over the floor, as well bloody handprints on the counter. Looked like a robbery, but there were no cops, no alarms, no crime scene tape, and nothing to indicate there were any dead bodies around.
Maybe Randy and the boys from the sheriff's office were busy elsewhere. I could only imagine what was going on in town. People must have been freaking out and raising all kinds of hell. For the most part, the good folks of Leakey were as kind as could be, pretty much overflowing with Texas hospitality and such. But I’d seen what war could do to people, and knew that when ordinary folks were faced with extraordinary circumstances, they’d go to extraordinary lengths to protect and preserve life, limb, and family.
Bottom line, though, was that I still needed gas. The lights were on, so that was a good sign. I could probably still get gas, even if no one was around. I’d leave some cash in the register or drop it in the safe; no need to steal from my neighbors. Not yet, anyway. I cracked the door and propped it open with my foot so I could listen to what was going on inside before entering.
It was quiet as a mouse’s house. All I could hear was some water dripping, and the low hum of the walk-in coolers in the back. I listened for a good minute or so, and didn’t hear anything else. I opened the door a bit more and called out.
“Hey, anyone in here? I need some gas. I’m not here to rob you. I have money and will pay.”
Silence.
I kept my sidearm at low ready and walked in the store. As I stepped inside, I nearly busted my ass by slipping in a pool of blood hidden by the news racks at the front door. I caught my balance by grabbing one of the racks, and looked down to see about two pints of coagulating blood on the floor. Yeah, it was blood alright—no mistaking that smell. I wiped my feet on the entry runner and moved through the store, clearing it one area at a time. I checked behind the counter, then down each aisle using the store mirrors and some good old fashioned door kicker moves. Then finally I cleared the office, the rest rooms, storage area, and the walk-ins.
The place was a mess, and emptier than a synagogue on Superbowl Sunday. There were more random blood stains and spatters, and someone had tracked blood all over the store as well. Scratch that, make that two—no, three someones. Two of them didn’t look like they were doing so hot. One of them looked like he was limping, and another was shuffling with a strange gait. Reminded me of someone doing opium. Saw enough of that in the ’Stan to know what it looked like.
One thing was obvious: they were both chasing the third person. Looked to be a female; shoes were small, with no tread and a narrow toe. Tracks led out the back door, and I saw more bloody handprints on the door release bar. I listened at the door, but heard nothing. I swung it open and looked left and right. Nothing but a retention wall and some trash.
This was all really messed up, and I was pretty damn curious what had happened to these people. But, first things first. I went behind the counter and turned on the pump I needed, then popped open the cash register and left a few twenties in there. I went to shut the drawer, and then thought better of it and left another twenty. Damned if I was going to pay twelve bucks a gallon, though. Then I went out to the truck and left the pump running while I started loading up.
I snagged three cases of bottled water, which was all they had left. I also scored two boxes of Power Bars and all their jerky. I took every bit of toilet paper they had, along with some jumper cables, a few quarts of oil, a roll of duct tape, some radiator repair tape, a bottle of Gorilla glue, and all their OTC drugs. And a twelve pack of tall boys, just in case I never got to enjoy a cold one again.
I used a hand truck I found in the back and loaded it all up. I gave the place one final look around and found a first aid kit in the office, so I cleaned that out too. Once I got it all in the truck, I went back inside to leave them the rest of the cash I had on hand, along with an IOU and a list of what I took in exchange for the rest. I figured I’d shorted them about a hundred bucks, but to hell with it. Better that it was taken by someone who was good for it than by looters.
As I walked back out to the truck to top off the tank and fill my jerry cans, that whole bloody scene inside kept nagging at me. I thought on it a bit and decided it wouldn’t take too much time to see where those folks had gone. I threw the gas cans in back, hopped in my truck, and pulled it around back. I flipped it around and backed it into the tree line behind the store, locked it, and picked up the trail at the back door. It headed out back down an old deer trail. I followed it with my sidearm drawn and my eyes peeled.
   
The deer trail was fairly unused, so it made for tight quarters as I followed the obvious tracks the three people from the gas station had left. It looked like the girl had made better time than the two shufflers. Her tracks were longer and she was striking hard on her heels with every step. Her trail went on for about a quarter-mile along the trail, then she had cut off at an angle into the trees, presumably to lose her pursuers. I could see that both pursuers had continued down the deer trail a ways, then they had stopped abruptly and shuffled around. After that, their trail went off into the sticks in the same direction as the girl’s. I decided to follow the girl’s trail. She was moving at speed that had left a clear line of broken branches and scuffed ground to follow.
About a half-mile further, I noticed that the girl had stopped and attempted to hide in some brush. She had hunkered down behind some cedar trees, and it looked like she had crouched there for a while. There were several branches of the tree that had been stripped of foliage, which I presumed she did out of nervousness while waiting to see if she had evaded her pursuers. Unfortunately, she hadn’t, as their trail had converged with hers about fifteen yards before. I found what I assumed to be her phone in the brush a few yards out; it was cracked, but otherwise still in working order. I pocketed it and continued to track her.
After that, the trail led out into a short clearing, beyond which was a steep drop-off of about 75 feet that went into a canyon. There appeared to have been a scuffle, and at least one person had gone off the edge into the canyon. I searched carefully for some sign that the girl had escaped, but unfortunately I could find no further sign of her passing. I walked up to the edge of the drop-off and looked down, and saw three bodies tangled up in the brush at the bottom. It was hard to see clearly exactly what I was looking at, but I doubted anyone could have survived that fall.
I shook my head and said a silent prayer, then went to head back to the gas station. Just as I was turning away, I thought I saw movement from the bottom of the canyon out of the corner of my eye. I looked quickly back, but didn’t detect anything else from the corpses below. I chalked it up to the wind, coyotes, or just my mind playing tricks on me. I made a mental note to tell Randy just as soon as I ran across him, and headed back to my truck.
   
Once I got to my truck, I sat for a moment and tried to process what I’d seen. A lot of it didn’t make sense. For one, where did all the blood come from? I had found some blood on the trail, but based on what I’d seen in the store, whoever had lost all that liquid would’ve been in no shape for a hike in the woods. And why the heck were those two guys chasing that girl? The beer cooler was mostly left untouched, the cash register was full, and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why they left the cash and took off after her. Could’ve been to rape her, sure. But every crook I’d ever known would get the cash first, then they’d go after other objectives. Even criminals have their priorities.
Also, there were no signs of gunfire inside the store. There had been a struggle, but I hadn’t found any loose casings or bullet holes anywhere. I supposed they could have taken their time to pick them up, but I doubted those two shufflers would’ve bothered. From what I could tell, they both had been so strung out I doubted either had been thinking coherently. That being said, they had still been with it enough to chase a girl through the woods to her death. How all three ended up going over was anyone’s guess.
I decided to consider it an unsolved mystery and leave it for Dennis Farina to figure out. As tragic as it all was, I had more important things to think about. Namely, getting to Austin intact and rescuing my aging parents from God-knew-what was going to happen once the shit hit the fan. I figured the first thing that would happen would be the looting, followed by food riots, then roving gangs. The good news was that Mom and Dad lived in a nicer area of town, far away from where most of the criminal element lived. The bad news was that they lived exactly where I would go to find victims were I an enterprising criminal facing a nuclear apocalypse.
Not cool. I decided to pull out the girl’s cell phone and try to give Mom a call. I got a low battery indicator, so I headed back into the store to snag a cell charger. I drove back to the cabin the long way, just to see what was going on elsewhere in this one horse town. I cruised on down toward Leakey, telling myself that I was just going to look around and avoid contact with anyone. Just for insurance, I slapped a magazine in my rifle and put it barrel down in the passenger footwell, out of sight, where I could grab it if I needed.
As I drove slowly down the road, I came across a lot of abandoned cars. All were newer models that relied on fancy computer equipment to keep them running. A car is a sort of Faraday cage, but any exposed antenna will suck in a strong EMP signal like a Dyson in a dust storm. I suspected all those new cars were basically bricked by the EMP generated by the bombs that were dropped on San Antonio and Austin.
I was moving slow enough to avoid colliding with any sudden obstacles that might pop up, but not so fast that I couldn’t see inside the cars. All of them were empty, but a few showed signs of violence. Smashed windows, along with plenty of blood and gore. I said another silent prayer, both for those folks and for myself, and wondered if the whole world had gone mad already. I glanced at a few houses as I passed by and saw one or two curtains flutter, but witnessed absolutely no sign of anyone out and about. Obviously, people were scared and hunkering down, and I couldn’t blame them after what I had seen.
About a mile out of Leakey I came across a semi-truck pulled off the side of the road. The door was closed, but I could see someone slumped in the cab. I pulled over, grabbed the rifle and the first aid kit I’d snagged at the gas station, and walked over to see if I could help. As I walked up, I could see someone had smeared blood and what I assumed were guts all over the outside of the cab. It also looked like they’d been trying to get inside the cab, banging on the glass and whatnot.
I looked around but saw no sign of anyone nearby. I climbed up on the sideboard and peered inside. Blood and brains had splattered all over the roof of the cab, and the guy had a small hole in his temple. Suicide. I tried the door handle, but it was locked, so I used the glass tool on my folder to break the window, then I opened the door to get the gun. It was a small .38 caliber revolver, cheap but reliable. .38 was a common round, so I took it along with the box of shells the driver had left on the seat. I said another prayer for the old timer, and silently thanked him for the gun and shells. He had a picture of some kids and what I assumed were their parents on his dash; I took it and placed it in his hand, and shut the door.
As I climbed down off the cab, I saw some people approaching from Leakey. Not just some. A whole mob. They were far enough away to give me plenty of time to get in my truck and head back the way I came before they could even get close enough to be a threat. I decided to give up on seeing what things looked like in town. If the looting had already started in the little city of Leakey, Texas, population 425, I needed to get my parents out of Round Rock as soon as possible. I left the mob in my rearview and headed back to the cabin as fast as all the broken down cars and debris on the road would allow.
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UNREAL
ONCE BACK AT the cabin I plugged the girl’s cell phone into the charger and tried the landline again. No dice. I left the cell phone on, though, just in case someone tried to reach the girl. I figured I could tell them what had happened and at least give them closure, even though it might make me a suspect in her murder. Considering the circumstances, I thought it was unlikely that the courts would be back in operation anytime soon, but eventually things would return to some level of normalcy, so I decided to turn off the phone after all. No sense getting involved until I spoke with Randy about it.
I felt pretty hungry. The day’s events had ended up being a lot more stressful than I had expected. Not that being in a nuclear apocalypse was supposed to be a day at the beach, but I hadn’t expected things to be this chaotic and violent so soon. I put some soup on the stove and munched out on some deer sausage and crackers while I waited for the soup to heat, then I tried calling my parents again using the landline. I got nothing but a busy signal, so I decided to keep trying on the odd chance I might get through. Once the cell phone I’d found was charged enough, I’d also start trying to call them on that. Couldn’t hurt to try.
Once my soup was ready, I hunkered down in front of the short wave and started scanning the freqs for some news of what was going on out there in the big wide world. Nobody seemed to know exactly what had happened, but we did know who fired the first shot. Apparently the North Koreans decided to drop the bomb on Seoul, and that started a whole chain of events that had ended with the U.S., Russia, and China tossing nuclear weapons at each other. It would have been only a matter of time before something like this happened. I mean, once you let the crazies build nukes, the logical conclusion is that eventually they’re going to use them. Heck, even a ten-year-old could see that.
Thankfully, something major happened that caused the powers that be to stop just short of total global annihilation. Apparently some greater threat had appeared out of the blue, but due to conflicting reports I couldn’t get a clear picture of just what that was exactly. Some said it was a global pandemic, others said aliens, while still others were yammering about an impending zombie apocalypse. Go figure. I was more likely to believe the alien invasion scenario than I was the zombie thing. Come on, zombies? I love Romero films as much as the next guy, but that was just a little too far out there for me to believe.
Still, there were some pretty hairy reports about massive riots and waves of civil unrest hitting large cities all across the globe. There was also some talk about cannibalism, which wasn’t surprising if you took into account just how close to starvation much of the global population was at any given moment. Throw in a little hysteria and confusion, and it was easy to see that most of this stuff was hearsay being blown out of proportion. Even so, it made me worry that much more for my folks.
Strangely, reports were coming in of violence even in countries where no nuclear attacks had occurred. Even small nations across the African continent, and island nations and territories like Haiti and Puerto Rico reported they were also experiencing massive waves of violence, rioting, and looting. Again, I figured this was just human nature rearing its ugly head. Most folks with half a brain who hadn’t prepared for something like this would figure out pretty quick that they needed to secure the essentials if they wanted to survive. Add in the fact that roughly 1 in 25 people showed sociopathic tendencies in modern society, and you had the makings for some serious fan-hitting shit.
My only consolation was that my dad was a self-reliant son of a bitch. He had been assigned to Force Recon in the Corps, and had seen some pretty hairy shit while he was active. Understandably he never spoke about it much, but the old man was tough as nails, and I believed he could turn into a stone killer if need be. He’d also do anything to keep my mom safe, and kept an arsenal of firearms in their house along with enough ammo to keep a small army at bay. He’d likely dig in for a while until he knew it was safe, then he’d secure reliable transport and bug out as soon as he was able. I just hoped I’d be able to speak to them before he decided it was time to beat feet.
After finishing my meal and listening to the shortwave for about an hour, I decided to check my battery bank and the solar panels I’d put in earlier in the year. I had installed eight panels on the roof where it got the most southern exposure, along with a bank of batteries in an attached shed that sat alongside the cabin. Since the system was tied to the grid, I’d also set it up so I could disconnect the house from the power company and run off my battery bank and panels. Being a natural worry wart, I grabbed a flashlight and headed outside to check the condition of the batteries. I’d gone with sealed gel cells both for the cost and for the lack of maintenance, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to make sure none were showing signs of failure. Once I was sure the system was in good working order, I locked it up and headed back inside for the night.
After that, there was really nothing I could do but keep trying to call my folks and hope for the best. Dad’s vehicles were probably knocked out by the EMP, so he’d need to secure transport before heading out. That could take him while, depending on how bad things got, which meant he might just decide to bunker in place. I really wanted to get a lock on my parent’s location before I left, but finally decided that if I didn’t get them on the phone by morning, I’d head for Austin and hope I got to them before Dad decided to blow town. I continued listening in on the shortwave and calling every 15 to 20 minutes, until I finally dozed off on the couch sometime after midnight.
   
The sound of creaking floorboards on my front porch woke me up at about zero-three-thirty, according to my watch. I still had my Glock on me and my M4 was leaning up against the side table close at hand. I slipped on my boots, listening for any additional noise from outside. While it could have easily been an animal, no raccoon was going to be loud enough to make those boards creak. Only thing that heavy would be a black bear, which I’d only seen once in all my years on the ranch. That, or a human. I was betting on the latter, although how someone would have found our place at random was a mystery to me. This cabin was well back up in the woods from the main road, and it’d take an aerial search team and a FLIR camera to find it in the dark.
No matter. I assumed it was someone who’d headed out in the woods to bug out and stumbled across the place. Or possibly an illegal—I found them on the ranch all the time. If it was a looter I’d try to scare them off, and if it was an illegal, I’d just give them some food and send them on their way.
As I was reaching for my rifle, in my grogginess I accidentally caused my soup bowl to collide with the table lamp. Although the sound wasn’t really that loud, it may as well have been a gunshot in the silence of the Hill Country night. Immediately after that, I could hear a pair of heavy feet shuffling to the door, followed by scraping and banging on the frame and door itself.
Must be a drunk, I thought to myself. But that in and of itself was a pretty damned deep mystery. How in the hell would a drunk make it up a mile of dirt roads and jeep trails in the middle of the night? Let me tell you, it gets pitch dark up here after sundown, and on an overcast night like this one you’re lucky to see two feet in front of your face without a flashlight or some other artificial light source. If whoever it was had come in a vehicle, then I’d have heard them coming up the road. As far as I could tell there weren’t any flashlights swinging around outside, either.
I figured it was time to take a look, so I crept over to the window and peeked out. All I could see was a large, dark figure swaying back and forth, more or less bumping into and banging on the door and wall outside. Deciding that this was just a little too weird, even for my tastes, I crept over to my gun safe and popped it open. I used just a sliver of light from my mini taclight to see the dial so I could crack it open, and grabbed my NVGs from inside. Strapping them onto my head, I turned them on with my eyes closed and cranked down the brightness, then opened my eyes and waited for them to adjust. After about 30 seconds or so, I headed to the second bedroom.
When I was about 14, I’d made an emergency egress point, otherwise known as a trap door, in my bedroom floor here at the cabin. Originally, I’d made it so I could sneak out and go frogging and coon hunting in the middle of the night, although when my dad found out he threw a fit. My grandpa calmed him down, saying he’d always wanted to do the same thing when he was a kid. Since Grandpa overruled Dad on all things having to do with the cabin and land, I got to keep my trap door. These days I kept the hinges well-oiled and the latch maintained, just in case I ever needed a way to get out of the cabin without making a lot of noise. This would be one of those times.
Secretly praying that no rattlesnakes had taken up residence under the house recently, I carefully lowered my rifle down the hole and on the ground below, and crawled out head first. It was a tight fit, and I recalled how much easier this had been as a kid. After getting my bearings, I tucked my rifle over my arm to keep it from scraping the ground, and began to low crawl out from under the house. I could still hear my guest banging and scratching at the front door the whole time, which pretty much covered any noise I made. Once I was out from under the cabin, I press-checked my rifle to make sure I had a round chambered, and headed around the house.
Coming around the corner, I could get a much better look at the guy through my NVGs. At first glance, he looked like he was either extremely muddy, or that he’d been in an accident and was covered in blood. A head injury could account for his strange behavior, so I assumed the latter. It looked like he had suffered a nasty cut over his eye; there was blood all over his face. As I crouched and watched him from around the corner of the cabin, something niggled at the back of my mind. His movements and behavior were strangely familiar, but I just couldn’t place them.
Then it clicked. The way this guy was moving reminded me a lot of the illegal who’d attacked me at the Stop N’ Steal. That guy had moved with the same rhythmic swaying motion, and with the same repetitive pattern as well. Weird. I decided to sit tight and observe him for a moment, since he didn’t appear to be an immediate threat. I leaned against the cabin and made myself more comfortable so I could keep an eye on him for a few minutes.
Strangely, the guy’s pattern of movement never changed. He just kept sort of banging on and walking into the door, over and over again. To be honest, after a while watching him started to put me to sleep, so I’d look away every now and again and scan the area for other threats. With nothing changing after about ten minutes or so, I was about to call it a night and go back inside.
Then there was a loud rustling from the treeline behind me. Likely it was a rabbit or a squirrel evading a night predator, but it sounded like thunder in the still silence of the night. I turned to look, just in case it was another human instead of an animal, but couldn’t see anything. When I turned back to see if my guest had noticed, I got the shock of my life.
My visitor had turned fully toward me to see what had made all the racket, and now that he did I could see that this gentleman wasn’t well. For starters, he was missing half the right side of his face, which looked like it had either been torn or gnawed off. He was similarly missing his right arm at the elbow, which ended in a nasty, jagged wound that should have been dripping blood all over. It was instead dry and crusty, like a newly scabbed cut.
Finally, the guy’s throat had been ripped out.
His throat had been ripped the hell out. And he was still moving around. Shit.
The impact of what I was seeing though my NVGs freaked me out so bad that I stumbled. And as I reached out to the wall to steady myself, I missed it completely and fell to one knee, making a shitload of noise as I bumped into the cabin wall. That sure got his attention. Before I could get back to my feet, he was moaning up a storm and making a beeline for me, despite it being blacker than charcoal on a cast iron kettle out here.
I got my bearings and started backing up, mumbling to myself, “This isn’t happening, this is not happening, holy shit, this is really happening!” Well, maybe I screamed that last part like a little girl, because Stumpy the one-armed freak was gaining on me as I was backing up. I yelled at him, as loud as I could, “Stop, or I will be forced to shoot!” That only seemed to make him even more agitated, and the sum’ bitch picked up his pace.
I knew that I couldn’t keep backing up or I was going to go ass over teakettle on a branch or rock and have this asshole right on top of me. Once I came to that conclusion, it was abundantly clear what I had to do.
“Screw this,” I declared, and fired two rounds center mass on the guy.
No effect.
“Ah, shit!” I switched the selector from select fire to full auto and lit the guy up. I emptied a mag in him, which made him jerk about like a puppet and seemed to halt his progress as he staggered about. Unfortunately, once I ran out of ammo, he kept coming.
“Balls!” I shouted out as I reached for another magazine and realized I’d come outside without a spare. I dropped the M4 on my one-point harness and drew my Glock.
The guy was within a few paces of me when I drew a bead on his big ugly forehead. Up close I could see he was some type of office worker. He wore a short-sleeved oxford and a tie, both covered in gore that went all the way down to his cheap Walmart khakis. His knees were also covered in blood, which I assumed meant he’d been kneeling in it. He was missing one brown dress shoe, and I could see that he’d worn through a sock and most of the flesh on that foot. His other shoe, strangely, was polished to a high gloss, and besides some scuff marks on the toe, was more or less free of blood.
Weird, the things you notice when you think you’re about to die. I took all this in within a millisecond, and pulled the trigger twice. The first round made a nice neat hole in his forehead and snapped his head back, and the second one caught him in what would have been his windpipe. The freak fell at my feet immediately, dead as—well, a corpse. I shuffled back a bit anyway and kept my muzzle trained on him for a few seconds, listening to the sound of my heart beating out of my chest and the rapid rhythm of my impending hyperventilation.
I made a conscious effort to slow down my breathing so I didn’t pass out. Once the lightheadedness cleared, I shuffled forward in a shooting stance and nudged Stumpy with my toe. No response. I did it a few more times, then I set to kicking the shit out of him with my steel-toed combat boots while spewing a string of obscenities that would make a drunken sailor blush.
Once I’d gotten that out of my system, I bent over and vomited. I must have stayed there, hands on my knees and catching my breath, for—oh, maybe five minutes or so. Once or twice, I heaved again, noticing just how much this guy stank. He reeked of dead flesh. It was a smell I was intimately familiar with, and one I’d hoped to never experience again.
When I’d got back from the ’Stan, I’d applied for a job with the Travis County Coroner’s office. After my interview, they took me on a tour of their autopsy room. It was the dead of summer, and they’d run out of space in their meat locker. Yeah, you think you could deal with that smell, but you’d be wrong. Needless to say, I didn’t get the job.
All quaint memories aside, I needed to regroup and rethink my plan. Thing was, if the reports I’d been hearing over the shortwave were correct and there really was some sort of zombie outbreak going down, I really couldn’t afford to waste time getting to Mom and Dad. Hell, this is bad. Really bad, I thought.
On that note, I crawled back under the house, locked that hatch up tight, double-checked that all the doors and windows were locked, and started slamming that six-pack of tall boys I’d snagged earlier from the gas station. After the fifth one, my nerves had settled and I was finally able to get back to sleep and catch a few more winks to prep for what was to come.
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ENGAGEMENT
I WOKE up a few hours later, still a bit drunk and already feeling a minor hangover coming on. I sat up quickly, remembering the events of the night before. Despite the pounding in my skull, I got up and hopped over to the window. Yep, he was still there, clearly missing a limb, and clearly dead twice over.
“Piss,” I hissed quietly. I skulked over to the kitchen, slugged a glass of water and put a kettle on for coffee. Then, I went to the bathroom and carried out my morning routine, finding a clean change of clothes and taking the time to groom myself just like any other day. The routine was to help keep me sane, to keep my spirits up. I had a feeling I was going to need both before the week was over.
About the time that my kettle was whistling at me, the phone rang. I ran into the kitchen to pick it up, pulling the kettle off the stove at the same time. “Hello?”
“Aidan, Aidan is that you?” It was my mom, thank God. I could hear her chattering in the background to my dad, telling him it was me on the line. I heard his deep voice rumbling back, instructing my mother to tell me they were fine.
“Mom, tell Dad I heard him, and that I said to stay put until I get there.”
“Oh, mijo, everything is okay. Your dad has everything under control, and we’re safe as can be here outside of the city. He says to tell you—”
Click. The line went dead. “Mom? Mom, hello?” I hit the receiver and tried to call back. All I got was the same busy signal I’d been getting for the last day or so.
“Damn it to hell!” I shouted, and nearly threw the phone across the kitchen. Instead, I took a few deep breaths and set it down in the cradle. Probably wouldn’t have hurt it, as that old bakelite phone had been through hell and back over the years, but I didn’t want to risk breaking my comms.
I leaned back against the counter and looked at my options. Option A: Wait to hear from my parents again and make sure they stayed put. Problem with that was there was no way of knowing when or if we’d be able to get through again. So, onto Option B, which was to sit tight and wait for my dad to load up whatever wheels he could find and get here. He would find a means of transport, that was for sure. So no dice. Him and my mom alone on the road, all the way from Austin to here? Uh-uh, no way, no how.
That left Option C. Pack my shit and get my ass in gear. Action over reaction. Now, there was an option I could live with. I made my coffee and fried some eggs, heating some toast up on the burners and making some bacon as well. Once I’d fueled up and tossed back some aspirin for good measure, I loaded everything I needed into the Toyota and did a once-over around the place to make sure everything was locked down. First order of business was switching the solar system over to start charging the battery bank. No telling how long I’d be gone, and by the time I got back the power might be out for good, so I figured I may as well prepare for that contingency.
It also meant putting the bear shutters on the cabin. My dad had decided to get them a few years back after black bear sightings started increasing in the Hill Country. Glad he did, because they’d do double-duty for fending off these—what, zombies? Living dead? I thought back to that guy I’d put down the night before, and how after I’d punched his ticket he was deader than dead.
“Deaders,” I said to myself. That was as good a term as any, and it didn’t freak me out quite so bad to think it or say it. Well, at least that was settled.
As for all my valuables, the gun safe would take a forklift to move and a blowtorch to cut through. No way anyone was getting what I had locked up in there. As far as the rest of my weapons and ammo—my real stock of SHTF stuff—that was all buried in caches all around the property and at my camps out in the sticks. Hell if I was going to be caught flat-footed during TEOTWAWKI. Screw that.
I looked around the cabin and supposed I was ready as ever. Then I remembered Stumpy. He was sure to draw animals and Lord knew what else to the cabin. I definitely needed to dispose of him before I left. I wrapped him in an old plastic sheet, taped him up with duct tape, and laid him across the lowered tailgate of my truck, after securing my gear with cargo netting. I’d drop him in a ravine right off the road on my way out of town.
I drove down the old cabin road and hit 336, stopping to lock the gate on the way out. I was about to drive off when I thought better of leaving it exposed. I cut some brush to hide the gate and that shiny brass and steel lock. It wasn’t perfect, but it’d do for a short time. Then I got in the truck and boogied off down the road, heading south for Highway 83.
   
About a mile down the road I started running into trouble. Never mind the cars that had slowed me down on my first little excursion this way; I’d forgotten about that mob of “looters” that I’d seen coming up the road the day previous. Yeah, those looters turned out to be what looked like the entire population of Leakey, all milling up and down the road looking for somebody’s face to chomp on.
They were all deaders. All of them.
I figured out what they ate by observing several packs of them huddled around corpses like a school of piranha, tearing off bits of flesh and skin and fat with their teeth and hands. Those groups barely paid me any mind as I drove as fast as I could past them. However, if I slowed down too much I drew the swift attention of all those who did not have their own human snack pack to feed on. This resulted in my truck getting beaten on in a few instances, not to mention all the gore they left on the windows. Nasty.
Before I even got to Leakey I could see that this wasn’t going to work. There were simply too many cars blocking the road, and too many deaders milling about to get through. I briefly considered just running them down, then I came to my senses and remembered what had happened to my dad’s full-size Ford truck when he hit a deer doing forty. I doubted that my little truck could take that much abuse, no matter how tough it was.
Moreover, I hated to think about what might happen if I got stuck on a pile of bodies. This truck had a lift kit and four-wheel drive, but I recalled a story a cop had once told me about a woman he arrested for murder. She had tried to run over another girl she had caught with her boyfriend in flagrante. The girl had gotten stuck under the car as she ran her over, and she’d dragged that girl three blocks before getting stuck on a curb. I could easily imagine getting two or three of these things stuck in my wheel well, and pictured what that might do to my axles and suspension. No thanks.
As soon as I got the space I hooked around and headed back north for Highway 41. I figured that away from town there’d be almost no cars blocking the roads, and a helluva lot less deaders. Nothing but ranches and hills out that way, so the chances that I’d run into a herd like this one were minimal at best.
Sure enough, I made good time all the way up to 41, and then it was more or less smooth sailing for the next eight or ten miles, up until 41 intersected with 83. Unfortunately, at 83 there was a four car pile-up with a small herd of deaders milling around and beating on an overturned minivan. I suspected that there were some survivors inside the vehicle, so I parked back up the road a few hundred meters and climbed on top of the camper with my rifle and a pair of binos.
I couldn’t see much inside the car, but I got busy straight away and started dropping corpses like Ash Williams on speed. Once I’d dropped all the deaders that were milling about the van, I hopped back inside the truck and pulled up close to the crash, leaving me some space to get out quick in case I needed to boogie. None of the corpses were moving, so I decided to jump out and see if there was anyone left alive inside.
As I crept closer to the van, I could see a couple of corpses sitting inside the vehicle. Both people, who I assumed to be husband and wife, were clearly dead. I snuck around the side to see what was causing the deaders to make all that fuss, and saw a tuft of white and brindle moving behind the window. Crouched down in the back amidst a pile of bags, suitcases, golf clubs, and other assorted crap was a large American Bulldog, shivering its ass off.
Lots of people don’t know that animals shiver like that to burn off adrenaline, and not necessarily because they’re cold or scared. So when your dog freaks out and they start to shiver, it’s because nature is telling them to burn that shit off before they screw their brains up. We as humans have lost that capability, therefore we routinely experience shit like nervous breakdowns and panic attacks. Nature got it right the first time, though. There was a guy on the base where I was stationed who worked with soldiers who had PTSD. He taught them a form of exercise that would cause your body to shiver and shake just like that dog was, and guys I knew who did it swore by it. Crazy.
Anyway, I wasn’t going to leave this dog here to starve. I went back to the truck, got some jerky and a bottle of water, and worked the back hatch on the van open. That freaked the dog out more, and it started shivering even worse. I knelt down by the hatch and started whispering to it, trying to soothe it and calm it down. Once it settled down a bit, I popped the top on the water and poured some out on the headliner of the vehicle. The dog gladly lapped it up. I poured out more and kept pouring until it was all gone.
I reached in and let it sniff me. Once I got a sniff and a lick, I gave it the jerky. After that, it was just a matter of a few more minutes to coax it out. Once the dog got out of the van, I could see that she was a beautiful example of the Scott standard. Long and lean, but muscular and athletic, these dogs could leap a six foot chain link fence, play chicken with a 1,200 pound bull, and run a mountain lion up a tree, all in a day’s work. Damned good dogs.
I just didn’t know if I had the ability to keep a dog and myself alive. Still, I couldn’t just leave her here, not with the way she was giving me puppy eyes and rubbing up against me. So, I led her over to the truck and let her jump up in the cab. She leaned over and gave me a big, sloppy kiss, and then plopped down on the seat with her chin on her paws, as if to say, “Alright, let’s get the hell out of here.”
I chuckled and dug out some more jerky for her, and we got the hell out of there.



6

FANTASY
I KEPT HEADING up 41 until I got just a few miles short of I-10. I figured I-10 would be a cluster hump, so I’d already planned to head south at Mountain Home and take 27 down to Kerrville. I hated the thought of going through a town the size of Kerrville, since I preferred to stay away from larger population areas after seeing what happened in Leakey, but I didn’t really have any choice. I turned south at Mountain Home and headed on down to take my chances with the local residents of Kerrville.
As I headed down 27 south, I meditated on everything that had happened recently and everything that I’d seen. My experiences in the military and in the ’Stan had taught me to compartmentalize my emotions, so I’d been stuffing down a lot of what I felt about the events of the last few days. But while “focus on the mission” was definitely going to be my mantra over the next 48 hours, I still felt compelled to wonder about things that might affect my ability to complete it.
Like, for example, what the hell was causing dead people to walk around and try to eat other people? Was it a bioweapon of some sort? Or a mutated pathogen, maybe something that was altered by the radiation from the bombs? Right now, those two scenarios were the only ideas that made any sense. I briefly entertained the idea that it might be an alien intervention or something supernatural, but I dismissed those scenarios as preposterous, deciding to apply Occam’s razor in this instance and call it a pathogen, no matter the source.
But pathogens only affected the living, and thus far all I’d seen were reanimated dead. Sure, you could catch a disease from a dead animal or human, that was a given. But to my knowledge, there wasn’t a single organism that could cause a corpse to rise up and start moving around again. The only thing I could think of that might even be remotely able to do something like that were prions, proteins responsible for causing mad cow disease and Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease in humans. Nasty stuff, but prions caused rapid brain tissue degeneration that altered personality and behavior. I really didn’t see how they could reanimate a dead person, not within the boundaries of my limited medical knowledge, anyway.
I considered all this as I rolled down the road at about 20 to 25 miles an hour, driving around cars and dodging the odd deader. I hadn’t seen many out this way, and I considered stopping and taking them out as I came across them to help stop the spread of whatever infection was causing this, but I realized fairly quickly that this was a lost cause. If most of a town of 400 people could succumb to the disease overnight, then it was going to spread rapidly throughout the population, regardless of whether or not I plugged a few extra deaders for practice. So, I kept on truckin’ and didn’t even bother to wave as I drove by.
Once I hit a patch of road that was clear of cars and deaders in all directions, I stopped and pulled out my road atlas. According to the sign I’d just passed I was just outside of Ingram, a town of about 1,700 people. That could be tricky. Not as tricky as Kerrville, but tricky. I decided that, so long as there weren’t any herds of these things running around, I’d try to stop to refuel while I was there. The truck got decent gas mileage, but I’d already burned half a tank with all the extra driving and near-idling I was doing driving around abandoned cars, wrecks, and ambulatory corpses. So if I could risk it, I would. If not, I’d just hit an abandoned car somewhere after Kerrville and use the siphon I’d snagged from the gas station.
   
After I had my bearings, I shifted back into gear and drove on. But about a half-mile further up the road I saw something that frankly seemed a bit incongruous, considering all the death and mayhem. It was a family of four, sitting on top of an older Suburu SUV, eating sandwiches and drinking sodas. As I pulled over the hill, I could see mom pull her kids closer, while dad started waving and shouting. Obviously, this guy hadn’t watched any post-apocalyptic movies, ever. If he had, he’d have those kids and his wife hid off in the woods somewhere while he figured out another means of transport.
A part of me thought back to my wartime days, and I started scanning the trees on either side of the road for an ambush. I stopped the truck and pulled out my binos, and did a good 360 check for any hint that I was being played. I also checked the roadside for possible IEDs. Couldn’t be too careful; this was an apocalypse, after all. I didn’t really see anything that raised my hackles, so I focused in on the family instead.
Dad was clearly the academic type. He was bespectacled and wearing corduroys, a sweat-stained oxford shirt partially tucked in, tennis shoes, and a bow tie. Mom looked like my third grade teacher. Mousy, docile, and with that mom vibe that all decent men respond favorably to, regardless of age. And the kids were straight out of a Disney movie, just a couple of towheaded, freckled, bright-eyed siblings out for an adventure with their parents.
God help them, but they were in for a shocker. Inwardly, I sighed. Time to play the good Samaritan. I drew my Glock and placed it under my thigh as I pulled up alongside them. I left a good ten foot gap between us and rolled down the window, keeping my other hand on the weapon.
“You folks having car trouble?” I asked politely, knowing the answer already. Even so, I knew calm banter would settle them down, and didn’t mind saying something idiotic if it meant that they’d feel a little easier about my presence.
The dad nodded. “We ran out of gas. Can you believe it? I left the outskirts of San Antonio with a full tank, but with all the traffic and abandoned cars along the way, we ended up on empty long before I thought we would.”
I looked at the wife, who eyed me while she hushed the kids, one of whom was currently pulling the hair of the other. She appeared to be nervous, and was obviously the common sense player in the marriage. I looked back to the dad. “If you don’t mind me asking, why didn’t you fill up in Ingram?”
He looked at me like I was stupid, which was kind of funny since he was the one sitting there on top of a car with no gas. “Well, I tried, but all the stations were closed, and no one would help us. I thought we might find one outside of town, but we ran out of fuel before I got us very far.”
I nodded and pursed my lips. “Might have been better to hunker down in Ingram.”
He shook his head. “Oh no, we’re on our way to Sarah’s parents out near Rock Springs. They have some land out there, and it seemed like the safest bet—I mean, considering what’s happened.” His wife whispered in his ear, and he whispered something back. Then he climbed down off the roof of the car and jogged over.
He leaned in and spoke softly to me through the window, which momentarily caused me to tighten my hand on the Glock. “Look, mister, I know it’s a lot to ask, but I really need your help. Sarah and I have been trying to put a good face on for the kids, but we’ve been lucky so far. Last night we slept in the car, and one of those things walked by. Thankfully, the kids were asleep, but it’s only a matter of time before more come along. You’ve gotta help me get my family out of here before something happens. All I need is some gas, and we’ll be on our way.”
He was gripping my arm through the window, and I could see the desperation in his eyes. It was real. He might have been ill-prepared for this event, but he was no fool, and he was just a father trying to save his family. I glanced over at the dog, but she merely gave the guy a sideways glance from one eye, chuffed once, and continued snoozing. I guess he was legit. My mind had already been made up when I’d seen the kids, but this cinched it for me.
I gently peeled his hand off my arm and patted his hand as I set it down on the window frame. “Don’t worry, I intend to help you. But I should also tell you that many folks won’t be as kind as I am, and some will outright try to take what you have. I suggest that once we get you on your way, you don’t stop until you get to your in-laws’ place.”
He grabbed my hand and shook it enthusiastically. “Oh, you bet, you bet! No way I’m stopping until I get my family somewhere safe. You can count on it.” Then he turned to his wife and nearly shouted, “He’s going to help us get home!”
I could see the look of relief on his wife’s face, and the kids did a little happy dance together, as they chanted, “We’re going to Grandma’s, we’re going to Grandma’s, we’re going to Grandma’s,” over and over again. I smiled, then remembered the dangers around us.
Sarah saw the look of concern on my face and turned to hush her children. “Shhhhh! Where are your manners? We hardly know this man, and you two are acting out in front of him.” She turned to me and smiled briefly. “I’ll keep them quiet while you two work.” Yep, definitely the common sense person in this marriage.
I holstered my sidearm and got out of the truck. He grabbed my hand again and shook it, then began introductions. “Name’s Dan, and that’s Sarah, and Casey, and Jessica.” He pointed to each of his family in turn, and then began following me around as I unpacked the jerry cans and a funnel from the car.
All the while the guy kept rattling on about where they were from and how they got here. Apparently, he’d been a graduate student at UTSA and lived on the northwest side of town, well away from the blasts. From what I understood, his car had been parked in an underground garage while he was at work, and thus protected from the EM pulse. I suspected that since it was an older model, it was less susceptible to the effects, and asked him about it.
He tapped his chin and squinted. “Hmmm, now that you mention it, there were quite a few newer cars that were inoperable. Hadn’t really thought about it much.”
I began filling his tank with the contents of the two jerry cans and listened as he told me more of his life story. After a minute or so, I interrupted him mid-sentence. “Dan, I’m serious about you getting your family straight to your in-laws’ house without stopping. I came out from near Leakey, and from what I could tell almost the whole town was infected.”
He leaned in close and whispered to me so the kids couldn’t hear. “Can you keep your voice down? We don’t want to scare the kids. We left town at night, and so far they’ve only seen them from far away. We’d like to keep it from them until we get to Sarah’s parents’ house.”
I raised an eyebrow at that. “Well, I hate to tell you this, but there are deaders all along the highway as you head out west. The good news is that if you head back the way I came and take 41, you should have more or less smooth sailing almost all the way to Rocksprings. That little car ought to be good for a little off-roading, so if you see anything blocking the road just drive off on the shoulder and go around it. Don’t stop for anything, not for people, animals, nothing. And for God’s sakes, don’t run over them, or you’ll mess your car up and never make it there.”
About that time, I heard one of the kid’s yell, “Puppy!” and saw them scramble off the roof of the car, down the hood, and over to my vehicle. Before I knew it, the dog jumped out the window and ran over to the kid, and for a moment I thought I was going to have to draw down on her. Instead, the beast was licking the kid’s face all over, and the kid was obviously enjoying it immensely from all the giggling going on.
The girl soon followed, and before long mom was offering the dog water from a bottle. Then she turned to me and smiled, the first real genuine smile I’d seen since I pulled up. “Beautiful dog. Is she yours?”
I shook my head. “Nope. Found her in a wrecked van a few miles back. Her owners—they weren’t around. I took her with me because, well, I couldn’t just leave her there.”
She continued to give the dog water from the palm of her hand, pouring it from the bottle as the dog lapped it up. “She’s certainly well taken care of, you can see that from her coat. Whoever owned her before must’ve loved her a great deal.”
“Dog lover, I take it?” I asked with a grin.
Sarah nodded. “My parents raise Catahoulas, so I grew up around dogs. I’d say this one’s a keeper.”
It only took me a moment to decide. “Would you like to take her along with you?”
She looked at me with only the slightest bit of contempt, then caught herself. “I take it you’re not a dog person?”
“No ma’am, I am—it’s just that where I’m going I don’t know if I could keep her safe. Besides, if you don’t mind me saying, I think you and the kids could use her more than I can.”
The kids immediately went into a chorus of, “Can we keep her?” and she rolled her eyes in mock annoyance. “Oh, I suppose we can keep her.” A cheer went up from the peanut gallery.
Dan turned to me with concern on his face. “You sure she’s going to be safe around the kids?”
I grinned. “Safe as houses. I’ve owned that breed before – they’re good dogs, good with kids, and protective as hell.” He looked to his wife for the final say, and she gave the barest of nods. That seemed to cinch it.
The kids looked over at me as I finished pouring the last drops of gas in the tank. “What’s her name, mister?”
I shrugged. “She doesn’t have one, so I suppose you two get to name her.” They grinned, and immediately started arguing over names. “Buttercup” and “Starfire” seemed to be the two most popular choices. I decided to stay out of it.
As I threw the empty gas cans back in the bed of the truck, Dan tried to offer me money. “I feel bad about taking your gas, so at least let me pay you for it.” He pushed a couple of twenties at me that he’d pulled from a wallet full of credit cards.
I chuckled and waved him off. “For one, I don’t know if paper money is going to be worth anything to anyone before long. And second, this is on the house. My folks didn’t raise me to take money for doing a kind turn. You can pay me back by getting your family home safe and taking good care of that dog.”
He tilted his head and shook my hand. “Thanks, for everything. By the way, I never got your name.”
“Nope, you didn’t. It’s Aidan, Aidan Sullivan. Most folks call me Sully.”
One of the kids chimed in from the background. “Like the monster!” he exclaimed.
I snorted. “Just not blue and purple, but yeah.”
The kid looked at me askance and squinted his eyes in feigned consternation. Then he grinned and exclaimed, “Still a cool name, even if you don’t have purple fur.” Then he went right back to petting the dog.
About that time, the wind shifted and I heard the dog growl menacingly. She took up a protective stance between the kids and the shoulder of the road, her gaze fixated on the treeline. I listened carefully and could hear some low moaning coming from the trees and brush, so I kept an eye on the trees while I motioned at Dan. “Take the kids to the other side of the car, and keep your eyes peeled.”
I drew my Glock and started picking my way through the trees toward the moans.
   
I could smell them before I saw them. The stench was overpowering, and it was all I could do to avoid gagging and giving away my presence. I stalked forward a ways, crouched down and snuck further into the brush. Another twenty feet or so in, I saw three deaders milling about in a clearing. One was a middle-aged man in cowboy boots and a wife beater. The other two were kids.
Damn it. I could shoot the old guy without hesitation, but could I shoot these two kids? The first one couldn’t have been much older than six, and he was wearing a Spongebob shirt, faded blue jeans, and a pair of Chuck Taylors. The second was a girl who was roughly ten years old, wearing bobby socks, scuffed patent leather oxfords, and a worn but serviceable light blue Sunday dress. Her pale blonde hair draped across her face as she jostled past her brother, gnashing her teeth as blood dribbled down her chin.
I looked past them and saw the source of the blood. Not ten feet beyond, an overweight middle-aged woman was sprawled face down on the ground, her guts and intestines fanned out around her. There was a shotgun and a scattering of shells on the ground beside where she had fallen, and I could see that the back of her head had been blown clean away. The girl noticed me and lunged, but she stumbled and fell. I noticed then that she had a sturdy length of climbing rope around her leg, as did the boy and the man. They were all leashed to the trees that surrounded a primitive campsite, which appeared to have been hastily assembled in the clearing before me.
It didn’t take long to deduce what had happened. One of the kids had probably gotten infected and turned, so the parents tied them up in the hopes that they’d get better. Then, someone else had gotten bit, maybe trying to care for the first one who had turned. Finally, another family member had gotten infected, and mom had been the last one left. Maybe she just couldn’t take it, or perhaps she had sacrificed herself to feed her kids. Either way, it was tragic as hell.
I didn’t have the heart to kill them, so I snuck back through the trees to where I’d left Dan and his family. I holstered my Glock before I walked over to them, and gave Dan and his wife a stern warning with my eyes that said, Don’t go back there. Dan’s wife nodded once, and then she told the kids to find something for the dog to eat.
I motioned Dan and his wife over to the cab of my truck and spoke so the kids wouldn’t hear. “Don’t ask me what I saw back there, because you don’t want to know. Now, are you two armed?”
Dan spoke up first. “No, we don’t believe in violence.” His wife remained silent, and watched me carefully. I reached inside the glove box and pulled out the revolver and the box of shells I’d gotten from the truck driver the day before, then I turned and offered them to the couple. Dan raised his hands in the air and backed away a half-step. “Oh, we don’t believe in guns. Please, put that away before the kids see it.”
His wife, on the other hand, grabbed the pistol out of my hands, snapped the cylinder open to see if it was loaded, checked the bore, and then dumped the rounds out in her hand. She spun the cylinder and snapped it back in, then aimed off into the distance and dry fired it once to see how it functioned. And for the first time since I’d arrived, her husband stood speechless while she calmly and expertly reloaded the pistol.
Sarah turned to him and frowned. “Oh Dan, don’t look so surprised. I grew up around guns, and quite frankly the kids are going to be around them a lot in the coming weeks after we get to my parent’s place. You might not want them in our house, but we can’t afford the luxury of pacifism anymore, not with everything that’s been going on.”
Dan stood there for a moment, stunned. Then, he lowered his head, resigned. “I suppose you’re right. I keep thinking the way I did before the bombs fell, even though I know things have changed, maybe permanently.” He turned to look at me. “Thanks, for everything.”
Sarah pocketed the pistol in the back of her mom jeans and held out her hand, making confident eye contact as she did so. “Yes, thank you, Sully. You might very well have saved our lives. If you’re ever out in Rocksprings, look us up. Sam and Nancy Greer are my parents, and their place is just northwest of Rocksprings on old Sonora Road. Just look for the Greer Kennel signs.”
“You’re welcome, and I will.” I tipped my baseball cap at them. “Dan. Sarah. Be safe.” As I turned to leave, one of the kids ran up and hugged me around my leg. It was their little girl.
“Thanks for the dog, Mr. Sully. We’re naming her Buttercup.” Then she ran back off to where her brother was playing with the dog. I smiled, but all I could think about was the pair of little deaders who were tied up just fifty feet away.
I shook it off as I hopped in my truck, speaking to the couple through the window. “Remember, north to 41 and take that west, and you should have smooth sailing.”
I waved and headed out, praying that they’d have a safe trip home.
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SKIRMISHERS
WHILE I FELT great about helping Dan and Sarah and their kids, I was facing a conundrum regarding my gas situation. I didn’t feel comfortable driving all the way to Austin without a few cans of gas in the back for emergencies, and that meant I’d need to gas up those cans pronto. Ingram looked like it was going to be my best bet, although with it being so close to I-10, I wasn’t so sure it’d have escaped the infection.
I figured I’d just play it by ear and check the gas stations first, then try to siphon from some cars if I couldn’t get it from the source. Cars seemed like the easier play, but I wanted speed over simplicity, since I’d be exposed the whole time I gassed up. Siphoning took a whole helluva lot longer than a gas pump, so if the power was on in Ingram I’d take my chances at a station.
I kept my rifle handy and made sure I had my trouble detector on full alert as I pulled into the little town. Now, this is something strange, I thought to myself as I rolled through the main drag. Not a soul in sight, anywhere. Huh. There wasn’t a deader to be seen, nor were there any people milling about or ducking behind curtains or cars or what have you to avoid notice.
It rattled my cage a little that it was so quiet, considering the local population was roughly four times that of Leakey, but I decided that I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I circled the first gas station and convenience store I saw about three times slowly, checking inside and out for threats. Seeing nothing suspicious, I pulled up to the doors and parked so my truck door covered me in one direction, and the truck bed and camper would be covering me in another. Then I stepped out with my rifle to try the door, only to find it locked. Shit.
My next step was to try to jimmy the doors open. I suspected it’d be easier to use a crowbar to pry the doors apart than it would to smash the glass. Most of these gas stations used hurricane-proof glass in the doors, to make it harder for smash and grab criminals to ply their trade. That also made it safer for the night crew, should they be open 24-7 and doing business through a banker’s drawer. I dug around behind the seat of the truck looking for my Fat Max demo tool, then I heard a voice behind me and to my left.
“There’s an easier way to get in, you know.”
I drew my sidearm and turned quickly, only to see a kid of about 11 or 12 years old staring at me from the other side of the truck window. He had a shock of unruly dirty blond hair and was wearing an old Army jacket, torn up jeans, and a pair of Doc Martens that had seen better days. I looked around to see if he was alone, but kept the pistol on him just the same. “Kind of dangerous, sneaking up on people like that.”
He chewed his lip and shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. Haven’t seen too many people come through here, not since yesterday, anyway. I guess we’re a little out of the way.”
“You alone, kid?”
“You mean am I working with someone to distract you and steal all your stuff? No. Or, I guess yeah. Meaning I’m alone and not working with someone else.”
I gave the kid a raised eyebrow. “Hmm. Say I believe you—so where are your parents?”
He rolled his eyes. “Is this where you tell me I shouldn’t be out by myself, all alone during a zombie outbreak? Don’t worry, it hasn’t really reached us yet, so things are still pretty safe. Most people are staying indoors, working on nailing everything down. Or, they already left town.”
I nodded. “Fair enough. You still didn’t tell me where your parents are.”
The kid threw his hands in the air. “Fine. My dad was getting drunk, the last time I saw him. And my mom works in San Antonio. I don’t know when she’s going to be back.”
The words, “if at all” were implied in that statement. I nodded again. “Okay, I guess I’ll just take you at your word. Now, you mentioned there was an easier way to get in here. Do you folks still have power?”
“Yep. So far, although it’s been kind of fading in and out. Pumps still work though. I had to get some gas for my dad earlier. You just have to turn on one of the pumps from the inside.”
“Okay, so how about you go inside and turn on a pump for me?”
The kid screwed his face up. “Well, about that. I may have made it harder to get in there when I went in earlier.”
This time it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Seriously, kid? You’re not just scamming me?”
He snickered. “Man, you really aren’t the trusting sort. Here, I’ll show you.” He rolled under the car door and stood up next to me, then he banged on the door hard three times. Almost immediately, I heard the low moaning of two or three voices, and I saw figures shuffling from the back of the store towards the door. The kid grinned. “See, they were locked up in the back earlier, only I didn’t know it. I went in there looking for supplies, like cigarettes for my dad, real food for the house, stuff like that, because the owners moved all that stuff in the back before they locked it up. So, I accidentally let them out when I was looking around for stuff.”
I rubbed my chin for a minute, eyeing the deaders who were pawing at the glass and snapping their teeth at us. “How did you say you were getting in and out of this place again?”
The kid pointed up. “The roof. There’s an access ladder on the other side, and I found a way to get up there that nobody knows about. So long as no one sees me, the place is all mine right now.”
“Okay, so if I can go in there and kill these things, you think you can go inside and turn a pump on for me so I can gas up and be on my way?”
The kid crossed his arms and squinted. “What’s in it for me?”
Somehow, I knew he was going to say that. I pointed at the window. “Well, for starters your motherload is pretty much locked down right now, considering that those deaders in there aren’t going to take too kindly to you sneaking in and out of their home. I figure you’d make a pretty handy snack for one or all three of them. Doesn’t sound like the best option for a young enterprising man like yourself, to end up as chow for those freaks.” I paused for effect. “Or, I could take care of your zombie problem. I help you, you help me, your old man gets his cancer sticks, and everyone lives happily ever after.”
The kid acted like he was thinking about it for a moment, then he stuck out his hand. When I reached for it, he snatched it back. “Okay, but only on one condition.”
“Whatever you say, kid. Hit me with it.”
“All Hostess products are off limits when you go inside.”
I held out my hand. “Deal. Now, show me how to get up there.”
   
The kid’s route up was really simple, to be honest. If I’d have thought about it, I would have gone in that way instead of messing with the doors. Almost all of these places had some sort of roof access, and it wasn’t a stretch to think that they might have external and internal access routes. We walked around the side of the building away from the street, and the kid showed me a makeshift ladder he’d made out of three of old shipping pallets. Nothing fancy, but it’d do.
After he showed me how he planned to get on the roof, I pulled my truck up to one of the pumps, just in case I needed to make a fast getaway. Then I followed the kid up to the roof. Once we were topside, he steered me to an access hatch with a huge hardened lock on it. “Tell me that you have the key for that, kid.”
“Duh. Who do you think put that lock on there, one of those things downstairs?” He held up a set of keys that looked like they once belonged to a janitor. I knew immediately what I was looking at; there were a ton of keys for soda machines and other vending machines, which would make it easy to steal change and the contents of any such machine, whenever and wherever you wanted. I knew, because I’d done the same thing when I was a kid. I also saw some bump keys, and a small case that I assumed held a set of lockpicks.
I smiled and shook my head. “Well, you’re just full of surprises. So, how did you like juvie, kid?”
He shrugged. “It was okay. Once the older kids figured out that I could get them anything they wanted, they pretty much left me alone.”
“Sorry I asked. Why don’t you go ahead and pop that thing open so I can gas up and get the hell out of here?”
He smirked at me. “Alright, alright—chillax, dude.” He selected a key from his keyring and opened the hatch. “After you.”
I sighed and headed down into the darkness of the store, whispering to him before I dropped. “You could have left some lights on in here.”
The kid looked at me like I was nuts. “What, and attract attention to the place? No way, man. This stuff has to last me a while, at least until I can figure out a way to get it all to our trailer.”
I didn’t even bother gracing that with a response, thinking hard about some deader sneaking up and gnawing on my dangling legs. I lowered myself as far as I could, then I dropped down inside the place, landing on a stack of boxes and making enough noise to wake the dead, literally.
“Sorry about that!” I heard the kid whisper from above. I heard a chorus of groans and moans coming from the front of the store, so I ignored him and switched on the taclight I had mounted to the front rail of my rifle. Dead or not, I didn’t want to shoot anyone if I didn’t have to, so I decided to see if they’d come looking for me. Sure enough, the first one popped around the corner in short order, a girl of about 17 wearing a black and red polyester smock that said, “Traci” in cursive red letters. The predatory look in her rheumy eyes and the way she snapped her jaws at me allowed me to instantly overcome any hesitation I might have about killing these poor bastards.
“Sorry Traci, but I think you’d probably thank me for this if you could.” Feeling a slight twinge or regret, I planted a round right between her eyes and she went out like a light. As she dropped I moved forward rapidly, remembering seeing three of them through the window and wanting to avoid getting boxed in. I rounded the corner toward the door where the kid had attracted them earlier, and saw one still rocking back and forth and banging lightly on the glass. I shot him in the head, and then scanned around to see where the third one had gone.
Nowhere to be found. Shit. I started to pivot around to scan my six, but before I could make the turn I felt a hand grab my shoulder with a near superhuman grip to pull me backward. So, I went with it and struck back behind me with the butt end of my rifle, making contact with the thing square in the face and knocking it back a bit. Unfortunately, it somehow managed to snag my one-point sling as it stumbled back, wrenching the rifle from my hands as it fell.
I staggered back away from it, backpedaling as I drew my Glock. The thing discarded my rifle with a clatter, then it stood and rushed toward me faster than I’d seen any of these things move so far. It was almost human-like in its movements, and definitely not the garden-variety deader I’d been accustomed to. I drew a bead on it and fired, but it zigged right and scuttled off sideways down the cooler aisle.
The kid shouted down at me from the hatch. “Are you done in there yet?”
“I’m little busy kid, so zip it!” I shouted back, scanning left and right and listening for movement, while also trying to spot it using the anti-theft mirrors in the corners of the store. Unfortunately, it was getting dark outside, so there were a lot of dark spots where the rapidly fading light outside couldn’t reach.
I squatted down so it couldn’t spot me and backed up to the shelves behind me, figuring it’d have to come at me from the left or right. I waited and listened, but this thing had either been a ninja in its former life, or it was sitting just as still as I was and waiting for me to make my move. After a minute or so I got tired of waiting, and reached back to grab a can of Fix-a-Flat off the shelf. I tossed it over to the corner, just to see if the thing would react to the noise.
Sure enough, I soon heard the soft squeak of a rubber-soled shoe on linoleum. I snuck around the corner of the aisle toward the sound. As I turned the corner in a low crouch, I sliced the pie rapidly—only to find nothing there.
I caught just the flicker of a shadow cast from behind me, and did a forward roll to avoid being caught like the last time. I felt something brush my shoulder as I rolled, and came up in a shooting crouch while pivoting to face my assailant. He was almost on top of me as I fired, blowing brains and blood all over the drop ceiling in the store. The deader immediately collapsed on me, his momentum carrying me down underneath him. I was pulling myself out from under the corpse as the kid walked up and squatted down next to us.
“I was wondering what took you so long, but I guess you were humping them after you killed them. That’s sick, man.”
I gave the kid a dirty look and rolled the corpse over toward him, enjoying the look of betrayal on his face as he scuttled and scrambled away from the thing.
I stood up and offered him a hand. “C’mon, let’s get me some gas. Daylight is burning.”
   
The kid turned to look back at me over his shoulder as he led the way to the front counter. “Rayden. You never asked my name. It’s Rayden.”
“You must be shitting me. Like the character from Mortal Combat? Either your parents hated you, or they were some dumb, country-ass sumbitches.” He looked back at me with hurt in his eyes, which I knew was mostly for show. “Oh, c’mon—you think I’m buying that doe-eyed bullshit? Please.”
“Well, at least it’s better than having some stupid city-boy name. What, I bet you’re probably a Tanner, or a Gavin, or a Tristan. I bet the girls must love that.” He made smoochy noises at me over his shoulder. “Ohhh, Tristan, read some poetry for me.” He sniggered as he jumped up and butt-vaulted the counter.
This kid was annoying the shit out of me, for sure, but I had to admit he was a funny little bastard. “It’s Aidan, I’ll have you know. But most folks call me Sully.”
He laughed. “Oh, like Aidan is any better than Rayden. Heck, our names practically rhyme. Here you are making fun of my name, and yours is just one consonant away from mine. Not to mention that Aidan is pretty gay for a boy’s name.”
“Alright, alright—point taken. And you could have stopped at the rhyming bit. No need to get all personal and start talking about people’s sexual preferences and what-not. I admit, my name’s as goofy as yours.”
He held up his hands in protest. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I didn’t say nuthin’ about my name being goofy. Goofy it ain’t. Chicks dig Rayden, believe me.”
“I’m sure, kid. Now go flip on that pump number one so I can get the hell out of here.”
As he reached for the gas pump console, the sound of multiple motorcycles surrounded us like a chorus of cicadas. I immediately squatted and duck-walked to the front so I could look out the windows. I spotted at least six headlamps circling the parking lot in the encroaching twilight.
Then, the bikes stopped moving. I saw someone dismount and head toward the front of the store, so I ran and jumped over the counter to hide. Rayden was leaning over a side counter next to the clerk’s window, crushing empty cigarette cartons and other debris as he peered outside. “Aw shit, it’s Cody and his goony friends.”
“And just who in the hell is Cody?” I asked.
He turned to look at me. “Well, he’s sort of my dad—stepdad, really. Sorry mister, but they’re going to take all your stuff for sure, and they’ll probably beat your ass too.”
I grabbed him by the back of his Corey Feldman vintage Army jacket and hauled him off the counter, flipping him around and bringing him down as I squatted to get him at eye level with me. “You set me up kid, didn’t you? Damn it!” I hit the counter next to his head, and regretted it when I saw him flinch away. I could recognize genuine fear when I saw it, and this kid wasn’t afraid of me; he was afraid of the guy outside for sure, who was now banging on the window glass and yelling at us from the other side.
“Rayden, you little piece of shit! Open that gawdamn door right now, or I swear I’ll beat your ass from now until doomsday when I get in there.” He kicked the wall for effect. “Open this place the hell up!”
I let go of the kid and slid back against the opposite counter. “Well, he sounds like a candidate for dad of the year.”
The kid slouched down to the floor with a look of resignation on his face, his shoulders slumped in defeat. “You don’t know the half of it. “
“He hit you?”
“What do you think? Since mom left, suddenly I get all the attention. Not like I blame her, but she could have at least taken me with her.” He paused, and looked at me. “So, what’re you going to do?”
“I got parents in Austin I need to get to, and no time to screw around with this shit. Are these jokers armed?”
He nodded. “Yeah, mostly pistols, knives, brass knuckles, and the like. One or two might be carrying shotguns.”
“Well, that’s wonderful news.” I checked my rifle to see how many rounds I had left. Almost a full magazine, so roughly 25 rounds. The Glock and Kahr were also carrying nearly full mags, and I had spares for each on me. So, I wasn’t in bad shape, but a shoot-out with a half-dozen armed men was going to be a pain in the ass. I needed to come up with an equalizer, fast.
After taking a quick glance around, I grabbed a couple of bottles of lighter fluid from behind the counter and motioned to the kid. “Come on, I have a plan for taking care of these clowns. Help me, and I’ll take you someplace better than this once we clear the way.”
He screwed his face up at me, and I could see he was nervous, even in the dim light. Even if I couldn’t see it, his voice would have betrayed his emotions to me. “You aren’t going to kill him, are you? I mean, I hate him, but I don’t want him dead.”
“Not if I can help it, kid. But if I have to put some holes in these guys, I will. So no promises. Sorry, but I’m no victim. Question is, are you?”
He stood up and brushed himself off. “C’mon, there are some empty glass bottles in the back. You are planning on making Molotovs, right? There’s some dish soap and a small gas can back there, too. I’ll show you where.”
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RIFLE
WITHIN A FEW MINUTES, I had put together everything I’d need for a diversion and a way to even the odds. I could hear Rayden’s dad yelling from outside about how he was going to beat him bloody and kill his new queer friend or some such. The guy was really starting to get on my nerves, and truth be told I didn’t think I’d mind busting the proverbial cap in his ass.
Still, this kid seemed like he’d suffered enough trauma in his life. He didn’t need to see his stepdad get blown away by some stranger, no matter how much of an asshole he was. So, my goal was to get these guys neutralized and get us out of here, safe, sound, and without a single shot fired. I told Rayden the plan, and he snickered as he heard me out.
The downside to this plan was that I was going to have to gas up using the siphon hose after all. The upside was that I wouldn’t have to kill this kid’s dad. So, all in all I’d say it had more drawbacks than benefits, but such is life. And, I was taking all the cigarettes left in the store so I could use them for bartering later. Rayden’s dad could suck it.
I got everything ready and sent the kid to the front of the store. I could hear his dad yelling and cussing as I scrambled up a short aluminum stepladder the kid had found in the storage closet. We’d quickly cleared out the boxes he’d been using before, and thankfully this proved a much easier way to get to the ceiling hatch and on the roof. Since the kid’s dad and his buddies were too lazy or stupid to figure out how to climb up on the roof of the gas station, chances were good we’d be able to pull this off without a hitch. Probably.
I listened carefully at the roof access opening for the kid to let his dad inside. I heard the click of the deadbolt being turned, and the change in pitch and volume of the blowhard’s voice as he walked inside the place. I also heard the wet smack of meat on bone as he walloped the kid a good one.
“Damn it, boy—what the hell took you so long to open the door, and where’s that feller what was helping you get inside here earlier? Don’t lie to me—I saw him through the glass afore you went and hid.”
Rayden spoke up, and to tell the truth I was almost ready to head down there guns blazing until I heard him speak. His voice was steady as a rock. I guess as far as getting beat by his dad went, this wasn’t his first rodeo. “I was trying to find the keys to the door is all. Shit, if I had known you were going to hit me, I’d have never opened the damn door.”
I heard some chuckling from the other slobs who rode in with the kid’s dad. I guess they didn’t like Cody much, either.
“Quit yer back-talk, or I’ll hit you so hard your no-good whore mother will feel it, wherever the hell she ran off to. Now get me some gawdamn cigarettes and that case of beer you was supposed to bring me four hours ago.”
The kid chimed in again. “Hold your horses, I have it back here. But, I’m going to need some help moving this stuff. There’s a bunch of beer and liquor back here, and it’s going to take more than me to move it.”
“Alright, you little pussy, settle yer whinin’ ass down. Boys, get in here and help my good for nuthin’ stepson with carrying this shit outside. Load it up in that four-by-four and we’ll move it to the clubhouse.” The usual bullshit that guys speak to each other when they’re messing around followed, mostly just Cody’s little gang arguing over who got dibs on what and all that happy horseshit.
Within moments I could hear their voices getting louder as they followed Rayden to the back of the store. It was dark, and we’d moved some boxes in the way to make it harder for his dad’s goons to chase him. I slipped off the side of the building and snuck around to the doors out front, tying them off with some rope we’d found in the back as Rayden kept them distracted.
I climbed back up on the roof and waited to hear the kid give the signal.
Cody spoke up again. “By the way, what happened to that feller? You better not have let him take off with my shit, or I’ll tan your ass.”
“Yeah, well—he got eaten by one of those things. Why do you think it took me so long? And anyway, if you were so worried about your damn cigarettes and booze, why didn’t you have one of these bozos to come get it? I almost got eaten too, not like you care or anything.”
Bingo, that was the code word. I grabbed the length of rope that I’d tied to the ladder, then stood up and pulled the slack out, stepping on it with one foot to keep it taut. Next, I picked up one of the Molotov cocktails me and the kid had whipped up, lighting it with a pocket lighter I’d snagged from inside. Most of their bikes were bunched up right in front of the store, so I had a clear shot at them from where I stood. I chucked the bottle somewhere at the center of them all, and it made a nice large fireball as it crashed to the pavement, catching three or four bikes up in flames. I imagined that had to be hard on tires and paint, and almost felt bad about it since some of them had nice bikes. But it was just a fleeting emotion.
I heard one of the toothless wonders downstairs holler out to the rest of the crew. “Hey, what the hell is that? Looks like our bikes are on fire!” The shuffles of feet, some stuff getting knocked over, a lot of cussing and yelling, and the sounds of fists beating in futility on the front door of the store filled my ears. Soon I saw the kid’s face pop up out of the trap door. I gave him a hand up, then hauled up the ladder behind him.
He slammed the door down and locked it back up tight, then turned to look at me with a mix of fear and excitement on his face. “You sure they’re not getting out that front door?”
“Not for a while, kid. Now let’s haul ass before they figure out a way to bust through that front door glass.”
I was no sailor, but I knew how to tie a decent knot; that rope would hold them inside, and since there was a security plate on the door, there was no way they were going to cut it from the inside. Until they smashed through that hurricane glass, they were stuck. Even so, I wasn’t counting on them taking long to get through it, and sent the kid on ahead to the truck while I started shooting gas tanks on the bikes that hadn’t gotten caught up in the fire. Then, I threw the other two Molotovs at the bikes that weren’t yet on fire and hauled ass to the truck with the sounds of gunfire and breaking glass erupting from behind me.
“Won’t be long before they get out of there and steal a car to chase us, kid. With it being dark, we need a place to hole up. Got any ideas?”
“Yeah, just head out toward Kerrville and turn right on 98. We can hide out on the other side of the lake, I got a place won’t no one find us, at least not till morning.”
   
I followed the kid’s directions and parked in what looked like empty park land, hidden in a thicket of trees on the south side of Nimitz Lake. I took the cab of the truck and let him sleep on my camping mattress in the back, and I kept one eye open as I tried to catch a few winks without letting those morons from back at the gas station sneak up on us and catch us flat footed. After midnight I realized that we’d lost them, at least for the moment, and managed to get a few hours of rest.
I woke up before sunup and roused the kid from sleep. We shared a breakfast of water, Power Bars, and jerky in silence, then I pulled out my atlas and a small flashlight and consulted with him as we ate. “Rayden, I’d like to avoid Kerrville if possible. It’s not a big town, but I’m worried about running into large groups of infected. How Ingram dodged that bullet, I don’t know, but I’m assuming Kerrville is going to be worse.”
He nodded and cleared his throat. “Shit, are you asking me for directions? I can’t even drive yet, man.”
“Good point.” I chewed my lip and looked over the map some more. “Well, I was planning on taking back roads to Austin, but I guess we’ll just have to plow straight through Kerrville. The next hurdle will be Fredericksburg, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” I put the atlas up, reloaded all my mags, and we headed out.
As we drove into town the sun was starting to come up, and soon we could see smoke billowing skyward all over the city. I’d smelled it the night before, but now we could see thick clouds of it floating up from fires that were raging in various buildings and businesses all across town. We were in the city limits proper already, and it wasn’t too long before we started seeing deaders shuffling around the area. They were obviously attracted to sound, and before long we had them coming at us from all directions as I drove up the street to the bridge crossing the Guadalupe River. I just managed to dodge a few of them, but was forced to run a couple over at low speed in order to make the bridge.
Once we were on the bridge, it was more a matter of dodging cars than people to get through. After leaving the bridge we continued north at a decent pace, dodging larger groups of deaders and more than a few car accidents and abandoned vehicles. We passed the courthouse, which was a pile of smoldering embers, and on through downtown Kerrville. There were numerous restaurants and other businesses along this road, and more often than not we saw deaders milling about inside, banging on windows or crawling over corpses as they responded to the sound of the truck as it passed by.
This place was a ghost town, or it would have been if it weren’t for the hundreds upon hundreds of deaders that still occupied its streets. I continued to zig zag down the road until we were nearly out of town and in sight of the intersection with I-10.
The whole overpass had been taken out, and in its place was a massive pile-up of charred and smoking cars, trucks, tractor-trailers, and debris. As I slowed down and we drove closer, I could see the remnants of an airliner fuselage in the debris, as well as a piece of a wing that was sticking out of a Dairy Queen like a discarded toy.
Rayden gaped at the carnage and whistled out one long, high note. “Holy shit. I ain’t never seen anything like this. Not in my whole life.”
I shook off the jitters starting to sneak up on me and tried to stay on task. “Yeah, it’s pretty bad. The real problem for us though is getting through this mess.” I scanned left and right as we got closer to the wreckage, picking out a clear path to the right. “I’m going to head down that way and see if there’s a place we can cross the highway. Keep your eyes peeled for trouble.”
We were forced to drive on the shoulder as I headed east, following the merge lane that once took traffic from 16 onto I-10. Again, there were abandoned cars and trucks all along the road clogging the way, and many of them were occupied by the dead—some of them less dead than others. Thankfully, about 100 yards east we were able to drive down a rain culvert and cross under the highway to the other side. As we passed the westbound side of the highway, I saw a small group of adults huddled under the overpass, warming themselves around a small fire. They looked haggard, dirty, and lost. I drove on despite their cries for help.
Rayden shook my arm. “You ain’t going to stop?”
“Can’t save everyone, kid. If I tried, you and me would be dead before the day was out. Look around you. This is a zombie apocalypse, true shit hitting the fan, the end of the world as we know it scenario. And it’s only going to get worse. My goal is to get to my folks, head back out to the boonies, and then do what I can for any survivors who might be holed up around my area. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to help those folks, but right now the risk factor is too high.”
He nodded. “I guess you’re right. Still don’t seem fair, though.”
“It isn’t, kid. It damned sure isn’t.”
   
As I pulled back onto the highway, I reflected on the fact that I was feeling copacetic as hell. I kept waiting for another panic attack to hit, but they never came. I honestly didn't know if that meant I was broken, or fixed. Regardless, the fact that it took the onset of a zombie apocalypse to get my head right certainly said something about the nature of my psychological make-up, that was for sure. If things ever got back to normal, I'd have to get a t-shirt made that said, "Killing Zombies Saved My Brain" or something like that. Then again, if things ever got back to normal I’d probably start losing my shit again, too.
About ten miles down the road we came across a sight for sore eyes. It was a gasoline tanker, left right there in the middle of the road, without a soul around in sight. I stopped the truck a ways down the road and pulled out my binos, scoping the area out for a good ten minutes before we drove up on it slow and easy.
There was zero movement in the cab or around the vehicle, nor could I see anything moving in the juniper trees and live oaks off to either side of the road. Vegetation was sparse along this stretch of highway, but it didn’t mean there couldn’t be someone out there waiting in ambush, so I asked Rayden if he knew how to shoot a rifle.
“Does a bear shit in the woods? I mean, I never shot one like yours, but yeah, I can shoot.”
“Well, that’s good, because we’re almost out of gas and I’m going to need to find a way to get some fuel out of this tanker so we don’t end up stranded like every other dumbass on this road. That means I’m going to need you to pull overwatch while I’m gassing up the truck.”
He grinned. “Just like Call of Duty. Hell yes!”
“Hang on there, Jack Mitchell. This ain’t like a videogame, not at all. There’s no save game to go back to, no extra lives, and no setting the game to easy mode to make the baddies easier to frag. I need you to be serious about this, because I’m going to be counting on you to keep my ass alive if something goes wrong.”
He sized me up and laughed. “Look around, man. There’s no one out here for miles! What could go wrong?”
“Everything. So I want you on the roof of this truck with that rifle and the binos, scanning the area and shooting anything that moves and looks hostile. If it’s a deader, headshots only. If it looks human, fire a warning shot at its feet first. I’ll come running if I hear you fire, anyway.” I showed him how to operate the rifle and chambered a round. “Got it?”
“Got it!” He grabbed the rifle and jumped out of the cab. I sighed and prayed that I wasn’t making a mistake, and grabbed the gas cans out of the back along with the siphon hose. I stalked up to the cab of the semi with the gas cans in one hand, using the siphon hose as a carrying handle, with my Glock in the other hand. The cab was empty and had the keys in it. I turned the key and sure enough, the truck had run out of fuel. Since most of these trucks ran local routes, carrying enough diesel to drive up to 1,000 miles, I figured this guy must’ve been in a hurry when he’d taken off without filling up.
I clambered up on the tanker and began checking the fuel levels using the access ports on top. There were four separate tanks from what I could tell, and the first two I opened were too low for the hose to reach. I struck gold on the third tank; it was almost full. It took a few minutes to siphon enough gas to fill each can, then I had to walk back to the truck and empty them in the tank. I did this another time, topping the truck off, then I went back with that can a third time to fill it once more.
Just as I was putting the cap back on the can, I heard Rayden holler at me from the truck. “Um, I think you’re going to want to see this!”
“Hang on, I’m coming,” I called back.
“Yeah, well, I think you’d better hurry. I mean hurry, hurry. I mean like get your ass over here right now, man!”
I stood up and looked over where the kid was looking. There was a herd of about a dozen or so of them coming out of the trees from the direction of Kerrville. What made them wander out this way was anyone’s guess, but I suspected they’d been in pursuit of someone on foot who decided to take their chances in the sticks instead of staying in town. Probably the sound of my exhaust had attracted them to us.
They were moving pretty slow, and fact was we had plenty of time to load up and get away. Still, I thought this might be a good time to let the kid get used to killing these things. It was tough love, but it might have saved his life later.
“I’m still trying to fill up this can!” I hollered from the top of the tanker. “You have the rifle, so start taking them out to give us some more time while I finish up!” I feigned urgency but really I wasn’t all that concerned. I didn’t see any fast ones in the bunch, and in my experience you could dodge these things on foot without breaking a sweat. I fiddled with the siphon hose and waited to see what he would do.
The crack of the rifle sounded off, and I saw one drop out of my peripheral vision. Turned out the kid was a decent shot after all. He fired again nine more times, and seven of those nine times resulted in stopping a deader in their tracks. Their second death, I supposed. Whatever. All I knew was that I could rely on the kid in a pinch, and that’s what mattered. I gathered up the siphon hose and can, snapped the lid back down on the tank in case we needed to come back for more later, and moseyed on over to the truck.
“Is that all of them?” I asked as I placed the can and siphon hose in the bed of the truck.
He nodded, and kept scanning the area. “I think so. I see some movement way out there, but I think we have time. Don’t want to waste anymore ammo.”
“Alright, good job, kid. Come on down and let’s get out of here.” He climbed down and handed me the rifle, and I pulled the magazine and popped in a fresh one before I hopped in the driver’s seat. I looked over at Rayden as he climbed in, and could see he was a bit conflicted about what had just happened. “Those the first ones you killed?”
“Yeah. It felt kind of weird, you know? I mean, I know they’re not alive anymore—I seen one of Cody’s guys come back, so I know they’re dead—but it still made me a little queasy.”
“Well, that just means you’re human. And frankly, I don’t know what causes those things to come back from the dead, and I don’t know whether or not they remember anything or if they’re even remotely human. What I do know is that it’s them or us, so you can rest easy knowing you did well.”
The kid kind of blushed at what I said. I figured he didn’t know how to take praise, which was to be expected. I acted like I didn’t notice, and took off down the road for Fredericksburg and whatever awaited us there. For the next few miles Rayden just stared out the window at nothing. Guess there wasn’t anything else to be said about it. Killing’s never easy for a sane person, even when the things you’re killing are already dead. He’d get used to it, or he’d be dead soon as well, and nothing else I could say would make it any easier.
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REGIMENT
AS WE CAME INTO FREDERICKSBURG, we got a helluva surprise. Just before the airport, the road was blocked by several metal storage containers that were placed end to end across the asphalt. They stretched from the fenceline on one side to the fenceline on the other, with a gap between the middle two that was just big enough for a large truck to pull through. That gap appeared to be blocked by a moving truck that someone had welded to a cattle gate, so the gate blocked the space between the bumper and the ground.
On top of the shipping containers they’d stacked sandbags six feet high, and I immediately noticed that shooting ports were built into the wall on either side. I couldn’t see if anyone had a bead on us, but I assumed they did. I slowed down to see whether the folks who put it up might be friendlies or hostiles, then heard someone shout at us over a loudspeaker from the direction of the road block.
“This is Lieutenant Thomas Wheeler of the Texas National Guard! We have snipers targeting your vehicle, and they will disable your vehicle should you try to flee. You are commanded to drive your vehicle up to the blockade and park, then follow our instructions to the letter. Any deviation from these instructions will be interpreted as a hostile action, and deadly force will be used. Please proceed forward at no greater than five miles an hour, park, and await instructions.”
“Well shit,” I declared to no one in particular. They could have been bluffing, but I didn’t feel like risking getting my engine block blown to hell. Not to mention getting our asses shot off to boot. I put the truck in gear and inched up to the road block.
The kid looked at me with contempt. “Aw man, you’re actually listening to this guy? How do you know they’re not going to shoot us and take all our stuff? Haven’t you ever watched any of the Road Warrior movies?”
I kept my eyes on the makeshift wall and gate ahead as I responded to his comments. “I am, I don’t, and I have, every last one, even that last shitty one that had no plot. Fact is, if they do have snipers on us we’d be shot before we turned the truck around. Best that we take our chances here and see what is what. Besides, aren’t you even a little curious to find out if the Guard or other branches of the military are getting this mess under control?”
He shrugged. “I guess. But to me it looks like this is just another bunch of people who want to boss everyone else around for no good reason.”
“You’re probably right on the money with that observation, but let’s hope that these folks are on the up and up. Put your hands up where they can see them.” Rayden did as he was told, and as we pulled up to the gate, the guy with the bullhorn provided instructions for us to exit the vehicle with our hands in the open. As we did, the moving truck was pulled back a few meters, and two National Guardsman and a sheriff’s deputy came out from behind the roadblock with guns drawn. I noted that the cop had a Remington 870 pump, and the Guardsmen carried M4’s. The uniforms and gear loadout all looked legit, so I decided to keep playing along in the hopes of getting some decent intel.
The cop spoke first, which I thought was weird. But considering that the whole deal basically constituted using military force against civilians, I supposed it made sense that they’d try to give the impression that local law enforcement was still in charge. “Arms out to your sides, so we can search you.”
We did as instructed, and the soldiers walked up and searched us both. They took my Glock and my Bowie knife, but left me my combat folder. I guessed they were making small concessions to make it look like they weren’t really instituting martial law.
I was quickly tiring of the whole charade, so I decided to try to get some info and see if they’d release us. “Officer, we’re just passing through on our way to go get my parents.” I tilted my head at Rayden, “His grandparents, from Austin. We’ve seen a lot on the way here—”
“The way here from where?” The cop went into interrogation mode almost on cue, which I took as a bad sign.
“From around Leakey. My folks have a ranch out there.”
He grunted. “Leakey was overrun by the infected. Got a distress call from their dispatch ’bout two weeks ago. Far as we know, none of them survived. So, either you’re lying, or you’re damned lucky.”
I did my best “aw shucks” routine to try to get him to relax and see us as no threat. “Lucky. I started driving to Leakey and saw a whole herd of those things coming up the road. So I turned around and headed north to 41. It was more or less clear sailing until we got to Kerrville.”
He looked distraught at the mention of Kerrville. “Yeah, Kerrville. Bad news, that. You see any survivors there?”
“A few, under the overpass on the I-10 east of town. We didn’t stop; I have the boy’s safety to think of, you know.”
The officer gave me a look that said I was chickenshit, then caught himself. “Yeah, well. Can’t say I blame you. Folks are desperate. Heard talk of roving bands of looters, gangs burning homes, rape—you name it. Probably better off keeping to yourself, that’s for sure.” He hollered over to the soldiers, who were now searching through my truck. “What’d you find?”
“A rifle and a lot of ammo. Some camping gear, food, and water. The usual.” The soldiers held up my rifle and an ammo can to show the deputy.
He answered back to the soldiers. “Tag it and take it to HQ, along with his sidearms.” He turned back to us and waved in dismissal. “You two can relax.” He held out his hand to me, and I noticed that his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “My name’s Deputy Carson, and you’re fortunate to have stumbled on one of the only safe zones in the Texas Hill Country. The sheriff and the Guardsmen that the governor sent down here managed to secure a safe zone from the downtown area to the high school, which is where we have most of the town safely sequestered.”
“Sequestered? I hope you don’t mind me asking, but you are intending to let us go on our way, right?” I tried to put as much obsequiousness into my words as I could muster, but frankly I was a little hacked off at the whole situation.
He held his hands up and smirked a little. “Now, now—I know how this looks, what with us taking your guns and all. But you can understand that we can’t have people walking around town armed, not with the way things are, and especially not strangers. Soon as the captain hears your story and decides you can go, I’m sure you’ll be on your way.” He turned to one of the soldiers. “Hey Rizzo, can you escort these two—” he glanced over at me. “What were your names again?”
“John Sullivan, and this is James, my son.”
The look on his face told me he wasn’t buying it, but that it wasn’t his problem, either. I didn’t have any ID on me anyway, so there’d be no way to check my story, not without a working computer system and Internet—which I somehow doubted they had. “Like I was saying, can you escort Mr. Sullivan and his son to HQ, and get them a hot meal before they see the commander?”
“Sure thing, deputy.” He gestured that we should follow him. “I’ll have to drive your vehicle, company commander's orders. Kid can ride in the back.”
I decided to play along, since there were no other options at the moment and there was no way I was going to risk getting shot over nothing. As we pulled through the gate, I could see the LT who had hollered at us with the bullhorn on top of the wall, along with two guys in sniper’s nests hidden behind a wall of sandbags. Guess I’d made the right call.
The ride to the HQ, which turned out to be the high school, was short and uneventful. I tried to pump Rizzo for info on the way over, but he was tight-lipped on the situation. When we pulled up to the front of the high school he stopped my truck and told us to get out. “I’ll park your vehicle in the motor pool, and your keys will be stored securely along with your weapons and ammo. I’ll come back to have you sign for them, and you’ll get them back when the commander says you can leave.”
“How long do you think that’ll be?” I asked, with only a slight bit of concern in my voice.
“Oh, a day at most. Until then, just head through those doors and ask for Corporal Parker, she’ll get you squared away.” He started to drive off, and I tapped on the door to get him to stop.
“You mind if I get our stuff from the back?”
He waved me off. “Oh, you won’t need it. They have everything you’ll need. Cots, blankets, and food. And a place to take a hot shower, too. I imagine you two could use a bath, being on the road and all. So, enjoy it, and I’ll see you in a few.” He drove off without a wave or a howdy-do. Asshole.
I turned to Rayden. “Well kid, looks like we’re staying the night.”
He smirked, hacked up some snot from the back of his throat, and spat on the sidewalk. “Ya think?”
   
True to Rizzo’s word, Corporal Parker hooked us up with some hot food and a cot once we checked in at the makeshift HQ desk they’d set up. She was a short, stocky little country girl with light brown hair, freckles dotting her cheeks, and an upbeat country attitude that said, “Society might be breaking down all around us, but I’ve chosen to ignore it and pretend things are just peachy-keen!” She gave us our room assignment and then escorted us partway down the hall to the mess, where she sent us on our way with a perky smile, little to no eye contact, and a nervous wave goodbye. Suddenly, I felt so much better about our predicament.
At first glance it looked like things were pretty sedate around the place, at least until they took us to the cafeteria. I realized there that they had quite a sizable group of people holed up in here. The cafeteria was full of families, the elderly, and people of all ages and types, most of them looking shell-shocked and confused. We got our food and sat down at a table with an elderly woman dressed in a flower print shirt, mom jeans, and tennis shoes. She wore a ball cap that said “I’m A Virgin” in large letters. Underneath that in small type it said, “(but this is an old hat).”
She held out her hand as we sat down, and I took it as introductions were made all around. “I’m John and this is my son, James.”
She gave me a wry smile. “Barbara Baumgartner. Friends call me Bibi. I take it you two aren’t from around here?”
“No ma’am, we just drove in from around Leakey.”
She screwed up her face as if wondering whether she should tell us whatever it was she was thinking. I could tell she was going to spill anyway; she looked like the type who said whatever was on her mind regardless of the consequences. She looked at Rayden. “I have a grandson about your age. Full of piss and vinegar, that boy. Looks a lot like you. And if you’re this guy’s son, I’m a horse’s ass.”
Rayden thought that was pretty funny, and he shot a little milk out of his nose as he expressed his mirth. She nodded and turned to me. “Uh-huh, thought so. I take it you were on your way out of wherever the hell you came from, and decided to help this young man out. No need to explain, I can read people pretty well. Seventy-three years on this earth will do that for you.”
She looked me up and down, appraising me much more closely than I was comfortable with. “You’re ex-military. I can tell by the way you sit. My Lou was a military man, gave three decades of his life to the Navy. Retired and we settled back here in my hometown so we could be near my family. He volunteered at the Nimitz museum. Gave tours to the visitors from Austin and Dallas. A good man, my Lou. He’d never have put up with this shit, that’s for sure.”
I decided to take that opportunity to get a word in edgewise and find out more about the town and what was going on here. “Mrs. Baumgartner, if you don’t mind me asking, just what sort of shit are you referring to?”
She sat back in her chair and gestured like a game show model showing off a new car to the contestants. “Well, just look around you and marvel at what our good sheriff and that two-bit weekend warrior have cooked up to keep us all safe.” She made quotation marks with her fingers as she said the word “safe.” “Has us all locked up here in this school like cattle, just waiting to be slaughtered. Oh, Lou would have raised holy hell, yes he would have.”
“But Mrs. Baumgartner—”
She cut me off mid-sentence. “That’ll be enough of that ‘misses’ crap. Call me Bibi.”
“Bibi it is, then. What do you mean when you say you’re all just waiting to be slaughtered?”
She looked around a bit, then leaned in close with her elbows on the table. On cue, Rayden and I likewise leaned in. “Now, you listen to me and you listen good. These aren’t just the ravings of some crazy old widow. I’m as sharp as the day I received my doctorate from A&M, and let me tell you that you two aren’t safe here! The last two families that came in from out of town disappeared, and no one knows what happened to them.”
I furrowed my brow and replied. “What makes you think they disappeared? I mean, the sheriff and the commander might have just let them leave.”
She cocked an eyebrow at us and chuckled. “Oh, so then tell me why their vehicles are still here? Auggie works down in the motor pool—he’s our local mechanic, so he’s one of the first ones they pressed into service when they rolled into town after the bombs fell. Auggie sees all the vehicles they bring in, as he works right down there where they lock up all the Hummers and personnel carriers. And I’m telling you that those people vanished, but Auggie says their cars are still parked down there in the motor pool with all the rest.”
“Is there any way you can get me a chance to speak with this Auggie guy?”
She shook her head. “I don’t really think you have time for all that. It wasn’t but the same night those folks came in that they disappeared. I’m telling you that you need to get out of here, and pronto. Else you two might end up as gone as the rest of them.”
I rubbed my chin, ready to pose another question, when she suddenly stood up and grabbed her tray. “Well, nice speaking with you boys, but I promised to do some sewing for the Johnson family, and after that me and some of the girls are meeting for a game of bridge.” She winked at me and scurried off as a soldier walked up to our table.
“Commander wants to see you as soon as you finish your meals and get settled. Head up to where you signed in at intake and tell them you’re there to see Captain Hillis.”
   
The wait to see the commander took no time at all. We were soon ushered into what looked like a principal’s office, where a trim and fit-looking man with light hair and glasses sat behind a desk reading what looked like mission status reports. He stacked and shuffled them neatly, tucking them inside a manila folder as we walked in. Then he looked us up and down for moment before gesturing to a pair of chairs in front of the desk.
“Please, have a seat. My name is Captain Paul Hillis of the 136th Military Police Battalion out of Tyler. We’ve been assigned here by request of the governor to aid local law enforcement and set up safe zones in the Texas Hill Country, where we can provide increasing support and protection to the people of this and the surrounding counties.” The whole thing sounded like a speech that he’d memorized and practiced in the mirror a few times. He reminded me of a politician. I had him pegged as a cake eater from the moment he opened his mouth.
“John Sullivan, and this is my son, James.” I gestured at Rayden, and he gave a smart-assed two-fingered salute. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, why do you have all the local residents sequestered here at the high school?”
He gave me a stern look as he replied. “Why, to protect them, of course. You carry yourself like a soldier, son. Did you serve?” I nodded. “Well, then you understand the importance of maintaining order under these conditions. We’re still under threat of further nuclear attack, we’re facing mass looting across the state, panic has erupted everywhere there are sizable populations of people left alive, and I’m certain I don’t have to explain the situation with the infected. Whether it’s a biological agent, chemical toxin, or some other unknown weapon, we aren’t certain. But what we do know is that it’s contagious, and we cannot let it spread among the local population. It has a 100 percent transmission rate upon exposure, so the safest place these people can be is here under our protection.”
“100 percent? So why didn’t you put us under quarantine when we came in?”
At that, a look crossed his face that told me he was hiding something. It quickly passed and his expression reverted to the baby-kissing politician once more. “If either of you were infected, we’d have known of it immediately. Once you contract the contagion, the transformation is almost immediate.”
I cleared my throat, because I was about to stir up some shit and wanted to be sure he heard me. “You do realize that this contagion is reanimating corpses, correct?”
The captain sat back in his chair with his hands on the edge of his desk. He fixed me with a look that clearly said he’d underestimated what I knew. “So, you’ve see this happen?”
I waved his comment away. “No, but several of the ‘infected’ that I’ve had to put down were missing so many body parts that there was no way they could’ve survived their injuries. I have yet to see a living person turn, so I assumed that it only affected the dead.”
He nodded. “Partially true. The infected have a toxin in their saliva that will kill within hours once it enters the bloodstream. Once the newly infected’s heart stops beating, that’s when they turn into those creatures you’ve seen.”
“Huh. That gives me something to think about as we continue on into Austin. I’m sure your people told you that we’re on our way to bring my parents back to the Hill Country?”
He nodded. “I assure you, we won’t hold you up. However, it is policy that we do not allow anyone in or out of the safe zone after 5 pm. It looks like you two will be spending the night as our guests. In the morning, your equipment, weapons, and vehicle will be returned to you, and you can be on your way.”
“That’s good to know, sir.”
“Now, I have some reports to review before evening chow, but I’ve arranged for Corporal Parker to place you in our overflow area, since the main living area in the gym is at capacity. It’s actually fortunate that you’ve come to us now, since you’ll only be sharing the room with a few other people.”
I stood up and extended my hand. “Thanks, Captain. We won’t be a bother while we’re here.” I noticed that Captain HIllis hesitated slightly before standing and shaking hands with me. I filed it away for future reference.
His eyes narrowed slightly as he spoke. “I’m counting on it. Good evening, gentlemen.”
I motioned for Rayden to exit the office, then followed him out and shut the door behind me. He immediately grabbed my arm and began whispering in my ear. “Sully, I don’t trust that guy—”
I pulled him into an open doorway, covering his mouth lightly with my free hand. “Not here. Wait until I’m certain we’re alone.” I checked the hall before we exited the room, and we headed back to the front desk where Corporal Parker waited to guide us to our assigned quarters. I had a feeling it was going to be one hell of an interesting night.
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CHAOS
SINCE WE’D JUST EATEN EARLIER, we passed on the evening meal. Instead of heading back to the chow hall, we followed the directions Parker had given us and made a beeline for our “quarters,” which turned out to be a small classroom upstairs. Obviously it had been set up in a hurry, because all the desks and chairs had merely been pushed out of the way, making room for a few cots and some sleeping bags.
I quickly checked the hall to make sure no one was listening in on us, then did a quick visual check of the room for cameras and wires. Once I felt satisfied that no one was eavesdropping, I pulled Rayden over to the cots and sat down, taking a moment to mull over what I was going to say. I could tell by the look on his face that he was a little worried, but I didn’t think it’d do to mince words with him.
I just put it out there.
“I think we may be well and truly screwed here, kid.”
Rayden chewed his lip and scowled. “Man, I should have stayed in Ingram. At least with Cody and his dickhead buddies, I knew what I was in for. Here, all I know is that these people have a seriously creepy vibe going on, but I have no idea what’s coming. Feels like I’m in a horror film or something, where you know something bad is going to happen, but you don’t know what.” He shivered like a wet dog and wrapped his arms around himself as his eyes darted around the room.
I punched him lightly on the knee and smiled in a way that I hoped was reassuring. “I know how you feel, but trust me, I’ve been in worse situations than this. That’s why we’re not spending the night; in fact, we’re going to sneak out as soon as it gets dark around here.”
The kid perked up at that. “Alright, so what’s the plan?”
“Well, I don’t know if you noticed, but the second floor roof is just outside this window. Should make it easy to sneak out of here. So as soon as it’s dark I’m going to go find my gear, and you’re going to wait here in case anyone comes by while I’m gone. Once I get my stuff and locate the truck, I’ll come back to get you.”
He shook his head and frowned. “I don’t know if I like the idea of being left by myself. What if they come to take me away while you’re gone?”
“I doubt they’ll do anything to us unless we’re together, so just tell them I went to the bathroom and stall until I get back. Deal?”
“I guess so. But don’t leave me here with these people, no matter what. I don’t like it here—this place creeps me out.”
“Yeah, me too. I won’t leave you here, kid. We made a deal, and I’ll see it through.” I smiled again, this time with more conviction. “Although you have to admit, this is a helluva lot safer than Ingram.”
He smiled back, but his heart obviously wasn’t in it. “Yeah, I’d say that’s a matter of opinion. I bet those people who disappeared don’t think so.”
“Don’t worry, kid. In a few hours we’ll be out of here and on our way to Austin.”
He dropped back on the cot and tucked his hands under his head. “I am sooooo looking forward to it.”
   
Later that evening two more people were brought into the room, a mother and who I assumed was her child. Strangely, they were brought in by two armed soldiers; I chalked that up to the fact that they were illegals. I figured they hadn’t met anyone around here who spoke Spanish, so I started up a conversation with the mom to pass the time and put her at ease.
She seemed nervous at first, but eventually she opened up to me. Her name was Lupita, and she told me they’d crossed the border together before the outbreak, and that she’d come to Fredericksburg to work for a bed and breakfast service doing house work. Her daughter’s name was Elena, and she spent most of our conversation hiding behind her mother’s leg, at least until Rayden pulled out some licorice whips.
“Hey, where’d that come from?” I asked.
“Duh, the convenience store. You don’t think I went in there just to get Cody his beer and cigarettes, do you?” He gave me the universal “adults are so stupid” look that all kids master by the time they hit puberty, and handed Elena two licorice strings, which she took with a shy smile.
“Nice to know you’ve been holding out on me all this time. Also nice to know you’re smart enough not to bring chocolate with you on a road trip.”
He laughed. “You kidding? That’s the first thing I ate.”
“See if I give you any more jerky once we get our shit back.”
He rolled his eyes. “You can keep it. I have enough candy to last me a few more days.”
“Whatever, kid. Enjoy it while it lasts, because you may not be able to get any for a while. I have a feeling that the trucking industry is going to be out of commission for a good long time, so you’d better get used to eating jerky.” He shrugged, and I turned back to speak with Lupita. I noticed that she kept glancing out the window and scanning the skyline outside. I asked her in Spanish if anything was wrong.
In response she grabbed me and took me aside, away from where her daughter and Rayden were playing. “El cucuy, viene en la noche! Por favor, usted debe salir y nos llevará con usted!”
Rayden perked up and spoke to me over his shoulder. “She sounds upset. What’s she saying to you?”
I shook my head. “Something about a monster that comes at night. She’s asking me to leave and take them with us.” I continued to try to get more information out of her, but all I could get her to tell me was that the guards wouldn’t let them leave, that a dark figure had come the night before and took some people out of the room.
I figured that if it was real it was probably soldiers, and if it wasn’t she was in shock and having nightmares. I tried to calm her down, but it was no use. Eventually she gave me a frustrated look and grabbed Elena, then sat on a cot on the other side of the room.
“What’d you say to piss her off?” Rayden asked.
“Nothing. Maybe she’s just scared that the soldiers are going to take her and Elena to jail or something. She says a dark figure came in the room last night and grabbed some people. I think it may have been the soldiers moving people around.” I glanced outside and noticed that it was finally fully dark. “At any rate, it’s none of our concern. We just need to grab our gear and get the hell out of here.”
Rayden looked at me like I was the biggest asshole in the world. “Yeah, but if something really is going on, you’re not just going to leave them here, are you?”
“Not my monkeys, not my circus, kid. Believe me, I would if I could, but we’re barely going to have room for my folks on the way back. Besides, I’d feel terrible taking these people out of here and putting them in harm’s way. Things are only going to get hairier and scarier the closer we get to Austin, and I’m going to have my hands full just keeping an eye on you.”
He gave me the evil eye. “That’s cold, man.”
“That’s survival, kid. I learned in Afghanistan that you can’t save everyone, no matter how much you want to or how hard you try.”
“Maybe so, but it’s still messed up.”
I shrugged. “You’ll get no arguments on that point from me, but that’s just life. The sooner you learn to accept it, the better.”
He ignored me and rolled over on his cot. I decided to leave him to his thoughts, which were likely filled with disillusionment. Wouldn’t be the first time I’d let someone down, and it wouldn’t be the last. My main concern was getting us out and long gone before the local law and those Guard troops knew we’d disappeared, then I’d focus on rescuing my parents. Outside of that, all other concerns would be secondary, at least until I had us all safe and sound back at the ranch.
I tried to get Rayden’s attention to give him a few final instructions, but he pretended to be asleep. Since the kid was giving me the silent treatment, there was nothing else to do but wait. I fluffed my pillow, laid my head back on the cot, and waited for lights out. After that, the black ops shit would commence.
   
Just as I suspected, at 10 pm sharp a soldier came by to check on us and turn the lights out. After he left I heard him messing around with the door, so I waited for a few minutes and then snuck over to whisper in Rayden’s ear. “Kid, keep your eyes peeled. If anything happens while I’m gone, you beat feet out of here, you hear me? Head down to the gymnasium and hide there. If I come back and you’re gone, I’ll come get you down there. Got it?”
He paused before replying. “Yeah, I got it.”
“Good. I’ll be back before you know it.”
I gave him a pat on the shoulder and tiptoed over to the window, then I popped it open and slipped out into the night. It was darker than hell outside, and from what I could tell the place was running on generators for most of the settlement’s power. That meant minimal lighting in non-mission critical areas, and it also meant that the sound would help muffle my movements.
I crawled along the wall and climbed down a drain pipe, then crept around the place until I figured out where the HQ area was in relation to the room they’d put us in. After that, it was just a matter of sneaking and peeking in a few windows to find where they’d stashed our stuff. I used my multi-tool to get the window open and rifled through the room until I found my ammo and knife.
The firearms were a bit more of a hassle, as I had to jimmy a few storage cabinets until I found what I was looking for. The assholes hadn’t even tagged my shit, which told me they had no intention of returning any of it. I decided that I’d best find my vehicle and get us the hell out of here before we experienced firsthand what was really going on in this place.
It didn’t take much to sneak past the guards on patrol. They were sloppy and not at all concerned with keeping anyone in the place. I headed down to the parking lot where Bibi had said the cars were kept, and sure enough my baby was parked in the back. There was only one guard on duty, so I snuck up behind him and choked him out. I gagged him and tied him up, leaving him in the back of a Hummer for the next shift to find him in the morning.
After that, it was a matter of pulling my taillight’s fuse to keep the headlights off as I pulled out of the place. I only had to drive a few blocks to find the fence perimeter they’d set up; once there I parked the truck in someone’s driveway near the fence line, back behind the house where no one would see it. Later I planned to use my bolt cutters to clip a hole in the fence and get us the hell out of there, right after I went back for Rayden.
I checked my watch; it was roughly 30 minutes past midnight. Plenty of time to jog back to the high school, get Rayden, and be gone before dawn. I headed back over, being mindful of patrols, especially since they were probably rolling with night vision on blackout lights. I managed to evade the only patrol I saw and snuck around the back of the high school where I had climbed down a few hours before.
Just as I climbed back on the rooftop that led to the room we’d been assigned, I saw a shadow moving away from the window at high speed. It looked like a man, but I’d never seen anything on two legs move that fast before. It looked as though it might have been carrying something in its arms, but I couldn’t be sure in the dark. I followed it with my eyes, watching it jump off the roof. It landed upright and continued on without pause, speeding in a southwesterly direction in the span of a few seconds. Momentarily stunned, I ran back over to our room, frightened of what I might find inside, hoping it was just my eyes playing tricks on me.
Sure enough, it wasn’t anything I’d have wanted to see. Lupita was sprawled on the ground, her neck twisted at an odd angle. My eyes searched the room, but the kids were nowhere to be seen. I stuck my head inside and started calling out in the lowest voice I could for Rayden but got no answer, so I climbed inside to see if he’d run off like I told him to.
I was just about to go looking for him in the mess when I heard some moaning off to one side of the room. I ran over and found the kid lying in a tangle of plastic school chairs, battered but basically unhurt. He was dazed, but as he came around he described what had happened.
“Just a couple of minutes ago, I got up to look for you out the window and saw something outside. I thought it was you and went to open the window. Then I saw what it was and went to wake up Lupita and Elena so we could get the hell out of here. She was already awake, but I couldn’t get her to move. She just laid there whimpering and holding on to her little girl. So, I ran to the door to get help, but it was locked. I banged on it and banged on it, but no one came.”
I sat him up and checked him for injuries, allowing him to pause and tell me the story at his own pace. “By that time, the thing was inside the room. I turned around and it had Lupita by the neck. She was struggling and struggling, but she couldn’t get loose. Elena was screaming and screaming—the thing broke her mom’s neck. It was so loud I could hear the crack, even with Elena screaming at the top of her lungs. Then he dropped her and reached for Elena, so—I rushed at it to try to save her. That’s all I remember.”
He hung his head and started to cry. “It took her, didn’t it? I told you! I told you something bad was gonna happen, but you didn’t listen! Now Elena’s gone and that thing killed her mom, and it’s your fault!” He screamed the last bit at me, and turned away.
I sighed. “Look, kid, I had no idea something like this would happen. Heck, I saw it take off with her, and I still can barely believe what I saw. The thing is, we can’t stay here. Whatever it is that took Elena is long gone, and if we stay here it’s going to come back for us too. Best that we just leave and put this behind us before we end up dead as well.”
He turned toward me, and I didn’t need lights to see the look of accusation on his face. “You’re a coward. You’re a coward, and I’m sorry I ever agreed to help you!”
Before responding, I paused and took a deep breath. “Maybe so, kid, but I’m a living coward. And I’ll be honest, I don’t like this whole deal any more than you do. But I plan to have my ass on the road and long gone before that thing comes back. Now, you can stay here or you can come with me; it’s up to you. But I’m out of here regardless of your decision or how you feel about me.”
Right about then, the sound of the window creaking open interrupted our argument. We both turned to look, and I saw the very thing that had killed Lupita and taken Elena just moments before, crawling through the window Gollum-style to finish what it had started. The kid froze like a spotlighted deer, and all I could think was that I was hella glad I had some firepower with me, because this thing looked like the grim reaper itself. Without a second to spare, I pushed Rayden behind me and reached for my Glock, hoping like hell that 200 grain hollow points would be enough to take this thing down.
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CRY
WHATEVER IT WAS, it was definitely not human, although it had humanoid characteristics. It moved like a cross between a spider and a snake, with rapid skittering movements that were disconcertingly sinuous and bug-like all at once. Strangely, it wore fatigues, combat boots, and a rain poncho with the hood pulled up. I couldn’t see a face, but I guessed it was going to be ugly by the way it moved.
“Screw me blue and call me Willy Wonka,” I muttered as I pulled my Glock and drew a bead on the thing.
As I fired, I took a lesson from my previous experiences with the deaders and immediately started going for headshots. Now, a lot of people think that just because you’re an Army Ranger and you were in the “Special Forces” you can shoot the balls off a gnat at 300 yards with just about any firearm. And, they’re wrong. Most of the guys I knew in the Regiment never touched a pistol except for recreation, although almost every one of them could place a nice tight grouping in the ten ring at 300 yards with an M4. And the snipers? Forget it. Those guys are trained to be 100 percent successful in taking out a target at over 800 yards in two shots or less.
But again, when it came to being a serious shooter with a sidearm, most Rangers weren’t. Personally, my handgunning skills were limited to growing up plinking on the ranch, taking a few combat shooting courses before and after my time in the service, and also spending not an inconsiderable amount of time on the range with a handgun. So, I was definitely no slouch, but I was no freaking Doc Holiday, that’s for sure, and this thing took full advantage of my lack of accuracy to keep me from planting one in its noggin. As soon as I fired the first shot, it started pulling an Agent Smith on me, displaying contortions with its spine and neck that no human ever could… and especially not at that speed.
I used one arm to keep the kid behind me and angled away from it as it stalked us, tossing a desk over and kicking a cot in its way as it came at us. As I’d hoped, it decided to come around the mess rather than over it, and that’s when I stitched it right up the torso with three well-placed shots, one right after another. It was a technique I’d learned from a homicide cop I’d trained with, using the recoil of the weapon to hit multiple torso targets, “stitching” an assailant right up the centerline.
As it so happened, my first shot was off-center and I caught it in the right hip. I saw it falter as it took another step, so I fired the remainder of the magazine into its torso. It screamed bloody murder with a wail that would have given a banshee a run for her money. Suddenly, it snatched up Lupita’s corpse and bolted for the window almost faster than my eyes could track. I figured I must have hurt it, but the fact that it was still moving fast despite any injuries it might have sustained gave me pause. Before I could even drop the empty mag and reload, it went out the window. I rushed over to see which way it was headed, and thought I saw a shadow going the same direction it had just a few minutes prior.
I turned to the kid and checked him over to make sure he was alright. He shrugged me off and pouted himself over to a nearby cot. “That thing was coming back for me,” he said, and his voice trembled in fear as he spoke.
It was really the first time I’d seen the kid rattled since I met him. Oh, he’d been a little riled back at the tanker, but this was pure, unadulterated fear he experienced. I knew, because I’d experienced it myself the first time my unit had seen combat. Fact was I had nearly shit myself the first time I saw the elephant, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.
His face was illuminated by the fluorescent light streaming in from the hallway, and I could see the look of fear and desperation on his face as he pleaded with me. “I couldn’t even help her, and she’s just a little kid. You have to go after her, Sully. You have to!”
It only took me a moment to decide. After seeing that thing, I knew I just couldn’t stand around and let a child be terrorized and killed by something like that. I also realized that if I didn’t go after Elena, it would haunt me until the day I died.
I nodded, and I could see the kid’s posture relax a little. “Alright, but if I’m going to follow it we need to get a move on. For one, those soldiers are going to be up here soon to see what all the commotion was, although I figure they already have a clue as to what might have happened. Also, I’m going to need to get you someplace safer than this before daylight, because there’s no way I’m leaving you with these people.”
“You think they set us up?”
“Yeah, kid, I do. I don’t know why, but if you put two and two together it’s the only thing that makes sense.” I counted off on my fingers as I broke it down. “One: the people disappearing that Bibi told us about. Two: the fact that they separated us from the rest of the people staying here. None of the locals were placed in this room with us. In fact, we’re about as far from the rest of the refugees as can be. Three: all that crazy talk Lupita was spouting. And four: the fact that they locked us in. Look, we’ll talk about it more once we get you someplace safe, but we’re not staying in this loony bin another minute. Let’s go.”
The kid got up to follow me, and then he stopped suddenly. “What if that thing is waiting for us?”
“It’s not. I think I hurt it—and besides, it probably figures we’ll sit tight and hunker down. The last thing it’s expecting is to be hunted, which is probably going to make it hella easy to track.” I paused. “Look, I know I was being selfish, but I’m going to get her back.”
He didn’t say a word after that, the whole way back to the truck.
   
Just to be safe, we broke into a garage apartment across the street from where I’d parked the truck. Lots of homes in Fredericksburg had them, as bed and breakfasts were a major part of the economy in these parts. Sure enough, this one was set up more like a hotel room than an apartment, with a combination bedroom and living area just as we walked in, a bath off to the side, a small kitchenette with a sink, a dorm fridge, and a microwave. I got the kid settled in and made sure he had food and water in case I didn’t come back that night. I sure as hell didn’t want him out sneaking around, even to go to the truck across the street. We had no idea what was stalking the night out there, and I had no intentions of him getting taken by the boogie man.
After that I waited until it was getting light, then snuck back over to the high school to start tracking that thing. I had to be extra careful; I didn’t want the guards or sheriff’s deputies to see me, and I preferred them simply assuming we had all been taken in the night by our mysterious and creepy visitor. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be looking for me, but after I picked up the trail I didn’t take any chances, keeping a low profile as I followed the signs the creature left to where it was headed.
Picking up the trail wasn’t all that difficult; it left quite an indentation in the ground when it landed. I guessed that 200-some-odd pounds of monster and corpse would do that upon jumping a two stories to the ground. I also spotted some blood spatters, not much but enough to track by. It was tacky, dark, and looked older than it should have been. There was definitely not as much as I would have expected, considering how many times I’d hit it. That told me what all the other information I’d gathered thus far had been pointing to; this thing, whatever it was, was something other than human.
I tried to psyche myself up, knowing that I needed to be all business from here on out. No shit it’s not human, Sully. It’s about time you woke up and faced the fact that your world has entered the twilight zone. Now, quit being a pussy and to get to work.
Once I had my head right I followed the trail further into town, dodging a roving patrol along the way. The thing had apparently been moving at the same speed the entire time, and it either wasn’t aware it was leaving a trail, or it didn’t care. Despite the urban environment I was able to track it based on the signs it left. Well, that and the occasional drops of blood I found every ten paces or so. After a while, I realized that it moved in a straight line toward the Gillespie County Airport. As I recalled, there wasn’t much out that way—just a few hangars, a diner that catered to the private pilots who flew in and out of there, and a hotel.
I was betting that it was using one of the hangars or the hotel to hole up in, and if I had to guess it would be one of the hangars. Although Fredericksburg was just 60 miles or so from Austin as the crow flies, most airplanes would’ve survived the overpressure, which normally would crumple small aircraft within 20 miles or so of an atomic detonation. However, I bet that the sensitive electronics in many of the small craft that were stored there would’ve been fried by the EMP, and I also guessed that anyone who tried to exfil through here would be like sitting ducks to this thing. Strategically, if I were a top-tier predator looking for easy human prey and little to no human intervention, it’s where I would’ve set up in a crisis like this.
As I neared the airport, the foliage became thicker and the thing was easier to track. Although I had a pretty clear idea of where it was headed, I continued to track it without deviating from the trail it had left. This took me through a few empty fields as well as the fairgrounds, which thankfully hadn’t been mowed in a while, making my job as simple as keeping an eye out for an ambush and walking in a straight line to the hangar dead ahead.
Once I got to the airfield, I snuck around the back of the closest hangar making as little noise as possible. As far as I was concerned, my best chance at killing this thing was surprise. Even injured, I’d seen it move faster than any human, and I doubted that I’d be a match for it in close quarters. Well, maybe if I had a katana, but I was shit out of those at the moment. Funny how random weapons never show up at opportune times in real life like they do in video games and horror movies.
Once I’d found the side entrance, I stopped to do a quick gear and ammo check. A press check of the M4 told me I had one in the chamber, and I’d swapped out for a full mag right before I left Rayden. I had my Bowie knife, my combat folder, my Glock and my Kahr. All things considered, I was pretty well set on the armament front. I still would have gladly traded at least one of the sidearms for a tactical katana, or a nice traditional shinken type made for cutting through straw mats and people like butter. But, you play with the hand you’re dealt.
After my equipment check I kept moving and found the side door in short order. I noticed more of that dark and not-quite-human looking blood on the door handle, and knew I’d definitely tracked this thing to its lair. The door was solid steel with no window, and chances were good the beast would see the light from the door if it was anywhere near the entrance when I cracked it open. I decided to take my chances, turning the knob ever so slowly until I felt it give. I swung open the door and moved in quickly, scanning and sweeping the area with the rifle in one hand, shutting the door behind me as quietly as possible.
As soon as I entered and my heart stopped beating through my chest, I heard the kid crying at the back of the hangar. It looked like there were some administrative offices or maintenance areas in the back, built out of metal studs and drywall with drop ceilings and little else to muffle external noise. I would use that to my advantage.
I moved toward the back, navigating my way past a nice Cessna and two WWII-era relics that had been fully restored. I paused beside the Cessna and listened for any movement, then moved forward, scanning left to right. I also kept an eye on the rafters overhead, as the threat of an ambush from above seemed to be a real possibility. Nothing. Finally I approached the office area in the back and pinned myself up against the wall, slowing my breathing and listening for any sound or lack of sound that might have indicated I’d been noticed.
As I listened, I could hear a voice underneath the kid’s sobs. It was as rough and dry as a caliche pit in summer, and hearing it made my skin crawl all over.
“Now, now, little bird, you mustn't cry. It’ll all be over soon. Yes, soon.”
I took that as a signal that it was feeding time at the monster zoo, so I hurried down the hall to the doorway where the noise was coming from. The door had been left ajar, and although the lights were off I could see a dark figure looming at the back corner across from my vantage point, as well as the kid’s shoe and ankle.
I sighted in on the thing’s back and opened fire, aiming high for fear of a round over-penetrating and hitting the kid.
The staccato sound of the M4 rattled off the walls within the enclosed space, and 5.56 shells spat out of my rifle like rain, hitting the floor with sharp little pings as they fell. I connected with the first two shots, one near the spine and another at the shoulder, then the next six or seven missed as the thing zig-zagged off to the side like nothing I’d ever seen. I tracked it around the room as it moved, finally getting wise and leading it to plant two more hits, one in the torso and the other in its head, or at least in its hood. I couldn’t tell if I’d made a headshot or not, but as I backed out of the room to draw it away from the child it visibly slowed, if not to human speed, then just enough to hopefully give me a fighting chance.
I emptied the mag at it as it followed me out of the room and down the short hall to the hangar. When the bolt locked open on an empty chamber, I dropped the mag and slapped another one in, depressing the bolt catch and racking a fresh round. I pulled the trigger and was rewarded with dull “click,” which told me I had a failure-to-feed malfunction. I’d cleared these sorts of weapon malfunctions dozens of times in training and in combat, yet I had little time to do so before the thing was on top of me. Out of options, I stabbed the barrel at its face, aiming for the eye socket, a nasty trick that was made nastier by the fact that I had a wicked striking bezel on the end of my flash hider.
Of course, the thing moved its head out of the way like Pacquiao, bobbing and weaving around the muzzle of my rifle. Even so, the muzzle snagged on its hood, pulling it back to reveal what I was dealing with. The thing looked to have been human at some point, as I could recognize the resemblance, but his facial skin was stretched and drawn, with a color and texture that reminded me of a rhino or an elephant. The eyes were dark yellow around the irises, which were almost non-existent as the pupils were two black nickels in a sea of yellow sclera. I could see where a round had hit it in the face, as a perfect little hole punched into its face just to the right of its nostrils. A small bead of blood oozed out, but revealed no significant blood loss. Its hair was falling out in clumps, and what once looked to have been a neatly coiffed shock of bright red hair was now just ragged patches of stubble and mange.
I noted all these details in an instant, right before it shied away to cover its eyes and draw its hood back up. I realized then that the thing’s eyes were adapted for the dark, and that it must’ve lacked the ability to contract its pupils sufficiently to shield them from daytime light.
Gotcha, I thought as I backpedaled and reached for the light switch I’d noticed on the way in. As soon as I hit the lights, it screeched like it had back at the school and bounded off down the hall to the room where it had left the kid.
“Shit!” I hollered as I dropped my rifle and ran after it, drawing the Glock and firing as it flowed through the dark doorway. I hit the doorway and jagged right, only to see the thing fly up through the ceiling tiles as I flicked the lights on. Thankfully, the kid was still whimpering in the corner. Secure in the knowledge that it wouldn’t be following us outside, I grabbed her and headed toward a door I’d seen at the end of the hall, hitting the release bar at a run and dumping us both on the ground outside.
Elena clung to me and cried, whimpering in Spanish and begging me to take her to her mommy. I didn’t have time to be heartbroken, and ran with her about 30 yards away from the building to a line of vehicles in the parking lot. I set her down on the hood of a vintage Ford pickup and raised her head gently so I could make eye contact.
“Tengo que ir a matar el cucuy. Espera aquí. Voy a volver en un momento.” I have to go kill the monster. Stay here. I’ll be back for you in a moment.
She cried and shook her head no, clinging to me for all she was worth. But I knew I had hurt that thing, and I felt that if I didn’t finish the job it would just kill again… tonight, and the next night, and the next. I spent several more minutes calming her down, and finally was able to convince her to release me so I could go back and end it for good. After she’d settled down enough to let me go, I assured her that I’d come back for her and told her to stay put, but to head back to the high school if I didn’t come back out soon. Then I headed back inside the hangar, determined to kill that thing or die trying.
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CHARGING
I RELOADED and entered the building from the side entrance again, both in an attempt to avoid an ambush from overhead and also so I’d be entering on familiar ground. The way that thing shot up through the ceiling tiles, I had no doubts that it would be waiting high above me in an ambush position. So I opted to enter the building via the hangar area, where I’d at least have a clear 360 view of my surroundings.
I stopped immediately after entering the hangar, pausing under the wing of the Cessna as I listened for any signs of movement. Momentarily, I was greeted by the same gravelly voice I’d heard earlier.
“Come back to finish me off, eh? I doubted anyone around here would have the balls to go against the commander, but obviously you’re not from around here, are you?” His voice again grated on my nerves like a splinter under every fingernail. There was just something otherworldly and entirely unsettling about it that made my skin crawl.
I paused to process what he’d said before I carefully framed my answer. “I figured you were somehow working with the local authorities, but I’m curious how that came to be. Did you threaten them with violence?”
It laughed, a harsh sound that carried both screeching high notes and a low solid rumble. It was probably the most inhuman and frightening sound I’d ever heard in my life. “No, little man. That was not necessary.”
I decided to keep it talking so I could pinpoint its location, and angled my voice toward the back of the hangar to keep it from knowing I was stalking it. “Okay, then tell me why they don’t come out here with some major firepower and blow your ass back to the hell you came from? You and I both know they have the ordinance.”
There was a pregnant and rather unsettling stretch of silence before it replied. “Humans. You are all so predictable. I am—was—the commander’s son, serving in his unit as a subordinate. As it happens, he is loath to kill his only son. A situation that I find to be—ironic.”
Well, that explained a helluva lot. I kept pressing for info. “Still, what I don’t get is how you convinced him and the deputies to let you just take people right out from under their noses. Obviously, someone is missing these people and asking questions.” As I spoke, I continued to try to pin its location down, but couldn’t seem to get a lock on it. I decided to go with Plan B and started working my way to the front of the hangar.
“We simply made a deal. I keep the dead away from their little sanctuary, and they provide me with the castaways from their group. Outsiders, the homeless, and those from foreign lands. No one notices these people, and no one cares that they’re gone.”
I allowed myself a chuckle. “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, asshole. People do care. How do you think I was tipped off to all this shit? Well, besides you killing and kidnapping people. I got news for you, there are people back at that high school who are asking questions, and I have a feeling that your dad is going to have a hard time keeping a lid on it. Just wait until the government gets a grip on this situation, because I can guarantee you that everyone involved is going down.”
I heard it make a noise, and at first I thought it was choking on a bone or coughing up a hairball. Eventually I realized that it was laughing at my comment about the government. Not with the Vincent Price from hell laugh I’d heard a minute ago… this time it was truly and genuinely amused by what I’d just said.
After a minute, the laughter died down and it spoke. “The government? You think that the government is going to swoop in and save you? You have no idea how bad things are for your species right now, or what’s to come. You are no longer the apex predator on this planet, and as of a few days ago your species has become meat for my kind. You are now nothing more than cattle, purposely left alive so we can slaughter you at our leisure.”
That sort of threw me for a loop. “Wait a minute—you mean there are more like you?”
“Yes, and we are a legion.” It paused, and I thought I’d heard it wheeze, which meant it either had a cold or I’d hurt it badly earlier. I banked on the latter. “But, you’ll never see them—at least, not in this life.” And that’s when I knew the thing was coming for me. I felt more than heard it drop to the hangar floor and sprint toward me.
I hit the button that opened the hangar door.
The sudden burst of sunlight halted the thing in its tracks. As it slid to a stop and covered its face, I quickly drew a bead and started taking precision shots, aiming for its joints as I walked forward. Left knee. Right knee. Elbow. Shoulder. Within seconds the accumulated effects of each hit took their toll, and it was a quivering, mewling mass on the floor. I sauntered up and methodically reloaded as it started crawling toward the back of the hangar. Thanking the Man above for this bright, sunny Texas day, I started putting rounds in its head, one after another until it finally stopped moving.
   
After the sound of gunfire stopped ringing in my ears, I found that I desperately wanted to get the hell out of there, to just take Elena and Rayden back to the ranch and hole up there until Kingdom come. But, I had two things weighing on my mind at the moment: one being my parents, and two being the fact that I was hella curious to see what this thing was all about.
So I pulled it out onto the tarmac and studied it thoroughly with the hunter’s eye for detail that my grandfather had instilled in me years before. I removed its clothing, piece by piece. Sure enough, it was still wearing dog tags that identified it as Robert L. Hillis, blood type AB negative, Catholic. Interesting.
I examined the body with a coroner’s care, taking note of every detail. I assumed that in the future I might come across one of these things again, so I wasn’t taking any chances. I started with the head and mouth, noticing the changes in the eyes, a shriveling of the cartilage in the nose and ears, and the loss of hair. Pulling back the lips, I saw that several of its teeth were loose. Not wanting to risk any chance of infection, I pulled out my multi-tool and used the pliers to pull one out. Underneath, I could see the point of a sharp, almost shark-like tooth poking its way up through the gum line to replace it.
Moving down the body, the same changes in skin color and texture were noticeable all over. I noted that the body was hairless, although the thing’s genitalia were intact. What was incredibly frightening was that it’d been hit more times than I’d thought, maybe with a few dozen rounds. Despite all that damage, until I’d started taking the strategic approach to round placement it had still been able to function. That told me it didn’t necessarily rely on internal organs to keep its motor functions going; in other words, it didn’t experience shock like a human would. Scary, but fascinating.
I continued my examination by moving to the limbs, and saw that the fingernails and toenails were also falling out, being replaced with what looked like thicker and more clawlike nails. The bones in the hands and the feet also appeared to be elongating, although that could have just been a congenital defect. Overall, though, it was apparent that this thing had once been human, but it had been in the process of morphing into something much more hideous and dangerous.
I filed the info away for future reference, then went back to check on Elena. She sat stock still on the hood of the truck, just where I’d left her. Once I knew she was fine, I started rummaging around in the hangar for more clues regarding the nature of this thing. In my search, I found a room stacked up with rotting corpses, all of which had been savaged at the throat and drained of blood.
Realization dawned on me like a bolt of lightning. Holy shit, that thing was an honest-to-goodness vampire. We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.
After no small amount of thought, I settled on what I had to do. I wrapped it up in a tarp and threw it in the back of the old pickup. It only took a few minutes to figure out how to hotwire the old girl, and she started up like a dream. I got Elena buckled in and headed back to where I’d left Rayden, so I could drop her off with him while I took care of business. He was happy to see her alive and well, but he was also uncharacteristically quiet. He was probably in shock, but I could do nothing about it at the moment. Once I made sure they were settled in, I headed over to the high school.
   
I pulled right up to the back loading docks, because I knew that was probably where they brought in supplies that they’d scrounged from around the area. I left my rifle in the truck behind the seat and moved my sidearm around to the small of my back, concealing it under the flannel shirt I was wearing. I decided to act like I belonged here, hoping that I’d be able to bluff my way through. Grabbing the covered body of Hillis’ son from the back of the truck, I slung it over my shoulder and marched right up to the loading dock doors.
A soldier stopped me at the door. “Whoa, where do you think you’re going?”
I pointed at the wrapped up corpse on my back. “Deputy Carson said y’all needed meat. I used to be a guide at the Y.O. Ranch, so he asked me to go out and hunt some deer from one of the local ranches. I’m delivering a doe I shot this morning.”
“First I heard of it, but alright. Just make sure you don’t scare anyone when you take that thing into the mess hall.”
I nodded. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.”
Once inside I made a beeline to the cafeteria, where I knew everyone would be gathered in preparation for midday chow. I marched right up to the center of the room, hopped up on a table, and dumped the body in the middle, unfurling it from the tarp for all the world to see. That pretty much got everyone’s attention, and soon people started crowding around and murmuring amongst themselves.
“What is that thing?”
“Is it one of those infected?”
“Looks like a monster—not even human.”
And so on. Their reactions varied, but I wasn’t interested in sparking speculation. Soldiers would come to break this up soon, so I had to act fast to get the word out about what Hillis had been doing.
I cleared my throat, and spoke up in my best command voice. “Folks, what you see before you is a different kind of creature from the infected you’re already familiar with. I tracked this one to the airport, right after it came into the room I’d been assigned here and attacked the people who were sleeping there. Unlike the infected, these things are intelligent and capable of speech, and this one told me he’d made a deal with Captain Hillis.”
Someone shouted from the crowd. “To do what?”
“To hunt and kill you—or, more specifically, to kill those of you who wouldn’t be missed. That’s where the missing people have gone. Before I killed it, this thing told me that it had worked out a deal with the commander to help keep the infected away from this compound, in exchange for human lives. A few here, a few there, and always people who wouldn’t be missed. Immigrants and those who had no family with them.”
At that, the crowd burst into an uproar, and I could see that the soldiers in the cafeteria had no idea what to do. One of them was on his comms, but in the commotion all I could tell was that he talked a hundred miles a minute. A few others chattered amongst themselves, probably conferring about what I’d just revealed. I was hoping their civilian soldier status would work in my favor, that this would spark a combined revolt between the people and the close-knit group of soldiers who must’ve been helping Hillis to keep up his charade. Considering the timeline, it couldn’t have been going on for long, so I suspected only a few soldiers and cops knew the full story.
Once the crowd worked into a frenzy, I knew it was high time to make myself scarce. I’d done my good deed for the day and then some, and I was ready to get back on the road. The fact that my parents were facing this mess alone weighed on me heavily, but unfortunately now I had two extra souls to look after. I needed to think things through before I headed out, because there was no way I was getting back on the road with that little girl in tow. Rayden was one thing; he could more or less fend for himself. But Elena would just slow us down, and I wasn’t about to get her killed by taking her on the road with us.
I made a snap decision and started looking for Bibi as I worked my way out of the crowd. I finally spotted her sitting off to the side, sipping a cup of coffee and observing the ruckus. I moved over to her as quickly as possible without mowing anyone over.
“Well, you sure stirred things up here, didn’t you?” she said as I walked up to her table. “I knew that Hillis was up to no good, but I never expected something like this. You look like hell.”
“If you knew the night I just had, you’d understand. Look Bibi, I don’t have much time. Before long Hillis is going to have people looking for me, and I need to get out of town before he does. Only problem is, I have a kid with me who needs looking after.”
She nodded sagely. “That boy who was with you?”
I shook my head. “Nope, a little girl who was bunked with us last night. That thing over there killed her mom.” I tilted my head toward the bloodsucker, hesitating to say what I thought it was out loud. “Think you can help out?”
She stood up and pulled her jacket around her. “I’m too old to be looking after a young child, but I’m sure I can find someone to take care of her. Question is, is this the safest place for her to be right now?”
“Well, I’ve seen what it’s like outside these fences, and I’d have to say it is. Not that I trust Hillis to be in charge here—but I don’t think he will be for long.”
She glanced over at the people crowding around the corporal’s corpse and gave me a look of disgust. They were now in the process of being dispersed by some soldiers, but the crowd wasn’t having it. I knew that pretty soon they’d be crying out for blood.
I motioned for her to follow. “Come on, I have a truck parked around back. Also got a safe place for you and the kid to stay until things blow over. You can come back here once the smoke has settled.”
She barked a short laugh and rolled her eyes at me. “The hell I will! If you get me out of here, there’s no way I’m coming back. Just promise me you’ll pass through to check on us on your way back from getting your folks.”
I took that to mean that she was going to look after Elena after all, but I didn’t bother to ask for clarification. By the time we were leaving the building more soldiers were headed in that direction. They were obviously preoccupied with the disturbance I’d caused, so they ignored us as we headed down the halls toward the loading docks.
A few minutes later we were in the truck, headed back to the house where I’d left Rayden and Elena. As I drove past the front of the high school, we heard shots fired. I could only hope that they were for Hillis and those who helped him, and not for the innocent people who had looked to the military for help in a crisis. Far be it from me to take on an entire battalion of soldiers, though; I’d done my part, now it was up to them.
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SUFFOCATING
IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for Bibi to gain Elena’s trust. I figured the kid would take to her, since she put off a serious grandma vibe of the kind kids can’t resist. I got Bibi settled in at the little cottage, then spent about half an hour raiding nearby homes for food and supplies to see them through until things calmed down. I promised to check back in on them in a few days on my way back from Austin, and left Bibi my beloved Kahr .45 and a box of ammo, along with my spare magazines. She accepted them without comment.
Rayden seemed to have a hard time leaving Elena behind. He spent a few moments with her, and I noticed that she’d somehow ended up with a rag doll in the time since I’d left them earlier that day. The kid had a soft touch, that was for sure. Resourceful, too. I thought about it as we loaded up, and finally took him off to the side away from Elena and Bibi to talk.
“Look, kid, I know you’re shook up about what happened last night. I also think you can help Elena and Bibi a helluva lot more than you can help me. That’s why I think it’s best if you stay here with them until I get back.”
He chewed his lip and looked at the ground. “You mean if you make it back.”
I tilted my head and nodded. “You know as well as I do how hairy things are out there. No need to lie; I’d say there’s a fifty-fifty chance I won’t make it back. All the more reason for you to stay here. Besides, you got skills and you’re a survivor. You can do a lot of good by staying behind and looking after Bibi and Elena.”
He turned to face me and looked me in the eye, extending his hand. “I won’t let you down.”
I shook his hand. “I know you won’t, kid. You’ve proven yourself already, believe me. I’ve served with guys who didn’t have the guts you’ve shown. Now, just keep your head down, stay hidden for a few days until I get back, and if I don’t make it back in three days you’ll know you’re on your own. At that point, I suggest that you see if things have settled down at the high school, because staying with a large group is going to be your best bet.”
He nodded. “Bring me back some Ding Dongs and a Mountain Dew.”
“You got it.” I slapped him on the back and went to say goodbye to Bibi and Elena.
Once it looked like the roads were clear, I drove a few blocks over to head out one of the gates the soldiers had set up when they cordoned off the area. There were no guards present, which I took as a sign that everyone had been called back to the high school. There’d been sporadic gunfire coming from that direction since Bibi and I split, and I hoped things would settle down before the violence got too severe.
The gate was padlocked, so I cut the lock with my bolt cutters and drove through. Then I secured the gate again with some baling wire I had in the back of the truck. Once I had the gate secured, I took the long way around town until I got back to the highway. Checking my map, I decided I’d take 183 north at Johnsonville, then I’d take 1431 at Marble Falls. That’d take me almost right to my parent’s house, or damned close to it. I hit 290 and headed out at a good clip, utilizing the shoulder to get around stalled cars and wrecks.
Once I got closer to Johnson City, I started to see more stalled cars and a lot more deaders. In more than one instance I had to do some fancy driving to avoid clusters of them milling about in the road. I decided to stick to the back streets at Johnson City, to avoid being stopped by the authorities. I needn’t have worried. The town was dead, in the most literal sense, from what I could tell. I saw lots of broken windows and smashed doors as I drove through, along with a large number of corpses, moving and not.
As I was driving through the north side of town, I saw a sheriff’s vehicle pulled over on the side of the road. The driver’s side door was open, and I slowed down to see what had happened. Inside, an officer slumped over the steering wheel, his brains splattered all over the inside of the car. Another suicide. I looked around to make sure no deaders were close by, then I put the truck in neutral, set the parking brake, and jumped out. A search of the car yielded a Glock 9mm, a few spare mags, a Remington model 870 shotgun with a box of ammo, and an AR-15. I said a silent prayer for the officer and his family as I drove away.
   
The rest of the afternoon proceeded without incident. I blew through Round Mountain, and other than avoiding a large pile-up at the intersection of 71 and 281, the road was more or less clear once I left Johnson City. The only thing that really worried me was crossing the Colorado River in Marble Falls. As I recalled, that bridge had two lanes in either direction, so all it would take was a bad accident or some troublemakers to keep me from crossing.
Sure enough, my fears were well founded. As I drove up to the bridge I could see that it was clogged with stalled cars in both directions. I backed up and headed for the ford below the dam. I’d gone fishing there once with some friends, and with any luck the dam wouldn’t be running and the water would be low enough to cross.
I drove down old Wirtz Dam Road with my hopes high. Unfortunately, as I neared the dam it became apparent that I was shit out of luck. Someone in charge must’ve had the foresight to open the floodgates before the power went completely out, so there was no way I was making it through that crossing. In a few days, maybe, but at the moment the water was at least two feet above the road and flowing fast. No way I could risk it.
I slammed my hands on the steering wheel and weighed my options. I could head back to 71 and take it into southwest Austin, but that would mean I’d have to drive through some of the most populated areas of the city to get to my folks’ house. I didn’t even want to think about the carnage created by the blast, never mind all the deaders that would be milling around. Definitely a last resort.
I could also head east on 71 and then cut over to Kingsland, but I’d probably be facing a similar situation. The bridge there was a narrow two-lane, and it might be blocked as well. That would cost me precious time, but at least if that didn’t work out I could cut north and take 29 instead. Not my ideal route, but it would do. I U-turned and headed back down the road.
   
It was nightfall before I reached the outskirts of Austin, which in reality were smaller towns, bedroom communities for people who’d worked in the city proper. Cedar Park, Leander, and Round Rock had all started out as sleepy little towns before the boom hit Austin and the city’s population exploded. Folks native to Austin would tell you that all the growth had ruined the city. There’s not much to complain about at the moment, I thought, nor people left to complain. I started to get pissed. Before I got too worked up, though, I put those thoughts out of my mind and started focusing on my game plan.
My parents lived in an upscale neighborhood on the edge of town, between Round Rock and Cedar Park. I could cut south from 29 and take the Parmer Lane extension almost to my parent’s front door. The only question was how bad things were in their general vicinity. I could only hope that they’d been able to hunker down and wait it out. That’s if they were still alive.
It took me some time to make it to their neighborhood, as the roads continued to be clogged up with stalled cars, more wrecks, and the living dead. I was shocked at how many shamblers I saw, and decided that the commander hadn’t lied to me about the infection rate. I spent a lot of time driving on the shoulder to get around large groups of deaders and motor vehicle pile-ups, and saw a lot of things I wished I hadn’t seen. It was after midnight before I made it to my parent’s place. As I pulled up to their house, things didn’t look promising.
There were no lights on in the neighborhood, so I parked the truck so that its headlights would illuminate the front of the house. I grabbed my M4 and an extra tactical flashlight, turned the truck off and locked it, then I headed to the front of the house. I could hear and see deaders converging on my position from around the area, so I knew I didn’t have a lot of time. I sprinted up the front walk to the door, noting that it had been kicked in.
I decided on speed over stealth, and began calling out for my parents as I entered the home, clearing the entry and living room on the way. “Mom! Dad! Anyone here! Answer me if you can hear me!” Hearing no answer, I paused to put the door back in place and barricaded it with some furniture to prevent any deaders from surprising me on the way back out.
After moving the couch and loveseat against the door, I heard something fall over in the kitchen, followed by shuffling footsteps from that direction. I prayed that it wouldn’t be one of my parents, and headed that way using the flashlight on my rifle to light my path. I paused against the wall just outside the kitchen and waited as the footsteps got closer. I heard a low moan, and then a figure shuffled around the corner. The light blinded it temporarily, and it shielded its face as it continued to shuffle toward me.
It was, or had been, Mr. Keller, the neighbor from across the street. Not wanting to draw more attention than I already had, I pulled out my combat Bowie and buried it to the hilt in the top of his head. He almost pulled me down as he collapsed, so I let go of the blade to let him fall. After retrieving my knife and cleaning it on his shirt, I sheathed it and continued clearing the first floor. I noticed signs that someone had packed in a hurry, but I didn’t see any indication of a struggle—nor did I see my parents… dead or alive.
I headed upstairs to find more rooms devoid of life. Although I found indications that they’d packed and left in a rush, there was nothing to tell me where they had went or where to find them. Dejected, I sat down on my parents’ bed wondering what my next move should be.
Think, Aidan, think! Mom and Dad wouldn’t leave without letting you know where they went. So, how would they let you know where they were going?
I pondered it for a moment, until my thoughts were interrupted by something banging on the front door. It wouldn’t hold for long, so I needed to complete my search and escape pronto. I racked my brain for ideas, and then it dawned on me. When I was just a kid, sometimes my mom would leave a note for me when I got home from school. She had been working as a nurse back then, and often had to work shifts that prevented her from being home when I got off the school bus.
She’d always hated leaving notes out in the open, saying that if someone broke in it would tell them that no one was home. Never mind that once someone broke in the house it wouldn’t have mattered; there was no arguing with Mom logic. To prevent burglars who broke in from knowing they were alone, she’d always leave any notes for me in the cookie jar.
I sprinted downstairs and looked on top of the fridge; sure enough, I saw the same ceramic rooster cookie jar we’d had as a kid. I’d thought the thing had been broken or lost decades before, but obviously Mom had put it up, probably to give to me as a wedding gift or something. I pulled it down and set it on the table, pulling off the lid to find a note scribbled on legal paper inside.
Aidan,
We couldn’t wait any longer since things have gotten really bad over the last few days. Your father borrowed Mr. Keller’s motor home; I guess he won’t be needing it anymore and it was the only thing around here that your dad could find that still runs. Your dad left you a map with the route he plans to take to get us out to the ranch. Look under the cookie jar for it. We love you, mijo.
- Mom
P.S. - Dad says to tell you it’s a 1989 Winnebago Chieftain. Gold and white with blue and gold stripes.
I reached on top of the refrigerator and found the map she’d mentioned. Unfolding it, I saw that he planned to take 1431 to 281, a route almost identical to the one I’d taken to get here. Since I didn’t see recall seeing a motorhome that fit that description along the way, I figured they’d gotten stranded or held up somewhere between here and Marble Falls. The only way to find them would be to trace their route and hope I could catch up with them before they ran into trouble.
By that time, the pounding on the front door was getting more frenzied; it sounded like the deaders were almost inside. Amidst a chorus of moans and groans, I stuck the map and note in my pocket, grabbed my rifle, and headed for the back door. Then, as an afterthought, I went back and tucked the cookie jar under my arm before taking off at a jog.



14

SUCCESS
AS I EXITED the backyard and cleared the corner of the house, I noted that most of the deaders had gathered around the front door. I assumed that the noise I’d made when I barricaded the door had been enough to attract a few, and the noise they’d made in turn had drawn in the rest. I jogged up to the truck as silently as I could, opening and shutting the cab door before they even noticed my presence. From what I could tell, their eyesight was shit but their hearing was excellent, and as soon as I started the truck they began shuffling my way.
I had the truck in gear and was backing up long before they got close to the truck, but in my haste to get out of there I backed over a few of them. Figured I was doing them a favor, and thankfully the heavy duty bumper I had on the back of the truck made short work of them. Sadly though, I spun the tires on one of the corpses as I was taking off and ended up with a slow one hanging onto the driver’s side mirror as I drove away.
That son of a gun was strong, and held on with one arm while the other beat on the glass for all he was worth, leaving blood and pus on the window with each glancing blow. I considered drawing my sidearm and shooting him. But I couldn’t see how I was going to roll the window down while swerving to avoid the numerous shamblers that roamed the streets, all while firing a pistol at a target that was determined to climb into the cab with me. Finally, I drove close to a parked car and knocked him off, but not before he bent up my side view mirror mount. I was starting to realize that zombies were hell on automobiles, and made a mental note to keep an eye out for another Hilux that I could use for parts once I got back home.
But, first things first: I had to figure out where Mom and Dad were. I tried the cell that I’d found out in the woods, but there was zero cell service in the area. EMP had probably fried the towers, and considering that it was pitch black all over the area it probably burned out the grid too. I kept my high beams on and drove a lot slower that I might have liked, avoiding random collisions with shamblers more than once as I drove out of town.
By the time I got to 1431 and 183, it was time to gas up the beast. Thankfully, there was no shortage of stalled cars around; I just had to find one that was isolated enough so I didn’t have to fear getting bum-rushed by deaders. I pulled around the back of a grocery store, figuring I’d only have two directions to watch as I filled my gas cans; sure enough, there was a Chevy Tahoe parked behind the building.
As I pulled up, I inched forward with my brights directed at the cab, but saw no movement inside. I grabbed the M4, kept the truck running with the parking brake set, and went around back to grab the gas cans and siphon hose. I dumped the contents of the cans in my tank, and then inched over to the Tahoe to see if I’d hit paydirt.
I shined my flashlight inside the cab of the truck, but saw no signs of life or unlife inside. The doors were locked. I broke a window using the glass breaker on my combat folder, unlatched the door, and popped the release on the gas cap door. Moving quickly while scanning in both directions, I proceeded to siphon what was left in the tank into my gas cans, and was rewarded with a nearly full can of gas for my efforts. I tossed the empty and the full can in the back of the truck, and then I was on my way.
By this time the sun was peaking over the horizon and I could see the destruction that the pressure wave had created, even this far north of town. Almost every home and building had broken windows, and debris was scattered everywhere. There were a lot more stalled cars in the road, and of course I was also treated to the odd violent vignette, each of which told the tale of some unlucky person or persons who were less than ready for the zombie apocalypse.
As I drove and scanned the roadside for any sign of the motorhome, I wondered whether things were this bad in other parts of the world. It seemed like an awful crazy coincidence to have this plague, or whatever it was, hit us so soon after the bombs dropped. I had to wonder at whether or not it was a bioweapon, as I’d originally speculated, or if it was something… other. That thing that had once been Hillis’ son had suggested there was something supernatural or otherworldly behind this mess. I found it hard to accept, but I wasn’t going to rule it out, either.
Those were questions for later, after I got my parents safely back to the ranch. I put them out of my mind and continued my slow, careful search for any sign of my folks.
   
As I left Cedar Park behind in the grey dawn of another zombie apocalypse morning, I couldn’t help but recall all the times my dad and I had driven this road on our way out to the ranch. Hunting trips at grandpa’s place had been a fall ritual around our house. When dove and deer season came around, it had been time to load up the truck on the weekends and head out to the ranch. All my best childhood memories revolved around those trips and our land.
Now, I doubted if I’d ever be able to share those experiences with my own children.
Perhaps someday this would all blow over; maybe the government would find a cure for the plague or whatever was causing the dead to rise, and maybe things would return to normal again, or something close to it. That’s what I wanted to hope. But I couldn’t help but to replay Corporal Hillis’ words in my head, over and over again.
“You think that the government is going to swoop in and save you? You have no idea how bad things are for your species right now, or what’s to come… You are now nothing more than cattle, purposely left alive so we can slaughter you at our leisure.”
Fact was, I had no idea if those words had just been the ravings of a sick person or the mad prophecy of something from beyond our world. I couldn’t tell if I was going crazy or not myself, but after all I’d been witness to I was starting to lean toward the mad prophecy option.
Damned if I’d be cattle. I’d die with my boots on and my guns blazing, and take as many of those creatures to hell with me on the way. Cattle, my ass.
I realized I’d gotten distracted from watching the road. So when I rounded the turn and saw the roadblock, I got a little bit closer to it than I probably would’ve liked. There were a couple of tractor trailers pulled across the highway, right as you enter what might be called downtown Jonestown. Jonestown had once been known as a haven for meth labs and kitchen chemists, but it had somehow transformed itself into a fairly respectable community in recent years.
But despite the changes that’d been made in the demographic makeup of the community in recent years, I didn’t think anyone had bothered to inform the folks who stood on top of the road block. I saw a group of five on top of the trailers and more off to the sides, each of whom could have easily been an extra in a Sons of Anarchy spin-off. I noticed a lot of ink, some one-percenter patches, and enough hardware to give the Terminator pause.
None of them drew down on me, but I wasn’t going to risk a confrontation, and especially not with those odds. I pulled a three-point turn and headed back to find a way around the roadblock. As I did, I saw something that caught my eye in the rearview… what looked like the top of a white Winnebago, just on the other side the roadblock.
I stopped in the road for a second, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel and arguing with myself over running their roadblock. I decided that was a dumb idea when one of them started sighting in on me with a high-powered rifle. I floored it and waited until I rounded a curve and was out of their line of sight before I took a left on one of the side streets and parked to weigh my options.
The chances that they’d blocked off the whole town were few and far between. My guess was that they had a few blocks of town barricaded along the main drag, in order to control the most important resources; namely food, fuel, and booze. If that were so, it meant I could probably find a house to hole up in until dark, then go reconnoiter their setup and find some intel on whether or not my folks were in there.
Or, I could just walk up and ask. Real nice. I’m sure that would turn out swell. Nope, I’d take my chances with doing a sneak and peek after dark tonight. It was killing me to have to wait, but I didn’t want to take any chances—not with my parents potentially being so close.
I drove out to the edge of town and found an abandoned house with a garage where I could hide the truck. There were a few shamblers roaming around, but none inside the house. I decided to lock everything down so I could get some sleep. I set up some makeshift noise alarms on all the doors, set the alarm on my watch to wake me at dusk, and crashed out with my rifle cradled in my arms across my chest.
   
Later that evening, I took off on foot to do some recon of the area behind the roadblock. I packed light so I could move fast if necessary, and soon had eyes on their compound, such as it was. From the looks of it, they used a combination of metal shipping containers, cars and trucks that had been flipped up on their sides, and chain link fence to secure a roughly two block area.
Whoever these guys were, they were organized, because you didn’t just fart and build a perimeter like that in a few days. I saw a few people milling around inside the compound, and I could hear genny running in the background too. They had spotlights set up around the place that gave just enough to light to see inside the compound and outside the wall. Every now and again a sentry would shoot a shambler who came too close.
The wall sentries appeared to be using .22 rifles to take out the deaders. I wasn’t sure, but it appeared that they used either subsonic ammo, or they had silenced their rifles. Smart. So, the person in charge wasn’t your average everyday clown. Good to know.
I needed to get inside that compound; or, at least, I needed to get some intel from someone inside. There were sentries on all the buildings, but they didn’t have night vision, and I knew they couldn’t watch every quadrant at once. I’d just sit and watch them, and wait until I saw an opportunity to enter the compound and find out what happened to my mom and dad.
Before long, I saw my opening. I noticed that there was a fenced in area behind a restaurant, probably where they had stored their trash cans and whatnot. I also noticed that every so often someone would come out the back door of the place and relieve themselves through the fence, probably so they didn’t waste water flushing the toilets unnecessarily inside. After watching a few of them come outside to piss, I made a snap decision and jumped the fence.
Sure enough, within the hour someone walked outside to take a leak. I hid behind the door as it opened, and then snuck up behind the guy and choked him out before he knew what hit him. He smelled like booze and body odor, which was probably better than I smelled at the moment, all things considered. Thankfully, he was a small guy, so after I figured out how to unlock the gate, I had little trouble carrying him a ways off so I could duct tape his mouth and zip-tie him up without being disturbed.
I hoofed it back to the house where I had my truck stowed, only needing to stop once on the way to choke him out again.
Once back at the house, I zip-tied him to a kitchen chair and waited in the dark for him to come around. Sometimes when you choke someone out they regain consciousness right away, but if there’s alcohol involved they can be out for several minutes. Finally, I got tired of waiting and ended up slapping him around a bit until he came to.
“Huh… whah?” the guy mumbled as he slowly came around. As his eyes fluttered open, he took stock of his situation quickly and I saw his shoulders slump. “Aw hell. Get that light out of my eyes, will ya? It’s giving me a headache. Shit.”
Well, this was different. Apparently either this guy was used to being abducted and tied up, or he had balls the size of bowling balls. I continued to shine the light in his face and looked him over. He was about 5’9”, give or take, skinny in a rangy sort of way, with long dirty blonde hair and a mustache and beard that would give Gandalf a run for his money. He sort of shrugged and slumped down in the chair under my gaze.
“You wouldn’t happen to have any smokes on you, would you?”
I considered playing good cop and giving him one from the stash I got back in Ingram, but decided against it. “I don’t smoke.”
“Figures.” He leaned back in the chair as much as he was able, and squinted at the light. “So, you going to tell me why I’m tied to this chair, or are you going to beat on me a while first?”
“Tell me about the people in the Winnebago.”
He tilted his head and smirked. “What, that old couple? They’re around. Pulled in yesterday, and Crank convinced them that they were better off staying with us instead of risking the road. Old man said he’d only stay the night, something about meeting his son.” He paused, and nodded at me. “I take it you’re him.”
“Guessed it in one.”
He nodded. “Look, man, no harm has come to them, at least not by us. Shit, we were trying to help them…”
I lunged forward and grabbed him by his shirt and jacket, lifting him and the chair off the ground. “What do you mean, ‘not by us’?”
His eyes widened for a split second, but that was the only indication he gave that he was rattled. “Settle down, man, settle down! We didn’t do nuthin’ to them. The old man got hurt last night when we were attacked. He was playing hero, trying to save Crank’s kid. Your old man is tough, I’ll give him that.”
I set him down again, then stepped back to listen. He craned his head at an awkward angle and rubbed his face against his jacket. Coughing, he continued. “Some weird ass shit, let me tell you. This thing came over the walls, moving fast, real fast. Not one of those slow ones—this thing could move, and it was just attacking people all helter-skelter. It went after Crank’s kid, and your old man jumped it. He got bit by it, and he hasn’t been right since. So Crank put him and your mom up in his own room, and he’s been bringing them medicine and shit, doing what he can to make sure the old guy makes it.”
I set the flashlight down on the kitchen table so it would illuminate the whole room, then pulled out another chair and sat down. “What’s your name?”
He gave me a good long look, and nodded. “Possum, they call me Possum—without an ‘O.’ On account of how I can hang anywhere, with anyone. No matter how crazy shit gets.”
I sighed and ran my hands over my head and face. “Can you take me to them?”
“Yeah, but not like this.” He shrugged, as if to indicate his current state of helplessness.
I crossed my arms and thought it over. “Can I trust you, Possum?”
He laughed. “Well, normally if you pulled something like this on one of us, we’d have to kick your ass, maybe break a few bones for the insult. But seeing as how we’re in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, I figure we should chalk it up to a misunderstanding. Plus, Crank promised to help your parents find you, once your dad got better. Wouldn’t be cool if I had you killed, not after Crank gave his word.”
I cut the zip ties on his legs, and then I cut his hands loose. “Just don’t try to run. I’m too tired to chase anyone; it’s been a long week.”
“For everyone, man, for everyone.” He rubbed his wrists and stood up.
“I’m Aidan, by the way.”
He gave a short nod. “I know. Now c’mon, let’s get you over to see your parents.”
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WOUNDED
POSSUM WAS smart enough to move quietly and not get chatty on our way back to the compound his MC had cobbled together. As we walked up on their perimeter, he told me to put away my guns so I wouldn’t get shot. I obliged him, but made sure I was a few steps behind him as we approached the limit of their spotlights.
Possum called out to the guys standing watch. “Don’t shoot! It’s me, Possum, and I’m bringing somebody in with me.”
I could see the silhouette of someone pointing a rifle at us from on top of the gas station. “Who you bringing with you? Is it a chick?”
“No you doofus, it’s Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan’s son. I found him earlier tonight. Well, he found me— the point is. he’s coming inside with me, and he wants to see his parents.”
“Alright, alright, I’ll drop the ladder for you.” Within a few seconds they’d dropped a 12-foot aluminum ladder down the side of the building, and we were soon scrambling up it to avoid the shamblers who had heard Possum and the sentries yelling back and forth.
A tall biker in a faded and creased leather jacket and a Jolly Roger bandana gave me a hand as I topped the ladder. He turned and slapped Possum on the shoulder. “Hey, how’d you get outside the wall? You know Crank doesn’t want anyone roaming around at night.”
Possum waved his question off. “It’s a long story, man. Anyway, this is Aidan. I’m going to take him to see Crank real quick, then he needs to see his folks.”
“Alright. Should I tell Crank you were outside the wall, or not?”
Possum shrugged. “He’s going to know in a few minutes anyway. Don’t worry about it.” At that, Possum motioned for me to follow, and we headed for the other side of the roof, climbing down another ladder to enter the compound.
As we walked, he gestured at various points of interest inside the walls. “We were heading back from a charity ride and stopped here to eat and have a few beers. That’s when shit went sideways. It was chaos at first, but Crank calmed folks down and told everyone to stay put. Once the dead people started showing up, that’s when things got weird.” I gave him a look and he shrugged. “Yeah, I know—no shit. Cops were nowhere to be seen, so Crank got people organized, we killed the goons, and then we got this perimeter set up.”
“How many of you guys are ex-military?”
“Crank and a few others. Not me—my dad was military and we never got along.” He pointed off to the northeast. “Anyway, we was going to hole up at the firehouse, but Crank said we needed resources. So, we found some heavy equipment and started barricading ourselves in. Lost a few guys at first though. Had no idea those things were attracted to sound. After that, we started setting up snipers on the buildings, which gave us time until we got the walls up.”
I looked around in awe. “How long did it take you guys to do all this?”
He shrugged. “Couple of days. We really just finished it up yesterday. That was when your dad got hurt. C’mon, let me introduce you to Crank.”
He walked inside the restaurant and I followed him in. Once inside, I could see that the booths and tables had been used to turn the place into a makeshift barracks. Possum led me through a sea of sleeping bodies and down a back hallway, where he stopped and knocked on a door, Within moments it was opened by a giant of a man. He had to be 6’6” or so, with broad shoulders and hands the size of boxing gloves. He had a grizzled salt and pepper beard, a scar above his left eye, and a look that said he didn’t take shit from anyone.
The guy took one look at me and Possum, nodded, and said, “Give me a minute.” He turned back into the room and I could hear him talking to someone inside. “No, it’s okay, the monsters aren’t going to hurt you. Go back to sleep, baby bear. Daddy just has to talk to Possum and then I’ll be right back.”
He popped back out of the room a moment later with an apologetic look on his face. “Sorry about that. He’s been having nightmares since those things first showed up.” He tilted his head at me. “Who’s this?”
Possum cleared his throat. “He’s, um, he’s Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan’s kid. He, uh, he found me earlier and I promised to take him to his folks.”
Crank crossed his arms and wiped his nose with one hand. “He snagged you while you were taking a piss outside.” He said it as a statement, not as a question.
Possum looked him in the eye and nodded. Crank shook his head. “Well, no harm done. I can see he left you in one piece. The guys told me you’d snuck over the fence and didn’t come back, so I figured you were out looking for a piece of ass to rescue or something.” He extended his hand, and I shook it. “I’m Crank. I owe your dad a hell of a debt. If he hadn’t acted when he did, I’d have lost my boy.”
“Sounds like my dad.” I noticed that Crank’s hand practically engulfed mine, but despite the iron in his grip there was no challenge there, only respect. “As I understand it, he’s been injured. I’d like to see him right away.”
Crank and Possum gave each other a knowing look. Crank cleared his throat and screwed up his face in consternation. “Well, it’s a little bit worse than that. It’s sort of hard to describe, so I’ll let you see for yourself. All I can say is, be prepared for a shock, and I’m really sorry.” Then, he motioned to us both, and we followed him back outside and next door to an auto repair shop.
I noticed a biker standing guard at the front desk. I gestured at him. “Is that for their protection, or are they being held prisoner?”
Possum responded to my question while Crank just gave me a sad look. “Ain’t nobody here a prisoner. Paco there is here to keep an eye on your mom, and help her if she needs anything.” We stopped as Crank and Possum pulled up short outside a door that said “Office.” They stepped aside and Crank nodded at the door.
“They’re inside. I set them up as comfortable as possible. We’ll wait out here—well, until you come out.”
I could tell by the looks they were giving me that this wasn’t going to be good. So, I steeled myself for the worst and stepped through the door.
   
As I walked in, I noticed that the desk had been removed and a bed had been set up against the far wall. Someone was sleeping fitfully in it, covered in blankets and facing away from the door. There was a recliner in the corner, a side table, and a battery-operated camping lantern. I saw a few cases of bottled water and some food stacked up on the floor, and a loaded revolver on the side table next to the lantern. My mother was sitting in the recliner, reading the Bible by the light of the lantern. She looked up as I entered, and as she recognized me I could see her tearing up.
“Oh, mijo—I knew you’d find us.” She stood up and met me at the center of the small room, and I gave her a big hug.
I tried not to cry. “I found the note you left me, Mama. But I had to kill Mr. Keller from across the street.” I made the admission like a child who was admitting to breaking a window. All the emotion I’d been holding in over the past week came flooding back in a rush, and tears began to fall from my eyes.
She leaned back and wiped my cheeks with her thumbs. “I’m sure you did him a favor, mijo. Now he can be at peace.” She glanced over at the bed. “I only wish I could say the same for your father, though.”
I sucked it up and wiped my eyes dry. “What’s wrong with him? The guys who brought me in here said he got bit by one of those creatures.”
She nodded sagely. “They may look rough, but they’re good boys. They’ve been looking after us. Sometimes he recognizes me, other times he doesn’t. He’s very ill, Aidan.”
At that I heard what could only be described as a growl coming from the bed. There was the clink of metal on metal, and as my father stirred the covers fell away to reveal that he’d been handcuffed to the bed. These were not the strong and gentle hands that’d held me when I had nightmares, that had bandaged my cuts and bruises, that had greeted me with a handshake and a hug when I’d returned from Afghanistan. Aghast, I walked over to the bed and pulled the covers back, and what I saw then will haunt me for the rest of my days.
It was my dad, that much was for certain, but his body was in the process of transforming into something… other. His fingers were elongating slightly, and the nails were lengthening. His skin was pale and yellowed, and his hair was beginning to fall out in strands and clumps. As I leaned over him to get a better look, his eyes popped open, and I noticed immediately that they were no longer human. He growled at me briefly, and then he blinked. I was too stunned to react, so I just stood there, looking at him in awe and grief.
His eyelids fluttered, and I saw some recognition creep into his eyes. “Aidan—Aidan, is that you?”
I grabbed his hand, forcing myself not to recoil at the rough, cold, clammy feel of his skin. “Yeah, Dad, it’s me. I finally found you and Mom.”
He smiled, and I could see that his gums were bleeding. He was missing a few teeth, and there were small, sharp, white points poking out from his bloody gums where those teeth had once been. “That’s good, son, I’m proud of you.” His voice was raspy and soft, but I could hear his familiar baritone as he squeezed my hand and pulled me closer.
“Son, you know what you have to do. Your mother—she doesn’t have the courage to do it. She was never a soldier, never had to make the choices we’ve had to make.” Although his eyes were clear, his expression was frantic. “I saw that thing that did this to me, and I know what I’m going to become. You have to kill me, before I end up like that. Promise me, son—promise me you’ll do it before I hurt someone.”
I wept, and tears streamed off my face to land on his as I replied. “I promise, Dad. I won’t let you down.”
He relaxed visibly at those words, and he patted my hand before he released it. “That’s good, son. You’ve made me proud, every single day of your life. You should know that. Your grandfather always said that you were the best of us. Now, let me spend some time alone with your mother, while I’m able.”
“I love you, Pops.” I leaned over and kissed him on the forehead.
“I know, son.”
As I turned away, my mom took my place at his side. She cried too. I placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be right outside, Mom. Just come get me when you’re ready.” She nodded and sat astride the bed next to my father, and I stopped to take one last look at them as a couple before I walked out the door.
I wiped my eyes, noting that Crank and Possum looked away in order to give me the dignity that the moment deserved. After I’d composed myself, Crank walked up and placed a firm hand on my shoulder. He looked me in the eye and smiled.
“Your dad, he’s a great man. I wish I would have had a dad like that. I owe him a debt I’ll never be able to repay. Never.”
I nodded. “The greatest man I’ll ever know.”
Possum spoke up as Crank stepped back to give me some breathing room. “Hey Aidan, are you hungry? We can get you some grub—”
BANG! The shot rang out from inside the room, and we all reacted at once, rushing into the room in single file, almost as if we were stacked up to do a room entry. As we burst in, I saw the revolver dangling from my mother’s hand, and the sharp tang of burning gunpowder hit my nose. My father had a perfect small hole in the middle of his forehead, and a peaceful look on his face. His eyes were closed, and if I didn’t know better I might have thought he slept.
I sprang forward and gently took the gun from my mother, then I held her tight. “Mama, why didn’t you let me take care of him? I promised him I would.”
“I know, son. But there’s no way I was going to let you live the rest of your life with that on your conscience. He was my constant companion for thirty-five years, and I was his. It was my responsibility to see to his last wishes, not yours. Now it’s my burden to bear.”
I rocked slowly back and forth as I held her close. Soon, she pushed me away, gently, and looked up at me with resignation in her eyes. “I’d like to take your father home now, Aidan.”
I nodded. Crank spoke from somewhere near the door. “Aidan, Mrs. Sullivan—me and the boys will help you take care of his body. You won’t need to do a thing.”
My mother turned and patted him on the arm. “Thank you, Darnell.” Apparently, my mom had already been playing mother to these guys. Such a charmer, she was. I bet no one else called Crank by his real name, except maybe his own mother.
We stood by as Crank, Possum, and a few of his guys carefully wrapped the body up and prepared it for transporting back to the ranch. Then, I went back to the house where I had holed up, retrieved the truck, and we loaded Dad up and headed back to the ranch.
   
We got back to the ranch without incident. I knew what to look for and what to avoid now, and I was able to steer us clear of much of the trouble I’d run into on my way to Austin days before. I felt guilty about not stopping to check in on Rayden, Elena, and Bibi, but I wanted to get back to the ranch and get my mom settled in as soon as possible. I told myself I’d check on them just as soon as I got Dad buried and Mom was okay.
It was nice and sunny when we got back, and I wasted no time in getting Dad buried on the land he loved so much. We buried him out behind the cabin; Mom said he had always liked the trees back there. I said a prayer over his grave, and Mom read some Scripture. Afterward, we stood there in silence for a good long time, and then Mom grabbed my hand and led me back inside the house.
I offered to make her something to eat, but she declined. “No, I’m tired, son. I think I’m going to go lay down for a while.”
“Alright, Mom. I’ll come in and check on you before I go to bed.” I kissed her on the forehead, and she returned the favor with a peck on my cheek.
“Your father was very proud of you Aidan—you were his pride and joy. Never forget that.”
“I won’t, Mama. Now, go get some rest.” She smiled and retired to the bedroom, and as I watched her go my heart sank at what she had had to do for my dad. I took some small satisfaction in the fact that he would be at peace now, but not much.
Later that evening I went in to check on her, but she had fallen fast asleep so I let her rest. I drifted off that night to the sound of cicadas and static from the weather radio. My last thoughts before falling asleep were not of revenge necessarily, but concern about all the people out there who were left, the people who couldn’t defend themselves against these new threats.
I slept fitfully that night, my dreams filled with nightmares of my dad coming to drain the blood from my mother. In my dreams, I could only look on, frozen in terror and grief as I watched my mother perish at my father’s hands. Her eyes stared at me imploringly as he drank, but no sound arose from her lips, save small infrequent gurgles as I watched her drowning in her own blood, time and time again.





EPILOGUE
MY MOTHER DIED that night in her sleep; I suppose that the strain of having to take my father’s life had just been too much for her. I buried her out back next to my dad, and wasted little time afterward preparing for what I knew I had to do. I drove all day to get back to Crank and his people in Jonestown. There’d been another attack the night before in my absence, and Possum had been killed defending a mother and her kids.
Crank and I tracked down the thing that had killed Dad and Possum, which ironically led us only a few houses down from the house where I’d holed up. We set the house on fire, and when the thing came screaming out of an upstairs window I put two rounds in its head, and Crank blew off its leg with a sawed off 12 gauge. I walked up on it as it rolled around on the ground—a charred, smoldering, bloody heap—and placed several more rounds in its skull until it stopped moving.
I carved a Roman numeral two on its chest and tied it up with barbed wire near their road block, spit Vlad the Impaler style on a pole that once held a speed limit sign. When he saw what I’d done, Crank whistled in shock and horror at my work.
I responded without taking my eyes from the vamp. “Don’t worry, I’m not going crazy—least not any more so than I already am. This is just a warning, in case any more of those things come around your place. Hopefully it’ll make ’em think twice about settling in these parts.”
He nodded once and walked off. I guess psy ops just wasn’t his thing.
   
The next day I headed back to Fredericksburg and found Bibi, Elena, and Rayden still at the same little cottage I’d left them at days before. Bibi filled me in on what had happened at the high school, and as it turned out folks hadn’t taken too kindly to Captain Hillis selling them out. A few of his men stayed loyal, but the rest turned on him and summarily executed him and all the soldiers and cops who were in on it.
Only a few of the cops had known what was going on. Currently they were in the process of setting up a provisional government and making sure that nothing like that could happen again. Bibi said she was fine right where she was, but I wasn’t so sure. I helped her and the kids get settled into a more defensible home, one with more space as well, and spent several days running back and forth from the local hardware store with supplies to make it zombie-proof.
It still wouldn’t keep out one of those nosferatu-looking things, but at least they’d be safe if some shamblers got through the fence. Rayden, true to form, had scavenged a supply of weapons and ammo from local homes and stores, and I spent a considerable amount of time showing him how to maintain and operate every single one. We also spent time on marksmanship, and by the time I left them I was certain he was prepared to defend Bibi and Elena. He would turn out to be a good man, someday. Heck, he was already most of the way there.
I eventually tracked down Dan, Sarah, and their kids at her parents’ place near Rock Springs. They were doing fine, and Buttercup eventually had a litter of half-Catahoula, half-Bulldog pups. They offered me pick of the litter, but I declined. I was too busy with work to raise a pup, but I told them I might come back for one when they got a little older.
These days I spend most of my time helping folks, doing what I do best. Not everybody is cut out to handle these creatures, so I spend my time searching for settlements and communities that have sprouted up out here, and taking care of the creatures they can’t take care of themselves. It doesn’t pay much, and mostly people pay me in barter if at all, but I don’t do it for that.
Nope. I do it for the chance to scratch one more number on the chest of one of those things, and to string up one more corpse to warn these hell-swine that we Texans don’t take shit lying down. So far, I’m up to a dozen since the one I killed in Jonestown. Thirteen total; maybe there’s some symbolism there, if you believe in that crap.
   
Folks call me Scratch. And if you’re one of Them and we cross paths, chances are good I’m going to send you back where you came from and mount your carcass up as a trophy and warning both...
Listen, you might think you’re superior to us, and that we’re just cattle who only exist for your sick amusement. But honestly, I don’t care what you think. There’s only one thing you need to know about me, and it’s this—
Because of me, your days on this earth are numbered. You can count on it.
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THE EBOLA ZOMBIES
My name is Emma Johnson. I’m a prisoner in Liberia, inside West Africa.
I came here as a volunteer nurse, young, naïve and idealistic, back when Ebola had just started spreading across the borders of countries inside Africa—from Guinea into Sierra Leone and Liberia, and then into Nigeria. At twenty-four years of age, I felt invincible. (I’m now only twenty-five years old; but I feel ancient, close to death.) I had graduated nursing school the previous year. I didn’t have a job yet and had moved back in with my parents. Truth be told, I had only been an average student, but the economy was tough and I was resourceful. I knew I just had to challenge myself. Having grown up in the United States, blond, blue-eyed, privileged, I was sick and tired of my perpetual state of ennui. I had grown bored with putting on makeup, filling out job applications, reading romance novels and playing video games, and yearned for something better. I decided to volunteer in Africa and make a difference in the world. I had also hoped to meet a doctor. Nothing prepared me for what I would find on the African continent.
Now I just want to get information out. There’s more here than an Ebola crisis. That CDC serum that cured a couple of American volunteers? That’s only one type of serum being tested. Other serums are raising victims from what looks like near-death, but is actually death, and many of those side-effect victims are roaming around West Africa as zombies. The World Health Organization (WHO) and the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) have put us on lockdown and are keeping things quiet. Serums continue to arrive from several different countries.
This is my story, from the beginning…
March 2014
A group of us, volunteers through a program that had been recruiting medical personnel in the United States to help with the Ebola crisis in Africa, landed at the Roberts International Airport in Liberia. I had been nothing but jitters and panic the entire trip. Thank God for the availability of liquor on airplanes. I drank a fair amount of it that flight. Had I not fallen asleep after knocking back a few strong drinks, I’m sure I would have stumbled off the plane into the airport, another American behaving badly.
My mind was clear enough upon landing to realize that Africa was not what I had expected. The airport was decent. Somehow, I had expected to land on a dirt strip, but we landed on a normal runway. Liberia isn’t as modernized as some of the other places in Africa that I’ve heard about, places like Lagos, Nigeria; but the airport was OK.
In the terminal, we shuffled through the Immigration Department with our Passport Cards and hastily filled-in Landing Cards. I was so nervous, it took all my self-control to keep my hands from shaking. I had convinced myself that if my hands shook or I showed any other sign of nervousness, the security officers would suspect me of being a terrorist, clamp my wrists in handcuffs and haul me off to some remote prison where no one would ever hear from me again. Of course that was ridiculous. The worst that happened to me in the Immigration Department was being asked direct questions by a surly, overweight female officer with hair on her upper lip: Where was I intending to go inside Liberia? What was the purpose of my trip? When I explained that I was a volunteer coming to help with the Ebola crisis, the officer’s own hands shook. After that, she seemed happy to get rid of me. In the baggage claim area, we were greeted by drivers holding signs with the name of our organization on them. The drivers smiled courteously, but seemed anxious to get us out of the airport. After our suitcases arrived, they whisked us away to waiting vans, four vans in total. And so began our journey into the African continent.
The effects of my drinking hadn’t worn off completely. I nodded off in the van, despite my determination to stay awake and take in the sights and sounds of Liberia as we drove through it. I awoke intermittently to such different scenery and road conditions, my mind had difficulty patching it all together as one country. At times, our van jostled over dirt roads. Later, we passed through a small city: paved roads with congested traffic, honking cars and spinning bikes, crowds of people walking around outside, a gas station, a bank; but low, mismatched buildings, a few painted bright turquoise, most plain white or tan, reminding me of beach houses back home in the states.
When we got stuck in traffic and only inched ahead like snails on molten tar, I fell asleep for what felt like hours. I jolted awake when the driver lurched to a stop and yanked on the parking brake. Once again, I found myself in a new environment.
The driver, a short African man with a clipped moustache and even more tightly clipped speech, announced: “We are here: Liberia Treatment and Research Camp. Grab your belongings. Line up over there.” Waving a clipboard in the direction of a dirt strip in front of three enormous trees with leafy branches twisting and turning to form a canopy, he added, “Don’t wander off by yourselves. Wait for your guide.” Up in the trees, monkeys screamed and shook the branches. After we unloaded our suitcases, our driver sped off, clouds of dust obscuring his exit.
The other volunteers and I surveyed our new home and then each other. Off in the distance, long, squat turquoise buildings appeared littered throughout the forest, thrown there like Lego blocks from the hand of a careless God. Other buildings—some turquoise, others white, orange, yellow—were lined up along a dirt road that curled like a snake past their front doors.
Behind us, a gray cement wall with thick iron gates provided security. Our driver stopped in front of the gates and waited until security personnel let him through to the outside world. The gates opened and closed, like the eyelids of a sleepy metallic jungle beast.
We heard a couple of people shouting somewhere on the camp grounds. More unnerving was the sound of deep, rumbling moaning and a few screams more piercing than those of the monkeys.
Few of us had dressed appropriately. I wore khakis and a black T-shirt, also thick socks and sneakers. I thought I would die in the sweltering heat. Also, I had curled my long, blond hair before leaving the U. S. Frizzy tendrils had become plastered to my forehead and trapped heat against the back of my neck.
A young Asian-American woman standing next to me laughed and introduced herself. She had come even less prepared for the climate. Tan suit, silk flowered shirt, stockings and low heels. Even a pearl necklace and matching earrings. She extended her hand. “Hey. I’m Zoe Kinoshita. I can’t believe this weather. Ugh! I’m going to faint if we don’t get air conditioning and a place to change into shorts in the next few seconds.”
A black guy pacing nearby, wearing shorts, a white T-shirt and hiking boots, leaned over and added, “I don’t believe there’s air conditioning. We’re in Liberia. In the middle of an Ebola epidemic.” He paused. “I’m Sebastian Stone, Ph.D., Infectious Diseases and Microbiology.” He shook our hands.
At that moment, we saw a man in a white coat walking down the path that ribboned past the brightly colored buildings. As he approached, golden sunlight spilled upon him through an opening in the canopy. He was gorgeous: swarthy, muscular, golden sparkles dancing through his thick, dark hair. I silently prayed he was a doctor.
When he reached us, he smiled. Which completely lit up my world. He said, “Hello. I’m Dr. Gustavo Tovar. You may call me Gus, except in front of patients. Then I’m Dr. Tovar. I’m one of the doctors in charge of training volunteers, as well as treating patients. I and the other supervising doctors will be taking you on a tour of our camp and showing you to your quarters. Tonight, we’re hosting a mandatory Meet and Greet for you guys. And trust me, you all want to be there. You don’t want to be working out here in the African wilderness with patients who are suffering from one of humanity’s most terrifying infectious diseases without having friends and forming close bonds with your colleagues.” He then offered a half-smile, which I found adorable, but less than reassuring in regard to our safety. Thinking back on it now, that half-smile was full of foreshadowing and a little bit creepy.
We trundled down into camp, a motley group following our pied piper, Dr. Gustavo Tovar. After sticking her heels several times in the dirt path, Zoe finally kicked off her shoes and carried them, her feet covered only in nylons. I winced as I saw her foot land on a juicy bug and crush it.
As we entered the area with buildings, Dr. Tovar noticed Zoe’s exposed feet. He instructed her to put her shoes back on. “Bodily fluids have spilled in this area: blood, vomit, etc. You do not want to put yourself at risk.”
We walked past several buildings. The sound of moaning became painful. It had the same effect as crying babies: a tug at your heart and soul, motivating you to do something. I felt relieved that I was a nurse. I couldn’t have handled being at that camp had I just volunteered to help with accounting or cooking or something not directly related to patients.
Dr. Tovar halted in front of the fourth building, turquoise with white shutters, dried mud splashed along the bottom of its outside walls. “OK, volunteers. I’m going to divide you into groups of five. Each group will be assigned to a different team in a different building. Each team is supervised by a different doctor.” Then he pointed to one of us at a time, repeatedly assigning us a number from one to five: “One…Two…Three…Four…Five…You all work in Building Number 1. One…Two…Three…Four…Five…You’re assigned to Building Number 2.” He did that five times, so it turned out there were exactly twenty-five of us.
A red-headed woman, freckles splashed across her face, sensibly dressed in shorts and a tank top, started heading toward her assigned building. Dr. Tovar stopped her. “Whoa! Where do you think you’re going?”
“To my building? To get started?”
Tovar opened his eyes wide in exaggerated shock. They were deep brown, warm. I felt about to swoon, and not just from the tropical heat. He said, “OK. I cannot impress enough upon all of you: you’re not to go wandering off anywhere alone. Exploring or finding your own way around our facilities is strictly forbidden. We’re dealing with Ebola Virus Disease here. You can’t possibly know which areas have been contaminated. Here…I want to show you something…” With that, he turned his back on us and waved us forward.
We followed him around the side of Building 5, the building to which I had been assigned. There were touches of cheer: two pink flower boxes under small windows, a single yellow flower poking its head out of one of the boxes, polka-dotted curtains in the windows.
Then we entered the backyard.
Workers dressed in protective gear surrounded a human-shaped mound covered by a white sheet. A foot, twisted at a weird angle, stuck out the bottom edge. Dr. Tovar said, “Under that sheet is a dead woman. Before expiring, she bled out from Ebola. The ground where she’s lying has no doubt been seeded with her sloughed-off gut and bowels. In a few minutes, she’ll be cremated and the backyard sanitized. You wouldn’t want to unknowingly walk across that stretch of land between the time the body was removed and the ground sanitized, now would you?” Gesturing toward Zoe, he added, “And you’re all to wear shoes at all times, hear me?”
We shook our heads in agreement.
Dr. Tovar instructed us to gather in front of our assigned buildings and wait for our supervisor to invite us in. He gave strict directions on the exact path each group should take to get to their destination.
Sadly, Dr. Tovar wasn’t my supervisor. He ran Building 1.
We left the backyard. My team walked around to the front and waited, wondering about the conditions inside.
A few minutes later, a woman in a white coat came through the front door. She had piercing blue eyes and a halo of frizzy black hair. “Hello. I’m Dr. Angela Steele.” She didn’t smile. “Thank you all for volunteering your service. We’re on the frontline here, battling an outbreak of Ebola. It has only recently arrived in Liberia. Our job is to contain it. As a result, we’ve been given license to administer experimental drugs sent to us by several countries, developed by a variety of pharmaceutical companies and approved by both the World Health Organization and the CDC for this purpose. I’m going to take you over to another building where you’ll be instructed on how to use protective gear. Then we’ll return here and you’ll be introduced to your patients.” No small talk. Right down to business. My heart raced. My palms grew sweaty.
Crossing the dirt road, we entered a building with a sign over the front door designating it: Safety Station 5. Inside, the walls were lined with shelves marked Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and benches. The shelves were filled with things I recognized from my infectious diseases training back home: yellow protective overalls, clear aprons, white hoods, masks, goggles, respirators, turquoise gloves, overshoes, and turquoise rubber boots.
Through a door in the back, Dr. Steele led us to a separate building marked: BIOHAZARD: Disinfecting Station 5. She pointed out a path that led from the road directly into this building. She said, “Never, ever pass through a Safety Station Building, sometimes referred to as a Protective Personal Equipment or PPE Building, to get here. Only use the outside path for your Disinfecting Station after being in a patient treatment facility or coming into contact with Ebola in any way.”
Our tour of Disinfecting Station 5 revealed garbage cans ominously marked Biohazard, showers, sinks, dispensers with soap and alcohol-based hand rubs, and single-use towels. Outside the back door of the station were other areas for showering, removing and discarding protective gear. Dr. Steele stated in a sharp tone, “Do not ever attempt to remove your own protective gear. Trained assistants will help you, so that you don’t risk contamination from the outside of your gear. Do you understand me?”
We all answered yes in a variety of ways: nodding our heads, mumbling agreement, or in my case, replying, “Yes, Ma’am!” a little too loudly.
Dr. Steele and two interns (God, what a place to intern!) demonstrated how to put on and take off protective gear. Then assistants helped us suit up. Protected from virus, we looked more like astronauts on an alien planet than medical personnel about to help patients. We no longer seemed human.
Dr. Steele said, “Today, you are going to meet patients. Tomorrow, your medical training and direct work with patients will begin.”
As we lumbered across the path toward Building 5, Zoe’s Oriental eyes loomed large through her clear plastic face mask. She reminded me of a gargantuan insect with dark nervous eyes.
Inside the treatment facility, patients lay listless on hospital beds spaced evenly along both side walls and separated by plastic curtains. Several female patients wore brightly colored dresses. No hospital gowns, apparently just whatever they had been wearing when they arrived. Reading from a chart at the foot of each bed, Dr. Steele explained each patient’s condition and how they were being treated.
Medical personnel moved about the room in suits identical to ours, administering to patients. One stuck an elderly man with a hypodermic needle and drew a blood sample. The sight of that thick red blood, teeming with Ebola virus, twisted my stomach into knots. I felt terrified that I would throw up inside my suit.
The last patient we encountered was a little boy named Akachi Anikulapo-Kuti. Dr. Steele said, “His first name means ‘hand of God.’ Ironic, don’t you think? I don’t believe any God would ever do this to a little boy.” After studying him a moment, she continued, “He’s four years old. Arrived here this morning. He tests positive for Ebola. We started him on an experimental drug from the CDC two hours ago.”
Akachi opened his eyes, noticed us hovering about him in our alien insect suits; then rolled over, away from us. In his arms, he clutched a stuffed bear—so new and clean, it must not have come from home, probably a comfort gift from staff.
Expecting the sick to be writhing in agonized torment, I asked why everyone appeared listless. Dr. Steele explained, “We have them heavily medicated for pain. That’s one of our primary treatments, to ease their suffering.” Her blue eyes brightened behind her face mask. “And we have access to the most powerful pain meds in the world. Our patients are almost always under our control.” I figured she meant “our patients’ pain is almost always under control,” but that’s not what she said. I chalked it up to the sweltering heat under those plastic suits.
Then she took us back to the area behind Disinfecting Station 5 where we learned the hard way how to get disinfected and have our protective gear stripped away.
Back in our normal clothes, we were taken to one of the rectangular yellow buildings, which turned out to be the residence halls. Our building was clearly marked: Female Residence: Teams 4 and 5. It was laid out like our treatment center, but had more homey touches: normal twin-sized beds, pastel sheets, brightly colored African quilts; and a reading section in the back with bookshelves and a desk, loads of books, a couple of overstuffed chairs and hassocks, and framed photographs of African landscapes and animals. The photograph of a silverback gorilla was a bit disconcerting. I was glad it was in the reading area, and not above my bed. Behind the reading area was a bathroom with several showers, sinks, toilets. Our residence hall was clean. Even the cement floor shined. We had six women in our building, from Teams 4 and 5.
All of us ended up collapsing on our beds and falling into a deep sleep. Hours later, we were awakened by a loud gong reverberating somewhere out in the jungle. Then a speaker inside our room announced: “You will be escorted to the Meet and Greet in one hour. Please get ready.”
As I stepped from our residence hall into the night, a full moon dropped slivers of light through the bald spaces between jungle branches. The rest of the land was black and indecipherable. Monkeys chattered and screeched. Frogs croaked. Out in the darkness, several big cats roared. Blinded to their form, I could only hear their rumbling threats.
A guy had been waiting. Pockmarked skin, thick glasses and twitchy eyes. He stated brusquely, “I’m to deliver you to the Meet and Greet.” When we tried to engage him in conversation, he said only, “I’m doing my job. I’m bringing you to the Meet and Greet. You won’t regret it.”
Zoe and I exchanged glances. She covered her mouth to stifle a giggle. I wasn’t sure why she found this funny.
The six of us from our residence hall followed our guide to a dirt parking lot. He instructed us to climb into a waiting jeep. Then he hopped in and drove us up a steep hill to a large concrete building where yellow light poured out of rectangular windows. Shadows of tree branches danced in macabre shape-shifting tattoos along the walls of the gray structure.
Inside, the atmosphere was decidedly more festive. Music rocked the inner walls. African hangings and throw pillows adorned the main room. Mahogany furniture and lamps warmed it up. Waiters with trays of food and alcoholic beverages kept the party going.
We met everyone. All the regulars introduced themselves to all us newbies and made sure we met each other. The night was a kaleidoscope, swirling shapes and colors and patterns. I remembered everyone’s names, and yet I felt as though I had been drugged.
Needing a breath of fresh air a couple of hours after arriving at the Meet and Greet, I stepped outside. Zoe followed closely behind me. We knew we shouldn’t; but feeling intoxicated by the night and the party, we headed back to our residence. As we entered that part of the road upon which the long rectangular buildings hunkered down like behemoths in the dark, we saw figures moving in the distance.
I lifted my fingers to my lips to signal Shhhhh! to Zoe.
Two figures cloaked in shadow had come out the front door of Building 4. They weren’t wearing protective gear. Carrying something in their arms, they began walking very quickly.
Zoe and I followed them. When they stopped in the middle of a grassy field, we hid behind trees along the perimeter.
We watched.
I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. My mind couldn’t piece together what seemed to be mismatched parts of a picture.
The couple carrying a package wrapped in a stained blanket were a black man wearing a brightly patterned shirt and a black woman wearing a brightly colored dress. I assumed they were African. When they laid down their burden and unwrapped it, it turned out they had been carrying a small girl. She was maybe the same age as Akachi, the last patient we had seen in our own Building Number 5, maybe four years old. She was as limp as a dish rag and covered with flesh that was literally falling off her body. Her mottled skin retained some of its natural black pigment, but more of it was red, bloody, and hanging from her face and extremities in sheets.
As the couple set the body on the ground, they wailed in such sorrowful distress, I thought maybe I should run to get help. But then from the jungle directly across from us, an old African woman in an orange turban and a fiery orange dress with turquoise-and-black geometric patterns walked over to them. Surrounding her were U. S. soldiers. Dressed in olive green uniforms and helmets, they carried machine guns and assault weapons. Each and every one of them had respirators strapped over their nose and mouth. Behind them, a trio of armored vehicles bobbed up and down over the uneven terrain.
I stifled a gasp. They were going to shoot the people in the field, I was sure of it. A million thoughts went through my mind, tearing me apart while I froze against a tree trunk. I should run to help them. No, I’d get shot. I should run for assistance. No, I’d get caught. If the soldiers shoot holes into the Ebola patient, infected blood will go everywhere.
As I wrestled the flood of thoughts cascading through my brain, the soldiers stopped. The woman in the orange turban nodded to them. They surrounded the four people in the middle of the circle and stood at attention, as though guarding them.
As the full moon passed overhead and slipped from behind clouds, bathing the open field in silvery light, the old woman knelt down next to the child. She chanted in African tongue and waved her arms about. Burning incense, she passed it over the little girl. Then she applied some kind of ointment from a glass jar to the child’s forehead.
I felt ill. The little girl’s bloody skin would be sloughing off onto the old woman’s fingers, Ebola virus entering her own body and replicating there, also mixing with the ointment in the jar every time she thrust her fingers back into it. Would she then administer the salve to another person?
After closing a lid on the jar and chanting for a few seconds more, the woman stood. She allowed herself to be escorted away by two heavily armed soldiers.
At that moment, someone cleared their throat behind Zoe and me. I nearly jumped out of my skin. We turned around.
There, holding two pink drinks decorated with purple umbrellas, was Dr. Tovar. He grinned widely. “So, girls, what are you doing here? Did my warning about not wandering off by yourselves not sink in?”
I could not control my body. I shivered. My voice quavered and broke. I managed to say, “We just needed a walk. Some fresh air.”
Dr. Tovar smirked. “And have you had enough fresh air now?”
Zoe and I shook our heads up and down, like puppets on a string.
Tovar said, “Good. Have these drinks then.”
Zoe pointed with her thumb toward the clearing, as though hitchhiking with a death wish.
She had her back to the clearing. I didn’t. I took a good, hard look. The child had sat up. She had regained her energy, although her skin continued sloughing off as though it were nothing more than bloodied flesh-toned Band-aids. In the moonlight, I saw her tearing off pieces with her teeth from what looked like a human leg from the knee down, a foot still attached but bent at a weird angle. I turned around. I concentrated on the purple umbrellas to keep from retching.
Zoe looked Tovar in the eye and asked, “Are you aware of what’s going on behind me?”
A combination of fear and disgust turned my stomach inside out. I heaved. Everything I had eaten that night gushed up and splashed over the ground. Noticing the vomit landing on a nest of ants, I threw up again. The sound of retching caught the attention of the soldiers. They cocked their guns with clacking sounds like the gnashing teeth of a robotic monster.
Tovar raised his hand and shouted to the soldiers. “It’s OK. Stand down. I got this one.”
He shoved a drink into my hand. “Drink this,” he instructed.
To Zoe, he answered, “Yes, I know what’s going on. You’re not in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.” He smirked. “This is Liberia. We have the best medical treatment for Ebola available anywhere in the world right here in this camp. But this is still Liberia. In other parts of West Africa, people have attacked clinics. In Guinea, an Ebola clinic run by Doctors Without Borders had to be evacuated after an angry mob attacked it, locals accusing the organization of having brought the disease into their country. Elsewhere in West Africa, doctors and clinics have been attacked for the same type of superstitious beliefs. In Sierra Leone, locals think that Ebola is just a gimmick used by medical staff in order to perform cannibalistic rituals in isolation. Imagine that!”
I thought of the kid eating what appeared to be a human leg.
Tovar continued, “So, to prevent locals from storming our camp and dragging their loved ones back home, thereby spreading Ebola within their communities, we allow the most emotionally desperate to come here and perform their superstitious healing rituals over their sick family members.”
I found my voice. “But won’t they go back home and spread the disease themselves?”
Dr. Tovar answered, “No. We vaccinate everyone who performs these rituals with the most promising experimental Ebola vaccines. We negotiate with them: a vaccine in exchange for their rituals.”
My heart pounded against my rib cage. “But the vaccines are only experimental.”
Dr. Tovar leaned forward. Baring his teeth, he spoke only a few inches from my face. “You, Emma, are also not in Kansas anymore. West Africa is basically a petri dish at this point in time. A petri dish and an experimental lab. West Africa provided the petri dish. We provided the lab. You are going to have to get used to how things get done here.” He backed off, shoved his hands into his lab coat pockets. “Now, drink up, you two.”
We did. We drank down the sweet pink poison, our lips moving against the wooden stick of the purple umbrellas.
That is all Zoe and I remembered until the next morning when we woke up in our beds. We had chosen to bunk next to each other in our residence building. I awoke first in a complete state of panic. I thought I was back home in the United States. Then I remembered that I was in Africa…and what had happened the night before…and the missing chunk of time.
I ran into the bathroom. I locked the door. Slipping out of my nightgown and dropping it to the floor, I checked myself from head to toe for bruises in the full-length mirror. I lay down on the floor, lifted my butt up until I could see my private parts in the mirror and then inspected myself for tears or bruising. I picked up my underpants and smelled them. I didn’t appear to have been raped. And nothing hurt.
My head was fuzzy, but no more than I’d expect from jet lag or, actually, from having just woken up.
I made a pot of coffee in the small kitchen area next to our library. Then I carried two cups over to the nightstand between my and Zoe’s beds and nudged her. She opened her eyes; then sat up with a look of blind terror on her face.
I handed over a mug with a monkey face on the front and a brown handle shaped like its tail. I said, “Zoe, I’m fine. I’m not sure what was in those pink drinks, but I’m not hurt or anything. I checked myself in the bathroom. There’s a full-length mirror in there.”
Zoe set her coffee cup back down on the nightstand, sloshing some of the sugar-and-cream concoction on the polished mahogany, and ran off to the bathroom. I cleaned up the spill. When she returned, she seemed calmer. She simply said, “Tovar is weird. I’m glad I don’t work for him.”
I took two sips of coffee, looking at the gorilla watching over the library. I said, “How about that kid in the clearing and the soldiers? That was way weirder.”
Sophia Weber, blue-and-pink hair tangled across her pillow and tattooed tigers creeping down both arms, slept in a bed across the room from us. Rolling over in nothing but underpants and a tank top, she exposed two dragons fire-breathing at each other on her lower back.
Zoe looked at Sophia, then back at me. “Hey, she works in Building 4. We should ask her about the little girl from last night.”
I whispered, “Good idea.” Then I cleared my throat as loudly as I could.
Sophia opened her eyes. I asked if I could get her a cup of coffee. She mumbled, “Yeah…Great…Cream and sugar, lots of sugar,” and pulled her quilt up to her chin.
I returned with the coffee, set it on her nightstand and sat at the end of her bed. Sophia rolled over, squinting at me in the morning light. She looked grumpy as hell. In a curt tone, she asked, “What’s up?”
Zoe came over and stood beside the bed. Before I could say a word, she blurted out, “We have an important question for you. Is there a little girl among the patients in Building 4?”
Sophia sat up, alarmed. “Yes, there is. Why? Is she OK? Did she die?”
I placed my hand on Sophia’s leg. “No…No…she’s definitely not dead. I’m sorry; I didn’t want to scare you. I just wondered: are there any other little girls in Building 4, or just her?”
Sophia told us, “No, just her. She’s the only child, male or female, in our building. Our other patients are all adults, no one younger than thirty. All the nurses love her. God, I really hope we don’t lose her.”
Zoe asked, “How are you guys treating her rash?”
Sophia answered, “Well, she doesn’t have much of a rash. Her skin’s actually the least of her problems. She has a few patches of eczema, something she’s had for months, according to her chart. Her biggest problems right now are fever, chills and muscle aches…She tests positive for Ebola, so those symptoms are from the Ebola.” Sophia reached for her coffee and took a sip. “Why would you want to know about her eczema?”
Zoe was quicker on her feet than me. She lied without a moment’s hesitation: “I forgot my eczema cream back home. Just wondered if what you were using on your patient was effective, that’s all…and if I could get some.”
Sophia replied, “We’re just using some stuff that’s sold over-the-counter back home. I’ll get you a tube. We have plenty of them.”
Zoe answered, “Thanks,” then walked away as though she had nothing else but eczema on her mind.
Stepping outside to talk, we verified that we had both seen sheets of bloody skin falling off the little girl’s face. I sighed. “What a relief, Zoe. I felt drugged last night. Those pink drinks were strong. I thought maybe I had hallucinated that little girl’s skin.”
Zoe’s jaw tensed. “Yeah, well, who’s to say we didn’t both hallucinate the same damn thing? Do not trust Dr. Tovar. I mean it. That guy gives me the creeps.” She stormed back into our residence hall, leaving me to wonder what I had ever seen in that guy to begin with.
After showering and getting dressed, all the volunteers headed over to the dining hall. Zoe was wearing boots. I couldn’t resist teasing her. “I see you’ve decided to protect your feet.”
She snapped at me. “So, is that supposed to be funny? We ought to be careful. Do you still not get that?”
I shut my mouth. I felt frighteningly alone.
The dining hall was another long rectangular building, this one painted white. Inside were little more than white cement walls, a gray cement floor and rows of wooden tables and chairs. The food was outrageously good, however. I had a stack of pancakes, sausage links, orange juice and more coffee.
The clatter of silverware on plates and the chatter of human conversation subsided as heavily armed soldiers marched onto a wooden stage to the rhythmic, jackhammer sound of their own boots. Dr. Tovar came out from behind a curtain. He stood in front of the soldiers and announced through a microphone clutched in his right hand: “You are all to assemble out front in your designated groups. These soldiers will escort you to your Safety Stations. We do not want any slipups in your safety procedures. You are going to practice them again before working with patients.”
Outside, there was a terrible silence. Even the monkeys had gone mute. We heard only the shuffling of our feet upon the dusty African soil, our own blood pumping through our ears and military guns clacking into position. The soldiers finally yelled loud words at us, but only to give instructions.
At Safety Station 5, my personality disappeared. I watched Zoe being dressed in protective clothing, changed from a beautiful girl into an anonymous plastic robot. Only her eyes blinking behind goggles and a few inches of facial skin revealed anything about her. We had become robots…or monsters.
Escorted by the soldiers with machine guns, we lumbered over to Building 5. The soldiers remained outside as we entered one by one, receiving assignments at the door from an assistant to Dr. Steele. I was delighted to discover that I had been assigned to work with the four-year-old boy, Akachi Anikulapo-Kuti, as well as an old woman in a flowered dress. My direct supervisor would be an African medical school graduate doing her residency at the camp, Dr. Chibueze Koroma.
As Dr. Koroma approached the bed of Akachi, he shivered from fever. From behind her face shield, she spoke to him. “Akachi, how are you today?”
Her eyes were kind. They were also unique: light brown with specks of gold. When Akachi didn’t answer, Dr. Koroma continued, “I have brought you some friends.” She smiled behind the clear plastic shield.
Akachi’s eyes grew wide, black marbles in a fevered face. He managed to whisper in a hoarse voice, “No machine spirits! I want Mama. Please…Mama!” Then he collapsed back into sleep, shaking with chills.
Dr. Koroma gestured for us to watch her. Her hands insulated by thick turquoise plastic gloves, she fumbled with a hypodermic needle, managing to stick it into Akachi’s arm and draw blood without sticking herself.
I felt dizzy from a combination of intense heat trapped inside my suit and forgetting to breathe while I watched Dr. Koroma handle that needle and draw blood teeming with Ebola Hemorrhagic Fever from the frail arm of the child. I pictured the filamentous, single-stranded RNA viral threads swimming through that liquid life force inside the hypodermic syringe barrel, ready to attack a host body where it could replicate.
Forcing my feet to lift and my legs to move, I followed Dr. Koroma over to our next patient, a tiny old woman with skin the color and texture of walnut shells, outfitted as though in her Sunday best in a brightly colored dress—purple and yellow interlocking flowers—now folded up into a fetal position, as though the hospital bed with its white sheets and wrinkled blankets were the womb for birthing her into some new world. She never moved. She lay completely still and silent as Dr. Koroma drew blood. When the patient’s eyelids briefly fluttered—wrinkled, leathered window shades into a soul—I saw it: the whites of her eyes had filled with blood. She had begun to hemorrhage.
Thirty minutes after entering the treatment facility, we volunteers were ushered out, soldiers surrounding us, but keeping their distance. In tropical heat, thirty to forty minutes is all the time workers have fresh air inside their suits. The “machine spirits,” as Akachi referred to us, are humans trapped inside protective suits made of woven plastic fiber coated in laminate. Impervious to fluids, they also block fresh air from entering. Dr. Koroma had dismissed us: “Before you all pass out in those moon suits, you’re going to be escorted to your Disinfecting Station. Be very careful. Follow all the directions given to you. On your first day here, you’ll work thirty minutes on, two hours off. We want you to acclimate to the climate and to the suits. I’ll be here a few more minutes and then I’ll take a break outside as well.”
As I turned on the heels of my rubber boots, I angled my body in such a way that I could move around in my “spirit machine” and catch a parting glimpse of Dr. Koroma. I wanted to see whether or not she was fading, or if she still functioned with energy.
At that exact moment…and it’s burned into my memory like a photograph…I saw her pull back her arm in a lightning flash. She had been drawing blood from an old man. Her voice exploded with anguish and terror: “Shit! Shit! Shit!”
The soldiers pointed their guns at us and told us to get a move on.
My God. Dr. Chibueze Koroma had stuck herself with a hypodermic needle infected with Ebola blood.
My heart pounded. I thought for sure I would faint inside my suit.
The next day, Dr. Koroma was replaced by another intern, Dr. Waahib Ouedraogo. He was tall. Moving around the treatment center like Frankenstein, he had to bend over considerably to administer to patients. His deep black eyes darted around behind his face shield, taking everything in.
I tried to get information on Dr. Koroma. All anybody would tell me is that she was in quarantine. Nobody would tell me where quarantine was located.
That afternoon, I got to work with Akachi again. He was so sweet and cute, I just wanted to sweep him up into my arms, rock him in a rocking chair and sing him a lullaby. “Hush, little baby, don’t say a word…” He seemed to have stabilized. He hadn’t gotten any worse. I was assigned changing his IV bag, to give him more fluids. Dr. Ouedraogo said to me, “Dr. Koroma left notes on her observations of you. She said you’re qualified to draw blood and should be assigned to Akachi for that.” I was glad my first time drawing Ebola-infected blood would be from this child because I was scared to death to do it, especially after seeing what had happened to Dr. Koroma. Reminding myself that Akachi’s life depended upon me getting a grip and doing my job made it significantly easier. I steadied my hands and controlled my breathing. I managed to draw a vial of his blood without incident. I refused to think of all the virus lurking inside that red bodily fluid.
After I had followed through on taking care of Akachi, Dr. Ouedraogo told me I was dismissed for a few hours. He told me that my next assignment for the day would involve traveling to the home of Akachi’s mother.
Sweat trickled down my forehead behind my face shield. I started to lift my hand to wipe it away. I remembered that would be futile, as the plastic would block my hand. Adrenalin surged throughout my body. My fingers trembled. I could not believe I had done that! I had started to touch my face with infected gloves! I berated myself over and over and over again. That’s one of the main ways medical workers get Ebola. In treatment facilities where they don’t have full face shields and a nurse or doctor accidentally touches their own face after treating an Ebola patient, the virus enters their body through a mucous membrane and then begins replicating inside them.
I managed to ask Dr. Ouedraogo, “Why are we doing that? Isn’t it safer to stay here inside the camp?”
Akachi started to cry. “Mama! Mama!”
Dr. Ouedraogo soothed him. He said, “We’re going to find her, sweet one. Don’t worry.”
Then he turned to me. “Let’s talk after we get out of these suits and cleaned up. Just wait for me outside the Disinfecting Station after you’re finished there, OK?”
I waited, as instructed, in front of Disinfecting Station 5. I watched people go into the station, anonymous in their yellow and turquoise plastic suits, and come out looking normal and identifiable as individual human beings with their own tastes and styles.
Finally, Dr. Ouedraogo emerged from the station, dressed in white shorts and a pale blue T-shirt. He looked at me with sad, penetrating eyes. “Come, walk with me.”
After I followed him to a park bench where we sat down, Dr. Ouedraogo said, “In answer to your question that I didn’t want to answer in front of patients: it is definitely safer for us here than going into the home of Akachi’s mother. However, the situation inside their slum is deteriorating. People are staying inside their homes after they develop Ebola symptoms. Family members aren’t removing the deceased bodies for days after they die, sometimes just dragging them outside onto the street or burying them themselves. We’re looking at a potential pandemic here. Among the new responsibilities of our camp’s medical personnel will be outreach into our local communities and educating locals about how to care for their loved ones who get sick with Ebola. We’ve been asked by the World Health Organization to assist both them and the CDC in their efforts inside these communities, including the crowded slum where Akachi’s family lives. We have information that his mother may now have Ebola and another one of his relatives may have recently died of the disease inside their home. Ebola could spread like wildfire through the crowded slums. We need to get on top of this.”
A few hours later, Dr. Steele, Dr. Ouedraogo, Zoe, a couple of other nurses and I were loaded into military vehicles. I was surprised that we were picked up by an armored vehicle, but I supposed it made sense to have as much protection as possible.
It was late afternoon. We rode, jostled back and forth against our seat belts, over rough terrain. With our seats lined up along the sides of the vehicle, we faced each other. The windows were behind our backs, so we couldn’t see much more than daylight flickering outside through the sections of glass visible between the shoulders of the people across from us. Every once in a while, I saw a blur of green outside, as we sped past small trees or bushes.
The driver pumped music through the stereo system, to keep us from going insane, I’m sure.
I napped on and off, but startled awake each time from nightmares. The worst was a horrible dream in which Akachi bit me with teeth as long and sharp as lion’s incisors and then tore away my skin, eating me alive.
Finally, the vehicle pulled to a stop. Dr. Steele said, “We must be there.” She waited until the soldiers gave us directions. Four soldiers were assigned to go along with us to Akachi’s house; two others would remain with the vehicle.
We had stopped in a wooded area at the edge of the slum. Our black armored vehicle was parked in a secluded area hidden by leafy trees. A soldier helped us out, one by one, offering a hand to each of us who needed it.
As we walked into Akachi’s neighborhood, I felt as though we had entered a war zone. Rot infested the settlement through the core. Buildings were barely held together, as though one breath from the heavens would topple it all. The smell was horrible, streams of sewage running down gullies. My heart seized for a moment. The sewage no doubt contained Ebola and a bunch of other serious diseases. I pulled a cloth mask over my nose and mouth, the most protection we could wear for any extended period of time in the heat.
We hiked dirt roads through a maze of ramshackle homes. Many were rectangular turquoise boxes similar in basic style to our residence buildings back at camp. Others were square and blue or green. But the walls were filthy, punctured by holes. Corrugated metal roofs were ripped off the walls in places, and tattered, as though some huge jungle cat had pierced the juncture of wall and roof with its sharp claws, peeling the tin-can roof back from its supports, looking for food that lurked inside.
Many doors were missing or were nothing but cloth curtains or left ajar. Inside, the floors were dirt.
Mangy dogs, cats and monkeys went in and out the houses. I felt crazed. All those animals could be carrying Ebola, and the people of Liberia ate them. They also hunted bush meat which included bats and monkeys, known carriers of the virus.
When we reached the center of the slum, we encountered a building that looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie. Made of concrete and iron, it had, like a dollhouse, no outer walls. It was ten stories high. People moved around each compartment, clearly visible to us, like actors on extra-live TV.
As we moved past the high-rise building, we startled two kids splashing in muddy puddles. The soldier stopped. He smiled at them. He played catch, throwing each one a small package of candy—gummy bears or something. I watched his movements closely. He never touched either of the kids. God…Splashing in puddles. I kept imagining the potential diseases swimming there: Ebola, Typhoid Fever, Hepatitis…and a million other things spread by mosquitoes, ticks and other biting insects: Malaria, Dengue Fever, Chikungunya. The list of potential diseases was very long for puddles in a West African country where sewage washed the streets.
It must feel impossible to parent children in such a part of the world. You could try to keep your child inside the bubble of your house. But even that bubble is contaminated as rats scamper from shack to shack, sewage seeps under your walls, and flying insects stick you with their dirty hypodermic-needle stingers.
Finally, we arrived at a one-room turquoise shack, corrugated metal roof torn away from the front wall at both corners. A woven rug that must have been pretty once—it had remnants of orange and gold threads shining through muddy splashes—hung from the top of the doorframe.
One of the soldiers knocked on the wall next to the door. “Hello! Anyone home?”
An old woman pulled the curtain aside. Peeking into the waning daylight, she squinted.
The soldier wasted no time. “Hello, ma’am. We’re looking for the mother of Akachi Anikulapo-Kuti.”
The woman reacted as though seeing a ghost. She tried to close the curtain on the soldier, but she had no door to protect herself, just a flimsy wisp of illusion. From inside, we could hear her shouting, “No! No! No!”
The soldier lobbed a grenade of hope her way. “Akachi isn’t dead, if that’s what you’re concerned about. He’s doing well, actually.”
The curtain opened. A withered old man stepped outside. His face was as wrinkled as prunes, his hair white and wiry, his eyes clouded with cataracts. Looking up at the soldier, he said, “My wife—Akachi’s grandmother—can’t deal with this anymore. Akachi’s mother—our daughter—has Ebola. She developed symptoms a few days ago: fever and muscle pain. Her husband and his brother have taken her to the church. Ebola is a curse, a punishment for our sins. We intend to pray until God hears us.”
The soldier asked the old man for directions to the church.
Agitated, Akachi’s grandfather waved his hand toward the center of the slum, pointing toward the open high-rise that climbed like a jumble of children’s blocks into the air above the shacks.
We hurried to the church. We knew we should be in protective gear. Everyone grabbed paper masks and latex gloves from their pockets and put them on. That’s all we had with us.
We passed the kids splashing around in puddles. We waved to them, but ignored their requests for more candy.
Two doors down from the high-rise, we found a makeshift church. We could only tell it was a church by the wooden Cross nailed into the front wall of it, sticking up above the roof. There was no door. Inside, there was a small altar, a few pews, tables filled with burning candles. My God, such a fire hazard to the entire slum. A procession of people circled round and round the rows of pews, chanting. A priest held a limp woman in his arms, praying over her and pouring water onto her forehead. Water dripped from her Ebola-fevered forehead onto his bare hands and arms.
We had seen enough. It was Dante’s Inferno, The Divine Comedy. “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.” This slum was cursed. Not by God or by Satan, but by poverty and ignorance and the most damned of luck to be living near bats and monkeys infected with the horror of hemorrhagic disease.
As we walked back to the armored vehicle, the sun dropped slowly from the sky, lighting the horizon with fiery clouds of red and orange and gold, as though God had tossed His plaything upon a funeral pyre. The ball was clearly in our court.
Back at camp, Dr. Steele called it a night. She said she’d speak with the World Health Organization and the CDC about conditions inside the slum, but there was nothing more for us to do tonight. We were the day shift and she’d see us tomorrow. She warned us to use the Disinfecting Station before doing anything else.
The next morning, we found out the slum we had visited was now quarantined by the local government. Residents would no longer be allowed to leave. Liberia’s armed forces had been ordered to shoot on sight anyone attempting to leave the quarantined area.
I needed a moment. We had been told the news at breakfast. I went back to my residence hall, sat down on my bed and wept. Akachi’s family had been condemned. Even if the little boy survived the disease ravaging his body, he would have no one to return home to. The slum world he knew had been given a death sentence in order to save the rest of the world.
Later in the day as I cared for Akachi, I felt a sadness welling up in me unlike any I had ever known. I and the other medical staff were trying to make him better, with the odds of his survival unlikely. But if he did make it, then what? Where would he be sent? Would he end up with anyone who would love him and offer him the remnants of a childhood or would he be sent as a servant or slave to work an adult job, as so many poor kids around the world were forced to do?
When Dr. Steele walked over to Akachi’s bedside, he woke up and cried again about wanting his Mama. This time, he wailed about the monsters in yellow duck suits. The minds of children are marvelous. We had become large humanoid ducks to him, some kind of nightmarish cartoon characters. I told him that behind our suits, we were just doctors and nurses. “Akachi, you know how sick you feel? We’re just keeping the germs from reaching us, so that we can make you better.”
Akachi wailed even louder. I did not seem to have a way with kids, and I regretted that.
Determined to help Akachi feel less afraid of me, I came back onto my next shift with a dozen stickers of kids’ cartoon animals stuck onto my protective suit with temporary glue approved by Dr. Steele. That actually made Akachi laugh! But then he became so exhausted by the excitement, he collapsed onto his pillow and fell into a deep sleep.
I sat by Akachi’s bedside, holding his tiny hand in my large turquoise glove. I could see his small bones outlined against his thin, taut skin.
As I sat there, the machines attached to the little boy began to beep and chirp. All the bells and whistles signifying rapid decline went off. Akachi’s breathing became shallow and rapid. Blood leaked from his nose.
I hopped up to make room for Dr. Steele to maneuver next to the bedside.
Akachi’s heart monitor flatlined. I saw the straight line and heard the shrill announcement that his heart had stopped beating.
Dr. Steele asked me to get something-or-other. I forget what, an extra blanket or something. As I walked away to get it, I heard her pronounce: “Time of Death…”
Then she turned around and told me I was dismissed for the day.
Covered in sweat and dizzy, I followed her suggestion. I left the treatment center and went directly to the Disinfecting Station.
Two hours later, I couldn’t take it. I returned to the section of the treatment center where Akachi’s bed had been. I’m not sure what drove me there. I guess I wanted to see the empty bed for myself or find out if another patient had been assigned to it, to help my psyche let this innocent child go. I blamed myself. What if I hadn’t made him laugh? What if he had needed the extra energy to fight off the virus? I know that was silly, but I had leapt into the bargaining stage of grief. Maybe if I made enough bargains inside my mind, God would bring Akachi back. I don’t know. It wasn’t rational.
When I walked back to Akachi’s curtained area, I almost screamed behind my face shield. He was still there, lying flat on his stomach on the mattress, which seemed odd. Normally, an Ebola patient would be removed from a hospital bed and cremated as soon after death as possible. I mean, at least in this camp and every reputable medical facility designed specifically to deal with serious, contagious diseases such as Ebola.
In the slum that Akachi came from, bodies of dead Ebola victims were often left wherever they had succumbed to the disease, or were dragged into the street and deposited there out of a realistic fear that the family would be quarantined by the government if they found out they had been exposed to Ebola or in the mistaken belief that moving bodies out of homes into the street somehow helped prevent transmission of the disease. In reality, Ebola-infected bodies are most contagious immediately after death and placing them in a public area is disastrous.
Post-apocalyptic science-fiction-sounding events were happening in Liberia on a regular basis. At one point, the government took matters into their own hands and buried the bodies. However, they made the graves too shallow. Dogs dug up the bodies and were seen eating them. Now, dogs don’t develop Ebola symptoms, so no one even knows if they’re carrying the disease; but they can pass it on to humans by licking or biting us. That sounds like the stuff of nightmares, horror, and science fiction; but in much of Liberia, it’s reality.
In our camp and in all the other modern medical facilities where Ebola patients are treated, however, the deceased are immediately removed from the beds where they passed away. They are quickly cremated or sprayed down with disinfectant and buried. So it was an anomaly that Akachi was still in his hospital bed hours after he had died.
I swallowed my scream down into my heart and studied the little boy. His bowels had let loose, with their telltale sign: the tarry black-jelly stool of Ebola. Blood had saturated the middle of Akachi’s pillow, surrounding his head like a macabre halo, most likely having leaked from several orifices in his head, including his eyes, as Ebola robbed him of his blood-clotting ability. The sickening sour stench of vomit and blood hung in the air inside the building.
Struggling to hold back tears until I was safely outside and freed from my face shield, I was suddenly distracted by a commotion a few partitions down from Akachi’s. Dr. Steele was telling a male nurse that Akachi wasn’t dead. She reprimanded the flustered nurse for recording a Date and Time of Death for him.
The nurse replied, politely but firmly, “Akachi was clearly dead. He flatlined. We didn’t resuscitate him.”
Dr. Steele replied, “We didn’t need to resuscitate him. He came around on his own.”
Confused, I touched Akachi’s back gently with my turquoise-gloved hand. There was no movement of breath there. He had definitely stopped breathing. And he had been disconnected from his intravenous drips. Blood leaked onto his bed from the holes where the needles had punctured his skin.
Akachi was indeed clearly dead.
The nurse persisted, “But you called Time of Death. I only recorded the Date and Time of Death that were called.”
Dr. Steele replied, “You have a lot to learn, Nurse.” She said the word Nurse as though spitting fecal matter from her mouth. Then she added, “You’re suspended from work for one week. Report back to me then, not a moment earlier.”
The nurse blurted out, “But…” Dr. Steele ignored him and turned away. Looking down at the floor, she headed toward Akachi’s area. I stealthily moved into a partition right next to his. There, a pregnant woman lay sound asleep on her back, her package of human baby rising and falling beneath her hospital gown as she breathed in the sour air.
I heard the footsteps of another worker following Dr. Steele into Akachi’s room. Looking through the thick plastic curtain, I discovered that it was a male CDC worker. Shortly after that, two more CDC workers entered.
I moved myself closer to the plastic sheet dividing the expectant woman’s room from Akachi’s. I listened as hard as I could. Some words were muffled due to my having to listen through protective headgear and the health workers talking through their face shields, but some of their conversation came through loud and clear. The word vaccine certainly did.
Dr. Steele asked the first worker, “So, you have the vaccine?”
The answer: “Yes.”
Dr. Steele: “How many doses?”
CDC worker: “Fifty doses right now. More are on their way.”
Dr. Steele: “OK. Give the first dose to this boy. How many doses will he need to complete your experimental trial?”
CDC worker: “Three. That should do it.”
Dr. Steele: “OK. Give him the first dose here. Then let’s move him on over to the research facility.”
My shift ended. Due back that night, I knew what I had to do. I planned to dig out Akachi’s medical files and scan them. I also planned to figure out which research facility he was being moved to.
Akachi was clearly dead.
I tried to make sense of what I had overheard. In a desperate attempt to save patients and beat Ebola before it became a worldwide pandemic, researchers had been developing serums, including serum developed from the blood of Ebola patients. Serum from a patient had recently saved the life of a missionary health aide, and that story had gone viral all over world news. But what I had overheard still didn’t make any sense. Serum is developed from patients who had survived Ebola, the theory being that their blood is rich in antibodies that had successfully fought the disease. The blood of a person killed by Ebola, however, would be more laden with disease than antibodies.
And Akachi was clearly dead.
I left Building 5. I disinfected myself in our sister building, Disinfecting Station 5.
I planned to rest and meditate before my evening shift. I went back to my residence building, lay down on my bed and fell fast asleep. I dreamt about Akachi in the exact same position I had found him a short time earlier: the tiny body robbed of its sweet soul, silenced forever from begging for the comfort of his Mama’s arms, his insides liquefied and leaking onto his bed. In my dream, he rose from the dead, morphing slowly into a giant yellow duck. Lumbering like Godzilla, he wandered into the slum where he lived, crushing houses and children playing in puddles as he went. Finally, he reached the church where he found his mother floating in the air. She levitated slightly above the priest’s fingertips as he reached desperately for her in the processional march among the fire-hazard candles. Suddenly, Akachi shrank down into his child form, a disastrous version of his former self: sheets of skin peeling from his bleeding body.
I woke up, screaming bloody murder and covered in sweat. Thank God, no one was around. No one barged into our residence building to save me.
I looked over at the alarm clock and gasped. I had only ten minutes to get to work on time. Shit! Shit! Shit!
I knew it wouldn’t be safe for me to start work with a muddled, groggy head. Rushing through getting into protective gear also wasn’t a great option. I decided to take a safe amount of time and to suffer the consequences with Dr. Steele.
Finally, at 9:30 PM, I was dressed in my duck suit and heading on over to Building 5. As I reached a large tree in front of our Safety Station, the front door to Building 5 opened. Four medical personnel in yellow protective suits clutching the handles of a stretcher with their turquoise gloves exited through the door. I wondered who they were moving. The body under a white sheet didn’t appear to be dead, as the head wasn’t covered. Had someone actually recovered from Ebola? Dead bodies were usually carried out the back door.
The door remained open. Dr. Steele came out of the building. She waved to someone up the road in the opposite direction from the camp’s front entrance.
I ducked behind the wide trunk of the tree next to me. As I watched, a team of three doctors from the CDC and two doctors from the World Health Organization approached the stretcher. I recognized all of them from ongoing training sessions all medical staff were required to attend. They asked Dr. Steele a number of questions, including: “Has the patient received the first dose of vaccine?” To which Dr. Steele replied, “Yes. That’s been done.”
My blood pounded so loudly in my ears, I had difficulty hearing. It was as though the protective headgear had suddenly stuffed the noise of my pumping blood closer against my eardrums, muffling the outside world. My heart knocked against my chest.
The first dose. Exactly what Akachi had been given.
The group stood silently in front of Building 5, as though waiting for something. One of the CDC workers spoke into a cell phone. Moments later, three sets of headlights appeared off in the distance, farther up the road but in the same direction from where the CDC and WHO doctors had arrived.
From out of the darkness, the vehicles emerged into the lighted area around Building 5. One turned out to be a camp ambulance. The other: an armored military vehicle. The third: a camp van. Medical personnel exited the ambulance. Soldiers carrying automatic weapons exited the armored vehicle. Both groups surrounded the staff carrying the stretcher. The driver of the van just waited.
For a brief moment between the time the stretcher was loaded into the ambulance and the ambulance doors were closed, I saw the patient sit up on the stretcher, rub his eyes and begin to cry. He looked up at an ambulance worker masked in protective gear and pleaded, “Mama! Where is my Mama?”
Dr. Steele turned to the team of CDC and WHO workers and commented, “Well, at least he’ll be seeing his Mama soon!”
A couple of workers laughed. One of them offered a thumbs-up sign.
Akachi. And his mother? Where were they taking him?
I couldn’t follow. I didn’t have a car. I couldn’t hop onto a bicycle or run or even walk at a fast pace in my yellow suit.
I became even more determined to study Akachi’s medical files.
After the medical group left, including Dr. Steele, I counted to 180 seconds. Three-minute interval. Then I entered Building 5 as though simply late for work. I apologized profusely to the intern on duty, babbling about how I had accidentally fallen asleep without setting my alarm, how exhausted I had been, etc., etc. Then I asked for instructions on my duties that night.
I was told to change a few intravenous drips. That’s it.
After my shift ended and I had gotten disinfected, I sneaked into the records room attached to Building 5. It had its own entrance, as it was easier for staff to look through records without those damn protective gloves on. At the end of each day, all records were scanned inside the treatment room of Building 5 and uploaded into computers in the separate records room.
I sat down in front of one of the computers. I ran a search for all records on Akachi Anikulapo-Kuti. I found lots of information. His family background, the slum where he came from, his condition, his treatment, his progress. I also found a sheet signed by Dr. Steele giving instructions for Akachi to be moved to a facility called The Vaccine Laboratory.
I thought about that for a moment. I had never heard of The Vaccine Laboratory. Surely, if it was on the grounds of our camp, I would have heard of it? And yet the ambulance and all its accompanying vehicles had headed not in the direction of the camp’s massively fortified gates, but deeper into the camp’s grounds.
I typed in a search for: The Vaccine Laboratory. Nothing popped up. I tried: The Vaccine Laboratory Liberia. Nothing. I tried: The Vaccine Laboratory Africa. I tried: The Vaccine Laboratory CDC WHO. I started typing: The Vaccine La…
At that moment, I experienced a piercingly sharp pain in my neck. It radiated upward, slamming my head with crushing migraine. As my vision blurred, I tried to analyze the pain. The prick felt as thin as a needle, but as traumatic as having a silver stake hammered into my neck.
Terrified that I had been bitten by a bat, adrenalin flooded my system. I felt crazed. Bats are one of the known vectors transmitting Ebola to humans, believed by scientists to possibly have been the original vector.
In the split-second in which these thoughts raced through my mind, my hand automatically tried to fly up to my neck.
That’s all I remember. I passed out.
Next thing I knew, I found myself waking up in bed. I still had a massive headache. Rolling over to view my alarm clock, I discovered that an hour had passed from the time I had experienced the sharp pain in the records room.
I felt as though I were swimming underwater. I decided to swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand up, but my body failed to obey my mind. I lay on my back. I stared at the ceiling. I pictured a fat, fuzzy bat landing on my shoulder and sinking razor-sharp teeth into the back of my neck.
Relentlessly, my head pounded. Every muscle in my body ached. Weakness had taken over and owned me. These were all Ebola symptoms. The incubation period for Ebola was anywhere from two to twenty-one days. I was on Day 2.
I knew I had to get to the Staff Clinic.
Vacillating wildly between complete denial that I was symptomatic after being bitten the night before by an Ebola vector and crazed panic that I had begun a quick descent into the hell of Hemorrhagic Fever, I made myself stand up and get dressed.
I threw on dirty shorts, a torn shirt and sneakers. I didn’t care how I looked. I called in sick to work. I forced the words out of my mouth: “I’m sure it’s nothing. I have a headache, but I get those sometimes...Yeah, migraines…They get pretty bad sometimes. I’m going to go to the clinic, get checked out, see if I can get pain meds.”
I headed on over to the Staff Clinic, a gray cement structure located on a paved road set apart from the rest of the other buildings.
I was surprised to find two military policemen with assault weapons guarding the front door. Gruffly and without even a hint of a smile, they demanded my identification.
Thank God, I had thought to bring it with me. I showed them my badge and my Staff ID card.
The shorter of the two men opened the door and told me to go inside.
The waiting room was large but empty. I signed in. Taking a seat against a wall, I leaned back and closed my eyes.
I jumped as a nurse called my name: “Emma Johnson!”
The nurse was friendly. Smiling, she ushered me into an examination room. She said, “The doctors will be with you shortly.” She pointed to the examination table. “Just put on the paper gown over there, open to the back.”
I took off my clothes, dropped them on a chair and struggled into the white paper gown. Trying to feel less vulnerable, I folded and unfolded my arms, crossed and uncrossed my legs. With each movement, the paper gown crunched and crackled and pricked me under the arms with its sharp edges.
A CDC doctor and a WHO doctor entered my exam room, accompanied by a soldier with an assault weapon. I felt a jolt of panic, as swift and terrifying as lightning. My instinct was to jump down from the table and run.
My head became muddled. I fought to breathe. I tried desperately not to pass out.
Why the hell were members of the CDC, the World Health Organization and the U. S. military entering my examination room?
Oh, my God…They must suspect Ebola…
The CDC doctor introduced herself. She was young, early thirties. Intense green eyes, dark curly hair frizzing in the humidity. She introduced herself: Dr. Vivian Parker. Then she introduced the WHO doctor, a tall, lanky guy, blond crew cut, an Adam’s apple that bobbed as he spoke with a French accent: Dr. Luke Laflamme.
The military guy remained unintroduced, nameless. A life-sized action figure, hypervigilant, steely gray eyes focused on my every move.
Dr. Parker spoke to me as a normal doctor would. She pulled over a stool on which to sit down. Crossed her legs. Appeared relaxed. Asked me about my symptoms. Nodded a bunch of times. Said, “Uh-huh…Mmmm-hmmm…” intermittently as I provided information.
She seemed oblivious to the army guy with the massive firepower standing right behind her, the mayhem he could unleash.
I relaxed a bit, although I still felt vulnerable in the flimsy paper gown.
I shared the story of what had happened to me the previous night. Nurses were allowed in the records room, so I said that I had been reading up on new patients there. I never admitted to prying into Akachi’s records. I then reported all my symptoms, which at that point included sweating and chills.
At Dr. Parker’s request, Dr. Laflamme took my temperature. He informed us that I had a temperature of 101.5 degrees Fahrenheit. Fever! One of the symptoms that got people quarantined!
I asked if I had been bitten by a bat. Both doctors took a look at the spot on the back of my neck where I had felt the sharp prick.
Dr. Parker said, “I don’t see anything. Of course, a bat bite isn’t always visible; but I’m thinking most likely you weren’t bitten by a bat. No one else has reported seeing a bat in the records room. I’m thinking you probably have a good ol’ normal virus…not Ebola. But, as you know, anyone with a fever on our camp grounds is placed in quarantine until we know for sure that they don’t have Ebola.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dr. Laflamme ready a hypodermic needle. He told me, “I’m going to give this to you for your headache pain. We’re also going to get an IV going for you in the room next door. We want to make sure you’re not dehydrated when we move you over to the camp hospital.”
As he pushed the sharp needle through the skin of my arm, I thought how odd that he, Dr. Parker and the soldier weren’t wearing protective gear. They suspected that I might have Ebola and yet they weren’t wearing protective suits or even protective masks, even as Dr. Laflamme punctured my skin with a sharp object.
I watched Dr. Laflamme’s Adam’s apple bob up and down, counted how many times. Reached twelve. Then I slipped into unconsciousness, in the same way one slips under the control of anesthesia before surgery.
Days passed by. Like a drowning swimmer, I fought to stay above water. At times, I was lucid. Needles were plunged into my arm; bottles of intravenous drip solutions were replaced and hung on the pole next to my bed.
At one point, Dr. Tovar stood at my bedside. His presence terrified me. He told me that I had tested positive for Ebola. I tried to grasp onto his words: “We have serums that have shown promise. We’re going to administer one to you. Several people have recovered from Ebola after getting this treatment. You’re very lucky to be approved for this.”
Late one night, the door to my room opened. As I oscillated between consciousness and slipping under waves that plunged my mind to the bottom of an unfathomable ocean of blankness, I saw Dr. Tovar. I noticed other men with guns. A team of doctors in white coats surrounded my bed. Someone grabbed my wrist, as though checking my pulse. Dr. Tovar’s voice commanded: “OK, administer Mutation Z. She’s a perfect candidate.”
Three Weeks Later
It’s now three weeks after I became a test subject for Mutation Z. It was administered to me by hypodermic needle. I had initially assumed it was a variation of a serum designed to fight Ebola, most likely a scientifically developed mutation of a serum that had already cured someone.
The first time I opened my eyes after being administered Mutation Z, I found myself in a hospital bed in what appeared to be a prison cell. I felt a bit better for an hour or so, as though good health would return to me.
As a full moon passed in front of a glass wall directly across from the prison cells, the natural light illuminated two people in a cell down from my own. It was Akachi…and his mother! They were both here! They both looked well. And I was delighted to see them reunited with each other.
Then, without warning, Akachi and his mother began to transform from lovely mother and child into beings whose skin fell off in sheets. Underneath, they were bloody, bony, moving corpses. I watched as a prison guard armed with an assault weapon threw chunks of raw meat and meaty bones as large as a human’s into their cage.
Akachi and his mother ambled over to the raw muscle and bones. They devoured every bit of meat, groaning and ripping and smacking as they ate.
About to throw up, I raised my hand to cover my mouth. Sheets of skin fell off my own hands and arms and face. I couldn’t stop the progression. My cell floor became littered with droppings of my own skin.
An armed guard approached the bars of my cell. As he tossed raw meat and bones toward me, I watched him like a predator eyes its prey. I wanted him. I experienced the most intense desire to devour him, to rip open his head and plunge my hand deep inside, taking out his brains like a delicacy and swallowing them.
I could not stop thinking about brains as I ripped meat from the human-sized bone the guard had thrown at me.
As the next few nights removed increasingly larger slices from the moon, my skin repaired itself. I noticed the same was true for Akachi, his mother and all the other prisoners within view. My ravenous hunger for brains and raw flesh went away. In fact, the whole idea repulsed me. At that point, the guards served us normal food, with all our meat cooked.
Shortly after I and the other prisoners returned to normal, I noticed how Akachi’s mother cared for him. She spent hours singing African hymns to her little boy, telling him long fantastical tales, rocking him and using her own spit to clean his face. She must have brought him enormous comfort. After a couple of days, Akachi even ventured from her side to play with a pile of dust bunnies in the corner of their cell. As soon as he looked up and saw an older boy watching him from the cell next door, however, he dropped his toys of dust and ran back to hide behind his mother’s legs.
That afternoon, I was startled by the shouts of guards yelling at someone, accompanied by the sounds of scuffling and rattling chains. Within moments, two guards came around the corner, pulling a female prisoner by the elbows. The prisoner’s face was covered by a black hood tied with rope around her neck. Her hands were cuffed behind her back. She moaned every time the guards gave a hard yank to her elbows.
The guards dragged the prisoner directly toward my cell. I panicked. I did not want a cellmate. They passed by my unit, however, and unlocked an empty cell next to mine.
Once inside, they pushed the woman down on the bed. One of the guards shouted at her, “Do not get up from that bed until we leave and lock your cell! Do you hear me? Any funny business when we take off your hood and handcuffs, and you get tasered! You got that?”
The woman answered, “Yes,” through the black cloth hood. There were no eyeholes in the mask. Her voice was muffled.
One of the guards with upper-arm muscles the size of hams untied the rope around the prisoner’s neck. Then he ripped the hood off with a movement so rough, it jerked the prisoner’s neck too far to one side. She screamed in pain. The guard yelled into her face: “Shut the hell up!” He smacked her across the face with the back of his hand. When she stifled any verbal reaction, the other guard unlocked her handcuffs. Then both guards stomped out of the cell and locked it.
Once the guards had moved from in front of the prisoner, I was able to see her face. Her eyes…They were light brown with specks of gold. Every time she turned toward the light, they appeared golden. Dr. Chibueze Koroma. This woman had her same build, her same height.
The words barely found their way from my lips, I was in such shock: “Dr. Koroma? Is that you?”
She shook her head yes. Then Dr. Koroma walked over to the bars dividing our cells. She put her face against the black metal divider and whispered, “I am so glad you’re here. I need to get the word out about something…”
I moved right next to the bars, to better hear what she had to say.
Ripping open a pocket that had been sewn shut on the upper part of the khaki pants she was wearing, Dr. Koroma pulled out a couple of folded papers. She shoved them toward me.
We both glanced around. No guards were in view.
I read through the papers, quickly. I hoped to read them more carefully later.
The pages, wrinkled and stained with coffee and blood, turned out to be the summary of a scientific research report on Mutation Z.
According to the report, Mutation Z, also called Z Serum, is an experimental drug developed by a clandestine pharmaceutical company for a top-secret U. S. military program. Mutation Z changes Ebola victims into Zombies. It was developed as a biological weapon for the U. S. military. Certain characteristics of Ebola made it the easiest way for scientists to create the Zombie disease, something they’d been trying to do for the past decade. Zombie hordes can be sent into enemy territory as weaponized soldiers in order to terrorize the local population. Zombie disease is also contagious, so it will spread as a biological weapon. Genetic code can be written into the disease, so that those infected will die after a certain amount of time, thereby halting the spread of the disease once the enemy has been conquered.
The current form of Mutation Z being tested in our camp has genetic code spliced into it that only activates the Zombie state at the time of a full moon. That can be changed. Future codes will arrange for different activation triggers. The genetic coding for making a human being more susceptible to the full moon was developed by splicing in rat genes that cause rat physiology to be affected by the lunar cycle, specifically their taste sensitivity and the ultrastructure of their pineal gland cells. The full moon trigger was used in our camp because each outbreak of the Zombie disease would be short-lived and would also give the research scientists’ another month to analyze the data and tweak the code if necessary.
And Mutation Z has a second planned use. If Ebola becomes pandemic in Africa, according to the report handed to me, the U. S. military could use Zombies as vulture-like creatures to pick the human carcasses clean and restore Africa to pre-Ebola status. The research scientists have already tested Mutation Z on chimpanzees which had been known to engage in cannibalism to see if they would clean Ebola carcasses, and they did it.
It frightens and seriously creeps me out to realize an additional possibility in regard to Mutation Z. If the Ebola outbreak dies out on its own, Zombie soldiers can only be created by forcibly giving subjects a dose of Ebola Virus Disease before being administered Mutation Z. Surely, our camp is the perfect setting for extensive research into the nature of Ebola itself.
The report states that the pharmaceutical company has developed medicines capable of completely curing the Zombie disease, should that become necessary. I do not believe that once this Pandora’s Box is opened, it can ever be closed. The report mentioned that, like Ebola, Mutation Z is contagious by infected bodily fluids entering broken skin or mucous membranes.
One Month After I Received Mutation Z
The military and the pharmaceutical company believe they can control Mutation Z, but they cannot. How do I know? Half an hour ago, I watched eight fellow patients slip from this building, dressed as medical personnel. The moon is almost risen. They’re in the early stages of transformation from Ebola patient into Zombie—a few patches of dry skin, scabs and ulcers that are barely visible or in a place that can be covered up by clothing. They have escaped, carrying their contagious disease to God knows where. Trust me, the plague is coming. The Zombies will be much more a form of unleashed terrorism than they will ever be a controlled weapon of mass destruction.
Night has fallen. The moon is behind clouds; but it is full tonight, pregnant with the birth of a new race. I am once again ravenously hungry for human flesh and brains.
To hell with scientific reports. My body is consumed with hunger. In the cell next to mine, Dr. Chibueze Koroma has long since tucked away the report she shared with me. She’s become restless. Her golden eyes are flecked with bloodred spots. She paces her cell. In this moment, we are no longer friends or colleagues. We are primal competitors. We are enemies.
A guard ambles down the hallway. He unlocks our cages. We are free to fulfill our role as Experimental Subjects. Tomorrow, we will be subdued. For now, the night is ours.
You should worry. You should be very, very frightened. You’ve been warned.
-Now enjoy book 2 in this series, Closing the Borders!
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CHAPTER 1
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
There was an empty space in my brain for whatever had happened the night Dr. Chibueze Koroma and I were released from our prison cells the first time. Much like the missing block of time one experiences after coming up from anesthesia, I only knew it was the next day because the calendar on the prison wall and the date and time on my digital watch told me so.
Imprisoned once again, I clutched the metal bars dividing my cell from that of Chibueze’s. I studied her. She had been my supervisor, one of the medical residents from Africa working at The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp. She had disappeared after accidentally sticking herself with a hypodermic needle filled with the blood of an Ebola patient. Shortly afterward, I became ill with Ebola and hospitalized. Eventually, we both ended up confined to the same prison on the camp grounds, although we’d been accused of nothing.
Chibueze was asleep in her hospital bed, curled up in a fetal position, clutching her knees. I grabbed my metal water cup and banged it gently against the bars separating us. I tried not to attract the attention of the guards.
Waking up, Chibueze stared at me with her usually magnificent eyes: light brown with flecks of gold. But they were different now, speckled with hemorrhaged blood and lit with fear.
I asked her a simple question: “Chibueze, do you remember being let out of your cell last night?”
She sat up, swinging her feet to the side of her bed, and turned to face me. A brilliant intern, her face appeared blank. She struggled to remember. Staring at me with a penetrating look, she answered slowly, “I think I do remember that. Wait…Wasn’t there moonlight over there…?” She pointed at a glass wall directly across from our cells. “It came flooding through. And then…” She turned to look at the other cells down the row from our own. Her gaze landed somewhere. “Over there…” She pointed. “Akachi, that sweet little boy we treated for Ebola, and his mother. I remember them changing from normal human beings into walking corpses…bony with their skin falling off in sheets. Maybe I was drugged. The images were like horrifying hallucinations. A bad trip...” She pivoted back toward me, her face awash in confusion. “Wait…Akachi…Someone told me he had been pronounced dead after bleeding out from Ebola.”
I shook my head yes. “That’s right. He was. Dr. Angela Steele pronounced his Time of Death. I heard her. But a couple of hours later, she completely denied doing it. She blamed the male nurse who had recorded Date and Time of Death for making a mistake. She claimed that Akachi had never died, but had recovered from Ebola on his own.” I paused. I didn’t know how much new information Chibueze was capable of absorbing before passing her threshold for cognitive dissonance. I decided to continue. “Chibueze, I saw Akachi after he was pronounced dead. I touched him with a gloved hand. He wasn’t breathing. He had bled out. There was blood all over his bed and pillow; there was tarry diarrhea on his sheets. He was clearly dead. I have no doubt about that. But Dr. Steele came back into his room, along with a few CDC workers. They administered some kind of vaccine to him. They talked about moving him over to a research facility and giving him two more doses of the vaccine. They said he’d need a total of three doses to complete his experimental trial. I saw him moved into an ambulance. And then…later…I saw him and his mother here in this prison.”
Chibueze’s eyes reflected a sudden stroke of insight. She asked me, “Were you also given a vaccine?”
It was my turn to freeze with panic. I plumbed the depths of my memory. “I remember being stung or bit by something as I searched through Akachi’s medical records. Shortly afterwards, I became violently ill. At the camp clinic, I was checked by a CDC doctor and a WHO doctor supervised by a soldier carrying an assault weapon. I thought it was strange to be checked by more than one doctor and to have the CDC and WHO involved before I had even been diagnosed with anything. And having a soldier with an assault weapon present during my examination was downright unnerving and bizarre. In the days that followed, Dr. Tovar told me that I had Ebola and that I had been approved for an experimental serum. Then late one night, he came into my quarantined hospital room with a group of doctors wearing white coats and, once again, soldiers with guns. He told them to give me something called Mutation Z. I received it via hypodermic needle. Next thing I knew, I woke up in this prison cell.”
Chibueze became animated and jumped off her bed. In a voice filled with desperation, she asked me, “Do you have those papers I gave you?”
My memory cleared a bit. I dashed across my cell. I kneeled down, crawled under my bed and removed a loose brick from the wall. I pulled out a couple of sheets of paper, wrinkled and stained with coffee and blood: the summary of a scientific research report on Mutation Z.
Skimming through the pages, I remembered Chibueze shoving them into my hands the day she had first been imprisoned. I grabbed my diary. I had written the following about the report:
   
According to the report, Mutation Z, also called Z Serum, is an experimental drug developed by a clandestine pharmaceutical company for a top-secret U. S. military program. Mutation Z changes Ebola victims into Zombies. It was developed as a biological weapon for the U. S. military. Certain characteristics of Ebola made it the easiest way for scientists to create the Zombie disease, something they’d been trying to do for the past decade. Zombie hordes can be sent into enemy territory as weaponized soldiers in order to terrorize the local population. Zombie disease is also contagious, so it will spread as a biological weapon. Genetic code can be written into the disease, so that those infected will die after a certain amount of time, thereby halting the spread of the disease once the enemy has been conquered.
The current form of Mutation Z being tested in our camp has genetic code spliced into it that only activates the Zombie state at the time of a full moon. That can be changed. Future codes will arrange for different activation triggers. The genetic coding for making a human being more susceptible to the full moon was developed by splicing in rat genes that cause rat physiology to be affected by the lunar cycle, specifically their taste sensitivity and the ultrastructure of their pineal gland cells. The full moon trigger was used in our camp because each outbreak of the Zombie disease would be short-lived and would also give the research scientists another month to analyze the data and tweak the code if necessary.
And Mutation Z has a second planned use. If Ebola becomes pandemic in Africa, according to the report handed to me, the U. S. military could use Zombies as vulture-like creatures to pick the human carcasses clean and restore Africa to pre-Ebola status. The research scientists have already tested Mutation Z on chimpanzees which had been known to engage in cannibalism to see if they would clean Ebola carcasses, and they did it.
The report states that the pharmaceutical company has developed medicines capable of completely curing the Zombie disease, should that become necessary. The report mentioned that, like Ebola, Mutation Z is contagious by infected bodily fluids entering broken skin or mucous membranes.
I don’t believe for a minute that the effects of Mutation Z can be contained.
   
Chibueze and I grasped each other’s hands through the bars, a substitute for the hugs we so deeply needed. We cried, tears soaking our faces. We knew in our hearts that we, along with Akachi and his mother and others we didn’t yet know about, were the military’s first experimental Zombie subjects.





CHAPTER 2
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: New York City
Something didn’t smell right. The White House Press Secretary had just made an announcement on all the major news channels. The U.S. government had signed an exclusive deal with Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals. They would now make all the experimental Ebola vaccines and serums that would be used by the U.S. military to treat Ebola patients in West Africa. No other company would be allowed to supply them. No other company would receive government grants to develop them.
It smelled like rotten fish because there were at least three other companies much farther along in their success rate for experimental Ebola drugs. Chen-Zamora had only recently announced they were getting into the Ebola game.
I spent the day at my desk at the New York City branch of The Magnifying Glass, the Internet news site where I work, poring over background research on Chen-Zamora. Hours into it, I uncovered information linking the nutcase politician, Texas Congressman Mason Fuller, to the pharmaceutical company. He had married May Chen, the daughter of James Chen who was the co-founder and co-owner of Chen-Zamora. James Chen was a second-generation member of an immigrant family from China.
The Zamora side of the equation came from Daniel Zamora, second generation from Mexico.
James Chen and Daniel Zamora had worked hard to distance themselves from their parents’ countries of origin. They both had graduate degrees from top U.S. universities: James Chen, an MBA from Harvard Business School; Daniel Zamora, an MBA from The Graduate School of Business at Stanford University. Both spoke impeccable English without a hint of their family’s native accent. Both were rumored to be incredible pricks, hard on their workers, spouses and children, and having nothing but disdain for their family’s country of origin.
Congressman Mason Fuller and his wife lived in the border state of Texas. The Congressman was in his third term of office, winning the election through the support of extremists who wanted all U.S. borders closed and citizens armed with assault weapons to defend those borders. He paid for political ads that featured inaccurate fear-mongering about how immigrants are bringing diseases—including Ebola—across the border. That was patently untrue. Most of the immigrants crossing the border into the United States from Mexico were fleeing poverty and violence in Central America and were simply passing through Mexico to get to the U.S. Many were children. Most had been vaccinated for normal childhood diseases because their countries had excellent vaccination programs. Ebola didn’t exist in their countries. There were no cases of Ebola in Mexico either, for that matter.
Looking up financial contributors to Congressman Fuller’s campaign, I discovered that not only did the Chen family contribute, as one might expect; but so did Daniel Zamora and so did the company of Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals. Congressman Fuller was about as deeply in bed with the pharmaceutical company as one could be without fucking it. Oh wait, he was married to a Chen heir, so actually there was some fucking going on.
Looking up the Congressional committees upon which Mason Fuller served, I discovered that he was very active on the U.S. House Science Committee. That committee had recently advocated ramping up distribution of Ebola vaccines and serums in West Africa. And—bingo!—they had also recommended using Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals for that purpose.
Congressman Fuller also currently served on the Intelligence, Emerging Threats and Capabilities Subcommittee of the U.S. House Armed Services Committee. In the past year, that committee had approved funding for some kind of DARPA-run combination of Ebola treatment and biological warfare prevention program called The Ebola Mutations Research Project. Scientists receiving funding worked in several locations, including a place called The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp in West Africa, run by the CDC and the World Health Organization and guarded by the U.S. military. Other than a brief description of the program and the rather generous amount of funding it received, all other information about The Ebola Mutations Research Project was top-secret.
I gathered up the information I had found and walked into my boss’s office. Alice Gibson waved her arm at the TV set hanging on the wall across from her massive wooden desk that was covered with so many stacks of books and folders, she had had to make a path through the middle of them to see people standing right in front of her. Her blue eyes appeared lit with lightning. “Hey, Hunter, what do you make of this? The President’s giving funding to only one pharmaceutical company for vaccines and serums to fight Ebola…and that funding’s going to Chen-Zamora, a company far behind in the development of Ebola drugs. What the fuck?”
Alice cursed like a drunken sailor once she got riled up about stuff.
I plunked myself down in the chair in front of her desk. I shoved my research through the passageway in her mountains of books. “I’m on it. Check out my notes. I’ll need some travel expenses. This story stinks like a rotting corpse.”
When she finished reading through the material, Alice stared at me for a moment without saying anything. She had a haunted look in her eyes, like she had seen the ghost of something not yet fully materialized. I felt the same way. I had glimpsed a shadow of something much bigger than the entire thing, I was sure of it.
Brushing a few strands of fiery red hair from her eyes, Alice said to me, “OK. Funding’s not a problem. I don’t know where you were thinking of starting your investigation, but I want you to head on down to Texas and start with that extremist, Congressman Mason Fuller. The guy’s been in a rage insisting that anyone coming into our country from West Africa be placed in quarantine for an entire month. I always assumed he was suffering from anti-science paranoia. Considering that he’s involved in a military Ebola drug treatment program with a questionable pharmaceutical company, I’m now thinking: Does he know something that I don’t know?”
Alice didn’t scare easily, but she looked a bit rattled.
I booked a flight to Texas for the next evening; then headed home to tell my wife and little girl about the assignment. Claire was used to me traveling, but our three-year-old daughter Sophie was too young to ever accept my going away.
Dinner was comfort food, spaghetti with meatballs, which Sophie ate sitting on my lap, her attempt to keep me from leaving. Dressed in her favorite astronaut costume, her early interest in adventure clearly at odds with her three-year-old fears, she chattered on and on about her day at preschool and how maybe I could visit her there. She kept turning around to study me with her large inquisitive green eyes, wispy blond hair floating around her head like a halo from all her quick movements.
Claire watched us, glowing with happiness over our family time and from her early stage of pregnancy with our second child.
The next night, I read Sophie an early bedtime story before heading out to the airport.
As we taxied down the runway, I noted how beautiful the airport looked—sun setting, full moon hanging like a ghost between day and night.





CHAPTER 3
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
A couple of weeks after Chibueze and I shared memories of being released from prison for a night, Dr. Tovar and a team of doctors all dressed in white coats visited Chibueze and me in our cells. They spoke with each of us separately.
Dr. Tovar looked at me with a kind of frightening intensity, as though studying a germ under a microscope. He offered me the following explanation for my imprisonment: “I’m sorry we haven’t spoken sooner. I’ve stopped by several times since you’ve been here, but you were asleep each time. With the rate at which the Ebola pandemic’s been spreading in Liberia, our treatment camp ran out of quarantine units by the time you got sick. We had to use the prison for that purpose. I hope you’re finding your hospital bed comfortable. If you ever need more warm blankets or more water or anything, just press the buzzer on your bed. It will alert the prison staff, the same way a call button in a hospital alerts the nursing staff, and they’ll assist you. I’m proud to say we got up to speed pretty quickly training the prison guards about Ebola. And we send medical staff over here every day as well.”
Blood pumped so furiously through my ears, I had trouble hearing anything else.
Sweating with fear, I asked, “What exactly is Mutation Z? I know I’ve been given it. Has it worked?”
Dr. Tovar’s left eyelid twitched. His upper lip twitched as well, which made him look like he was snarling, even though I was pretty sure he was trying to comfort me, to keep me under control. He reached out and touched my arm. I could feel his hand shaking through my sleeve. He said in a voice that cracked before he had completed the statement, “You have Ebola, Emma.” He tried to look at me warmly, but it came off as dissonant with something else in his body language. He continued, “We gave you three doses of Mutation Z. The virus count in your body has gone way down. We’re not even sure you’re contagious anymore. We’re going to monitor you to see if your body will eventually kill the virus off completely. Until then, we need to keep you under quarantine. If your body doesn’t fight off the Ebola in the next month or so, we’re going to try other experimental serums.” Before I could respond, he asked me, “How do you feel?”
I wanted to ask Tovar about Akachi’s apparent rise from the dead and Chibueze’s condition and why we remembered having been released from our prison cells—or quarantine units or hospital rooms behind bars or whatever the hell kind of locked units we were in—on the night of the full moon; but my intuition told me not to do it, not to inquire too deeply or press for too much information. I felt it safest to play the dual role of naïve patient and thankful medical worker. I simply answered, “Well, I’m tired; but, other than that, I feel OK.” I laughed, trying to ingratiate myself with humor, and added, “I’m also going a bit stir-crazy. There isn’t exactly a lot to do in here.”
Dr. Tovar smiled especially wide, flashing his pearly white teeth. In a voice that made him sound like a game show host, he asked, “Do you like video games?”
I’m sure I looked surprised at the question. I played along. My answer was a no-brainer: “Yeeeessss.”
Tovar’s smile expanded, looking a bit eerie in the low light of my prison cell. “And do you like books?”
I cocked my head to the side, taking a chance with teasing, as if to say, You’ve got to be kidding me. I answered, “Well, of course I do. I’m a nurse. I read.”
Dr. Tovar laughed. It was probably my imagination, but I swore his cackle had a hint of evil in it, like all the laughs of the mad scientists in the old movies. He swept his arm in a wide circle, gesturing around my cell, saying rather magnanimously to one of the medical workers wearing a white coat, one of his minions, “OK, then. See to it that Emma here gets a widescreen TV, a couple of game systems, lots of games, and an electronic reading device loaded up with books—her choice as to which games and which books. We want to keep our patients happy.”
Then the team headed on over to Chibueze’s cell. She got everything I got plus an automatic coffeemaker and a box of donuts. Damn.
The next day, we received our gifts, everything we had asked for. We were also injected with what a prison guard wearing turquoise gloves called “a booster serum for Mutation Z.”
On the night of the next full moon, I felt off. My skin itched like crazy. I found it impossible to fight against being moody, erratic, like my body was on some kind of biological roller-coaster I couldn’t control.
Chibueze and I agreed to keep an eye on each other, as we both felt seriously ill.
Then it happened. Moonlight flooded in through the glass wall directly across from the prison cells. I watched Chibueze closely. Her appearance started to change. Sheets of skin fell off her cheeks and forehead. Her arms became pocked with sores and bloody lesions.
I jumped with fright as all our prison cells spontaneously unlocked. I looked down at my own hands and arms. They were covered with bleeding sores. I swore to myself that no matter how horrifying, I would make my conscious mind remember everything that happened throughout that night.
As I became increasingly impaired, survival instinct took over. I had trouble walking. I could only move by dragging my feet, which suddenly felt heavy and cumbersome. I forced my mind to analyze my physical sensations. It was how I imagined a person would experience a partial stroke. Encumbered by my own struggle to move my body through space, I wanted nothing more than to lean on other people…not emotionally, but physically. I wanted to be part of a group, a team, a horde. I started fantasizing about herds of elephants, swarms of bees, animal groups traveling together to protect each other.
The other prisoners must have felt the same way. Chibueze, Akachi, Akachi’s mother and fifteen or so other prisoners—all now with weeping, bloody sores and bones becoming visible where sheets of skin were shedding off—shuffled toward me and toward each other. We all moved together as one unit, dragging our clumsy feet out the back prison door.
The grounds were bathed in harsh moonlight. I could see the entire treatment camp from the top of the hill where the prison was located, but we were prohibited from reaching it. A wall encircled the camp, separate from the wall that encircled our prison. Gates had been opened in the prison wall on the opposite side from the treatment camp. As we shuffled along, we spilled out into the Liberian jungle.
I dragged my feet. I moaned from the struggle and the discomfort. My feet were raw pain.
We sloshed through a muddy road leading away from the prison. It was bracketed by walls of leafy green trees on either side.
We all saw it at the same time: a baby monkey all alone by the side of the road, clinging to a wet vine.
I moved without concern for anything else. Saliva pooled on my tongue and leaked out over my lips which seemed to no longer touch, as though skin had rotted away at the edges. I shuffled along with the rest of the horde, although I managed to move two steps ahead of everyone else.
I focused my vision. When we reached the monkey, I grabbed it by its tail. It was surprisingly easy to catch, obviously separated from its mother and paralyzed with fear. I grasped its neck and twisted. As its head went lolling back, I bit off its face, removing all its facial features. Slamming the baby primate against a tree, I managed to break open its skull. Pulling the plates apart like a cracked lobster tail, I extracted the brain. Sucking and chewing the delicious meat, I felt as though fulfilling an important primal duty.
Hands covered in blood, I ambled back to my human mob. I could sense other life forms moving throughout the jungle. Although my hunger had been partially sated by the monkey, the baby was small and I had become ravenous. I wanted something else, something more satisfying. The monkey had been an appetizer, a prelude to something more substantial.





CHAPTER 4
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: Trouble Along the U.S.-Mexico Border
Taking an evening flight from JFK to Houston Airport, I tried to sleep. I ordered a double gin and tonic. After tossing that down, I threw a travel blanket over myself, tucked one of those bendable travel pillows around the back of my neck and fell fast asleep for most of the flight.
By the time we landed at Houston, it was close to midnight. The full moon had risen to conquer the sky, illuminating the clouds and bathing everything on the ground in silver light.
Walking briskly through the airport, scanning the stores for stuffed animal souvenirs to purchase for Sophie on my return trip, I headed for the rental cars. Then I drove out into the Houston night.
Once I had finally arrived at my hotel room, exhausted, I flipped on cable news. The weirdest story was coming out of McAllen, Texas, a dusty border town where illegal immigrants lived among the shadows. Bodies had been found eviscerated along two dirt roads and in a few backyards of homes that were little more than shacks.
A reporter held a microphone in front of the anxious face of a Latino woman standing in a shack doorway, two young children clutching her skirt, other family members walking back and forth inside the room behind her. The woman said, “Yes, I know him. He’s my oldest son’s friend.” She looked disturbed, fear shining in her brown eyes as brilliantly as the glimmerings of moonlight.
The reporter—a middle-aged man, skin prematurely wrinkled and hair sun-bleached white, wearing dirty jeans and a T-shirt—asked her, “How old is your son?”
The woman looked desperately into the reporter’s eyes, as though somehow he could help her, could save the rest of her family. “Alejandro’s seventeen.”
The reporter followed up: “Alejandro? And what’s his last name?”
Emerging from the shadows inside the shack, a man stepped into the doorframe. A Latino with rough, weathered skin parched by desert drought and sandblasted into an array of wrinkles and lines, he waved his hand at the reporter. He said, “That’s enough. I’m sorry. My family needs to deal with this in privacy.” He guided the woman inside by her arm and shut the door.
The reporter stood in a pool of artificial light provided by the news crew’s HMI lamp. Turning to the camera and speaking directly to the audience, he said, “So we just finished talking to a woman who lives in the house where the first body was found in the backyard. We don’t know the victim’s name and, even if we did, we couldn’t release it yet, not until we’re sure the family of the deceased has been notified. However, she did tell us the victim was a friend of her teenaged son, Alejandro.”
The viewpoint changed to that of news anchor, Ashley Sims, back in the studio. Blond, blue-eyed, eyebrows arched in concern, she said to the reporter, “Oh, how terrible! My heart goes out to her son and to the family of his murdered friend.” After pausing for a split second to breathe, she continued, “Ryan, are drug gangs suspected? Or illegal aliens who secretly crossed the border into Texas? Governor Strickland’s saying he suspects it’s an illegal immigrant who’s gone on a rampage, maybe jacked up on cocaine.”
I thought to myself: Ashley, you bitch, looks to me like the nice people Ryan interviewed are illegals. Fear-mongering really is your specialty.
TV graphics underlined the scene in several layers: BREAKING NEWS…MASSACRE RENEWS IMMIGRATION REFORM BATTLE…Reporter Ryan Shaw at scene of horrific murder in McAllen, Texas. Underneath that, in a plain white band, an unrelated story: Stock Market once again hits record high.
Then the screen split, predictably, into multiple panels to accommodate the anchor and three experts, the incident officially becoming part of the 24-hour news cycle.
Ashley Sims asked Texas Governor Owen Strickland whose name was now another graphic, blue letters against a white background directly below him, “Has your state ever experienced this before?”
Wearing a cowboy hat, the Governor answered, “No, ma’am, nothin’ this bad. But let me tell you, lots of other things have happened in our border towns that are pretty darn frightening. Anyone not living down here has no idea. Absolutely no idea. Drugs come into our town all the time from Mexico, ruining the lives of our teenagers. Crime rates have soared. Drug dealers roam our streets, even in broad daylight, without fear of being captured. The illegals coming into our state include people who are mentally ill. Mexico doesn’t want ’em, so they send ’em on over the border to us. Why, I’ve heard that our enemies are planning to send terrorists infected with Ebola over our borders. I think these dead bodies are just a warning, something to scare the living daylights out of us. Well, we’re not going to be intimidated. We’re going to stand up and fight.”
The TV brought another expert into focus, with the graphic Roy Weber, McAllen Police Department emblazoned on the TV screen beneath him—this time, in red letters against a white background—as Ashley inquired, “So, Police Officer Weber, do you think citizens of your town should arm themselves right now?”
The police officer responded, “I think it’s necessary right now. I’m sorry it’s gotten to this point, but the President keeps letting all kinds of illegals into our country and people just aren’t safe here anymore. Our citizens have a Second Amendment right to bear arms. Everyone living along our border should have the means to protect themselves.”
I switched off the television. I called Alice to see about going to McAllen before interviewing Congressman Fuller about his connections to Chen-Zamora. I didn’t need to ask. Alice was already awake, strategizing. She said, “Hunter, get down to McAllen right away. Chen-Zamora and the Congressman can wait. They’re not going anywhere. This story is going to be huge. See what you can find out before the bodies are cleaned up and the story turns into just another 24-hour news advertisement for the NRA. Find some new angle to give us an edge on this, OK?”





CHAPTER 5
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
After feasting on baby monkey, my appetite had been whetted. Although my skin continued to deteriorate, my senses for fulfilling hunger had sharpened. The intensity of it surprised me. Not only had the sounds of night birds been amplified, I could also smell them and see their movements more clearly through the foliage than before I had become whatever I was. My conscience, much of my rational thought and most of my fear had disappeared. In what was left of my imagination, I felt that I was now a combination of mythical creatures: zombie, vampire and werewolf. I knew none of that made sense. But I couldn’t focus on analyzing it. In the moment, I was consumed by hunger and bloodlust.
Chibueze bumped into me as we shuffled along the muddy road. The jungle was too dense for us to enter. I leaned against her to steady myself. Together, we moved with the horde, aimless except to fulfill our incredible need for flesh and viscera.
Suddenly, I smelled blood. I also felt a sensation akin to ESP, picking up on electrochemical signals flashing through a living brain. It wasn’t anyone in our group. Our brains weren’t that alive anymore and our blood didn’t have the same pungent scent.
We tottered on. My hiking boots got stuck in the mud. I tried to pull them out, but didn’t have enough control over my feet or leg muscles. The group closed in on me, rubbing their shoulders against mine, dragging me forward, unconsciously using their combined weight to pull my booted feet out of the brown gelatinous substance. My boots popped out with a sucking sound.
Once freed, I honed in on the scent of blood. It blended into the burning smell of a recent campfire. Someone had cooked dinner out here in the wild. I realized I didn’t want the dead cooked animal, though. I wanted the human who had cooked it.
I wanted to tell the group about my discovery, the way a hunter would tell other members of his or her hunting party they had spotted prey. But I couldn’t. I didn’t have enough control over my hands or fingers to alert them by nonverbal signals the way a hunter might. And I couldn’t pronounce words. Had I wanted to say, “I think I sense prey nearby,” I couldn’t. Instead, I moaned and sloppily shuffled along in the general direction of the campfire.
We all groaned. It was a terrifying sound, at once both mindless and bestial.
I realized the entire mob must have detected the same thing because we moved as one entity toward the source of blood and campfire.
A few more minutes and we came upon an opening in the jungle, a narrow dirt path carved into the primeval growth. Protected by the broad, wet leaves, the ground there was packed hard and dry. We couldn’t all fit through the opening in our current formation, so we just kind of squished together, forcing those hit by tree branches to fall behind. Our group’s shape changed as though made of Silly Putty, squeezed and smooshed until it became something else.
We marched, a phalanx of the semi-dead, toward something wholly dead and something else that was wholly alive. We desired that which still pulsed with blood.
Then I saw it in all its rapturous beauty: four humans sleeping around the burning embers of an old campfire. Red points glittered and crackled in the charcoal dust. A man snored. A woman rolled over.
I honed in on something tiny: an infant swaddled in blankets. A dinner napkin wrapped around dinner, I thought.
We moved as one. At least until we reached the living group. Then it was every man and woman for themselves.
I sensed the sleepers breathing. I felt the push and pull of their exhalation and inhalation. I felt the moist steam of their breath even against the warm night air of the jungle.
We fell in like a pack of wild chimpanzees, moaning rather than screaming. We attacked and clawed open the warm fleshy carcasses that held the most delectable parts: the brains, the entrails and organs. We chewed and swallowed, blood dripping down our chins, as we fed our insatiable hunger.
When we were done, we ambled back toward the main road. We blindly shuffled along, sniffing the air for whatever might next incite our appetites.
As the first feeble rays of morning filtered through the canopy, a group of strong living men, muscles bulging through their military uniforms, charged at us. They shot us with darts of some kind. That’s all I remember.
I woke up in the middle of the afternoon. I was washed, dressed in a clean nightgown, tucked into bed under warm blankets, my skin completely intact.
I knew then why I still had no memory of the night during the previous month’s full moon when I had been released from prison for the first time. The reality of what I had temporarily become last night, during the second full moon, and the atrocities I had committed were too much to bear. It seemed like a bad dream, a hellish nightmare, something my conscious mind didn’t fully recognize as real. But this time I felt it in my muscle memory: I knew I had performed actions too horrific to ever accept. I had done things I ached to undo. Things my entire being wished had never happened.
The night of the first full moon must have been such a shock to my system, my mind obliterated the memory. This time, it registered it. Although what if I didn’t remember everything? I shuddered to think I might have been even more monstrous.
I pushed the buzzer on the guardrail of my bed for one of the prison guards doubling as nurse. A deep, gruff voice responded: “Yes, Ms. Johnson, what is it?”
I shoved down the urge to heave and vomit. I tried not to think about what might be roiling around in my stomach. I said, “I need a tranquilizer. Something’s wrong. My whole body’s shaking. I’m losing my mind.”
He chuckled a bit. “Sure, sure, we get a lot of that in here. I’ll send someone over.”
About half an hour later, Dr. Tovar and his team, all dressed in white jackets, entered my prison cell after a guard unlocked it.
Dr. Tovar smiled, an eerie gesture because it didn’t match the predatory look in his eyes. He said to me, “Emma, we were alerted by the prison staff that you’d like a tranquilizer. I’m here to help you with that. At the same time, we’re going to administer a brand new drug. You’re one of the lucky few approved for a new and improved version of Mutation Z. Mutation Z-2 is showing improved efficacy in combating the Ebola virus.”
What choice did I have? I was too infectious to leave, travel back home, see my regular General Practitioner. I rolled up my sleeve, let Dr. Tovar inject me with Mutation Z-2. I felt afraid, desperately panicked over what might actually be entering my body. I hoped it was the cure for everything that was wrong with me.
After administering the first shot, Dr. Tovar stuck me with another hypodermic needle, that one filled with a walloping dose of tranquilizer. I relaxed. I accepted my fate. I drifted off into a dream where I saw my immune system destroying strands of Ebola virus throughout my bloodstream and in all my juicy organs.





CHAPTER 6
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: Trouble Along the U.S.-Mexico Border
Thankful that I had managed to sleep on my flight into Houston, I decided to head right on down to McAllen. It’d be unlikely that I’d be able to get a last-minute flight and it always took forever to get through airport security lines, so I decided to just drive the five-and-a-half hours to get there. I grabbed my suitcase and headed back out my hotel room door.
At the front desk, I talked to the twenty-something woman running night shift. The plastic tag on her shirt told me her name was Trudy. I had to pay for one night at the hotel, even though I wouldn’t be staying there. I told her I’d be back; something had come up. She looked at me suspiciously, as if to say: Weirdo. I bet something’s come up. She tapped a bunch of computer keys with long fingernails painted black-and-purple striped. Clack…Clack…Clack. The purple matched streaks of purple in her otherwise blond hair. Reaching out and taking back the key card for my room, she said, “’K. No problem. We’re only charging you for one night. I canceled the rest of your reservation. You can call ahead when you want to check back in.” Her comment was laced through and through with boredom.
That’s the thing about undercover reporters. We don’t dress up, unless it’s part of our camouflage for sneaking into an event we’re covering. We catch airplanes and drive at odd hours. A lot of us look tired and scruffy when we’re chasing a story. And we can never say that we’re chasing a story, even if it’s the hottest thing on TV, because we can’t blow our cover. So we get that look more times than I can count: Weirdo.
Whenever we’re in front of the camera, however, we get a completely different response, more like: Whoa. Rock Star. So be it. The public’s fickle. And 24-hour cable news coverage plus the Internet has made consumers perpetually hungry—hungry for more and more titillating stories and truckloads of eye candy to reanimate their oversaturated brains. It’s harder to impress, but it can still be done, especially when a hot new story’s breaking.
I wasn’t so sure the McAllen story would pan out to be anything unusual. Although it appealed to the side of human imagination that liked to entertain itself with vampire and werewolf legends simply to scare itself half to death or to prepare itself for real-world survival, chances are there was a more reasonable—although still horrifying—explanation for what had happened. Jaguar and coyote attacks weren’t unknown along the border. Although jaguar sightings were rare, a few of the more eccentric humans living in shacks and double-wides out in the isolated desert where rules were lax had been purchasing and raising various species of big cats as pets. Things didn’t always go according to plan. In exchange for feeding and care, hugs and wrestling, the feral part of the wild cats’ brains sometimes flipped on, leading them to eat their caretakers. Escaping their pens, they’d been known to terrorize the neighbors.
I ran through the possibilities in my head, to prepare for the story. The shocking murders and evisceration of bodies could, of course, be related to drug and gang violence. Not necessarily from a Mexican drug cartel, however. It could have been a deranged drug dealer or gang member from either side of the border. Or a mentally ill person unable to pay for hospitalization and responding with violence to their own inner psychosis.
This story was going to be huge, though, no matter who the players were. I felt it in my gut. And I was rarely wrong about these things. I knew how to sniff out the essence of a story and I usually knew how big it was going to get. This one had too many of the ingredients that made Americans salivate for it not to go completely viral: shockingly gruesome murders along the United States-Mexico border in a Wild West section of Texas, a state whose current governor was already batshit crazy over illegal immigrants, in bed with the NRA, and rumor had it looking to make a name for himself to run for higher political office in the near future. Not only had police departments received military-grade equipment from the federal government and private contractors in Texas, so had a number of school districts.
Yeah, this story was going to explode. As I got onto U.S. Route 59, I felt the adrenalin flood my system. I pushed down on the accelerator.
When I reached McAllen, I headed on over to the crime scene before checking into a hotel. Already late to the breaking news story, I needed to get into the thick of it before all the evidence was taken away and people’s first impressions had morphed into biased opinions. I grabbed my camera and my reporter’s credentials out of my suitcase. I grabbed my passport, too, just in case more bodies were found across the border in Mexico. That happened a lot: violence spilling over from one side to the other.
I went first to the home that had been shown on TV, where the friend of seventeen-year-old Alejandro had been found dead in the backyard. I reminded myself to keep an open mind. With recent events piling on top of poverty and immigration battles, McAllen would be a town so full of paranoia, it was likely to infiltrate the air as profusely as drought-stricken dust. People would be jumping to conclusions. I reminded myself to take everyone’s eyewitness reports with a grain of salt. I also knew I needed to see the crime scene for myself.
I waved my press badge in front of the detective leading the investigation at the house. He let me go straight on through to the backyard. That was way too easy. I guessed he had orders to open up this especially gruesome story to the press, let us snap lots of photos, let us write about anything. In other words, let us scare the shit out of an already nervous public, making it easier for the authorities to control them. And for the gun dealers to sell them weapons. Well, I work for an indie news organization. I don’t regurgitate hand-fed stories. I’m a pain in the ass. I always question the authorities as well as the public. How else are you going to find out the whole truth?
In the backyard, police detectives were bustling about, doing their job, gathering forensic evidence. The body was there…what was left of it.
I turned and walked quickly over to a flowering bush. I inhaled. And retched. I kept dry-heaving. I had to think of other things in order to stop myself from throwing up. I didn’t want to lose this assignment. I told myself to pretend this was a movie set. Just make believe I was looking at nothing more than strawberry jam, spaghetti, gelatinous candy worms. I picked a couple of flowers. I shoved them into the top of my shirt in an attempt to mask some of the nauseating smell floating across the backyard.
I decided to start by taking photographs. That was the most important thing, anyway: to get pictures—visual evidence—before the body was removed. Concentrating on my professional responsibility, I worked on getting the right angles, framing the photographs to most effectively tell the story without words, lighting the images correctly.
The view through my lens was haunting.
The victim’s face had been ripped away. The skull lay in pieces, like a coconut shell cracked open to offer the sustenance of milk inside. The brain was mostly gone. All that remained were leftover coils of brain…I reminded myself: spaghetti and gelatinous candy worms…splashed around the head area like someone’s demented idea of a halo.
The stomach was the same. The abdomen had been ripped open, organs removed like a cesarean section meant to extract life from the host itself. All the major organs were gone: heart, lungs, liver. On the ground, a few sections of intestine had been dropped, looking like uncooked sausage.
Concentrating on the technical aspects of getting decent photographs calmed me down. There were a few police officers guarding the perimeter of the scene. I asked the closest one, an overweight officer with a thick moustache, if I could ask him a few questions. He agreed. Ghosts of moonlight danced in his vigilant, troubled eyes.
I started with a broad, open-ended question: “What do you think happened here?”
His answer: “I don’t know. I really don’t know. A wild animal or some very fucked-up individual. We have a lot of trouble down here. But…this…this is the worst thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m now twenty years on the force.”





CHAPTER 7
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
I slept a full twenty-four hours. When I woke, the fog in my brain had cleared. My senses had become sharpened. I could see things in more intricate detail and in more saturated colors than ever before in my entire life. My hearing had intensified. Whereas I normally had to strain my ears to hear what the guards at the prison desk were saying, I could now overhear them easily without even thinking about it.
I hoped this meant that Mutation Z-2 had boosted my immune system to the point where it would completely eradicate all traces of Ebola in my system. I wanted to return to good health. I wanted to return to work. And, eventually, I wanted to return home healthy enough to get a job as a nurse in a U.S. hospital.
A guard walked over to my cell. The tag on his shirt said his name was Harry. Sweat had formed in half-moon shapes around his armpits. There were a few beads of sweat on his forehead.
Through the bars of my cell, he announced: “Emma Johnson, you’re scheduled for an appointment with the prison psychiatrist.”
I stared at him, speechless, for a couple of seconds. When I found my voice, I asked, “Why? I don’t go to a psychiatrist. I’m a nurse here, an employee.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Dr. Tovar’s orders. He said you’ve been through a lot and psychiatric treatment will help with your recovery.”
I asked for time to change. He told me to just throw on a bathrobe because the psychiatrist was on a tight schedule. Then he told me he needed to handcuff me, so the prisoners would just think I was one of them as we passed by their cells. He said, “It’s for your own safety.”
Embarrassed, wearing a pink bathrobe and fuzzy slippers supplied by the prison, I slopped down the hall handcuffed to the guard. I felt like a total mess. This had to be some kind of power trip on Tovar’s part. Strip me of all my dignity, make me feel totally insane and then probe my mind. What the hell did he want from me, anyway? I just wanted to get back to working as a nurse, helping those affected by West Africa’s Ebola crisis. That’s why I came to Liberia in the first place.
After turning a few corners and reaching the end of a hallway, we came to a door marked: Psychiatry. It was so blunt, spelled out on a cold metal plate like that. Psychiatry. It might as well have said: Shrink or Brain Control Doc. It felt all the same to me, being escorted there without much of a choice.
Harry rapped on the door with his knuckles. Then he turned the knob, pushed it open and told me he’d be back in an hour.
That was it. I was on my own.
My hands trembled. I couldn’t control them. I worried it was a side effect of the tranquilizer…or the tranquilizer wearing off. I ran facts about tranquilizers through my mind. Oh, my God. I figured the shakes most likely meant I needed another dose of medication. The psychiatrist and a therapy appointment scheduled at the exact moment the tranquilizer was wearing off. This had to be a setup by Tovar. If I was declared insane here in Liberia, would I be institutionalized in West Africa? Would I just disappear forever here in this country, far away from my home and family?
I stepped into the waiting room where I was the only patient. No one else but a secretary on display behind a glass window. Sliding the divider open, she asked me to sign in. I picked up the pen attached to the desk by a chain. I signed a shaky version of my signature on the patient schedule form.
A couple minutes later, I was ushered into the office of Dr. Charlene Fitzpatrick.
Wow. Her office. It was richly decorated, nicer than any other room I had seen in the entire camp so far, except maybe for the rooms inside the concrete building where the mandatory Meet and Greet had been held back when I was a newbie.
Dr. Fitzgerald sat behind an impressive mahogany desk. A seat upholstered in brightly colored African fabric waited for me on the other side, directly across from her. A matching couch…not a regular couch, but one of those Freudian counseling couches…had been set along a side wall. There were shelves filled with African statues. Paintings of African animals hung on the walls.
Dr. Fitzgerald asked me to be seated.
I followed her orders. My hands shook. I felt incredibly cold.
The doctor looked at me with concern. “Are you feeling OK?”
My voice came out with a tremor. “No. No, I’m not.”
Dr. Fitzpatrick started the session. “What seems to be the matter?”
My mind cracked. The room blurred. I could no longer tell what was real and what was imagined. Surely the things I did last night had been imagined. I must be experiencing psychosis. Maybe from the Ebola and all the meds something had just snapped in my brain. If it was all just in my mind…like the hallucinatory dreams that come with fever…then I hadn’t done anything wrong. The muscle memories of having attacked and cannibalized people were false. Lies. Tovar was trying to drive me crazy. Why? Why would he do that? Because he was a sick son of a bitch. Or maybe the camp wanted to get out of paying me for the time I had worked as a nurse before getting sick with Ebola. Or maybe because I had been looking at Akachi’s records. Akachi had died and I knew it, and Tovar didn’t want me telling anyone about it.
Dr. Fitzpatrick looked at me with concern. “Emma? Emma, where did you go just now?”
I rubbed the arms of the chair to keep my fingers from trembling. “Nowhere. I’m right here.”
She insisted. “Your mind wasn’t here just now.”
I remained silent.
She tried again. “I understand you’re recovering from Ebola. How are you feeling?”
I thought of my enhanced sight and hearing. “Quite good, actually.”
Dr. Fitzpatrick leaned forward. “How are Ebola and all the medicines you’ve been given affecting your mind?”
My will crumbling, I broke down crying. “Not good. Not good at all.”
Dr. Fitzpatrick asked, “Are you experiencing any false memories?”
I quieted down. I stared at her. Slowly, I asked, “What do you mean by false memories?”
She explained, “Memories of things that never happened, but you think they did. Events that are so vivid in your mind, you’re convinced they’re real. But when you think about it, you know they never could have been.”
I reported that I had had nightmares of cannibals roaming the jungle outside our camp last night, and of me going into the jungle to find them. I didn’t admit that I had been one of them.
Dr. Fitzpatrick said, “But you were never outside in the jungle, Emma. You’ve been inside the camp since you got sick. The guards told me that you’ve been mostly asleep for the past forty-eight hours.”





CHAPTER 8
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: Trouble Along the U.S.-Mexico Border
I went back to my car. Checked the radio for breaking news stories. The Texas governor was expanding upon his fear-mongering. Earlier, he had implied that the eviscerated bodies were the deranged acts of either mentally ill illegal immigrants or members of a Mexican drug gang. He had suggested that enemies of the United States were planning to send terrorists infected with Ebola across our border. He had said, “I think these dead bodies are just a warning, something to scare the living daylights out of us.” Now he was ramping up the terror. He was saying, “Where’s the CDC on this? Why won’t the President of our great U. S. of A. send the CDC down here to inspect these bodies? You know they could be infected with Ebola. This could be a Trojan Horse sent into our land by enemies on the other side of our border, Ebola-infected bodies secretly transported right into this great country of ours. And Good Samaritans that we are, we’re gonna take care of these bodies, clean ’em up, give ’em a proper burial. A lot of people who handle these bodies are gonna get sick.”
God. I switched off the radio. With all his mixed metaphors, the governor was implying that the bodies actually do have Ebola and people are going to get sick. And this was on a fairly moderate radio station. God knows how the story was being spun on the more extreme 24-hour cable news channels. I figured I’d catch up on that later.
I headed toward the U.S.-Mexico border to investigate what might be happening on the other side, try to get a jump on any potentially related story over there.
Palm trees stood like scarecrows along the sides of the road, dark hulks whispering in the wind under the stark light of a nearly full moon.
As I entered the section of lanes on the Anzalduas International Bridge that funneled into the inspection booths for Customs and Border Protection, I realized things had been ramped up far beyond normal border security. It looked like a war zone. Helicopters and drones flew overhead. Like the wings of monstrous-sized bats, helicopter blades slashed through the night, displacing air, creating sound wave pulses that kept everyone below on edge. Intermittently, a drone passed overhead—taking video with its cold blank eyes, I supposed, seeing everything and never blinking. Military SWAT teams patrolled the area on foot and in a variety of special operations vehicles. MRAP—Mine Resistant Ambush Protected—armored vehicles sat along both sides of the road, waiting.
Soldiers on foot were dressed in full riot gear, armed to the teeth with assault and sniper rifles. Like humans with insect eyes, a few watched the traffic through dark black goggles.
The sun had begun crawling up into the sky, painting bloodred smears across the billowing clouds. The moon was little more than a pale ghost now.
The lines of civilian vehicles weren’t long. I drove up to a booth, expecting to be ordered back into the States. I flashed my journalist credentials and my passport. A woman with brown eyes widened with intensity waved me through to the next set of inspection booths leading directly into Mexico.
One thing was clear: the authorities wanted every grisly detail of the eviscerated bodies shared with the general public. They wanted the average citizen to be hiding in their house, peering out through trembling curtains, willing to do whatever the authorities recommended.
Driving up to the next set of inspection booths, the ones controlled by the Mexican authorities, I noticed the same type of policing as on the U.S. side. Here, too, the heavily-armored U.S. military presence patrolled, working side by side with the Mexican Army.
But again, despite the serious military control, I was waved straight through to the other side.
I drove into Reynosa, Mexico as the early light of day began to infiltrate the landscape, making it easier to see the world around me.
Members of the U.S. and Mexican militaries patrolled both sides of the road. I also noted uniformed persons moving throughout the desert.
Driving a couple more miles, I decided to act on the hunch that once I flashed my journalist credentials, I’d be allowed to proceed wherever I wanted to go.
The instant I pulled over, a SWAT team surrounded me, assault weapons trained on my car windows, focused on me from every angle.
Instinctually, I put my hands up. A police officer in military gear shouted at me to open the door. As I complied with directions, he aimed his weapon directly at my head.
Pulling the car door completely open, he ordered me to get down on the ground.
I followed orders, going quickly to my knees and then flattening myself against the ground with my hands over my head. I felt extremely vulnerable.
With a gun to my head, the officer asked me where I was going. When I explained that I was a journalist, he ordered me to get back up and show him my credentials.
After that, his tone changed. The same guy who had just scared the shit out of me suddenly offered me a smirk, revealing the dimple in his chin that probably made him quite the ladies’ man back home. He explained things to me. “Look, I’ve been told by my superiors to let all the journalists through. Everyone else needs to get the hell out of here, just keep on driving. This desert out here is one huge crime scene. The drug gangs went all evil out here in no man’s land.” He lowered his gun. He looked me straight in the eye, piercing straight through to whatever was left of my mind. “You ever been in the military?”
Afraid to answer, I kept it simple, just said, “No.”
He leaned in farther, just inches from my face. His breath was unpleasant, like scrambled eggs and onions. He said, “Well, I have. Been through tours of duty in both Iraq and Afghanistan. I seen stuff I wish I could unsee: bodies blown apart by bombs and grenades, heads blown off, a few decapitations. But never seen no cannibalism. I’m hearing there are human bite marks on some of the corpses out there in the desert. Everything else just reminds me of the war: decapitated bodies, corpses in pieces. Now, you’re the journalist. You, the FBI, the CIA and the detectives are supposed to figure out what the hell happened out there. You go do your job, all right?”
He waved his gun in the direction I had been headed. “Down about another half mile, you’ll see a parking area we set up for the press. You go on down there and park. From that point, you’re free to roam around, see what you can figure out.”
I thanked him and pulled back onto the road.
Weird they weren’t protecting the crime scene from free exploration by journalists. I was glad I got there early—before all the news vultures totally corrupted the evidence.
The parking area was just a flat, dusty piece of desert off a wide shoulder of the road. Reminded me of parking lots for county fairs—stretches of open land temporarily set aside as magnets to suck in as many ticket-buying customers as possible. I thought back to a county fair I had attended when I was a little kid. It rained so hard, it turned the demolition derby track into a mud pit and the parking lot into a field with running streams. We sat under a tin roof, eating corn dogs and funnel cake dusted with powdered sugar, washing it all down with cups of soda the size of buckets, listening to the rain ping and splash on the roof above us. Hours passed until we were finally able to hike back to our car and drive it through the long, wet grass out onto the road. I remembered feeling a mixture of excitement over the fair food and fear in the pit of my stomach that we’d never get back home.
I experienced much the same swirl of emotions as I pulled into the temporary parking lot out in the desert. Thrill of the hunt embarking on a mysterious news story. Plus blades of terror that the adventure might kill me.
The parking area was tightly patrolled by armed soldiers. A young military guy with such a baby face, he seemed barely old enough to have graduated high school, asked for my ID. I produced it, and he told me where to park. Hmmm…just like the county fair, but with real weapons and no brochures.
I asked where the bodies were discovered. The soldier waved his finger in a circle. “All around here. Take your pick. Just head on out in any direction.”
Helicopters continued to circle overhead. The sky was alive with their sound, blades pounding the air like dinosaur-era birds.
I stepped from my car, locked it and headed out into the desert.
It wasn’t long until I came upon bodies. I reminded myself: strawberry jam, spaghetti, gelatinous candy worms, robotic flies—just think about that to get through seeing the bodies. I concentrated on taking photos and jotting down notes. As the analytical part of my brain took over, the nausea in the pit of my stomach calmed.
What was I looking at? A mass murder or individual events by different perpetrators?
As I leaned over and focused my camera, the decapitated head of a young Mexican girl looked up at me. She might have been staring at the helicopters, beseeching the metallic angels to rescue her or take her soul to Heaven. The look in those eyes: frightened beyond redemption, pleading, coming face-to-face with something out of her worst nightmares. Her hair was divided into braids. One braid was still held together by a little pink bow.
A few yards away, I found what looked like her body. The second piece of a human puzzle that would interlock if correctly arranged. I turned and vomited onto the dusty landscape.
When I recovered, I found myself staring at another body right next to the little girl’s—this one not decapitated, but missing chunks of flesh and muscle. A gaping hole where a cheek had been, teeth protruding as though offering a demented smile; blood leaking from a torn patch on the neck. This was an old woman, maybe the girl’s grandmother. She had been hidden by a tumbleweed the size of a car that went skittering off into the desert as the wind picked up.
I snapped pictures. I had no answer for this. Had drug gangs sliced and diced these people, decapitated some of them? Had human coyotes brought these Mexicans into the desert, carelessly pushing them beyond their limits until they collapsed and were feasted upon by wild animals? Only forensics experts could figure it out, revealing the dark heart of those who had done this.
I moved on, indenturing my camera to be my eyes. There was an infant—baby boy, half his face gone. A grandmother with gray hair and her forehead gone, chunks missing from her bloodied arms.
Hours later, I trekked back out of the desert. In the parking area, I flashed my press ID to the soldiers and hopped back into my car. Tearing down the road as fast as I could without getting pulled over by the cops for speeding, I headed to the next village over. Radio reports were describing mass panic over there, stories of crazed human-sized animals having attacked in the night.
The first thing I noticed as I approached the village was the hysteria. Villagers were gathered together, talking, waving their arms to demonstrate things. Their gestures were imbued with a wild frenzy. There were also a few adults who sat motionless on the ground, looking totally lost. An old man stared blankly. A few women and a young man wept. Children did what children always do: acted out whatever they had witnessed in games, trying to make sense of their world.
I drove cautiously into the settlement. The poverty here was intense and pervasive. Shacks provided minimal shelter. Roofs, many made of metal, were disintegrating. Stucco had fallen from walls, lying on the ground in chunks. There were houses and trailers, sometimes a section of house built onto a trailer, a ramshackle attempt at expansion.
The villagers eyed me suspiciously as I drove down their road. Eventually, I arrived at a kind of town square: basically a bone-dry strip of land at the far end of the encampment where a group of people had gathered to talk. Dust flew up into the air as people milled around, kicking at the dirt with boots, flip-flops, whatever they had slipped into before stepping outside or simply with bare feet.
As I parked, a group of men with five o’clock shadow on their faces and hunting rifles in their hands, jacked up on paranoia as though it were a hormone circulating through their bloodstreams, marched over to my car. These men wore boots and grease-stained jeans and flannel shirts. There was a gleam in all their eyes, as though spoiling for a fight. They aimed to defend their turf.
I stepped out of my car. My ID already in my hands, I lifted my arms up and showed them my journalist credentials.
They backed off a bit. With these guys, I knew I needed to become part of their pack to gain admittance to the story I was chasing.
I ventured the first words. “I’m a reporter. I’m hoping to help you with whatever happened here last night. I’ve heard rumors that people were attacked by something vicious last night.” I took a chance on something more: “I don’t see any police presence here, but there’s a ton of militarized police out in the desert right next to your border with the U.S. Helicopters. SWAT teams from both the U.S. and Mexico. Do you know why no one’s out here?”
One of the men looked me square in the eye. “Police don’t come here unless they’re aiming to arrest one of us. We’re not valued by the authorities much.”
He turned his back and waved for me to follow. We walked down the dusty road that ran through the village, entering a white stucco shack with an old washing machine and a rusted car in the front yard. To brighten things up: a few rainbow-colored pinwheels stuck into a cactus garden, spinning in the wind.
The guy leading the way pushed open a splintered front door, once painted turquoise, now covered in turquoise chips.
As we stepped into the house, he yelled, “Hey, Ros-aaaa, we got a reporter here. You should talk to him.”
An old woman swept aside a bed-sheet curtain to enter the dim, greasy kitchen where we stood. Her shoulders were hunched over; her gray hair had been pulled back into a loosely organized bun. She peered at us through cataract-laced eyes.
Shuffling over to a green-and-white-speckled Formica table, Rosa sat down. She motioned for us to join her.
I sat down next to her on a seat covered with cracked green plastic, its foam insides busting through. A couple of the guys remained standing, guns at the ready should anything go wrong.
In a confidential tone, I said, “Last night and early this morning, I was out in the desert on both sides of the border: in both the United States and Mexico. I saw horrible things, inhuman things.” I paused, swallowed, tried to gauge how much the old woman already knew and how much she could handle. Gazing into her clouded eyes, I continued, “There are decapitated bodies and bodies with chunks of flesh torn out.”
Rosa didn’t blink. She squeezed a long, fragile sigh from congested lungs. “I know. It is the chupacabras. They are back.”
Not expecting her to name the thing that had happened, I simply asked, “Chupacabras?”
In an annoyed tone, she replied with a question, “You have never heard of these before?”
I shook my head no.
Rosa explained, “The chupacabras have been tormenting our village for decades. They’re large, standing at least as high as a man. They have black, empty eyes that suck the willpower from their victims. Spikes run along the backs of their bodies, from their heads all the way down to the ends of their tails. They smell foul, enough to gag you. They descend on villages like something out of the pits of Hell. What they do is pure evil. They suck the blood out of livestock. Five years ago, they slaughtered most of the goats in our village. Bled them dry and devoured parts of them. We nearly starved.”
I asked her, “Do you feel this has happened again? The same way?”
Rosa answered, “Yes. Except they’ve moved beyond livestock to humans. They have no conscience. If you want to see what happened, let my boys take you and show you.” Then she stood up, tottered across the room and disappeared behind the bed-sheet curtain.
So the men behind me were brothers. Rosa must have given her permission, as the matriarch of the family, for them to share village secrets with me.
The guy who had led the way in pointed his gun at me, told me to step outside.
The sunlight blinded me after the greasy dimness of the house.
Introductions were brief: Jesús Fernando, Ángel Rafael, and David Arturo. Their last name: Núñez Ortega.
Jesús was the leader, directing the way with his gun. Lean body, sad brown eyes, whiskered cheeks. Ángel and David were shorter, just as lean and unshaved, muscles carved by hard work beneath rugged sun-baked skin.
As we stepped onto the village road, I noticed children and goats hanging around front yards and porches, supervised by adults. Most front doors were closed. A few were open.
Three doors down from the Núñez Ortega family, we turned into a dirt driveway lined with battered, rusted cars, hulks from a generation past. The building itself was another shack, white paint peeling from wooden boards. The door, once red, was now a concoction of desert dust, black grease and faded red pigment.
The three brothers pulled rags from their pockets and tied them around their nose and mouth. As we entered the house, I became overcome by the rancid, horrible smell. I dashed outside, threw up over the side of the porch. While I gulped the fresh air outside and tried to recover, Ángel came outside, handed me a stained handkerchief. He said, “Hey, sissy boy, use this.” He smiled, revealing a bunch of missing teeth; then regained his serious, worried expression.
Tying the scarf around my nose and mouth, I realized it was permeated with the rancid smell of tobacco and bacteria, but nothing as bad as inside that house.
Jesús waited in the kitchen. Dirty dishes had been abandoned in the sink, left to rot in soaking water, bubbles now turned to ugly brown froth. A dim yellow bulb hanging from a chain over the table provided the only light other than the vague ghost of daylight filtering in through wispy plaid curtains. The kitchen table, like the one in the Núñez Ortega home, was Formica, beat-up vintage from the fifties, this one yellow-and-white speckled, chips missing at the corners, steel frame tarnished. This flat surface, this simple table: the perfect symbol for Mexican poverty. Subsistence life in the dust bowl, family meals eked out of a barren soil, shared on furniture tossed away by the U.S.A. Family dreams discussed over the breaking of bread about how best to escape across a treacherous border into the land of dreams and plenty where people can toss out Formica tables with abandon.
There were uneaten meals on the table. People had left in a hurry.
Except for two who had not made it out alive.
The bedroom off the kitchen was a box of horrors. Blood smeared on the walls. Two little girls in tattered pink nightgowns covered in blood, holes where their stomachs had been. Eviscerated. Flies buzzed around the girls’ eyes which had become locked into wide-open expressions of terror.
The girls reminded me of Sophie, a couple of years older, probably twins. Tears rolled down my cheeks. In a trembling voice I struggled to master, I asked if I could take photographs as part of the investigation.
Jesús shook his head yes. He added, “Don’t mention it to my mother or anyone else in the older generation, though. They believe photographs steal the souls from those who are photographed. We’ve suffered enough grief. Don’t make our elders fear that those who died are now without their souls.”
Feeling like a debased paparazzi, I snapped lots of pictures. I tried to turn off my brain, just become one with the camera and capture the story.
After I had taken photos from every possible angle, we left, soles of our boots echoing against the wooden boards of the abandoned house. I asked why the place hadn’t been closed off as a crime scene.
Ángel said, “We didn’t contact anyone. The police here are in cahoots with the drug gangs. We don’t want that kind of help. If you can get the story out in the U.S., maybe we’ll get the help we need. Till then, we bury our own dead.”
Stepping outside, I realized the street had grown quiet. Everyone had gone indoors. The only sounds were helicopters off in the distance and a few ravens calling out against a cloudless blue sky. Even the clouds had fled.
Next, Jesús took us to a trailer home, threadbare curtains hanging in the windows. We went around back. There, the same horrible things had been done to goats that had been done to the twin girls: stomachs ripped open, flesh slashed and ripped into shreds.
That day still haunts my dreams. House after house, yard after yard, seven locations in total, all eligible crime scenes, humans and animals slaughtered in unimaginable ways.
At sunset, I drove out from the village. The sky had been decorated with gold and pink, perfect princess colors for a baby girl’s nursery, as though the painter had known nothing of the horrors below. Darkness threatened to rise all along the horizon, shadows creeping along the distant mountains.
I stopped at a ramshackle store with a blinking Liquor sign in front, grabbed a bottle of el Jimador Blanco tequila before continuing on to find a place to stay the night.
It was actually quite easy to find sleeping quarters in Reynosa. Lots of hotels, including a number of Holiday Inns. I picked one of those. After the extreme poverty I’d seen, it jarred me a bit to have instant access to a fitness center, pool and hut tub, Internet and cable TV, not to mention a restaurant inside the hotel where one could get authentic Mexican food for breakfast, lunch and dinner, room service if requested. I checked in, was handed the key to a comfortable room.
Sitting down at my laptop to import photographs and write the story I would send to Alice for The Magnifying Glass, I opened the bottle of tequila, poured some into a shrink-wrapped plastic glass that came with the hotel room. Tossing back shots, I stared at the haunting images coming out of my camera.
The photographs of the two little girls disturbed me the most. I promised to call Claire and Sophie sometime the next day before my little girl’s bedtime. I tapped a message into my cell phone: Hey, Claire. Pretty tough scene down here. Long hours. I’ll try to call you and Sophie tomorrow before her bedtime. Love you!
A couple of minutes later, a reply: Love you, too. I was actually asleep. Long day. Sophie ran me ragged. High-energy kid.
I smiled. And typed: Sleep well. Love you to the moon and back.
My phone pinged. Love you more.
The texts lifted my spirits a bit. Two hours later, I finished the article and sent it off to Alice; then drank tequila until a cottony buzz obliterated some of the bloody images floating through my brain. What the hell had killed and eviscerated all those people and animals?
Stumbling over to the bed, I collapsed onto the top quilt and slept there until the alarm on my cell phone woke me. 7:00 AM. Checked my phone for messages. Damn. Four messages from Alice and I had slept through all of them. The final one: OK, then. You’re sleeping or something? Cable news will be running with your story first thing in the morning. We’re publishing it in The Magnifying Glass of course, but it’s bigger than us. Congratulations. You nabbed a big one.
My head throbbed. My stomach lurched. Horrific memories of the eviscerated, bloody bodies flashed through the tequila soup of my brain, along with images of chupacabras sucking the willpower from people with their empty black eyes. Behind every legend there’s usually an element of truth. Today, I hoped to discover some of that truth in the desert along the U.S.-Mexico border.
I flipped on cable news. Bad weather. Floods in some states. Droughts in other states. Then Governor Strickland, once again, had center stage. Wearing his signature cowboy hat, shaking his jowls and glaring into the camera with his beady brown eyes, he was at full rant. “The President absolutely refuses to protect our fine upstanding citizens in the U. S. of A. He and all his elitist buddies, so many high-powered liberals in Hollywood and the tech industry, are working day and night to help Africa. Africa! The land of Ebola and terrorism. Why are they working so hard to help Africans while neglecting people in their own country? I’ll tell you why. Our government’s filled with infiltrators and saboteurs. They’re setting things up for our enemies to attack us. With the porous borders they’ve created, anything can get through: illegals, Ebola, weapons, anything…”
Good God. I flipped off the TV and called Alice, just to touch base, let her know what I’d be investigating that day. She congratulated me on the article I had submitted the night before. She commented, “My God, those photographs. I knew to expect shocking, but those images were absolutely gruesome. We had to hold back a lot of them or crop the worst parts out.” Then she added, “I think our readers will appreciate learning about chupacabras, along with all the more reasonable suspects,” and laughed with her gallows sense of humor.
I had actually been there. I just said, “Yeah. Thanks.”
By the time I finally headed out to the Mexican desert, my brain had cleared a bit from the tequila that had been pickling the images distilled in my brain from the day before.
As I approached the area where I had parked the previous day, I noticed immediately that things were different. The military presence was much more subdued: just a few armored vehicles and only a dozen or so militarized police officers on foot. No helicopters. I parked my car in the same spot as before. A police officer ambled over, in no particular hurry. Studying me with sharp eyes, a tight expression on his face, he let me know that he meant business; but only in the way that controlling cops tend to handle people, whether pulling someone over for a traffic violation or hanging out with neighbors: frozen face, staring eyes. It was mildly threatening, a pecking order sort of thing. I immediately went submissive and ingratiating, showed him my ID and journalist credentials, smiled a lot, let him be top dog.
He told me I was free to investigate, but there wasn’t much to see.
I asked him about the dead bodies. He said, “Yeah, that was a real tragedy. The corpses have all been taken to the morgue, nothing more to see here about that now.”
I thanked him, told him I’d drive on down the road a bit just to check out the desert. “Beautiful scenery down here.”
He gave me an odd look. “Yeah. Scenery’s from God. But things go on out here in this isolated stretch of desert that are instigated by Satan himself. You be careful now.”
I figured he meant the smuggling of human beings across the border, the horrible things that happened to them and those who never made it, and the drug gangs.
I drove down the road just to see how things were. Hopped out of my car a few miles into the desert, walked around on foot. Not sure what I was looking for, but I discovered the earlier military presence was nowhere to be seen. A lizard scampered out from under a rock that I carelessly kicked over. Covered in spikes, freckled, sporting horns, it scurried away in fear of the human.
After about half an hour hiking around, I drove back into Reynosa. Flipped on my TV. A doctor who had contracted Ebola in West Africa was being transported to the CDC for treatment and study. The TV show host wondered why the U.S. was knowingly bringing Ebola into the country. Someone being interviewed wished that Governor Strickland—“that straight-talking guy, the only politician brave enough to tell it like it is”—would run for President.
Muting the sound on the news cycle, I called Claire. She sounded stressed. Turned out Sophie had a fever and was napping. I realized once again how often three year olds get sick on their way to building stronger immune systems. I told Claire I’d send Sophie a stuffed animal.
After ordering a couple of stuffed animals for Sophie online—a lion, currently her favorite type of animal, and a lizard as my souvenir gift from the desert—I contacted Alice. We agreed it was time for me to return to Houston to investigate the ties between Texas Congressman Mason Fuller and Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals.





CHAPTER 9
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
I watched Chibueze through the bars of my cell. She wasn’t acting right. Hyper-alert, she moved around her cell like a wild animal in a cage. She paced back and forth, watched a movie for a few seconds, hopped into bed, covered herself up with blankets, jumped out of bed and started playing a video game.
I knew the game. BioShock Infinite. The main character, Booker, leapt up onto the Skyline. I had watched Chibueze play this game before. Her speed and accuracy had increased something like 1,000%, I swear. Booker leapt up with perfect accuracy, whereas it usually took Chibueze a few tries to get him to do that. Booker zipped around the sky, landed where he needed to, knocked off enemies and picked up loot, all in the blink of an eye.
Wow.
I went over to my own game system and loaded the same game. Although my reflexes weren’t as lightning-fast as Chibueze’s, they had definitely improved. I couldn’t remember a single time when my eye-hand coordination had ever been that accurate. I had never moved around a game with that much speed or dexterity my entire life.
I felt excited. Butterflies zipped around my stomach. Chibueze and I must be getting better, effectively fighting the Ebola virus.
The rest of the day, we tested our newfound skills. Played more games. Memorized long lists of things. Climbed up our prison bars and managed to do backflips off them onto the floor.
A guard came in and sedated Chibueze after she tried flipping off the bars and making herself fly backward onto her bed. It made an awful racket. The force of the landing made everything shake. Her coffeemaker slid off a table and shattered, sending glass and hot coffee everywhere.
Chibueze’s landing was perfect, but the guards weren’t happy.
I tried slowing myself down, but couldn’t. I concentrated on seeing how fast I could get through all of BioShock Infinite.
That evening, Dr. Tovar and his team entered Chibueze’s cell. She was sound asleep. They took her blood pressure, opened her eyes, peered into them with a light, did a few other things and gave her another shot.
Then they entered my cell. Dr. Tovar gave me a Cheshire Cat grin, complimented me on my game play. “I heard you and Chibueze have become masters at playing BioShock Infinite. We should set up a tournament. I think you’d beat us all.” Smiling at his team who politely laughed, he turned back to me. “So how are you feeling? We’ve been giving you vitamin supplements along with the serum injections. Your immune system and general health must have really kicked up a notch.”
For the first time in a very long time, I felt relieved and genuinely hopeful.
When Dr. Tovar informed me that it was time for a booster shot, I calmly accepted.





CHAPTER 10
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: Trouble Along the U.S.-Mexico Border
Crossing the border from Mexico into the United States was a piece of cake. Things were calm. Business as usual. A couple of trucks were being taken apart by border patrol, obviously searching for drugs; but traffic was moving and the war zone atmosphere had completely disappeared.
I drove the six hours to Houston. Played music on the radio. Called Claire. Sophie was still sick with fever, but Claire decided to wake her up to talk to me. “It will be good for her to hear your voice,” she said.
I told Sophie I had sent her a surprise. She sounded happy to hear it, but told me, “I think I better go back to sleep now.” That jarred me. Sophie was usually brimming with energy, even when she had suffered from strep throat or any other number of childhood illnesses.
When Claire got back on the phone, I asked how she was feeling with her pregnancy and apologized for being away. She joked, “Still throwing up and sooooo tired. I think that means the pregnancy is going great.” She laughed. “I’m going to take a nap, actually, as soon as I get off the phone.”
I let Claire go, turned up the volume on my cell phone and let my playlist keep me awake.
By the time I arrived in Houston, it was dark. I checked in at the front desk. Trudy was once again on duty. Her hair was now solid green, however. Her nails had been painted green with neon-pink polka dots. She had a piercing through her nose. Had that been there before? Maybe it had just been a stud. Now it was a loop.
Attempting small talk as she checked me in, I commented, “Your hair’s different.”
She blew a bubble in some gum she had been chewing; then snapped it flat with a sudden pop. Without looking up, she replied, “Uh-huh. It usually is.” She handed me a key card and my receipt. A brisk smile followed, as though she was being forced to smile at gunpoint. Then she stuck headphones in her ears and left me to gather my things and get going.
Once in my hotel room, I checked the news. Mostly same old, same old. I turned the TV off as soon my own story came on. I couldn’t stand to relive the grisly images. I checked email messages and then dragged myself off to sleep.
The next day, I headed out to a bar and grill where the booths offered privacy from other customers to meet someone Alice had scheduled me to interview: a disgruntled former intern of Texas Congressman Mason Fuller.
I arrived early. Half hour later, in walked Maria Guadalupe Morales. She had furtive eyes that darted nervously around the restaurant. She was gorgeous. Thick dark hair that fell to her waist, a sultry look on her face, full lips painted red, matching fingernails, a flowery dress that showed off ample breasts and a great figure. A perky blond waitress led her over to my table.
As we ate our meals, Maria shared the story of her past relationship with Congressman Fuller. She came from a poor family, one of the immigrant families living in a shack over in McAllen. Her parents had safeguarded her long hours of study, so that she could do well in school and go on to follow the American dream. She had taken Advanced Placement classes in high school, won a full scholarship to college. Majoring in Political Science with dreams of running for political office one day, Maria had gotten an internship with Congressman Fuller.
Maria looked at me with sorrowful dark eyes. “I couldn’t believe it. I got an internship in Washington, D.C. I had never been out of Texas. I had never even been anywhere far from McAllen. My family was too poor for that. And there I was with a paid internship in the capital of the United States of America…” Maria looked out the window next to us, lost in thought. Then she continued, “It was wonderful at first. I shared an apartment with three other interns, girls from different parts of the country. We got along surprisingly well, considering we all came from very different backgrounds and cultures. I learned a lot on the internship and I got to dress up. But, gradually, things fell apart. The Congressman started asking me to stay late to work on extra paperwork. When we were alone, he started hitting on me. He insinuated that I could lose my internship if I didn’t cooperate. So, I cooperated. It ruined me inside.” She looked at me with pleading eyes. “But how could I not? My parents had sacrificed everything for me.”
Our waitress came over, refilled my coffee.
Maria continued, “I wanted to get back at him. I figured if he was that corrupt with all the family values he was forever espousing, there was a good chance he was dirty in other areas as well. The boyfriend of one of my roommates was studying law. He had the instinct of a bloodhound. We asked him to do some investigating for us and he did. He really got into it. He found out some weird business connections that the Congressman had. First off, he’s married to May Chen, the daughter of one of the owners of Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals.”
I shook my head yes. I knew that.
I took a slow sip of coffee. She continued, “He gets a lot of campaign money from that company. And it turns out the company also gets contracts from the U.S. government, including some pretty weird military contracts.”
I put down my coffee cup and listened attentively.
Maria explained, “There’s one particular military contract that alarmed my roommate’s boyfriend. He said that Chen-Zamora had been asked to develop vaccines for soldiers. That sounds OK, right? That’s probably done all the time. Soldiers have to go into areas with serious illnesses, so they’re given experimental vaccines if there happen to be any close to the testing stage. The difference in this Chen-Zamora program, however, was that the vaccines for soldiers were to be tested on civilian people in Africa first. He said that the vaccines would be tested inside one of the Ebola treatment facilities.” She grabbed her purse from the back of the chair. Fishing around inside of it, she pulled out a piece of paper. “Here, this is where the vaccines are being tested...”
I looked at the paper. The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, Liberia, West Africa. That was it. Just the name and location, neatly typed. I remembered that name. It was one of the facilities that received funding for the top-secret DARPA-run program, The Ebola Mutations Research Project. Funding had been approved through the Intelligence, Emerging Threats and Capabilities Subcommittee of the U.S. House Armed Services Committee on which Congressman Fuller served.
I asked Maria if she could tell me anything more. She patted her lips with a napkin, her red lipstick leaving kiss-shaped imprints. She said, “No. That’s absolutely all I know. But it sounds like something pretty bad’s going on, doesn’t it? I mean, how could it possibly be ethical to use people coming into an Ebola clinic as guinea pigs for vaccines being developed for soldiers? How dangerous are those vaccines that they can’t be tested on soldiers? It makes me crazy-mad to see Third World people used as test subjects.”
I was intrigued. I had to clear it with Alice and run it by Claire, but I needed to go to Liberia.
That night, I received a phone call. A man with a gruff voice and Mexican accent. He said, “I work for Chen-Zamora. Maria Guadalupe Morales said you’d want to talk to me.” He told me to meet him at a residence in McAllen. Gave me the address and time to meet, 10:00 PM. No name. Then he hung up.
I trusted Maria. Figured she had pressured a close friend into talking.
That night, I drove to the address, a waning moon still whole enough to throw illumination on the ground below. As I entered the correct vicinity according to my GPS, I realized I had entered a collection of shacks not far from where I had first witnessed an eviscerated human corpse, the friend of seventeen-year-old Alejandro whose brains and internal organs had been torn out.
My stomach churned.
My GPS announced: You have reached your destination. I studied the area around me. A small shack, curtains drawn, lights on inside. I surveyed the street. Most of the dilapidated buildings were the same, a few completely dark.
As I stepped out of my car, the wind picked up. Nights in the desert, I had come to learn, were often cold with spirited gusts of wind.
The front door opened. A squat man, Mexican, with a thick moustache and deeply wrinkled face stood there. He didn’t wave, or say Hi, or greet me in any way whatsoever. He just stood there quietly and waited. When I reached the front door, he moved aside, so I could enter.
When I had joined him inside, he closed the door. Only then did he extend his hand and offer an introduction. “I’m glad you came. I’m Dr. Rojas…Dr. Martín Gerardo Rojas.” His grasp was strong, his eyes bloodshot and tired. He asked me to sit down at the kitchen table, black-and-white speckled Formica.
The room was dark, illuminated only by a single lightbulb hanging from a chain above the table. Shadows crept around the room, following us as we moved. The wind outside whistled like a beast breathing hard against the house.
Dr. Rojas sat down across from me. He offered me a drink from a bottle of cheap tequila. I said, “No, thanks.” He said, “You may change your mind.” He took a swig, set the bottle back down, leaving the top off.
Suddenly, there was a thrashing sound from another room. I jumped. Dr. Rojas sighed and pushed the bottle toward me. “Have a drink. It will help calm your nerves.”
I waved my hand, refused the drink. I wanted to remain sober, at least until I knew what was up.
Rojas ran his hand through a mop of messy black hair, took one more swig. “Where to begin…where to begin…”
Again, thrashing. Loud, desperate, frantic. Chains rattling, steel on steel against…what?...a cement floor? I figured it was a dog, a very large dog.
I stood up. “Why am I here? Is that a dog that’s chained up?”
Rojas said, “Sit.”
He seemed so resigned and harmless, I obeyed.
The doctor looked searchingly into my eyes. “You are investigating Congressman Fuller. Good! I’m glad of it. Don’t let go of this story. Don’t get scared off by anyone. Once you start uncovering things no one is supposed to know, don’t run away from getting to the bottom of everything. Grab the monster by its tail and hold on. The public needs to know what’s happening, what’s headed their way. Fuller and his crony Governor Strickland are two of the most evil human beings to have ever walked this Earth.”
I figured: Wow, this guy has some rather strong political feelings.
Rojas took another swig of the tequila. “I work for Chen-Zamora. I’m one of the MDs who test their drugs. I’m in a top-secret program…supposed to be testing the safety and quality of a new vaccine they’ve developed for soldiers. But we’ve been asked to do some weird stuff and the vaccine doesn’t actually behave like a vaccine. We’ve been asked to test it on citizens. Not citizens from the neck of the woods where Chen, Zamora or the politicians live, mind you. Our test subjects come from my neck of the woods. The drug company pays good money to let them give you shots, and my people line up for the cash. They’re poor; they’re desperate for money.”
For a brief moment, there was silence. Then the thrashing and a low, guttural moan.
Rojas continued, “The vaccine works more like experimental drugs for weaponizing soldiers. Makes them something not quite human. But this particular vaccine…well…the first subjects got incredibly sick, looked and acted like zombies. Basically, brain-dead. Skin covered with lesions. They attacked healthy people, like cannibals. Anyone they bit got infected. And something else that’s extremely weird: all the effects only seemed to happen during the full moon; then the patients got better. At least until the next full moon. But something has happened. The disease, whatever it is, appears to be mutating. For some subjects, it lasts well beyond the full moon. Their suffering may be permanent.”
The lightbulb flickered. A growl shook the house.
Rojas took one more swig of tequila. He said, “I want to show you something.”
He led me to a door around the corner from the kitchen. A heavy steel door. In the shack, it looked out of place. One would expect wood.
He unlocked the door. We descended darkened planks of stairs. As I ran my hands along the walls on either side, I felt rock—cold, slimy, wet. At the bottom, the illumination was dusky.
The awful sounds of chains rattling and a creature growling made the rock quiver beneath my fingers.
When we reached the main room, I saw it. A pale, emaciated man pulled against chains that were embedded in the wall, attached at the other end to a thick metal collar around his neck. Additional chains led to metal cuffs around his wrists and ankles. His body was covered with sores. Skin was sloughing off his legs in patches. Growling and baring his teeth, the man bit into his own arm and tore off a chunk. Blood spurted from the wound as he chewed his own flesh.
I turned around, clutched my stomach, fought the urge to vomit. I wished I had accepted the tequila.
Dr. Rojas said, “This was…is…Marco Antonio. He’s my neighbor. He accidentally spilled the vaccine on himself at the factory. He must have had a cut on his skin or something and the virus got through. I believe Chen-Zamora’s killing off workers who have accidents like this. I’ve been hiding Marco for several months now, trying to find a cure for him. His family told Chen-Zamora he went back to Mexico, so they wouldn’t look for him here.”
I asked if I could take photographs. Rojas grabbed my arm. He insisted I refrain from doing that. He said, “I need to protect my neighbor. Your job is to get the whole story. We’re the tip of the iceberg here. Most of the vaccines are being tested at a facility in Africa, under the guise of helping Ebola patients. The place Maria told you about, The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp in Liberia, West Africa—that’s the place where most of the vaccine’s being tested. That’s where you’ll find your story.”





CHAPTER 11
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
When I drove away from the shack, I reflected back on the horrors I had seen. I was of two minds. What if this whole thing was a hoax? What if Dr. Rojas was a Mexican Dr. Mengele, torturing people in his basement? I should report him to the authorities. But something else was going on: the bodies torn apart in the desert, the escalated military presence along the border, eviscerated bodies just cleaned up and vanished as though they had never existed.
All this while Chen-Zamora had landed an exclusive contract with the U.S. military and the White House Press Secretary had gone to the trouble of announcing it on cable news. The U.S. government had executed an exclusive deal with Chen-Zamora Pharmaceuticals, allowing them to make all future experimental Ebola vaccines and serums that would be used by the U.S. military to treat patients in West Africa. No other company would be allowed to supply vaccines and no other company would receive government grants to develop them. That was highly suspicious. It set all the red flags off. People were dying by the thousands in West Africa from the growing Ebola epidemic there. The entire world was panicked over Ebola showing up in First World countries through the handful of volunteers who had contracted it in West Africa and returned home for treatment.
Common sense would suggest a race for the cure, opening up vaccine and serum development to as many pharmaceutical companies as possible. And certainly it would make sense that government grants would be given to companies with the most experience in developing Ebola medications. Chen-Zamora had very little experience in that arena, and now it was the only company allowed to produce them?
I talked to Alice on my cell phone, as the dusty desert blew by outside my car windows. Alice agreed I should go to Liberia, undercover. She’d arrange for me to go as a volunteer inside The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp. Something low level, so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself—maybe a kitchen volunteer worker through a church or charity organization, something like that.
Next, I called Claire. She didn’t sound good. She said she was exhausted from the pregnancy and from taking care of Sophie who was still sick. I asked if Sophie had shown any signs of improvement. Claire said, “No, no improvement at all.” She planned to take her to the doctor the next day, though, and her mom had agreed to come to help out for as long as needed.
Back at the hotel, I did more research into Liberia and the Ebola situation there. The next day, I got the required Yellow Fever immunization for Liberia, also the recommended Typhoid one and prescription medicine to protect against Malaria.
For an entire week, I was grounded. Then, finally, Alice came through. I had flight tickets from Houston to Liberia.
Over one day of traveling, with many stops. Then, finally, I found myself in West Africa. A driver met us at the Roberts International Airport in Liberia, ushering us into a mud-splattered van. The volunteers completely filled it. I wondered how many had been on my flight.
I slept through the ride, barely stirring into consciousness when the van hit a bump or the driver beeped at something in his way.
It took me a couple of weeks to feel comfortable in my own skin as a food worker in the camp, to adapt the mannerisms of someone in that role without looking too curious about the inner workings of the camp.
Alice had been good at getting me a placement in the camp so quickly; but, unfortunately, I had been assigned to a prison perched on a hill high above the camp rather than getting a job inside the camp itself. Apparently, with Ebola so rampant over there, they had run out of room for patients in the main camp and were housing some in the prison alongside actual prisoners. As I worked in the kitchen peeling carrots and potatoes and washing dishes, I kept an ear out for anyone mentioning an opening to work in the main camp.
One night, on the night of the full moon—I remember that because the path from the prison to the dormitory where I slept was fully lit—my life changed forever.
Leisurely walking along a dirt path, listening to the night birds singing out in the rainforest, I noticed how the moonlight etched the dark green edges of jungle branches in silver, much like ice in winter storms back home. Tree branches shook not from hurricanes, but from monkeys causing a ruckus, being their own force of nature.
Within a couple of short weeks, I had become accustomed to the usual jungle sounds. I could gauge the distance of wild animals calling to each other and felt unrattled by anything at a safe distance.
Then, all of a sudden, something moved in the brush next to me with unimaginable speed. My blood pulsed in my ears, a crazed drumbeat. My heart raced and pounded, as though trying to break free of my chest. I stopped, frozen on the hard-packed dirt.
It came again.
The leaves on the bushes shook at an alarming rate, faster than anything natural. Manic. Not the graceful bending and whipping that happens in thunderstorms. Feverish, with the blinking speed of a strobe light.
As though gripped by a nightmare, I remained transfixed, glued to one solitary spot of terror.
Something leapt out of the forest and landed on the path.
My mind struggled to comprehend it. Human size, human shape. But skin gray, bloody, falling away in peeling strips. The thing looked at me with bloodshot eyes. Let out a monstrous growl.
I was sure it was going to come at me. Thoughts raced helter-skelter around my mind. Should I move or stay still?
The creature looked away from me, cocked its head as though hearing something more immediate than my presence. In a lightning flash, it pounced on something I hadn’t even seen coming: a monkey running across its path. In rapid succession, it twisted its neck with a sickening cracking sound, slammed its head against the ground, tore away the skin covering the broken skull, ripped out the brain and ate it.
Infused with blind panic, I found my legs. I charged into the jungle, continuing with breakneck speed along its edge until I got as close as I could to the prison gate.
At that moment, the gate opened. Out marched an army of soldiers dressed in strange protective clothing: combination biohazard suit and SWAT team uniform, faces covered by gas masks, automatic rifles ready to kill, boots pounding against the ground like leather-skinned beasts.
I bolted back inside the gate, trying to act as though I knew what I was doing and where I was going. Two seconds later, an earsplitting alarm went off. Over the loudspeaker, an announcement blared that all off-duty prison workers would be escorted to their dormitories by armed guard and would then be restricted to their dorms for the remainder of the night due to reports of vicious wild animals nearby.
Bullshit. That creature was the same kind of thing I had seen in Rojas’s basement. I was closer than I thought to Chen-Zamora.
The next morning, things were strange within the walls of the prison. Soldiers walked around in SWAT uniforms, displaying their assault weapons as though daring anyone to mess with them.
Hoping to get deeper inside the prison to take a look around the inner sanctum, I volunteered to deliver food to the prisoners.
I didn’t know if this was usual procedure or not; but there were SWAT teams marching around the cell blocks, staring at the prisoners, on some kind of hair-trigger watch.
I was assigned delivery of food to several patients. God, it seemed unconscionable to house patients in such an atmosphere.
First on my list: Chibueze Koroma. A medical resident. Poor woman. One of the medical personnel working at the camp who had become infected with Ebola. Supposedly, she was on the mend, no longer contagious through casual contact. I had been alerted that her contagion level was now like hepatitis. Don’t exchange bodily fluids and I’d be OK.
A guard unlocked her cell. I placed her tray down on a table.
A chill went up my spine. Something felt awful about that space. Chibueze looked more feral than civilized, certainly nothing like a doctor. Her eyes were haunted. Through streaks of blood that spread out around her irises like sunset, she stared at me as though I were some kind of threat. I pointed to the food. I simply said, “Your food,” and left.
Next, I entered the cell of Emma Johnson, a volunteer nurse at the camp.





CHAPTER 12
EMMA JOHNSON: The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp, West Africa
I barely remembered the night of the full moon. I had done heinous things, I knew it. My stomach churned with taboo. I felt sweaty and close to death.
When the volunteer guy entered my cell to deliver food, I begged him to help me get out. I told him things were being done to me that he couldn’t even imagine.
One week later, he slipped me a key, told me I’d know when to escape. There would be a commotion in the prison around midnight to distract the guards. That would be my cue. He told me to meet him by a secluded patch of trees. From there, he could get me out of the prison grounds.
Everything went off without a hitch. There were several explosions, fires erupting inside garbage cans. The guards jumped to take care of them. I freed myself and Chibueze. Sticking to shadowy corridors, we escaped the prison. Fresh air never smelled so good.





CHAPTER 13
JOURNALIST HUNTER MORGAN: Escaping Africa
After I gave Emma Johnson a master key to all the prison cells that I had managed to steal from a board behind the main prison desk, she and Chibueze Koroma escaped from the prison at The Liberia Treatment and Research Camp.
We met in a secluded area of the prison grounds and from there we managed to sneak past the guards, all of us dressed professionally—Emma as a nurse, Chibueze as a doctor in surgical scrubs, and me as someone simply accompanying them.
There was a tense moment just as we were about to pass through the gate. Someone yelled, “Doctor! Doctor!” to Chibueze. She turned as nonchalantly as possible. The person, a young African woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform, said, “I was asked to help out over here. I understand there are patients over here? I’m not sure where to go. I’m on the night shift.” A glint of fear sparkled in her eyes.
Chibueze answered without a moment’s hesitation, “Yes, we ran out of room in the treatment part of the camp. Just go into the prison building over there.” She pointed. “Check in at the first desk you see. Someone will give you instructions.”
The nurse thanked Chibueze and headed on over to the prison, while we slipped out through the gate into the jungle night.
A slice had disappeared from the moon, but it was bright enough to illuminate our way.
We escaped into the jungle to hide ourselves from view; but stayed right next to a dirt path lit by moonlight, so we wouldn’t get totally lost. Under the canopy where we moved, we were little more than shadows.
A few miles from the prison, we came across a jeep. Peering into the jungle, we saw a group of people a few yards away. They had pitched tents and were sitting around a campfire. Smoke rose lazily from the burning logs. As we watched, a young woman grabbed a guitar and started singing a ballad about love and death and loss.
Emma’s bloodshot eyes became wet with tears. We didn’t have time to get sentimental. I saw a knife lying in the jeep. Grabbing it by its thick wooden handle, I sliced open my arm.
Chibueze stifled a gasp.
I marched into the campsite, yelling that I had cut myself on a rusty wire hanging from a tree branch. I begged for them to take me into Harbel.
One of the men approached me. He asked, “Why Harbel? I know a doctor much closer.”
Harbel was where the airport I had come through upon arrival in West Africa was located. I made up something that sounded stupid and transparent, but the guy bought it. I said, “I have a special medical condition. Nothing contagious, but I’m prone to seizures. I have my own doctor in Harbel.”
Chibueze asked for a shirt. A young woman came running over with a gray T-shirt. Chibueze tore it into strips and tied it around my arm to make a tourniquet.
The woman looked at Chibueze and Emma. “Wait, aren’t you a doctor and a nurse?”
Chibueze thought fast on her feet. “Yes, I am. But I don’t have the proper equipment here to treat my friend, especially with his condition. We really need to hurry.” Somehow, she managed to cry. “I don’t want him to die.”
The guy we had first talked to told us, “Hop in.” To his group of friends, he said, “Enjoy the campfire. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Lifting up a lid on a box in the back of the jeep, he pulled out a rifle and handed it to someone sitting around the fire. “Here. In case you need it.”
I noted four more guns inside the box.
As we got underway, I felt a bit faint, but it wasn’t too bad.
I shut my eyes. The jostling up and down over rough terrain took on a kind of hypnotic rhythm, so long as I kept my arm from bumping against the jeep. The night sounds of animals became an orchestra. The canopy shook as monkeys scampered back and forth overhead.
Suddenly, the jeep came to an abrupt halt. The driver jumped out, grabbed a gun. I felt complete horror. He was going to shoot us in some macabre murder scene. I tried not to yell from the pain pulsing through my arm after the sudden stop.
He looked at Chibueze and Emma. “Grab a gun. There’s something very weird ahead!”
So he wasn’t going to murder us. Was it a SWAT team ahead?
Then I saw it. The same kind of creature I had seen in Rojas’s basement and in the jungle here.
Bam! Our driver shot it right through the head. As it fell down into the underbrush, he hopped back into the jeep and continued on down the road. He said, “You see a lot of weird shit out here. I don’t want that thing attacking my friends later on.” Then he added, “My name’s Max, by the way.”
We continued on to Harbel. We had Max drop us off at a hotel. Placing a jacket over my bleeding arm, I asked Chibueze to check us in. Once safely in our room, we called a taxi to take me to the hospital. Emma said she’d stay behind and order us airplane tickets to get the hell out of Africa.
At the hospital, I changed my story to match my wound and said I had been attacked in the rainforest. The intern studied Chibueze for a moment, probably trying to figure out if she had done it.
The cut hadn’t sliced through any tendons. I got my wound cleaned and wrapped up and was handed a bottle of antibiotics.
Back in the hotel, Chibueze and Emma filled me in on their medical situation. My heart broke for the two women. My brain reeled at the frightening scenario they laid out in front of me.
They explained some things and handed me a report. Everything felt surreal, as though I had been transported to a different time and place in history than the one I had known all my life. Emma and Chibueze had been turned into weapons of mass destruction without their knowledge or consent. They were currently being injected with serums and sent out into the jungle as experiments each time the moon was full. Eventually, they would be used elsewhere to attack and terrify populations the government wanted to control.
These two women had gone to work in the Ebola treatment camp as healers. Now they were monsters. I told them I knew a doctor in Texas who might be able to help them.
The next day, we began our long airplane journey out of Liberia and into Houston. Exhausted by the time we checked into our hotel, we slept until dinnertime the next evening. Quickly grabbing fast food for dinner, we then headed out to Rojas’s shack. During the long drive to McAllen, Chibueze and Emma told me more about their condition, what it felt like, what it involved.
I was shocked by what I learned.
Chibueze said, “I blame myself. I stuck myself with a needle I had used on an Ebola patient. I knew right then I was in trouble. I hoped and prayed that I wouldn’t be infected. I went to Church; I lit candles. But I got sick. When I checked into the Staff Clinic, everything seemed kind of weird.”
Emma interrupted her. “Were there policemen guarding the front door with assault weapons?”
Chibueze answered, “Yes. I was OK with that, though. I don’t know why. I guess I figured, being out in the jungle, there was some kind of problem going on with the drug gangs again. I was actually thankful for the protection. It made me feel safer as I confronted my panic over Ebola.”
Emma simply said, “Oh.”
I looked in my rearview mirror at the young women in the back seat. Emma was biting her lower lip nervously while looking intently at Chibueze. Chibueze, with a faraway look in her eyes, continued, “It was in the actual examination room that things got weird. I wasn’t checked by any of the regular doctors. Being a medical resident, I know them all. Instead, I was seen by two doctors: A CDC doctor named Dr. Vivian Parker and a WHO doctor named Dr. Luke Laflamme.”
Emma grabbed Chibueze’s arm and interrupted her. “Oh my God, I had the same doctors! And after that, I was given injections and intravenous drips and started going in and out of consciousness. At one point…” Fighting back tears, Emma continued, “…Dr. Tovar, that creepy doctor, came into my room with a group of other physicians and guys with guns and told someone to give me a shot of Mutation Z. I don’t remember anything else that happened until I woke up three weeks later in a hospital bed in the prison. You were dragged in there a few days later…What happened to you from the day you stuck yourself with a needle until they put you in the prison?”
Chibueze turned her head to stare out the window. “I don’t know. My experience was the same as yours. There’s a missing period of time I don’t remember.”
Something dawned on Emma. “You know, when it looked like Akachi had died…I mean, I’m sure he was dead at least for a short while; Dr. Steele had actually called Time of Death…he was quickly given a dose of some kind of vaccine by the CDC. A CDC worker told Dr. Steele that Akachi would need two more doses and she said to move him over to a ‘research facility.’ I saw him being transported by ambulance.” Tears started streaming down Emma’s face and she had difficulty continuing. “It was absolutely horrifying to see what had happened to Akachi. He was such a sweet little boy. He had bled from every orifice, even his eyes. His bowels had let loose…And his pillow was covered with blood…Then the next thing I knew, he was being stuck with needles full of experimental vaccines and shipped to God knows where…” Emma’s eyes gleamed in the lights of passing cars. “That’s when I got stuck with something. I went into the records room of Building 5 to look through Akachi’s records and find out where he’d been taken. I found a paper signed by Dr. Steele giving instructions for Akachi to be moved to a facility called The Vaccine Laboratory. I then tried doing a computer search for that facility to find out its location. Nothing showed up. As I was trying to research different possible locations for it, I experienced a sharp, piercing pain in my neck. I thought maybe I had been bitten by a bat. That was followed by a crushing headache and blurred vision. Then I passed out and woke up in my bed. No one ever mentioned bringing me there. No one followed up. The next day, I felt incredibly weak and had muscle pain everywhere in my body, so I walked over to the Staff Clinic…”
Chibueze grasped Emma’s hand and looked intently into her eyes. She said, “You know, I think I know where The Vaccine Laboratory is located. I think it’s the prison. It never made any sense to me at all that there would be a prison on the same grounds as an Ebola treatment camp.”
Emma said, “Oh my God, you must be right. I just always assumed it was a more secure facility for criminals with Ebola.”
We drove the rest of the way in silence. I had not called Dr. Rojas ahead of time. I didn’t want to risk government surveillance of any phone calls to his place. I trusted he would be home. Emma and Chibueze eventually fell asleep in the back seat.
As we drove over the bumpy road leading to Rojas’s shack, the women woke up. Emma asked sleepily, “Are we there?”
I said, “Yes.”
She looked out the window and commented, “My God, the facility in Africa was so much more modern than this.”
I told her, “This is Dr. Rojas’s own secret treatment center. He works for the very modern Chen-Zamora Pharmaceutical Company. Although they appear to be the ones making people sick with their experimental serums, he’s not on their side. You’ll be in good hands here. As far as we know, none of the authorities know anything about this place.”
The two women grabbed their things. We knocked on Dr. Rojas’s door. It was the middle of the night. Rojas peered out his window to see who was there. Then he flung open the front door. “Hello! Hello! What brings you here?”
We told Dr. Rojas our story. He immediately agreed to treat Emma and Chibueze. He told me I should visit them and he’d keep me informed. He warned me, “I know you’re a journalist. Do your job. Investigate Chen-Zamora and their connection to politicians, but don’t write about me or the patients I’m treating. If you do, my clinic will be raided by the authorities and everyone here will die…or, worse, continue to be used as experimental subjects.”
The inside of Dr. Rojas’s home was quiet. I asked him, “Do you still have the patient I saw here last time?”
Dr. Rojas said, “Yes. He seemed OK after the last full moon, thank God. He’s resting quietly in his room, mostly watching TV and reading books.” Then he asked if we were hungry.
Discovering that we were famished, he whipped up an incredible breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausage, and hash browns. Then he excused himself and unlocked the steel door to his basement. When he returned, he had a young emaciated man with him, bald spots all over his head where clumps of hair had been torn out. Dr. Rojas said, “I’d like to introduce Emma and Chibueze to Marco Antonio.” He said to me, “You already know him.”
My jaw dropped. I stuttered as I asked, “Is…is th-that your o-ther patient?”
Rojas didn’t smile. He just said, “Yes.”
I gathered my wits and explained to Emma and Chibueze how sick Marco had been the first time I saw him.
Chibueze shared what she had found out about Mutation Z. I handed Rojas the report Chibueze had given me earlier and Emma pulled notes out of her purse that she had in her possession regarding the purpose of Mutation Z.
Rojas simply said, “My God, to think that Marco and I have been employees for the company making this stuff.” He walked over to a copier, made copies for himself and handed me the originals. He said, “As a journalist, you may need this.” Chibueze and Emma agreed.
We swore an allegiance to each other. We promised to become a force of resistance, discovering a way to fight those in power. Dr. Rojas promised to work night and day to find a cure for those in his care.
A few hours later, I headed off to the Houston Airport. I needed some time at home. Sophie’s condition had worsened. Sick with fever, she was sometimes delirious.
Holding Sophie in my arms in an emergency room back in New York City, I noticed how bloodshot her eyes had become.
Before tracking down further information about the connection between Chen-Zamora and the disease infecting Emma, Chibueze, Dr. Rojas’s patient and who knows how many others, I planned to stay with my little girl for at least a little while. I was scared to death we might lose her. I had to see to it that she got the medical care she needed before going off to fight a biological war I didn’t understand. Sophie was very sick; but, thank God, she didn’t have that same haunted look in her eyes that Chibueze and Emma had. Sophie needed her parents, some comforting stuffed animals, and good medical care. I promised myself that Claire and I would deliver on all of that. As soon as Sophie stabilized, I’d return to saving the larger world.
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You once told me, “Life is like a road. What you want out of life is at the end of it. You can take the straight road to get there, but it’s a hell of a lot more fun on the curvy road.”
Sometimes I talk to you, sometimes I dream of you, and life isn’t the same without you. That’s why I dedicate my first published novel to everyone you’ve left behind.





PROLOGUE
SOME PEOPLE SAY you can’t change overnight. I’m sure this is true, most of the time. In my case, I changed within seconds, never to be the same. Within those seconds, most people in the world changed, just not in the way I did.
I’ll never forget my first zombie. Malachi and I wandered the small carnival as the sun set. The glowing lights of the spinning rides replaced the fading sunlight, and the smell of funnel cake wafted in the air. I could still feel Malachi on my skin. It wasn’t surprising since we had a spontaneous tryst in the parking lot. At twenty, we had our whole lives ahead of us.
I remember grabbing his hand, my mind still with him in his car. Radiating affection, he looked at me, our shared secret reflected in his big, brown eyes, his messy brown hair glinting auburn from the sparkling lights all around. He dressed like he always did, wearing whatever was comfortable—a yellow Nashville Predators t-shirt and denim shorts. All his life, he played hockey, from peewee to amateur. He loved the game and continued to play as an adult.
Thrilling sounds of the carnival carried on the wind. I complained about how much we paid for the all-you-can-ride bracelets. There were only a few rides to enjoy, but the carnival charged too much. Some people paid an arm and a leg. The carnival was overflowing with people scurrying about the massive Ferris wheel and Tilt-a-Whirl. Children laughed and chased each other with innocent, painted faces—dancing, and skipping along with the fair music.
Malachi struck a beeline to a cotton candy booth. After the purchase, he stuffed a big piece of pink fluff in my mouth. I can still taste the sticky sweetness melting on my tongue. Although he did it provocatively, it wasn’t until later I grasped his motivation, which was to keep me from complaining. He was subtle that way.
Sometime later, we got off the Ferris wheel, both heated, clinging to each other and ready for another tryst, when we went off the beaten path to use the foul port-a-potties.
When I think about it now, I know the outbreak began early in the day. We had passed several wrecks, heard many helicopters and sirens and saw a few zombies, but we were too wrapped up in ourselves to notice. I blame it on being in love, but I swear if I saw a person walking down the street covered in blood or eating someone, I would’ve paid attention. Maybe.
We did when we saw a zombie attacking a frizzy, red-haired woman next to an old, rusted bike rack.
Only, we didn’t know it was a zombie. The woman’s shrill screams were like something from a horror flick. My blood curdled when a man bit into the woman’s forearm. Blood leaked down her arm and dress. Her shriek pierced my soul.
Malachi pushed the man off, trying to be a hero.
“Kansas, call 911,” he screamed, whirling to help the woman. I trembled, pulling out my cell phone and dialing, only to hear a busy signal.
When the man regained his stature, I caught sight of him. He looked crazed, his eyes were bloodshot, and the front of his thigh gone. Muscle tissue hung from the stark white bone. Blood covered his face, neck, and clothing—some kind of uniform—USPS which was weird and out of place on a Sunday. His stare drifted to Malachi. A ferocious growl came from his mouth before it clamped onto Malachi’s shoulder. Malachi’s face twisted in pain, but he still hit the jaw of the man, loosening the grip of the bite. Blood dripped down Malachi’s arm, dropping from his fingers onto the concrete. I swear I could hear the little splatters.
A scream erupted from my throat, freezing me to the spot. My trembles changed to full-on shakes while Malachi grappled with the mailman who, in my mind, had obviously eaten bath salts. The shouts from the carnival no longer sounded like amusement park screams. I saw a kid, no older than eleven or twelve, limping toward me. His dirty blond hair dangled in front of his eyes. One of his feet bent awkwardly. Blood disguised his face, neck, shirt, and hands from being recognized as human.
Something serious was going down. Malachi was still fighting off the hyped-up mailman. I was in some kind of shock but told myself to get a grip.
My insides hardened as time slowed and narrowed my idealistic world into a vast tunnel. I clenched my fists to keep them from shaking. That’s when I saw the bell. Over the bushes in the next section of the park, the “High Striker” game—the one with the hammer to strike and ring the bell—was lit with the colors of the rainbow, flashing trails up and down the length of the game. I ran straight through the bushes to find the game deserted. Plush bunnies still waited to go home with a lucky ringer. I found what I wanted—the sledgehammer.
The bushes scratched against my legs as I jumped through them to find more crazy people closing in on Malachi. Ice seemed to spread through me.
“Malachi! We have to go. Now,” I yelled, surprised to hear my voice clear and composed. He looked pale.
Gripping the sledgehammer like a baseball bat, I hit the mailman in the head. Malachi grunted as he kicked and shoved more people out of his way.
I bashed as many as I could. Most went still twitching and moaning. The mailman crawled toward us, his head bent at an odd angle. My stomach convulsed, but I swallowed the extra saliva as I slung the hammer to finish the job. His head split wide open, spilling things onto the sidewalk that should never be seen.
I glanced at Malachi to find him looking at me as if he didn’t know me. With my free hand, I grabbed him and we ran. I tripped on my cute wedge sandals, cursing myself for being vain enough to wear them. He helped me up, and we continued running around game booths. I clung to the sledgehammer like a lifeline, taking in the horrid sights before us.
A child ripped into water bags in a booth, devouring the little fish inside, all the while the man running the booth feasted on another person. The taste of sweet acidic bile came into my throat. The carnival had become a scene of macabre lights, blood, and screams. People were getting attacked and eaten alive all around us. Kids with face paint eating their parents. The parents screaming for help. Panic filling their brains when they noticed it wasn’t just them, unable to comprehend what was happening, as if they would wake from this nightmare. Fear dawned in their eyes as they realized they wouldn’t wake. This was real.
I stopped to help a woman and her baby, only to see her tearing into its tiny body. Gore splattered the baby’s stroller. When its little cries ceased, the lady looked up with baby bits stuck to her nose and chin. Malachi grabbed me, spun me away to protect me from the unbelievable scene, but it was too late. The lights blurred with the tears filling my eyes, only to stain my cheeks as we ran. The carnival music seemed to slow to a drone and skip beats.
Malachi never made it home.
Yes, you can change overnight. In seconds, and no, you never forget your first zombie. Mine wore a USPS uniform. He killed Malachi.
No, I killed Malachi.
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FOUR YEARS LATER…

Time slows as the wooden floor protests beneath my boots, right before it collapses. A hoarse scream rips from my throat on the way down into the unknown. I reach for anything to grab. Sharp boards scrape my arms, confirming my failure. My fall ends in a crash as something pierces the back of my thigh. My body is buried in debris. Boards clash as I kick them away. The heaviness on my back is soothing. My big army pack broke my fall. Sighing, I relax my body and take heed of my unexpected situation.
I study the hole my body made. The sun streams in from the first floor of the old house I, unfortunately, looted. Motes of dust float like magic orbs around me. As it settles and reaches my nose, so does something else.
Death. Death so thick I can taste it. Searching for my crossbow through broken wood, I stop when a mud-like substance covers my hand. Bringing it into the stream of sunlight, a maggot wiggles in the decaying blood. Nausea rumbles, flooding my mouth with saliva. I gag and lean sideways, releasing the contents of my stomach. Knowing it was my last jar of summer tomatoes doesn’t help. Swallowing another heave, I shake my hand to fling off whatever coats it. Kicking and pushing debris, I stand so I can get the hell out of here, but not before sticking my hand into the source of death.
“Mother fuck!” I hiss at the dead body through clenched teeth. I can barely tell it used to be a person. I’m not a forensic scientist or anything, but this person just died. With the heat, I’m guessing between two and four weeks ago. At this realization, heavy melancholy settles over me.
Wiping my hands on my ruined jeans, I search for a way out. I want to leave and fast. I’m not so much irritated I’m covered in dead person, as by the fact I’m a three-hour walk from home. I’m not looking forward to the long trek with a throbbing thigh.
Thankfully, my crossbow didn’t land in any decomposition, and I grab it from where it settled from the fall. After checking the wooden stairs for damage, I make my way up. The machete hanging from my pack hits my injured leg. I can assume the machete sliced my thigh during the fall.
Coming into the sunlight, I examine the back of my pants. They are soiled with foul-smelling matter. The cut in my thigh needs attention. It won’t last a three-hour hike without being bothersome or getting infected.
I skirt around the big hole in the living room floor. Closer inspection, the sub-flooring is rotten—the cause of collapse. From the look of newer wood pieces, the owner had been trying to repair it. Everything in the living room seems in a state of decay, from the low hanging ceiling to the moth-eaten curtains and furniture. I check for weak spots in the warped flooring as I head into the kitchen. Smiles in multiple picture frames catch my eye. Old pictures of children in mid-play. Adults with the same smiles as the children. Newer pictures of babies, and kids with their proud grandparents. My throat constricts as I’m reminded of what the world has lost.
Being in a state of grief, most of the time other people and their families are easy to forget, especially when I am alone. How long had this person been here? Surviving? Like me. Alone. I catch sight of my reflection in a cracked mirror among the pictures. The girl looking back couldn’t be me. I am not a girl anymore. My skin is darkened from working in the sun. My dark hair makes my hazel eyes stand out wide, bright, and alert. My light blue tank top is dirty from the fall. The straps of my pack weigh on my shoulders. I can see how my once soft body has hardened with muscle. The contours of my stomach and arms show how much I refuse to give up. They show how hard I work to survive, to keep myself prepared for anything.
Sweat and dust smudge my face. I wipe at it, watching my bicep bulge. In my old life, I would have given anything to look like I do now. I hate my old self. The spoiled rotten, selfish old me never had to garden, chop wood, practice shooting a target, crank a heavy generator, or loot for the things she needed. She never had to look over her shoulder and sleep with one eye open, gripping a weapon.
The afternoon light coming from a window shines behind me, showing my ratty hair. The dark brown hair has, at some point, become a matted mess, creating thick dreadlocks falling down my back to my waist. They are tied away from my face. The woman peering at me seems callous and impenetrable. My face is no longer pretty. I give myself a genuine smile to see if it will lessen the effect. Straight teeth flash white before the smile fades to a grimace. I haven’t seen my reflection in a long while, not since I busted my mirror, resulting in ghastly scars across my knuckles.
Being alone has kept me alive. That and being prepared for any disaster. I owe it all to my dad. I tear my gaze from the reflection and fixed smiles of the pictures to keep from thinking of him, but the faces are still in my peripheral vision, haunting me with the ghosts of happier times.
I ransack each kitchen cabinet. The deceased one has an impressive stash of non-perishables. I stuff several sacks of rice and homemade canned food in my pack. In the last cabinet, I come across a gold mine.
“Well hello, old friend.” I lift a bottle of gold liquid. I blow at the dust, reading Jose’s name across the metallic label, glinting in the light. A second bottle of tequila and one of Jack Daniel’s go into my pack. By the time I’m finished foraging, my pack is heavier and weighs on my leg. No way will I be able to walk the whole way to my bunker before dark.
I hobble to the old couch to remove my boots and jeans to clean the cut. I take a big swig of Jack and dump some on my cut, hissing through my teeth from the burn in my throat and the sting of the cut. It’s not deep and will heal without a scar. After a makeshift bandage is in place, I redress and take my leave.
   
I step from the old, slanted porch and hike into the vast farmland of rural Tennessee. The heavy, overgrown brush skims across my legs as I navigate through a field surrounded by rusted, barbed-wire cattle fences. The late afternoon sun beats down on this hot, fall day. I hate to be so far from home, but looting is a necessary evil. Staying in one place during the winter is a necessity. Zombies are most active at night and during the cold months. I don’t know why, but my educated guess would be staying out of the sun has something to do with their decomposition. It’s weird because when the outbreak occurred, they didn’t give a damn about the sun. They were hungry for flesh, guts, blood, and bones. In the past few years, they’ve ran in packs—only appearing in the cooler night. I guess everything adapts, but adapting usually pertains to the living.
An hour into my walk, sweat beads down my back and my thigh is at a steady throb. I find a car with gas at a small house. I'll need it to get closer to home before nightfall. When the door won’t open through the rust, I bust the window with my double-sided hatchet and toss in my pack. After sweeping glass off the seat, I slip Bo Duke-style into my newly acquired General Lee. It’s only a beat-down Toyota, but one can dream. After all, it’s a stick shift.
In a movie, one would find the key stashed in the flip-down visor. I’ve never been lucky. Instead of wasting time searching for an imaginary key, I jerk the wires from under the dashboard. After I strip the correct ones with my teeth, I hold the clutch and shift to neutral. Taking a deep breath and hoping it works, I touch wires. The engine sputters. It’s so loud it roars in my ears, but it dies. I give it more gas.
After a few tries and curses, it spurts to life. I hit the gas, flinch from the loud backfire, and watch through the side mirror as smoke spits from the muffler. The old gasoline guarantees the car won’t make it far, but far enough. A smile spreads across my face as I shift to reverse. In a spray of gravel, I speed from the weeded driveway.
   
I park about a half mile from my neighborhood because I don’t want to draw any zombies. It’s the main reason I like to stay isolated, attracting a few of them, if any at all. To keep my home zombie-free, I’m meticulous about the noise I make.
There’s an estimated count of a hundred houses in this rural neighborhood. They are secluded, well out of the city, and down country roads. They range in size from twenty-five hundred square feet to four thousand square feet and are on an acre of land each. The huge yards allured my parents, so they said. Now, the landscaping and grass are overgrown. It’s not grass anymore, excessive brush so thick it covers the once trimmed and pruned bushes.
I’ve looted the neighborhood of all necessities. Most of the people lived comfortable and therefore didn’t feel the need to stock up for anything. This was middle-class suburbia at its best. My neighbors have long since left, or they’re dead. Some I killed. It was kill or be eaten alive, which is not on my top-ten list of ways to die.
The sun sets, streaking the sky with swirls of cotton candy clouds. Honeysuckle bushes are still blooming and bring a sweet scent in the dusk breeze. How can the world be so beautiful but dreary at the same time?
The roads and driveways crack with growing weeds. SUV’s and basketball goals are the only adornments. Rusty trampolines and play sets sit undisturbed, littering backyards surrounded by weathered fences, not having seen children in four years. They are forevermore the homes of wasps and carpenter bees.
The houses don’t have any overflowing newspapers or mail. All of that just stopped. Bushes and trees cover windows, and vines lace up bricks. I’m sure if I step onto a front porch, it would be covered with webs. All the while, the glass windows still sparkle from old life. The neighborhood isn’t old and crumbling. It’s empty, like me.
Fast movement catches my eye, startling me to pause. A squirrel sits, frozen, about three feet on my right. Its beady eyes watching me. I can do nothing but stare. It’s rare to see an animal, and this little guy must be getting ready for winter. I take a small step toward him and he scatters away.
Animals have gotten smarter over the past four years and make themselves scarce. They’re a typical food source for zombies. Even though I love the small glimpses I catch of them, I’m glad they stay hidden. If not, it would draw attention. The birds are the only brave ones, but they can fly.
Luckily, animals don’t turn into animal zombies. I experimented once with a deer I stumbled upon being eaten alive. I hated watching it suffer, but I needed to know. I can’t imagine what would happen if animals could turn. After I killed the dead, I watched the deer until it died. It didn’t come back.
   
Trees canopy over my weathered privacy fence. The yard is now a large garden, practice targets, and a water pump. Years ago, my mother wanted the water pump for decorative purposes. Dad said if we had one, it might as well work. I remember him drilling into the ground in several places before hitting water. Dropping my pack and remove my clothing, I grab the lever. The water pumps into a large basin. Sometimes I have problems pumping water when it doesn’t rain for a while.
After scrubbing off the dead-man gunk, I head underground into my makeshift bunker, located underneath my family’s home, to put on some clean clothing. I dress and slip my boots on. No matter how safe and careful I am, I sleep clothed with the crossbow at my side. Just in case.
The bunker was a project my dad undertook when he developed his end-of-the-world theories, but never had the time to finish. He started steps at the crawlspace and dug the rest with a rented bulldozer. It was as far as he got, but I finished it by bricking the entire room with bricks and blocks I found near other houses under construction. The assortment of bricks gives the walls a calico effect.
I start a fire to boil water and give me light. I sit at the desk in front of a few computers and a radio, but I don’t bother turning them on. It’s too late to crank the generator sitting in its home in the original crawlspace. Not to mention, the same broadcast has been playing for around eight months. It isn’t a good sign. Used to, the broadcast changed monthly, giving updates, survival tips, and advising any survivors to get to a quarantine. Instead of worrying about the rest of the world, I take a huge gulp of Jack.
My home’s not much, only a bricked-in room with one way in and out, and with everything I need. I have a smoker for cooking. The galvanized range hood collects smoke so it can travel out through a PVC pipe, escaping three hundred yards away—a trick I use so I don’t draw the dead. An aluminum tub for any kind of washing sits beside the bricked-in smoker. There are hoses I’ve rigged to bring in water from the pump with ease and to siphon dirty water out. It’s a pain to do but works.
Blankets are piled on top of the mattress on the floor beside the desk. Plywood and sawhorses give me some counter space. Beneath them is a deep hole to store food at cooler temperatures. A locker holds tools, weapons, and other emergency supplies. A loveseat sofa I can’t see anymore, due to mounds of clothing, and a dinette table in the middle of the room complete the furnishings. The table is used for a gigantic toothpick bridge—a sure sign of boredom in my attempt to survive alone.
Taking another drink, I lean to look at my ceiling. It is hardly a ceiling at all. Nothing but exposed plumbing and air ducts of the house gleaming in the firelight, but I can also admire my work of genius. I’ve rigged blocks held steady by two long steel poles—one tug of the connected chain and it’ll tumble onto any threats. I’ve thought about making a second exit. A crawl-through tunnel for extra security, but it must be dug manually.
The pot over the fire hisses as water boils over the sides, extinguishing half my fire. Luckily, I don’t need to rid the water of any contagion. Broadcasts long ago said water was safe to use and drink, except for the obvious reasons not to use water. I suppose the latter meant not to drink from a puddle with a rotting corpse in it.
I stumble, shifting to dump a half-cup of rice into the water and move the pot onto a flame still burning. The water sloshes and dashes it out. I can’t help but laugh. I laugh at myself, my perpetual situation, my inevitable demise, my succumbing to a bitter drunkenness. I titter my way to find a lighter to light a small candle for some light.
I sit at my desk and wait for my rice. When my dad prepared for an apocalypse, he taught me non-perishables last a long time after an expiration date. I still eat canned goods from the old life. Dried beans and rice last even longer. Packaged cakes, like Twinkies, can last decades, and the same with dehydrated food. Chocolate has no expiration date. If food is stored properly, it can last a long time. I still have plenty. Non-perishables like rice, beans, oats, flour, cornmeal and my canned goods I use sparingly. When everything runs out, I know what I can eat from the land. I’m reading a vegan book of what kinds of grasses are edible and fiber rich.
Before I find myself in the middle of a pity party, I open the book.
“Damn.”
The words seem to branch off into mirror form and are fuzzy around the edges. After flinging it on the desk, I take a bigger gulp of Jack which seems quite easier to drink now than when I first started. Leaning the old office chair back, I’m thankful for not thinking of the old life. My memories are good ones, but they can bring on physical pain. Grief is a strange thing when you don’t let yourself move on, when you don’t deserve it. I smirk, holding the bottle and tilting the liquid back and forth. “Jack, you’re the bestest friend a girl can have.”





2

VAGUELY AWARE OF SOMETHING, I wake with a start, sitting so fast the office chair rolls backward. Even though I’m still drunk, there’s no mistaking the shuffling and groaning of what can only be the dead outside, close. I grab my crossbow and arrows, along with my machete from the pack. I don’t know if they’re in the yard, it’s hard to tell.
Putting my shoulder and upper back to the bunker door, I push to peek around the yard. It’s pitch black with no movement, which means they’re beyond the privacy fence. I sigh at this small relief.
Sneaking and climbing my fence, I look into the field beyond, seeing slow movement. The smile on my face feels a little awkward. This should be easy and I'll gladly take care of it. I head into the bunker to crank the ancient generator. It’s loud, but necessary to switch on a spotlight. I can’t get rid of them if I can’t see them well.
Stocked with my arsenal, I climb my fence, this time jumping over it, but landing unsteadily because of Jack.
“Hey, uglies,” I greet my two unexpected visitors. I can tell right off they’re old zombies—slow and rotting. Old zombies are nasty creatures. One is a man. The other is much slower and female. I can’t tell the age of the person. The clothes they wear can give an indication of age. She’s wearing almost nothing. I can always tell how long they’ve been zombies, by how they look, their speed, and how fast I kill them.
They have dried crusty blood and old festering wounds, leaking thick fluids. They resemble moving skeletons. Their skin is paper thin and translucent. Their eyes, sunken hollows, are bloodshot with milky-white pupils. One of the woman's eyes is missing and leaking greenish pus. The blood seeping is dark and thick.
When the smell hits me, it hits me hard. “Sick.” I gag, tasting death, infection, and soured milk rolled into one. My throat contracts, trying to get my stomach to come up. Keeping it down, I move forward.
I lift my pistol crossbow and shoot the male. It goes a little off-target, to the left side of the forehead, but he drops to the ground with a light thud. I shoot her and it hits dead on, right in the middle—easy. The burning coals must’ve attracted them. I might have a leak in my ventilation system, but fixing it will have to wait for tomorrow.
I retrieve my arrows, ignoring the chunks clinging to them. I flick the arrows towards the ground, the excess gore splashing the grass. The guy’s skull comes right off. I’ll need to burn the corpses. It’ll only attract more. I need to get to the bunker. This puts a chink in my busy schedule. Right.
A loud chattering makes me twist in surprise. A mouth snarls and I’m thrown to the ground on my back. With my crossbow out of reach, teeth snap as I hold the zombie by the neck. I kick, throwing the zombie over my shoulder with only adrenaline to energize me. It lands behind me with a smack. I jump up, grabbing the machete and run a little distance. The zombie landed on top of the other corpse. Satisfaction makes me smirk as it scrambles, slipping around. It moves fast, much too fast for a zombie. The smirk slips from my face as I stand in a stunned stupor. If it hadn’t attacked me in a frenzy, I would say it’s human.
The thing catches sight of me and charges. I shake myself into action, swiping my blade at its throat. It gurgles and I stick my booted foot out to trip it. I hack him before he can get up. It takes a few well-placed chops, but his head comes off.
Breathing heavily, I scan my surroundings and note it’s safe to grab my stuff and leave before any more can make their way here. Jumping over my fence, I’m shaken to the core that zombies got the drop on me. I blame Jack and my need to forget. I also try, unsuccessfully, to skirt around the fact I don’t know everything there is to know about the living dead.
   
My mishap reminds me of the last time I figured something new about zombies and my last close call with death. Six months after the outbreak, I found a neighbor hiding while rummaging the neighborhood. We stuck together. At the time, zombies were new, well fed, and strong. I dealt with them almost every day. Their food source was down in the cities, and they roamed rural areas looking for animals. It’d also been a while since coming across any zombies. We felt secure while carrying bricks to finish the bunker when half a dozen zombies attacked us. They never traveled in packs let alone attacked in packs. My neighbor froze in the face of them. I don’t know if he stiffened from surprise or because of the small group. Left to fight for both our lives, I took one out with my crossbow and beat the majority with bricks. It wasn’t easy. By that time, my neighbor grew balls and fought the last one but it did him no good. I advanced and swung a cinderblock, knocking the zombie away from him. My companion stared into space with a seeping bite wound while I smashed the head of the last zombie in.
“You know what I have to do,” I said. Upon him coming to stay with me, we both agreed to show mercy if the other were bitten.
“Yes,” he whispered after a pause. I gave him a few hours. I guess to get right with God. After digging a shallow grave in a wooded area, I shot him with my crossbow at dusk. His name was Jim, and he stayed with me for three weeks.
I maneuver into the “kitchen” area of my bunker, to the big aluminum barrel I use as a tub and sink. The water is cold, but I scrub my face, arms, and hands. I wash my arrows. I’ll scour the tub tomorrow. With the adrenaline wearing off and a fresh set of clothes, I choke down my bland, mushy rice with several gulps of water. It’s not until I crawl under the blankets when I realize sleep will be scarce.
I scrawl an account of what happened in my notebook—a composition pad for any useful information. I don’t know if the zombie attack is a good omen or bad. One thing I know for sure, Jack is no longer my best friend.
   
Waking without dreaming of faces I once knew and loved as zombies starts my day off right. I get to work siphoning dirty water from the tub through a hose that drains outside. Doing it without getting any in my mouth is a science. I have three hoses. One for dirty water, one for clean water, and the third’s a short hose connected to the basin for speedy cleanups.
After my morning routine, I go for a jog to determine how I attracted the zombies from last night. I always run with my pack, to be sure I can, if it’s ever needed to escape a sticky predicament. I strive for stronger endurance because I never know what will happen or when I’ll need to run, but one thing’s for sure—it’s inevitable.
The sun beams high in an endless blue sky, feeling warmer than yesterday. Clear and crisp. I loved days like these in the old life. The reminder cheers my spirit despite a slight hangover.
Ignoring my recent injury, I accelerate my pace, kick rocks as I go, and avoid cracks in the road. My crossbow and pack flap on my back comfortingly, like a security blanket. Every now and then, the machete taps my injured thigh which isn’t painful today. The double-sided hatchet I added this morning swings on the other side. The wind blows and leaves swirl. Birds chirp as I pound the pavement to the tune of their melodies. It sounds surreal as if the world weren’t full of decomposing apples slowly rotting all the other apples. Breathing in through my nose brings in the dry grass smell mixed with evergreen.
I go on for twice my normal workout time. The endorphins flow and like every time I feel this good, people cross my mind.
Talking to someone would be a welcome change. Hell, just being around someone would be welcome.
Usually this feeling only lasts a little while. I could find people, but surviving great on my own, I always keep to myself.
I double back to dispose of the corpses when a scream and a high-pitched squeal followed by loud moans grab my attention. My great mood evaporates so dramatically I could kill the person who said, “Be careful what you wish for.”
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I FREEZE, realizing there is a person—a living, breathing person—getting chased by a zombie. My chest heaves. With the blood rushing through my head, I hear another scream. Willing my breathing to slow, I wait and strain to listen. Screams and groans echo through the deserted neighborhood like an eerie ballad carried by the wind.
I pinpoint the struggles to a wooded area behind a row of houses. The commotion isn’t far from where I buried Jim. I rush between two houses, creeping as fast as I can through the trees.
“Get back,” someone shouts as another person makes a noise of protest.
My boots hit muddy spots, sinking in the damp ground, the earthly smell rising—musty, like dirt and dead leaves with a whiff of evergreen. A feminine screech pushes me faster, but I remain in stealth mode. The brush whips against my bare arms. I haven’t tied my locks back, so they slither around me like snakes.
Finding the source of the noise, I assess the situation. There aren’t two people—there are four. Four people and three zombies, to be exact, in a shaded clearing. The morning sun puts a cheery tint to the autumn coloring on the treetops. The setting does not match the scene. Someone should be enjoying fruit, cheese, and mimosas on a picnic blanket. Instead, a bloated zombie is on top of a kneeling strawberry-blonde, who fights for her life while a man with shaggy, gray-streaked hair tries, unsuccessfully, to grab the zombie’s head and twist.
Another guy, lanky with dark hair, and a skinny blonde fend off their own zombies. The lanky guy holds a huge walking stick, and the girl throws her fists like a wild animal. The feelings coursing through me are unbelievable, throbbing to the tune of my heartbeat. I want to leave them here to their fate. I want to run, hug them, and kiss their mouths. Breathing jaggedly, I feel like someone lit a fuse inside my body. People. The fuse ends and I detonate. I drop my pack, grab the machete and hatchet, and race toward them without another thought.
“Take this,” I shout at the skinny girl throwing punches. She looks to be a few years younger than me. I toss the hatchet and it sticks in the ground at her feet. I spin to the zombie on top of the woman who looks to be in her late thirties. She’s terrified and shivering. The zombie is so bloated, fluids drip from its mouth. Its skin is stretched to a translucent state—so clear, the fluids inside gush around like a filmy cloud. I shove the older man with shaggy hair out of the way as hard I can, having time to notice he is heavy and looking at me in shock.
“Get your head down,” I command the woman. She ducks under her bloody arms. I swing my machete, and the zombie’s head explodes into blood and sticky bits. I notice the skinny girl slicing through the air with the hatchet. Fluid and gore from the zombie sprays a fine mist.
The lanky guy has stuck his walking stick through the zombie’s gut. If this zombie was as bloated as the other one, it would have popped like a water balloon filled with pudding. Unfazed by the stick, the zombie is still on target while lanky guy guides him away with the stick. I hurry to cut the zombie’s head off. The guy takes notice and steps out of the way. This beheading is less messy, and I chop at the spinal cord a few times to get the head off, much like the zombie from last night. The skinny girl finishes the other zombie. When I see it still twitching, I raise my boot, and smash its head. The skull gives, but sticks around my boot as if I had my foot deep in rocky mud.
We stand there, staring and panting. I’m busy trying to keep my eye on them and clean off my boot in the thick brush. All of our chests heave though mine heaves from exhilaration.
“Where are your weapons?” I ask, walking backward toward my pack. I don’t want them behind me. It doesn’t escape my notice how they’re looking at me. Their eyes follow the blood and sweat dripping down my stomach. I clench my teeth together and squeeze my fist tight. I’ll be damned if these people, the first people I’ve seen in a little over three years, will make me feel self-conscious.
“We had guns, but we ran out of ammunition when we were ambushed about ten miles back. Zombies’ve been everywhere since,” the man with shaggy hair tells me. He is a weary man with rough hands. Needing a cut, his dark, gray-streaked hair falls into matching dark eyes. A strong, tall build said he could take on anything, but it hadn’t helped him now. A flannel shirt is cut off at the forearms, but drapes over worn jeans covered in old, dried blood. He has a backpack, and his gun’s tucked into his pants. Despite knowing it isn’t loaded, I inwardly cringe away. “We’re heading to a southern government camp. We must be close,” he prods, and eyes my bloody machete.
I stare at him. “Looking for a zombie-free winter? It doesn’t matter where you are, if you’re with a crowd, it draws them.”
“We know….” He looks to the sky almost lost in thought. “The camps give us shelter, food, safety, and human companionship.” Makes sense, but they don’t know how long I’ve been alone without attracting zombies. Would they believe me if I told them?
We reach the tree I left my pack against. Slipping my tank over my sports bra, I get dressed fast because the younger lanky guy stares at me with an expression I don’t want to understand, but I do. It brings on a familiar feeling from the old life. He is good looking, in a best friend’s little brother type way. His dark hair, almost black, has the slightest curl in the back with bangs sweeping over his ice-blue eyes, surrounded by thick, dark lashes. Standing several inches taller than me, he’s holding another stick, looping a thumb in the belt loop of his dark, denim jeans. The fitted shirt, emphasizing his skinniness, stretches as he lifts a shoulder to what Shaggy told me.
I reach for the hatchet. The girl gives it to me handle first. She’s slender—her bones jut out sharply at her elbows and cheekbones. Her low-rise pants and short baby doll tee hint at her protruding pelvic bone. Her short blond hair is dirty and emphasizes her sharp chin. Despite her light hair, her eyebrows are dark. Her eyes are hard and focused on me. I can’t judge. I know I look like a hobo. Like me, she would be attractive if she didn’t exude coldness. I wipe the blood from the weapons and put them in their place. Grasping my loaded crossbow, I point it at the older woman.
Startled, she looks at the ground. She’s adorable and sweet, with blue eyes and a petite nose scattered with freckles. Her eyebrows are lighter than her hair. She has soft curves and tries to hide them with bigger clothing. Her pink jogging suit is covered with blood and dirt.
“So, you were bitten? I couldn’t tell if the blood was zombie blood or yours. I guess it’s both,” I say, keeping my voice calm while glancing between her and Shaggy.
She meets my eyes with panic in her own. “I–” she begins, but Shaggy jumps in front of her and gestures his hand for her to be quiet.
“Whoa, let’s talk this out. She’s got a couple of days at most,” he blurts, peering at the woman. Automatically recognizing a silent exchange when I see one, I look them over, sizing them up a few moments more. They’re dirty from travel and need fresh clothes.
“Well, I guess you can follow me, get cleaned up, tend to her wounds, and rest. I have food, clothes, and some extra weapons you may have. Then, you can be on your way. There is a new government camp in Birmingham.” I’m not only going to keep my eye on the petite woman, but all of them. Their demeanor and body language tell me they know each other well.
“Birmingham? What about Clarksville? How close are we to there?” This was the first time best friend’s little brother spoke.
I glance at him. “Broadcasts stopped coming from there a long time ago. You can always go there if you want. I believe it was infiltrated and would be a waste of time.”
He appears upset to hear this. As I watch, the girl puts her arm around him, whispering. He looks at her, shaking his head in a practiced motion to get the hair out of his eyes.
“We’ll figure it out, Kale,” Shaggy says. “Let’s rest for now.”
I’m leading them out of the wooded area when I hear a twig snap and pounding feet. A zombie races toward us as I spin around. It seems almost human, except for its blue bloody lips and clammy skin. Dark-purplish eyes are full of settled blood.
I point my crossbow and shoot the zombie in the middle of its forehead. It sticks right in the front, only slowing it down. It’s also right between Shaggy and Kale. The girl yelps. Sliding the hatchet from my pack loop, I tomahawk toss it. It hits the arrow, jamming it in, and the zombie collapses to the ground with a heavy thump. Blood seeps from a recent bite wound and stains its dirty shirt. It hasn’t even taken a bite out of someone yet, it’s so newly transformed.
I blink and swallow a lump—the zombie had been running full on. I understand the arrow getting stuck since the pistol crossbow is only meant for small game, but like the zombie last night, the damn thing moved with amazing speed. This shakes me more than I care to contemplate or admit.
What’s even worse, no one seems surprised but me. Trying to cover my reaction, I brace my boot on its forehead, yanking and jerking the shaft to get my arrow out. The hatchet buried the arrow to the fletching. When it comes out, I feel something gooey splat on my hand and I jump.
“Shit!” I shake off the gore like it’s the black plague. It is some kind of plague. Shaggy steps forward, about to say something, but I hold my finger to my lips. We walk the rest of the way in silence. Well, I’m silent. These people wouldn’t know stealth if it bit them on the ass. Their movements seem to pound through my head. No wonder the living dead attacked them.
I can’t help but want these people gone. They’re a superfluous burden dropped onto my shoulders for their convenience. Not to mention, they brought strange, unfamiliar zombies with them. They’re weak, and I don’t want to care for them. They’ve relied on others through this whole ordeal, and if they stay, they will rely on me.
Tears sting my eyes. Clenching my jaw, I blink them away and stare forward. I don’t know their story. They’re weaponless because they used them to survive. Why am I faulting them and calling them weak?
I lead them through my gate, then shut and lock it behind us. My backyard is about a half-acre surrounded by a privacy fence. Our black lab, Sputnik, once ran this space. He died before the outbreak. I still miss him. Sometimes I picture him running after a tennis ball, his tongue lolling out of his jowls.
Pumping water into the basin, I say, “Wait until I get water into my bunker, then you can use this short hose to clean off. Just try not to get blood in the basin. Does anyone else have any injuries besides…?”
“Nadine, my name is Nadine,” the soon to be undead, strawberry blonde tells me. I don’t want to know their names. I want them gone by morning.
But hells bells, I don’t want to be rude either. “I’m Kan,” I tell them.
“Thank you for your help, Kan,” Nadine says. I feel a tight smile on my lips. At that, their demeanor toward me changes. I’m someone who would kill their friend, but someone who’s surviving. They are happy to see me, and I wish I could feel the same. I can’t quite put my finger on it but I have a slight feeling helping them was a mistake.
The older guy offers me his hand, and I take it as he introduces himself, “Harley.”
I look at the skinny girl. She glances around with a pinched mouth. “Bridget.”
I don’t know what to think of her. She seems stubborn rather than reserved, and the way she fought the zombie did not come from a reserved person. I can’t say anything since I haven’t said much either. Something stronger lies beneath the surface.
Kale sticks out his hand. I grab it harder than necessary. “Kale, I heard him call you Kale. Like the lettuce?”
He smiles, grateful I remembered. “Yup, like the lettuce.” No matter how I feel, it is refreshing to see people, and seeing them smile makes my chest lighten.
I get to business. “We should get cleaned up. I can make us something to eat.” I look at Nadine. “After you wash up, I have bandages for your injury.”
I show them how to use the pump and how to siphon through the short hose. “I have a long hose going into my bunker I use for cooking and cleaning,” I explain, plucking towels from a laundry line, handing one to each of them.
“We’ll clean whatever we use,” Harley says. “Is everyone else out hunting?” He peers toward the house as if I couldn’t possibly be by myself. Picking at my cuticle, I don’t know if I can trust them. People are strange, stranger still since the outbreak. All I have is my gut instinct which is telling me something seems different about them.
“No,” I whisper, looking at the bunker door. “It’s just me.” All four of them gape. I don’t want to get into it. I flash a mirthless smile. “Try not to make a lot of noise.” I peer at all of them and go into my bunker.
I leave the door open so they know they can follow. After flipping the generator switch and turning on a few lamps, I go about lighting a fire, reminding me the ventilation system might be leaking. The fire will help me seek the source. It’s before midday. Usually, I’d feel secure getting out. After this morning, I can’t say it is safe to fix it now. Zombies might be lurking. Opening the trapdoor used as a pantry underneath the plywood counter, I grab two cans of vegetables. I’m in the middle of opening cans, when a gasp sounds throughout the bunker.
I find the four of them studying the bunker. Harley must be a little over six feet tall because he looks hunched as to not hit any plumbing pipes. He inspects my computer setup. The dinette table piled with books, my toothpick bridge, and assorted clutter holds their attention. There’s only space for one. I’m conscious of how lonely it looks. It’s pathetic, but I don’t care. It passes the time.
“Wow, you live here?” The awe in his voice makes me want to run away. “Why don’t you live in the house?”
My teeth clench. “Survival. Look, I need to wash my pot and tub.” I hand Harley some bandages from a drawer along with a basic first aid kit and instruction guide. I clear the table of books for more space for them.
Taking the pot and tub outside, I clean them, the tub especially. After going through the tedious process, I take it inside.
They’re relaxed, enjoying the safety and comfort I bring them. Slamming the pot on the grill with unnecessary aggression, I notice Bridget has found a book and is thumbing through it. Anger flashes through me that she went through my things.
I swallow any derogatory comments and dump canned vegetables into the pot. It’s just a book, anyway. My mood lifts a little as the smell wafts around me. The distinct sodium and metal aroma makes my mouth salivate.
“This is great, Kan. I can see how you’ve managed alone,” Harley comments. Some part of me acknowledges his compliment. The other part, the part I don’t like well, but also the part that has kept me alive, doesn’t like them invading my space.
The fire starts strong, heating the bunker.
“I was awakened by zombies last night. My ventilation system attracted them. It ends about three hundred yards away, and they were walking circles several yards from my fence.” I let my words sink in to see if they catch on.
To my surprise, it’s Kale. “You have a leak?”
“I believe so. Now that the fire is going good, I should be able to detect the smoke from the leak.”
He nods. “Cool, I’ll go with you to cover your back.”
I eye him. “As you can see, I can take care of myself.” His face falls, making me feel guilty. Maybe I should shoot them all.
My indecision, settling as curiosity, wins over my irritation—I want to know what they know. Judging from the zombie fight, Kale is the weak link. “Okay, come on.”
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INSTEAD OF HEADING through the gate, I take him inside the house. I can feel his curious gaze and his need to ask questions as we go in the door. He takes in all the dust and webs of disuse. The kitchen has cherry cabinets, creamy ivory granite counters, gleaming stainless steel appliances, and track lighting. The hinges protest when I open the cabinets, sending thick dust into my eyes. I wave it from my face before touching the cobwebs sticking to the tableware inside.
I grab casual bowls and plates from the cupboard and cutlery from the drawer. “Here, will you wash these in the basin?” I hand him the armload. “You guys will need something to eat on.”
Self-righteous outrage pours from his gaze as he jerks hair out of his eyes. “You’re doing this so you can go out there by yourself. You saw how that zombie came out of nowhere. I need to be there to help look out for them.”
My lips tighten. “I need you to help clean those, so they can eat. I’m sure you’re hungry, too. Right? Please, do this for your friends. They need you more than I do. By the time you’re done, I’ll be back. I need you to keep an eye on Nadine,” I whisper, looking for anything else we might need. “I’m not sure of their relationship, but I know Harley isn’t willing to do what needs to be done.”
His eyes seem to pierce me, making me uncomfortable, but I don’t flinch or back down.
“You don’t know them,” he spits with narrowed eyes. “If you’re not back in thirty minutes, we’re coming to look for you.”
Cute. I bite my lips to hide a smile and demean his minimal masculinity. It will also risk him returning the smile. Caring about these people is the last thing I want. I also don’t want them to care about me.
“There is a closet in the big bedroom.” I swallow hard and clear my throat. “Clothes.” My parents won’t be using them anymore. They may as well go to someone who needs them. I leave before he can say anything, walking through the garage where I have tools stored. I grab the shovel to dig the trench and fix the leak.
It’s still warm. The sun beats on me as I walk into the yard. I smile and let it warm my face. By the time I make it to the field, tools in hand, my smile falls from my face—I can smell the rotting zombie corpses. The stench is worse because of the hot sun. This time, I can’t hold back. Tasting bitter bile, I vomit in the thick brush. My stomach continues to contract with dry heaves, making me wish I had more in it.
I run past the corpses to gulp fresh air. Smoke wafts from a hole, identifying the leak. The brush is broken and trampled from the zombies, making it easy to set about digging the trench. I fix it with duct tape, my go-to mending tool. My tank’s over my nose, to help with the smell as I drag the zombie remains downwind through a patch of trees and into an old cattle field where I set them ablaze.
On my way to the bunker, I see Harley outside, scoping the hole I dug to fix the ventilation. “Great idea. I’m sure it works like a charm,” he tells me. I nod to acknowledge him. He scrutinizes me with renewed interest. “I turned on your radio and caught a broadcast near Birmingham. It seems they’re doing fine, so we’ll head there soon.” He sounds worn out.
“Come on. Let’s eat and get some rest. There are beds in the house. Comfortable. I won’t sleep until long after dark, so I’ll keep an eye on things. Last night and today are the most zombies I’ve seen in a little over three years. Well, except for the occasional wanderer, but I don’t count them if they aren’t attracted to my home.”
His mouth drops. “You’ve been alone for that long?”
I squint at the sky. “Yeah.”
   
After everyone eats the hearty vegetable soup in silence, my guests put on fresh clothes. It stings to see the guys in my dad’s clothing, but I say nothing. I’m surprised the girls put on some of my old things. I guess they don’t like my mom’s style. I’m curvier than Bridget, so they look a little loose on her. At least they aren’t tight. I lie on the bed and pretend to doodle in my notebook as I survey my guests.
Harley skims the books. The Johnny Five t-shirt he wears was my dad’s favorite. Being a technology professor at the local university, he loved to read and learn about anything man-made. He went through books quickly, just like Johnny Five, the robot from the movie Short Circuit. It was an inside joke of our family. I fume, ready for my unexpected guests to leave.
Nadine reclines on the couch next to Kale. She doesn’t look feverish. She chose a cotton sundress of pinks and purples. An odd choice that makes me wonder what in the hell is going through her mind. They’re laughing and telling jokes together. Their faces transmute into something I never expected to see again. Bridget sits cross-legged on the floor against Kale’s leg. She’s wearing my old t-shirt, a cartoon of Smokey the Bear. She gazes at Kale, smiling at whatever he says.
I tune in to their conversation as Nadine bursts out laughing. “You’re so stupid, Kale.”
Kale catches me watching them. His eyes burn with curiosity. Yes, I could turn on my charm and get information out of him. I haven’t used that part of me in a while, but it would be easy. Bridget notices us watching each other. My face flames and I flip over on my bed. If I decide on a flirtatious course of action to get information from him, she’ll be a problem. She might as well piss on him to mark her territory.
Tears sting my eyes, and I blink to keep any from falling. I hate myself at this moment for taking them in at the risk of exposure. They will destroy everything I’ve built, but I can’t bring myself to be hateful to them. Harley said they’d be leaving. I sigh, liking the thought and feeling lighter. Patience is key here. I’ll go about my business, not say much, and ignore them. They might catch on, know they’re not wanted, and leave, but not before I get what I want from them.
I tend to my guests more to keep myself busy rather than the need for everything to be clean. The sooner they rest, the sooner they can leave. Hopefully, before Nadine turns. I don’t want to shoot her. She is sweet. Jim, my neighbor, I had no problem shooting. He had been a thorn in my side. He helped as much as he could, I guess, turned soft from comfortable living. Not to mention, whiny. None of these people are whiny. The difference is they want to help, and they do it without being told.
After I’m done cleaning used dishes, I pump more water in the basin—it takes longer than usual. Probably from all the water we’ve used today.
Inside the house, looking in my family’s linen closet, I find the sheets dusty, but I’ll shake them before putting them on the beds. My eyes water from the dust clouds, and soon I can’t keep from sneezing. Blowing my nose into an old rag, it’s all dirt and funk. This is the last straw. They can do it themselves.
After showing them the sleeping arrangements, I head to the old living room. To preserve our home long ago, I covered the furniture in this room with sheets. It seems kind of dumb now. Passing through, I freeze. Kale studies old framed pictures and knickknacks on the large entertainment center where the flat screen TV still sits.
The love seat was my mother’s spot. Looking at it now, I can picture my mom with a bottle of scotch sitting beside her. She wouldn’t even bother to use a glass. Sometimes she would pass out, sometimes not. Even though I hate remembering my mother that way, it’s hard not to remember her verbal attacks on my dad. Kale stares at me, breaking my memories. It looks like he wants to ask me something, so I hurry out.
   
After boiling two pots of water to mix with the cold, I sit in the tub. I don’t do it often, but enjoy it. I should be on the lookout while they sleep, but everything is off. I flick my lighter to light my bowl, the weed crackles and the bong water bubbles as I inhale its smoke.
Not knowing how to grow it, I normally don’t smoke it unless I’ve hurt myself. I could, I suppose. There is no one to arrest me, and I like it because it doesn’t impair me the way drinking does. It was a lucky day when I came across several big plants about a year ago. I wasn’t surprised to find the annual still growing as it doesn’t get too cold for long here in Tennessee. My mother was always happy to have annual flowers come back. I suspect there were more of the weed plants at one point, and they died over the years. I knew enough to dry the buds out. I cut the buds off and let the plant continue growing. They almost all died last winter, but one survived. I named it after myself, Kansas. I call it Kansas City Bud. I must be allergic to it because it makes me thirsty. I’m laughing at my weed induced joke when the bunker door opens. My body tenses, observing Kale’s silhouette in the candlelight.
“Kan?”
I throw a towel across the tub so I don’t flash him. My legs stick out, and my head rests on a rolled up towel.
Buzz kill. “Um, yeah?” My tone’s full of disbelief that he’s interrupting my bath time. I eye him over my glass tumbler as I take a gulp of water. This might be a great opportunity to talk with him alone. He stares without speaking.
“You’re taking a bath? Is that hot water?” Kale asks, amazed.
“It won’t be when I’m done.”
He strolls over and takes my bong. Flicking the lighter, he inhales and keeps inhaling as he lifts the bowl, sucking up smoke. He exhales and tries to sit while choking his lungs up. “Instant high,” I say, the buzz returning as I relax a little.
“Yeah, it’s been a while.” He settles and leans against the tub. He passes the bong along with the lighter.
“You know, if Bridget finds us like this, it won’t look good.” I think I have a grasp on their relationship and her overbearing attitude toward him.
“What’s it to Bridget?” His voice hints at curiosity.
“You’re blind.”
“We’re like brother and sister.”
Knowing she doesn’t look at him as a brother, I raise my brows. Maybe he’s playing the same angle for information. This whole conversation is weird. It’s the weed getting to my brain, making me over-think things.
“Hey, Kan, Harley told us not to snoop into your business.” Oh, here we go. “But do you mind if I ask you a question?”
I tried to will my heart to not pick up speed. Definite buzz kill city. “You can ask, but I probably won’t tell you,” I say, serious. I do not want to have this conversation with anyone.
“Where did you get this weed? Did you grow it?”
I laugh, surprised and relieved he asked nothing personal. I take another hit and hold it in my lungs. After I exhale, I say, “I came across some plants one day. Luckiest day ever.” We both laugh at my good fortune.
“Agreed.”
“Maybe I’ll show it to you before you leave.” I smile at the thought. His own smile falters, and he turns his back to the tub. I think my foot catches his eye. His head moves as if he’s ogling my leg sticking out of the tub. I move it out of his line of sight. The Adam’s apple on his throat bobs as he swallows, catching himself.
A finger dips in my water as if to test it. He swirls his finger before flicking droplets at me. “That’s getting cold. You better get out. I’ll leave you alone,” he says, and rises. Why did his mood change?
“Before you leave, will you hand me another towel? Please?” I ask, watching him move toward the door.
“Sure.” He passes a towel directing his attention elsewhere.
After he leaves, I shiver, so I towel off and get dressed. Someone walks through the living room above me, causing the floor to groan. I take a big gulp of tequila for warmth. Some of it runs out, down my chin, and up my nose. I sputter as my eyes water from the burn, and I pinch my nose to keep the harsh smell from making me gag.
My stomach coats with warmth as I climb under the blankets and fall asleep.
   
The next morning, I check my laptop connection. No change, but I expected none. My family’s connection was via satellite. I knew when the satellite provider went down after my loss of connection. That happened a few days after the first wave of outbreak. My dad was still alive and told me if no one was at the corporation to keep it going, it would stop. I’m hopeful in thinking if I get a connection someone must be out there tending to it.
At the table, I eat plain oats when Bridget makes her appearance. “Morning,” I mumble.
“Mind if I have some?” she asks, pointing to the pot of oats.
“Sure thing. There’s enough for everyone. If you like it sweet, there is some canned fruit under the trapdoor.” I watch as she scoops oats and then opens the trapdoor. She produces a can of mandarin oranges.
Once she tops her oats she says, “This is great, thanks.”
I think she is okay, despite her earlier attitude toward me. I feel like I have to get something out of the way. “Bridget, you don’t have to be overprotective with Kale. I’m not interested.”
She stares at nothing a while before returning to her oats. “That obvious, huh?” She makes light, but I can tell it bothers her.
“I won't say anything. It’s not my place,” I lie, since I already said something.
“Kale is a great guy. Anyone would want him.” She sends me a pointed expression. “He’s saved my life more times than I can count. I’ve known him for two years. He has some kind of interest in you.” She’s being honest, but I don’t know what to say.
Harley appears, saving me from having to interact anymore with Bridget.
“Oats and oranges.” I point to the counter with my spoon.
“Yum.” He smiles.
“Where is Nadine?” I ask Harley, spooning the last bite of oats in my mouth. His clothes are rumpled, and Johnny Five has a big crease down the middle of the t-shirt.
“Don’t worry. No fever,” he says, chewing a mouthful of food.
“Good.” I pause, but I need to ask. “Are you two together?”
He laughs. “No, she was married to my brother before the outbreak. She’s my sister-in-law.” This surprises me.
“She’s your family?” I ask with obvious, pure envy. Wishing for my family seems to be a constant weight. I check myself and swallow hard.
“Yeah. Listen, I have a favor to ask. Is it all right if we stay here? At least until she…” He lets the sentence trail off. “I mean, we will help with whatever you need to get done. I can hunt. Maybe take a day trip for extra supplies. I should try to look for some ammunition,” he rambles, looking hopeful.
I don’t want this, but I also don’t want to turn them down. The first people I have seen in three years. I don’t have to be happy about it. Bridget seems indifferent with the idea.
“Yeah, you can stay.” I pause before saying, “I’ll shoot her if you don’t.” Standing up, I grab my pack and walk out.
   
I want to make my rounds, but first things first. I don’t know which bedroom she’s in, but I take a wild guess and go into the master. It shares the front hall off the foyer with the office space. The floor is nothing but plywood. Long ago, I took up the hardwood for flooring in the bunker. The plywood creaks under my weight, and amazingly, it still smells like a new house. When I enter the room, she’s still asleep. Crown molding traces the vaulted ceilings and the tops of the teal walls. My mother’s dark brown drapes are closed. The vanity stool is pulled out, and the mirror is free from dust. My mother’s floor-model jewelry box stands ajar. Nosy pricks. Fat chance jewelry will do them any good.
I close the jewelry box before tiptoeing to the side of the bed where Nadine sleeps. She looks like a picture of health. In my experience, she should at least have a fever. I grip the crossbow tighter.
The next thing I know her eyes shoot open and I’m looking into the barrel of a gun. She sits straight in the bed and lowers the gun when she realizes it’s me. Her wavy hair juts awkwardly from sleep and her cornflower eyes are wide and alert.
I laugh a little and try not to fidget. “Why are you pointing a gun with no bullets at me?”
She takes a deep breath. “Sorry. You know the saying, old habits die-hard. I think Harley wants to look for ammunition soon.”
“Yeah, you guys are staying here while he gathers supplies,” I inform her without telling her the real reason.
“You mean he’ll have a nice place to bury me,” she says with perfect ease, sounding content with the idea. “I won’t be leaving here alive, I know. I’ve accepted the inevitable.”
“I came in here to change your bandages and to check your bite. You don’t seem feverish…” I place my trembling hand on her forehead. “Which is weird. Here, give me your arm.” I reach for her wrist and she jerks away.
She half smiles and shrugs. “I’d rather Harley look at it. I’m starving,” she says, peeking over my shoulder.
Kale is leaning against the doorframe. The teal walls make his eyes pop, and he stares at Nadine. His expression changes before I can decipher the look.
Plastering a smile for my sake, he says, “Wake and bake?”
She tucks the gun in her waistband as she rises and walks from the room. “No,” I state, narrowing my eyes at the empty doorway.
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THE DAY IS ALMOST as exceptional as it was yesterday, except a few fluffy white clouds dot the sky. In the old life, I hated these clouds when I would tan. The breeze blows on my face and arms with no sign of the previous smell of rot as I make my rounds, checking tripwires that tell me when something tracks through my neighborhood.
I fix the trip string in the woods where the zombies and gang came through yesterday. I couldn’t track the path of the other zombies from two nights ago. It’s likely they came from the same direction as the others. It seems odd. Maybe I’m being paranoid because Nadine will become a walking hungry corpse any day now.
Something is not right. I can’t put my finger on it. It’s puzzling Nadine shows no signs of turning. She mentioned she was hungry. I hurry to get back and keep an eye on her.
I make it to the bunker to find everyone in silence. They’re nonchalantly doing something unimportant, as if they were talking about me. I feel too tired to think about what. I want to be by myself to get rid of the headache from the strain of having guests. Getting used to being around them has proved a challenge. Maybe I haven’t changed from being a selfish person.
Ignoring them won’t be productive. “You guys can make someone feel out of the loop.” Kale seems confused so I explain, “You’re like family to each other. People come together when they lose loved ones. To tell you the truth, I’m glad I have company.” I try not to say it grudgingly. After a deep breath, I continue, “I checked things and I think we can relax for a bit. Maybe make a big dinner and get to know each other better.” I smile and it feels forced but they don’t seem to notice. Everyone smiles at me, even Nadine.
“There’s no better way to spend the time,” she says with her chin held high.
   
For the faux occasion, I decide to griddle some cornmeal cakes and pinto beans. Harley wants to go hunting. I don’t like this idea. Not because I don’t eat meat, but because there are few living things nowadays and we have plenty of food. He plans to take Nadine along.
As the day passes at a dreadful pace, I get more anxious about her. Well, anxious about the bite. It has become a desperate need to see it. She’s outside with Harley practicing the crossbow on a big, spray-painted hay bale. I haven’t used it in a while because it’s falling apart from target use. They both see me and smile.
“I like this thing, Kan!” Harley beams as his dark eyes glint in approval. His eyes cut to the target, aiming the crossbow. The arrow shoots out, hitting the hay bale, but not the target. I might feel smug for being a much better aim than he is. I can tell it’s new to him by the look on his face. I recognize it because my dad got the same look all the time, especially when he wanted to share something he learned with me.
“Yeah, it’s sweet. As long as I don’t lose my arrows, I’ll never run out of ammunition. The main reason I chose archery. You can reuse the arrows until they bend or break.” I move closer to where they stand. “I have a book that teaches how to make them.” I point to the shaft part of the small arrow but switch gears by pushing forward with no grace or tact. “Nadine, may I see your bite?”
I start to grab for her wrist, but she jerks away. “I’m sorry, Nadine, but I need to see your bite. I’m worried about you.” I say the last part quickly, trying to disguise my urgency with concern.
It doesn’t work because Nadine stalks off without a word.
“Sorry, she holds things in. I thought she’d come to terms with it, but obviously not.” Harley watches her go underground.
“Maybe I’m paranoid, but she’s acting strange. She pulled an unloaded gun on me this morning.” I watch him run one of his rough hands through his hair and blow a rush of breath, causing his stubbly cheeks to puff.
“I don’t know what to think about it, but I’ll get her to show the bite to me on the trip.” By his tone, it’s obvious he doesn’t want to talk about it. Guilt threatens to consume me for not being more sensitive to the situation. Wanting to talk to her, I go into the bunker to find her.
She’s sitting on the floor with her back against the wall. Her knees are pulled up as far as they can go with her head tucked so I can’t see her face. She looks so small and defeated. I pull a box from beneath the counter. I have two-and-a-half bottles of tequila and the rest of the bottle of Jack Daniel’s. I choose the bourbon. After pouring a tumbler, I dawdle to Nadine. She still hasn’t looked at me.
I put my hand on her shoulder, “Nadine?” I say in a small voice I don’t recognize. “Here, this might help you relax.” It’s hard not knowing how to deal with people. “I know you’re having a tough time. You’re so brave and strong. I crossed the line.”
Suddenly, her head jerks. I yank my hand back with rising panic, and the drink sloshes around. Her face is red from crying, making her strawberry blond hair obtrusive. I breathe, safe with the knowledge she is not yet a zombie. She takes the drink with shaky hands.
“Not so brave and strong now, am I? I don’t blame you. If I were you, I would have shot me yesterday,” she says matter-of-factly. I smile and she snorts a small laugh.
She sips the whiskey as my heart steadies its beat to a normal pace. “I think I'll get one of those,” I say.
Sipping my drink, I’m watching her as Harley ducks into the bunker. “Ready? I think I got the hang of the crossbow, so I’m ready when you are.” She nods as he helps her to her feet. She is steadier than I would’ve thought in her state of mind. Something isn't right with her.
With Nadine and Harley gone, I start the corn cakes since the beans have been simmering all day. I got the corn cake recipe from a 'live like your ancestors’ book with simple recipes. It’s great for living on the land and how-tos for basic cleaning materials, like homemade soap. Luckily, I don’t have to make my soap. The soap I have comes from looting trips. The reference books my dad bought a year before the outbreak have come in handy. Everyone thought he was loony, but it looks like the joke is on them. I admit, I thought so too, but he was an intelligent man. A man worth listening to.
Around sundown, I’m flipping corn cakes while Kale thumbs through an album of photographs and drawings of old, abandoned barns. I swallow a lump in my throat, not comfortable with what he’s doing. Bridget watches me make corn cakes as though learning a new task.
“Do you want to make some?” I ask. She washed her hair, and the blonde gleams, but her crude, uneven bob is distinct.
“Sure,” she says, taking over my spatula and flipping them. “Who are the people in the pictures?” she whispers.
I close my eyes. “Who do you think? My family,” I snap. She stares while I needlessly stir the pot of beans, hoping for a change in conversation.
She continues anyway, “That guy doesn’t look much like your brother, was he adopted?” She must mean Malachi. He was family and was going to be for the rest of our lives. I frown into the pot of pinto beans.
“No, he was my…” Boyfriend seems inadequate. I clear my throat. “We were together a long time.” I want to be mean, but it comes out softly. She wants to ask more, but the bunker door opens, saving me.
I’m sad for whatever animal Harley caught. He ducks into the bunker, and Kale jumps from his spot on the couch.
“You catch anything?” He must be hungry for meat. About that time, I notice the grim expression on Harley’s face, and Nadine isn’t with him.
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NADINE TURNED WITHOUT WARNING. To save himself, Harley shot her. I don’t want to think too much about this. Since she turned, it was probably like killing a human. He doesn’t give details, and no one asks. At least I don’t. I don’t want to even think about it. The mood is somber. Harley’s drinking bourbon from the bottle, too grief-stricken to get a glass. I don’t blame him, but I’m relieved it’s over. My relief isn’t shared by the other occupants of the bunker.
Bridget left for the house without eating a while ago. I thought Kale might comfort her, but he didn’t. Instead, he shares the bottle with Harley. Soon, they are both drunk. Harley mumbles to himself for a while, something my mother had done. I don’t bother him. He falls asleep on the loveseat. I’m cleaning the mess from cooking corncakes when I feel hands on my hips.
I shove him. “Kale, you’re drunk.” I try to keep the disgust from my voice. His hands return to roaming my sides and then my arms. He smells like dusty old clothes, his are eyes glassy, and when his lips crush mine, the alcohol vapors penetrate my nose. I hadn’t seen him drink much. He is skinny, with a boyish figure. Damned lightweight. I get a familiar feeling in the pit of my stomach from kissing someone for the first time in a long time. I go with it and open my mouth to him, putting my hands on his chest. He takes this as a sign, and his hands grope my rear. I push him away. He breathes, looking at me through his hair.
“Why are you doing this?” I ask him. His hands slide around my hips and he tries to pull me toward him. I hold him at a distance with my palms.
“You looked like a goddamned goddess of war.” He fiddles with one of my dreadlocks. I take a minute to figure out what he’s saying, because who says things like that? I guess the first impression stuck with him. I should use this opportunity to drill him for information. Where did they come from? What do they know? How long have zombies been so expeditious? Looking at him, I can’t do it. It’s impossible to bring myself to take advantage of him. I don’t want to give him the wrong impression even though it seems too late.
“You should go to bed, Kale. We’ll talk tomorrow,” I say, elbowing him out of my personal space.
He smirks the best he can, which is awkward, and plants another sloppy kiss. I silently wish him out of my bunker.
He backs toward the door. “More where that came from,” he warns, stumbling. When he shuts the door of the bunker, I let out a breath.
As much as I’m relieved he is gone, my heart leaps. I grin to myself. “I still got it.”
   
Faces from the old life flow through my subconscious like spokes on a wheel. Laughter dissolves into snarls and fades out.
“Do it, Kansas! Please! I don’t want to hurt you or become one.” Big brown eyes, glistening in the moonlight with unshed tears, plead with me. Warm blood splatters my face as it oozes across the concrete. It fades as I hear myself whimper.
“We should have kept her,” my dad says, pacing tracks into the living room carpet. “It would’ve done you some good to know the stages of decomposition.” His injured face shows nothing but endless sadness.
It diminishes again, my dad sweats, coughs, and gags. “You remember everything,” he rasps. “But most of all, remember how much I love you, Sunshine.”
“No!” I scream in rage as it fades again.
“Kan, let me help you!” A voice I don’t recognize yells. “I can’t help you if you don’t let me in, dammit!”
I wake with a sheen of sweat covering my body. My tank top sticks to my skin. I search for Harley, but he’s no longer here.
It was just a dream. A dream I dream all the time. I replay it in my mind. My family, creepy faces of the undead, are always the stars. Malachi screaming for me to kill him while looking at me with love. His bloody Predator’s shirt still haunts me. My dad grappling with my mother, his arm slipping from her shoulder, her teeth sinking into his jaw. All happening before I put an arrow through my mother’s brain. My dad, drowning in grief, his face red, puffy, and feverish. We shouldn’t have waited for my mother to turn.
We wanted to see someone go through the change to learn every stage, every symptom. He made me swear I wouldn’t do it to another person. I couldn’t kill him like I did Malachi. Dad made it easier on me, and he hadn’t begged. He made me tie him down. I promised to finish it when the time came. My dad’s crazed bloodshot eyes, teeth grinding while drool dribbled down his chin onto his Apple, Inc. t-shirt.
I'm always aware of a stranger who keeps helping me. I can’t see him, but I know he is there. My dreaming self is always glad for this part. It’s the only time I feel safe. Maybe my subconscious has wishful thinking. It was only a dream after all.
As I’m getting dressed, I think about brushing my hair, which is a ridiculous notion. I wash myself and brush my teeth, sure. Brushing my hair? I haven’t cared about that in a long time, hence the dreads. I also like them, but I look more like a cave dweller in combat boots than a goddess of war. I like the description Kale gave me. I wrap a scarf around my head to keep my locks from my face.
When I go outside my mood lifts as I realize it’s the middle of the day. How long will this weather last? It’s beautiful, sunny, and clear, but hot. The turning trees are drooping from the dry, hot days.
“Summer doesn’t want to die,” I mumble to myself.
I feel bad for not sympathizing about Nadine. I hardly knew her. I’m sad it happened, but glad it didn’t happen while we slept. Relieved it’s over. What’s Harley planning now?
My mood drifts downward. There is a pond I spotted when I first scouted the area and laid trip string. I use it for swimming on hot days. It might have water. This time of year it’s usually too dry, but it’s worth checking out. I go into the bunker to change clothes for swimming. I contemplate making oats, but I’m not hungry. I’m sure Harley and Kale are still asleep. Bridget can fend for herself. Grabbing my pack, I toss in a pop-top can of fruit and head out. I’m so happy about the pond idea. I haven’t had a swim in a couple of months, and I love the opportunity to do different physical activities. My thoughts are interrupted by Kale.
“Where you going?” He bellows, his head hanging out the door. I study him. Did I want to be alone with him? Not really.
“I’m going to see if there is water in a pond maybe three miles south.” I start toward the door, but pause. “You and Bridget want to join me?” I try to act indifferent, but I don’t know if I succeed. “Shouldn’t you have a hangover?” Curiosity getting the best of me, I have to know.
He flashes me a wicked smile, “Nah, I didn’t drink much. I couldn’t sleep. A swim sounds good.” He shakes his head to one side, dislodging the hair from his eyes.
“Okay, but don’t get your hopes up. I don’t know if there is water in it. How is Bridget doing?” I ask, hoping she’s all right. She left in a hurry right after she found out about Nadine.
“Uh, she’s not doing too good at all. I don’t think she’d want to go.” He sounds uncertain.
“Well, I’ll go ask her.” I start for the door again, but he blocks my way.
“She’ll be fine. She’s with Harley.” He can only manage a half-smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. I didn’t realize how much Nadine affected him, too. She was like a mother to them, a confidante.
“They’re talking about leaving soon, Kan.” I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he gulps. “Could we try to have fun today?”
My heart skips. They plan to leave. I have many mixed emotions. I like my life of seclusion and safety. Maybe one day the world will find a cure, pick up, and try to start over. I want to be around when that happens. Right now, it’s not safe. They’ll be fighting for their lives until they make it to Birmingham. They already lost one on the way. I’m not sure if I want to be alone anymore. I can’t make them stay, but I won’t make them leave. That is their decision.
“Let’s have fun. I think we both need to take our minds off things,” I say with a smile, even though being alone with Kale isn’t a preference.
Kale, seeing an opportunity to joke with me, laughs and says, “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.” At least his nervousness and anxiety are gone. I hope he can walk fast.
We reach the pond in a little under an hour, my excitement growing the whole way. Considering the brush, we make good time. We whoop and cheer when we find water. The pond’s man-made, cut out in a semi-circle the size of a large gymnasium. The smell in the air is damp grass, mud, and stagnant water. Locusts buzz nearby. Kale and I can walk in or jump in at the other end which drops off like a cliff. There’s plenty of water, about five feet at the deepest part. I can see through the water to the murky bottom.
Perfect. It’s more than I could ask for. Even if it is nasty and murky, I'll still swim in it. In my jeans and boots, sweat coats my body from the heat and the hike to get here.
I’m aware of Kale stripping down to his underwear—boxers with a plaid design. I’m not the modest type, so I do the same, leaving my tank top over my swimsuit.
“Try not to pee, or drink the water. Lots of parasites lurk in there, waiting for hosts,” I tell him, checking to make sure my cut is scabbed over.
He laughs, “You’re worried about germs?”
“Not germs, parasites. I haven’t survived this long without worrying about creepy-crawlies. To jump or not to jump is the question,” I announce and wave my arms.
Face to face, we both say, “Jump!” We run around to the other side, pushing each other out of the way, each trying to be first. My feet feel every stick and stone. They’re sensitive from wearing boots twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. He arrives first and jumps in.
He swims around. “It’s warm! Come on!”
I glance at the bottoms of my feet to make sure I don’t have any open cuts. He notices and laughs. With a glare at him, I cannon ball in. The water isn’t deep enough to tread, but I can swim around. Kale splashes me to get my attention. “Anyone ever told you that you take things too seriously?”
I splash and scoff, “No. I was always told I didn’t take things seriously enough. People change when the survival instinct takes over.”
We have a splash fight, and I jump on his back to dunk him. The water isn’t deep enough, and he keeps his balance.
“Man, my feet are sinking into mud. It feels weird.” He laughs.
I laugh, too. “Well, just let me dunk you already!” I’m not using all my strength. If I remember, the male ego is a fragile thing. His head goes under water, and then his feet come up with mud between his toes. I’m smiling when his head pops out above the water, and he digs the mud out from between his toes.
“This is great,” he says. “I haven’t seen you enjoy yourself. It makes you... prettier.”
I shrug as I let my body float to the top, survey the endless the sky, and relax. Kale takes my hand and I realize he’s floating, too. I close my eyes and let the sun heat my face. My locks float around me. We both float. I can feel myself relaxing enough to fall asleep.
Opening my eyes, I find Kale watching me. His wet hair sticks to his face. The emotion running across it makes my stomach drop. Not wanting to see a look like that, I shift my face so he can’t see the look on it, then raise my other hand and splash him.
“Hey!” he shouts. I grin and he grabs me around the waist. He picks me up and tries to toss me across the water. I don’t go under. He grabs me again. Not wanting to be face to face, I try to swim away. He attempts to put my head under. Eventually, I let him.
That’s how we spend the most glorious afternoon I’ve had since the outbreak. We have water fights, races, jumps, and a snack. Most of all, we laugh all afternoon and don’t talk about what was or what is to be. I’m sad when the sun is in the west, but I want to be back well before sundown. We’re covered in mud. Feet and legs mostly, and my white tank isn’t white anymore.
“Hey Kale, if we put mud on our faces we could pass as swamp things,” I joke, handing him a towel to wipe off with.
He laughs. “I think we already are.” He peers at me. “This was the best, Kan. Thank you.” I shrug.
“We should get going,” he mumbles, looking at the ground.
“You’re right.” I watch him. He’s being mysterious. I can admit it turns me on a little. I can also admit it’s because I haven’t seen a nearly naked male in a long time.
He finishes toweling off, and I dry myself. My tank’s wet and dirty and so is my body. I put my socks and boots on. I’m sure it looks ridiculous, but I’m practical. It’s not for his benefit. When he does the same, I feel a little better. I put our clothes in my pack and start toward home.
We walk most of the way in silence and reach the field before my neighborhood. I’m counting the slaps my hatchet makes against my thigh when Kale grabs my hand.
“Wait, before we get back, I wanted to say I’m sorry. I wish that… I know you want to stay here,” he adds. “Harley didn’t want to say anything, but we think the camp in Clarksville is being run by zombies.” I stare at him a little dazed. His face holds a serious expression.
“Yeah, that’s what I figured when the broadcasts stopped. The zombies infiltrated them. I hope a big research project wasn’t going on there—it was a big army base,” I say and hope someone’s looking for a cure or something.
“Um, that’s not what I meant….”
“Kale? What do you mean?” I ask with sudden uneasiness.
“We figured you didn’t know since you’ve been isolated. I mean the zombies are infiltrating and running the camp. We think they are keeping humans like livestock. We are guessing to conserve food.”
“What? How? Why?” I am on the verge of becoming hysterical. I pull away. “Why keep it from me?” I think out loud.
“Calm down, please. I d-don’t know Harley’s motivation, but he didn’t want to tell you. We don’t know much. We’re trying to figure it out.” His face contorts with panic.
“No, you’re saying this to get me to come with you! I don’t believe you—they’re looking for a cure. I know it. We’re not going down without a fight!” I march through the field. He races to catch up and grabs my shoulder, wrenching me around.
“I never said they weren’t,” he yells at me. “I was saying the zombies are adapting in a weird freaking way!”
“Then you guys shouldn’t go anywhere. What if they are doing the same to the one in Birmingham?” His eyes get wide as he shakes his head.
“It’s too far south for zombies. We came from the East Coast, escaping that fate.” He looks toward the house, then at me. He’s waiting for me to say something.
“If you guys came from the East Coast and were going to Clarksville, then how the hell did you end up here? You know you’re in a rural suburb thirty miles southeast of Nashville, right? Going a little out of your way, are you?” My suspicion weighs heavily.
He shakes his head. “No, we lost our car somewhere in east Tennessee. Zombies. We had to run and left things behind, including my personal things and unfortunately, a map.”
“It doesn’t make any sense. Maps are easy to find.” My eyes narrow.
He swallows. “Just remember, I’m sorry, Kan.” He hurries toward the house.
   
I’m in shock, and I barely register washing myself at the pump and putting on clothes. I don’t want to think about this new development. It’s unsettling to think zombies can be smart. Maybe there is some truth to it, but I don’t see it.
The past few days prove I don’t know the whole truth. My lack of knowledge could be a reason they don’t trust me. I’m shaky and cold. I should eat something but can’t bring myself to eat. I need to find out what’s going on myself, but I’ll wait for them to leave before I make any concrete plans of my own.
When I get into the bunker, Harley and Bridget lounge on the loveseat. They both look like they had a good day. Bridget jumps up. “Where is Kale? I-we’ve been worried.”
“I don’t know. We went swimming in a pond. He should be back by now. Have you checked the house?”
She glances at Harley. “Go see to him, Bridge,” he tells her before she leaves.
“How’s the hangover?” I ask him with a smile.
“Humph. Wish I had a cheeseburger.” I laugh at this and decide not to bring up what Kale said. I don’t want to end up in a fight with Harley, too.
“Kan, we'll leave tomorrow. We’ll see you in the morning before we leave, though.” He gets up to go. “I’m tired and I need to speak with Kale.” Harley eyes me, studying me. I think I squirm. I nod at him and stare at the fire. It’s getting low. I might not have to put it out. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then,” he says, making his way to the door.
“Are you and Bridget okay? You know, with what happened to Nadine?”
He pauses for a second. “You should expect the worst. The world isn’t what it used to be.” He disappears into the house, and I hear the door slam shut.
I’m so shaken, angry, and confused that I’m not going to find sleep. I remember my dream from last night, and tears come to my eyes. I don’t have a problem with them leaving, but I know I can’t go back to the way it was before. It all makes my decision to leave easier. I have plenty of time to plan it all.
I wash my body again, this time using soap. My feet are clean as I put on thick socks. It’s getting cold, so I dress in a hurry. I perform a familiar routine with my pack and crossbow, putting them next to me.
Then I remember the arrow Harley used on Nadine. Last night he told me it was outside by the basin. I hurry to retrieve it. He cleaned it. The fletching doesn’t have anything on it or in between, close to the shaft. Blood likes to cake there. Sometimes it even gets in the nock. Getting blood in the nock depends on how far the arrow goes in. At close range, it’s possible to have the whole thing covered in blood and bits. It doesn’t look like it’s been used. Harley cleaned it well.
After I count all my arrows, making sure they are all there, I slide under the blankets and don’t know how long I lie there before falling asleep.
Someone shakes the bed, attempting to wake me. I’m burrowed in the blankets like a cocoon.
“Wake up, girl!” Harley says, even though it doesn’t sound like him. I lift my head and peek out. Three guns are pointed at my face. What do you know? One of them is Nadine.
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ON A DIFFERENT PLANET, I would be flattered they feel the need to use three guns. I’m wide awake now and betting the guns are loaded. All of this means I’ve been lied to from the beginning. Not to mention, I don’t like people pointing guns at me, let alone waking me and pointing guns at me. It’s rude.
“What the hell are you doing?” I snap. Looking around, Harley, Bridget, and Nadine hold guns. Kale leans against the wall looking at the floor. I stare at him. He fidgets, feeling my gaze, but keeps staring at the ground. Words flash through my head. You don’t know them. Just remember, I’m sorry. You should expect the worst. My anger turns to rage.
Harley gives me a crooked smile, “We like your place, without you in it.”
“Zombie-free zone, we couldn’t pass it up,” Nadine says with an emotionless expression. I’m regretting every word out of my mouth. I scramble to sit up, which is hard because of all the blankets.
“Stay where you are. We need to have us a little chat,” Harley says. I freeze, not wanting to draw attention to my hands under the blankets, where I want them for gripping my crossbow. They’ve underestimated me.
“What’s going on? I told Kale last night, you guys can stay if you want,” I say, looking over at Kale. He flinches at being reminded of yesterday.
Harley looks at Kale, but Kale doesn’t acknowledge his glare. “Don’t worry about Kale. He did what I expected of him.” Harley glances at me with a lowered gun. “The thing is, Kan, I respect you for what you have done for yourself. For that, I'll let you live.” He shakes his head. “All those reference books—I’m impressed. I was just going to loot them until I found out how many zombies you’ve killed. It looks like you were ready for something to happen.” My outrage got the best of me. The books are not negotiable.
“Those books tore my family apart, jackass!” My free fist clenches under the blankets while I struggle to control myself.
“Now listen, I’m sure that’s a fascinating story, but I don’t care. I’m letting you live and you should be grateful.” His eyes roam, coming to stop on the blanket covering my legs. “I bet those thick and meaty thighs taste good.” My chest and neck heat in simmering anger. I look at Bridget to gauge her reaction. It doesn’t surprise her. I scrunch my nose in disgust.
“I don’t know why you’re looking at her. She wanted you dead the first night. Right, Bridge?” Harley eyes her.
She nods her head at me. “She likes Kale a little too much if you ask me, but he’s ours,” she said.
My body thrums with adrenaline as the simmer becomes a boil. I look over at Kale, but he stares at the floor, hiding behind his hair like a cop-out pansy. I hate him. Bridget smiles at Kale.
“She hates you now, Kale. I told you this would happen.” She rubs his chest. “It’ll be okay, like old times. Now we won’t have to follow anyone’s rules except Pop’s.” Pop? I blink back angry tears—unwilling to let them see another weakness. Harley studies me, guessing my confusion.
“Bridget’s my daughter, and Nadine is my wife. Bridget’s mother died a long time ago,” he says.
I stuff my retorts down. Easy, since dealing with confrontation is another thing I haven’t had to do in a while. Harley continues, “I like you, Kan. If Bridget liked you, well, maybe you could have stayed with us, but she can be a little bratty. She played along so she could get what she wanted.”
“Then why wait? Why pretend Nadine was bitten?” I look at Nadine, and she surprises me by answering.
“We had to see if there was anyone else living here. Though, it’s obvious there isn’t. Kan, you’re honest and good. You’ll find out the world isn’t like that anymore. We don’t trust you, but we needed you to trust us.” She sighs, like she’s ready for this conversation to be over.
“Nadine was going to tell you that first day there wasn’t a bite. I stopped her, glad I did. It distracted you which is what I was hoping. We didn’t even need Kale to show you a little attention.” Harley chuckles, looking at Nadine. I can’t help but feel a wee bit naïve.
Kale was my distraction. I can’t complain because I thought about doing the same thing to him. It doesn’t matter I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I remember Bridget telling me anyone would want Kale. That must have been her way of throwing him at me. I almost laugh. She must have hated saying those words, but she played along. Kale had not warned me. I never trusted him anyway. He told me they escaped zombies infiltrating their camp. Was that a lie, too? I’m staring daggers at him, but he’s too much of a coward to look me in the eye.
I swallow a lump. “Fine. I’ll go. I would like to grab a few things first.” I shift, and hope it looks like I’m getting out of bed.
“You can take the crossbows, your pack, and whatever you can fit into it. Leave the books. Where are the keys to the SUV?” Harley commands. Blood rushes to my face. My heart pounds in my ears from rage. I take stock of Bridget, the only person still holding a gun.
I jerk my crossbow out and point it at her. They aren’t expecting it. They freeze for the second I need to reach behind me and grab the chain on the wall connected to the steel poles on the ceiling. My extra security measures meant for a horde of zombies would work in this situation all the same. I jerk it, but it doesn’t do what I planned. It’s stuck. I spare a quick glance at them and they’re looking up, connecting the dots in their heads. I yank with both hands and the steel poles come loose, along with the cinderblocks the poles hold. I scramble out of the way as a pole hits Bridget in the head. A big crash follows as the room collapses, knocking them down—even Kale. The bastard.
Quickly jumping out of bed, I maneuver around a dust cloud to pull a box from under the counter. I flip the small trap door up and throw some canned goods into the box. Rhonda the Honda is packed for this emergency, but I need to take as much as possible. I knew one day I would need to escape. I thought it would be from zombies, not people. Leaving the books—what I need to know is memorized and written in my notebook—I grab my laptop with my iPod already attached. The laptop charger jerks from the surge protector as I put them in the box before slipping on my pack.
My eyes tear up from the dust, and I know I'll sneeze any second. I put my crossbow on top of the box and heft it over my shoulder. As I’m leaving, Kale stirs. He’s by the steps, so he didn’t get the brunt. I look at Harley and Nadine. They are out. Mother fuckers. I can’t see Bridget. I don’t want to stay around to nurse them.
“Wait,” Kale gasps as I meet the spirals of apologies in his eyes.
“Fuck you!” I shove him with my boot.
Going through the door of the house, I grab a photo from the counter. I’m not going anywhere without it. In the garage, I grab the keys from a spot hidden among garage tools and stuff the box in Rhonda the Honda. It’s been a while since I drove the SUV around the block. I hope it starts.
The white SUV was packed years ago with necessary essentials in case I had to make a quick getaway. Jugs of water, a box of dry food, canned food, several five gallon containers of gasoline, blankets, a pillow, clothing for all kinds of weather, rubbing alcohol, bandages, simple toiletries, and DVDs for the player in the backseat. I don’t need the latter. I doubt I’ll be lounging and watching movies soon, but being twenty when I packed, my priorities were skewed. I don’t discard any non-essentials for lack of time.
After placing my pack and crossbow in the passenger seat, I unlatch the manual garage lock and lift the door with both hands—it doesn’t go all the way up, but enough for me to drive through. I climb in and start her up. She purrs like she was purchased yesterday.
As I’m rolling down the driveway, a hand smacks my window. Kale. “Wait.”
With my crossbow pointed at his face, I hit the button to roll the window down. “Move along, Kale. I don’t want to kill you. I need to get out of here,” I say, not allowing certain thoughts to run through my mind.
“I know you’re angry, I would be, too! They would have killed me, Kan. I know that’s your question, right? Why didn’t I tell you? I wanted to, so bad. I don’t even have a gun. I was with them for safety when we got away. They kill and loot to get what they need.” He’s breathing and blood drips from his face. “I’m not pretending with you. Please, take me with you.”
If he’d said this yesterday, I would’ve done something about it. Like Harley, Kale underestimated me. “You should’ve told me. You didn’t.”
“They could’ve killed us. I’m sorry, but we need to hurry.” His statement saddens me. I hand my crossbow to him by the grip.
“Go to Birmingham, Kale. You need to get away from them, but you can’t come with me. I don’t trust you.” I shoot him a look to let him know I’m serious, and for some reason, I wish he’d smile. He gulps. I roll up my window and drive away.
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STEAMING WITH ANGER, I pull over to a gas station to pace and think, not knowing why I’m so reluctant to leave. I didn’t forget anything. I hope Kale makes it to Birmingham even though I don’t feel sorry for stranding him. After everything, I was beginning to trust him, even if only a little, but he betrayed that trust. He omitted telling me the truth. If he liked me, he could’ve warned me. He didn’t, and there’s nothing to do about it. There’s nothing I want to do about it.
I’m ready to travel and not be isolated. The past couple of days are proof of that. Not willing to do that to myself any longer, I know I’ll fight with the best of them. I don’t know if I want to find people or head straight to Clarksville. But. Leaving is not an option when there’s unfinished business.
Still pacing, I watch the sky for signs of a storm. It’s overcast, fitting my mood well. I won’t let them live in my parents’ house. My memories are there. Having a plan and revenge to keep me company, I wait until dusk. The wind blows, but not too hard. I don’t think it will rain. Good.
   
I park about a half-mile from my neighborhood near the little Toyota I ditched less than a week ago. I don’t want anyone to see from the upstairs window if they’re watching. I’m assuming they think since I have a vehicle, I won’t come back. I giggle to myself, sounding a little manic, and hope they’re nursing bad headaches. The thought gives me satisfaction. After grabbing my extra pistol crossbow, I trudge through the fields instead of taking the road. In the neighborhood, I slink between privacy fences for cover and wonder if Kale stayed around. No time to think about it though.
When I approach my neighbor’s house, I stop to listen. Twilight lights the sky. Peeking around the corner, I can’t distinguish anyone in the window and chance it. I dart to the fence bordering my yard and head south, following the trench of the ventilation system. Smoke rises from the end. Amateurs. The first night and they’re making mistakes. I remove my t-shirt, leaving me in my sports bra, and shove it into the release hole. This is only a distraction. The smoke has nowhere to go, so it will fill the bunker.
I dash toward my family’s house and sneak around to the garage. The door is still open from my escape. Going in, a commotion underneath hums through the floor, confirming they’re below. I tiptoe into the master bedroom. Removing the two bottles of tequila from my pack, I pour half on the bed. It takes a minute for the tequila to chug out. Lighting it with a lighter, it goes up in flames. I watch to make sure it still catches after the alcohol burns off and open the window so the air will feed the fire. Dry things, like my parents’ oak furniture that hasn’t been polished in four years, will feed the flames, too.
I dump the other half of the alcohol on the couch in the living room. I light it and move on to my bedroom. After opening the window, I pour half of the second bottle over the bed and carpet. I’m moving into the kitchen when raised voices roar up outside. They’ve realized the house is on fire. I glance in the living room—the dry furniture caught fire. There’s a pang in my heart, but my dad would be proud I’m doing what I need to.
I soak the counter and floor and pull a rag from my back pocket, setting it aflame. The blaze travels across the counter and drips in little fireballs onto the floor, helping the fire spread. It happens in a split second. Flames lick across the ceiling from the hall and living room, with smoke filling the house. Sweat beads down my abdomen from the heat. I smile, satisfied with the job. The smoke billows thicker. That’s my cue to leave.
I race from the house and pull my crossbow strap over my head so I can carry it by hand. Flames shoot from the window of my bedroom. Imagining my white-washed bed burning and black with char, I inhale the smoke. Yelling and shouting commences in the backyard. Feeling elated, I race around the privacy fences. It’s dark, and I’m worried about the living dead. The fire will attract them more than any noise I make. I bump into something, and it grabs me. “Ah, shit!” I stumble, aiming my crossbow.
“Kan?”
“Yo,” I say, relieved but wary to see Bridget and not a zombie.
I’m trying to calm my breathing, when her fist flashes. Pain erupts from my cheek.
“You bitch! Where’s Kale?” she demands.
That must be her favorite question. I rub my cheekbone where she sucker-punched me. It shouldn’t bruise because it doesn’t hurt much. I study her through the darkness. From my view, she looks insane, as if she’s related to Leatherface.
“How the hell should I know? He was on the floor when I left,” I lie.
“You have him! You set the house on fire!” I pistol-whip her with the grip of my crossbow. She drops to the ground.
“I hope the zombies don’t get you,” I say to her unconscious body as I kick her to make sure she’s out, wishing she could have heard my sarcasm. Being knocked out twice in one day has to suck. I freeze and listen. Dead quiet, not even the sound of the house fire.
This time I move more cautiously, stopping, looking, and listening every few yards. An opening comes up, and I make a run for it, my legs setting a fantastic pace. My endurance running is paying off. Spotting Rhonda, I slow my pace to a jog. Making sure no one is around, living or not, I climb into the driver’s seat. I sit for a moment to calm myself. Blood pounds in my ears. Lingering smoke and tequila fill my nostrils as adrenaline courses through my veins. My lips curl into a smile. The only thing that would make tonight more perfect is if I had killed zombies.
   
Driving through the deserted town, there are subtle signs of outbreak. Not much different from my neighborhood. Gas stations are packed with wrecked cars. Broken glass glitters on the concrete. Scorch marks from burning bodies of the living dead scar the sidewalks. Overgrown trees have made their way into power lines, no longer trimmed by city workers. The heaviness will eventually cause them to fall to the ground. The poles will break like toothpicks into the roads. The median landscaping drapes the cracked streets.
I hit the interstate at a breakneck speed. As the adrenaline wears down, so does my body, and my situation hits me hard. What am I doing? I burnt down my house. If I had real guts, I would’ve shot them all, even Kale, but no, I had to make a dramatic exit and burn everything I know and love to the ground, leaving them alive.
After driving about twenty miles, a rumble rises from the pit of my stomach. I haven’t eaten all day and thinking about what I’ve done brings on the shakes. I shouldn’t be hard on myself, I made the conscious decision to leave—it came earlier than expected.
Stopping on the side of the interstate in complete darkness, I dig through a box for a can of something and a can opener. I suck down the metallic-flavored creamed corn, feeling better and thinking clearer. Just in case Rhonda the Honda has alerted any nearby zombies, I need to keep moving.
My eyes get heavy and I drift. Turning on the iPod, I blast music to keep me awake. Rain splatters the windshield, and soon it is pouring, complete with thunder and lightning. Before I get too close to the big city, I veer off the interstate to find a semi-secluded spot by an old department store. Hoping the storm hides the sound and warmth of the SUV, I climb in the back and sleep.
When I wake, I can barely see the dawn’s light because old, rotting zombies surround me.





9

I USUALLY GET EXCITED about zombies, loving the chance to get up close and check them out, then do my duty and kill them. Looking out the window, I can’t see how many there are. Rhonda rocks from the sheer mass, but all they can do is push. Since they’re old, leaving this situation should be a piece of cake. As long as I don’t get out of the car, I'll be fine.
I climb to the driver’s seat and start the engine, sending the zombies into a frenzy of jerky and unstable movement. I resist the urge to study them as if I’m in a biology class. With the gearshift in drive, I punch the gas. Several zombies are piled like a cheerleader pyramid on the front hood, and I can’t see through the windshield. The initial launch dislodges a couple of them, and Rhonda thrusts up and down from running over a few.
I hold the steering wheel straight and pick up speed. There is a street ahead somewhere. Looking for the road, the car bumps in the front, hitting a curb. Jostling me in the seat, I relish this joyride, and my lips stretch into a wide grin. I yank the wheel to the left. Rhonda lurches where I want her to go without flipping over, and more zombies tumble off to the right. Blood sprays as old zombies splat on the pavement like gory water balloons.
Two zombies still hold tight to the hood, their fingers in the space between the hood and windshield. A mouth bites at the glass in front of me. It’s lost a few fingers from trying to hold on somewhere along the way. I gain more speed before slamming on the brakes, dislodging it. Its remaining fingers rip off, and it slides feet first to the ground. The other zombie hangs on, creeping toward my side. I reverse and hit the gas without looking back. Rhonda shoots backward in response. I feel rather than hear several meaty thuds as she knocks zombies away. I smash the brakes again. I can see enough to get out and fight them. It’s not worth the risk of crashing into a tree.
Just as I aim my crossbow at the zombie as an arrow comes from nowhere and goes straight through its head. It explodes into chunky pieces. I blink to make sure I didn’t conjure the scene in my mind. Nope, brains still decorate my windshield. I peer through the window even though the arrow came from the other direction. Zombies litter the ground. Some have arrows through their skulls. I should leave, but I want to see who shot the arrows.
The first thing I notice upon getting out of Rhonda is the rancidity. The strong stink of decay hits my nose and the back of my throat. The blood and bits all over the car make it worse. It’s like the smell of the two old zombies from my ventilation system, but a hundred times worse. Unsavory bile from my stomach helps mask the taste. The smell is overpowering. My face scrunches and my mouth waters along with my swirling stomach.
I’m still battling the nausea when more flying arrows grab my attention, shooting the approaching zombies. The archer is well hidden. I lift my crossbow and kill a zombie, and the larger arrows subside. My arrows are much smaller than these, which are meant for serious big game hunting. The larger arrows are always harder for me to aim and still hit a target. Though they are much better for long distance shooting, I still stick with my pistol crossbow.
After the zombies are down, I retrieve my arrows from the rotting flesh. The bow hunter is doing the same thing. I freeze and stare. Dawn is near, so I see him. He can’t be mistaken for anything but a man.
He steps on a zombie head with black leather boots under frayed jeans as he jerks an arrow from a skull. He wags away gooey bits.
I can’t see his face, but he is tall, much taller than me with broad shoulders and wavy brown hair tied back with a dark green bandana. A compound bow is strapped to his back and a quiver hangs by his side. The hunting bow goes from his knees to a few inches above his head. It’s the biggest bow I’ve seen, making me think it is custom made. The wind blows in the other direction, and his hair whips across his face.
This guy is locked, stocked, and loaded with a big gun tucked into the front of his jeans. When he spots me, I feel like a deer in headlights, but only for a moment. Harley’s words echo through my head, those thick and meaty thighs. The world isn’t what it used to be. And I won’t be taken for a fool again. I escape his gaze. Knowing this guy is helping me, but not caring to know his motivation, I hop into the SUV and hit the gas. The wheels get caught in sticky blood, but catch the traction I need for a hasty U-turn.
I bound down the road, peering into the rearview mirror. The last thing I see is morning sun glinting off suntanned shoulders and boot treads running in the opposite direction.
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I’M CRUISING THE HIGHWAY. The state of Tennessee took care of its interstates, and the roads still offer a smooth black surface with fading white lines. The terrain dips with hills and valleys. In eastern Tennessee, mountains dominate the landscape, but here, an evergreen variety of trees line both sides of the road with a few maple trees scattered about. I pass a barn with “See Rock City” painted on the side. You can’t see the oncoming traffic because of the wooded expanse that runs through the middle. About forty minutes into the ride, cars on the highway pile along the shoulder. I notice no piled cars going the other direction, as if survivors wanted into the city, but weren’t leaving. In my experience with the outbreak, the more people who died in one place, the more zombies you found. If I run into some, I hope they’ll be old and slow. Luckily, I haven’t encountered any of the wicked hungry ones Kale spoke of.
The sun shines, and a flock of buzzards catch my attention. I pull into a grassy thicket next to a wooded area beyond the right shoulder of the highway. I eye the pile of vehicles on the shoulder for any movement and sniff to check for a trace of decay in the air—nothing but fresh air and spruce.
The buzzards screech as I approach the edge of the wooded area. They circle and dive. A dull groan cuts through the air. A bird dives at the sound, and when the wind blows I smell the zombie before I see it in the thick grass. It’s incapacitated and its attention is directed at the birds. Its arms flail around. It’s been trying to crawl into the woods, away from the sun. Another bird lands a few feet away, but when the zombie moves it flies away.
“They’re confused.” My voice draws the attention of the zombie, and it moves its arms toward me. I’m surprised there aren’t any wounds from birds pecking at it. Surely there would be, stinking like it does.
The buzzards wait for it to die, not knowing it’s dead. By the number of them, they’ve been waiting a long time.
Back at the Honda, I slip on my pack and grab my crossbow. A familiar nagging pulls at me as I tread to the zombie. Sometimes, I feel as if there is more to zombies than meets the eye.
When I sit about five feet from the zombie, the vacant eyes stare at me. Its arms try to pull it forward. I ignore the moans erupting from its mouth. Who was this person? I’m not big on spirituality these days, but the person is no longer in there. One would hope, but what if the person is still there somehow? Knowingly decomposing in their own bodies, never able to satisfy an insatiable hunger? I shudder at my own questions and, just in case, I show it mercy and put an arrow through its head.
I have no idea how long I sit and stare, watching as the buzzards fight for their newest food source, but when I stand, the sun is more west. It gleams off windshields and emphasizes the rusting vehicles amassed together casting shadows on the highway. I edge toward the woods on a spur-of-the-moment decision, perking as the sun streaks through the trees, making them glow. A distinct trickling alerts me to running water.
Coming upon the small creek, it is music to my ears. I look to make sure I’m alone and strip off my clothes for a dip. I take a few small toiletries from the pack and wash the best I can. The water is cool for this time of year and a refreshing change from the pond. I take my time, massaging my scalp. I learned a long time ago shampooing all the time will dry my locks out and make my scalp itch. I put on jeans, staying in only my sports bra to soak up sun across the grassy bank.
I’m getting closer to Clarksville, and I need a plan. It’s unlikely I’ll go in arrows flying without knowing what’s truly going on. I sigh, realizing I can, in fact, do that. I have nothing left to lose. My best bet would be to drive to the base. Zombies be damned.
I run my hand through the creek. A twig snaps and a snarl breaks me from my daze. I leap up with my pack in hand, all in one swoop. Ice sweeps through my body as fresh zombies careen toward me. They move like normal people, without jerky or slow movements. Unlike normal people, their skin’s pale blue. Their mouths hang open with bloody drool. Wounds crusted with blood showcase their injuries. I grip my crossbow, knowing it’s useless on these zombies. They’re frightening.
I dash in panic in the opposite direction, thundering through the trees as they crash and growl behind me. The machete on my pack slaps my thigh, and my dreadlocks hop from shoulder to shoulder. The tall undergrowth whips at my arms and face. With every bound and spring through bushes and wood debris, hurtling smashes of the running dead follow their roars of frustration, cutting me deep. It’s bone chilling. Every small hair on my body stands on end as fear rushes through me. The rough brush makes them slow, but it slows me down, too. I push on, not giving up momentum.
Breaking through the trees, I take a precious second to find Rhonda. I’ve come out too far ahead. The SUV sits about thirty yards down. If I run down the tree line, zombies will pop out like jack-in-the-boxes. I run in that direction, anyway. The movement in my peripheral vision causes alarm. I hurtle myself to the driver’s side of the vehicle to yank the door open, slipping on wet grass and catching myself by holding tight to the handle. Jumping in, I slam the door as several zombies hit the window.
On the passenger side, one of them opens the door. “Fuck!” I aim the crossbow and shoot him in the forehead. At close range the arrow goes straight through, splattering gunk on the inside window and door. It goes limp as I start the vehicle. He falls backward, blocking the others as I mash the gas and Rhonda lurches forward. The momentum slams the passenger door shut. Wiping cold sweat off my forehead, I sigh through my heavy breathing. That was close.
By this time, the zombies crawl, claw, and mewl all over the SUV. I drive through some shallow ditches. When I hit a deep trench, the car bounces up and down. A mechanism in my seat breaks. I slide backward and forward. Without the seat belt I bounce in the seat awkwardly because of my pack. I laugh as the adrenaline makes me high. A clearing is visible through the trees, and I make for it, swerving and veering under thick branches, laughing all the way because it shakes zombies from Rhonda as if I’m in my own version of a video game.
Arms and hands beat at the driver’s window. White clammy hands have sickly blue veins running up the forearms. Fingertips smear blood on the window. A head pops into view with drooping eyes darkened with blood and maroon-stained teeth. As it smacks the window, I’m jerked forward, hitting the steering wheel. A loud metal clanking follows the crash. I’m vaguely aware of the deploying airbags. My seat slams forward at the impact. I spot a zombie between Rhonda and a tree through a thick cloud of engine smoke. I try to keep my eyes open, but darkness sweeps me away.
   
I’m floating on a boat. The wind blows to catch my sail. The salt from the sea and the smell of leather brings me comfort. What an odd combination. The sun glares on me. I let it warm my face. The wind fades as I float.
Spots dance in front of my eyes, and I feel the sun again. I catch a noise at the other end of the boat. Malachi reclines there, smiling his lazy-cat smile. I gasp as my eyes feast on him. The sun makes his brown hair gleam shiny auburn. The love and acceptance he had always shown me radiates from him in waves. He’s wearing the green shirt I like best on him and simple khaki shorts. I return his smile.
“Malachi, I miss you,” I whisper as the wind blows through my locks, sending them flying around my body. That’s when I notice they aren’t locks, but my hair, light, free, and gusting in the wind. His eyes shine with pleasure.
“You’ll be okay, Kansas. I love you, always.” Tears spring to my eyes from hearing his voice laced with love. My stomach drops with hollowness as my anguish rises to the surface. I choke and reach for him.
“My dad? My mom?” His face crinkles with worry as he shakes his head, looking out into the sea and away from me.
I think I stumble, but I’m fading into myself. “No!” I demand and struggle to stay with him, knowing it’s only a dream.
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I’M aware of a burning sensation on my face and chest. It hurts to breathe. As I move, the aches spring to life in my body. “Ugghh–” I groan as the muscles in my chest, back, and arms squeeze together. Straightening my legs, my right knee cracks as thoughts of the wreck flood me. I’m lying down in a square metal van. Checking my surroundings, the only light comes from small windows on each side of the van, illuminating bins and benches along the walls. I’m on a small mattress that occupies most of the space, leaving a walkway. I meet the eyes of the bandana guy, his reading material forgotten as he stares at me, waiting for a reaction.
My breathing quickens as claustrophobic panic sets in. I shut my eyes to keep the walls from closing in on me. When I open them, I spot a door behind him. He’s still frozen, as if waiting for me to say something. I glance at the bins containing various guns. I lick my dry lips at the sight. I hate guns but will do what I have to do if I need to use one.
He braces himself on the balls of his feet, guessing my plan. I spring in one leap, ignoring my screaming body, grab a gun, and knock myself into him in one fluid motion. The doors must’ve been open because we tumble out. As we hit damp earth and decomposed leaves, I land on top, but he grabs for my wrists, flipping me over.
His weight crushes me, but I jerk my hands away. Grunting, he clutches my wrists and knocks the gun away. He’s worried about the gun, underestimating my body. I struggle, kicking with my feet. My legs entangle in his as he fights to hold me still. He’s strong and equally big. I ram my head forward. When our heads crack together, he releases my wrists, and struggles to untangle his legs, blinking. As my own spots clear, I ball my fists and punch him in the gut. It’s like punching a hard punching bag packed with sand. He releases a deep grunt, more surprised than hurt. I roll away from him. A huge mistake because he pounces on top of me, knocking the wind out of me. Gasping for air, the moisture of earthy grime soaks my jeans. The decaying leaves are slimy against my skin.
With my heartbeat thundering in my ears, I spit over my shoulder, “Let me go!” Beyond him, tall, mature trees block the sky.
He pushes my face into the ground. More than angry, I open my mouth to protest and it fills with wet leaves and dirt. Dirt goes into my nose and eyes.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he gasps, so close to my ear I feel his breath, his deep voice reverberating through my body. He has a soothing, soft southern accent, as if his family lived in the south for generations. He puts more pressure on my head, diminishing the soothing part. I also hope that’s a gun pressed against my thigh. For that, I won’t give him the satisfaction of backing down.
Continuing to breathe dirt-infused oxygen, I go limp in his hold. He waits as his hot breath tickles my skin in heavy huffs of air.
When he thinks I’m complacent, he relaxes his hold. I tense my arm and throw my elbow as hard as I can and connect with his jaw. A shock shoots through my funny bone. I scramble in the general direction of the gun. Blinking dirt from my eyes and sucking in clean air, I snatch it from the ground, ignoring the electric waves in my arm. I fall on my butt with a thump.
Rubbing his jaw, his eyes wide, he spots the gun. “Don’t, you’ll draw–” He cuts off as I fumble with it. It’s a big gun, too large for my hands. I know there’s a safety somewhere, but I can’t find it. Taking a quick peek, I find him watching me. A flash of disbelief runs across his face before he breaks into a cocky smile. The bandana has fallen off in the scuffle, and his brown hair frames his face. He crosses his arms, making them bulge. I find a little spring button on the gun and assume it’s the safety. Triumph surges through me, but when I push it, the magazine pops from of the handle. It isn’t the safety.
He snorts, trying to hold back laughter while I stare at the traitorous gun. “You could have at least pretended to know what you’re doing.” Amusement is clear in his tone.
My eyes narrow as I palm the bullets and throw the gun at him. The gun whizzes by his head. As I jump up to run, he calls, “If you want to leave, you can. I told you I won't hurt you. Good luck staying alive without any weapons.”
I try not to sway on my feet. He hadn’t hit me. He was preventing me from hitting him, and he moved me to safety from the wreckage and presumably battled zombies in the process. I swipe at my face with my arm, coming away with mud.
“Anyone else with you?”
“No,” he says.
“Not planning to roast me over a fire?”
His eyes narrow, scrutinizing me as a slight smile crosses his face. “Nah, you wouldn’t feed me for long.” Panic rises, but he seems to figure this isn’t a joke because the smile slips as they screw in exasperation. “No. Never crossed my mind.” He sighs with weariness, but sounds sincere.
I don’t know why, but I believe him. “Okay.” My world goes black.
   
I’m on the mattress when I open my eyes. Bolting upright, I ask without thinking, “Where’s Rhonda?” My voice is hoarse and raspy with pain. With a fuzzy head, I casually slouch down.
“Rhonda? There wasn’t anyone else,” he tells me.
I clear my dry throat. “Um, Rhonda is my vehicle.” Running my hands over my face, I realize it’s clean of dry mud and chance a glance at my clothes. They’re caked with crud. My sports bra is worse for wear with a few blood spurts from shooting the zombie at close range. My stomach is as clean as my face. I don’t know what to think about this guy cleaning mud and whatever else off me.
His eyebrows rise, amused, “You named your car? You must be lonely.”
“I named it a long time ago,” I mutter, shrugging and ignoring his comment. “Is it drivable?” I close my eyes not wanting to know the answer.
“Totaled, I would say. Want to call your insurance representative?” he jokes.
I flinch from the word “totaled.” The flinch causes a sharp pain through my head.
The simper falters. “You’re in pain. I have ibuprofen. Couldn’t give it to you passed out.” He rummages through a leather duffel bag, and I can’t believe how courteous he’s being. I practically beat him up. Even though he shows no sign of it, guilt settles in the pit of my stomach.
I ignore it as something more pressing invades my brain. I don’t have my crossbow or any of my stuff. Feeling exposed and vulnerable with no weapons, I tremble, wondering about his motivations.
With big, rough hands, he passes me three pills and a jug of water. His knuckles are scarred and have a few healing scabs. The pills say Advil on them and are coated, they’re not capsules. He watches me inspect them. Avoiding his gaze, I toss them in my mouth with a gulp of water. My throat aches, but the water feels good.
“Thanks.” I clear my throat. “Sorry. About earlier.”
A gun’s in a million pieces. I assume he’s cleaning it. It may be the gun we quarreled over. He shrugs off my apology. “I would have done the same. Just glad you don’t know how to use a gun. You could’ve drawn hundreds, or even worse, shot me.” He thinks for a second. “Cannibals stay away from the dead zones. Unlike you. Although, I’ve only heard of cannibalism happening once. Rare.” I can tell he’s curious about my comment before I passed out. Dead zone must mean we’re in an area with a lot of them. So, why is he here?
I shake my head. “I had a bad go of it. I panicked without my things, and I’ve had the Honda since before the outbreak.” I pause before going on reluctantly. “I’m not accustomed to someone coming to my rescue.” It feels strange explaining myself.
“Yeah, okay.” He nods with a furrowed brow pointing past my feet. “Your stuff is there.” I follow his finger to my pack and crossbow. “Everything else I could find is in the front.”
“Thanks.” I look at him in a daze. “I’m Kansas. Call me Kan.”
“Kansas.”
I swallow, realizing it’s the first time someone has called me by my given name in a long time. “I’m Rudy.” He beams. The smile transforms his whole face. He has even, white teeth, and dimples set in a sun-kissed masculine face with a softly square chin. Sideburns stop short at the bottom of his ears and stubble makes up the rest of his strong jaw. He’s rugged, but judging from his stubble, he likes to be clean-shaven. The bandana is still missing, and his hair falls forward. It’s thick and drops in soft brown waves above his shoulders. There’s an indention in the waves from the bandana. Looking to be in his late twenties, this guy hasn’t ever had a problem getting what he wants. I’m envious he hadn’t missed the best years of adolescence to zombies.
“You’re named after a state?” He asks so suddenly it shocks me, maybe because I’m staring. I wipe my hand down my face, assuring myself there’s no drool. It must be some kind of hero worship.
“Actually, the city. Kansas City Sunshine Moore.” He looks thoughtful as if my name isn’t anything out of the ordinary. I go on anyway. “I’m not kidding. It’s on my birth certificate.” I sigh, not knowing why I feel compelled to tell him something so personal.
“I like it. I think it suits you,” he mumbles before changing the subject. “I figured you headed this way. I’m glad I followed you. The famished that were after you would have eventually gotten in. They were so deranged they didn’t notice me or that I was shooting them. About fifteen. I had to break a window.”
“Thanks for helping me,” I offer. “Same with earlier in the street,” I add, although I had that under control.
“Yeah, closer you get to Clarksville, the more famished you will come across. I’ve been observing near the army base. The famished seem more organized there,” he explains, assembling the gun with practiced ease.
Clarifies why he was in the right place at the right time. “I heard, too, and came to see for myself. Famished?” I ask, scraping caked dirt off my jeans and brushing it onto the floor.
He stares at me. “The newly turned zombies. The old nasty ones people call putrids. I’ve heard them called by different names: Forsaken, living dead, walking dead, undead, stragglers.”
“Wouldn’t they all be considered famished?”
“Yeah, but the new ones aren’t slow and as decomposed.”
The famished describes them all right. “I also heard they’re keeping the living to eat somehow?” I’m amazed and disgusted at the same time and impressed with his knowledge. He hasn’t holed up for four years. I bet Harley, Nadine, Bridget, and Kale also knew these things. They played on my ignorance. I draw in a slow breath as my anger threatens to surge again. The house fire gives me little satisfaction of revenge.
“Yes,” he says bluntly. “It’s a big army base. It was part of the Coalition. I lived there for three years before men who acted as soldiers came in and took over. They weren’t soldiers. I had friends who were soldiers, friends they killed and threw to the famished like sacks of Alpo. They killed anyone who wouldn’t comply. That’s why the famished flock to it. It’s structured to save food. They use them to get the survivors to comply.”
This information is quite a bit to take in. He made it to a quarantine. That is amazing after what I saw coming here.
“So, you left?” I ask, full of curiosity.
He sighs. “I didn’t want to leave anyone there, but I had to… for help. I know a soldier, but he’s adamant I stay out of it. I have a friend at the base—she’s like family. I’m sure she’s waiting on me to get her.” He swallows and avoids eye contact for a moment.
“What about the Coalition in Birmingham? Surely there is help there?”
He shakes his head. “Other quarantines have been infiltrated. More soldiers, dead. My soldier friend won’t tell me, but I believe they’re using all of their resources to keep Birmingham from the same fate. Also, to keep an eye on all the little leftover pockets of–” He cuts off and clears his throat. “Anyway, I had to leave without her, but outside the base, there are hundreds of famished. I escaped when everything was still in chaos. I don’t even know if she’s alive or not.” From his tone, I can tell he lives with guilt.
I pick at my cuticles. I don’t know how it’d feel, to not know if someone is dead or alive, but it is better to know than not. Everyone I loved and cared about is dead, including my friends. I ventured out to look when I nearly went crazy from being alone that first year.
“Sorry,” I tell him. I, too, have guilty feelings. “I killed my mother when she was… famished. She was attacking my dad. I put off killing him before he turned, but when he did... I killed him, too,” I blurt, remembering their faces. I’ve told this man two personal things in less than ten minutes. When I meet his eyes, I know we understand each other. I tear my eyes away looking anywhere else.
For the first time in four years someone knows things about me. I don’t know how I feel about it. A strange thing because being alone makes a person self-aware.
Noticing my surroundings, I see he has an arsenal. His hunting bow leans against the locker bins. Hanging from a hook, a few quivers hold several arrows each. Bins hold boxes of bullets for various guns. The guy is some kind of GI Joe. I smile, imagining him in full army gear.
I peek at him.
He’s watching me when he says, “Couldn’t imagine having to do something like that. I had to kill someone I was acquainted with at my apartment building.”
“Is that where you were when the outbreak hit?”
He glances away. His jaw clenches a moment before speaking. “No. I was in jail.” I open my mouth to ask him how he escaped, but he knows it’s coming. “Just so happens my arresting officer had the keys on his belt. He’d been trying to get me through the bars. Killed him with a cot pole.”
I don’t ask him the details of his arrest. He’s uncomfortable talking about it. “Must have been gratifying.” I smile, trying to make light of it.
He smiles, too, and it reaches his eyes, deepening those glorious dimples. “Once I knew I wasn’t hallucinating from dehydration, it kind of was.”
“Thanks,” I tell him. Everyone has a story. I assume no one likes telling them.
“I can drive you to Birmingham, if you want,” he says, changing the subject.
He’s piqued my curiosity and given more information than he could possibly know. I shake my head, “I’m going to Clarksville. I need to rest first. I don’t want to look in a mirror, but the airbag burns on my face and chest sting. I’ll be out of your way soon.” I wince as the ache throbs in my head. The ibuprofen’s kicking in, thankfully. I grab my pack to get food before remembering the food is somewhere else. “I’m going to get some food from the front.” I get up only to have him gently push me back.
“I have something back here.” He ticks off his fingers. “Spam? Ramen noodles? Tuna–” I cut him off with my hand.
“You have ramen noodles?” I ask, trying not to show my excitement.
“Yeah, I’ll even cook them if you want.” He laughs. The sound echoes through the van. I have to stay focused—my twenty-four-year-old hormones are getting the best of me and make me feel weird. No, not weird... alive. I should thank him and leave. I don’t because I’m curious how he'll cook them.
“I’ll help.”
“Nah.” He picks through a locker and goes to the front where an electric camping stove sits in the corner. Dad bought one, but it croaked on me a few years ago. This one plugs into an outlet, running on battery power from the van.
The van is square, dim, and smells of metal and fumes. “What kind of van are we in?”
“One of those armored money trucks.” He looks over his shoulder, grinning and shrugging. “I got lucky. Found it with the keys and a tank full of gas.”
I nod, impressed. It isn’t a bad idea. I bet it guzzles gasoline. Looking to the back, he has several five-gallon barrels. I notice my gas cans sit next to his.
“There are different armored vehicles. This one was used to transport money from the look of the bins and gun ports. The vault and cab are separate, too. This one wasn’t used by any of the major security companies. It’s plain black.” He pauses, pouring water into the small pot. “I like the armor, steel ram bumpers, and front grill guard. It’s large enough to live in the back, even for a couple of people. It’s perfect for our current situation. Runs over famished with ease, anyway.”
It is a great find. To pay him for helping me, he can have the gas he rescued from my SUV. Even though I might need it since I have to find another car. I want to trust him, but a part of me is skeptical. Exteriors aren’t what they seem, never have been.
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OVER NOODLES, he explains how we’re in the middle of the woods. A spot he uses because he only gets an occasional roamer in this area. Fine by me, so I lie down and recognize my pillow from Rhonda the Honda. It was considerate of him to grab my things. I still don’t know how much stuff he retrieved, but I’ll find out tomorrow. I also put on clean clothes—jeans and a faded black t-shirt.
Rudy has a small nightlight plugged in the outlet, and it glows as the sun sets. I turn to my back and close my eyes. A soft strumming begins on an acoustic guitar, surprising me. Rudy’s playing low, in a pattern I’ve never heard before. It flows around the vault, hypnotizing me.
“That’s soothing.” I sigh. He pauses only for a second and continues when he realizes I didn’t mean to interrupt him. I fall asleep, feeling safe for the first time in four years.
   
I’m cozy and don’t want to wake because I’m so warm. I stiffen, noticing my limbs entwined in Rudy’s. My head rests on his shoulder, my leg circles his thigh, and I’m keeping my hand warm on his chest. Under his t-shirt, his chest rises and falls in a slow rhythm, and a soft padding that can only be chest hair scrunches under my fingertips.
I untangle our legs. I don’t want him waking up and finding me like this. His body tenses when I lift my head. The next thing I know, I’m flat on my back as Rudy holds my wrists above my head. I must’ve startled him. He inhales close to my neck, causing my brain to fog.
“Good morning to you, too, darlin’.’’ His voice vibrates on my neck.
My eyes close as warmth spreads through my body to my nether regions, reminding me how long it’s been since I’ve woken up next to someone. I need to rectify the situation.. “I–”
He cuts me off when he raises his head. “Thought I was someone else?” He lets go of my wrists and sits up, kneeling.
“Um,” I definitely am not thinking of someone else. Not wanting him to know, but not wanting to lie, I shove my palms into my eyes to rub them and say, “Sorry.”
“You were cozy.” The way he says it makes my cheeks flush. When I glance at him, he’s grinning. Oh. He’s messing with me, which is the dash of cold water I need.
“Didn’t mean to get cozy with you,” I mumble.
He shrugs, not bothered by it. “Kept me warm. Don’t be ashamed. It’s a small space with one rinky-dink mattress. It only makes sense, but if it makes you uncomfortable, we’ll figure something out,” he says, trying to ease the situation.
I nod and eye the shallow bench above the mattress, padded, but short. With my body’s obvious attraction, I don’t think it’s a good idea sleeping next to him, but the bench looks even more uncomfortable. I sigh, knowing it won’t be a problem because I don’t plan on sticking around.
“I should go soon.” I bite at my cuticles. Maybe he can take me somewhere I can get a vehicle. Not knowing his plans keeps me from asking. Also holding me back is the fact I have no idea what I’ll do next.
He rises to peek through the small windows. “I want to show you something if you’re up for a walk.”
“That might be a good idea.” Even though my body is sore, I am ready to get out of here, to stretch my legs and calculate a plan.
We tread through a wooded area. Rudy seems to know where he’s going with no obvious path.
It’s a cool morning. The clouds droop in the sky, letting no sun through. I pull my black fleece sleeves over my hands. Rudy seems warm in his dark green, hooded sweatshirt and bandana. The enormous bow is strapped to his back.
I recognize it for what it is—a reflex compound bow. The technology of it gives great accuracy and speed. The bow’s anatomy is complicated with axels, risers, strings, and cables. The decoration is simple camouflage and a wood grip. I tried one in the old life, but it had been awkward. I love my pistol crossbow for its accuracy and simplicity. You shoot it like a gun. I should give the compound bow another try. It’s the more advanced weapon, and my pistol crossbow has proved unreliable.
Even with his bow, I’m sure he has a whole armory on him. I grip my crossbow and familiar machete, keeping a sharp eye on my surroundings. I won’t be caught unawares again. My pack rests against my back, and my hood’s up with my locks loose, covering me like a shredded curtain down the front of my body. They swerve and bounce around my breasts, stomach, and waist as I stumble after him.
“When we get back, we’ll need to leave. I’ve found a road into the heart of Clarksville. It’s dangerous with the amount of famished, but I want you to see what it’ll be like now, at a safe distance,” he whispers over his shoulder.
I nod, surprised to learn we’re so close to my destination. “You can drop me anywhere I can get another vehicle.” He stops, turning to study me. I blink, keeping my face passive. He gives no affirmation, his face blank.
We walk the rest of the way in silence. Mature colorful oaks, maples, and pines give way to a scenic trudge through the woods, bringing along a misty scent of damp forest. Trudging is hardly the word for it because he moves silently, stepping over things that would snap. He makes himself a part of these woods, dominating them like a predator stalking prey. The guy has a large build—big-boned and muscular. I admit he’s better scenery than any of the trees surrounding us. It’s surprising, with his size, to see he can move so furtively. He watches for any sign of movement. From time to time, he peeks over his shoulder as if to make sure I’m not falling behind. Maybe I surprise him with my ninja stealth skills. At one point, I raise my eyebrow at him, and he never checks after that.
We clear the trees about an hour later. Before us, a broken-down warehouse stands tall. I imagine it was broken-down before the outbreak. The red bricks and mortar are blackened and cracked in several places. Shattered windows line the top to light the inside of the warehouse. Rudy goes to a rusted door on the side of the building, alert. With the trail of worn-down brush, it’s obvious he’s been here before.
“Hurry, try not to make any....” He catches himself, trailing off.
“Noise,” I finish with a smirk.
When we are in, Rudy shuts the door with a loud screech and bolts it shut. We both cringe at the sound. The warehouse has an open space broken up by several pillars. Boxes and paper litter the place as a musty smell catches my nose. The concrete flooring is dull and cracked, settling into the earth. Dock doors occupy the right side. The farther I walk, the more this place smells like foul urine and mold. Maybe homeless folk lived in here before the outbreak. The opposite wall has a rusted staircase leading to the first floor landing with a door bent on its hinges. Even though it looks unstable and noisy, Rudy has no qualms using the staircase.
The door leads into an old office. The smell of mold is stronger, almost unbearable. The damaged windows visible from outside are cracked and boarded with a few boards missing. A couple of old metal desks sit between cloth-covered, cubicle walls, and I notice it’s the source of the mold. Broken windows, moisture, and fabric do not mix well. I resist the urge to put my shirt over my nose. Following Rudy to the window, what I see makes my heart sink.
The outskirts of Clarksville are destroyed. A strip mall across the street has fragmented windows with vines and weeds overgrown throughout. Motor vehicles of all sorts—the old rusted and the new shiny—sit randomly and closely on the street. Some block the sidewalks. There are trucks, luxury sedans, vans, SUVs, semi-tractors, and compact cars. Among these are groups of famished—there must be hundreds. They aren’t acting like famished zombies. They walk together, grouped. Occasionally, a small fight breaks out between them. Every few minutes they change direction. The moans and groans they make are in unison and unsettling.
They have the jerky movements of the dead. Every type of ethnicity is present, each special in their own, cadaverous way. The scene before me is ghastly. Splotches of blood scattered on them seem to be the only color in the whole surreal picture which is saying something because the blood is old and brown. It’s worse when the sun breaks through the clouds. They come alive with movement as if the sun energizes them. I know they can run, and can run fast. Dawning horror sweeps up my spine.
“Puppets being pulled on strings,” I whisper, not meaning to be heard.
“What did you say?” Rudy whispers.
“They look like they’re being controlled like robots. Why aren’t they in a frenzy looking for food?”
“You’re right. I’ve never thought of it that way. There’s nothing to be in a feeding frenzy about. The zombies at the army base are the same way.”
I look at him. The sun glints in his eyes. It’s the first time I’ve seen them. When people say, “The eyes are the windows to the soul,” I had never understood until now. They’re hazel, like mine, but more green than gray. The bronze brown around his pupils is the color of his hair and it fades into an evergreen color then goes lighter to jade speckled with gray. Heavy with amusement and light, they cut sideways and peer at me.
I laugh. “Sorry, uh, your eyes are something else. I haven’t seen them until now.” I shrug and grin.
“Your eyes are the same color,” he muses with a slight raise of eyebrow.
I don’t know what to say, so I observe the unbelievable scene below us. I can see him watching me in my peripheral vision.
I decide. “And there are more famished at the base?” I ask, letting the previous subject go.
He’s still watching me when he speaks. “Yeah, many more, at least there were when I escaped their clutches.” He gestures outside. “They behave like that though, unless they see or sense us.”
“What’s your friend’s name?” I ask, thinking it will be a difficult rescue.
“Julie.” I open my mouth to say something, anything, but he does first. “We grew up together, even though we’re not the same age. She attended LSU and was living with me at my apartment. She’s all I got…”
I think about how close they had to be if this is true. He helped me, and I feel like I owe him.
“I’ll help you, if you would like. After that, I’m on my own.” I offer my hand to him. He seems reluctant, but he shakes it.
With that, I dig through my pack and boot up my laptop. I don’t know why I keep trying for a signal. It’s hopeless. I haven’t been able to connect since power went down in my home town. I know enough to know if I ever came close to a survivor who could keep a connection, I would get some type of signal for communication. It’s not like I want to use Google, but knowing there are people still alive keeping a network of ISP’s would be a comfort, even if they chose not to communicate with me. I’d also do better if I had a working LAN line in an area with power. My power cords are in the bottom of my pack, just in case.
No such luck—I knew I wouldn’t get anything from wireless. At home, even connected to power and satellite, all I got was “router failure” and “requested time out” on my screen. It was only because my family’s satellite provider crashed. I hope someone’s out there to restore power. I know deep down, all I have to do is find the right people and place. Civilization might’ve gone downhill, but technology is man-made. As long as there is someone out there who can do it, technology can survive an apocalypse.
Rudy said there are people. I don’t know how many, but it gives me extra hope that people all around the world are still alive. We don’t have to reverse a hundred years. We have the resources to keep it going.
I sigh and realize Rudy is observing me, curiously. I shrug. “Never know unless you try.” I shut down and shove the laptop in my pack. He raises his eyebrows. I explain my theory on modern civilization.
“Makes complete sense. If it makes you feel better, I’m sure someone is out there.” He looks lost in thought.
I clap my hands and change the subject. “Time to figure out a way to get into the base.” I jog the steps, eager to be out of the smell. I barely hear him behind me. He grabs my shoulder before reaching the door. With a finger on his lips, he puts his ear to the door and listens. He unbolts it and peers out, jerking his head to let me know all is good. The fresh air hits me like cool water down a dry throat. I breathe in huge gulps.
We dash into the tree line, only to find the famished kick up in sudden aggression when they see us. They are headed for the cover of trees, away from the sun. We’re roughly seventy-five yards ahead of them, but we’ll wear out way before they will. Shrieks split the air. I grip my weapons, at the ready.
Rudy’s eyes widen at the sight of hundreds of famished dashing toward us. “Fuck! Run!” he growls, urging me forward. I notice he has a gun out. Where did that come from? I run, but my body does not want to, feeling drained and hot. Now is not the time to be battling an army of zombies.
Any signs of stealth leave us, and I feel some kind of pride Rudy can run as fast as I can. He leads because I don’t know the way. We run for less than half the time we walked to get to the warehouse. I thought it’d take us longer to get back. My body’s familiar with running, but it’s screaming for me to stop, and I can only assume it’s from my injuries. My right knee pops, achy joints seize, and my leg muscles cramp. The truck’s through the trees, but my vision blurs, making me dizzy and I stumble.
I fall to my left knee, further injuring my right as it bends awkwardly. Picking myself up, my chest heaves. “My vision,” I explain while Rudy’s form blurs. Then, Rudy does something amazing. He slows to help me. I spare a glance over my shoulder and almost stumble again when I notice the famished have gained ground.
Rudy grabs my arm, bringing it over his shoulder. “Jump and hold on.” I do, but he does most of the work by hauling me piggy back, gripping my thighs. Where’s the gun? We might need it. Rudy slings his bow around my arm for me to carry, running like I’m nothing but a sack of potatoes. I hold on, dizzy and light-headed. His hair blows in my face as he runs. Something snags my jacket from behind, followed by a snarl. Rudy jerks forward and out of the famished’s grip. I maneuver and slash at the zombie with my machete, catching two of them in one swipe. They fall, tripping other zombies in their wake and buying us precious seconds.
We arrive at the truck with no more problems. His breath heaves from running with me on his back, but he opens the passenger door and tosses me in.
It’s amazing because I have my pack and his bow, while gripping my crossbow and machete. He has the magic gun again and hurdles in on top of me.
Several bangs and screeches of frustration follow the slamming of the door. I scoot over, taking off the pack and bow. We both sit breathing while the truck rocks.
My vision swims as blood pounds in my head. I ask, “What are we doing?”
A smile splits his face. “Taking on the dead, darlin’.”
“No, I mean what are we going to do?” I clarify before returning his smile.
“We better go before they cover us. They can’t get in or do any damage, but I don’t want us to be living needles in a zombie haystack.” He climbs over me. I catch a whiff of leather and sweat.
Starting the truck with a key from his pocket, he drives off. The truck being tall and having nothing to grab, the famished are easily knocked abroad. I’m relieved we got away, but ashamed he had to pick me up and carry me.
I stare out of the window and have no idea where we’re going. It’s crowded in the cab with my boxes. I find a comfortable place for my legs as my body aches in waves.
“You okay?” he asks when his blood pressure presumably returns to normal.
I shake my head, laying it against the seat.
“I’m sorry.” He pulls off his bandana to run a hand through his hair. “If we would have waited five minutes, I would’ve seen them headed into the woods from the windows.”
My head shifts on the seat to look at him. “We would’ve been stuck in the warehouse for God only knows how long. Besides, I’d rather face hundreds of zombies than the stench of piss and mold.”
The corner of his mouth lifts, revealing a dimple.
   
At some point, I fall asleep, and when I wake, my body’s worse. Dragging, now I know my original recovery time is extended. After Rudy inquires about food, I eat what he gives me without tasting it. We’re in a parking lot at an old gas station off the highway. I can’t believe how bad I feel—normally, I would feel the need to pinpoint our exact location.
I take another short nap, this time in the vault. Rudy can tell I’m not feeling great and doesn’t talk so I can rest.
When I wake again, the sky darkens and the air’s chilly.
“I don’t think we should leave,” I suggest as I open food, willing myself to be better. “We don’t have a plan.”
“Yeah. You might be right. About a plan, I’ve been thinking there might be a way I can get some people to help.” He hands me some Advil, and I take it. “I can tell you don’t feel well. I know that’s why you faltered back there. You need to sleep more, and we can worry about the rest later.” He’s shaking his head at me.
“Yeah, sure.” I smile and lift a can of beans for him. I don’t know what to think about getting help, so I say nothing. I want to feel better. My head’s hurting. “Thanks… for helping me.”
He shrugs. “I’ll add it to your debt.” He smiles and I see a flash of something that evaporates. He takes the beans and clears his throat. “I don’t know how we can pull this off.”
“Hey, I’m resourceful when I need to be.” I shrug as I eat my own beans, feeling dirty. Maybe it’ll make me feel better to bathe. I sigh, knowing my days of hot baths are over. My thoughts stray to my bunker and wonder if it made it through the fire. I haven’t been alone in two days, but I’m having better luck than I first thought. I realize with a start I never expected to survive this long, and my leisurely time at the creek was a way to procrastinate going to my death.
“Where are we?” I ask him to make conversation. Maybe I can wash up somewhere.
He finishes his beans and studies me. “Outside of the dead zone, close to Nashville, not as many famished in the city as you would expect. Most people evacuated from there during the outbreak.”
I nod, eyeing the bench, thinking of sleeping arrangements. He laughs guessing what I’m thinking. “You’re that uncomfortable sharing a bed?” Yes, but I shrug.
I grab my pack and step outside for a little privacy. I change into something cleaner, less stale from sweat, opting for a faded orange t-shirt. It’s soft from being worn and washed for years. My thoughts travel to before. Living on my own, I could wash clothes and change as many times as needed. The water pump will be missed. No wonder the Lollipop Gang tried to take over my place. They could use a neighbor’s house and still have use of the pump. They could rebuild there if they wanted. Maybe one day, I’ll get the chance to go back to the neighborhood. I pull on two pair of socks with my boots and my fleece jacket and hope it’ll keep me from getting cuddly.
Feeling better in clean clothing, I climb in the truck. Rudy reclines on the bench with his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles as he pulls the guitar from its case. I smile and crawl under blankets on the mattress, too tired to care about sharing it. I flip to my side so I can watch him. He changed shirts, too, opting for a gray cotton crew neck. He plays the same song as last night, only something is different. I know little about guitars, but he changed something in it. It’s better. “Did you write this?”
He pauses with his eyes half closed. “Yeah. You like it?”
“It’s great.” I close my eyes as he continues to play, making me sleepy. He has a knack for it because I don’t remember falling asleep.
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WHEN I WAKE, the air is chilly because the doors are wide open. Rudy has a steel bar across the top of them doing pull-ups with the cloudy sky in the background. My breath catches at the sight of him. His back is to me as his muscles work hard, showing all grooves and contours. I roll my eyes. Why can’t he wear a damned shirt? His breath comes in short pants as he rises and falls effortlessly. Squeezing my eyes shut, I roll over until he stops. If he went on for much longer, I would have started counting for him.
When it’s safe, I sit up, feeling dizzy. Damn, what’s wrong with me? I search for food as Rudy mercifully puts on a shirt.
“How long have you been watching the famished at the warehouse?” I ask, digging at some canned pears with my fingers. They are the good kind ⎯ packed in juice, not syrup.
He grabs his own can. “Off and on for a little over eight months,” he says, staring at the floor of the vault.
It seems like a long time. If I were him, by now I would feel helpless and ready to give up. I grab his forgotten can and finish opening it. He smirks at me. “You going to eat my food?”
“Maybe. What are you going to do if I do? Push my face in the dirt?”
He looks sheepish for a split second before changing the subject. “When I came across you running over those putrids…” He smiles. “I was making my way to Birmingham. I wish the Coalition would help the people here. It’s not just Julie. We knew people there, you know? The soldiers, the survivors, doctors. They’re going to let them die. It’s almost a lost cause.” He looks out the window as we hear the first drops of rain.
He hops out. I peek from the window in time to see him shutting the cab door. He arranges four buckets to catch the rain. Smart. When he climbs in he says, “If it rains enough, we can clean up.” He regards me. I shrug, the buckets giving me an idea.
“Maybe we can put our dirty clothes out there.”
“We can, but there’s nowhere to dry them. We’d be stuck with a bunch of wet clothes,” he says with a scrunched nose.
“Yeah, we’ll figure something else out. At least waiting for water gives me more recovery time from the wreck.” My face feels bruised, but he hasn’t said anything about it and I’m not going to look. There’s a spot on my scalp that continues to hurt. It’s one of the cuts I received from broken glass. When I feel the skin around the cut, it’s warm under my fingertips. A throb pulses at the pressure from my finger. It feels longer and bigger than I remember.
“Hey Rudy, will you look at this cut on my scalp? It hurts, and it has heat coming from it.”
His eyes narrow with a clenched jaw. “Yeah, come here.” He’s sitting on the bench, so I kneel in front of him, tilt my head, and point to it with my finger.
Moving my head toward the light coming from the open doors, he releases a big breath. “It’s infected. My guess is the Advil is keeping the fever at bay for now. It should’ve had stitches. I thought I checked your cuts and thought I got all the glass from your, uh ⎯” He falters as I straighten to look at him. “Hair.” He flinches, waiting for my reaction to his blunder. He doesn’t want to offend me.
I bite my lip to keep from laughing at the look on his face. “I know my hair is nappy. Probably wouldn’t have happened if I brushed it,” I complain as he eyes my locks doubtfully, and I burst into laughter. A smile blooms on his face, emphasizing his dimples as he realizes I’m teasing him. He’s precious for a grown man. “Let’s dump rubbing alcohol on it, slap on a bandage, and be done with it.” I bend my head for him to doctor, knowing an infection is bad news. Why did I think I was achy from the wreck but nothing serious? He’s right about the fever.
Rudy smoothes my locks away from the gash. “I’m sorry, I should have checked better. It’s not exactly scabbed, but it’s crusted over.”
He pauses, and I finish for him. “You’re going to open it.”
“We’ll do that, but you'll need antibiotics. The ibuprofen will only do so much.”
I ignore the antibiotic part. “Let’s do this.”
As he gets up, my cheek brushes the inside of his thigh. Putting my face between my knees, I listen to him rummage around.
He sits next to me with his back to the bench. “Here, put your head in my lap. This will hurt.” I look at him as he motions to his lap and am surprised to see he has a little color on his neck. He blushes? Obviously, he’s as uncomfortable with this as me. I do as he says and place my face toward his stomach, taking this time to breathe him in. He is hazardous to my health. His shirt’s clean and smells of an earthy soap with undertones of leather, evergreen, and a hint of sweat. He goes about smoothing my locks again, and then, “Ready? One, two –”
“Just do it,” I interrupt. So, he does. The cut brings an unnatural sharp pain. Rudy applies pressure, pokes, and prods the wound.
I wince.
“Just as I thought, you have a small glass shard in there.” It explains why it throbbed more when I touched it. An acute pain snaps my attention to what he’s doing. It’s sharp, painful, and brings tears to my eyes.
“Sorry,” he mumbles. I bury my face in his stomach, balling my fists. I hardly register the burst of pleasure from feeling his stomach muscles tighten. More pressure as the sharp pain is replaced by a dull throb. “I’m going to do the alcohol now,” he warns me.
I don’t care, even with the pain and infection. I’m in the best place I can possibly be… until a cold trickle of fluid hits the long, open gash. It becomes a stinging rage. I muffle a scream, and his stomach muscles tense as his arm tightens around my shoulder and head to keep me still. He wipes at the fluid, and cool air hits as he blows, attempting to cool it down. I relax as the next trickle comes because it’s not as bad.
When he’s finished putting ointment and a bandage on the wound, I breathe, glad it’s over. My head swims, and Rudy gives me more Advil. “You’ll have to take it more often. We better get going.”
Startled at his announcement, I ask, “Where are we going?” It’s continuing to rain and our buckets aren’t full.
He gives me a steady look. “To find antibiotics, darlin’.”
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TURNS OUT RUDY grabbed everything I had in the SUV. After putting the bulk in the vault, we climb into the spacious cab. We decide it will be easier to loot when we get into Nashville. Rudy knows people there who can help with my infection if needed. The same people he mentioned a few days ago, when talking about our rescue plans.
Rudy hands me a pillow so I can cushion my head. I’m not accustomed to attention, but I also managed not to hurt myself for four years.
The cab’s cozy and plain, reminding me of the inside of a U-Haul. It smells like old cotton and dust. The windshield’s at a forty-five degree angle with the hood. The bench sits high with an Incredible Hulk bobble head on the dash. This truck deserves a name like Bertha. I laugh out loud. Rudy glances at me with furrowed brows. “What’s so funny?”
“I’m thinking of naming your truck. I must be out of it.” I prop my head on the pillow against the window.
There’s slight amusement across his features. “What did you have in mind?”
“I don’t know. Something domineering and associated with a big ass.” I motion with my hands.
He surprises me by saying, “Agatha. I had a teacher in the sixth grade, and that was her first name. She liked her power over us weaklings, and she had a gigantic ass.” He laughs and shakes his head as if to clear the thought.
“Yeah, that fits. Agatha,” I say, trying it out.
“She was scary. I was glad when sixth grade was over.” We both laugh. I can’t picture him afraid of anything. It feels good to be laughing about something stupid. I can see he needed to laugh, too.
“Hey Rudy, do you believe in ghosts?” I ask, deciding for a new topic.
He thinks for a moment, “It’s possible. We have zombies, don’t we?”
I nod, but I don’t clarify, and he doesn’t ask.
He glances at me, “Who is the guy?”
I stare at him, trying not to look shocked. “What guy?”
“The guy in the photo. The one with the gingerbread apron and Santa hat?” I study his face. He’s curious, talking about the only photo I grabbed from my house. He must have seen it when rescuing stuff from the Honda.
I swallow. “My dad and I when I was sixteen at Christmas. We were dancing in our kitchen after he made cinnamon rolls.”
Rudy smiles, seeming pleased I shared. “Thought so. Good picture of you.”
   
We stop at several pharmacies along the highway, but they are all looted clean. The one we’re currently scavenging has food and drink, but all pharmaceuticals are gone. People must’ve had other priorities. “We might need to go to a hospital,” Rudy informs me.
“Yeah, well at least I found Coca-Cola,” I say with a grin and open the two-liter to drink. Being old and flat, I shouldn’t. I chug it anyway, and the warm syrupy liquid flows down my throat. I groan at the simple pleasure before offering it for Rudy to take a drink.
He absently takes it, and the bottle looks smaller in his large hands. “You don’t know what your gash looks like, Kansas. I put antibiotic ointment on it, and it’s not enough,” he says, eyeing my cheeks. I touch them to make sure they aren’t flushed.
“I didn’t know it was there. I was stiff and in pain. Besides, we were running from the famished.” I’m getting annoyed. I didn’t have a fever with the Advil keeping it at bay for the time being. We still have time. “We’ll find antibiotics,” I say with conviction, knowing my luck, the cut is festering, already driven into my blood stream.
“I’m glad we didn’t fight any of the zombies ⎯ that’s the only thing that could have made this worse.” Worry clouds his eyes with a pinched brow. Maybe he’s worried for a different reason, something besides me. Glancing up, a rainbow arcs across the sky as rain sprinkles against the shining sun. I can go into Nashville to the teaching hospital, right outside downtown, and get antibiotics on my own. Hopefully, it hasn’t been looted.
“Hey, I’ll take one of these cars and get what I need. I’m not backing down on my word to help. We can meet later. Possibly at the place to get more help? I don’t want to bother you any longer. I can take care of my ⎯” I falter at the scowl he gives me. My eyes widen at his unexpected hostility.
“You think you’re bothering me?” He slams the Coca Cola bottle on the edge of the truck. Fluid shoots from the top. Invading my personal space, he glares at me. A glare I return. “You think your crossbow will do any good if you run into dozens of famished?”
He has a point, but I ignore it. “Yeah, and I’m giving you a way out. I’m frustrated, too. You think I want this infection? We’re doing what we need to do, but I can’t go around being angry about it. That won’t change anything. It won’t help if we’re at each other’s throats. Now, I can do this on my own. If you want to help, I’ll take it, but don’t get mad. It’ll only piss me off, and make me over analyze it.” I unleash a deep breath, feeling delirious. I wipe my forearm across my forehead, peering at him as he thinks.
“Kansas, you’re not a burden,” he breathes and steps back. “I want to help. There are few of the living and even fewer sane living. It’s ⎯” He shrugs, letting it go.
“All right, that’s good. We need to go.” Feeling better I don’t have to set out on my own, I add, “I need to sleep.”
He nods in agreement. “Good.”
   
Before we leave, he helps me clean the wound again. He doesn’t say how it looks. I’m sure I know because it hurts like hell. The slightest pressure on it brings blood rushing to my head. We ride in complete silence. After taking more Advil, I rest against the pillow. I like the concern Rudy has shown. I want to think it’s for his own reasons, for me to help him, but if that’s the case, why help me from the wreck? I sigh and a fog blooms across the window from my breath. My attraction to Rudy is a problem, a dangerous one I need to shove aside.
It’s late afternoon by the time we arrive in the city. Trying to sit up causes aches to flare in my joints. Rudy’s rough hands seem to caress my forehead out of nowhere, and he spits words worthy of a sailor. I smile, wanting to make a joke, but not having it in me from the fever. “Where’s the Advil?” I ask.
“It’s not Advil you need, darlin’.” His voice pours forth sympathy.
“Don’t call me that! It’s Kansas, or more preferably, Kan,” I snap, trying to sound like a bitch, but it comes out helpless. His lips twitch to keep from smiling. I sigh. “Sorry. I get grouchy when I’m sick.”
“It’s okay, darlin’. Looks like we’ll be skipping the hospital.” He doesn’t elaborate as I close my eyes, pressing my forehead to the cool window and smiling before falling asleep.
I wake disoriented with Rudy carrying me. As he puts me on the mattress in the vault, he says, “Kan, can you hear me? I’m going to lock you in the vault until I get back. You have a raging fever and need antibiotics. Serious things can happen if it’s left untreated. I’ll hurry.”
Delirious, I notice he looks badass in his gear and dark green bandana. I say nothing and just wrap myself in the blankets, glad I don’t have to move. I open my eyes and he’s looking at me, maybe waiting for me to answer. I nod and close my eyes.
I vaguely hear him shut the doors and stomp away. After a little while, I can’t sleep because I’m cold, hot, then cold again. My body aches and throbs to the tune of my heartbeat with shivers. My heartbeat slows and panic sets in only to make it speed up again. Time passes, or maybe it doesn’t.
Sometime later, voices shake me from fever-induced delirium. The door to the vault opens, but I don’t care. Please, go ahead and eat me even though I’m nasty with infection. I hope the famished don’t mind the taste.
“This is the one, pick her up. Be careful, she’s sick. The boss would be mad if anything happened to her.” Something’s wrong, and I struggle to focus. The next thing I know, I’m lugged over someone’s shoulders. I wiggle weakly, but his grasp tightens on my legs. A stubbly, bald head brushes my arm as a smack strikes my ass for my struggles. “No worries, sweetheart, we’ll take care a you.” The guy has a thick, unfamiliar accent.
“Hey, unless you want one of my arrows through your skull, you won’t do that again.” Rudy’s rumbling voice trembles with suppressed violence, echoing through the night sky. I catch sight of him and try to say something. The guy holding me shakes with laughter as he starts walking. My vision swims from the movement as blood pounds a thumping beat in my head.
“Wait,” Rudy says. “Kan, I know you don’t know them, but they'll help you. I’ll be back for you soon. Just get better.” I need answers, and it’s a struggle to think, much less talk. Where is he going? Should I trust these people? Who the hell are they? They aren’t from around here judging by the accents, but I trust him so I nod acceptance. His hand moves my locks out of my face, doing something with them as I close my eyes.
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“HEY CHICKA! CHICKIE, CHICKA!” Someone yells, poking me. Groggy and feeling drugged, my body only aches a little when I move. Otherwise I feel better physically. My clothes stick to my skin from sweating out my fever, and my nostrils flare from the smell. A grimy film coats my teeth, and I’m sure my breath could clear the room. To sum it up, I’m foul.
My eyes struggle to focus, my gaze wandering to a guy in front of me, and they widen as I take in his appearance. A wrinkled, indifferent face with a tanned complexion greets me. Dark curly hair and thick eyebrows shadow a receding hairline and light brown eyes. Several gold necklaces lay tangled in chest hair. A flamboyant, button up shirt with a bright paisley pattern and khaki pants are his outfit of choice for the day. He sits in a chair holding a cane between his legs next to the mattress I occupy. My eyes narrow at the source of the poking. Various metals and gems decorate all his fingers, and they gleam with gold and silver. The dirtiest fingernails I have ever seen grow from the tips of his fingers, caked with God only knows what underneath. I imagine his fingernail grime could be the source of the zombie outbreak.
He lifts a weathered hand, taking a long drag from a brown, rolled-up cigarette, blowing the smoke in my face. Who the hell is this appalling guy?
I wave smoke from the air as he smiles with discolored teeth. All of a sudden, I don’t feel so bad about my hygiene. “Well, I see you wakin’ up. We have a talk, you and me.” Again the accent confuses me, most likely from a northern location.
“Pretty boy came into duh city, told me you was sick, so I lent dem drugs to you. Pain killas, too. Got’s stitches now, you gotta be careful wit dat. I know da pretty boy from months past. Met him lookin’ all like juice head gorilla. He’s off seeing a favor, but you gots a few more days, needs dem drugs for two weeks.” I blink, trying not to laugh at his commentary and brief description of Rudy.
I don’t know what to think about him. Even though his appearance throws me off, I shouldn’t underestimate him. Having such an accent and never hearing anything like it before, I’m taken with it. There’s an arrogant confidence about him. “Uh, thanks. For everything,” I say through my staring. He nods, scrutinizing me. I can’t tell if he’s amused by my reaction to him.
The door bursts open. A guy pops his bald head in. He’s younger than the man sitting with me and much paler. “Yo, Guido! Lemme tell you, them broads is brawlin’ out here. Scratching each other’s faces like tigers.” Guido? Seriously?
I peer at him. He sits calmly, looking at buzz cut. “Lemme see to this, chickie. Drink some water with those pills. You need to swallow dem down.”
“Wait,” I stop him. “How long have I been here?”
“Hmmm, ‘bout two days,” Guido says. His cigarette roll hangs in his mouth as he stands to leave the room.
I can’t remember being here that long. I remember dreaming about a turquoise ocean with blue skies and someone laughing. A bottle of water sits beside me on the floor. I drink the contents, groaning as it wets my dry throat and coats my stomach.
Taking stock of the small room, I’m on a full mattress on the floor, catty-corner from the door. The only other furniture in the room consists of two old wooden dining chairs, once a part of a whole set. Now, they’re dried and cracked from lack of polish.
Dirty blinds shield a small window over the bed. Looking between the dusty slats, other buildings scatter down a sunlit road. The room has a distinct “office” feel to it. The walls were once white, but are now a pale yellow over brick. The berber carpet’s worn, showing the high traffic area, seemingly the primary source for the smell of sex and vomit.
The sheets are clean and stiff cotton, and I’m impressed the sheets aren’t dirty. My eyes settle on my pack at the end of the bed. My crossbow and arrows perch next to it. Apparently, Guido doesn’t feel threatened by me.
I rummage through my pack and find several cans of food with my can opener. Rudy must have thrown them in. I pull my jacket on to block the chill, and then I realize my locks have been tied. A dark green bandana holds them together, the one Rudy was wearing when I first saw him. Realizing he tied them, I wonder if he has another bandana. I can’t imagine him without it.
I eat my canned food and swallow the pills Guido left. Feeling as though a train ran over me, I touch for the cut on my temple. A bandage covers it, but I can tell the heat is gone. I exhale, relieved. The whole ordeal could’ve been much worse. I can’t help but feel someone is watching over me.
My body relaxes in on itself with fuzzy lightness. I should’ve thought about only taking one pill before downing both. They’re powerful little bastards.
Lying down and staring at the ceiling, I think it’s puzzling to see electricity. Several fluorescent lighting fixtures adorn the ceiling, but only one has a bulb. There must be a generator.
Scratching my face and stomach because they’re itchy is the last thing I remember. Then, nothing.
   
A soft strumming brings me into consciousness. I smile because if it isn’t one of the best ways to fall asleep, it’s the best way to wake up. When I open my eyes, Rudy’s reclining on the small chair, previously occupied by Guido, playing his guitar. Having slept well, I’m feeling better. With a foggy head, I smile in appreciation.
He grins. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“No, I like to hear you play.” I rub my eyes with my palms.
“You look much better. The bruises on your face look better, too.” He looks better himself. He wears a navy blue bandana with a black sweatshirt, unknowingly answering my question about a backup bandana. I reach to untie the one from my hair and play it through my fingers. “I wanted to let you know we’ll be staying here for a while. Give you some time to heal up.” His gaze travels to the bandana in my hand. His pleasure is obvious when he grins at me.
I waggle it in front of him, “Thanks.”
He smiles wider, blasting me with his charm and dimples. This Rudy’s so much better than the worried, pissed-off Rudy. I don’t want to be the focus of it again.
“What’s a juice head gorilla?” I ask, changing the subject.
Rich laughter escapes him. “Guido likes to tease, as if I use steroids. I don’t and never have. Believe it or not, I’m toned from working outdoors and keeping in shape. Being in construction before, it wasn’t hard. I still like to spend most of my time outside,” he says, shrugging. My mind flashes to him doing pull-ups on the bars in the vault. Toned? If that’s not an understatement, I don’t know what is.
“Hmm... You do sort of resemble a gorilla.”
“You think so?” he asks, calling me on my teasing.
“No. Gorilla has not once come to mind.” He opens his mouth, but I say, “Guido mentioned you doing a favor?”
He pauses long enough to run a hand over his bandana and remove it, letting his hair fall. “There is a mixed culture here. The people use money, and most of them live a weird lifestyle I don’t care too much about. They have things people need, and that’s what draws survivors into the community. The survivors here are used for whatever skills they possess for having a secure place. They don’t live by ordinary rules. They… it’s best if I show you but not now. As for the favor, I had to bring in a certain type of famished without killing them.”
A long silence follows as I take in the information. First thing’s first.
“Why would they want the famished? Are they looking for a cure?”
He snorts. “No, Kan. It’s amazing how you think as if you’ve been sheltered for the past four years.” I feel the blood drain from my face, but he doesn’t notice. “You’re like a breath of fresh air, but a cure is pure fantasy. The famished are used for more fun in their weird lifestyles.”
I can’t think of anything to say, and by the look on his face, he has no idea how close he is to figuring me out. As for the famished, it’s shocking. I thought everyone would flood the government camps or hide out, like me. “What kind of fun?” I try not to sound curious, but damned if I’m not.
“You’ll see, I’m sure. I need to see friends about getting help into the base and talk to Guido about it.”
I nod my agreement and think of something else. “What do you mean by a certain type of famished?”
I can tell he doesn’t want to answer by the way he flinches, but he does. “As newly turned as possible. They last longer.”
I study him because he’s clearly uncomfortable with the turn in conversation. “Clean shaven for famished hunting,” I determine. “I’m jealous. I’m disgusting. This shirt’s stiff from sweat and funk.” I wiggle to show my discomfort.
He laughs, visibly relieved with the change of subject. “Showers. We’ll see about getting you one later. There’s a low water supply from an irrigation and filter system with a strict schedule for bathing. Unless you do something important for the community to earn showers,” he informs. “Most of the water runs the electricity.”
Interesting. “How?”
“Guido was some kind of engineer and built a hydropower source nearby. I suspect it was already there, he got it running. He loves to lead and uses what he knows to keep it that way.”
“Confirms my theory. If the right people survive, anything is possible.” He nods as if this occurred to him. “Wouldn’t have known that about Guido by looking at him,” I joke, and we both laugh. His smooth laughter makes my heart swell with developing fondness and trust. I’ve forgotten how good friendship feels. “We don’t have to stay here. I’m well enough to travel,” I suggest on a more serious note.
“We can’t.” He thinks about his next words. “My debt isn’t paid. I have to do a couple of rounds in their betting ring.” The words come quick, and he looks unsure.
“What betting ring?” I ask, even though I can guess.
Anticipating my questions, he says, “Fighting. No, I don’t want to fight. Yes, I’ve fought before out of necessity, like I will now. It was why I wanted to find what we needed on our own, but we ran out of time.”
This explains his scarred knuckles. I glance at his hands, feeling my lips harden. Damn barbarians, we have to fight enough for our lives. Why make it a sport? I try to think of a way I can contribute to help repay the debt. Nothing comes to mind.
I don’t argue with him. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Gorilla. I guess I’m glad zombies are easy to kill,” I try to make light.
His lips turn in a half-smile. “I don’t have to fight zombies. That would be too easy. I’m fighting other men. People bet on who they think will win. It earns Guido money by holding the markers. He makes good money off me. I’ve even thrown fights for him even though he doesn’t need it. I think he’s being greedy and wants to let people know he is still in charge.”
Rudy stands, leaning the guitar against the wall. “I have to go, but I’ll be back in a little while. Have you eaten?”
I nod. “You’re fighting now?” I wonder if he’s telling me everything or if there’s more to the story. I’m more than interested in seeing it. He ties the bandana on his head.
“Yes, and I know what you’re thinking. Please stay. I don’t want to worry about you.” I shoot him an indignant glare. A smirk touches his lips. “You should rest, anyway.” I’m not looking forward to going to bed. I’ve been here for days.
“Why did you fight before?” I ask.
He scratches his chin, leaning against the wall like a chiseled statue, even with his hooded sweatshirt. “I needed things that have made my life easier: guns, the electric stove, but mostly gas.” This makes sense since he escaped the base. I remember the arsenal in his armored truck. Where the hell would Guido get gasoline?
“Your compound bow?”
“Had it before the outbreak. Side hobby. Came in handy.”
“Really? Me, too.” I don’t clarify the fact the crossbow was to prepare for the end of the world. His eyes widen as if I surprise him.
“Yeah, you sure packed a lot of stuff,” he said, curiosity etched in his voice. I look to the ground and swallow, not knowing what he’s getting at.
“If you are referring to the junk from the SUV, that stuff had been in there for a long time, and I was in a hurry.”
He pierces me with his steady gaze. “I was talking about your laptop, darlin’.” Oh. We stare at each other for a moment. “Anyway, that junk might be tradable for something you need,” he points out after he realizes I won’t explain my laptop.
“You have a lot of stuff, too. You must’ve fought in the ring an awful lot for it,” I counter, diverting the subject. He had to have fought a lot. Otherwise, how did he get the cache of weapons?
“Kansas, medical attention is worth a lot,” he says. Like me, he changes the subject. It hits me he’s fighting for me. “I’ll be back.” He turns to the door. “Don’t show or tell anyone about your laptop,” he orders before shutting the door behind him.
   
I’m so curious, I’m getting antsy. These people use the living dead for whatever they use them for. I guess that’s why they stayed here instead of going farther south, plentiful game.
Rudy made it clear he wants me to stay here. He doesn’t know me well. I’ve never been good at listening to authority. Not that he holds any power over me, but I should take his guidance. He is paying for my medical attention, if you can call it that, but I’m curious. I’ve never seen anyone fight in this type of situation. If they want him to do it again, he must be good. Even if he isn’t fighting, the thought of people and how they’re surviving together is more than enough to grab my interest. The more I think about it, the more I know I won’t miss it for the world.
I slip a plain blue shirt over my injured head and brush my teeth with my toothpaste and the jug of water. My boots never left my feet, so I stand, tying my locks back with the bandana again. Feeling around my wound for the bandage, I find it loose on one side. The gash is scabbed over with itchy stitches. It’s still sore but no longer infected. Good. Taking the bandage off, I wipe a little rubbing alcohol on it. I’m ready to go, not sure what I’ll find.
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I PEEK into the empty corridor. Doors line the hall, and each end seems to veer into other hallways. Fluorescent bulbs in every other lighting fixture shine bright, although one at the end blinks. I’m not sure which way to go.
Looking at the high traffic areas on the old office building floor, I know the hall is frequented in each direction. It smells of cigarettes and piss and contains stains I don’t care to contemplate. The walls, textured with aged wallpaper, are yellowed and peeling. Taking a wild guess, I go right, but don’t get far.
“Where do you think you goin’, cupcake?” I turn to the rail-thin woman who greets me. Standing taller than me, at least 5’9”, she’s easily the most fashionable person I’ve seen in four years. I close my mouth from the shock at finding people still dress up. Her bleached blonde hair’s in a curly up-do. A split in her lip, covered with glossy lipstick, shows through her pursed lips. A short, tight skirt emphasizes her hip sticking in one direction in a pose with tall black boots, ending above her knees. Judging by the heels, her actual height is 5’6” or 5’7”. Her billowy blouse shows most of her cleavage. Even pale and bruised, she looks good. Looking to be in her late thirties or early forties, she’s appraising me as I am her.
“Going to the fight,” I manage to say. She laughs, high and shrill.
“So, you tha one Rudy’s all in an uproar ‘bout, huh?” How’d she know Rudy? Her accent’s one of mixed culture. A southern lilt, yet she’s lived around Guido and his lackeys long enough to pick up their dialect, too. Rudy mentioned he had friends, but her apparel gives me an uneasy impression. I hate judging people, but she looks like a hooker.
“I guess, but I’m trying to find where he’s fighting. Could you point me in the right direction?” I smile, hoping she yields to my charm.
She smiles. “Sure, I can show you. That boy a maniac, he is. Whut’s you name, suga’ dumplin’?”
“Kan,” I say warily, trying not to jump to any assumptions about how she’d know Rudy. It’s difficult.
She squeals and I flinch. “Oooh, like Candy? I love that name, but that otha slut took it. Fits you betta, anyhow.” She smiles, clapping her hands. “Let’s go, we don’t wanna miss tha fun.” She puts her arm through mine, and I smell her overpowering perfume. I don’t want to think how she will spend her evening.
We go right and take a left at the end of the corridor. It leads us to a metal door. Outside, in the dimness of early evening, she looks both ways, alert. We’re surrounded by office buildings and warehouses, standing in the middle of a paved road. A tall chain-link fence with barbed wire attached to the top and outside stands to our left. Blood stains and scorch spots dot the road and fence – evidence of famished. People mill about inside the gruesome fence. There’s nothing but open road and more buildings to the right.
She eyes my crossbow I grip in my hand. “Don’t get into tha fight with you little Indian gear, that would be bad, Candy. It’s good ta have anyhow, case them dead ‘ems come scrimpin’,” she says, approvingly.
“It’s just Kan, short for Kansas.”
She cocks her brow, patting her hair. “All right then, I’ll stick wit suga’. Cause these days, ain’t no place like home, fo sure.” I laugh at her reference because I haven’t heard that in a long time. I like her. She’s sassy. I think of the other Candy.
“Is Candy who you got in a fight with?” I ask, hoping she knows what I imply.
As we cross the street, loud music and the chorus of a huge crowd permeates the air around the building we’re headed to, as anticipation does the same for me. “Yeah, but that bitch – don’t worry ‘bout her. She already don’t like you, no way. She got this thang for Rudy doll. You can take her.”
Great. “What’s your name, by the way?”
Glancing at me, she laughs and opens a door to a tall, well-maintained warehouse, and music blasts out. The metal paneling isn’t rusted, but has a white crackled texture, as if it will rust any day. “They call me Glinda.” We both laugh at the coincidence. My anxiousness grows as the door slams behind us.
   
“This is da Clap Trap, we call it. Cause it’s crazy, you know?” Glinda says as I feast my eyes on everything, looking everywhere at once. It’s dark, except for the blinking Christmas lights mixed with various party lights. Strings of flamingos, pumpkins, hearts, and Chinese lanterns hang around as if they string together anything that lights up. Strobes and colorful spotlights are strategically placed throughout as well.
Beams going into the rafters support the hollow warehouse. It’s as big as a football field, with graffiti spray-painted walls featuring X-rated cartoons in neon colors that glow in the blacklights. This weird setting has an underground club feel to it. An office area occupies the right side with a hallway leading to the back – I guess there’s another entrance, bathrooms, and stairs. Windows at the top of the office space look over the Clap Trap.
On the ground floor, to my right, sits a gigantic three-quartered square bar. Beyond that, a big dance floor with a high stand fills the entire right corner. A person’s head pops over the short wall of the stand. Industrial metal pumps from the speakers located all around. I recognize it as a DJ stand. It reminds me of trips to the skating rink in junior high.
But the setting isn’t what shocks me. The people. Survivors. My eyes sting from a flash of nostalgia. People are everywhere. I’m frozen, watching them dance and laugh as if the world hasn’t been overrun with zombies. “There are so many people,” I comment. A wistful sound if I’ve ever heard of such.
Glinda scoffs, striking a prissy pose. Her pursed lips are so glossy they seem to be blinking with the lights. “Wish sum of ‘em were dead ‘ems. I’d spend my hard-earned cash pokin’ big ole holes in ‘em.” She seems oblivious to my emotion.
It’s the most people I’ve seen together in four years. I inhale a deep breath, pushing away my uneasiness from her comment.
I grab her with a sudden thought, “Hey, Rudy can’t see me here.” She laughs as she walks to the makeshift bar. The closer I get to the bar, the more I can tell it’s made from various bars and smells a little moldy, like old, dirty rags. I crinkle my nose.
“Git a bitch smacked around, that will,” she says, eyeing me. “Didn’t figure Rudy the type.”
My eyes feel wide at her assumption. Saddening me, I hope she doesn’t take any abuse herself. “No, it’s not like that,” I tell her firmly, continuing to observe. “He wouldn’t hit me, ever. In fact, he’s saved my life.” Three times, since I’m keeping tabs. Looking her straight in the eyes, I say, “You shouldn’t let anyone hit you, either.”
She glances away. “Don’t worry, suga’. Guido and I gots an arrangement.” She clarifies no more.
People bob on the dance floor, their bodies a mass of waving synchrony. A flashing strobe light turns the scene into slow motion, but what catches my attention is the cage next to the DJ stand. It holds a woman zombie, and she’s naked. One can’t help but notice this zombie had an enhancement in her old life, a huge enhancement. Someone teases her with a fishing pole – a mouse squirms at the end. My heart jumps at the unexpected cruelty. The mouse jerks and so does the zombie, and her enormous breasts bounce. A hand reaches into the cage and gropes her. The zombie is oblivious to the assault, only wanting the mouse. The mouse yanks out of the cage, and she sticks her arms through the bars, grabbing at people. An open bite wound oozes on the zombie’s shoulder blade. Whatever zombie bit her took a big chunk with it. Fluid runs down her back in dark, red rivulets. The strobe on her makes it eerie as her assets bobble in slow motion. I tear my eyes from the gruesome game.
A song with a fast and easy beat plays. The rappers rap about dancing with dead chicks and implied necrophilia. Fitting. The dancers don’t seem to notice the song except for the beat. Dancing and bumping each other, the faces in the crowd turn up in pumping waves, their foreheads shiny from sweat.
I try to take it all in, and it’s almost too much. In the far corner stands what resembles a boxing ring. On a raised platform, and brightly lit, the ring is unoccupied. On the other side of the ring, a wheel with a zombie strapped to it is spinning clockwise. People throw darts at it. The mouth chomps of its own accord. Darts protrude from the body in various ways. When someone hits it in the forehead causing it to slump, a chorus of ‘awes’ and ‘boos’ ring out as people exchange money. I blink in amazement, not quite believing what I’m seeing.
“There’s that bitch, Candy! Tha fuckin’ hooka!” Glinda yells, as if she wants Candy to hear her. She points to the far end of the bar dramatically, where a little stage and stripper pole sits for easy access. A voluptuous woman with curly red hair dances along the pole. She turns around, jiggling her twins, and money lands on the stage.
I catch a familiar figure from the corner of my eye. My mouth twists in a half-smile as he takes a shot of something while Guido talks in his ear. Hopefully, the conversation is about our upcoming plans and not any more favors for Rudy. He has enough on his plate.
A big spray-painted sign hangs behind the stage and reads: Mago and Pappers, Tomorrow night! Glinda giggles and I turn to catch her flirting with the man next to her. Hunched over the bar, he is obliterated. The bartender obviously doesn’t care. The man smiles at Glinda and can’t keep his dry eyes from blinking. She must be on the clock.
“Yo, Bart!” She yells for the bartender, and he comes right to her. Bart’s a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair, bushy black eyebrows, and beady black eyes. A couple days worth of stubble covers his chin. A big-boned, medium frame houses a classic beer belly, and his denim, button-up shirt is rolled at the sleeves, and like Popeye, anchor tattoos decorate his forearms.
Bart wipes a shot glass with a bar towel. “What now, Glin?” he asks fondly.
“This is my new friend, suga’. She sumthin’, huh? Git her a drank.” She peers at me in serious scrutiny. “Pick you poison.”
Though I don’t want anything because of my jumbled nerves, I go for it anyway. It might help the sick feeling. “Uh, tequila?” I expel as everyone laughs for reasons unknown.
“Atta girl, you know whut you want, huh?” Glinda giggles as she puts her arm around me. I shrug, not sure what she means. Bart’s speedy and slides two shots our way.
A fair-haired guy next to me perks a little. “Who’s the cutie, Glinda?” Picking up our shots with her perfectly manicured fingernails, painted the color of her lip gloss, she steers us away before I get a good look at him.“Fuckin’ raunchy whore,” the guy sneers. She flips him off and hands me the drink. I gulp it, welcoming the burn and hoping it helps me relax.
“Be careful wit that nasty. He sniffs cherry pies two miles away. He gave Precious dim itches. Crabs, you knows?”
I grimace, not wanting to hear about someone’s crab problem. “What’s a cherry pie?”
She laughs. “Depends on who sayin’ it. My case, I say you a virgin.” Oh. Why would she assume that? Glancing at her, she watches me. Ah, she’s fishing, so I shrug it off. She booms with laughter, emphasizing the shots she’s taken.
“Sorry, not my bizz.” Yeah, no shit, but I smile at her. “But you gotta notice not many chickie’s here you age.” I glance around. She’s right. There are men, men my age, older men, and a few I would call boys. I spot one or two females who might be under thirty and a few more dancing on the dance floor.
“That’s strange. Why?”
She shrugs. “Dey come, dey go. Some stay, some don’t.”
Before I can comment further, a loudspeaker comes on from the DJ stand. “Five minutes ta beat down, so place yo bet now!” Every person in the place echoes the DJ in excitement as cheers accompany the announcement. The DJ waves his arms in the air. Looking toward Rudy, he’s still in the same spot but has gained Candy. Massaging his shoulders, she talks so close to his ear she could be licking it for all I know. Her bright red lips glisten in the dim light. Scratches adorn her face, the color of her lipstick. I almost smile with satisfaction, seeing the damage Glinda inflicted. With narrow eyes, I tighten my lips. I don’t know why, really. Rudy shakes his head at whatever Candy says. She grabs him by the arm, pulling him up.
I try to stay out of sight, but it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t notice anything around him and stares at the ring. Rudy doesn’t want to do it, but he has to because of me. The guilt following the thought makes me want to go to the room where he asked me to stay. They tread through the crowd as people gather around the raised ring. Just like the woods, he dominates the space as the crowd parts for him.
Candy struts the room. Glinda notices, too, because she gags beside me. She wears a pleated skirt with platform Mary Jane’s and knee stockings. Her enormous breasts squeeze together tight, pushed up awkwardly. They look ready to pop out at any moment, and the mystery of them staying still this long baffles me. Her red hair flows down her back. I shake my head, taking a deep breath as Glinda leads me to a secluded spot.
Smoke drifts like a hazy dream in the bright lights. I gasp, noticing the famished tied to support beams around the warehouse for the first time. The crowd walks around them without paying much attention despite the wiggling and groaning they’re doing. Bonded in various ways and dressed in what I suppose should be a provocative manner, they look crude.
The famished closest to me is tied around the waist and neck with leather belts, his hands raised above his head and bound at the wrist. Studded straps wrap his body like clothing, but leave his abnormally large endowments on display against the top of his inner thigh. With his head whipping back and forth, his bloodshot eyes are wild with the grinding and snapping of teeth. Thick blood courses down his neck with each movement. I can’t even begin to fathom why people want to look at the living dead in bondage gear. My stomach churns at the vulgar display.
I gulp, moving my attention to Rudy as he approaches the ring. Pulling the sweatshirt and undershirt off in one quick motion, female catcalls erupt as a small smile appears on his lips. I know how he looks, sure, but now I can really look at him. Following the lines of his stomach to the patch of brown hair trailing down, I let my imagination go farther than his jeans will allow my traveling gaze. Fingers catch his belt as his thumbs stroke his happy trail. Unbuckling the belt makes his abs and forearms flex. In one jerk, he pulls it out of the belt loops, and his jeans slide low. The contoured V inside his hips is especially appealing. Finding it hard to catch my breath, I think my imagination has run off with me until more female whoops and screams follow, including Glinda’s.
I peer sideways at her, and she shrugs with a cocked brow. “He’s easy on tha eyes, is all. No worries.” She raises her hand, clasping money. I can’t help but stare at the old, crumpled bill. It looks like something I wouldn’t touch in fear of contracting the clap. A man appears out of nowhere. “Twenty. On Rudy doll,” she breathes. He takes her money, writing something on a small flip pad. He goes to another woman who has money up. The woman’s hungry gaze never leaves Rudy as she speaks her bet. Peering around, I see other women are betting as well.
I laugh, figuring Rudy uses sex appeal on purpose and turn my attention to him. Easy on the eyes – that’s one way to describe it. He knows what he’s doing. Shaking my head, I watch him subtly show off his features. Candy walks around to face him, blocking my view. Rubbing her hands all over him like a cougar, I wouldn’t be surprised if her butt finds its way in front of his face, like a bitch in heat. He doesn’t want her attention because he shrugs her off. That’s what he gets for being a tease. I chuckle to myself. Candy looks unmoved and steps away.
The square ring is enclosed with steel rails. Grabbing the rail, Rudy hops over in one bound. Everyone cheers as another guy hops over the rail, bouncing on the balls of his feet and boxing the air. The man is scraggly with long, nappy, brown hair tied in a low ponytail. I swallow because he’s as big as Rudy, if not bigger, and looks like he lifts weights, a lot.
“Don’t worry so much, suga’. Rudy doll got this on Russell.” I nod, still watching the ring.
A scratchy voice comes on the loudspeaker. “Yo! We ready to rumble, tumble, and see some blood!” The crowd screams and jumps, yelling at whomever they’ve placed their bets on. An odor of sweat, perfume, and B.O. drift to my nose. After the clank of a cowbell, Russell charges. Rudy watches Russell’s tactic, looking bored.
Rudy must’ve counted on Russell’s charge because he feigns away, sticking his foot out. Russell fails to control his momentum and sprawls chin first into the rail. The crowd wails as I smile. He hasn’t even touched him yet. Russell rights himself with blood spouting from his chin. Rudy says something I can’t make out over the crowd, baring his teeth in a menacing sneer as his mouth moves. I recognize this ploy. Rudy’s trash talking to anger him so Russell will lash out and make mistakes.
Russell lingers, feeling him out, absently wiping at his chin with his forearm. They dance in circles, and Russell swings from his right. Rudy isn’t fast enough at ducking, and instead of hitting his eye, temple, or nose, Russell’s fist connects with the underside of Rudy’s jaw. It’s the same place I elbowed him mere days ago. He recovers and bounces around Russell, looking for an opening. His arm flashes, punching Russell in the gut. Russell bends and Rudy slams his elbow in Russell’s face, showing no mercy. The trace of a smile comes to Rudy’s lips.
This only pisses Russell off, and he dashes low, shoving into Rudy at the waist with his shoulder. The audience cheers and jeers loudly. They fall backward. The sound they make going down isn’t pleasant. Russell straddles Rudy, punching his face, first right, then left. I cringe as Russell’s arms move with speed. I imagine spots dance in Rudy’s vision. Rudy grabs Russell’s neck, squeezing. Russell’s arms falter and Rudy flings him to the side without letting go of his neck. I take a deep breath as Rudy gains a squatted stance over Russell and spits blood in his face. Russell breaks the chokehold as he smashes Rudy in the ribs, hard. Rudy visibly gasps and most of the crowd jeers. Rudy backs away as Russell stands straight. Rudy’s demeanor changes, and he drops to a defensive crouch.
Russell smiles. It’s a grisly sight, with blood and spit smearing his face. When he gets close enough, Rudy straightens, swinging his body and foot. The momentum of Rudy’s foot lands a roundhouse kick making Russell’s head whip with blood spraying the concrete and Rudy’s boots. He drops to the ground as Rudy strides to him. Russell gets to his knees, but Rudy kicks him and he tumbles to the concrete. Using his boot, Rudy rolls him over. To make sure he stays down, Rudy crushes Russell’s throat.
Rudy’s lips move as he speaks to Russell as he struggles, clawing at Rudy’s leg. Rudy is unsteady, striving to keep his balance through Russell’s advances. After a few seconds, the bell clangs. The scratchy voice booms, “Finished! Rudy’s still got it!” Apparently, keeping your opponent down and on their backs is needed for a win.
The crowd screams and cheers for Rudy. Blood runs from his nose and left eyebrow, his jaw is shiny red. His lip is cut and plump, but otherwise, looks fine.
I turn to beam at Glinda, but come face to face with a pockmarked and skinny-framed guy. His chin is at my eye level, and his breath smells like alcohol, fish, and some other stinky, foul substance that reminds me of a dumpster. A bumpy nose dominates his face. Dark, greasy hair clumps on his head.
“Let’s dance.” He grabs my arm and propels me with more force than I would have thought possible. We hit the dance floor with him still clutching my arm. I let him only because I don’t want to draw attention. People crowd around us to dance. Turning me, he gropes my hips and grinds into me in time to the music. Bile stings my throat. Bodies mash together, bumping and shoving. I locate Glinda as she searches for me.
I switch the crossbow into my left hand. No longer caring about drawing attention, I ball my fist tight and swing, hitting him in the eye. He falls backward and tries to catch himself, but bumps people, and the bodies part to allow him to descend. Triumph surges through me, even as I shake the pain from my hand. Stinky rubs his eye and sneers at me.
I spot another guy with curly hair, looking from me to Stinky, who still sits on the floor. So much for not drawing attention.
Curly wears a fitted, pristine white shirt which glows from a nearby blacklight. Green canvas pants tuck into polished, black combat boots. A gun sticks out from the front of his pants.
He taps Stinky with his shiny boot to get his attention. “Get the hell out of here!” he snaps, surprising me with his vehemence. Stinky jumps to his feet and scurries off into the crowd.
The white of Curly’s teeth flash as he smiles. Even being short for a man, he’s attractive with an athletic build. His smile is charming and contagious. When I return his smile, he disappears into the crowd.
I stand on my tiptoes to call out to him when Glinda steps in front of me. “No time fo fun, girl! We got to git you back,” she says, as if I came to dance and have a good time. She snakes her arm in mine and scowls in the direction Curly went. We march through the crowd to the door where we first entered the Clap Trap. When it opens, she looks around. Her lips tighten, but she forces me forward. A chill seizes me from the night air. I follow her gaze to several putrids creeping along, starving, and mashing their blackened teeth. I point my crossbow, getting ready to shoot.
“Don’t worry ‘bout it, suga’.” They groan when they see us and she quickens her pace, dragging me across the street.
Something inside me screams to kill them. Suddenly, shots erupt. I instinctively duck, eyeing the putrids as they hit the ground with soft thuds. I glance to where the shots came from, spotting silhouettes on the rooftops. Several men are stationed along the edges of the buildings. Lookouts guarding the community. Perfect. I soften my grip on the crossbow.
When we get inside the other door, she slams and bolts it. “We ain’t should use that doe. It’s quick, anyhow.” I assume there are safer ways to travel through the community.
Knowing I’m out of bounds when she eyes me, I take a chance with, “Hey Glinda, can I get a shower?”
“I got to git that money fo Guido…ta pay rent.” Okay, so maybe she doesn’t have time. She worries her hands together, glancing down the hallway before she sighs. “I always got one I can go to. Big ‘ol fat fuck. Nasty. I’ll do ‘im real good fo you. You do need a shower, you fuckin’ stink, anyway.” She shrugs, unashamed.
I gape, realization dawning on me. Not that I stink, but her way of referring to her lifestyle. “No. Glinda, you don’t have to do that.” I shudder.
She purses her lips, which aren’t as glossy as before. Her gaze turns hard. She sniffs before looking away. “Let’s go, I’ll show you tha ropes.”
I almost apologize for mentioning it, but I can tell she doesn’t want my pity.
   
Going into the room, I find Rudy isn’t back yet, and I’m worn out, but I want a shower badly. Hoping I can finish before he gets back, I grab my pack and Glinda takes me down the corridor in the opposite direction of our earlier path. Traveling through a maze of hallways, passing doors, hearing voices, music, and muffled sounds of pleasure, I snort. A few days more and nothing will surprise me. We walk through invisible walls of pot and cigarette smoke to a locker room, complete with lockers, toilets, mirrors, and a big shower with multiple showerheads. She leaves me to it, promising no one will bother me after I express my gratitude to her. She seems to have forgiven my lapse in hooker etiquette.
The water can barely be considered warm, but as the first shower I’ve had in four years, it’s heaven. I shave, wash, and brush my teeth, again, and rinse my hair of dried blood, then dry off quickly and dress in clean jeans. My green shirt sports a recycle symbol that says, ‘I support recycling. I wore it yesterday,’ something I sported on lazy weekends in my old life. Now it’s soft with wear and has a few small holes.
Still shivering, but feeling much better, I reluctantly look in a mirror. The only visible injury is a yellowish, purple spot along the right side of my face and neck. Bruises are a lot easier to endure than airbag rash. I’d still have the bruise for another week, at most. After dabbing rubbing alcohol on my stitches and smoothing on a little ointment, I leave my locks loose so they’ll dry. My body aches, needing rest, but my mind keeps turning over the events of the night.
Events that include a diverse group of people living here. Glinda’s flirtation with nasty guys. Rudy’s fight. How sexy he is, and how he knows it. The famished on display. The foul guy I punched and the one who saw me do it. The guards patrolling from the rooftops. Guido. The laughs, drunks, and cheers. I’ve always wondered what other people are doing to survive. Even though it’s not at all what I expected, these people aren’t just surviving, they are living.
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GETTING TO THE ROOM, I find Rudy lounging against the wall with his legs crossed at the ankles, playing the guitar. Eyeing me as I drop my pack and crossbow at the foot of the bed, I see he’s cleaned himself and, thankfully, put on a long sleeved t-shirt.
“You feel better?” he asks, taking in my cleanliness.
I smile. “Lots, but my body hurts. I need rest.” I pause – if I ask him how the fight went, that’d feel like a lie, so I settle with, “How are you feeling?”
He shrugs, resting his guitar against his leg. “My ribs hurt. My friend, Mac, checked them out. No bruising so far. He was going to introduce himself, but you weren’t here.” He raises his eyebrows and crosses his arms. I’m about to ask him who Mac is, but he continues. “Get a little too jostled in the crowd?” I purse my lips, not liking that his implication is true. “The look on your face just told me what I need to know.”
He searches my expression, looking for something. He looks down at his guitar and says, “I don’t care you went, but I didn’t want you to see that.” He digs in his pocket and holds out his hand. “It’ll help with the aches.”
Two white pills sit in his palm. I swipe them gratefully. After downing them with water, I think about him telling me he was in jail when the outbreak happened. Now he’s fighting and seems ashamed of it. “Thank you… for everything.” He nods, accepting my gratitude. “Besides, I don’t think any differently of you, Rudy. Trust me.” I smirk. “You were toying with Russell, and the women.”
“Got to give a show, but I wasn’t into it,” he says with a small grin that turns to a sigh. “It gets old.” I sway on my feet. “You should lie down.”
“Yeah,” I mumble and plop onto the bed, laying my head on the pillow as he strums again. This time he plays familiar sounds from the old life, a Led Zeppelin song. His fingers expertly glide along the neck, forearms bulging. Every now and then his half-closed eyes peek at the guitar and then at me. It obviously relaxes him, and he plays as if it’s second nature.
“You’re so humble about the fighting,” I say. He stops playing to shrug. “Oh stop, you know you’re good. The crowd was cheering for you. The way he was hitting you in the face? I can barely tell you came from a fight,” I argue, even though my lids are heavy. Leaning the guitar against the wall, he ignores my comments and changes the subject.
“Guido offered to ask some guys to come with us to the base.” I take it in. The numbers will be good. “We’d need to plan and see what they can do. Guido won’t send his front people.”
“That’s good, better than just us, I suppose.”
“Yeah, it’ll take a while to get everything organized and planned. You should learn to shoot,” he says, thinking it over.
My stomach drops. I chew my lip. “I get to help?” I ask. That’ll be something at least.
“You’ll have to – I have to fight a couple times a week. It makes Guido money, so that’s what he asks for in return. In addition, we’ll both be able to shower.” He glances at me.
“I can’t believe you’re going to keep fighting. What if you get injured and can’t go back?”
He shakes his head. “I’m not worried about that.”
I laugh. “Ah ha! Not so humble now, are you?”
He laughs with me. “Guess not, but you should sleep. We can go to the marketplace tomorrow.”
I’m curious about the marketplace, but can no longer hold my eyes open. I fall asleep as Rudy plays a Johnny Cash song.
   
I wake the next day, feeling even better than before. After downing an antibiotic, I almost elbow Rudy to wake him until I see how he looks when sleeping. He sleeps on his back, and his big limbs take up the bed – the reason I sleep in a ball. His peacefulness makes me smile, lacking the animation his face normally shows, and his brown hair is tousled about. The stubble on his jaw grows thicker as days pass, and his mouth’s partly open.
Despite all the fighting, his nose is straight. Small scars from past fights etch his skin. A small, wide one dresses his lower lip. A mark much longer goes from his lower jaw to underneath the chin, his stubble efficiently covering it up. A chipped tooth adorns his bottom row of teeth. The scar on his right eyebrow no longer allows hair to grow, splitting the eyebrow in half. He might get another scar on his left eyebrow. The cut is scabbed over now, and it’s wider than the scar on his other side. They’re diminutive imperfections, not even noticeable unless you look closely. It doesn’t take away from his handsome face. It enhances his masculinity, as if he needs it. The small flaws have history and give him character. Flaws I want to know about and could grow fond of if I’m not careful.
Jesus. This chivalrous barbarian is beautiful. What am I getting myself into?
Not wanting to stare any longer, I pull my gaze away, coming to a stop on my notebook lying haphazardly in the floor. He has it? Why would he want that? I suddenly want to remember what’s written in there.
Flipping through, there isn’t much. Written logs of my zombie escapades. A few notes about Jim, my neighbor. A couple drunken rants. I smile, remembering. One of the crinkled pages features: Who is better? The Sex Pistols or The Ramones. This question depends on the person answering. I make quite an argument on how The Ramones were the first punk band. The Sex Pistols didn’t have as many songs, but they were still angry, rebellious punk gods, while the Ramones were a fun, party punk band, but also great. A list of my favorite books adorn a few pages. The last entry is about my discovery of the running zombies, the zombie that surprised me when drunk, and the one my arrow got stuck in, and I drove it in with the hatchet. I’m relieved I didn’t mention Kale, Harley, Bridget, or Nadine.
On one page, I rant about how I want everything to be normal again, and how I wonder where the souls of the people who turn to zombies go. My rant says I think the souls turn to ghosts to haunt the living in their nightmares. A flush heats my cheeks because reading this, he wouldn’t know it’s a drunken rant. I remember asking Rudy if he believed in ghosts, making the heat in my face spread, remembering his answer. Closing the notebook, I don’t want to know how pathetic it is.
Do the souls get stuck to watch and feel their bodies decompose, all the while having an uncontrolled, insatiable craving? I guess that’s why I like killing them, just in case. No one deserves that fate.
Rudy’s first words come to me, “You are lonely, aren’t you?” This is not a good feeling I’m having right now. At least nothing else in there is personal. I had the good sense to keep it all locked in my head. Why would he want to read this? There’s not much in here. It dawns on me the reason he helps me. He thinks I’m lonely. Maybe I am, but I don’t like pity.
I ignore his, “I’m Rudy and damn sexy” sleep mode and elbow him. He grunts from the depths like a bear. I scoff. “Rudy.” I shake him a little as he stirs.
“Hmm?” he manages. Guilt shames me. This is the first deep sleep he’s had in a while.
“Well, I hope you’re awake. We should take Guido up on his offer, but we should plan ASAP. I’ll even fight in the betting ring if I have to.”
Slowly gaining awareness, he sits, looking around. I hold the notebook up. When he spots it in my hand, his neck blazes. He blushes. Again. I smirk as I hand the notebook to him.
“Sorry –” he starts, but I hold up my other hand.
“Don’t be, but I don’t know why you’d want to read it. It’s dumb, and anyway, a man who was possibly a stripper in the old life, practically sex on feet, shouldn’t be allowed to blush.” I narrow my eyes at him as he takes the notebook.
My mouth almost drops. “You’re not finished reading it?” I ask.
He pauses. “No.” He doesn’t clarify anything, but rises to put it in his leather duffel. He turns to me with glorious bedhair, staring at me while inching closer. Whatever thoughts run through his head make his eyes brighten. “You think… I’m sex on feet?” His voice deepens by the end of his question. He stops in front of me, toe to toe. He is huge. I have to look up at him.
“Uh, well, everyone does.” I swallow and my gaze shifts around the room awkwardly because he stands so close. “Were you a stripper?”
His gaze turns thoughtful. “There was that one time in college....” At the look on my face, he bursts into rich laughter, dimples deepening his face. “I’m teasing.” I don’t know why I’m relieved, but I am. “Why do you ask? Want me to give you a show?” The way he asks me, sounds like he wouldn’t want anything else in the world. A private viewing would make my day.
Studying him, it dawns on me he’s still teasing me. Humor twirls in his earth-tone gaze. What’s his game? I ignore his teasing, getting back to the subject at hand.
“I saw you working the crowd. You obviously know your, uh, effect on people.” I stop to breathe and get a handle on myself. “It surprises me you blush.” I shrug as if it is no big deal, but I see an opportunity to tease him. “I make you blush,” I say with a smirk, even though I don’t believe this is the case. It works. I’m rewarded with a colorful neck and a shifting of feet.
He surprises me by saying, “Maybe so.”
I’m stunned and blink at him.
He steps back, bending to pick his bandana off the floor. As if it just occurs to him what I was saying before, he says, “You don’t have to fight. Guido wouldn’t let you do it anyway. He’d want you to…” he says, letting me come to my own conclusion. Remembering the way Glinda scrutinized me makes me think Rudy is telling the truth.
“I’ll do whatever I have to, to help.”
“What? No, you don’t have to do that. Besides, I wouldn’t let you.” He stares at me hard from under his arms as he ties his bandana in place.
“I don’t have anything else to offer.” I ignore his barbaric, I’ll-take-you-to-my-cave implication.
He snorts. “Sure you do. You don’t know how to hot wire cars? I watched you pick a lock at the drugstore, and no telling what else you can do. You have plenty in that brain of yours. If you need to, use your knowledge.” He looks me straight in the eyes.
I harden my lips. He figured that out when I was going to take a car. This guy doesn’t miss a beat. Maybe he sees something in the notebook I don’t. Shrugging him off, I don’t want to affirm his assumptions. “Let’s get started.”
   
We go to Guido’s place, which is the top office overlooking the Clap Trap. Bigger than it looks from the floor downstairs, it opens like a loft. The windows facing outside are boarded and concealed with red drapes. The rest of the color scheme is black and off-white. Some red and gray accent the room to bring in color. Graffiti covers the walls like art, much like in the Clap Trap, with tags I can’t make out, except for the caricatures doing obscene things – some of them being cartoon zombies. Even though the colors are a little weird, that isn’t what amazes me. Cigar smoke wafts around so thick I can see it sticking to things. Under the cigar smoke, the aromatic scent of pot and sex is evident. At least I don’t have to smell Guido’s breath.
The king-sized four-poster bed catches my eye. My guess is it’s looted. A form on a bedpost writhes frantically. My stomach threatens to release itself as I take it in. It’s a woman, a famished woman, naked, tied around her legs, waist, and neck to the post with a fine red cloth. The silky piece gives the appearance of blood. Her makeup is done in an exaggerated fashion, complete with small rhinestones in an intricate pattern from eyes to temples. She’s gagged, opening her mouth wide as she tries to bite through the gag. Her darkened, bloody eyes widen when she sees us, and she struggles in her binds. Her breasts, five sizes too big for her body, slap together as if she’s doing it on purpose. Her female parts on display are graying with decay.
Bile rises in my throat, making it burn. My eyes sting. I swallow.
Guido chuckles, drawing my attention to him, lounging in a bright red Speedo while a girl rubs his feet. From behind, she doesn’t look any older than sixteen. The brunette wears a see-through robe with nothing underneath. When I glance at Rudy, he avoids my gaze. I’m seeing why he only comes here when he needs something.
“Yo, Rudy. See you brought chicka, see how she admired tha gift you bring me,” Guido says, as he kicks his feet and the girl stops. “Git on out,” he smacks her butt. When she gets up to turn around, I notice she’s not sixteen, but pushing thirty. She’s had a child, judging from her C-section scar. I’m sad to think the child is more than likely not of this world anymore.
She doesn’t look at us as she leaves. Guido stands, strutting to the zombie woman and then cupping her lower parts. My stomach drops. Seriously wanting to get out of here, I don’t glance at Rudy. I know he did it for me. “I guess you here to talk bizz, hmm?” Guido turns to us looking slyly at me. Nasty fingers pull at the hair at the zombie’s crotch and then travel to squeeze her breast. Obviously wanting some kind of reaction to his disgusting behavior, I don’t give it to him. The zombie struggles at his assault, wanting to bite him.
Rudy can’t hide his annoyance. “Stop trying to shock us with your sick fetishes. And we want the help. We’d like to get started on the planning.”
Guido ignores Rudy’s fetish comment. “Whut duh hurry? You go in, git you peeps, where dim dead ‘ems go? Might go here, if it cold outside? Whut you think ‘bout that, Rudy?”
Rudy peers at me sideways in a silent question. I shrug because it doesn’t make a difference to me. Rudy goes to run a hand through his hair and remembers his bandana, the green one. “So, you want us to wait until it gets cold?” Rudy asks to clarify.
Guido nods. “You be done wit tha ring by then. Chickie want to help? She show me whut she got, make her time here go fast. Young, make a lot of cash off ‘er.”
I open my mouth to say something but Rudy jumps to it. “No. I didn’t bring her here to get passed around.” His fists clench to balls, going white-knuckled. Guido checks me out with renewed interest.
“Yeah? Must be sweet if you don’t wanna share.” I roll my eyes. What a joke.
Rudy steps forward, but I stop him. “Save it, Rudy. He’s baiting us for his own amusement,” I warn him, looking at Guido. Rudy seethes violence so he’s not thinking clearly.
Guido laughs at something I don’t get, but he says, “No worries. You fellas’ll be out in the morn, ‘bout twenty of ‘em. Got 'em round up, you see? They ready fo ya. Enjoy Mago and Pappers in the eve.” He laughs as Rudy grabs my hand and propels me from the room.
When we’re down the stairs he whirls. “If you don’t want that, or anyone else picking at you like fresh meat, don’t take any showers. Minimum only.”
Looking at him indignantly, I say, “I’m not going to end up smelling like garbage. I can take care of myself, besides I don’t think showers have anything to do with it. I don’t think anyone will bother me.” I remember Stinky, the guy I punched, and know it isn’t true.
He shakes his head. “You don’t know half of it, Kansas.” He stares for a minute. “Are you going to ask me about the zombie?” He means the female zombie in Guido’s loft.
“No, I told you already. What you did, it was to help me. It’s the same with the ring. I feel terrible you have to do it because of me. You’re clearly uncomfortable with it. Why would I rub something like that in?” I shudder. “That’s disturbing. What if it comes loose in the middle of the night? He doesn’t, you know, have sex with it, does he?” I ask as I grab his arm to get going.
Rudy peers sideways. “I don’t think so, but I don’t let myself think about it.”
“Yeah, I think I’m going to let that stay a mystery.” I’m unable to resist. “You sure know how to pick them. Was that the certain type you had to get?”
Shaking his head, his mouth twists in disgust. “Could have been a midget zombie for all he cares. He likes them as fresh as possible. Come on, let’s visit the marketplace. Your junk might come in handy. You’ll need something to trade if you see anything you want.” He grins.
“What the hell would I want from there?” This spikes my curiosity.
“I have an idea, but I want to show you first.”
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AS SUSPECTED, there’s a side entrance in and out of the Clap Trap. The door looks worn out from use and hangs open, not closing properly. Rudy stops and jiggles the handle, bending down to inspect the mechanism keeping it closed. His fist hits the outside and the mechanism pops out.
“Drunks,” he mumbles as the door closes and stays shut behind us. I hide a grin at Mr. Fix-It.
Rudy takes me to an entirely different building next door from The Clap Trap. We’re inside the huge fence surrounding the community, made for traveling building to building in safety, instead of the way Glinda took me, on the outside. What she said about not using that door makes sense now. Rudy and I walk through a courtyard filled with people doing what they do every day. I say courtyard, but it’s an old street. Grass and weeds grow up through the cracks and potholes. It’s sunny and warm as an aroma drifts to my nose. I spot the source of smoke from a rusted smoker where someone cooks meat.
The chef stops us and offers some. The first thing Rudy asks is, “What kind of meat?” The guy purses his lips.
“Let’s just say dark meat.” The cook’s short with a balding head, and his overly large teeth stick out. Most people would call it bucktooth. “Aww, come on. Your lady looks hungry. You gonna let her starve?”
Amused, Rudy says, “Does Kansas look like she’s starving?” The guy scans me like he’s undressing me with his eyes and a slow, lazy smile creeps across his face. Feeling a blush, I elbow Rudy, and he grunts like it hurt. He laughs, grabbing my arm, and steers me away before the guy can come up with a response. I can’t wait for another chance to tease a blush out of him.
“I don’t eat meat,” I mutter, but he knows this tidbit, and by the look of the meat, I’m glad I don’t.
We trek through a huge loading dock with large doors which sit propped open. It’s an old distribution warehouse, like the Clap Trap, with lots of space and huge rafters. This building lacks any office space, but what it has fascinates me.
Many booths line in rows, much like a flea market. Everyone has something they want to sell. Different music comes from all directions, giving the place a more diverse feeling.
A small, frail woman sells what looks like handmade clothing. Her own clothes stream around her like tangled snakes. The fabric flutters with lightness with an assortment of color and patterns. Bangles tinkle up to her elbow. Walking past her, she drapes a pink scarf around my neck.
I chuckle as she says, “A scarf for you. Look at that. It brings out your lovely eyes.” I know she’s trying to sell it to me, but I like her bullshit sales tactics.
“Maybe later?” I say. I’ve heard this question dozens of times right here in Nashville. It was a nice way of saying, ‘thanks, but no thanks’ in the old life. A pang comes to my heart as I recall that life, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m a different person now. I feel Rudy’s glance, but don’t look at him.
Many of the booths sell weapons. Passing guns, ammo, bats, knives, and even a sword or two, Rudy stops by a booth loaded down with arrows.
“Hey, Rudy. How are the ribs?” The guy at the booth asks when he spots Rudy. Rudy shrugs, picking an arrow to examine. I recognize him, the curly-haired guy who saw me punch Grope Fingers last night.
“Just made that one this week,” the guy says to Rudy, but looks at me. I perk with interest.
“You made these?” I ask, fascinated. Excluding the different bows, he has hundreds of arrows, all different and unique in their own way with various fletching styles and shaft sizes. They all sport dangerous looking arrowheads even I couldn’t dream up. The shafts are made of different types of wood and steel. The fletching is of various colors and sizes.
Rudy peeks at me with a gleam in his eye. It takes skill to make a perfect arrow shaft. A reason I’ve never tried to make my own. I notice they are arranged in an obsessive way. Impressed, I grin at the guy. “Sweet.”
He notices my crossbow. “I don’t have any for your pistol crossbow, but I could make some, or you could use a bow.”
“Uh, well… I don’t have a steady hand for a bow. The crossbow almost does the work for me,” I explain.
“Practice makes perfect, as they say. I’m Mac.” He offers to shake my hand, and I oblige as it hits me that this is Rudy’s friend.
“Kan,” I say by way of introduction. “You’re the one who checked his ribs.” I point my thumb to Rudy.
He nods. “I know who you are.” I study him a little better. “Everyone knows everyone here,” he blurts. A few inches taller than me, he looks to be in his mid to late twenties. Sandy blond, curly hair all over and it falls onto his forehead in an adorable way. The stubble lining his jaw matches his hair, and his eyes, the blue of cloudless skies, are almost turquoise, similar to a clear ocean. He wears another pristine white t-shirt over a build which suggests body resistance training and running. “I was going to come to your rescue last night, but you handled it.” I flinch. Why did he have to mention last night? He smiles as though he enjoyed watching it.
Rudy peers at me. Mac explains, “Dumb fuck with happy hands.” He focuses on me. “She knocked him a good one.” I fidget as he flashes another smile like the night before.
I shrug it off. “I can take care of myself.”
Rudy lays the arrow down on the table. Mac picks it up and straightens it to line precisely with the others. I hold in a snort, realizing he does it out of habit. No wonder everything’s organized so neat and tidy. Rudy continues to study and misplace arrows. Both of us watch as Mac straightens them unconsciously. When Rudy cuts his eyes at me in barely restrained mirth, I know he’s doing it on purpose.
Mac doesn’t notice my amusement. “I guess I’ll be helping you two in your suicide mission.” The harsh tone implies a dumb idea.
Rudy smirks. “Your opinion has been noted. Repeatedly.” He picks up another arrow to scrutinize. “What made you change your mind?” Curiosity mingles with surprise in his voice. I’m assuming he’s asked for Mac’s help before. They exchange a glance, and Rudy startles, even more surprised.
“Well, now you have a whole group of people willing to die for Julie,” Mac snaps.
I glare at him for being rude. “It was my idea,” I snap back.
Mac looks down, straightening the aligned arrows. His curls obscure the view of his face. “I know,” he says in a softer tone.
I look at Rudy questioningly. “I told him everything last night,” he explains. I nod my affirmation. Rudy places the arrow back in its exact spot this time.
Mac glances back at Rudy, then to the arrow he replaced. “You going to buy one?”
Rudy scoffs. “You’re gearing up with us. I don’t need to.”
Mac nods. “You’re still my best customer.” His lips twitch, fighting a smile.
“I’m your only customer.” Rudy laughs, their earlier camaraderie returning with ease. “We’ll see you tonight?” Rudy asks him.
Mac beams. “Wouldn’t miss Mago. He’s good people.”
I wave bye to Mac and flash him a smile before turning to Rudy. “What’s this Mago all about?” I ask in a low voice.
Rudy clenches his jaw. “Well, have you ever been to the circus?”
“Yeah.” I forget what I’m going to say when I spot a booth with, I swear, fruits and vegetables.
Rudy follows my line of sight and laughs. “I knew it.” He beams with pleasure. I roll my eyes at him and head toward it.
The booth has a tabletop stair-like display. The bins hold strawberries, peaches, pumpkins, corn, green onions, bell peppers, and apples. I feel as if I’ve been transported in a Delorean straight to a produce section at a grocery store in the old life.
“How?” I stammer. Rudy keeps laughing at my bemused expression, but my mouth waters.
“Linnie has a greenhouse. First thing she did when she got here, so I’m told,” he informs me.
“She has trees in her greenhouse?”
“Yep. I’ve seen them with my own eyes. I helped her replace glass panels that shattered from a strong storm,” Rudy tells me with pride. Well, isn’t he a regular handy man?
My gaze lands on a bucket full of weed. “What the hell? She grows marijuana, too?” I glance at him as he nods.
“Wouldn’t you?”
Not answering, I reach to pick up a strawberry. A big hand closes around my wrist. Following the arm up to a huge, ugly man with a crooked nose, I swallow past the pain of his grip and drop the strawberry. Dark eyes glare at me through black hair so greasy it could be used to cook French fries.
“You pay?” His deep voice from the depths of his massive chest scares me.
Rudy swats his hand away. “She didn’t know.” He stands taller crossing his arms, deciding on an intense stare down with the man.
“Bruno, sit and quit intimidating the customers!” A little old lady pops out of nowhere. I assume this is Linnie, her voice hoarse from years of smoking. A pointy nose takes up most of her face. Missing teeth makes her ‘s’ sound like ‘th’. Big, gray, but yellowed eyes peer from thick glasses. Sun spots cover her tanned face and arms. The sleeveless blouse she wears is worn to bare threads. A scarf wraps around her head like a cancer patient might wear.
She smiles a greeting to Rudy before looking at me. “Don’t touch tha fruit unless you pay.” She wags a small, crooked finger at me. “You want strawberries? They up tha libido, if you know whut I mean?” She chuckles.
I swallow, being around Rudy shows me my libido isn’t a problem. “They look great, especially for this season.”
She scoffs and puts her fist on her hip. “In my greenhouse, it’s all in season!” She waves her other arm in the air and the skin flaps like she’s getting ready to take flight. I look at Rudy. It’s time to bargain. I’ve never experienced this, so I don’t know what to expect.
He clears his throat. “How much for the strawberries?”
“Six dollars,” she says without hesitation. What? Six dollars? There’s barely a pint.
“How about a trade? Kansas, what do you have?” he asks. This is where I’m going to fail. I brought nothing I could trade –things to survive. I’m not surrendering anything I need for a pint of strawberries. The only reason I have DVDs are because Rhonda the Honda had a player. I also have my iPod, but that seems a little overboard. No way she gets the laptop, but I’m not going to mention that.
Turns out, when I dump it on the table, she doesn’t want any of it. “I don want this shite. How am I goin’ use that?” Linnie fusses. I can’t blame her, I wouldn’t take it either. It doesn’t make me any less mad. I stuff it all in my pack. I don’t need any damn strawberries. She can shove them up her ass. Maybe up her sex drive and give Bruno some – he looks in need of it. I turn to go, and Rudy stops me, looking concerned.
“I’ll get the strawberries,” he says.
I shake my head. “I don’t need them. I have food, Rudy. It’s something I can live without. I have for four years. You don’t have to do anything stupid to get money, and I don’t either.” I shrug it off, but then have another idea. I turn to Linnie. “I’ll work for them. Do you need help in your greenhouse?”
She eyes me, contemplating. “Day after tomorrow. Come work and get strawberries.” She dismisses me with a wave of her flappy arms.
I glance at Rudy and he smiles at me. We continue to browse, not saying much else. Booths of looted material people might need scatter the place. Batteries, toiletries, cookware, tents, sleeping bags, and other stuff people can sell and trade, hang everywhere. There’s even a booth of handmade and looted toys for children. Even though I haven’t seen any children, I smile. When I ask Rudy about it, he says they put the people with kids in a different building, and they keep to themselves.
“They’ll be out to see Mago, though.” I take it in and remember our earlier conversation.
Another booth with jars full of clear liquid catches my attention, and my question is forgotten. As we pass, an elderly man smiles at me. “You want some moonshine, pretty lady? Git you liquored up right.” Another guy saunters off with two jars, beaming.
I laugh. “No thanks.” I’ve never tried it, and now would not be a good time. I keep the jars in my mind. We might need them. He looks to Rudy in question.
Rudy shakes his head. “Not right now.”
A booth beside a dock door has a guy blowing glass. He carefully winds what looks like something the consistency of caramel on some kind of pipe. It seems he blows many different things. Many cups, plates, bowls, vases, and sculptures sit on display. Different types of paraphernalia I don’t want to look at too closely lay across a small tabletop. Everything explodes with color and sets a cheery mood. The guy is talented, as everyone here is, and using what he knows to make money. The woman tending the cashbox smiles and waves. We stand and watch him blow into a tube, gather more liquid glass, and do it again. Fantastic. I beam at him.
Another booth has a couple of jars of something white, and when I get a better look, I see it’s milk. Eggs are layered in a milk crate on the floor. My mouth waters yet again. Fried eggs with milk, something I never imagined myself having again. Rudy catches me looking and gives me a knowing look. I shrug as my stomach growls.
The man tending the booth waves Rudy over. “I’m requesting your help, if you have time, again, soon. Hay,” he explains. I have no idea what he speaks of, but judging from the eggs and milk, he takes care of livestock.
Rudy smiles and answers, “No problem, Stanley.” Rudy seems to be thinking. “The day after tomorrow?” he asks. I realize this will be my time in the greenhouse with Linnie and possibly scary-ass Bruno.
An average guy, Stanley looks to be a few years older than Rudy. His dark hair hangs ear length and is pushed back from his head to part in the middle. A farmer’s tan stripes his forehead as if he wears a hat in the sun. The rest of his skin shows an evenly bronzed color from the sun.
“I have enough for a week, so day after tomorrow is perfect,” Stanley says. “Thanks. When you help it always goes faster.”
“This is Kan,” Rudy says.
I shake Stanley’s rough hand. “Good to meet ya.”
“Likewise.” I smile, trying not to look in the direction of milk and eggs. Rudy waves as we keep on walking.
Out in the courtyard, I open up to Rudy. “This reminds me of when I sold my paintings on the street downtown. I liked to paint landscapes, buildings, and things like that.”
Rudy’s face lights up, beaming teeth and dimples. “Really?”
“Yeah, the best-selling ones were perspective paintings. The corner of Second Avenue and Broadway, painted differently each time. You could see up Second with all the trees and parked cars, but you could also see up Broadway with all the lighted signs and open sky. Daytime, nighttime, spring, winter, summer, and fall. They sold the best. I even had a couple of people buy all the season ones to hang like a collage.”
They were great. I painted snow and slush with people walking bundled up in their winter gear. For spring, I’d add birds and touches of green to the trees and flowers. One time, I even painted it raining. Summer had people walking around in shorts with ice cream cones while the sun burned down, and the trees would be in full bloom, green. For fall, the trees turned different colors to match the fall fashions of people strolling the crowds. I only wished I had some to show him now.
I peek at him and he’s lost in thought. I don’t think he’s listening until he says, “I bet they were exceptional. I would’ve bought them. I thought you didn’t have a steady hand?” he asks slyly.
“Well, it’s all about the technique. My favorite to paint was old barns. Tennessee is littered with them. I would see one, take a picture, draw it, and then paint it. I had an album.” I think about Kale looking through it at my bunker. It’s one thing I left behind, probably nothing but ash now.
Rudy seems to enjoy my reminiscing. “Yeah, I could see you doing that, you must miss it. Wish I could’ve seen them.”
I do miss it. “If I thought I could make money here doing that, that’s what I’d do.” I sigh, letting it go. That was my old life.
I scan the courtyard. The community is made up of five buildings total inside the fence. Rudy points them out. Of course there’s the Clap Trap with the Marketplace next door, and the building next door to the Marketplace houses all the families with children and a few single women. Across the street from the marketplace and family residence stands another one-story brick building that houses bachelors. It’s next door to where we’re staying, which is where the “working” girls live. The community structure resembles a circle.
Rudy tells me the greenhouse is behind the family building, but not fenced in. Another warehouse close by holds the few livestock with a small patch of land for grazing. It has its own fence and security separate from the community. He helps Stanley load hay bales from surrounding areas to feed the livestock. Stanley cuts the hay and turns it into bales for the cows, but the hardest part is loading and unloading it.
A parking lot on the other side of the bachelor building has an entry gate. On another patch of land near the greenhouse, Rudy told me Mac has set up archery targets, but the targets aren’t visible from the courtyard. The whole layout is simple, organized, and fits with the lifestyle of these people. It works, and I’m happy about the life structure they make in a world with famished.
Rudy thinks Guido chose this location for its proximity to hydropower, the patches of land, and the useful living space, even though it’s in the middle of an industrial park.
Back at the room, we eat some canned fruit, and it reminds me we need to get the rest of the stuff from the truck. I have jars of oats, flour, cornmeal, and a few spices. When I mention this, Rudy says, “Makes sense. We’ll be here a while. I want to get the blankets, too.”
“And clean up in here. It stinks,” I scrunch my nose for emphasis. The blankets will be good. Being fairly warm in here, it still doesn’t have heat, even with electricity. Rudy says they save it for the coldest days of winter. These people are strange, but they’ve built a life here with what they’ve got. It’s brilliant.
“Some people have electric heaters, but they’re hard to get.” He drinks the syrup out of a can of fruit. “The outbreak happened at the end of summer. Not exactly a time when department stores would stock up on heaters.”
“I saw some at the marketplace. I can only imagine how much they cost.” Probably five times of what it cost in the old life. The whole thing irritates me. My dad, being a heavy researcher, told me if there were any kind of organized civilization after a major epidemic, then the things you need would be expensive. He told me to keep all metals that ceased to be mined. They would be invaluable. I thought about all the gold Guido had around his neck.
Linnie would’ve taken an old silver or gold necklace, no problem. Of course, I didn’t grab anything from my mother’s jewelry box, even though it stores all the precious metals from my neighbor’s houses. I put them in there with the metals we had, and like a dumbass, I set it all on fire. Anger courses through me. How could I be so stupid?
Rudy misreads me. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you warm.” He smirks, catching me off guard. My face heats. He grins wide. “Or, I can say things that make you uncomfortable, and you can heat yourself up.” I roll my eyes, throwing a pillow at him.
He lets it smack his head and the bandana slips off, messing up his hair. Blinking at the sight, I need to keep myself busy and worn down. “You ready to get that stuff?” I ask as he ties the bandana on. I try not to watch.
“Ready when you are, darlin’.”
I sigh.
   
The afternoon goes by quickly for us – spending time joking around, carrying things from the truck, and cleaning the room. When it’s time to go to the Clap Trap, I don’t even realize it. I’m curious about tonight and ask Rudy, glad I finally get out the entire question.
“It’s like a circus trick with a zombie. This guy Mago trained his pet zombie, Pappers, to do tricks. It’s troubling.” His brow furrows.
I freeze in mid-motion, braiding my locks. “What? How?” This captivates me, and I want to see it. Geez, maybe I found where I belong after all.
“If you ask me, I think he keeps it on one of those magic leashes, the kind people used on their dogs, and like dogs, he gives Pappers treats.” I try to keep my face blank, hoping I don’t have to watch someone feed mice to a zombie. Rudy obviously isn’t okay with the idea. Curiosity gets the better of me because I’ve been living in a hole for years. This place has made me feel stupid for it. I have a feeling upon seeing this, I won’t be okay with it, either.
I shake my head and suddenly want to shower, but I took one only yesterday. I don’t want to be greedy. I clean the area around my stitches. They itch from healing, and it’s hard not to scratch them.
Rudy looks them over. “You’ll have a scar.”
“Eh, my locks will cover it up. It’s not like people can see it.”
“Guess you’re right, but it looks good. Although, I can tell you’ve been scratching it.”
I agree with wide eyes. “Because it itches like hell. I’m glad it’s healing. I’ll repay you, you know?”
He stretches. “You already have, darlin’.” He grins that wide grin, but before I can ask how I did it, he says, “Come on, let’s get to the Trap.”
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WHEN WE ARRIVE, the Clap Trap crowds with people. Once again I’m amazed by how many people live here. After living alone for four years, people are something to get used to. Somewhere deep inside I miss home so much my heart breaks. The faces of my past flip through my mind: my dad, my mom, my friends, and Malachi.
Since arriving, all those things I did to survive seem a million miles away. I feel good, like I’m healing, slowly getting over my grief and guilt.
Loud music pumps a rave beat. Everyone cheers when they spot Rudy, top moneymaker, and tell him they can’t wait for tomorrow night for him to fight again. I hate it because he doesn’t like doing it, so I feel responsible. It’s for Julie, too, but looking at it from another perspective doesn’t make me feel any better.
The people of the Trap are a mixed sort and entertaining to watch.
People dance to the beat when I hear, “Hey, Rudy, baby. You want company tonight? You knows I got time just for you.” I stiffen. I know who it is without looking. I can smell Candy’s cheap perfume. I don’t look her way but for a way to escape. I mumble to Rudy before heading for the bar only to realize I don’t have any money to pay for a drink. Frustration assails me. This situation needs to be turned around. Quickly.
Sitting on a vacant stool, a tap on my shoulder alerts me to a visitor. It’s Mac, wearing yet another white t-shirt. “What’s up, Kan? You ready to see Mago?” He sits on the stool next to mine, placing his hands on the bar. It’s sticky, and from the look on Mac’s face, it doesn’t sit too well with him.
“Yeah, I’m curious about it. Rudy says he trained a zombie as a pet,” I say, watching as he wipes his hands on his pants.
“You could say that. It was more interesting when Pappers was famished.” This showdown will make me a little queasy. Mac continues, “Pappers is getting a little old for a zombie.” He leans in to whisper, “I hear he’s going to use a woman zombie next.”
“That seems to be popular,” I comment, thinking of the famished tied up in Guido’s loft. Then, I glance toward the cage. Yep, naked zombie chick. I sigh and shake my head. Mac notices me looking in that direction.
He laughs. “Hey, you want a drink?”
I glance at him. “Only if you’re having one.”
Mac acts as though he’s offended. “Of course, but I must be careful, I report for duty at 1200 hours,” he jokes.
I stare at him curiously. “Military?”
He nods. “Army. I grew up in East Tennessee. On holiday during the outbreak. Lucky, since most of the front men were the first to go. I grew my hair just in case someone recognizes me and tells me to report.” We both laugh as he flags Bart.
“Whut it be?” Bart asks in a rush because it’s a busy night. Mac looks to me in question.
I shrug. “What’s the standard?”
Bart and Mac say, “Moonshine.” First time for everything, so I nonchalantly agree.
Mac holds up two fingers, throws some money on the bar, and peers behind us. I follow his stare to Candy and Rudy standing close to the bar. A herd of people horde around him, laughing and talking.
“Looks like Rudy will be occupied for a while,” Mac decides from the swell of people near Rudy, or maybe he means Candy will hold his attention. “He’s got plenty of fans.”
“Yeah, I guess he does.”
I wait for my drink.
“What do you think of his stalker?” He laughs, still watching Rudy.
I don’t think much of her, but I keep that to myself and say, “It’s not my business. I didn’t know she’s a stalker, though.”
“Uh, yeah. That’s part of the reason he doesn’t like being here. Tell you the truth, I wish I could leave.” He says the last offhandedly, not putting much thought into it. I don’t know what that meant, so I don’t say anything.
Guilt now washes over me for leaving Rudy alone, but he’s never mentioned her. I never asked, either. Bart slides our drinks to us in mismatched glasses.
I hold it for a toast. Mac obliges and we down them. I feel the burn in my nose all the way to my stomach, and my eyes water as I try not to choke. My face scrunches. “You could use this shit for gasoline!”
Mac chuckles. “Yep, it burns, clears the pipes.”
It takes a few minutes for my nose to clear, but my stomach’s warm. “Yeah, this would make the best Molotov cocktails,” I blurt.
Mac raises his eyebrows in surprise before grinning. “You are something. I could tell when I stitched your head.”
“You stitched my head?” He also checked Rudy’s ribs. He nods. “Well, thank you. I wondered who did, but I didn’t want to know if it was Guido.” We burst into laughter, feeling the alcohol.
“Doesn’t surprise me you don’t remember. You were drugged. It was nasty. You were a mess – caked with dried blood, your hair had soaked it up like a sponge. Probably why you didn’t know the injury was there.” I smile my appreciation, secretly hoping I didn’t make an ass out of myself under the influence of prescription drugs.
Remembering the river of pink when I washed my hair I say, “Figured as much, my mop came clean in the shower.” This conversation brings the stiff sheets to mind, his OCD with the arrows, and wiping the bar gunk on his pants. Good qualities for someone who treats infected wounds. “Thanks for sterilizing the sheets, too,” I tell him, appreciating the OCD.
His eyes widen. “Well, you had an infection. Couldn’t let you lay on a nasty bed. Oh yeah, think about getting another mattress for the duration of your stay.” He scrunches his nose, peering sideways at me, aqua eyes dancing with unspoken humor. “No problem,” he says in recognition of my gratitude before flashing his charming smile.
The strings of ornamental and Christmas lights shut off, leaving the stage lit. A curtain of a dark orange material hides the stage.
“Show time!” Mac says. He leaps from his stool. “Are you coming?”
“I better rescue Rudy.”
“Cool, I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t drink too much.” He slaps the bar before walking away.
When I turn to find Rudy, he’s watching me. His eyes penetrate me, even through the darkness. Candy’s still there, close to him, marking her territory. I hope he burns the brown t-shirt he’s wearing and his dark-washed jeans. He seems uncomfortable, yet he talks to another guy and tries to brush her off at the same time.
Running my arm through his, I say, “Let’s go watch this.”
He grins wide at me, and Candy glares. A piece of her red hair falls into her face and sticks to her glossed lips. I keep my face blank as Rudy kisses the top of my head. I smell the harsh scent of moonshine. He smiles, all dimples and teeth, as I try to figure out if he’s teasing again.
He steers me away as the noise level softens, leaning down close, I can feel his breath in my ear. “Thank you.”
“No problem,” I say as I take my arm from his. “She looked like she was in heat.” I laugh.
His lips tighten for a tense smile. “She must always be in heat.”
“You should tell her to leave you alone. It must be your good looks,” I say, teasing him again.
He beams at me through the darkness, at ease. “I could also say the same thing about your good looks, darlin’.”
I stare at him open mouthed. “Why do you always throw it back at me? Stop acting humble. You know you got it. Sex on feet, remember?” I emphasize, checking him out, giving him a look that I hope smolders. Several emotions flick across his face, but I can barely see through the darkness. The spotlight on the stage blinks on, reflecting a glow from the orange curtain, illuminating faces.
He sighs, shaking his head. “It’s definitely not me that’s unaware of my effect on people,” he says, fixing me with his stare.
“Ooooh, there she is!” I turn to see Glinda, strutting her way toward me. “Yo suga’, I been lookin’ fo you. Not long, all I had ta do was folla tha do-rag!” She smiles at Rudy’s green bandana. He smiles, clearly amused at the “do-rag” comment. Glinda blinks in astonishment as he blasts her with his allure.
“What’s up, Glinda?” I ask by way of greeting. Dressed as if going out on the town, complete with burgundy lipstick, she looks poured into her jeans. Her spaghetti strap top sparkles with rhinestones. Black patent pumps so high, complement her fabulous leggy nature.
“I got you a drank.” She hands me a shot and hands one to Rudy with nails painted a matte burgundy. Cheap tequila drifts to my nose. “Wish I had us a lime! We could lick it, slam it, and suck it. We’ll settle fo slammin’ tho.” We all laugh. I don’t know about mixing this with moonshine, but it’s not like I’ve much choice. I slam it, but it tastes like water compared to moonshine. Rudy watches me, flashing me a grin.
The audience faces a stage that’s bigger, and on risers, than the small stage with the pole. The curtain still obstructs the view.
A noise from behind the curtain draws everyone’s attention, a keening sound that makes the hair on my arms rise. I grip my crossbow, still not feeling safe. I had slung it over my shoulder before leaving the room. I look to the stage in time to see the curtain open, and two famished run full speed toward us. Quickly, almost instantly, I lift the crossbow to take aim as Rudy’s arm gently swipes it downward. He grins and shakes his head. The two famished are jerked backwards by the chains around their necks, falling to their butts.
The sound of a weird remix beats through the Trap. The bass pulsates under my feet. Releasing a relieved breath, I realize it’s part of the show, and they’re not going to attack everyone. The famished get to their feet again and, unable to outreach the limits of the chain, they fall again. They snarl spittle, clawing and snapping at the air with stained black teeth. The decaying smell wafts outward into the crowd, more powerful than the thick cigarette smoke. Both zombies gleam with a clammy sheen to their skin. Something’s thrown on the stage and the two jump for it, running into each other like defensive linebackers.
I pull Rudy down. “What are they fighting over?”
“Earth worms,” he says, grimacing.
Right. Everyone in the audience remains transfixed watching them fight over earth worms. Appalling. The chains yank, tightening to a shorter leash.
A tall, skinny man seems to float onstage as the music dies down. He’s rather imposing with long, coarse black hair and a dark goatee, groomed to a point at the bottom, giving the appearance of a pointed chin. His skin is so dark, the two gold hoops in one ear’s the only color on his person. Around his waist perches a small bucket. As he claps his hands, the crowd cheers.
Walking across the stage is a distended and well-fed zombie. Yuck, he’d pop something nasty if someone shoots him. Mac’s right – Pappers isn’t famished and not quite putrid, yet. Some of his movements are jerky, indicating he’s coming close.
Never seeing such a well taken care of zombie, I don’t know what to think about him. He looks clean and wears cutoff shorts. Mago moves his hand, and Pappers squats on his heels. Mago’s hand feeds him from the bucket. Another hand motion, and Pappers hops around the stage like a frog, unaware of the audience engrossed in this twisted idea of entertainment.
Glancing at the famished still chained behind the spotlighted pair, they’ve stopped raging, remaining compliant as if they, too, watch the show. Their eyes move as Mago moves, watching. They must be in training as Pappers’ replacements.
The crowd cheers as Pappers performs a series of tricks, including jumping through a flaming hoop and swinging like a child on a jungle gym from two rings attached from the rafters. All the while he progresses through the tricks like an arthritic monkey with Parkinson's. After the flamed hoop, a stench floats in the air I can taste in my throat. Several people head to the bar to buy liquor to cover up any taste left in their mouths.
Mago does another bit where he sticks his fist in Pappers’ mouth. I gasp. One bite would be all it’d take to become famished himself. Pappers seriously gives me the heebie jeebies. There’s a vacant look on his face – seemingly soulless. What if he’s not? What if he’s stuck inside as his body rots, controlled by insatiable hunger? Someone should kill him. Someone should kill them all.
“Now for the grand finale!” Mago announces in a booming voice that makes me shiver deep within my bones, even though I’m flushed from alcohol. Mago gestures, and Pappers tumbles like a toddler around the stage. It’s extra creepy because of all his spasmodic movements. He stands and bends over a little unsteady and flips his feet in the air. Mago catches them, leaving Pappers to stand on his hands. The crowd goes haywire. Money gets tossed onto the stage. Body odor invades my nose from the crowd as they raise their arms in unison. The two famished still tied, resume their out of control flesh and meat lust.
When the curtains close, I don’t move. I stand there, staring at the curtain. Rudy touches my shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asks.
“That’s the most ghastly thing I’ve ever seen, and that includes Guido’s ‘art’,” I manage.
“It’s lil’ hair-raisin’!” Glinda chimes in. “He got ta git a new dead ‘em.” She thinks I’m talking about his decomposition.
I shake my head. “I think I need some rest,” I tell them as we watch the crowd disperse toward the bar and dance floor. The music’s loud and pumping, but it’s not working any magic on me because I don’t want to be here anymore.
“Oh, just one mo drank and a dance. The night is young! I’ll buy, cuz I know you broke.” I look at Rudy and shrug.
He laughs, leaning in to whisper, “If you want to go, you can.” I shake my head, and we follow Glinda to the bar.
By the time the drinks come, Mac’s joined Rudy and is joking with him. I can tell Rudy genuinely likes him. I take the shot thinking about tomorrow. Rudy seems fine, but Mac’s a little slurry. Being an army guy, I’m sure Mac can drink and get up at the crack of dawn the next day. The music’s thunderous, I’m about to leave when Mac grabs my hand. “Let’s dance,” he says excitedly, the moonshine making him brave.
Passing Rudy, we both shrug at the same time, and Mac takes me to the dance floor. It’s been a long time since I last danced with a partner, and it feels good to swing my hips in time with the music. Mac’s a great dancer and a good lead. His hands slide to my hips, and he pulls me closer than I’m comfortable with. Redirecting his hands to my waist, I immediately feel like a prude, so when his hands move around to the small of my back, I let him.
Dancing with him is intimate. Since he’s only three or so inches taller than me, we’re face to face. Curly hair falls into his watchful eyes as his fingers dip under my shirt and skim the sensitive skin on my back. I close my eyes at the feel of it. No one’s touched me there in a while, and it brings goosebumps to my skin. Being this close to him, I can smell soap and moonshine. His clothing fits him perfectly, his build evidence of his military status. I guessed right about the body resistance training. I have to admit, he’s just as good-looking as Rudy, in his own way. He twirls me jokingly, and I laugh. The rest of the dance he does things to amuse me, and I’m pleased to be having fun.
We’re laughing as we dodge people to get to the bar. “So, you want me to help you with a bow?” He asks with a puppy face, referring to me upgrading to a bigger bow. He smiles as I elbow him.
“Sure. I’ve shot one before,” I say, looking for Rudy to tell him I’m leaving. I spot his “do-rag” on the dance floor, and he’s having an equally good time dancing with Glinda, but I spot a small flaw. Being big and imposing in his space on the floor, he dances awkwardly. I admire how he’s able to make the best of it and sticks with the beat. I imagine he’s only able to do so because of his natural musical abilities.
Other dancing females shoot Glinda envious looks, and I know his dancing doesn’t take away any sex appeal. He’s letting Glinda do most of the work, and I’m glad I’m not the one with him. My body thoroughly enjoyed dancing with Mac, something I didn’t ever think I’d feel again, but I don’t intend to get an itch I can’t scratch.
“Could you tell Rudy that I went to my room?” I ask Mac as he hands me another shot of gasoline. I take it, and this time it’s not as bad going down, but my eyes still water.
“You bet,” he says. I give him a hug and tell him thanks for the good time. He smirks and goes about his way.
I walk unsteadily down the corridor to the room. It’s been a long day, but a day I won’t ever forget.
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SERIOUS DRY MOUTH LIKE SANDPAPER, and a headache, is not how I want to start the day. Sitting up in bed, I take some Advil and drink water from a jug, spilling some down my chin. Searching for signs Rudy came back last night, I come up with nada. That doesn’t mean he wasn’t here.
Digging around in the box for something appetizing, a bump bangs at the door. I stand, alert, crossbow in hand. The door swings open to reveal Rudy with his hands full. His eyes widen, snapping to the weapon in my hand.
“Sorry.” I drop the aim of the bow.
“I almost get shot bearing gifts.” I peek in the box when he places it on the floor, finding the best things I’ve ever seen. The box contains four eggs, a jar of fresh milk, and strawberries. I stare at him. “Good thing I have moonshine. Arrows are painful,” he remarks, taking out two jars from his black hoodie pocket.
“Moonshine?” I ask confused.
Plugging in the electric stove he says, “They’re for the fights. Dulls the pain, darlin’.” I hate thinking about him in pain. I pull a small pot from one of the boxes we brought in from Rudy’s truck.
“I don’t know what to say, Rudy. I hope you didn’t tack on more fights for this food, because if you did, I’m not eating it.”
He laughs. “No, I have money. I’m sure you noticed people throw money at the performers. It’s a tip.” I remember someone hitting Candy in her tit with a coin when she danced that first night. Right. Tips. “I know you said you didn’t want me getting the strawberries yesterday, but….”
“Thanks.” I touch his arm, and his gaze zeros in on my hand. Not in a bad way, but in a way to make me think he doesn’t want it there. I pull it back. He meets my eyes, his tri-colored eyes mesmeric. I look away.
“I want to do this. How do you like your eggs?” he asks, changing the subject.
“Mmmm…fried on both sides and runny.” My mouth waters.
He laughs. “Good choice.” He cooks them while I change my shirt to a plain white one from the meager pickings. I’ll have to figure a way to wash some soon. I wear my black fleece jacket on over the white t-shirt.
When he slips the eggs onto the one and only plate, I practically drool. I swirl the egg through the yolk before taking the first bite. Savoring it, I glance at Rudy. He does the same. We both grin around our eggs. “Wow, I never thought I’d eat another egg,” I tell him.
“Yeah. They’re good. I’m happy to share.”
“Good,” I say as he watches me. I don’t know what’s going through his mind. Sometimes I can get an easy read – other times, he’s a complete mystery. I like trying to figure him out. “You have a good time last night?”
He nods, his eyes never leaving me. “Except for the puddle of drool I slept in.”
“What? The community has dogs, too?” I laugh, knowing he means my drool.
A chuckle comes from the depths of his belly. Picking up a bright red strawberry, I bite into it as the juice bursts out. It’s sweet, not bitter, with a firm and fresh texture. “Mmm…are you trying to win my heart?” I joke.
“Yes, if strawberries make you happy, then it’ll be easy.” He laughs again. I can’t tell if he’s being serious, or playing our unspoken ‘let me see if I can get you to blush’ game.
Knowing he’s teasing, heat blooms in my cheeks, anyway. Damn – point for Rudy. I don’t look at the smug grin I know he’s directing my way.
“You and Mac are good friends?”
He doesn’t say anything, so I risk a glance at him. He’s still beaming triumph for making me blush, all teeth and dimples. “Did Mac tell you anything about our friendship?”
What’s this? A question so he’ll know how much to tell me? I shake my head. I’m on my second strawberry. Finally he answers my question, getting serious. “Yes. I’m glad he’s coming with us. Fewer people I have to worry about.” His jaw clenches as his eyes become unfocused. “He’s a good guy,” he says, after a long moment.
“Yeah, he is. I like him.” I do like Mac, he’s fun. Rudy lounges against the wall eating strawberries. I take a sip of milk. It’s warm, but fresh.
“Does Stanley make butter and cheese?”
“Sometimes, but the eggs and milk are the easiest. It’s work just to keep stock of those. He’s a single parent since the outbreak. Helping his kids with their studies is a main priority for him. A reason I don’t mind helping him when he asks for it.”
I smile, liking how Rudy takes time to get to know Stanley and helps whenever he can. It seems Rudy does the same with everyone, putting everything into perspective. Everyone’s got a story, and everyone moves on the best they can. Helping each other keeps it going more often than not. I can move on by helping those people in the base. It’s time to stop messing around and do it.
Rudy finishes his milk in one gulp and stands. “You ready to go meet the guys?”
I give a look pretending to think, trying not to show my enthusiasm. I look forward to forming a plan. “Yep.” I jump up, grabbing my pack. I have no idea what I’m in for.
   
We meet in the courtyard by the gate to the parking lot. Rudy and I figure we can take them downtown to see how they deal with zombies. Most of these guys can handle it. They’ve survived this long. They’re not Guido’s right hand men because they don’t want to be. They find other ways of helping, instead. Rudy mentions Mac’s usually a loner, and that he danced with me is something not to take lightly.
When Mac sees me, the term loner doesn’t jump to mind. Displaying easy confidence and cheerfulness, he calls out, “Hey! We bow practicing?”
Checking out all the guys, Rudy says, “No, we’re going downtown. Because it’s cold, we’ll have zombie action.”
“If we’re lucky, we might run into famished,” I chime in, excited by the prospect.
Mac’s eyes widen with interest, my excitement triggering his own. “Well, well. This might be intriguing,” he rumbles.
We discuss how to go about our ‘suicide mission’, as Mac still likes to call it. I don’t blame him. Judging from all the zombies I saw, it is a suicide mission. Sticking with smaller groups rather than a big one, we plan to break into groups of five and six. With Rudy and me leading six, Mac and another will lead five. When we tell the group this, an automatic argument about me leading anyone breaks out.
I shake my head. “We don’t have time for this. If you don’t like it, hit the road. I won’t work with anyone who won’t have my back when I’ll be on the front lines.” I hope they don’t make me shove arrows up their asses. “I don’t have time to lick male egos.” I look all of them in the eyes.
Mac and the others look at each other. Rudy’s eyes sparkle with amusement, standing with his bow strapped to his back. Maybe I should stick an arrow up his ass, but before I can say anything he speaks up.
“Does anyone have any field experience? Hunting, fighting, karate, military, anything of that sort we can use? We need one more person to lead a group.”
A big, burly, white-haired man bobs through our small crowd. I strain my neck to look at him as he steps out. He wears overalls, looking bulky in places to hide the fact he’s armed and dangerous.
“I’m John. Before the end, I was two years a retired axe-man.” I gape at him. This axe-man can pick up a tree. A mental picture of him tossing a putrid into a group of famished, like bowling pins in a crash of exploding, molten purulence flashes through my mind. I laugh out loud at the mental picture, and everyone stares. I clear my throat.
“Sorry.”
Even Rudy has to look up at him, but he nods his head respectfully. “That’s perfect.” Yeah, perfect. He should be in my group. Knowing my luck, I’ll get the two cracking jokes.
Mac fixes the problem. “Would you two shut your pie holes?” He scowls his annoyance at them.
I send a grin their way. “What are your names?” I ask them, and they look stricken to be called out.
The Asian–American eyes me and says, “Samaru, Sam.” He’s easily the shortest of the group, yet still muscular, like an English bulldog. A gray, zippered hoodie stretches over his huge chest and arms, and his baggy jeans cover shoes with the tongues and laces hanging out. I like him already because his black, glossy faux-hawk is cemented in such a way, I’m sure he could stake zombies with it.
He catches me eyeing his rifle and gestures with it. “AK47. Easy to find and keep stocked.” He sniffs, emphasizing the small-gauge ring in his septum which seems to block his nostrils.
The assault rifle he carries was mass produced and easy to maintain. I know this from being a well-read individual and because of a history paper Malachi helped me on in the old life. I’m surprised I didn’t recognize it. Looking around, I notice many of the guys have the same rifle.
Including his buddy, a bouncy, African-American with clothes five times too big for his body. Charcoal black skin matches his sparse stubble and the small dreads sticking out from his head.
He notices me watching him and says, “Wussup? I’m Ty.” Dancing to a beat in his head, he raises his fingers in a mock salute.
I do the same. “Good to meet you.” He grins, gleaming with gold.
“Okay, they’re with you,” Rudy says. I sigh in resignation.
It’s obvious he wants someone to teach me to shoot a gun. “Fine. I get Bunyan on my team.” I tell him, pointing to John. I make sure my voice leaves no room for argument. Rudy shakes with held in laughter as everyone else stares, confused.
“Bunyan? Really? As in Paul Bunyan?” Rudy laughs, but John seems offended. “Don’t worry, John.” Rudy says, looking at me. “It’s a compliment.”
John grins. “I’m not offended. Took me a minute to get you meant me.”
Rudy turns. “Really, Kan, we need him to lead.”
I shrug, glancing at Bunyan. “I don’t think I’m brave enough to call you Jolly G.” He booms this deep laughter at the reference to the Jolly Green Giant. The laughter spreads through the group, taking off an edge I didn’t realize was there. “Let’s finish setting up groups and head to the city. Sam and Ty are with me,” I say, looking to them. “Mac and Bunyan will lead a group.”
After teams are decided, I study my team of misfits, not disappointed, but appreciating my diverse group, and accept them for who they are.
Well, except maybe one. Thomas is one of the guys who protested being led by me. I can practically smell the anger coming from him. He stands there, looking defiant with his gray–streaked, brown hair cut in a short style, wearing relaxed fit jeans and tennis shoes. Being average height and soft from comfortable living, I wonder what he thinks he brings to the table. I might be biased from his pig-headedness, so taking a deep breath I let his anger roll off me. Since he stands here, not dead, he can do something. At the least, he can take care of himself. I shouldn’t judge – the only reason I’m alive is because I hid.
Then, there’s Reece. I haven’t seen him before, but when arranging in groups, Mac asked him about a trip. Mac informs me Reece owns a tattoo booth in the marketplace. Being covered in tattoos, including his bald head, I don’t doubt that. A long, dark goatee, speckled gray and braided with beads woven into it, hangs from his chin. Looking forty-ish, he’s shirtless except for a black leather vest covered in blood-stained patches, showing chest hair and a hard, round stomach. The weather is too cold for shirtless, but he shows no signs of it bothering him. A shoulder holster carrying two big handguns pokes out of his vest.
Shaking his firm hand, I say, “Great to meet you, Reece.” He nods as dark, bushy eyebrows move over his sunglasses. Being the one who volunteered to be on my team, coupled with his exterior toughness, makes me like him.
Felix Fuller, that’s how he introduces himself, seems to take this seriously. He should, but I don’t want people to be over the top. We have to work together, and we will trust each other more if we can joke around, too. Felix does not seem like the joking type. He stands ramrod straight. Being softer than Thomas from comfortable living before the outbreak, his belly protrudes outward in the bouncy fashion of someone who eats too much sugar. His handshake’s sure and strong as I take in his thin, straight, blond hair. Felix holds his chin high, as if I’d dare ask him what he’s doing here, gripping his AK like I’ll turn into a zombie any minute and he’ll have to shoot me.
That’s us: Ty, Sam, Reece, Thomas, Felix, and Kansas City Sunshine. I want to laugh. Talk about a motley crew. Looking to the other groups, both Rudy and Mac talk to their teams.
To gain attention, I clap my hands and say, “Okay, we will be going downtown. I wouldn’t call it training, since you guys wouldn’t be here if you haven’t dealt with zombies. We want to see how we all handle the situation. The zombies at the base are different – the ones I’ve seen move in unison, like puppets. There are many of them. Many,” I emphasize. “When we go to the base, we are going to find out what exactly they are doing and how.” By the look of their faces, no one seems surprised by this information. Guido must’ve given them the rundown.
I continue, “Possibly save the living there. Those people need our help. They’re sitting chickens waiting for slaughter and who knows what else.”
Rudy appears to our group and says, “We’re leaving. Guido lent us cars, and of course, we’ll take Agatha.” He beams at me.
“Who is Agatha?” Ty asks, stretching out vowels and turning his consonants to a mumble jumble. Good thing I speak mumble.
“Rudy’s armored truck.” He nods, as if liking the name.
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WE HEAD toward the open parking lot beyond the safety of the courtyard fence, and Rudy informs me we have use of three cars.
“Um, we’ll need more than that for the trip. All of us, plus survivors,” I say.
Rudy gets serious, stopping me with his arm. “I figure we can find a couple of RV’s and vans. It would require your useful skills.” I know what he’s getting at.
“What skills?” Thomas sneers. I ignore him, having so many other things to do than hotwire cars. Like what? My mind whispers traitorously.
Rudy speaks up, “Kan knows how to hotwire.”
“Hotwiring is easy,” Ty chimes in with a mumble.
“Oh yeah? Can you hotwire anything made after 1995?” Rudy counters. How did he know what I can hotwire and what I can’t? Maybe my notebook? I shouldn’t have given the notebook to him. Ty looks put out, shuffling from foot to foot.
“Maybe she can teach us. It’d be a useful skill,” Bunyan says, ignoring their banter. Rudy looks at me seriously as I think it over.
Walking over to climb into Agatha, I come to a decision. “Sure, but I charge.” They all accept this with ease and I ignore Rudy’s triumphant grin.
   
“How do you like your team?” Rudy asks as we drive from the parking lot. I spot the Nashville skyline. We aren’t far, maybe four miles on the east side.
“I like them.” I search my pack for my Whetstone. Finding it, I start on my machete in long, sure strokes.
Rudy glances over, his eyes following the stone. “Good.” I can tell he’s deliberating something. “Man, I bet you’re a beast,” he says. When I peek at him, his whole neck blazes with color as he realizes how his words sound. I marvel at the way he’s so easily embarrassed by innuendoes. He never colors at Candy’s advances, even though she made him uncomfortable, or at any female attention for that matter. He’s accustomed to it.
Another point for me without even trying. I keep a straight face. “Only one way to find out.”
He keeps his eyes on the road. The color goes from his neck to his ears. “I meant I’ve never seen you in action. Every time you see a famished here, you go into sudden alert mode, ready to kill immediately.” He laughs, shaking his head at himself.
He glances at me because I shake with suppressed laughter. I let it out. “You brought that on yourself.” Triple points for me.
Not acknowledging me, he continues, “I won’t ever forget the first time I saw you. You were running over those putrids with a grin on your face.” I remember, but it’s news it was his first glimpse.
“It’s not because I like it, well, maybe a little.” I grimace, not knowing it’s obvious.
He interrupts before I can say anything else. “I know, you think the people can still be in there. You’re showing them mercy. I understand.” That damn notebook again. I’ll burn it with the next zombie corpse. “Of course, you asked me if I believe in ghosts.” A chuckle erupts through the cab. I’m glad he’s tickled pink.
I don’t say anything, just sharpen my machete.
The blessed silence doesn’t last long. “You should learn to shoot a gun.”
“You’ve voiced your opinion before, and it was taken into consideration,” I say in a clipped tone and give the machete one last hard slash with the stone.
“I didn’t clarify,” he mutters, lost in thought. “Have you shot any famished with your crossbow?”
“Of course,” I say way too fast as he raises his eyebrows at me. I sigh, defeated. “It’s fine at close range, but any farther than ten to twenty feet, it only slows them down, except for putrids. The first zombie I saw run fast, the arrow sort of stuck, and I had to drive it in with a hatchet.”
“It worked for you for a while, I understand. If you like the arrows, I–Mac can give you some pointers, but a gun would be useful when there’s more than one, and you don’t have to worry about drawing more.” I’m not comfortable using guns, and never recovered from the first and only time I ever shot one. I wonder what he was going to say before he said Mac would help me. We drive the rest of the way in silence.
   
Driving through downtown makes my heart ache for the past. There were many great things in Nashville. It wasn’t a huge city. like say, New York, Chicago, or Houston, but still a metropolitan area. Even though it was Music City, it wasn’t all about country music.
Sadness fills me as I take in the sights, reminding me of better times… reminding me of Malachi. We’d go to Predators’ games with season tickets Malachi’s parents purchased every year on his birthday. I thought about the times we went to see the Nashville fireworks display as the Nashville Symphony synced music to it. Malachi would surprise me with the Frist Museum exhibit openings. I remembered our late nights in Printer’s Alley, the highlight of Nashville nightlife, and an alley with a Bourbon Street feel for our enjoyment, only permissible with fake IDs. I recalled the annual New Year’s Eve drop and our midnight kisses.
I put a plug in my thoughts, it’s sad to think of the history that would no longer be kept alive here and everywhere else in the world. Driving down Second Avenue, perpendicular to Broadway, the streets once famous for tourism with restaurants, street performers, bars, and clubs, are deserted. I watch the skyline, each building, as we pass. My favorite was always the AT&T building, towering with two points in the sky, known locally as the Batman building.
Being cold and overcast, we can expect any kind of zombie. Scorch spots dot the road with burned out cars. Trash litters the streets, blowing in the wind. Broken glass glitters, even without the sun. I can almost see the people walking the sidewalks. Something bad happened here during the outbreak.
We roll to a stop near an old parking garage.
“Where are all the zombies?” I wonder out loud.
“Probably in hiding.” Rudy pulls the keys from the ignition as Reece’s motorcycle rumbles to a stop. We look around and nothing. I don’t know what to expect, thinking we’d be ambushed or something like it.
“Maybe we should split up and hit the garages?” I contemplate, since zombies horde in dark and cool places during the day.
“Yeah, let’s see what everyone else thinks.”
I jump from Agatha just in time to see about a dozen famished hauling ass toward Reece. We outnumbered them, but it’s still a sight to see. Zombies stampede, snarling and hissing like a pack of rabid dogs, drooling in their craving for flesh.
Reece stands by his bike. I know my crossbow won’t do any good. All of the famished are fresh with no incriminating wounds on any of them. How did they turn, and where do they keep coming from? These famished all have the same look about them, dressed alike, almost like a group living together, getting attacked and then turning. Usually, a multiple famished attack would cause ghastly injuries from being eaten alive.
I shake my head from trying to figure out why, when it’s irrelevant. No time to think about that now.
“Famished!” I yell the obvious, opting for my machete and hatchet. Reece cocks a sawed-off shotgun and shoots a famished in the head, making an explosion of blood and icky fragments. The headless corpse slumps to the ground.
“Whoa!” I squall in awe, having no idea where he pulled that from. Reece’s my choice for showing me to use new toys. Mac laughs at my outburst before returning focus to the famished.
The famished change course seeing more people pile out of vehicles. An arrow whizzes by piercing a zombie skull, putting Rudy somewhere behind me with his bow. He has good aim considering these famished are moving with speed.
Sam catches my eye standing on top of a car as he watches the famished spread with grim determination. I can make out Ty’s tiny dreads in the passenger seat underneath Sam. The moment a famished gets within ten feet of the car, Sam throws his body toward it in a fluid motion, pulling a kung fu move so fast I wouldn’t have thought it possible for his physique. My mouth drops when the zombie’s head dangles from its shoulders from a broken neck. The bobbling head only slows the zombie down. Its mouth grinds even as its own blood slobbers out.
Ty removes himself from the car, silver glinting from both hands as he flips his wrists in an intricate motion making the silver dazzle in a dance. He nods at Sam, who turns to another zombie. I recognize the butterfly knives as Ty lunges forward stabbing the zombie with the broken neck in its temple, twisting his wrist and jerking the knife out, bringing with it blood spatter and brain matter. Gore gushes onto the concrete as the zombie falls to the ground. Ty turns to help Sam with the other zombie.
A zombie a little taller than me rushes toward me. I snap my mouth closed and brace myself, seeing blue famished lips snarl and gnaw as if it has flesh in its mouth. It launches toward me the rest of the way. I move left while I arch the machete with my right hand, covering my face as dead plasma spurts all over me. It’s sticky, bringing a stench of coppery, rotten meat. The famished goes down, choking on clods of blood while snapping at me. I swallow a lump that forms in my throat. Its hands grab at me as I hack at his head which comes off and rolls down the sidewalk, leaving a thick blood trail like a slug.
Bunyan kicks a short famished in the chest. It falls backward, taking another one with it. It’s almost comical how Bunyan lives up to my first impression. Several bullets shower the fallen famished.
My ears ring from the echoes the shots bounce from the buildings. I search before realizing the shots come from the top of the parking garage. A man on Bunyan’s team struggles with a chain around a famished’s throat. The zombie was sprawled out on its stomach with its arms and legs thrashing, trying to get its captor. Several shots hit concrete next to the guy, spraying up dust. The guy freezes in shock, glancing around him. That’s all it takes for the zombie to gain momentum.
“Watch out,” I scream, but it only distracts him further as the zombie’s mouth bites down on his forearm, taking out a chunk of skin and muscle. The guy shrieks a manly cry of pain. More shots are fired, hitting the zombie and the man. I watch in horror as blood pools from his forearm and the hole in his head.
“You’re surrounded! Put your weapons down, or we’ll shoot!” A booming voice from the sky yells. It’s deadly quiet as our unexpected situation sinks in. A situation that’s about to get worse. I search the top of the building for the source. Glancing at Rudy, I find he’s covered in zombie gore. With narrowed eyes, he wipes a big hunting blade on his jeans.
“Who are you? Show yourself,” Rudy calls, remaining calm.
“People who will shoot you if you don’t put your weapons down!” The angry voice echoes throughout the buildings. I can’t tell how many there are, and worse, what they want with us. Rudy scans the surrounding buildings. Mac doesn’t look happy. In fact, he looks downright murderous.
Movement catches my eye in the parking garage. The same garage the zombies came from. I keep my eye in that direction, expecting more famished to come running.
“What do you want?” Rudy yells to no one in particular.
A long moment passes with nothing said. The silence is deafening.
“Leave the girl. Get in your vehicles and leave!” is the response.
I’m sure color drains from my face, probably turning a ghastly shade of green, while my stomach plummets. I swallow. Why me? Movement catches my eye again. A man in black hides in the shadows, watching with curiosity from the darkness of the garage.
Mac’s attention moves toward the alley in front of him. A man steps out holding a gun to him. “All of you get down on your knees.” No one moves. The man bites his lower lip in a high-pitched whistle. A shot fires, and another one of our men drop to the ground. “Do it!”
The man stares at me, and holding up my hands in a peace gesture, I lower. Taking the opportunity, Mac hits him with his hand in a chop motion in the man’s throat. The man gags, and goes to swing. Mac avoids it, chopping him in the gut before cradling the man’s head and twisting.
All hell breaks loose before the man hits the sidewalk.
Gunfire going in all directions, I turn to run, but someone comes from nowhere and lands on top of me. Falling to the pavement, I catch myself on my hands. Gravel digs into my palms and oil from the street is thick in my nose. My knee hits the curb of the sidewalk with a crack, and my machete clatters away as the person yells out.
“Get off! We need to get out of here!” I manage while looking over my shoulder. Mac.
“There was another guy on the street aiming for you and just shot me, so you’re welcome!” he snaps, in pain.
“What?” I screech. Was it the guy in black? At this point our men hide behind the cars, and I spot the targets now that the sun decided to make an appearance. They keep shooting, and we’re both out in the open. I wiggle and Mac gets up groaning, but he does it quickly while covering me. A bullet whizzes by his head, causing his eyes to widen as he ducks. The bullet pings off Agatha, the truck. We both do a panic duck at the ricochet coming around the truck. Rudy and a couple of his team squat behind it, taking cover. He visibly relaxes when he sees us.
“We need to go,” Rudy, Captain Obvious, states.
“Mac is shot,” I tell Rudy, looking Mac over. He breathes heavily and sweat beads his upper lip. “Where are you hurt?”
Mac swallows. “Nothing major. Let’s go!”
Rudy whistles and gestures for everyone to follow. Throwing open the driver’s door, I leap in, turning to help Mac. I yelp when Mac tumbles into my lap from Rudy’s boost. He shoots Rudy an indignant look as Rudy hops in, slamming the door. He starts the engine, gasses it, and speeds off. I wiggle over to the passenger side. Mac still looks irritated from Rudy pushing him into the truck and on top of me.
Glancing in the side mirror, the vault doors swing wildly. Shots expel from the vault, the team still in counter attack mode. As we turn the corner, Reece’s hog sits, being left behind. The guy in black steps into the street to watch us retreat.
   
“Was anyone else hurt or killed?” I need to know.
Rudy shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”
I release a breath. I turn to Mac. “You idiot! You should’ve ran.” I want to say something about that man, but I know it’s pointless. He did what he had to do.
“No way, I saw him…and nothing went through my mind, just action.” He grunts, bleeding on the seat looking rather Casper-like. Blood stains my jeans from his brief stint in my lap.
“Where were you hit?” I ask y. It looks like he could’ve been hit in a large artery with all the blood. Checking my palms over, they’re scratched, but nothing I’d even call minor.
Rudy coughs back a laugh. He bites his lips together to keep from doing it.
“What the hell is so fucking funny, Rudy?” I demand as he glances at Mac. Nothing is funny about this situation. People died. Mac’s injured, and so many questions pop into my head, I don’t know where to start. They both burst into laughter at the look on my face. Mac’s laugh is more of a wheeze, but he smiles at me.
His ocean blue eyes gleaming, he says, “I was shot in the ass. Will you kiss it and make it better?” They both choke on more laughter. They think this is hilarious. I glare at them, trying to keep a straight face, which is hard to do with both laughing.
“If you don’t remember what happened to my wound, I’ll tell you, infection doesn’t feel good.” I’m upset Mac is bleeding, but I won’t be able to keep from laughing if they keep making jokes.
“Sumthin’ jumped up and bit mae!” Mac jokes in a perfect imitation of Forrest Gump. Okay, so that’s funny. I couldn’t hold it any longer. I laugh with them and realize they might be laughing to relieve the stress of our earlier predicament. It helps.
When we all calm down, Rudy shakes his head still grinning. “We’ll clean it. Help the medic. If Kan helps, I can dig out the bullet for you,” he says in a more serious tone.
Mac’s head flops on the seat, making his curls bounce. “Gee, thanks,” he mutters, making me feel horrible. Another person trying to rescue me when I usually deal with things on my own.
Curiosity burning, I ask, “Mac, was the guy who shot you wearing black?”
He stiffens. “I don’t think so, I’m sure it was a brown shirt.” Mac looks like he’s getting ready to say something.
Rudy chimes in, “Black canvas?”
I think about it. “Could have been. The pants had lots of pockets.” Watching him, he stares at the road. “Have you seen him before?”
Rudy blinks, eyes never leaving the road. His grip on the wheel tightens, the tendons white. “The people who took over the Clarksville base wore black canvas. The same ones who killed people who didn’t deserve it.” I remember the story he told me about the men who went in guns blazing, and how he had escaped the famished. Reliving it, he remembers what he doesn’t want to remember.
He glances at Mac. Mac shrugs and doesn’t say anything. His tongue runs along the inside of his bottom lip, lost in thought. A war seems to rage on behind his blue eyes. They sparkle looking out the front windshield, looking without seeing.
I put my hand on Mac’s arm. “Thanks, for covering me,” I mumble, trying to change the dark subject. He looks at me for a second, his eyes like windows. Hopelessness, dismay, and maybe acceptance of it all cross his features. I can’t even imagine what those eyes have seen before. His pupils focus on me, and he smiles. I stare out the window, knowing we’re going into something way over our heads.
   
Mac does not want to be carried. Rudy lets us out on the other side of the community, using the door Glinda took me through on my first day to the Clap Trap outside the fence. I don’t want Mac to have to walk far. We take him to our room to remove the bullet and stop the bleeding. I help him as much as he’ll let me, and he tells me where I can get medical supplies. He also tells me to get a jar of moonshine from his room. He doesn’t want to waste the pain medications on an ass wound. I almost argue with him, but his stubborn look tells me I would not win.
Walking to Mac’s room, I think about the events, having a weird feeling about the man in black I spotted in the garage. Something’s not right. The base needs further investigation. Mac stayed silent, not giving his opinion at all. He knows more, but isn’t telling. From what I know about Mac so far, it’s out of character for him to keep his opinion to himself.
The bachelor building he stays in is the only one-story brick structure in the community. It’s thoughtful, splitting it up like that, families, working girls and single women, and the bachelors. Putting people with almost the same lifestyle together makes it hard to disturb anyone.
When I get to his room, it’s perfect and orderly. His bedcovers stretch with military tightness. There’s no dust on the furniture, and the small window sparkles clean.
My lips pull into a smile, untucking the bed covers. The bag of medical supplies and moonshine sit right where he said they’d be. His room even smells clean, with a hint of aftershave. I feel bad for taking him to our dump of a room, even though we did our best to clean it. The horrible smell is faint, but still there. Hopefully the moonshine will take care of it.
When I return to our room, Rudy has Mac lying on his stomach. Mac gives Rudy instructions on how to take care of the wound. I shut the door and hand the bag to Rudy.
He says, “Mac, I’m going to cut your pants.” Rudy cleaned up some and took off his sweatshirt. He pulls a pair of small scissors from Mac’s bag.
Mac’s face burrows in my pillow and snorts a laugh. “No shit.” It comes out muffled, so his sarcasm comes out with less heat.
He wiggles, trying to get his pants over the wound. Rudy’s caught between helping him and going ahead and using the scissors. I can tell he’d rather cut them.
“Mac, let me help.” I walk over and grab each side of his pants and ease them over the wound. Trying not to bite my lip, my gaze follows his perfect butt muscles shaping down into thigh muscle. He turns his face toward me and catches me looking then grins. “Oh, stop!” I laugh.
“Please…hand me…the moonshine,” he mocks a painful voice. I roll my eyes as Rudy sets about cleaning the area of the wound still bleeding. Mac takes big gulps of moonshine and grimaces as it makes its way down. “I took a bullet for you. The least you could do is nurse me to health.”
He seems serious, so I shrug. “Sure, I’ll do whatever you need.” A mischievous smile splits his face, probably thinking something that has nothing to do with nursing.
“A nurse’s uniform–!” He hisses through clenched teeth. I glance at what Rudy’s doing. He’s got tweezers digging around in the wound. “Fuck, man! Will you give me fifteen minutes to get drunk?”
“If I wait long, you’ll be bleeding all over the place.” Rudy’s jaw clenches and keeps focus on the wound. “Got it!” He holds the bullet for us to see, and Mac groans. A fresh gush of blood flows from the bullet hole. I can’t believe I’m watching this. It’s making me squirm. Zombie guts, no problem, but I’m seeing a bullet being extracted from a wound. Ouch.
Rudy holds up the bullet with the tweezers to study it before he throws the bullet in the trash. He gets out gauze to pack the wound. “The bullet was from a small caliber gun. It didn’t hit bone or cause any major tissue damage. Mac, you were lucky. It was only meant to wound,” Rudy says, looking at me.
Mac answers by gulping the moonshine. The bullet was meant for me, in hopes of me being injured and the team leaving me behind. The acknowledgment registers on Rudy’s face.
“I have sweatpants you can put on, but lie on your stomach for a while.” Rudy walks away in search of pants. Mac closes his eyes. “I’ll help you put them on,” Rudy says after he retrieves the sweats. “If Mike wasn’t persistent on catching a famished we could’ve left before anyone got shot. He was worried about making money, I’m sure, but it killed him.” I guess Mike was the guy who got bit and shot.
“I think it’s still sinking in. He was there one second, gone the next,” I tell Rudy as he pulls Mac’s bloody bullet-hole pants off.
“Oh yeah, you know how I like it, Rudy, baby!” Mac slurs, southern roots coming to the surface in a strong accent. I laugh. Rudy ignores the drunken comment.
“I should’ve realized sooner it wasn’t one of us shooting the famished. We were taking them down easy enough, we outnumbered them.”
I nod. “What do you think they wanted with me?” I ask as his eyes darken.
“Probably short on women, darlin’. It’s best not to think about it.” As I watch his jaw clench with a thought trying to form in my mind, I remember Glinda telling me there aren’t many girls my age at the community. She’s right. Seeing few, I can count on both hands how many between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five live here. Although, she said the reason is people decide not to stay at the community.
“Do you think that has something to do with the lack of women around my age?”
Mac interrupts, “I wouldna have let ‘em take…er.” He raises his head to look at us. How did he get drunk so fast? Looking to his jar, I see it’s half empty.
“Mac! You'll kill yourself.” I place the jar out of reach, handing him some water. I wipe his forehead with a clean rag. “Just get some rest.” I turn to Rudy. “He looks paler. Earlier he looked like a ghost, now he looks transparent. We should have put pressure on the wound in the truck.”
“It would have gushed blood while digging out the bullet. Now it’s packed with the best chance for the bleeding to stop.” Feeling a little distressed, I’m getting a headache myself.
Digging through my pack for some ibuprofen, I say, “I think I'll shower now. I’ll be thinking on other places to go for zombies.”
“No, we don’t need to do anything now. We should focus on target practicing and planning where we’re going to get materials. I think we did great, even though there will be lots more.” He sighs wearily. “We don’t know what is going on over there. Mac’s right about it being a suicide mission.” He searches my face in contemplation.
I stay strong for him, ignoring his last comment. “We will help those people. We’ll help Julie,” I say with conviction, and put my hand on his arm for comfort. “There’s no way to prepare for how it will be. You’re right. We don’t know.” I keep hearing the voice from the roof downtown. The whole trip was a waste of time. I swallow. “Mac got shot for nothing.”
Rudy shakes his head. “You’re not shot, so I wouldn’t say it was for nothing. If you’re referring to how stupid it was to go in the first place, it wasn’t. I know how everyone will be, and they can take care of themselves.”
I think about it. It seems we’re keeping each other strong. “Point taken.” I salute. “I’ll be back soon.” I grab my pack and my last change of clothing. I walk through the corridor in a daze, thinking about my car accident, the infection, and Mac getting shot. I feel like my luck will run out soon.
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THE SHOWER’S COLD, but it’s heaven in its own right. Shampoo makes my stitches itch, so I scratch them. Ah, yes. Mac stitched me up when I got here, that alone reels me. Now, he’s taken a bullet for me, too.
Since I need to make money for supplies, I’ll ask Mac to put a sign-up sheet at his booth when he goes to work. Although, I hope he won’t be occupying his booth for a while now, not until he gets to feeling better.
After I dress and braid my locks, I go to check on Mac and bring along a bucket of water and soap to clean the blood off. He’s still asleep when I open the door, and Rudy plays a Sublime song on his guitar, giving me an idea for later. I smile.
“Thanks for helping remove the bullet. I feel terrible he was shot because of me,” I say.
He stops playing. “It was Mac’s choice. It’s like second nature for him. I would’ve done the same. He’ll heal, like you.” He changes the subject. “How is your cut?”
“The stitches itch like crazy.” I hesitate, unsure. “Will you take them out?”
“Yeah, but eat first.” He points to some fresh peaches in a basket on the floor.
“Thanks.” I pick a peach from the top.
“I have a fight tonight. Will you check on Mac at some point? We should make sure he doesn’t overdo the moonshine.”
I bite into the peach and speak with my mouth full, “I was going to anyway.” A piece of peach goes flying onto his denim-clad knee.
Rudy’s face lights up in amusement as he flicks it away. “Nice.”
“I could’ve killed a zombie with that one.” We both laugh. I eat in a hurry, and then sit on the bed to check on Mac. With no fever, but flushed from the alcohol, he’s not snoring or drooling. No fair – I’m sure I’d be crusty with drool by now.
Rudy cuts the stitches with a box cutter, relieving a deep itch. “All done,” he says, rubbing to relieve some of the tickle.
“Thanks. The itching is better.”
“Just a scab now. I’m going to head to the Trap. See you around?” he asks, sounding hopeful.
“Yeah, you know I can’t miss your bad ass in action.” He squeezes my hand before standing up. “I’m lucky you found me, you know?” I blurt.
“Me, too.” He smiles and winks as he walks out. I can’t figure him out, and this makes it hard to pinpoint how I feel about him. Sure, we flirt and make each other blush for fun, and I’m fond of him for saving my life, but something about him seems closed off. I need to stay focused on the tasks in front of me. Right now, that means cleaning Mac, but no way am I going to call it a sponge bath.
He’s not too bloody – we got most of it while taking care of his wound. I begin to clean blood splatters on his neck.
He flinches. “Holy shit…‘s cold!” With a voice thick from drunken sleep, he wakes. The vibrant aqua blue of his irises are glassed over, but it makes them twinkle with light. His long lashes blink as he takes in his surroundings. A slow grin spreads across his face. “A sponge bath. Do you need to undress me?” He apparently slept off the moonshine, though not enough to stop his bravery.
“What if I say yes?”
His eyebrows rise, but his lids remain half closed. “You know how to pique interest. I’d say, have at it,” he says, grinning the entire time.
I shake my head. “Just cleaning blood off.” I start on his arms and he doesn’t resist. The blood under his fingernails he’ll need to clean in the shower. “Don’t scratch your butt. You have blood under your nails.”
He shrugs. “All this blood is my own. I didn’t increase my zombie count today.”
“There weren’t many of them, and those hostiles shot most of them.”
“I was too busy watching you.”
“No. You were too busy twisting necks.” He doesn’t look put out with my scorn. “Anyway, I upped my zombie count. Hacking at necks can get messy. I took a shower, myself.”
“I know. You smell all flowery.”
I smile. “Wild flower soap, and Rudy took the stitches out. They were bothering me.”
“Let me see.” I bend my head so he can see them. He smoothes my hair with his hand. “Looks good. Yeah, I bet they were itching like crazy.” He did the same as Rudy and rubbed it to scratch.
“Thanks for sewing it up. I don’t remember, I was…well, you know.”
“Yeah, I know. Guido woke me up in the middle of the night to stitch you. There you were, knocked out and drooling.” He laughs at the memory. “You woke up muttering crazy things at me.”
What did I say? “I’m sure that was endearing.”
“It kind of was – all tough looking with dreadlocks and a big bruise on your face.” His eyes blink.
“Like a cavewoman,” I reply. “Sorry, I’m keeping you from sleeping. Would you like me to help you to your room?”
His eyes snap open, piercing me with a glassy gaze. “Am I in the way? I mean, I’d rather not move right now.”
“No, you’re not in the way. I might sleep in your room tonight. Not much room in here.” I bite my lip, not knowing what he’ll think about that.
“It’s okay with me... or Rudy can sleep in there.” He grins, but he’s dead serious.
“No, I will. Just rest so you can heal. We need you to help us get Julie.”
“Yeah, Julie. I bet Rudy is confused about the whole ordeal,” he says, looking over my shoulder lost in thought.
“What do you mean?”
“Wouldn’t you be? Not knowing if someone is dead or alive?” He searches my face.
“I imagine it would be hard,” I say, sounding unsure.
His brows draw together. “You know you can talk to me, right? I’m here.” No one has said something like that to me in a long time. Something shifts inside me as I watch the sincerity on his face, confusing me. I smile and stand on wobbly legs.
“I’m going to go to the Clap Trap for a little bit.” He nods, his eyes drifting closed. I hold my hands together, walking out to keep them from shaking. Shutting the door, I lean against the wall in the corridor, now officially confused and not in control of my emotions. I don’t like it, but only because I do. Today has only proven I might not have much time.
“Hey, suga’! You missin’ you boy in tha ring?” Glinda struts the hall with a customer in tow. “He’s winning, of course, but beat tha hell up.”
I sigh. Great. I’m sure Mac isn’t in any condition to check him out. “All right, I’ll go check on him.” An idea comes to me. “Hey, I need a favor. A big favor. It’s for Mac,” I lean in and whisper. She laughs.
“You full of surprises, ain’t you suga’? I’ll trade, for a lesson in hotwirin’. Word got ‘round you makin’ lessons for money?” She smirks, and her lips shine rose pink. Her blond hair curls around her shoulders, blending into her cleavage and cream colored, satin top.
“Yeah, well, got to make a living. I’ll make the trade.” She claps her hands and I follow her to her room.
   
I make my way toward the Clap Trap. Out in the cold, several kids throw rocks at putrids on the other side of the fence. A woman comes out to scold them, and they scurry in her direction.
Inside, people crowd near the ring. I get close enough just in time to see Rudy round a kick to a guy bigger than him in every way. Big guy falls backward, and Rudy punches him in the eye. The crowd flinches at the meaty smack. Rudy stands over him, his chest heaving, and wipes his arm across his face, smearing blood. Rudy’s hair obstructs his face. The guy with a bloody mess of a face does not move from his position on the floor. The crowd cheers Rudy on as the DJ says, “Rudy takes it again!” Rudy bends down, scooping up his bandana with bloody knuckles.
The party hops. Music blasts as the DJ spins a remix of a familiar song. Bodies gyrate on the dance floor, along with the famished bound here and there, writhing in their bonds. Someone smacks a female zombie as they walk by, apparently taking the song’s advice to smack his bitch up, as they laugh. Her face jerks around, quickly snapping her teeth. She squirms as her small, droopy breasts move from the motion. He pinches a nipple while walking away, drawing out her boob like a cone. As always, the strobe lights make them look like an unnatural, macabre work of art. Just when I think he’ll rip the nipple off, he lets go. It droops lower than the other one now. I guess dead skin loses its elasticity. I shudder from the scene. Some people are sick. It figures they’d be the ones who’d survive an apocalypse.
I spot Reece and Bunyan joining the crowd around Rudy, who’s found a spot at the bar. The closer I get, the more prominent Rudy’s injuries appear. His right eye is almost swollen shut. I wince as he takes shots of moonshine from people congratulating him. Blood crusts his nose and split bottom lip. Hair brushes the top of his shoulders as he ties his dark green bandana on his head. Sporting only jeans and boots, his shirtless chest gleams with sweat, emphasizing his chest hair.
“You should put ice on that,” I tell him in his ear. He turns with a smile, lighting up the room.
“Hey, darlin’,” he slurs.
I snort a laugh. “Not feeling any pain, are you?”
He keeps grinning. “Nope.” Gesturing to Reece, he says, “Reece wants to give you some firearm 101.” I glance at Reece, and he holds his drink in a salute and tosses it down his throat.
A table full of people catches my attention. The table hadn’t been there before, and it seems out of place. The people play a card game, and though I’m not close enough to see what game, I can tell they play for money. Hmm. It gives me another idea.
“We’ll start tomorrow.” Reece catches my attention again.
I nod, remembering his ability to hide a sawed-off shot gun on his person. I perk up. “You’ll have to let me start with the sawed-off shotgun.” Reece and Bunyan laugh at my excitement.
“Only when you can use chopsticks, grasshopper.” Reece chuckles, shaking his head, and the beads on his goatee clack together. “It’s got a kick, little lady. You’ll have to ease into that one.”
I deflate. It’ll be a gun for sure. I need to keep unpleasant things in the past. “Can’t wait. I have things to do in the morning, but I’ll meet you at the marketplace,” Reece says.
“Well, I better get back.” I wave, but Rudy grabs my wrist.
“Want to dance?” His one eye swirls with color and light. I swallow, and my hands get clammy. I’m about to answer when several people scream. Looking toward the source, the screams sound from the outside door Glinda and I had first used.
“Famished!” someone shouts as the door shakes off the hinges. I go to grab my crossbow and realize I left it in the room. My new circumstances have made me way too comfortable. Several of Guido’s guys head in separate directions. The men moving toward the door attempt to calm everyone. The zombies haven’t gotten in yet. The music cuts, making the shots outside even louder.
The DJ speaks on the loudspeaker, “Famished season is here, folks!” The DJ has an exaggerated southern accent as he spins an easy jingle and sings.
“Do what you gotta do, but don’t boo hoo, you know they after you, for food they gotta chew, we’ll git ‘em before they git through!”
The crowd sings with the DJ’s insane jingle. Practically screaming, he sings,
“No hidin’ under the bed, they easy to kill, ‘cause they already dead!”
I search for Rudy, but he’s no longer here. Running down the hall toward the door, I escape inside the courtyard. Once outside, I spot gunmen lined along the fence, the same fence where the children played moments before, shooting. Reece and Bunyan are both part of the action, but no sign of Rudy. No less than fifty famished scuffle outside the fence.
Their faces snarl and mash with crusty, bloodied chins. Dead fingers grasp at the fence, ripping at it even after their hands are wet, bloody stumps. It’s all taken care of quickly.
A man yells at everyone, telling them not to panic – famished season’s here.
I shiver. Yes, it’s cold out. This is a community and therefore a big target. I miss my bunker more than ever. I want to leave, but shake it off with a promise to keep, but I’m not going anywhere unarmed again.
   
Checking the room, Rudy’s not here either. Mac’s still sleeping, his moonshine jar is by the bed, having gotten it himself. I pick it up and take a gulp of the harsh stuff.
“Hey, sunshine!” His voice cuts through the silence, causing me to jump and slosh moonshine out of the jar. Tension fills my body as I look at him.
“Sunshine?” My voice cracks as I ask. How does he know that? Turns out, he doesn’t.
“Yeah, you light up a room.” He gestures with his arm. Ignoring the weird feeling because I had the same thought about Rudy moments ago, I smile.
“I haven’t heard that in a while,” I add. His eyebrows furrow together. “Sunshine is my middle name.” Sticking out my hand, I say, “Kansas City Sunshine Moore. Nice to meet you.” He shakes it, trying to hold in a smile. “You can laugh, I don’t care.”
“Nah, I like it. It’s different.” I don’t bother telling him only my dad called me Sunshine. I like hearing it again.
“Well, I did bring you something to light up the room,” I say, and toss him my rolled trade from Glinda.
Catching it, he says, “Surprise, surprise.”
“Pain management, for the hole in your ass and all.” After I toss him a lighter, he turns onto his side and fires away.
“A bunch of famished attacked a few minutes ago.”
“I heard the shots. I figured it would happen soon. It’s normal in the cold.”
“It makes me want to leave, though.”
He passes me the joint. “Why? They keep it under control.”
I puff and hesitate. “I lived by myself for four years so I wouldn’t attract zombies. It worked, except for a loner every now and then.”
He stares at me. “By yourself?”
I want to be truthful with him and feel ready to confide in someone. “Um, yeah. My dad was paranoid. We prepared for all types of disaster emergencies. He started an underground bunker underneath our house. I finished it and lived there for four years. I came across some people in the woods one day not long ago and helped them. I was happy to have company, but they turned out to be fallacious.” I force a laugh. “But they piqued my interest in what was happening in the outside world. They liked my place, so they tried kicking me out of it, held me at gunpoint and implied they would eat me. So, I set my family home on fire and left.” I take a big hit and pass it to him. Mac is quiet and studies me. I don’t know if he wants me to keep talking or what, but the silence stretches on.
“But, you’re sane,” he finally says.
“What?”
“If you were by yourself for that long, wouldn’t your situation have a major effect on a person’s mental capabilities?”
I shrug, not knowing. He makes a good point.
“Explains why you look at everything as if it were brand new. Hermit.” He tries to make light, elbowing me before running his tongue on the inside of his bottom lip in thought. “They wanted you to leave because of low count of zombies?”
It takes a minute to process he means Harley, Nadine, Bridget, and Kale. I make a mental note to lay off all substances from now on.
I tell him my story. Not all of it – not Malachi – just about my mom and dad. Not in great detail, but Mac prompts me to talk about those days. It makes me respect him more. It also makes me want to tell him more.
I talk about my neighbor Jim and about our secluded neighborhood, my routines, and how I had lived – it all comes tumbling out of my mouth. How Harley, Nadine, Bridget, and Kale were ultimately a bad mistake, but one I don’t regret. Expressing my lack of knowledge of the zombies adapting so well makes me flinch. I tell him everything that happened with Kale, and how he made me realize I didn’t want to hide anymore. I tell him Kale told me about the zombies hoarding food, and how I wanted to find answers, and about Rudy saving my life more than once. It feels good.
After it all comes out, I sit there and let out a big breath.
By this time the joint has run out, and I’m super stoned. I look at him and giggle.
“Kan, I don’t know what to say –”
I interrupt. “You don’t have to say anything, I know how fucked up it is, but it feels good to get it out.” I shrug, and I’m glad I am stoned because I know I’d be feeling grief and guilt right now otherwise.
“You’re incredible. You’ve never told anyone this?” I smile at the compliment and shake my head.
“I told Rudy about my parents. At the time, I was still coming to terms with not being by myself and trying to trust him. I didn’t share anything else. Not that it’s come up, but he’s never asked. When I first got here, seeing all these people, I was shocked by what was going on and how they acted and interacted with zombies,” I tell him. He stares at me in a different way. “I didn’t want you to think differently of me.”
He shakes his head. “No way. A person would have to be strong-willed to do what you did, even at your age. How old were you?”
“I was twenty when the outbreak happened. I owe it all to my dad. I was the only one who listened to him. At first I was humoring him. Then I came to the conclusion the stuff he tried to teach me might come in handy. I was hiding away from it all.”
“Nah, it was smart. Some nasty stuff went down for a while.” He swallows, remembering something I can’t see. Snapping out of it, he turns his flirty grin my way. “You sure you’ve been by yourself?”
“Why would I lie about that?” I punch him in the shoulder.
He flinches. “I feel stiff.” I raise my eyebrows at him. He thinks about it for a minute. “I mean my shoulders, because I’ve been lying around.”
“Which one is it? Turn on your belly, and I’ll try to work it out.”
He smiles. “Both.” Turning onto his stomach, I straddle his lower back, careful of his wound. I massage his neck and work out to his shoulders.
“I haven’t done this in a while, so tell me if it hurts.” He shakes his head and moans at the same time. Good shoulder and back muscles, from using his own body in resistance training, tense as my hands move over them. I laugh as he continues his grunts of pleasure. The curls on his head look soft. My fingers flow through his hair as I massage his scalp and weave through the curls, separating and fluffing them, straightening them to the ends, and when I let go, they spring in place.
“You’re going to make my hair look like an afro!” His protest is muffled by his face in the pillow.
I laugh and continue massaging his shoulders, abandoning his soft curls. “What about you, Mac? What’s your story?” My voice is a whisper, but it carries through the room.
Stiffening for a moment, he relaxes and says, “Nothing like your story, but same as everyone else. I woke up one day with someone trying to eat me for breakfast.” Being vague, it’s either the truth, or he’s not ready to talk about it. I laugh like he wants me to.
At this moment, Rudy decides it’d be a good time to make an appearance. He looks good, even beat up. The bow peeks over the top of his head. I can tell he’s sobered, and when my eyes meet his, guilt swells in my chest. I’ve got nothing to feel guilty about as he studies our situation. Unable to read his facial expression, I climb off Mac.
“Where did you go, Rudy? Famished were attacking, and I looked around and you were gone,” I say, addressing Rudy’s solemn look.
“I went to the roof with a couple of guys to help keep the famished at bay.”
Rudy’s looking at Mac now, so I glance at him, too. Back on his side, his hair has ten times the body it had before, and it looks like an afro. Rudy doesn’t say anything about seeing us like that, but Mac has no such reservations.
“Sweet timing, bro.” He’s smiling, but his tone screams sarcasm.
Rudy snorts a humorless laugh at him. “You have your own room, you know?” He crosses the floor to get a jar of moonshine from his duffle.
Mac shrugs. “How bad were they?”
“Not bad, yet.” Rudy swallows some of the moonshine. “You didn’t miss much. You were having a better time than I was.”
Okay, time to go.
“Hey, guys.” Rudy looks in pain as much as Mac does. “For tonight, I’ll sleep in Mac’s room so we don’t have to move him. I’ll come check on both of you in the morning…”
I glance at Mac. “You owe me a massage.”
He cocks his brow in a way that says he’d be more than happy to oblige. My stomach lightens in a nervous jumble. I look at Rudy. “You okay? Do you need anything?”
He smiles tightly. “I think I’m going to get drunk with Mac and pass out.”
Picking up my pack, I walk out on the two guys who I’ll be indebted to for life.
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MAC’S ROOM LOOKS LONELY. The working girls come to mind, and I let go of the thought. I don’t want to know – not my business. I place all my essentials next to the untucked bed.
The bedside table and chair, the only furniture in the room, sit next to the bed. An electric heater sits next to the table, and on the table lay components of a radio he may have been trying to fix. Along one wall about twenty or so quivers hold arrows.
I think Mac only uses archery as a hobby. I’ve not seen him shoot an arrow yet, and he always carries a gun.
Mac also stores a couple of long bows that look handmade. He has craftsmanship, and an obvious love for the art of archery weaponry shows through.
This little community has its ways of horrifying me. It’s also helped me in so many ways. I don’t criticize them for how they live here, making a life, and I can’t help but think of my next move after the base. It’s not something to plan, because who knows what will happen? All of my common sense tells me it’s stupid to push my luck, not to plan too far ahead.
   
The next morning, I wake ready to take on the day. First, I want to check on the guys. Eggs to cook would be a nice surprise, but my lack of money stops me. This situation needs to turn around fast.
Mac and Rudy still sleep when I peek in the door. Rudy lies on top of a sleeping bag on the floor. I don’t want to wake them, so I go to the marketplace. It’s hustle and bustle this morning, as if everyone tries to keep busy and not think about the attacks last night. I don’t blame them. Mac’s spot’s empty, and I think about asking him if he wants me to sit here a few hours a day for him.
I go to Linnie’s booth to see about helping her in the greenhouse. Turns out whatever she wants me to do will be ready to be done tomorrow. I guess she wants me to harvest something, but she doesn’t say.
Reece occupies his booth, drawing on his arm with a tattoo gun. This guy is a dedicated tattoo artist. He looks at any kind of flesh as a canvas. I admire it for what it is, art.
He spots me. “Hey little lady, what’s happening?”
I shake my head, watching him shade in a tribal flame shooting up his arm.
“That’s good,” I say, pointing to his arm. “What is the story you’re trying to tell?”
He blinks at me with world-weary eyes, a blue-gray color. “It’s my journey of the past four years. I saved this arm for something special. Why not the living dead apocalypse?”
Looking at his arm, grass and dirt start around his wrist, with zombies crawling out of graves beneath tombstones, like George Romero zombies. The pictures seep and fade into where the zombies chew and mash on bloody meat and bones. A blond woman grips a two-barrel handgun, smoking from use. Skulls and bones sport licking flames of fire. In between the pictures and fire, a single tire tread indicates a motorcycle on a lone journey. The blonde must have been important to him. The pictures blend in a tale.
“Awesome,” I say, while reading the patches on his biker vest. One says, “Ass, Gas, or Grass! Nobody rides for free.” The one I like says, “Flip yourself off. I’m busy.” A series of patches that look out of place catch my eye, “St. Castel’s Home for Boys Run, Detroit, MI.” He’s got one for every year leading up to the outbreak. This might be a clue into his old life.
“You’re ready to get started?” he asks, breaking me from my study. He means gun knowledge and target practicing.
“Yeah, but I’m wondering if I could leave a sign-up sheet for the hot-wiring thing here, at your booth?”
“I’ve had people asking me about it. You’re more than welcome,” he says, bobbing his head. The beads on his goatee click together. He finishes his work by dabbing blood, rubbing ointment on his arm, and getting out gauze. “I’ve also been thinking. I’ll tell you gun knowledge, but as for target practicing, maybe we can help with the famished. That way, we won’t waste too many bullets. Just try not to miss a whole lot.” He chuckles, smiling at me – the first time I’ve seen a real smile from Reece. I smile watching him bandage his fresh tattoo.
“Hey, no problem. That’s a good idea. I’ll be doing something constructive.” He unloads his arsenal from a duffel bag. Apparently, we’re starting right away.
“First thing’s first, have you ever shot a gun?” he asks. I swallow the lump in my throat and shake my head. He eyes me and sighs, probably knowing I’m lying. “All right, gun knowledge 101.” I let out the breath.
We stand for a couple of hours, trying to figure out which gun fits me well. Being mainly about the grip and how I slide and fire, it comes down to a Smith & Wesson M&P pistol, Browning Pro 9, or a Bersa Thunder 9. I handle them all, as they’re all easy to grip and slide. In the old life, I would’ve picked the Browning because it has a rail to attach a laser sight.
In the end, I go with the Bersa Thunder 9 Ultra Compact 9 mm. Reece says Bersa Thunder’s one of the most underrated guns in the gun world. The Ultra Compact one I pick is lightweight, reliable, and carries thirteen rounds, plus one in the chamber. Also, he has two of the guns.
I might want a revolver as a backup, he tells me. Reece isn’t a big fan of Smith &Wesson, but for my lady wrists, I choose the S&M Centennial 642 Revolver, being light, compact, and stainless steel. What I like – it’s hammerless, nothing to snag on. Downside, it only carries five rounds. Reece says its size deceives because it packs a sharp kick when firing. It’s powerful and gets the job done.
I practice removing magazines and click them in place. Reece shows me how to maintain them. It’s easier than I first thought. I can’t wait to fire one. Seeing my excitement, he laughs at me.
“What other skills do you have besides hot-wiring cars?” His thick eyebrows rise. I fidget as I consider the question. He wants to know for payment reasons. “Mm hmm, I know something’s up with you. What do you know?”
Since I’m thinking about it to begin with, I decide he would be the perfect person to trust. “Fine, but you tell no one. My dad, before the outbreak, was a little batty. He made certain we could take care of and defend ourselves by whatever means necessary. We researched things that put us on some kind of FBI watch list. He bought books for reference.”
His face is skeptical. “Anarchist’s Cookbook?”
I snort. “Since the internet, any you’d find would be outdated.”
He nods. “I thought about it, but never had the need for explosives, yet. It might be good to know.”
“I also haven’t used the skills myself. There are huge risks of it backfiring on you.” I think about Harley and his merry band of cowards. “I wish I still had those books. I left them behind, but I have the basic knowledge.”
“You think we can get some at a bookstore somewhere?”
“Maybe. We might not find the same ones I had, but there are hundreds of other resources, too.”
He holds out his hand. “Done.” I shake it by way of agreement. “We’ll patrol tonight with Guido’s men. You need to learn how to shoot those guns. We’ll meet here tomorrow, and I’ll go over the others.” He waves around at his arsenal. “It could come in handy if you ever get stuck in a situation where that’s all you have to use.”
“Makes sense. I’ll see you tonight.” I tuck the revolver in my boot and the pistols in my pants. Safety on. I need a holster, but it’s not a priority at the moment. I throw the extra magazines in my pack. I feel like a gun locker. Reece nods, and I’m dismissed.
My whole outlook on guns seems silly now, but the true test will be when I shoot one.
   
I check on Rudy and Mac. Being afternoon, they should be awake by now. Having goals and some sort of schedule feels good. I do well with a routine. Standing in front of the door, I take a Bersa out of my pants and slip the magazine out so I won’t shoot by accident. I hold it in a traditional police officer stance and kick the door open.
“Freeze!” I yell in a deep voice. Rudy and Mac jump about two feet in the air, even though they’re sitting down. I laugh, walking into the room. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”
Mac chuckles a little nervously. Rudy says, “Ha. Hilarious.”
“What?” I ask as I wag the gun around. “It’s not loaded.” I click the mag into place, and shove the gun in my jeans, inspecting them. Rudy showered and shaved. His eye is swollen and bruised. Mac looks tired.
“I didn’t think you could get any sexier – then you come storming in with a semiautomatic pistol,” Mac says, as if it surprises him.
“I’m learning the good stuff tomorrow.” I beam. “How is your ass feeling?”
“I just changed the bandages, and it hurts.” He chases the comment with moonshine. No wonder he looks tired, but never being shot in my glutes, I wouldn’t know how much it hurt.
Rudy waxes his bowstring without a shirt, and it’s quite distracting. His hair hangs forward in a wavy fashion. Refusing to meet my eye, he’s quiet. Well, more than usual, and I get the feeling I was a topic of conversation. Glancing at both of them, I ask, “What’s going on?” Mac glares at Rudy. I cross my arms.
Rudy clears his throat. “Mac wants to help with the famished later. He’s getting restless.” His eyes follow his bowstring as his neck colors a little. “He needs to wait at least a week.”
Mac’s glare deepens, referring to something unsaid. “Fine, you don’t have to say anything. I don’t need you to.” His face softens as he looks at me. “I think I can get to my room now.”
Rudy returns Mac glare, and his neck flames so red that his ears turn. “You’re the one to talk.”
“What the hell is going on?” The testosterone’s so thick I might choke from it.
Mac shrugs. Rudy doesn’t look at me.
“Fucking fine!” I utter. “Mac, I can help you to your room, but I want to eat first.” Walking over to my box, I dig around, losing my appetite. Rudy gets up and hands me an orange. When I glance at him, he smiles apologetically at me. “Thanks.” I want to talk to him alone, but it will have to wait.
   
It’s slow going to Mac’s room. When we arrive, I check his bandage to make sure he’s not bleeding. “Mac? Are you okay?” He sees his messed up bed I hadn’t bothered to make back up. I almost snort a laugh at the annoyance in his eyes. It fades when he realizes he’ll be using it.
His brow furrows and he tilts his head to the side. “You mean other than the hole in my arse?” I nod. “I’m fine. Just glad to be back in my room.” He puts his face into the pillow. “Mmm… smells like you.”
I laugh. “Well, I’m glad I showered yesterday.” He shrugs as if that doesn’t matter, but I know better. I put his moonshine and water next to his bed. He’s not gulping it – a good sign. I wipe a rag across his forehead, and he grabs my wrist. Stunned by the sudden gesture, my eyes go wide as I peer into his. They’re searching, and turn with a mischievous glint.
He leans forward, testing. Needing to see where this might go, I don’t pull away. When the rag falls from my hand, I wrap my fingers in his glorious curls and pull him to me. I close my eyes, letting the sensation of our lips meeting for the first time take over, soft and caressing, and my nerves ignite some electrical vibes from my lips to my lower region as our kiss deepens.
Smelling like his own heady, cedar–scent, he reminds me of campouts in the woods with yummy, gooey marshmallows. I taste oranges and moonshine. The man knows how to use his full lips to his advantage, but then again, I do, too.
I pull away for air, breathing a little ragged. He is, too, still pulling off a half-cocky smirk and a look of amazement. He stares at me.
My stomach flip-flops. I need to go before I do something like jump on him like an animal and hurt him more.
“I have to go meet Reece soon.”
He grumbles. “Wish I could go with you.”
“I don’t want you to get shot again,” I joke.
“No, I know you’ll be great. Hold it steady, and it’ll be fine.” It seems our little moment’s gone for now. I block out other dirty thoughts. It’s been a long time. Too long.
Sitting up next to the bed, I practice removing the magazine with speed, and do a couple rounds of loading it, stopping before my fingers get too sore.
I turn to look at Mac, and he watches me. “Will you still help me with the bow?”
He snorts. “I think I’m proud to say you don’t need it.”
My lips twitch. “Didn’t think you’d turn down a chance to spend time with me.”
“No, sunshine.” He plays with a lock of my hair. “It’s a compliment.”
“I know.” I take a deep breath. “I know you’re getting restless. Maybe you can go out to the targets tomorrow with me. We can bring a blanket so you can lie down.”
He nods as I stand up. “Will you come back here tonight?” he asks as he grabs my hand. I pause. He notices my reluctance and looks elsewhere. Peering at me, he gestures with his hand. “You should talk to Rudy. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I smile, relieved, and lean down to kiss him again.
“Bye,” I whisper on his lips.
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AN HOUR LATER, Reece and I sit on a roof watching the sunset. The wind brings a chilly breeze as leaves float down the streets. Sticky tar coats the rooftop. I imagine it being pungent and tacky in the heat of summer. Reece snacks on old and stale Cheetos, crunching after every crinkle of the bag.
I laugh. His eyebrows furrow over his Original KD sunglasses, sunglasses specifically made for wearing with a helmet.
“What?” he asks.
“Somehow you balance eating and smoking a joint at the same time.” True to my conviction, I abstain this time.
He blows a cloud of the pungent smoke and crunches another Cheeto between his teeth at the same time. “Like a real man,” Reece says. We both laugh.
“Can you eat, smoke, and kill zombies at the same time?” I challenge.
“Like a real man,” we both say at the same time and laugh.
“You’ll see,” he promises.
Goosebumps cover Reece’s skin, because he’s wearing only a vest and jeans with holes in the knees. I worry about famished not showing, but Reece says it won’t be a problem. They always show up. In the summertime it’s easier to deal with and catch them. Since the base has been infiltrated, there are fewer famished than normal around the area. He guesses they horde close to the base. Who knows how many of the living are there now?
Getting the hang of the magazines, I can hold both Bersas and release the them at the same time. It’s not a real big trick, but I think it’s cool. Figuring out where to put the other mags so they can slip in and click, is the hard part.
By the time famished show, I can put the butt of the guns in my back pockets and release the mags, letting my pockets catch and hold them while bringing the guns to my front pockets, slipping fresh mags in and clicking them on my thighs.
Reece looks impressed and informs me I can get a shoulder holster to hold my spare magazines, too. The famished wail about, and we’re two buildings away from the community, so we get first dibs. Reece nods at me. Taking a stance, I slide the rail with ease and point toward the moving targets. A wave of grief passes over me before my first shot brings a rush of adrenaline, dissipating the grief. Unfortunately, the bullet strikes the ground in a spray of concrete.
“Hold it steady and pretend the gun is the end of your finger, make like you’re pointing at the famished and shoot,” Reece coaches, his goatee swaying in the wind.
I breathe deep and do as he says, shooting a famished in the chest, slowing it down. Pulling the trigger a few more times, it flops to the ground. I beam at Reece, only to catch a surprised look on his face.
I raise my brows with a smirk before turning back to target practice. “Yee haw!” Reece joins me and we both enjoy a good time shooting the undead. Several times I miss but keep on – I’ll get better with practice.
“Get out the Smith & Wesson,” Reece tells me, watching several famished try to climb the wall to get to us, but a few go in the direction of the courtyard. Shots fire in the distance. Guido’s men at work.
Taking the revolver, I open the barrel, knowing it’s loaded, just to make sure. I spin the barrel in place. When I fire this one, it jumps in my hands. “Whoa! You were right about the kick.” Missing the zombie, I take aim again. After several shots and a couple reloads, I get a handle on the kick, shooting a zombie on the right side of its head, but at least it thumps to the ground. “Took me long enough.”
Several rounds of ammunition later, the group of famished are dead forever. A smack echoes our celebratory high five. Rolling my shoulders in relieved tension, I let out, “Whew! Wow.”
Reece laughs, seeming to know the feeling. “Gun therapy,” he says. I nod in agreement and look at myself. The usual gore accompanying a triumph is absent. It’s an excellent advantage. “Our work here’s done. Unless you want to wait for more?” he asks. I want to, to get in practice, but there’s plenty of time for that – I have to be up early to work in the greenhouse before taking a group of car-stealing enthusiasts to a car lot. I need to make money to start stock piling.
“But I didn’t get to see you eat, smoke, and kill.”
“Next time, grasshopper.”
   
After a couple shots of tequila per Reece, I go to the room and find the lingering scent of pot. Lying in bed with an arm over his eyes, Rudy doesn’t move as I close the door.
“Are you okay, Rudy?”
“My ribs are bruised. Again. My muscles are sore from helping Stanley, but I’ll be fine,” he says, peeking from under his arm. “How was practice?”
I squat beside the bed and smile. “I guess I’m an okay shot. Which side?” After he gestures toward his left side, I gently run my fingers down his ribs, feeling for cracks or broken bones.
“Yeah, I figured you would be. I heard you ‘yee hawing’ all the way in the courtyard.” He laughs but stops, wincing in discomfort. He’s right, they’re bruised, but it makes me feel better to feel for myself. “Kan, I’ve been thinking.”
“I hope it wasn’t too difficult,” I joke, uneasiness setting in my stomach.
He runs a hand through his hair, but stops at his crown, grabbing fists full before letting go. “We might be here a little while longer. I was thinking you might want your own room to give you more privacy. We can arrange it. I’ve already talked –”
Abruptly, I stand, cutting him off. “I’ve come up with something.” Not really, but he doesn’t have to know, or do anything stupid for more than one room, which is what he’ll end up doing. Rudy obviously needs some space, or he wouldn’t suggest it. After watching the man, Mike, get bit while trying to capture a zombie, some part of me would die if the same happens to Rudy.
Looking surprised he says, “Really? What, exactly, might that be?”
I gather a few of my scattered possessions. “Um, Mac offered to let me stay in his room.” I hadn’t planned to tell him that any more than I plan to get bit by a zombie. There are many ways he can interpret one stupid sentence.
“That’s not what I meant,” he blurts, sounding angry. “You won’t get any more privacy than –” His words cut off just as quick. Silence and tension thicken the air in the room. The only other time I’ve heard this tone directed at me, my face was buried in dirt. Lifting my pack, I peek at him.
Staring at the floor, his gaze moves to me. My mouth opens to apologize and tell the truth, but relief shows clear on his face, contradicting his heated words. Blinking at the turn of events, I grab my crossbow and holster and smile like everything is okay. “See you tomorrow?”
His arm reaches out to the neck of his guitar, and he brings it to his lap. “Wouldn’t miss it,” he says, plucking a tune, enticing me to stay. A smile blooms on his face as if he can read my last thought. “See you tomorrow.”
I return the smile before walking out the door. Standing there a few moments, I listen to the tune he’s been perfecting over the past week. It stops, and I make out hurried muffled movement through the door and take my leave. It’s going to be a long, lonely, cold night in the vault of the truck.
   
The next day, as it turns out, Linnie doesn’t want me harvesting anything. I pack preserve jars full of fruit and vegetables before they can spoil – the smart thing to do, so nothing goes to waste. Good thing I have experience from preserving my own produce. Even though the work is tedious, I leave with a basket full of fresh food.
I ride with a group of people, most from our team, and Glinda, eating my self-earned peach and feeling good about it. Mac even wants to come along for the ride, not that I blame him. The vault seems crowded with Rudy driving and Bunyan keeping him company. I’m not charging Rudy, Mac, and Reece any fees for today’s lesson, figuring I more than owe it to them, Rudy especially, because now I’m camping in his truck. Glinda and I made a trade. I sigh. This isn’t unlike my old life after all.
“Why can’t we go get the keys out of the office?” A guy named Doug asks, his lanky hair falling into his face as the truck jolts us as Rudy hits a pothole. It happens from time to time.
“You can since they are probably available, but this is to show you how. You know, in case you ever need a car on the go?”
He nods like this makes sense to him. I don’t tell him it’s a dumb question.
Mac doesn’t have tact sometimes and has no such qualms. “Stupid question,” he states in his smart-ass tone, laced with irritation. I look at him. This might be a long day.
   
The car lot is full of used cars. Brush grows in strength between each car. Everyone stands in its tall length, paying rapt attention to me sitting in a car. “Newer cars are harder because of the hidden components. Try to look for older cars and gas-guzzlers. They’re the easiest. There’s also a risk of electrocuting yourself. I’ll show you what to look for in a minute. Also, beware of kill switches. I don’t know which cars have these, but if it’s engaged, the car won’t be able to get started even with the key. I believe it makes a buzzing noise. Buzz noise equals kill switch, equals find another car. This car was made before the mid-nineties so we might be able start it with a screwdriver. Always try it, anyway. You never know which ones will start, if you can avoid messing with the wires, do it.”
Pulling one out of my pack, I jam it into the ignition and twist. The car sputters but starts. Everyone nods their heads accordingly, paying extra attention for services rendered. “If it doesn’t turn over, then you can do what I’m about to show you.”
We move to a newer vehicle, and after trying the screwdriver technique to show it won’t start, I pull a big chunk of plastic from the steering column and locate the wires to hold up for them to see.
“Okay, you see these two red wires? We have to strip them.” After explaining how to tell a starter wire from a battery wire, I strip the battery wires with my teeth and twist them together. “Sometimes there is one starter wire, sometimes there are two. This car, as you can see, has two.” Everyone leans over me, trying to see. I wait for them to get a look. “These are live wires, so you don’t want to touch them with your fingers. At all.” I strip them with my teeth, avoiding an encounter with the live wire. “Now all you have to do is touch the wires together.” I touch a couple of times until it sputter starts. “If you only had one wire, you would touch it to the battery wires.”
Still holding the wires, I say, “The bad thing is you have to drive avoiding the brown wires. It would be good to have tape, so you can tape them up to avoid it. To cut power to the car, pull the red wires apart.” I demonstrate. “Now find a car and try it yourself.
“There is also a way to start it under the hood, if anyone would like me to show you.” A few consider, but walk away to find a car of their own.
Mac hobbles to the nearest one. I have to give him credit, he’s trying, but I’m afraid he will start bleeding.
“Hey Mac,” I whisper, coming close. “Let me see down your pants.”
A gleam appears in his eye. “Right now? We can get in the back of the car,” he whispers, looking into the back seat. I elbow him.
“Not that. I want to make sure you’re not bleeding.”
“Thanks for getting my hopes up, sunshine.” With his back to me, he unbuckles his pants. Looking at his bandage, I’m relieved there’s no blood spot. “I told you, I make no poopie, mommy!” he says in mock, toddler voice.
“You’re good,” I say, laughing. A car starts. At least someone gets it.
“Hey suga’!” Glinda has a car started. A surge of pride forms for my newest gal pal. Her arms are waving at me, blond curls bouncing around her shoulders. But when I approach her, she looks distressed. Confusion heavy on her features, she slaps the steering wheel. “This wheel is stuck.” Her lip plops out in a glossy, pink pout.
“Oh yeah, we can fix it. Over here, everyone,” I shout across the lot. Once they all stand in place, Mac waddles near, and I feel bad. I could show him at a different time. “Glinda ran into a problem easily fixed. It’s another security thing you might come across.” I show them how to break the locking pin in the steering column. After my demonstration, the wheel moves freely, Glinda whoops.
Thomas crosses his arms with a scowl. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say his face’s permanently stuck that way.
“Any other security problems?” he asks with sarcastic emphasis.
“No. All cars are different and can be tricky to hotwire. Newer cars have different colored wires, but most of the time you can look in a service manual to see which wires are where and what color. Newer cars also put them in different places, which is why knowing how to start it under the hood would come in handy. Sometimes it takes special tools, like drills, to do it. That’s why I said to stick with old cars and gas-guzzlers. I’m not showing you how to do this so you can take a joyride in a Lamborghini.” I glare at him. “I apologize for not clarifying.”
A snort causes me to glance around, coming to Rudy as he squeezes his lips together. I purse my own. For some reason, my anger amuses him. His hair falls loose today, a rare event, and the black eye isn’t as swollen. “Will you show us how to start it from under the hood?” he asks, eyebrows rising in mock innocence.
After much discussion of coil wires and solenoids, I start the car in a thick cloud of smoke. Fumes permeate the air with burnt oil as I finish up my instructional directions.
I glance at everyone and clap my hands. “Let’s see what you got. Glinda, you can try under the hood if you want.” Everyone disperses.
Rudy winks as he goes back to his car. I walk around for a while, helping where needed. Joking with Ty, who starts a car a few over from me, and laughing at how his gold teeth could be an extra conduit for electricity, I briefly glance at Glinda stretched under a hood, before tripping over something on the ground. I land with a yelp in the thick brush. It’s so tall, it’s over my head. The strands of grass swipe my face as I push it to the ground. A small, dry groan cuts through the small space between cars, and a chill sweeps up my spine. I freeze, looking back to the putrid on the ground with no lower body, only one arm, and a stringy hair or two. Its yellow, rotten mouth bites down on my ankle.
“Shit!” I grab for its head, but my hand goes through like thick, soggy mud – the skull crumples in like hard potato chips. The smell twirls my stomach, and my throat burns from stomach acid. From the impact of my hand, the thing stops moving. Kicking and crawling, violent tremors wrack my body by the time I make it around the car. Rudy’s boots come into my line of vision as I puke out everything in my stomach, plus some. A gooey substance covers my hand, and an inspection of it brings me back over, spewing again.
A strong hand grabs my chin, making me look at him. Rudy’s calm, but alert when he asks, “What happened?”
My harsh breathing causes my voice to be unsteady. “Putrid...between the cars...bit me.” His own breathing stops before coming out, making his chest rise and fall as his eyes scan my body, landing on my ankle. Glancing down at my pants leg, it has putrid goo all over it. My shaking hands try to lift my jeans to peer at it, but my vision swims.
I gasp for breath as my heart booms in my chest – my new reality dawns on me. I’m going to die. Maybe I should ask someone to go ahead and shoot me, to make it quick. No way I want to be a zombie, trapped in my decomposing body with an uncontrollable urge to eat people. Maybe I should save them all the grief and shoot myself. I can finally be with Malachi again. This thought makes me start dry-heaving. A cacophony of voices drift as I pick out someone saying, “Panic attack.” With my heartbeat pulsing in my ears, I try to take a deep breath.
Lying flat, I will myself to focus on a blade of grass. It’s green, one of the colors in Rudy’s eyes. Being long and going straight up to a point, it’s a blade of grass that’s good for making whistling sounds when placed between the hands.
“Kan! Are you okay?” The words sound far away, whirling to see who it is, I realize people watch me in horror. My boots are removed and then my pants. My pants? Looking, Rudy studies my bare legs. My stomach churns as I put my back in the grass, willing myself to calm down.
Clammy hands touch my face as Mac comes into view. His lips move. “Kan! Can you hear me?” He looks worried, and I take a deep breath. I can breathe through the passing anxiety.
“Yeah, I panicked,” I manage, but my voice still sounds distant.
“Kan, there’s no bite, darlin’,” Rudy says, rubbing my ankles. I sit, looking my ankles over myself. Nothing.
“What the hell? It bit me, I know it did! I saw it,” I exclaim as Mac hobbles between the cars and bends over to lift the corpse head. The scalp slides off making the head plunk down, and Mac jumps away from it, throwing the rotten scalp away. A mirthless laugh escapes him before he peers at the putrid’s face.
Mac shakes his head and walks back to us. Letting out a breath he says, “Kan, there aren’t any teeth.” He squats next to me and takes my face in both hands. “You’re okay, I promise. No coming back from the dead for you.” His eyes show relief, and he kisses me on the mouth. The public display surprises me, but I give him a small smile, anyway.
After I feel well enough to stand, I put my boots back on. I leave my jeans. I don’t want them anymore. Seeing the zombie bite my leg sets many things into perspective for me. Everyone seems relieved the episode is over, no one more so than me, though.
A hand falls on my shoulder. Reece smiles. “I’m glad I don’t have to shoot you.” I take his statement for the compliment it is, which says he likes me as a person enough not to let me turn. Glinda frets over me, and helps me back to the truck after warning everyone else to be careful.
I find one of Rudy’s hoodies in the vault after sitting on the bench with no pants on for an hour. It’s larger than mine and covers my tush. By this time, everyone gets ready to leave. We ride back in silence. Mac doesn’t say much. It turns out the activity wasn’t good for him because his wounded bum is bleeding. Rudy gets us back to the community quickly.
Stomping through the courtyard in only the hoodie, panties, and boots, I get a few catcalls from the rooftops, as if I’m walking the walk of shame. I display both my naughty fingers the whole way. This only seems to make it worse, and I can’t help laughing, more for joyous relief than in jest. I’m alive.
   
The first thing I do after helping Mac with his wound is take a long shower – a shower which consists of crying, laughing, and having several revelations. Laughing, as I get to live my life at least until the next day. Crying because anything can happen at any time. Crying some more because I’ve gotten careless. If I weren’t joking around, it wouldn’t have happened. Laughing and reveling because I don’t regret it, and I wouldn’t change it even if that fucking zombie had bitten me.
   
Rudy waits in the corridor for me. Feeling better now that I’m clean and have on clean clothes (I still haven’t found time to wash any), he stands up from his crouching position on the wall to meet me.
“You had a panic attack?” he asks.
I nod. “First one in a while. I didn’t even realize I was having one.” I bite my lip and walk past him.
He grabs my wrist. “That scared me. I’ve seen it plenty, everyone has, but thinking you were bit…”
“It’s okay, Rudy. I’d feel the same about you.” I meet his gaze.
“I know… You and Mac…” he prompts.
I shrug because I don’t know. He pulls me in for a brief hug. He smells good, like worn leather with a fresh citrusy scent and motor oil.
After he steps away, he smiles, giving me a rare glimpse of those dimples. “Mac is a good guy, Kan.”
“I know.”
“No more getting bit by zombies. With or without teeth.” I glance at him, and his eyes laugh at me.
My small laugh echoes through the hallway. “I’ll try. See you around.”
I walk down the corridor hating how our easy friendship is no longer simple. That happens when you hold things back. Rudy’s easy acceptance of it boils my blood, knowing I’ll always have a soft spot for him. After everything he’s done for me, at least I know he’ll always have a soft spot for me, too.
I’m almost out of the building when I spot Glinda in a doorway fighting with Candy. Big surprise. “Whut you lookin’ at, bitch?” Candy asks me. Wait a minute. I’ve never spoken two words to this woman.
“You shut tha fuck up,” Glinda snarls, shoving Candy in the door. Candy falls backward because of the shoes she wears, and Glinda slams the door shut. “Don’t worry ‘bout that, suga’. Fuckin slut!” she yells toward the door so Candy can hear. She puts her hands on my shoulders and looks into my face. “Just be happy, suga’. Today should make you see. Even though Mac’s an asshole.” Her lips purse together.
I get that impression by the way he interacts with other people. “He’s not to me.”
She looks back to where Rudy and I have been, and I guess she had overheard our conversation. “But he’s got jarhead, jerk-face-fuck written all over ‘im.” She looks down. “I know he ain’t to you, so like I said, be happy and live, suga’,” she says in a softer tone and leaves me in the corridor.
I open the door to the courtyard realizing I don’t have anywhere to go. Fuck me sideways.
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THE NEXT FEW weeks pass in a blur, teaching people to hotwire, helping Mac with his booth, playing Texas Hold’em for extra cash, side looting jobs with Reece, and long nights in the vault cocooned in blankets to keep myself warm. Mac helped me with techniques to maim someone with my bare hands. I hope I don’t have to use them – not confident enough in my skills. We help Guido with the famished, which are plentiful in the growing cold.
Mac moves better and practices bow shooting with me whenever he gets the chance. He’s learned about my love of running, so we do that, too, having to make adjustments to accommodate his slower pace. Sometimes Rudy and Glinda join us. Glinda obsesses over taking care of her body and enjoys having workout partners. I also found out about the workout room in an office under Guido’s loft, where Sam spends most of his time, hence his huge upper body.
The teams get restless and want action, but Reece insists on waiting until we’re able to make a successful bomb. I don’t mind since I use the time to practice. The situation could get dangerous if we told the team about the bombs without knowing how they’ll turn out. The team thinks we’re waiting, per Guido’s request, for the weather to get colder. If it’s cold and we break up thousands of zombies at the base, then they might migrate here in search of food – what Guido wants.
Reece and I keep our looting discreet because we don’t want Guido to know, or we’d have to do his bidding. We pick up everything from ammunition, to clothing. We stock up on all kinds of chemicals for amateur explosives and search through several old bookstores, only finding a few reference books. Nothing coming close to what my dad had. I’ve gotten better with my guns and even have my own shoulder holster. I’m not a pro, but getting good. Reece says it has something to do with me shooting a crossbow. I doubt it, but I never argue.
While obtaining this cool belt I can stick just about anything in, mostly my magazines and some knives, I find a new pair of boots, so I break them in. They are soft, tan leather with a rounded toe, thick soles, and they go up mid-calf with soft scrunches. These boots are zombie-bashing, kick-ass, chic boots. Best part is they don’t feel like boots, being made for comfort.
Besides the boots, clothing is a priority, too. I’ve had the same stuff for over four years, so I’m loading up on jeans, t-shirts, and hoodies. Although I have been doing my laundry hand-wash style, it’s nice to have new things after such a long time.
Reece teaches me to ride a motorcycle just in case I ever need to drive one. He also talks me into a tattoo, saying he loves a virgin canvas. I choose an arrow with bird feather fletching on my hipbone.
Mac’s been getting suspicious of me being gone for hours at a time, so here I am, telling him what we’re up to. I’m surprised he took this long to figure it out. He keeps secrets, too. I’ve been too busy to contemplate it.
“What?” he asks in disbelief. It’s comical how dumbfounded he looks, his eyes all wide. “You can make bombs?”
I fidget under his appraisal. “No. I’m not an expert, and I’ve been relying mostly on faint memory. It’s the agreement Reece and I made.”
“So, you’ve been out on the town shopping for clothes and weird chemicals?” he asks, getting his facts straight.
“Pretty much, yeah. I needed clothes, and I didn’t want to buy any.”
“You have more than enough money to buy some. Why endanger yourself?”
“I need the money to stock up on moonshine and fresh food. Besides, I got you a few things.” I toss him some fresh white t-shirts, they’re his forte, and he makes them look good. I don’t tell him about the famished we run into on our trips.
He grins and comes to delve through my stash. “I was wondering where you got the boots.”
I laugh. “You know they’re sexy.”
He peers sideways at me. “You have no idea.” Picking up a white bandana, he arches a brow at me.
I clear my throat and try not to jerk it out of his hand. “It’s for Rudy. I figure he might want a new one.” He gives me a strange look, and when I catch his eye, he looks everywhere but at me. “It’s not like that, you know? We’re good friends,” I assure him with a smile and a squeeze of his hand, glad I put the guitar picks in my pack.
He sighs, throwing the pack of white t-shirts on his bed, he says, “If you’re friends, he won’t mind you staying in here.”
Mac isn’t in the loop of me sleeping in Rudy’s truck. No one is but me.
“He thinks I’m sleeping in here, Mac.”
In contemplation, he studies me. “Then where are you sleeping?”
“Sharing a room with Glinda.” The words rush out too quick to be true. If he knows I’m sleeping in the vault, outside the fence, in the cold, he’ll put up a fight.
Sitting on his bed, he smiles wide. “Rudy thinks you’re sleeping in here, huh?” I nod. “Why would he think that?” His face darkens. “Did he come on to you?”
“What? No. Rudy’s never touched me in an out-of-line way.” Only his gaze has ever gone astray. I glare at the way he looks relieved. “Besides, even if he did, it wouldn’t be your business.”
“What?” He gets defensive. “It should be my business.”
Crossing my arms and feeling smug I ask, “So, it should be my business about you. Right?”
Blue eyes glance around the room before he shrugs. “Yeah.”
“You wouldn’t have any problem admitting to sleeping with any of the ‘working girls’ here?”
His face screws up in disgust. “No. I can’t believe you think that!” A thought dawns across his face in some kind of understanding. “Oh, that’s why you’re being so stand-offish. Mighty presumptuous of you.”
“Maybe so, but you were, too.”
“Okay, that’s fair. Now we’re all cleared up....” He stands, looking down at me, although looking down is a stretch since I’m eye level with his mouth.
I laugh. “You’re short.”
Unfazed, a smile spreads across his face. “Doesn’t affect performance.”
“Hmmm... we’ll see about that.”
His smile grows wider, brightening his eyes, but he turns serious. “Next time, just ask. Anything. I’ll tell you, okay?”
Once I nod, he changes the subject. “We going to the tables?” he asks with a hopeful voice. He’s been playing poker with me. At first he thought it was a waste, my playing, until he found out about my poker face. Now he plays for fun. I’ve run off a couple of other regulars after winning their money.
“I’m not on the rounds for famished watch. I need some fun,” I reply, a little excited to put my mind off things.
Especially since tomorrow night, Guido’s throwing a Monster Bash. Mac told me they have one every so often. A couple of days ago a woman named Lucy was bitten by a chained famished. She got too close by accident. They asked her what she wanted to do, giving her a choice between becoming famished or not. She decided for it, so they locked her in a cage to complete her change. Now they’re throwing a Monster Bash in her honor. It’s atrocious. I tried to talk her out of it. She wanted to give back, she told me quite stubbornly. She’d make her debut as one of Guido’s arts, while everyone else gets smashed.
Usually, it takes little time to change and it depends on how a person is bitten. If a big chunk of the arm is eaten, then it would only take a few hours, sometimes minutes. A bite can take a few days. It also depends on the person. I’ve seen someone change within an hour, while sitting, stupidly, in the hospital with Malachi. It could explain why there are different kinds of zombies. Makes sense, but I need to know for sure.
Lucy’s the topic of talk, but I don’t want to talk about Lucy or go to the Monster Bash. It’s an excuse for everyone to party. It doesn’t matter they do it every night.
After the poker game, Reece tells me about his success with an explosive, practicing on famished miles away from the community. He motions for a drink at the bar and grins from ear to ear, wearing a black thermal shirt under his vest. Blue-gray eyes twinkling with mischief, he looks like a kid on Christmas morning. Sometimes he reminds me of myself. He thinks the same of me, telling me once he’s surprised we’re not related in some way.
“That’s awesome,” I say with actual envy. “I wish I was there to see it.”
“Me too!” Mac pipes in. Reece looks at me like he didn’t mean for him to overhear.
Giving Reece a knowing look, I say, “He knows. He was asking too many questions, and I didn’t want to lie.” He seems relieved he wasn’t the one who let it spill.
Reece continues in his excitement. “Yeah, you both should’ve seen it. It was like Disneyland fireworks!”
I laugh. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t blow yourself –”
“Suga’!” Glinda interrupts, rushing over. “You got to let me help you dress up tomorrow!” She has hopeful eyes, but I shake my head. She holds my arm with both hands, wearing her blond hair straight tonight. Without the curls, it’s long and shiny resting on her breasts, which are covered up for a change. Her red, glossy lips bring out the blue in her eyes.
“No way, I’m not even going. It’s stupid Lucy wants to be that way.”
“Oh! You know that ain’t ‘bout her.” She waves my comment away. I peek at Mac and he takes a sip of moonshine, but not before I see his delight at this turn in conversation. I shrug at Glinda, and she squeals like a pig. “I’ll see you tomorrow, suga’. We got lots of work to do.” She struts off.
I glance at Reece and Mac. “I’ll take her parting comment as a compliment. It will be lots of work to make me look like a hooker.” They both laugh in agreement. I’m going to regret it, a lot. Mac still tries to cover the gleam in his eyes.
   
Using the side door outside the fence, I have to shoot a few famished. The community treats them like pesky flies. It still amazes me how nonchalant they are about them. Zombies are dangerous. All it would take is a large enough number on the right day. Bam! Community gone. I head into the working girls building where Rudy still stays. He had a fight last night, so he is laying low. I’m on a mission to get him because Reece wants to meet with everyone for last minute announcements to leave for the base in a few days.
I knock before walking into the room where he lounges on the bed in sweatpants, a white long-sleeved t-shirt, and his boots. I thought he’d be playing his guitar, but he’s reading my notebook. His hair hangs loose around his face.
“Why do you read that stupid thing?” I ask, curious.
“I like how you think.” His black eye has yellowed, but has since got a bruise on the left side of his face from being whacked in the same spot. “You can have it back to write more in it.” The corner of his lips tugs into a small smile.
“I brought you something.” I give the bandana to him.
He runs it through his hands, smiling wider, the smile reaching his eyes. “This won’t stay white, you know?”
“Well, I’ll know you use it when it gets dirty.”
He thinks about it, then narrows his eyes. “What have you and Reece been up to?”
There isn’t any reason to keep it from him since I was sent here to retrieve him for a meeting. “We’ve been looting. I’ve been helping him make bathtub explosives. It was our agreement.”
He stares at me with a blank face. “That doesn’t surprise me. You have lots of things up your sleeve.”
“Not really.” I look around. “Do you need anything? I have painkillers. Reece and I hit a big department store with a pharmacy. Everything’s gone except the bones of a body on the floor behind the glass. I happened to see a bottle of pills underneath it. Guess whoever it was didn’t want to get eaten alive and swallowed most of them. You can have them.”
“Huh. Trying to give me pills that have been under a rotting corpse for years?” He folds the bandana in half, tying it around his head.
My mouth drops. “They were in the bottle. They’ll still work!” I think.
“Nah, I’m not in any pain. Keep them. You might need them someday.”
“We better get going. We’re having a meeting at the marketplace. I want to get it over with. I’m tired. I also think Glinda wants to dress me up like a prostitute tomorrow.”
His eyebrows rise as the corner of his mouth twitches. I roll my eyes. “Let’s go then,” he says, not bothering to hide his amusement.
Still laughing at me, I have to grab his arm to pull him off the bed. “Oh, I almost forgot.” I pull the little plastic box from my pocket and hand the guitar picks to him.
He tries to smile at me, but looks a little sad. “Thank you.”
“No problem. You’re always looking for one. Now you have a whole box.”
   
Nighttime means the marketplace is empty, except for our twenty people. Our voices seem small as they resonate through the warehouse. The chatting ceases as Reece pulls a blanket from the mound on his booth. The blanket hid a huge stack of homemade bombs in plastic pipes with fuses. Gasps and exclamations erupt as everyone figures out what’s going on.
“This is how we’ll enter the zombie base,” Reece states, waving his arms in a dramatic fashion. I bite my lips to keep from laughing at his enthusiasm.
Rudy examines a bomb before glancing at me. “Well, I can’t think of anything better.”
I announce, “I think it’s time for our mission.”
“How do we know those will work?” This comes from Felix Fuller. I’m sure he didn’t mean for his words to sound grudging. The guy needs to take it easy.
Reece grins. “I don’t know. You volunteering to test them? I’ll give you one and light the fuse.” If it were possible for Felix to getter any fatter, he did right then, taking in a breath and puffing up like a blowfish.
Rudy speaks up, “This is great. Try to be optimistic.”
“We didn’t know he was doing this! I don’t trust it when I’m going to be handling thousands of the famished!” Felix squeaks in full-effect flair, waving his hand in the air. Momentarily forgetting, he tries to tone it down. Everyone knows, but no one tells him they don’t give a rat’s ass how he spends his time in the bedroom. I’ve tried talking to him, but he’s stubborn and acts like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. You can’t help someone who doesn’t want it.
Rudy stays calm, but the look in his eye is one he gets in the betting ring. “Then stay here, Felix Fuller.” He stares into the man’s beady eyes. Sam and Ty crack up about something. I crack a smile their way. “I trust Kan to know what she’s doing. Obviously Reece does, too. He’s the one that’s been blowing things up with them.” I cringe. Shit.
“Kan built these?” Thomas complains in outrage. I didn’t want anyone to know I planted the seed and helped Reece. “We are all going to die. Suicide mission. For what? Your lady love, Rudy?” Thomas glares.
Rudy glances at me then looks away, neck blazing along with his face. Before anyone knows it, he has Thomas by the throat. He speaks through clenched teeth. “You know this will be bad. Now you’re slamming Kan for giving us better odds? Watch your mouth. I’m sick of hearing it.”
Thomas wheezes. I think it was a laugh. “Kan,” he says it like I’m something nasty on the bottom of his shoe. “Almost got killed by a putrid that couldn’t even move,” he sneers. Rudy’s grip tightens. Thomas gargles, turning a pleasing shade of red.
I stuff down my momentary pleasure. “Stop! Rudy, stop!” I hurry over and smack his arm, hoping he removes himself from Thomas. It’s like hitting a hard wall, and finally, he lets go.
Thomas gags but stands straight. “Does she know about –” Thomas starts, but Mac’s arm flashes and punches Thomas in the face, preventing him from saying what he was going to say. Thomas slumps to the ground unconscious. Damn, Mac can pack a punch. Rudy stares at Mac for a long second.
Mac glares at Rudy. “I didn’t do it for you.” I’m bewildered, tired, and ignore them both for the time being. I’ll ask Mac about it later.
Clearing my throat, I get back to the business at hand. “Reece and I have one more looting trip tomorrow morning. The party’s tomorrow night, and that gives us all the next day to get our things in order. We leave the day after that,” I say, glancing at Rudy.
He thinks about it before nodding. “Sounds good.”
I smile wide at him, watching as he returns it. “You’ll get to see Julie soon.” His smile flinches, but he holds it in place, not thrilled. What’s wrong with him? Maybe he’s afraid of what he’ll find there. I’d be, too. “It’s better to know than not to.”
He swallows, remembering one of our first conversations. “You’re right.”
Mac scoffs. “Right.”
   
I go to Mac’s room before heading to the vault. He said I could ask him anything, so I will. “Why’d you hit Thomas? I mean, well, he deserved it. I want to know what he was about to say.”
Mac sits down beside me on the bed and meets my gaze. “No, sunshine, you don’t want to know. Rudy should be the one to tell you, not anyone else. Including me.” He kisses my forehead, and his curls graze my cheek as I shake my head.
“Why does it matter?” I clip through my teeth. He smiles at that, sitting straight.
“I think it would matter to you. Trust me.” He runs his tongue on the inside of his bottom lip, worrying. I don’t know what to say. He’s not going to give, so I let it go.
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MAC TALKS me into letting him go with us to loot. We meet Reece in the parking lot of the community before the sun rises, taking a minivan for the space. Mac coming is a good idea because he can help carry stuff. The wind brings a chill, turning our noses red. I get to wear the tan leather jacket that matches my boots, feeling guilty about having them. I got a little carried away, but who wouldn’t?
About forty-five minutes into the drive, the sun lights the sky, and I realize we’re rolling into my hometown and gasp.
Reece glances my way. “What’s wrong?”
“This is my hometown, where I grew up. I spent the last four years here.”
“Really?” Mac perks with renewed interest.
Reece says, “Good. Where are the ‘all you can get’ department stores?”
I laugh. “There’s a Wal-Mart and a Target right off the interstate.”
The sun shines brightly, which means there are no signs of famished as the van pulls in the Wal-Mart Supercenter parking lot, empty of cars. Not a single one. Old scorch marks adorn the lot from body disposal. Litter blows all over like leaves in the fall. Reece, Mac, and I glance at each other. Usually, places like this show more signs of outbreak panic. I’ve always avoided where there could be many zombies in one place so I’m surprised. Reece drives by the entrances. Both doors are wide open with no visible movement inside the store. He reverses the van into an entrance as far as he can go.
Being parked inside of a Wal-Mart has potential for comic relief.
My mouth opens to crack a joke until Reece says, “Mac, you take medical supplies. Kan, grab any camping gear you can find. I’ll take household items and hardware.” His voice is all business and commanding.
Sunlight gleams from Reece's tattooed bald head and causes a double glare in his sunglasses. His leather vest squeaks as he opens his door. “Keep alert.”
Mac and I agree.
Since the air is warmer inside than outside, Mac pulls his red hoodie off, throwing it in the back of our vehicle. I almost leave my jacket in the van, but slide on my battered army pack taking stock of myself. My machete hangs from its normal spot on the right side of the pack, the Bersas and a hunting knife adorn my belt.
I take a deep breath through my nostrils, detecting a faint trace of decay from the living dead with a strange, bitter stench. We stand in a row listening for any sounds of lurking zombies.
“Smell it?” I whisper, glancing to Mac. His brows draw together, and his bottom lip sticks out as his tongue runs across the inside of it rapidly. I can see him in the light of the open glass doors, sandy blond curls are puffed on one side as if he had run a hand through it. His white t-shirt seems extra bright.
Blue eyes sweep our surroundings before stopping on me, burning bright as he flashes a smile and tugs one of my long dreads. “Nothing to worry about. It’s not strong and it’s warm in here. Not an ideal place for the undead,” he reassures me.
I return the smile before letting my gaze seek movement. Light beaming through the doors illuminates the openings of aisles. The darkened shadows give the illusion of drifting outward, playing games with my mind.
Reece walks a few feet, searching down the closer aisles. A croaked moan cuts through my awareness, seeming to bounce from the walls to the rafters. I freeze at the sound as the hair on my arms stands on end. A thick slithering arises from between the cash registers. Clearly in no immediate danger, I stalk toward the sound without another thought. I can’t see what it is from the darkened area.
“Sunshine,” Mac whispers close to my ear as he moves to stand in front of me, before clicking on a small flashlight. I grab my gun as I catch sight of what lays in the flashlight beam. I slide the rail with ease, chambering a bullet.
“Don’t waste your ammo,” he says as the light flashes the length of the zombie on the smooth, tiled floor.
It looks at us with eyes filmed over a milky color, but darkened black with settled blood. It’s well on its way to becoming a putrid. With all of its hair still intact, skin sags around his eyes and jaw. One arm reaches toward us, clawing the air. A few of his cracked fingernails have fallen off. The bottom half is gnawed bones and hanging nerves. Thickened blood smears the floor beneath him, leaving a trail from where he’d been dragging himself. With the other arm missing, the flailing one has a huge bag strapped around the shoulder with a few ripped strips of a faded black shirt sleeve.
“Holy shit!” Reece breathes, approaching from behind. “Damned thing is ugly. Might be the source of the smell.”
I doubt it. It’s not old enough for the decayed smell in the air. Judging from how he can move his arm, if he had legs he’d be able to run.
Mac hands me the flashlight. “He was hanging onto that bag for dear life,” he observes, bending over with a knife. The famished’s hand grabs at him. Mac steps on it as if it’s a pesky cockroach. Securing the arm with his combat boot, Mac slits the bag open. I shine the light on its contents. Liters of rubbing alcohol and dozens of boxes of cold medicine spill out.
Mac scoffs in unison with Reece. I say, “Someone must have been sick.” Reece holds back a snort of amusement. I glance at him. “What the hell is so funny?” He only raises his bushy eyebrows. I must miss the obvious.
“No one was sick, sunshine. This dude was going to cook meth. Explains the weird smell. Might be why he is so hyped for an older zombie,” Mac explains as he straightens, stomping his boot to the famished’s head. “Fucking redneck.” Disgust oozes from his tone as the zombie wiggles. He stomps again, this time a crunch sounds, splattering fresh gore. Specks of it hit my jeans.
I cock an eyebrow at Mac, crossing my arms. “And you aren’t?” I joke.
He smirks. “Okay, backwoods redneck.”
I nod as though I approve.
Reece sighs, not trusting this location. “Let’s finish in here.”
Sticking the gun in the front of my jeans, I make my way to the sporting goods section. The place has been looted. People looted for anything they could carry. I doubt I’ll find ammunition here. Getting closer to the back, the rank smell thickens. It’s also gotten darker, but I still have Mac’s small flashlight in my back pocket.
My eyes widen as I realize the aisle racks are arranged to make the appearance of separate rooms. Judging by all the garbage and sleeping bags, someone lived here, and by the way it stinks, for some time. I notice more empty bottles and cold medicine packaging. Mac was right. The pre-zombie had been cooking meth. Everything I came for has been used at some point. I decide against taking anything, believing we have enough of this stuff, anyway. The only question that remains is where are the other occupants? I assume they escaped an attack.
A shuffle sounds in the next aisle. I freeze as a groan floats down my aisle, sending goosebumps up the back of my neck. I turn to see a putrid turning on my aisle at the end. Excitement surges, and I start walking closer to it when several more turn into the aisle.
I stop to watch as they walk slow. The first one’s head cocks to one side as if curious about me. It reminds me of a dog waiting on a treat. This one had been a woman, the hair a mess of missing chunks. Her skin, still bluish in color, would soon turn green and textured. These putrids aren’t that old, but older than the meth-addled zombie. This might be a good time to try a Molotov. I produce a jar from my pack, stabbing a slit in the top with the hunting knife before re-sheathing it in my belt, and then dip the cloth to thread it through the slit. A few twists of the cap, and I light the rag with a lighter.
Tossing it to the floor in front of the putrid, the glass busts, making the moonshine splatter and catch fire. The flame spreads on the floor and up the putrid’s body in a licking wave as it follows fumes, spills, and splatters.
I figure out why this is not a good idea. It only makes the zombies come at you while on fire. Blinking at my stupidity, I note it slows them considerably. Time to get out of here before the burning smell hits me.
A snarl erupts behind me before I’m slammed in the back, falling forward to the floor. A frustrated grunt escapes me when I catch myself on my knee as pain splinters through it. My huge pack smacks me in the head, but keeps the famished from getting a lock on me.
Holding myself up with my arm, I kick out, scrambling away from the zombie. When I get myself turned around, the famished is on top of me again. We fall, with me on my back, awkwardly because of my pack. I hold the famished away by its neck. The machete clangs on the floor. The zombie’s hand entangles in my dreadlocks. My scalp feels like it’s ripping from my skull. I yelp, feeling its clammy skin almost to the point of slimy. Trying not to cringe from it as thick drool drips down my neck from its mouth, I use all my strength to keep its mouth away from me.
There’s another inhuman snarl, and I know at least one more comes for me. The fire from the flaming putrid gives me enough light as the second zombie tumbles into me from the side. Throwing my elbow at it, I knock it away from me.
The first zombie’s mouth snaps way too close to my face as I grapple with my Bersa in my left hand. Pulling the trigger, I get a clean shot to the head, turning my own before the gore shower sprays me. The shot still resonates in my ear as the stench of burning putrid becomes thick in my throat, tasting of foul death.
Gunshots echo from the other direction. Reece and Mac. The zombie wastes no time jumping on top of me, but not before I put my feet in the air bending at my knees. Aches spring in my joints with the weight of it. It’s breath smells like rotten meat and soured blood, which turns my stomach as I swallow the extra saliva, threatening to help release its contents. Stained black teeth bite the air in front of me as I push both legs with all my strength. Having the desired effect, the zombie disappears sideways when I kick it – able to aim my gun at it, squeezing the trigger.
The putrid torch reaches me, a keening sound coming from its throat. I kick myself away from the dead famished, easily surfing backward from the slick zombie blood. One shot to the putrid’s head, and it slumps on top of the dead zombie, still on fire. Standing up, smoke fills my lungs, and I put my hands on my knees, trying not to hack.
When I’m able to gulp air, relief washes through me in a strong tide, bringing exhaustion with it, but I still have an aisle of slow zombies coming at me. Their scuffling sounds ten times louder now that my famished brawl is over.
An explosion drowns out the putrid parade, then another right after. The double sounds boom inside my ears, causing instant pain, and shake the building violently. They’re going to bring the Wal-Mart tumbling on top of us, all the while making us deaf.
I cover my head and ears as debris strikes me. Some of the putrids have fallen over from the explosions, making it smell like burnt cheese mixed in a used restroom toilet. I don’t have time to worry about Mac and Reece. I have to get to them.
I turn to run in the other direction, slipping on blood, and my boot squeaks on the slick floor. I catch myself on a rack, my right arm windmilling. The rack tilts, causing items on it to cartwheel onto me and crash to the floor. Luckily, nothing hurts. It’s either that or my adrenaline keeps me from feeling it. Regaining my balance, I let go of the rack in order to keep running. The rack smashes down behind me.
Coming around a corner, I smack into a body, and strong hands grab my arms. “Kan!” It’s Mac. His stark white shirt glows from the fire, and it reflects in his wide eyes.
“Shit! Famished and putrids all over. We need to leave!” I shout the obvious, my hearing still filled with static.
He pushes me out of the way. “Yeah, I know,” he shouts back, pulling his gun to fire rounds into the aisle I emerged from. His shots make my ears ring all the more. I think he wants to shoot something.
“You’re wasting bullets! Will you give my ears a rest? They’re going to bleed!” I shout some more.
“Whhuuut?” he yells, mocking me by cupping a hand around his ear. Smiling at his joke, he grabs my arm. “Let’s go,” he says urgently. We look around every aisle while hurrying to the van.
Mac shoots more putrids on the way. I ignore them as long as they aren’t in our way. Reece has started the van and waits on us. We jump in, and before we can even get the door closed, he peels out of Wal-Mart.
“Kan, are you all right?” Mac asks first thing, looking me over. Neither one of them look as appalling as I do covered in zombie crud and guts. It’s drying on my skin. “There were a hundred putrids. They came out of nowhere. Must have been hiding out of the sun. Reece lit the bombs, so we could get to you.” He’s breathing. Hell, all three of us are strung out on zombie battle adrenaline.
Reece chimes in. “Those bombs work perfect!”
I’m trying to calm myself, just glad he didn’t blow us up from the old meth lab. My ears are still muted, but I can hear faintly. “Yeah, I heard them. I thought the building was going to collapse, or worse, explode with us in it,” I say, and Mac flinches back from my loud talk. I can tell he wants to make another joke, but I go on with a lower voice. “People had been living there. I found used sleeping bags and empty cold medicine packaging." Mac looks at me. "I’m guessing they were the famished I ran into. We should’ve pulled a Tallahassee and played a banjo,” I joke as my hearing returns, thankfully.
“Maybe we can go to Bill Murray’s house,” Mac sniggers.
“Yeah, and smoke out of his hookah,” Reece says as if it’s the greatest idea ever. We all laugh, trying to shake away the close call. I don’t want to think about how close. We’re all too familiar with the consequences of such trips like these. There are always risks.
Checking my jacket, zombie muck congeals on it. I sigh. That’s karma for you. I strip it off with my t-shirt. Reece hands me a towel, and I wipe my face and scrub at the gore. Mac takes off his white t-shirt and gives it to me before pulling on the red hoodie from the back of the van.
“Thanks.” I smile in appreciation as I slip on his shirt slowly because he’s watching and not bothering to hide it, either.
He shrugs, looking a little disappointed. “I’d rather you be without it.”
I grin at him. “Dick for brains.” My jacket goes over the t-shirt. I’m not letting it go. I’ll scrub it when we get back to the community. Stained or not.
“Those people were living out in the open. Without any protection, they drew in putrids. I wonder why they didn’t get eaten alive?” I reason out loud.
“One of them could’ve been bit, didn’t say anything to the others, and things escalated,” Reece points out.
Mac glances out the window as we pull onto the road, heading for another destination. “Maybe. My guess would be, they were living in a Wal-Mart. Using and cooking methamphetamine. Got taken by surprise trying to escape with any supplies they could grab, hence the zombie with the bag. It could also explain why the doors were open and no vehicles in the parking lot. Maybe someone managed to escape."
I shake my head. “Lovely,” I say. They nod their agreement. Breathing normal again, my adrenaline high is dissipating. I shouldn’t voice this, but I do anyway. “That was fun.”
Mac shoots me a grin because for once, I’m not being sarcastic.
   
The Target department store is much easier. This time we do a little banging around. There are no putrids to deal with, but Target has been looted of most of the food and electronics. The things people take priority of when the shit hits the fan never ceases to amaze me. I’m able to get a few more sleeping bags, baseball bats, and white t-shirts. I get enough for the whole team in case they need them. Mac also grabs jeans and socks for everyone.
Upon looting a home improvement store, Reece demands our attention because he finds several wooden pallets in the back of PVC pipes. It’s the most we’ve ever come across. We pile the van full, having to keep the hatch open, and tie them down securely.
Reece looks at all the leftover pipe we have to leave behind, not to mention another few skids of chlorine and hydrochloric acid. He rubs his stubbly tattooed head in mounting frustration. “I don’t want to leave these.”
“We don’t have anywhere to store it at the community. Not to mention, the gas it would take going back and forth per load,” I reason. This is true. Reece does not have any more space in his room or at his booth. Last time I walked through his room, it was packed to the ceiling. We had a hard enough time finding a secret place to make them. I have to admit, barely having a hand in it. Reece is determined to master this skill, always having his head in a book or trying a new recipe. His interest is astounding, and he’s come a long way from our first little cherry bomb that wouldn’t blow up my own hand if we tried. He’s only grown more attached, as if he’s addicted.
I can understand his frustration since we’ve had a hard time finding the right things in the right amounts. Looking at this find, it’s a complete gold mine to him. I sigh, tapping my foot and picking at my cuticle. “Reece stay here. Mac and I will drive up the road a ways.”
Reece and Mac both peer at me in question. I try not to smile at the hope in Reece’s eyes. “Why?”
“I’m not making any promises, but we need to find a semi with an empty trailer. And gas.”
Mac speaks up, “You know how to get one started?”
“I’ve never tried, but I’m up to the challenge.”
   
Three and half hours, a handbook, three battery exchanges, four different trucks, and an endless string of curses later, I pull the van back into the home improvement store delivery docks. Catching sight of Reece leaning against a brick wall, I grin from ear to ear, but it slips when I realize he’s a mess, watching a burning pile of bodies.
The semi rumbles behind me as the amateur driver comes to a stop. Jumping out of the van, I ask, “What happened to you?”
Reece points to the trees behind me. “Famished.” He tries cleaning himself up a bit, but he looks spooked. He grins, letting me know he’s okay, and gestures to the semi. “Took you long enough.”
Looking back, Mac stands behind me studying the burning corpses. He’s not in a good mood. From the look on his face, Reece’s comment burns like a lit fuse in his brain. Mac turns a glare on Reece, the fuse must have ended. “She got you the semi so you can continue your pyro tendencies. Who gives a fuck how long it took? If it was up to me, we’d be back at the community by now.” Reece straightens as tall as he can, hackles rising. Mac points and I flinch. “She was almost electrocuted.”
“I was not almost electrocuted. I knew it was a live wire!” I jump to my defense, mostly because he’s right. I continue, “Besides, we were all almost killed today.” I gesture to the burning bodies as Mac moves to stand in front of me. “We need to load the semi and get out of here before any more famished show up.”
He stares at me for a long moment before looking back to Reece. “You’re driving the damn thing.”
After everything is loaded in the truck, I ride with Reece in the semi while Mac drives the van. On our way back to the interstate, the reference texts I have at my former house pop into my mind.
“We’re close to my old house. We should see about those books while we’re here.”
He immediately wants directions. “Your boyfriend won’t be happy, but I don’t care.”
   
“Don’t get your hopes up Reece. I set fire to the house. The books were in the bunker. I don’t know if they survived. If they didn’t get the fire put out, then the house could’ve collapsed.” I don’t relish seeing it for myself. Even though Mac knew what happened, I tell Reece about Harley, Nadine, Bridget, and Kale.
Reece nods. “They shouldn’t be a problem. I have a pipester for a distraction.” I grin at his name for the bombs. Even though I wouldn’t call them pipe bombs. I have him park where I parked Rhonda the Honda the night I set the fire. Mac pulls beside us and does a good job of keeping his mouth shut, his way of making up for his uncalled-for outburst.
Reece goes about three hundred yards the other way to detonate the bomb. I’ll be able to see if the Lollipop Gang heads toward the sound. It’ll take them more time to try to figure out what happened.
Ten minutes after Reece throws the bomb, he comes back. Maybe they moved on? Which was what I’d wanted them to do by way of fire. Finally, Harley, Nadine, and Bridget scurry toward it. I guess they had to figure out what to do about the sound. I almost laugh they go together.
I sprint forward with Mac and Reece following. We make it into the neighborhood and dart between fences. When I see my house, I stop. It’s burnt, but still standing. Scorch marks crawl up the bricks like ghosts of the flames. The windows are boarded up.
“I’m guessing this is it?” Mac asks with excitement.
I shoot him a look. “You’re excited?”
He nods. “Yeah, another piece of the Kansas puzzle.” I laugh despite myself. He would see it that way.
I lead them up the walk, through the gate, and peer around. They are living here. Clothes dangle from my old clothing lines. A pain pierces my chest, I want to leave.
“Reece, keep watch,” I say. “I need to get something out of the house.”
Going up the patio steps, Mac follows. Burnt wood and old things drift to my nose as I go inside. My heart lurches at the sight of my family home from the old life. Everything’s destroyed. I can see straight to the front of the house from where walls have collapsed. A hole takes up the kitchen floor. I remember the tequila spilling onto the floor and catching fire.
I swallow, hoping what I came for made it. Mac squeezes my hand. I look at him, glad for his reassuring presence. Checking the floor, I walk toward the master bedroom. The model jewelry box lies on its side on the floor, scorched, but being on the floor kept the fire from ruining it. When I open it, I find the precious metals have melted somewhat, but they’re still valuable.
“Smart,” Mac comments.
I sigh. “If I was smart I would have gotten them before setting the house on fire.” He smiles at me and helps me shove gold, silver, and diamonds into our pockets. I grab a string of pearls that had been in my mother’s family for generations.
My dad, being a traditional man, gave my mother gemstones on the proper wedding anniversaries. For their fifth year, he gave her a charm bracelet with a dangling sapphire. A new charm was added every year after that. For their fifteenth, he gave her ruby earrings. A platinum ring with an emerald was for their twentieth. An imperial topaz charm for the bracelet was for their twenty-third year of marriage, their last.
“Looks like your mom was a lucky woman,” he whispers as I realize I was explaining all of them out loud. A flash of her passed out with a bottle between her legs goes through my mind.
“Yeah. Lucky.” I don’t know if I’d trade these, but I take everything, the majority looted from neighboring houses.
Reece waits outside and gives us curious looks as I open the bunker door. It’s been cleaned of the debris I made to escape. The calico brick and blocks are no longer the soothing presence they once were. The ceiling, the floor of the house, is darkened brown. Obviously it came close to catching fire and collapsing. How did they put it out? When I left, I thought the fire was big enough to destroy the place. I sigh.
“You built this?” Mac asks, looking around in amazement.
“Yes, but my dad did the stairs.” I smirk at his look, but go to the bookshelf and pull volumes. I point to a box. “Will you hand me that?” He dumps the crap out of it and hands it to me. I throw books in it. Mac flips through my album of barn photographs and drawings before sticking it in the box. I squat to reach the lower shelf.
Mac bends over and picks up a picture that fell from a book. I wince, knowing what it is. It was one of those booth photos, where pictures are taken consecutively, and the machine prints them out. Malachi and I were waiting to see the newest horror movie, happy and carefree. Two of the pictures are of us kissing.
“Is this the guy at the base?” Mac asks, looking down at me.
“What?” My voice cracks.
“This is Malachi?” he asks. What? How did he know about Malachi? I’ve never uttered his name to anyone. I’m bewildered.
I don’t ask him how he knows. My jaw clenches. “Malachi has been dead for four years,” I say, looking him in the eyes. “I know this because I shot him. With a gun. In the head.” His eyes widen as my tone turns to cold steel with each word.
I’m interrupted from asking him questions when Reece says, “They’re coming.”
Grabbing the picture, I throw it and several more books in the box with shaking hands.
Cocking guns and grappling from outside makes me hurry. “Well, well, I’ll bet the princess is in there.” Harley laughs. “I knew she’d come back for those books. Come on out, Kan, or I’ll shoot your friend.”
“He doesn’t know I have guns, or you,” I whisper to Mac.
“Don’t worry, I’m a good shot. You focus on the ladies.” He winks, trying to lighten my mood.
I stare at him. “Try not to kill him.”
When I clear the top of the stairs, Mac’s right behind me. His hand holding a gun comes into my peripheral vision, and he shoots Harley right between the eyes. Brain matter splatters Nadine. Reece rolls out of the way, grabbing his gun. I’m going to be sick.
Nadine screams, “You asshole!” It sounds like more of a sob, but she keeps it under control. Not wiping Harley’s brains and blood off her face, she gives Mac a deadly stare, looking like Carrie at the prom about to throw things with her mind. She’s so focused on Mac that she doesn’t see my gun train on Bridget. I don’t like how she’s looking at him. I keep calm, even though Mac just killed a man. Again. I’ll get to him later.
“Nadine, back away. Mac, will you get the box?” Mac goes under to retrieve it. Reece disarms them, throwing the shotgun a few feet away.
“He didn’t have to kill him. He wasn’t going to hurt your friend.” Nadine’s voice shakes with suppressed rage, looking at Harley and his lack of a forehead. Now she knows how I felt.
“Well, now you have dinner.” She glares at me.
“That’s two I owe you, bitch!” Bridget speaks with her limited vocabulary. “Kale is still gone, and I know he went with you.”
“Sorry, I don’t know a Kale,” Mac states as he leaves the bunker with the box. She scoffs at him.
“Looks like you found another one.” She snarls as she looks Mac up and down.
“You know I can shoot you, right?” I ask sarcastically. This conversation’s weird. “Now, both of you in the bunker.” I steer them under and close the bunker door. Reece and Mac help me load leftover cinderblocks onto it. They’ll get out, but we’ll be long gone.
   
“That was interesting.” Mac states as we bound down the highway, subdued. He talked me into driving the van to give me something to focus on, I guess. How’d I feel if I found a picture of him kissing another girl? Not to mention, I snapped at him about Malachi. I didn’t mean to, it was a shock.
“You killed him after I told you to try not to,” I emphasize.
He rolls his eyes at me from the passenger seat. “He was killing and eating people. He almost did that to you. He might as well be a zombie.”
Harley didn’t eat me though, and he was going to let me go. I don’t say anything because Mac could’ve killed Nadine and Bridget, too, but he didn’t. Mac moves a dreadlock out of my face, but I don’t turn to him. He gets out the album of barns to look at it.
“You have a knack for capturing Tennessee,” he says.
“How do you know I drew them?” I ask. How does he know anything? I’d ask him, but I don’t want to get into it. A little part of me is scared of the answer.
“Hmm…maybe because your name is in the bottom right hand corners?” He grins, trying to cheer me up.
“I love barns. I painted them,” I confess.
“You’re something.” I don’t think so. The picture of Malachi floats through my head.
We drive in silence the rest of the way.
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WHEN WE GET BACK, it’s around noon. I’m exhausted and want to take a nap before Glinda gets a hold of me. I don’t get to because Glinda’s waiting on us, pouncing when she spots her prey. Me.
I find she wants to comb out my dreads and color the bottom half of my hair blue. The coloring doesn’t scare me, it’s the combing out my locks that terrifies me.
“You can’t comb them out! I’ll be bald!” I argue, sitting on her bed piled with an assortment of clothing.
“Don be stupid, suga’! You didn’t tease ‘em! And anyway, you been washin’ ‘em with shampoo. You ain’t suppose to wash dreads with shampoo that leaves residue that grow mold and otha funky shit. Yours hadn’t. Dey not real dreads.”
Slightly offended, I don’t tell her I don’t wash them all the time. I reluctantly agree when she says I can sleep while she does it.
After a shower to get rid of zombie crud, I lather my locks with a thick, oily conditioner. She told me not to rinse it, so I don’t.
I lay on her bed before she sets about her tedious task. After a few minutes, I realize they are long enough to where I don’t feel the pull, just a lulling sound of combing.
“Least you didn’t tease these. You’d have to shave your head to git ‘em out,” she says.
I shrug. “I stopped brushing it and it matted and wove together into locks. I never had to tease them. They were au naturel.” Her lips purse like it is the dumbest thing a girl can do.
It takes hours of combing and when she wakes me, it’s early evening. She finishes toward my scalp. We wash it, condition it, and comb it again with products I didn’t know existed before the outbreak, let alone after it. All the loose hair that comes from them can make several wigs. My hair seems six inches longer, too.
She trims my hair even at the middle of my back before she parts my hair horizontal and then bleaches and colors the hair on the bottom half of my scalp. She keeps it down, but puts soft waves in it. Running my hair between my fingers feels foreign. I grieve and wonder if she’ll tease them back in, but she scoffs at my request, shoving me toward a mirror.
My eyes widen, not recognizing myself, but I do. A wave of melancholy overtakes me as my face frowns back at me. I don’t look like me, but who I was in the old life. Turning my head, peeks of blue poke through, bringing out natural highlights. My light hazel eyes pop, looking bigger.
Glinda enhances my eyes even more when she uses eyeliner and mascara. Painting my face with soft brushes, the makeup feels caked on. When I peer into the mirror, everything dusted on highlights my natural beauty.
Several clothing changes later, Glinda is finally satisfied with a frayed denim mini skirt, and a brown and turquoise print top with splashes of purple. The top hugs my curves and is almost as long as the skirt, giving the appearance of a tight dress with denim fringes. Although it’s different from my normal t-shirt and jeans, and feeling my bare legs in open air is foreign, I like it. Glinda says my boots will look great with it, and I’m excited she lets me wear them.
“I don’t look like a hooker,” I say, still gazing at myself in the mirror, having strange memories of vanity and fashion. I don’t tell Glinda this – she’d only scorn me for giving it up.
“I have taste, you know?” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve been wantin’ to do this since I saw you. I was a hairdresser before, you know? I know fashion.”
“That’s how you know so much about dreadlocks. You’re good at it.” I smile at her through the mirror, and her eyes glint.
“Thank you. Can I ask you sumthin’?” I nod to her. “Whut you think about Reece? You two seem close.” She shrugs.
Reece? “Um…he’s a good guy. We’ve become good friends and partners in crime.” She smiles. Good for her.
“I think I might dance wit that man!” We laugh.
Now that she’s said something, she doesn’t look like she normally does either. Well, she hasn’t in the last few days. I noticed, but I didn’t think she had a romantic interest in anyone, let alone Reece. It makes sense – they have both been hanging out with me, talking and getting to know each other.
Blond curls drape her covered cleavage, leaving something to the imagination. The dark blue blouse fits her perfect, enhancing her blond hair and blue eyes. Her slim, black skirt stops five inches above the knees with black suede boots that end just below the kneecap. She usually wears skirts no more than five inches below her ass cheeks. Her makeup is soft and natural looking.
“You look amazing, Glinda. Reece will be proud to dance with you.”
She lets out a breath. “Good suga’, I’m hopin’ so.” I nod, feeling funny to be talking this way after so long.
Opening my mouth for more girl talk, she grabs my arm. “Suga’! Let’s go party till tha sun comes up.”
   
The Clap Trap’s hopping with walking monsters and an assortment of other costumes roaming around like Halloween. I glance at Glinda, confused, and she laughs her tinkering laugh. “For tha costume contest, suga’!”
“Kansas.” I turn toward my name, and Rudy stands, staring at me.
Feeling silly as his eyes roam my body, I ask, “Hey, what’s up, Rudy?”
He rubs his freshly shaved chin, and all signs of fighting are missing from his face. “Nothing much,” he pauses. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Good thing I’d know you anywhere.”
I smile. “I’m having mixed feelings about it.”
“If it makes you feel better, you don’t look like a prostitute.” The white bandana holds back his hair and his eyes sparkle. Reaching out to me, he twirls a streak of my blue hair around his finger. I think he wants to touch to see if it is real. I watch the ends span out, and his gaze travels the length of it. “You look… great. Enjoy it. You don’t ever get to do this, and with us leaving soon…” He drops the strand of hair. On impulse, I grab his hand and put his fingers into my hair. His neck colors, pleasing me, and he runs his fingers through it before dropping his hand back down to his side.
“Thanks, Rudy,” I stand on tiptoe, and he leans down for me to kiss him on the cheek.
His face gets serious, but then he smiles, making my day. “Save me a dance, later?”
I nod as he turns toward the bar. For some reason, Malachi’s face flashes through my mind, and a wave of fresh grief sits heavily. I haven’t felt this sad in a while. Maybe Rudy triggered it. Maybe being at my old home did. It makes me think of what Mac said about Malachi. Right then, I know I’ll get drunk.
When I make my way to the bar, Glinda’s laughing with Sam. Goofy Sam with a bobbing faux hawk in individual spikes with a spiked dog collar, animatedly talks to her. She’s huddled next to Reece, who talks to Rudy. Reece seems happy to have Glinda there with him. I laugh at Reece’s t-shirt, a tuxedo print, but the funny part is he’s wearing his leather vest. I imagine he’d wear it over a real tux, given the chance.
Everyone gushes over the job Glinda did with my hair. She eats up the drama, exaggerating, well not really. It was hard work, and she deserves the credit.
I order a drink and realize it’s an open bar night. Guido goes all out. Speaking of Guido, he’s here in all of his Guido pimpin’ glory, complete with a sparkly top hat, fur cape, and cane. I shake my head as the DJ spins his own remix of Monster Mash, and everyone goes crazy on the dance floor. Lucy, the new famished, writhes in a cage. Someone dressed her in a shimmering evening gown with her boobs propped with a push-up bra. I don’t envy the person who dressed her. Dark hair flows down her back. People feed her live meat, probably mice. It’s disgusting as she tears into it, blood dripping down her chest and gown. My eyes narrow at the sight, and I slam my shot of tequila.
“Is that you, Sunshine?” I turn and smile at Mac. He’s shaved and wears a pristine white t-shirt that emphasizes his upper body, and I’m surprised to see jeans instead of green or camouflage canvas pants. Curls, still damp from the shower, but drying softly, hang loose on his forehead.
I meet the wicked gleam in his eyes. “Like what you see?” he asks.
“Do you?” I retort.
“Love it. Always.” Kissing me, his arm wraps around my waist and leads me to the dance floor.
Dancing with Mac is always a dangerous thing and a thrill I enjoy immensely. Music beats from the speakers, vibrating the floor below our feet. Moving against my hips and pulling me closer, he smells like fresh soap. The room swirls color and people as he spins me, putting my back to his chest and holding me in place with a hand on my lower abdomen. My insides clench, the small touch sends goosebumps up my spine and down my arms. Burying his face in my hair, his breath on my neck becomes almost unbearable. His lips pull into a smile on my skin, and I look at him. The look in his eye tells me he knows what he’s doing.
Two can play that game. My arms slide behind our heads, and my fingers in his curls hold him in place. I sway my hips to the pumping beat with my body so close we become one. Our breathing comes faster, and my hands follow his arms to his hands. I guide them, letting him feel my thighs, and bring them to trace my waist and the curves of my breasts.
His breath hitches. “If you don’t stop, we won’t make it back to the room.” The huskiness of his voice makes me want to get it on, right here on the dance floor.
Spinning me, his mouth caresses mine before I can look at his face. Enticing me with his tongue and lips, his fingers play in my hair as his other hand slides inside my top to the skin on my lower back. I’m ready to take him up on his offer when we get jostled by another couple. Not unusual, but our heads crack together, breaking the spell. Once the static clears from my eyes, I look over in time to see Mac’s arm flash, knocking the drunk guy to the floor.
“Watch where the fuck you’re going!” he snaps at the couple. I know Mac hasn’t had anything to drink because it wouldn’t bother him otherwise. Mac can be a dick, but I want to push the guy down myself. We watch as the woman tries to help the drunk man, keeping a grip on his arm as he fails to get up from laughing and having a good time, unfazed by the punch.
Mac flashes me an apologetic smile, grabbing my hand. “Come on, I need a drink.”
After several shots of different liquor, I get invitations for dancing. Who wouldn’t want to dance with me, after seeing me use Mac as a stripper pole? I flow into that tunnel of drunkenness, where everything narrows to what only I’m doing, and the few people around me. I don’t blink an eye when Guido asks me to dance. I ignore a comment he makes about me reminding him of whipped cream, and keep it PG.
Glinda and I teach Rudy and Reece the Thriller dance as the DJ spins his own remix. Rudy’s more suited to this type of choreographed dancing. After, Ty shows me how to shake my booty so I don’t dance like a white girl. He dances with a certain girl most of the night, one around our own age with mocha-colored skin. Rudy informs me her name is Felicia, and she is indeed Ty’s girlfriend.
After several more drinks, laughs, and dances, Rudy links his finger through mine to pull me deep on the dance floor. All the bodies press together in a mass wave of gyration, giving him the perfect excuse to hold me close. We move together as the music sets the pace. His hand across my back slides down, splaying his fingers on the first outward curve of my butt. The moves set my blood on fire, but I don’t think he does it on purpose.
“Darlin’?”
“Hmm?”
A small laugh slips from him. “Your gun’s in the way.”
“So is yours.” Ignoring my complaint, he removes my gun from the small of my back, and tucks it behind him. Bringing his hand back around, his fingers slide up my top, clinging to my naked skin, and pressing me against him.
Sticking his face into my hair, he whispers in my ear, “That’s not my gun.”
I tense at his meaning – I’m not sure if he’s teasing a blush out of me. A part of me doesn’t want to know. Twining my arms around his neck, we dance. I don’t notice any of his usual awkwardness at all. Being drunk and not thinking clearly, it seems he gives me his full attention while his other hand runs through my hair, tipping my head back, and then maneuvers around my waist and hips. A caress smoothes against the back of my thigh, and my skin breaks into goosebumps. I’m so stunned and turned on that I can smell his worn leather smell, and it’s all I can do not to bury my face into him. I dance for all I’m worth, focusing on the music because maybe he’s not teasing me after all. When the song is over, he dips me low. His arm tightens around my waist as he stares down at me. A rough fingertip grazes across my bottom lip so light I might be imagining it, and I suck in a short gasp. A smile breaks out across his face, beaming dimples before he kisses my forehead. Lifting me up, I’m unsteady on my feet, and he keeps a tight grip on my waist.
I glance at him. “You’re not as bad of a dancer as I thought you were.”
His eyes move to my lips. “It’s all you, darlin’.” Lifting the back of my top slowly, the steel of the Bersa gets tucked into my skirt, already warm from his body.
I don’t know how long we stand there, but he reluctantly lets me go, accepting another dance from someone else. I watch him for a minute, noticing his awkward dancing. My brain fuzzy from alcohol, I’m imagining things.
I take another shot before walking to Lucy’s cage. Getting jostled and jerked, I watch Lucy as music booms at me from all directions. The vibrations seem to cause my vision to thump with it. Lucy’s hands grab at me. The later it gets, the drunker people get, and they pay her no mind. I pull my Bersa from the small of my back and squeeze the trigger, shooting her in the head. Bloody, sticky bits splatter the DJ stand. The music halts, and I turn around. Everyone stares at me like I’m insane. Guido’s glare catches my eye. A flash of something crosses his face, but I ignore it, lifting my chin. Really? I’m the crazy one?
I head toward the door when the music cuts back on and the party resumes. Mac catches my arm, grinning. “Way to show your opinion.”
I smile. He knows how I feel about Lucy ‘giving back to the community.’ I clear my throat. “Damn straight.”
   
I go to bed in Mac’s room after washing muck and makeup off my face. Mac stays behind to talk to Reece and Sam. I lie down on the bed, feeling the alcohol course through me. My strange night catches up to me.
On the way out of the Clap Trap, Mago blocked my passage. I didn’t even know he was there, but he stood, staring at me with unreadable dark eyes. My neck cramped from looking up at him. All black covered his whole being like a shadow of death ready to bring my inevitable doom.
“How do you do that?” I asked him in a slur of words.
Knowing I asked about Pappers, he smiled, showing white teeth that brought much needed color to his dark face. Waving a hand at the chaos going on behind us, he replied, “Oh, you know... like having a pet.” The words came out slow, and not without sarcasm, a fluent language for me. “Why did you shoot it?” This wasn’t said as slow, making me believe this was the reason he kept me from leaving. He didn’t seem mad, just curious, but odd on how he said it. Usually, the people here refer to them by gender or, like tonight, by name.
I mocked him, waving my arm. “Oh, you know... like having a pet… with rabies. Got to put it down.” His eyes narrowed, knowing I didn’t give him the whole truth, just the same as he didn’t give me the whole truth. With his scrutiny getting to me, I fled down the hall and out the door.
A peculiar night and one I don’t want to think about too deeply. Feelings I haven’t felt in a long time resurfaced today, turning my thoughts to the day Malachi and I left the carnival. I remembered running to the car behind Malachi as he gripped my hand tight, narrowly avoiding more insane people. Blood dripped from his shoulder, leaving a trail in our wake. I drove as Malachi pressed an old shirt to his bite wound. I brought up the possibility of zombies. Malachi kept thinking it was something different, refusing to see at first. We argued more than we had ever argued. I was crying and by the time we got to the hospital, we weren’t speaking. Tension thick between us, I never once let my mind float to the possibility of Malachi changing.
The hospital, in complete chaos, seemed like it held the whole city that day. Men and women waited impatiently with severe injuries while their children screamed and cried from the confusion. My phone showed twenty-four missed calls from my dad, but I ignored it. I ignored everything as I tried going to a place in my mind to be numb. By that time, seeing the extent of the pandemonium, my tears flowed as Malachi squeezed my hand, trying to get me to look at him, whispering reassurances I knew were a lie.
We sat still, watching the scene in front of us. Now I only recall it being the stupidest thing I had ever done. It’s amazing I’m still alive. The crazed people being subdued, biting the orderlies trying to calm them down, taking chunks out right before our eyes. Shrieks and screams came from the back. A thick coppery smell mixed with antiseptic wafted through the ER waiting room. A doctor came through the double doors with blood running down his lab coat. It smeared his mouth and hands, and he seemed to see nothing as the glass doors slid open, letting him into the outside world.
We sat next to a sleeping man. I remember thinking how the hell could he be sleeping at a time like this? I found out soon enough when he woke trying to bite me with vacant eyes, glazed and bloodshot. Drool ran down his mouth. Malachi jumped at him, keeping him away from me. He yelled at me to get the gun. The gun was tucked into the man’s pants, so I grabbed it. Malachi kicked the man backward, grabbed my hand, and we raced out.
We went to the parking lot, vacant of people save for the massive amount of cars parked and lined up. An ambulance sat, crashed into the hospital, the siren still blaring, the first red flag upon going into the ER, unnoticed. Malachi talked to me calmly.
I remember being dazed as the conversation flickers through my mind. “You were right...those people...I don’t...I can’t...never want to hurt you...my shoulder...pain...” Then, the one thing that snapped me out of it. “You have to shoot me.”
I don’t know what I said, but the tremors I remember. Trying to control them was impossible. My voice cracked as I spoke. One thing I wasn’t, though, was in denial. A selfish part of me didn’t want to see him like that. Ever.
He held my shaking hands, still holding the gun, kissed my knuckles as tears rolled down my face. The love, forgiveness, guilt, and regret coming from him, I will never forget.
“You’re going to live,” he said as his pupils dilated focusing on every part of my face, trying to be strong for me. Malachi never knew how brave he was, and I never got to tell him. The emotions that flashed across his face that day bombard me now. I knew if I lived, I wouldn’t ever be the same. It took me a few years to realize he tried to convince himself as much as he was assuring me. Maybe it was because he knew he was taking the easy way out. I don’t blame him.
Pride for him flows through my swelling heart. Tears run down my face, and I wipe at them, hating to relive it, after so many weeks of bliss. Malachi would’ve never accepted the time I’ve spent grieving over him. He’d want me to move on. It’s hard, but I stop thinking about it before I hear him beg for me to shoot him.
   
Sometime early in the morning, Mac comes into the room. I still have alcohol buzzing through me. Turning on a small lamp, he smiles. “Are you okay?”
I’m surprised he’s not slurring, especially after staying out so late. “Yeah. I suppose.”
“You can create quite a spectacle when you want to, you know?”
I sigh. “I couldn’t... It didn’t set well with me is all. You have to admit, that was fucked up.” I sit up on my elbows. “She was in a goddamn ball gown for crying out loud.”
His smile flashes at me. “You don’t have to explain it to me.” He cocks his eyebrow. “I’m proud of you. I might never be able to sleep again to keep people from killing you in the night, but...”
“Guido’s mad, huh?”
“Royally pissed, I’d say. He’ll get over it. I’ve done the same thing.” He shrugs.
I smile at this, believing him. The way he shrugs off his homicidal tendencies should put me off, but it doesn’t. Deep down, I wanted Harley dead. The other man may have easily shot one of us, Mac took it upon himself to protect us, and got shot in the process, a bullet meant for me.
Maybe I’m feeling vulnerable, maybe it’s been one of those days, but anything can happen. I’m tired of waiting out the inevitable. I want to live.
Mac looks tired, but I can wake him up. His eyelashes cast shadows on his cheeks. They lift showing me his clear blue eyes. Closing the distance, I kiss him, pulling at his full lips with mine. My hands slide around his neck as my fingers splay through his downy soft curls. Trailing to my neck, his lips move to my collarbone. The sexual tension that’s been building between us pulls as tight as it will go, the delicate threads popping one at a time. Heat flares through my body with a vengeance, and I’m not turning back. It’s been too long.
The electric feeling hums through me, spreading intensely. I push him to a sitting position, returning our mouths to each other. When I straddle him, he doesn’t need any other prompting. Breaking the kiss he lifts my shirt off, and kisses me again, making me groan at the feel of his tongue massaging mine. Soft lips trail my jaw, then to my neck, and nibbles at my clavicle. I pull his shirt off, curls bouncing back into place, and run my hands through them. Returning his mouth to mine tightens my lower regions in anticipation before turning into a dull ache. My hips rock of their own accord.
The floodgates open wide, and I push him back onto the bed, exploring the contours of his body with my lips. His breath catches as my tongue swirls around his belly button as his sandy blond happy trail tickles my chin. My hands trace his stomach to feel his breathing.
He sits up, bringing me with him, undoing my skirt and sending it flying over my head. My bra goes next. The way he looks at me makes me feel powerful in a way only a man who desires you can make you feel.
“You’re potentially deadly.” His eyes hold heat, promises, and a vulnerability I’ve never seen in him.
The next thing I know, he rips my panties. We wiggle, laughing as he kicks off his jeans and boxers, showing me he is more than ready. I’m right there with him, though. He teases my nipples as I tremble with anticipation, trying to go slow. I don’t want slow. My dull ache has turned into a burning, throbbing need. Shooting me a knowing grin, he guides me onto him. It feels like diving into a cool spring after crawling through a desert. We both watch as we connect in the most intimate way, for the first time, gasping from the feel of it.
Mac navigates my hips with his hands using a thumb to rub at my core, making me throw my head back as waves of powerful passion come so easily after so long. He lies back to get a full view, watching me with half-lidded eyes. Removing his hands from my hips, he lets me take control, as he traces my body, returning to tease me in a tantalizing way. Breathing heavily with the escalating buildup, I come in intense waves sending shocks through my body from the inside out.
Flipping over, I gasp at the intimacy at having a lover around the same height. We look at each other with ease, kissing while we connect with steady thrusts. His soft curls are beneath my fingers as my desire builds again. This time, the release is stronger, causing me to cry out as I ride out its intensity, and he moves erratically, putting his forehead to mine. I watch him lose control as he gives himself to me – I’ve never thought him more beautiful. He stops moving, both of us breathing heavily and satisfied.
He smiles. “I don’t think I’ll wake up from a dream this time, sunshine.”
I grin and pant. “No, I don’t think you will.”
   
The early morning sun shines in through the small window. After more fleshy indulgence, I’m on the brink of sleep, in a lazy haze with aftershocks I’ve never experienced before. Glancing at Mac, he has the same look I’m feeling. He notices me gazing at him and tightens his arms around me.
“We should get some sleep,” I say, blinking.
“No way, and miss your trembling body? No thanks, sunshine. We have all day to sleep.” His smile is charming. Opening my eyes all the way, I don’t want to waste time either. Who knows what will happen when we make it to the base?
“I take that back. Sleep is overrated.” I lean up to kiss him, straddling him as I had the first round.
“What?” he asks softly and slowly, with a grin.
“I didn’t wear you out, did I?” I whisper in his ear, making sure my breath hits gently.
Suddenly, he flips me over. “I’ll take that as a challenge.” I laugh, lifting my head as he teases my neck and collarbone. His body tenses. “But I think I should tell you something.”
The tone doesn’t sound good. I groan as his aqua eyes peer into mine. “No. Don’t ruin this, please.” I run my fingertips down the side of his face. The feeling coursing through me makes me feel alive with hope. Hope to get past the next several days, so I can live some more.
“No, you need to know. I told Rudy to tell you, but he obviously hasn’t.” Uneasiness squirms into my brain. Now I’m thinking clearly, his dance was a tease. I seemed like a drunken fool, panting over him.
I wave my hand in a go on gesture. “Julie is his fiancée,” he blurts, letting out a gush of relieved air. My heart speeds as everything clicks into place.
“Why would he lie about that? He said they were like family.” Mac looks at me like I’m missing the obvious, but something else comes to mind I can lash out at. “This is what you’ve been fighting about? And why would you think I’d care?” He looks down. I realize I do care and stuff it down before he can see it.
“I’m not stupid, Kansas, I know you feel something for him. I was afraid if I told you, I would never know if I were second choice. I wanted him to tell you, but we both knew it would hurt you.”
“It’s not like that, Mac. We’re good friends.” How many times have I said this? I sigh throwing it out there, wanting to clear the air. “Yeah, Rudy is attractive. I may have thought about what it’d be like to take a tumble in the sack with him. What female who has ever been lucky enough to be in his presence wouldn’t? I have never made any steps for our relationship to go further than platonic.” I turn over with my back to him.
He sighs, kissing my shoulder before falling back to the bed. “I didn’t intend to upset you.”
I shake my head and sigh. “You didn’t, Mac. Just be honest with me.” Was I being honest with myself? Now that I know the truth, I’m right in assuming Rudy and I flirt. “I understand why you didn’t tell me. It’s no reason for you and Rudy to be mad at each other when friends are scarce these days.” Something else niggles at my brain, but it’ll come to me in time. This new revelation takes up prime residence in my mind. I should at least admit to myself a part of me wants to be the only one who can make Rudy blush.
   
Later in the morning, around midday, Mac wakes me in a way I haven’t been woken in a long time, making this day a good one.
We lay panting and laughing when he asks, “Any morning after regrets?”
“Yes,” I state.
He looks worried for a second, but I say, “I regret waiting so long.” A bright smile comes across his features, liking my answer. Feeling elated with floating, happy, shiny thoughts, I kiss him.
We make it out of bed. Mac eats beef jerky he found at Target yesterday. I don’t see how he is eating it as the jerky crunches between his teeth. I stick with an apple and drink flat Mountain Dew we looted. I borrow his comb to comb my hair, knowing I’ll have to get a brush. Already tired of brushing it, I tie it into a ponytail. He smirks, watching me slip on his white t-shirt.
He’s going to the marketplace to pack up his booth. I decide to target practice with the compound bow, and he will meet me at the targets soon. After a kiss that has us both wanting to stay in bed to explore a new stage in our relationship, we part for a while.
   
The sun shines, lifting my mood higher. Mac and I have great chemistry, which I knew. A burden has lifted from my shoulders. The archery range is beyond the fence beside the greenhouse, a little too secluded, but I don’t worry about famished because of the sun.
My bow shots get better after the first few. It’s a relaxing and stress relieving art. My mood slips a little when I see Rudy come around the corner of the family dorms. He glances at my flying arrows.
“Hey, Rudy! What’s up?” I smile at him, feeling awkward about our dance and my all night activities. I don’t know what to say to him about his lie, so I don’t say anything. Well, not a lie, but an omission.
He studies me as I hit the target. “It finally happened,” he breathes, looking into the distance.
I lower the bow, disengaging an arrow. “What happened?” I ask, caution toning my voice.
“You and Mac,” he shrugs, still looking away. I narrow my eyes and can’t believe he is bringing it up. I feel hurt, stung because my friend is making me feel guilty about something I’m content with.
Mac probably didn’t make it a secret, but I’ll talk to him later. It pisses me off. “Not that it’s your business, but I’ve been fucking Mac for a while now! I’ve been sleeping in his room, remember?” He looks at me, his face impassive.
“You haven’t been sleeping with Mac, you’ve been sleeping in the vault for weeks. I know because I check on you every night.” He shrugs. “You weren’t there last night after you and Mac left the party. Why would you tell me you’ve been sleeping in Mac’s room?”
Awe sweeps through me at his thoughtfulness to check on me, but I’m still mad. “What else was I supposed to do? You wanted space, right? So, I gave you space.”
He shakes his head. “You jumped to assumptions. It was only a suggestion.”
I want to say something to make him angry, most likely because I feel foolish. “Why don’t you go pay for Candy’s services?”
It doesn’t work. He gives me a mirthless smirk. “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” he taunts. A cockiness overtakes his demeanor. I only now realize I sound jealous and he’s using it. What the hell did he want me to say?
My mouth hangs open, but I use new enlightenment. “I know you wouldn’t do that, though. Wouldn’t want to cheat on your fiancée.” I try to keep my voice calm but I’m glaring at him, so I’m sure it lessens the effect of any indifference.
Anger flashes in his eyes and his jaw clenches. Finally. He’s mad, too. Now we can duke it out. “He told you, huh? Is that why you slept with him?” He spits in complete chagrin. His fists clench and unclench at his sides. Just like a guy to turn it right back around.
Outraged, I retaliate. “No, I was horny and attacked him like a wild beast!” I deliberately use his description of me that once made him blush. I don’t know why I said it, maybe to get a reaction.
He knows what I refer to, and narrows his eyes. “What about the guy at the base?” This he spits at me in disgust. His question stuns me, but it clicks.
My laugh is humorless. “That’s why he asked about Malachi. You told Mac I have someone at the base. Perfect. How did you even know about Malachi? I’ve never told you. For clarification, I had to kill Malachi four years ago!” I yell at him, tears stinging my eyes. My face is hot and blazing red. I know, for a fact, I never mentioned Malachi in my notebook, either.
His eyes widen, staring at me like he’s never seen me before. The silence is awkward. I can see the fight going out of him. His intense gaze flashes pain before looking away from my face. He doesn’t answer my question but asks one instead. “Then why are you so determined to get into the base, Kansas?” Rudy looks as confused and frustrated as I feel.
I stare at him open mouthed. “I was helping you.” I look to the ground. “You helped me, still do.”
“But you were going there anyway,” he says, making a good point. I can see why he jumped to conclusions.
“I was going to see if I could find out anything useful. Gain knowledge and, you know, help people.”
“I’m so sorry, Kansas.” He runs a hand through his hair. When he looks at me, his face is wiped of any emotion. “You’re right. It’s not my business. I’ll see you later.” I let out a breath as he stalks toward the fenced-in courtyard.
Why did he care? I decide on the uncomplicated conclusion – he thought I had someone at the base and wanted me to keep my morals intact. I wipe at my eyes, refusing to cry. I shoot another arrow hard and it goes off target. My great mood is officially out the window. Damn, I forgot to ask him how he knew about Malachi. At this moment though, it’s not important. His actions shock me. I’ve never taken him for a confrontation kind of guy. I shoot a few more arrows and miss the bullseye every time. Taking a deep breath, I need to focus. This target isn’t even moving and I’m having trouble hitting it.
“Hi-ya!” A voice startles me, making my heart go into double-time. I turn to see a man behind me. I don’t recognize him, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t from the community. He sounds cheerful, but in a Pennywise the Dancing Clown way with a smile that creeps me out, making me take a step back. I expect him to give me a balloon and say, “We all float down here.”
He’s rounded in the cheeks and belly with gray hair cut crudely. Brown trousers and a cream colored shirt under a brown vest makes him look to be from a different time. When I look him in the eye, his eyes go two different directions. Lazy eyes, but I know he’s studying me closely. I know he can’t help it, but I wonder if he can keep a watch on different things at the same time. Might be kind of spiffy, except for the whole outward appearance of it.
An eye wanders at the targets. They move back and forth in an eerie way. I shouldn’t judge his disability, but it’s disturbing to watch.
“Good shot,” he says, trying for neutral conversation. I don’t see how he can say that, since only one arrow protrudes from the bullseye.
I try not to look repulsed. It’s not just his eyes, but the vibe coming from him is threatening.
“Thanks. I better be going,” I say, backing up more and bend to pick up my arrow holster. His feet move toward me.
“I don’t think so,” he says, just as cheery. He pistol-whips me on the head and darkness invades.
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BREATHING IN MAC through my nostrils, I smile and snuggle closer to him, but realize he’s not beside me. Peeking an eye open, I take in the unfamiliar setting. An apartment bedroom. Awareness and memory burn through my consciousness, remembering the pistol-whip as a throb forms in my head. I’m stupid for not keeping an eye on the man. An unofficial, unspoken rule – never turn your back on an enemy.
“Stay lying down. I’m sure your head must hurt,” a female voice cautions. A woman in her early thirties sits beside me with straw brown hair parted down the middle, going into a bun at the nape of her neck. Shutting the book in her lap, she pushes her glasses, magnifying a black eye. It didn’t cover her dark eyes or long nose, too pointy for her round facial structure and body.
Her lips harden as she smoothes a long, cloth gown. “He wasn’t supposed to hit you.”
“Where am I? Who are you?” I ask her.
“I’m Isabel, and where you are is better left unsaid,” she says, leaning back with an eye roll as if she had better things to do than babysit me.
Deep voices argue in another room somewhere. A bright light bears down on us, indicating electricity. The walls are burgundy, painted in the old life. A sliding mirror door, most likely a closet, is across from me on the double bed. I’m happy to see my pack leaning against the wall next to a vanity and stool, lacking the machete and hatchet. I left those in Mac’s room, but his bow is next to my pack. Boards block the only window. Time to go.
I throw the itchy wool blanket off and say, “That’s okay. I can find my own way out.” I start to get up, and she points a gun at me. I freeze, looking down the barrel. A Glock 22. Reece would be impressed. It looks a little big for her hands, but she doesn’t know any better. She hasn’t even shot it before. The slide sits in place, not cocked back.
“Listen, you little wench. You are going to sit here and shut up. I hoped we could be friends.” Her lips pull into a tight smile as her eyes crinkle behind her glasses. “Honor and obey, you will.” She jerks the gun forward, emphasizing it as I pull back. Maybe when Mac realizes I’ve been kidnapped, he’ll come and find me.
“People will look for me.”
She leans forward, lips curled into a sneer. “Not if they think you left of your own free will.”
I jump to startle her and elbow her in the face. She falls, dropping the gun and I dive for it, but Pennywise steps into my sight, picking it up to hand it back to Isabel.
“They do think that, you know?” the man says as he kicks the side of my face with a fat leg, packing a mad kick. Pain erupts as I fall, catching myself with my hands. Black spots dance in my vision and I feel worse than I did a few minutes ago. He points at my pack. “I heard your little argument with your friend. You’re a sinner and need to be cleansed of filth. My name is Jeremiah, and I will wed you when we figure out who’ll be your new husband. They’re fighting over you.” He smiles as if I should be honored. One of his eyes moves to Isabel and the other strays the other way. “You remove her boots?”
Isabel nods. Did they think I won’t run without my boots? I’d give it some serious thought, but most likely I will.
“You’ll have splendid children. What is your name?” he asks with a smile.
I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Mary.”
“Ahh… a name of the Lord. How delightful,” he cheers, sending a cold chill through my nerves.
Four boys, yes boys, come rushing in, toppling over each other on the wooden floor. When they get through the door, they stand straight side by side. Looking between the ages of fourteen and nineteen, they’ve the same look about them. They all have dark, almost black, crudely cut hair, black trousers and white shirts with suspenders. One of the older ones has thick coke bottle glasses sitting crookedly on his face. I feel bad for him knowing prescription glasses in this new world are hard to come by.
Jeremiah shakes his head in shame, his eyes wandering with a mind of their own, and a face pinched in scorn. “I’ve decided the two eldest will let the Lord choose.”
I choke. How would they know that? The boys nod, looking grim. Jeremiah walks over to my pack and takes out my Smith & Wesson revolver. My mouth goes dry as my stomach sinks.
“Joshua and Joseph, come here.” Jeremiah drops all the bullets, one by one, on the floor, my stomach dropping lower with the clunk of each bullet. One gleams between his thumb and forefinger as he holds it up. “This bullet will send one of you to our Lord, and you will have the honor of Miss Mary cleaning your remains.”
My eyes widen in shock at this twisted game of Russian roulette. It takes more than a few moments for it to sink in. I tremble in rage. “No! No fucking way!” I gesture to Joshua and Joseph. They both gaze at me with soft eyes. “Neither of them deserves to lose their life,” I scream. One of them gives me a small smile before casting his eyes downward. I move, but Isabel cocks the slide back on the gun.
Jeremiah ignores me, they all do, as the boys lift their chins in determination. Isabel smirks as if to say, “How do you like it?” Jeremiah spins the barrel, and slaps it shut. Joshua and Joseph sit Indian style, facing each other.
He holds out the gun, butt first. “Joseph, you will go first.” Joseph, the one with the glasses, takes the gun, but instead of pointing it at himself, he points it at Joshua. Joshua breathes rapidly with his eyes closed. The gun clicks, and he lets out a breath.
Joseph gives him the gun, and Joshua doesn’t waste any time making it click. Joshua turns red, getting frustrated. Joseph smirks taking the gun again, and pointing it at Joshua. “I love you, brother,” he says, squeezing the trigger at a slow, maddening pace, and the gun clicks.
Joshua grabs the gun. The odds are bad with it being a five round revolver, if it doesn’t shoot now Joshua will know he’s dead. Maybe this is a sick game of Jeremiah’s and he didn’t put a bullet in it.
“No, I love you, brother. I’ll think of you when I’m wed to Mary.” Dizziness overtakes my sight as time slows when Joshua squeezes the trigger. A shot echoes through the room as blood and brains spray the wall. Joseph falls back onto the floor, legs still crossed, his glasses askew and sprinkled with blood. At his angle, blood runs from the bullet hole into his hair, spreading into a puddle on the floor. The witnesses congratulate Joshua and proceed to pray.
Tremors take over my body as I stare at Joseph with blurry sight.
“May the Lord give him peace,” Jeremiah says. They were brothers. He shot his brother. A surge of anger erupts from my depths for allowing it to happen, for being weak, when I was needed the most. I’d rather Isabel shot me than have this haunt me for the rest of my life.
They leave the room, taking my pack with them. I curse under my breath as Joshua stands, staring at me. Walking over to caress my face, I flinch back from him. “Sorry my father hit you. I’ll take good care of you, Mary.” He thinks I flinched because of my aching head. A youthful, joyous smile crosses his features and I feel sorry for him. His dark eyes are compassionate.
“Sorry about Joseph,” I offer.
“A good spirit you are. He is with the Lord now.”
“It could’ve been you.” I state the obvious. Rudy is rubbing off on me. My eyes sting at the thought of Rudy and the way we left things.
“I guess I’m not the Lord’s favorite, but I have you. We’ll be wed tomorrow. I’ll see you then, sweet Mary.” He pauses. “Joseph would’ve rather I shot him than become forsaken.” After he shuts the door behind him, I bend over the bed to puke, turning over afterward so I don’t have to look at Joseph’s dead body. Isn’t there enough going on in the world? Why do people have to be so stupid? I peer at Mac’s shirt still covering my body. Tears slide down my face as I smell him on my skin, and taste him in my memory. I have to bide my time before I run. Earn a little trust first. This plan will take time, but I don’t want to sleep with a kid. Maybe he could be manipulated? Which is something else I don’t want to do since he’s being manipulated on a daily basis.
Isabel strolls in with a bucket of water. Two unfamiliar men carry Joseph’s body out, leaving a trail of blood.
“Get this cleaned up in memory of Joseph. You would’ve been honored to have him as a husband,” Isabel huffs, pushing her glasses up and blinking. Anger surges through me, and what I do next makes no sense, having to lash out at something. Jumping up, I kick the bucket and watch as the water spreads through the blood and bits and swirls into a pink river. The bed bounces from me jumping on it before getting my socks wet with Joseph’s watery blood.
   
A couple of hours later, Jeremiah walks through the door and immediately slaps me. The sting resonates over the entire left side of my face as I glare at him.
The cold steel of the gun touches my temple. “You will clean the floor. If not, I will shoot your knee caps, and then make you clean it while you bleed from your bloody stumps.” I’ve never felt such humiliation and belittling in my life. Managing to hold my tongue and churning stomach, I wipe at the remaining bloody water. I want to kill him, but Jeremiah’s a husky, robust man, and will either break me or shoot me first. Deciding to save my strength to run when the time comes, I take the abuse. He stands over me, and when I’m not fast enough he kicks my rear, and I fall face first to the floor in the nasty puddle. Getting back to my knees as watery blood drips from my face, I weep silent tears and daydream of one of my arrows through his head. By the time it’s over, I start feeling detached, almost as if I’m having an out of body experience.
I can’t sleep that night. My thoughts are full of Mac and our last moments. We thought we’d see each other again in an hour or so. I don’t know if I love him, but he makes me happy in every way a man should make a woman happy. Did he believe I left on my own? Surely not. I didn’t say goodbye to my friends or even good night. I had friends for the first time in four years and took it for granted, and I desperately want it back. Will they go on with their plans? I hope so. The flashes of Rudy’s pain cuts me, knowing it goes deeper than he lets on.
   
Before I know it, several women of varying ages flock in the room to strip me naked, and I let them. I don’t care about them, or want to talk to them. They chat happily about how I’m going to marry a prominent bachelor, about how I’m lucky. Joshua’s good at killing the forsaken and getting food. He will take care of me and spoil me.
I don’t say anything, just let them scrub me in a tub. They pray cleansing prayers because, of course, I’m not pure. Anger sparks, but fizzles out as my female parts are washed and checked over, and they reprimand me for sinning. Humiliation doesn’t describe it. I’m being violated.
Washing the blue from my hair, the tinted blue water runs down my body, coloring the tub water. Glinda. I wonder how she fares with Reece. Tears spring to my eyes – I’ll see them again. I’m biding my time to strike in a detached way.
I’m left without shoes after they dress me. Guns train on me throughout the whole ordeal. They fuss with my hair as it’s drawn into a bun. I’m sensing a theme.
After they leave, I sit and stare at the wall, sipping a glass of juice, unfocused as the burgundy walls seem to wobble. How did this happen? Why am I sitting here like a duck? I can’t remember, and that’s bad. Struggling to remember the events of the day overtakes everything else in my drug-addled brain. Pistol-whipped and kidnapped. Joshua. Joseph’s blood. A sleepless night.
Yes, that’s it. Isabel came in with a drink during my tossing and turning. I haven’t been clear-headed since then. Focusing on the juice, I tip it with my finger. It spills across the vanity, dripping a puddle onto the floor and spreading to my feet. They drugged me, and I’ve been foolishly drinking everything they give me. Anger seeps into my fuzzy brain, but I can’t bring myself to care or do anything about it. Eating and drinking is out, if I can help it. No wonder everything seems so hazy and unreal. No wonder I can’t keep my thoughts focused.
Jeremiah stalks in with a few others, and they pray while flicking water in my face. I flinch when it gets into my eyes.
I’m escorted out, they grip my arms to get me down a stairwell. People and children amble all around with purpose. The room shifts as I attempt to assess my situation. Everything is hazy, like a dream around me. I can’t get a grip on my situation or what’s happening. What did they give me? Men with guns stand around me, and I flinch. I find women, wanting to make eye contact to see if they are in the same state. Something important wiggles my brain. I need to do something.
“Father, give her space. Mary is good.” Joshua’s voice resonates through the room, standing beside Jeremiah. My stomach rumbles as I take in the basic wedding setup. I can’t take in any more details than that. It could be a wedding for Frankenstein’s monster and his bride for all I know. I don’t have it in me to keep striving to focus.
Jeremiah makes a gesture and the men back off, but stay in my line of sight. I try to ignore them, but I want to run. That’s what I need to do, run. I make it to the altar without tripping over the white cotton dress. It’s too long, and it itches. Strong hands release my arms.
“The purpose and conditions of this marriage are what follows. You’ll bear a child within a year. If not, this marriage will be annulled and you’ll be married to the next in line.” Jeremiah flatly states, his face a blur. My eyebrows shoot to my forehead, even though my eyes are heavy. All this doesn’t mean anything to me. I don’t plan on being here the next twenty-four hours, let alone a year.
Everyone stares at me. I’m supposed to say something, but I don’t know what, so I shrug.
Jeremiah glares at me, but goes on anyway. “Do you, Joshua, take this woman, Mary, to be your wedded, even though her soul is not pure? Will you make her obedient as you’ll be her husband?” Jeremiah asks Joshua as he comes to hold my hand. It’s sweaty and disgusting as the scent of mothballs drifts to my nose.
Joshua nods. “I do, Father.” He looks at Jeremiah and this is all wrong and not just the words being spoken. I’m not a person to them but something to be passed around. Sorrow for these women and children gets the best of me.
Jeremiah turns to me. “Do you, Mary, take Joshua to be your wedded? Will you be faithful as your soul has proven not to be? Will you honor and obey?” I notice he did not ask Joshua these questions, but it doesn’t surprise me.
I shrug, and Jeremiah’s face blazes red. Gun’s cock, one points directly in my face.
Joshua’s eyes plead at me. “Please do not temp him, Mary,” he whispers, trying to show an intimacy that isn’t deserved from him. He lifts my hand to kiss it, but his cold lips do not move me. My face goes slack as I try to keep it blank.
“Speak, girl!” Jeremiah stomps his foot, and I’m aware of the flash of triumph going through me for getting a rise out of him. I focus on him, wanting to come up with some smart ass retort before remembering I need to play along and be trusted, especially by my new spouse.
I smile wide at Joshua and look him in the eye. “I do.” It comes out slow and slurry, not sounding like me. That detached, out of body experience again. A pleased expression crosses Joshua’s face, and he turns to grin at his father. Jeremiah’s crazy eyes narrow. I think he’s looking at me, but his eyes seem to be taking in the room. I guess you can’t manipulate a manipulator.
Jeremiah picks up our clasped hands and puts a band on my finger. He doesn’t put one on Joshua’s. He says a prayer that feels odd. Something flickers in the back of my mind. I don’t get goosebumps like I normally do when praying or feeling the accepting presence of God. Usually I don’t talk to God through prayer, but more like I’m speaking to a friend on the phone.
I have faith, but it isn’t an overwhelming, take over my life, kind of faith. In truth, I haven’t had the nerve to talk to God in a while, but that’s God’s business and mine. These people wouldn’t know His presence if He came out and bit them on the ass.
“Husband and Wife!” Cheers erupt, and Joshua kisses me. I stand stock still as his teeth press hard against my lips, and his tongue swirls around jack-rabbiting in my mouth. A kiss where even if I’m into it, would be terrible, anyway. My body heaves from a gag reflex, but I think I hide it well. Maybe? All I know is, I’m going to have nightmares for life, and try not to dwell on the coming night. A shudder ripples through me.
Joshua smiles at me, and then a small reception with cake follows. They want me to eat some of it, so I claim an upset stomach from the drugs they gave me.
Finally being able to sit at a table, I do drink some wine freshly poured from a large jug, drinking several glasses, but Joshua tells me not to drink anymore. I almost slug him in the face. Alcohol is the only thing available, but I do need to keep my wits about me, realizing I can think a little more clearly.
“You look so miserable, Miss Mary.” I see who dares speak to me – a guy about my age, smirking. I glance around. “No one watching. I must say, I’m jealous of Joshua. You think you could hold out a year?” I glare at him. He laughs. “I’m kidding.”
Interest perks as I take him in. His tall form bends to me, searching my eyes. They’re as dark as his pupils, dark as his hair. Someone who didn’t know what they were doing cut it for him. Just like the other men here. “You’re a tough one, you can take him. I don’t think I’ll have to worry about you.” He wears the same homemade clothing as everyone else. Thin, dark, expressive eyebrows furrow at me. This man has sharp cheekbones, and a strong jaw line that’s covered in dark stubble, and full lips. Even with the crude haircut and weird clothing, he’s attractive. Handsome.
“Who are you?” I ask and he puts a finger in front of his lips. Someone fills their cup up with wine, and I want some myself, and pour some. When the drunk leaves, the guy bends down. “I’m Michael, but my real name is Dalton. I’m here to keep surveillance.”
Taken back a little, I ask, “Surveillance? By whom?”
“The Coalition, I’m a soldier in the National Guard.” A thought forms in my mind.
“Really? I don’t believe you.”
He shrugs. “It’s a way of keeping track until we can get things back under control.”
“Why tell me if you’re undercover?”
“There are a few women here who know. It looks like you need a little hope. I don’t agree with this lifestyle and want to be stationed elsewhere. Haven’t got a choice. They’re fucked up, you know?” I nod. “Most of these women were kidnapped like you. I can’t leave them. I can’t do anything about it yet either, without killing someone, anyway.”
This new information astounds me.
“Do you know Mac?” I blurt.
Tension visibly assails his body, and he looks at me with wide eyes. A grin spreads across his face. “The arrow. Is that why you have an arrow tattooed on you?” I guess he knows Mac, but how would he know about my tattoo? He must see the question on my face because he laughs. “It’s the scandal around here. Your tattoo, blue hair…” he trails off, looking embarrassed to mention it.
“Um, no. It’s something that Mac and I have in common, though. Archery.” I look at my hands, wishing for the billionth time I’d have waited on him to go target shooting.
“You must be something special. Mac…deserves to be loved. You love him?”
I blink back tears. I don’t know what to say to that, except, “In my own way, I suppose.”
A hand covers mine. “I’ll try to help you. I can see about contacting him.” Tears spill down my cheeks as I gasp for air.
“What are you saying to my wife?” Joshua bellows in outrage as he comes to stand behind me. He doesn’t look like a little boy at the moment, but a reflection of Jeremiah.
Dalton keeps his cool. “I was congratulating her. She is a pretty one. You’re fortunate, Joshua,” he emphasizes, before turning in retreat. I hear his words beneath the words. Mac is lucky.
One thing was left unspoken. Mac lives at the community to keep an eye on things. Maybe Dalton thinks I know, but it doesn’t matter. Mac could’ve told me, been honest with me. It explains things, his secretiveness, for one. I remember asking him about the men in black canvas and him not answering me, but changing the subject instead. I assumed he wasn’t in the army anymore, as he led me to believe. Does Rudy know? Of course he does. It all makes sense, except for the reason they kept it from me.
I’m shocked this doesn’t upset me. After everything I’ve been through, it seems nothing Mac could do would make me mad for long, except die, or cheat, which I doubt he’d do like I might have to do tonight. I swallow as fresh tears course their way down my cheeks. I wipe at them with the back of my hand.
We spend a long time at the reception, dancing. Well, I don’t dance, just go through the motions. Joshua brags about me to people the whole time, wanting our children to look like me because of my beautiful eyes, flowing hair, supple lips, and perfect facial structure.
I pretend as if I’m still drugged, not looking around too much to give myself away. Walking gives me the information I need for future reference. We’re in some kind of conference room. I vaguely remember walking down flights of stairs. Not to mention, the room I was held in making way to the rest of the apartment. The clues point to an apartment complex.
Not seeing Dalton the rest of the time, I have hope he went to the community and Mac’ll burst in at any moment.
   
After being taken to a bedroom in the apartment with a full-size bed, I want to vomit. The girls say a prayer of fertility, and I say my own of infertility. I know my cycle, and I’m not worried about it. Mac and I discussed this way before we slept together. I have to say the boy knows his stuff. It sure as hell doesn’t make him uncomfortable to talk about ovulation.
I almost smile when I recall him telling me he has a thermometer to check, if I’m worried about it, of course. Not pushy, but he likes to be prepared. I know why. It’s part of his personality anyway, but most of it stems from military training being ingrained. I remember asking him how he knew so much about it. He told me he picked it up to help the women at the community, so they’d know exactly when they couldn’t get pregnant. I realize now, it’s in the job description, looking over people at the community. I wonder if his cantankerousness is all an act. I can’t believe I don’t know his rank, or how he even knows all the medical information he stores in his genius. I hope I get the chance to know.
A thin nightgown slips over me. They lay me on the bed before leaving. While I lie there, I wonder if the team left for the famished camps. A dawning horror washes over me – Mac might be gone to the base with the team.
Joshua comes in and strides right for the bed, only wearing pajama bottoms. I’m glad no one follows with a gun. Being young, he doesn’t have chest hair, or even a trail leading down. Ribs poke out of his abdomen just as his pajama bottoms point to a tent in the front, more than ready to commence his wedding night. I squeeze my eyes closed. A cup is thrust into my hand.
“Drink this, darling.” His voice is smooth, happy, but the endearment stabs my heart.
“Don’t call me that. You haven’t earned the right,” I snap as his face hardens. He jerks the nightgown off of me. It seems I underestimated him. A chill sweeps over my body, having nothing to do with the cold.
He stands above me, staring at my body in fascination, like he’s never seen a naked woman before. I cross my hands over my chest, and pull my knees up.
Not liking this, he demands, “You will not cover yourself.” Jerking my knees apart, he looks at my most private parts as if he were looking through a microscope. My fists ball up. Not yet. I force myself to relax. Bending over, he groans, and makes a face I never want to see again. He falls to the bed, gasping for air. I move backward against the headboard, feeling satisfaction of his premature ejaculation, along with disgust.
Usually, a girl will comfort a guy in this situation. He doesn’t deserve it, and I don’t pity him.
“Hang on a minute, Mary. I think something is wrong,” he says with a little bewilderment in his eyes. Joshua has no idea what happened to him? How can that be possible? Has he ever jacked-off?
I laugh, not helping matters. “Oh, please, nothing is wrong with you. You got over excited when you looked my lady parts in the face. It happens with the inexperienced, or in your case, brainwashed.” I don’t know what comes over me. Thoughts of Mac maybe? I don’t want this kid to have his way with me.
A slap stings my face. “You should be grateful to me. I could hand you over to someone else.”
“No, you’ll screw me first at least.” I want to shoot him. I’ve never wanted to outright kill anyone before. Now I have two on my hit list in less than twenty-four hours. “You killed your brother for nothing it seems.”
This pisses him off, but his fist stops in midair at screams through the walls. Joshua looks toward the door, startled. My heart soars. Mac. Right now! I draw my fist back, when Joshua turns to me, I punch him in the temple and he falls unconscious. Pain slithers through my hand, making it throb. I shake it out. How does Rudy do it all the time? The man must be made of steel.
I throw the wedding band at the twerp as I jump and run for the door. The ring still bounces as I shut the door behind me. A nondescript hallway, in a nondescript apartment, in a nondescript apartment building confuses me. Everything’s plain beige. The carpet in this hall, burgundy, a color I’ve seen Glinda use on her nails.
The screaming comes from the opposite direction, but I make way for the room I stayed in earlier, smiling when I get there. My pack leans against the wall, still here. When I look in it, so are my jeans, along with Mac’s t-shirt. I throw them on without underwear, searching around for my boots. What do you know? Isabel hid them under the bed. I shake my head at her stupidity. I don’t have any bullets, but my guns are still there. Mac’s compound bow leans against the wall. No arrows. He probably thinks I took it. My crossbow resides in his room at the community.
I dash down the stairs in the midst of complete chaos. Zombies. Not Mac. My heart breaks, but I spring into action, kicking a couple out of my way down the stairs. I freeze at the sight of them carrying unconscious humans, but not eating them. Puzzling at this scene, a man steps into my view. He wears black canvas pants, boots, and a black canvas jacket with little pockets. Exactly like the man in the parking garage. What an unexpected turn of events.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” His hands are up in a soothing gesture. He reaches out and pricks me with something. I stare at the pinpoint of blood on my arm. This cannot be happening to me. I blink as my vision blurs, and my body lightens. The world spins, closing itself off from me.
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COLD AIR SEIZES my body along with a harsh smell of antiseptic. My eyes don’t want to open, and I can barely move. A breeze floats where no breeze should be. A beep of a monitor makes me peek my eyes open to look. I move my head and see my knees in the air. My feet are cold from harsh stirrups, warming with my body heat. It’s cold where it is usually warm because I’m wide open.
A doctor writes in a clipboard, no. Not a clipboard, a smart pad. I figure he’s a doctor from the white coat. Maybe I’ve been in a four-year coma. Possibly having had a massive car wreck, hallucinating zombies, and having a massive freak out requiring me to be placed in the loony bin. I’m betting he’s a doctor, and I didn’t dream up the last four years.
I struggle and let out a moan, meaning to say, “What the fuck?” It doesn’t come out the way I want it to. The monitor beeps with the tune of my heartbeat. The doctor turns to look at me, gesturing with his hand. Before I can look at him, a nurse with green scrubs on comes into view. She does something I can’t see. I remember nothing after that.
   
My body is stiff, like I’ve been asleep for an unusual amount of time. My memories stream back all at once. I know where I am, and don’t want to face that reality. Without moving or making a sound, I open my eyes and take in my surroundings. Lying on a twin bed, a bunk bed to be exact, I’m in some kind of dorm room, made of painted white cinderblocks. Several bunk beds take up the wall space. It smells of harsh cleaning chemicals and floral fragrances.
“She’s awake,” a bored voice announces. “Get Donna, so she can do her thing.”
A girl with dark curly brown hair to her shoulders comes into view. She’s clean, and when she smiles, her teeth are stark white against her coffee brown skin, and the bright green v-neck shirt contrasts with it.
“Hello, sleepy. You’ve had quite a time, huh?” She doesn’t sound like someone held captive against her will and awaiting slaughter. I blink sleep out of my eyes, and rub out the crust.
A door opens and a woman clears her throat. “You know the drill, ladies. You can get to know Kansas later. Out.” She points to the door with her thumb. Creamy Coffee shrugs at me and leaves along with a couple other girls who look to be around my age. I’m curious about this, and want to know more about them. I haven’t seen many girls my age for a long time.
“Hello, Kansas.” I turn my attention back to the plain-Jane woman with frizzy, dishwater-blond hair tied in a ponytail. Her light brown eyes scrutinize me. A purple sweater and jeans with white sneakers give off a disheveled look that reminds me of myself. “I’m Donna. I help coordinate the single female housing.”
She lets that sink in for a minute before continuing: “You’ll be able to shower and change in a little while. I’m sure you’re tired of that hospital gown.”
I hold up a hand. “How long have I been here?”
She rubs her chin like she has a beard and sighs, as if my question isn’t unexpected, just tiring. “A couple of days.” Everything seems to be in order. The team hasn’t showed up yet. “Usually happens with the people we have to sedate.” Her eye twitches. “If you cause trouble, we won’t hesitate to do it again. If you give it a chance you can be happy here.
“We have rules. I’ll start with the basics. You’re encouraged to find… a partner.” She eyes me as dread settles in my stomach.
I’m not in immediate danger, and she doesn’t hold a gun on me, but I have to ask. “Why?”
She sighs again. “I suppose you have questions, but I’m not at liberty to answer. Dr. Finnegan will be here in a couple of days. He’s the one that answers those. He’s brilliant, and it may take a while to get used to his views, but everything makes sense. I promise.
“You’ve been cleared as a healthy, fertile female. You’ll be treated with much respect. You could say it’s almost like being royalty. You will be royalty if you bear children. You have a chance to pick your own partner. You can live with him, marry him, or have babies. Some women opt for that, and live on their own so they give back to the world the same as women who find a companion.”
“Who’d want to bring an innocent baby into this world? What if I opt out?” I’m getting angry. This is the second time in a week that I’m wanted for my uterus. One of the reasons I was kidnapped to begin with. Kidnapped, twice. I now know why young women are scarce at the community. They don’t just come and go. They’re taken against their will.
She looks at me blankly. “We want you to be happy, so you’re encouraged to do so. On your own. The children here are happy. Children with no worries that would apply to children outside of here. They live and are raised by their parents. They attend school, get exercise, play, and have friends that they’ll know their entire lives.” She lifts her chin studying my reaction. “I have someone that will take you around the compound and let you see with your own eyes. She’s married, and pregnant with her first child. She lives with her husband and they live a normal life in independent housing. She devotes her time in talking to women like you, who come from the outside unwillingly. She was here before I came, and I’ve been honored with watching her grow and accept.”
I shake my head. “I don’t care. What if I decide I want to leave?”
She looks at me with pity. “We won’t force you to stay here, but if you walk out of those doors you are no longer safe from the infected.”
“What? Infected? So it is a disease? How?” I blurt these all out. She holds up a hand. I don’t believe her about letting me walk out if I want to leave. Her tone tells me as much.
“Dr. Finnegan will explain.” Her arm lifts toward the door. “Let’s get you a shower, and something to eat. Then you will have time in the singles hall.” They’re not wasting any time. I have to be serious. I was coming here for this exact reason. Now, I’m going to talk to someone who knows the things I want to know. Hoping the team will hold off a while longer, I’ll have time to get knowledge, look for Julie, and set a plan into motion. Not for the first time this week, I wish I could make a phone call.
We go next door to the shower room, complete with lockers, benches, and a big group shower. She shows me clothes in the lockers, and shoes. Everything I’ll need. A big makeshift vanity with girl crap all over occupies an entire wall. A girl with auburn hair spots us, and scrambles out after applying lip gloss.
“Um, where are my clothes and boots?” I want Mac’s shirt back and my boots. The jeans I don’t care about, just the shirt.
“Your clothes were cut off of you.” My eyes sting with tears. Stupid, but it’s all I had. She takes in my reaction and mumbles, “I can look for your boots, if you’d like.” I nod, and she leaves. They do want me happy and compliant, but I have no doubt they won’t have any trouble tossing me to the famished, like Rudy first said they did. I can’t grasp the reality and organization that was put into this.
I believed her when she said people are happy here, people jumping at the chance for safety and normal living. I still can’t see bringing a child into the world. It’s cruel and selfish. They don’t know what I do though, a cavalry will come with a whole lot of explosives soon, and their world will be torn apart. It’ll be too late to think about their hasty decision to join a new age plan.
Pure happiness overtakes me when I get in the hot, steamy shower. Standing there for a good ten minutes as it ripples over me puts me in a daze. I don’t understand my situation yet, it being so frustrating and unbelievable. After I take my time washing my hair and body, I get out feeling relaxed and ready to take on anything.
My boots perch on a bench on top of something white, much to my relief. Mac’s shirt. When I pick it up, it falls apart in tatters, but I’m grateful to Donna.
“I figured it was like that.” I spin and Donna leans against the wall. “You know, more people came with you. Maybe he is here?”
I shake my head. “I was kidnapped before, by crazy religious people.”
She nods. “You might recognize some of them then. You never know whom you’ll see. They bring in people all the time.” I hope Mac is not here. Rudy either. Anyone I know, for that matter. I can’t worry about them now. They can take care of themselves. I know they thought the same of me. No point going down that road. I’m sure the opportunity to be pissed at myself will arise again through my unwilling frolicsomeness.
I dress in a white long-sleeved t-shirt, and low-rise jeans, so low that my shirt doesn’t cover my hipbones as they protrude, indicating I’ve lost weight. My tattoo sinks in, I need food pronto. A baby pink, zippered, hooded sweatshirt covers my skinniness. Slipping on my boots is a comfort to me. The colored part of my hair’s light blue, so I brush it and leave it down, pulling the hood up.
It seems we stick to the same building with several wings. She explains one wing is dedicated to the singles area, but the bachelors live in a separate dorm. The cafeteria’s right off the front lobby, which is all white-painted brick and cream-colored tile floors.
The cafeteria’s empty when we get there, reminding me of a school. Rows of tables with the attached stools and a long buffet line sit in front of the kitchen. Inspirational posters hang throughout the building. I notice one now, featuring a cottage-type house with a family playing in the yard. The caption says, “Home sweet home. This is the place to find happiness. If one doesn’t find it here, one won’t find it anywhere.” Give me a fucking break.
The menu is varied with pizza, burgers, and fries, and I eat, not realizing how hungry I am. Food that’ll keep people happy. I opt for a Portobello mushroom burger, fries, and a hearty vegetable soup. God loves me – I have homemade double chocolate brownies. Donna watches me eat. I think she wants to laugh.
“What?” I say with a mouth full of food as a piece of mushroom goes flying.
She smiles. “This is my favorite part. Watching people eat the foods they haven’t been able to eat.”
I nod. “I lost weight while drugged. I don’t think I’ve ever been this skinny. It’s gross.” I don’t remember eating anything at Jeremiah’s either. I frown.
She raises her brow. “Most girls like being ultra-skinny.”
“It’s disgusting. Even though some girls can’t help being that skinny. Most girls starve themselves, and all I want to do is give them some cookies. I don’t think it’s attractive to not eat.” I shrug.
She nods as I dig into my brownie. “Can I take some of these to go?” I ask jokingly, and tell her so. I feel a lot better now with a shower and food. I did eat too much, but I need it. I’ll eat a lot today, and not be hungry tomorrow.
“So, how did you know my name? It’s not like I have ID on me or anything?”
She rubs her chin again. It’s a wonder it’s not raw. “Fingerprints.” I grow cold, turning to stone. “It seems yours were in the database. Quite the trouble maker,” she scolds. “We know all about you, Kansas City Sunshine Moore.”
I stare at her. “Not everyone can be found that way.”
“Not everyone has to be brought in being carried. Most of these people came here willingly.” A tight smile forms on her lips. I don’t believe her. Otherwise, how would they know I’d make trouble before taking my fingerprints? They wouldn’t, leaving me to believe everyone is drugged and carried here.
“Yeah, they thought it was a government camp. You know? The people that run the country?” My voice isn’t exuding with sarcasm. Much.
She ignores my tone. “Battle of wills now.”
I ask, but she holds up her hand. “All in good time, Kansas.”
“Does everyone know about me?”
She shakes her head. “No, just your name, and your tattoo.” She smiles. “Can’t keep secrets like that around here.” Damn Reece and his “virgin canvas” speech. “But no. No one knows about your previous record with the police.” She eyes me and purses her lips. “We had to confiscate your bag and the laptop. Your previous actions from the former world let us know that’d be the smart thing to do. The guns, it’s against the rules for civilians, and the guards know to look out for anyone who has had them.”
I nod, not caring for those things. I can get more. This new information tells me my laptop would’ve been useful here. I file that away for future reference. About my past? I’m not proud of it. Therefore, I don’t want anyone to know about it. I was young and dumb, testing my parents’ limits. It slowed down when Malachi became attached to my hip. I think that’s why they loved him so much. I loved him for that, too. That’s also why his parents could not care less about me, and tormented him about it. It hurt I was no less than frigid with them. They treated him poorly. I can see now, they wanted what was best for him, but I never held him back from anything. I still got into trouble though. I’m surprised this base knows about the felony charge that’d been thrown out.
I sigh, letting those thoughts go. They never get me anywhere I want to be. “Where are the people that came with me?” I ask.
“Most have adjusted, but none had records such as yours either. We took precautions with you. Are you ready to meet everyone?”
“Might as well get it over with.”
She peers sideways at me as we leave the cafeteria. “It’s not so bad.”
“Do you know a Julie?” I ask, not knowing her last name.
She glances at me again, this time with shock. She rubs her jaw. Her chin must be sore. All her face touching explains the little pimples lining her jaw. “Yes,” she says. “She’s the one giving you the tour tomorrow.”
I freeze. “Wait. Didn’t you say she was married and in a fix?” Her look tells me she’s confused, not catching my meaning. “You know, pregnant?”
She nods, watching my reaction. This just got a lot more complicated. I haven’t even met the tramp yet. I scoff at myself. Who am I to judge?
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THE “SINGLES” hall is just that, located adjacent from the cafeteria. It reminds me of a nursing home recreation room with an adjoining courtyard. Big TV’s with comfy seating make up most of the room. A huge bookshelf on a wall supports board games, DVD’s, books, music, and video games. I can see myself getting into the mood here. Right.
Pool tables and card tables dominate a huge space in the middle. People talk in friendly groups. At first glance, I’m relieved not to recognize anyone.
“The courtyard is out that way.” Donna points toward the double glass doors parallel from us. “The indoor pool is right across from the bathrooms, down that hall.” Her finger directs to an open hallway on the far right. “The workout room is also down there.”
Workout room? Interesting, it’ll give me something to do if I get bored. Not likely. Right now though, I feel odd, and want to sneak back to bed. I’d rather take my chances running into the thousands of zombies outside the base.
“Not everyone is here yet, still on their work detail, but will be here shortly. You’ll be assigned to do something, but can wait a few days while you get adjusted. I’ll see you soon. Dinner is at seven.” She gestures to a clock and it reads 3:17pm. “You’ll get used to the schedule, and everyone else’s. I have something I need to see to, so I’ll leave you to it.” She turns, leaving before I say anything.
A couple of guys smile at me. I snort to myself, and ignoring them, I walk through the double doors into the courtyard. The whole thing occupies half an acre of Bermuda grass – it’s brown now, and freezing out here – with several benches. Little patio tables, a grill, some chaise lounges, and a volleyball net complete the scene. A fountain is the centerpiece of the courtyard. I imagine they plant flowers in the spring. Sitting next to the wall, I put my head on my knees willing the time to pass.
   
I don’t know how much time has passed when I hear my name as a question. “Kan?” Afraid to look, I do it anyway, and my stomach drops.
“Dalton?” He nods, but he doesn’t look happy to see me here either. He runs a hand down his face as tension permeates his handsome features.
“You were the one they kept sedated,” he states as he shakes his head. “I hoped you escaped while all that was going down.”
“I thought you weren’t there, that you went to find Mac.” My voice shakes, I’m unable to contain it.
“I did.” I stare at him with hope. Sitting down beside me, he slumps and stares at nothing. “The guy I saw told me Mac wasn’t there. He got into a massive fight with another guy and left the community.” My face goes flat as my stomach sinks even lower and threatens to come up in the form of vomit.
“A fight? Who was the other guy?” I don’t want to know.
“I don’t know. I was upset he left.” He peers at me. “I told the guy I knew where you were, that you were kidnapped. If Mac goes back, he’ll know where you were and figure out what happened. I’m sorry Kan.”
“Who was the guy you talked to? Did he know me?”
“Yes, they thought you ran off by yourself. I don’t know why they’d think that.” I do. I found out the truth about Julie. With Mac thinking I had more-than-friends feelings for Rudy, well, I’m not surprised he left. I still can’t help thinking about the morning we shared. Did Mac think I’d leave? He assumed though and that kills me. “The guy was Bart, the bartender dude.”
I nod. Good. Mac’ll know if he goes back, but that’s a big if.
“I couldn’t stay to find out more. When I got back to my post, not ten minutes later I got stuck with a needle. They know I’m from the Coalition, and are keeping an eye on me. I need to get out though.”
“Me too, but I'll find some things out first.”
Dalton takes on a serious look. “No, Kan, you can’t listen to them. You can’t trust these people.”
This pisses me off. “You mean you haven’t even bothered to figure out what’s going on here? What the fuck is wrong with you? I don’t trust them, but something big is happening. I can’t believe you and that damned Coalition aren’t doing anything about it!” I snap.
“We are. No one is in danger yet. Things take patience and time.”
“Bullshit! I’ve been kidnapped twice, because of my age. There is something wrong with that, and I’ve been harmed! Violated, drugged, forced into a psycho marriage, this close to having sex against my will with a minor.” I hold up my forefinger and thumb to indicate how close. “And the same fucking thing will happen here.” I seethe, practically feeling steam coming from my orifices. “I have people coming here to help, just be ready to haul ass and help when you hear boom sounds.”
His eyes widen on the last in sudden alarm. “What? Did Mac know about this?”
“Yeah, he was part of –”
A hand cuts me off. “What? He isn’t supposed to get caught up in civilian issues. Only report them,” he says this quickly. From the way he glances at me, I don’t think he wanted to tell me that. “At least that explains why he left. He went to report it,” he adds, coming to his own conclusion.
Great. I don’t need that complication if it’s true, and a sad thing I don’t know what’s going on with Mac. “I can’t be seen with you. They won’t talk to me if they do.” Getting up and walking away, I fume at the confirmation Mac knows about the guys in black canvas.
   
A movie plays on the TV screen, and I think it might be some romantic comedy. To my utter delight, it isn’t. I settle on a blue sofa as Will Farrell “The Tank” streaks down the road in Old School.
“You like this movie?” I cut my glance sideways to a guy sitting beside me, locking his hands behind his buzzed, black head of hair. My gaze shoots to his button-up bowling shirt, looking Charlie Sheen-ish. The guy’s got to be at least five to ten years older than me. He laughs. “Such suspicion. Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you.”
“Yes, I love this movie,” I state and continue watching.
His mouth opens to say something else, but I hold up my hand. “Fuck off.” Saccharine laces my tone.
His brows lower and ripple together, face twisting he says, “What? You think you’re too good for anyone here?” A smirk crosses his thin lips as his dark brown gaze roams over me. Attractive, but I don’t want anything to do with him.
“That never crossed my mind.” I move from the couch toward the open hall door.
“Kan?” The voice is thick with excitement. Knowing the voice right off the bat, I bite the inside of my lip, so I won’t explode on the dumbass.
I do anyway. “What the hell are you doing here, Kale?” He looks around, swallowing. “I thought I told you to go south.” He looks better than he did before, with hair covering his ears, wearing a long sleeved t-shirt with some kind of logo on it, and jeans with a pre-made hole in the knee. I’ve seen Sam wear that logo before but don’t know what it means. Some kind of skater gear, I assume.
“Uh, I followed you here. Speaking of which, where have you been?” he asks with genuine curiosity.
“Around.” I remember how pleasantly relieved I was, getting rid of him the first time.
He grabs my arm. “Let’s go talk for a minute.”
Jerking my arm away, I say, “No.” I stare him down and he shrinks, pissing me off that he doesn’t have the balls to stand up for himself. Although, him flinching from me makes me feel bad. “Later, okay? You have no idea what I’ve been through.”
He nods, smiling his smile that had once kind of charmed me.
“Besides, I’m pissed. You should’ve gone to Birmingham.” Everyone stares at us. A few of the girls glare daggers at me. Apparently he’s been turning on the charm. Turning back to Kale, I say, “You’re causing me to get glares from other people.” I think for a second. “You know Bridget thought you left with me? I had to knock her out.”
“You went back?”
I nod, slipping a quick grin. “To set my house on fire. Then again to get my books.” I pause before going on, “Harley is dead.” Ice blue eyes blink at me, Kale probably assumes I killed him.
“You’re different.” He studies me, my hair.
“No, I think I found myself.”
He shakes his head, throwing hair out of his intense gaze. “Maybe, but you’re talking.”
He’s right. I hardly communicated with them when they were guests in my bunker. Now, I’m chatting it up like he’s my long lost friend. He wants me to elaborate, but I’m ready to get out of here. “You should’ve gone to Birmingham, Kale.” With that, I turn towards the dorm.
   
A few hours later, I’m under the covers sleeping with Mac’s shirt when someone shakes me awake. I look to see a young woman standing beside my bunk. Her fair, curly blond hair is pulled back in a ponytail, but cute little curls escape in ringlets around her face. A belly sticks out, looking way too large for her petite body. A black and white printed maternity blouse hangs stylishly off one shoulder, and a red beaded necklace with a huge red heart pendant rests between her breasts. I know who this is, and I glare at her.
“Hi,” she says, as awkwardness hangs in the air between us. I keep glaring, better than telling her she’s stupid. She swallows. “I’m Julie. Donna said you asked for me? I’ve never seen you though. Did one of your dorm mates request me?”
“Mistake.” I turn back over.
“I know you don’t want to be here, but if you give it a chance you could have a family, and be happy.” An awkward silence follows, and her feet shift as fabric smoothes together as if she is fidgeting. Good. Let her squirm. She thinks my glaring is for being held captive. That’d make her half right. A dip moves the bunk as she sits. “I hope we can be friends. I guess I’ll take you on the tour tomorrow as planned.” This piques my interest.
“No. Take me now.”
   
She’s shorter than me, even with her red patent pumps. Who wears pumps while pregnant? Keeping my arms crossed, I don’t look at her as she tells me about the different buildings. I notice she skips over several, and when asked about them, I get the, ‘Dr. Finnegan usually does the tours,’ and she doesn’t know much about them. What is with everyone and their lies? We go to a small setting with little brick houses lining the way. Several mature trees line behind them. She tells me this is the independent family housing. Each house has been landscaped to fit the personality of the owner.
She takes me to her little house, landscaped with holly bushes, and she planted buttercup bulbs for the spring. Like I care. She introduces me to her husband, Jonathan, who’s nice, good-looking, and tall with light buzzed hair and light brown eyes. A nurse at the medical ward, he’s happy to see Julie through her pregnancy, which explains the green scrubs he wears. Being excessively friendly and uplifting, he gazes at Julie with adoration. For how nice they are, they must get some kind of incentive. A bonus if my attitude turns around to become ultra-happy.
She offers me little chocolate chip cookies. The chocolate chips are arranged into a smiley face on each cookie. The house is neat, clean, and normal. Normal for the late seventies, that is. The walls are wood paneled, and brown shag carpets cover the floor. An avocado-green refrigerator sits on top of vinyl flooring, and an old oak table with matching chairs make up the small kitchen.
The living room and its furniture cast a variety of warm colors: yellow, orange, and red with splashes of green to accent. Not a kitten knickknack out of place. Julie’s knitting basket is full of little, pink baby crap.
I snap to as they talk to me. I haven’t said anything the whole time, and Jonathan begins to fidget, feeling uncomfortable with me. That makes two of us. Julie gets me out of there as fast as she can.
We go to a playground where kids play and parents push their children on swings. Laughter heightens as the merry-go-round spins faster. These poor kids don’t know what’s happening, being sheltered and caged like animals, livestock.
“Tell me this Julie – what does it take to be fed to a zombie?”
Her eyes widen as she looks at me, studying me for a time before nodding, coming to a conclusion. “When someone is terminally ill, too old – they need help to live – or as punishment for something severe, like killing a person. Otherwise, they feed them…domestic bovine.” Her tone changes as she says bovine.
“So if your baby… ” I pat her belly. “Comes down with leukemia at age five, you’ll willingly hand it over?”
She pauses, not thinking of this on her own. “There are risks, of course. I’m willing to chance it. We get the best prenatal care. You’re under prenatal care, too.”
Like good prenatal care prevents cancer. “That’s what you want for your child? To grow old and be fed to zombies like a cow? Maybe in the meantime, watching a terminally ill child of their own get thrown to the wolves?”
She gets flustered, her face turning pink. Good. She’ll give me information that way. “If you step back and look at things, you’ll see that it’s the only negative thing about it. Do you want someone to change your shit diapers when you’re old? No? Who does? Before the infection, old people cost money. It’s the same with criminals and terminally ill people, all the housing, food, medical care, and research they needed to stay alive.” Her chin juts out.
My jaw hangs open, and I snap it closed. I can’t believe this is the crap they sell. It’s true, but still. Everyone deserves to live, no matter how they chose to live their life. It’s not up to us to play God.
She goes on, knowing I’m not buying. “Not to mention the six billion people population destroying the earth, and the war coming. Something had to be done. You should consider yourself lucky you weren’t killed in the process, and be thankful you still have a life. You should try to live it as much as you possibly can.”
Chills break out across my skin. “What do you mean something had to be done? How do you know zombies won’t infiltrate this place?” I blurt all at once. My brain is going into information biohazard alert zone.
Her eyes narrow as I try to straighten out my thoughts. “I think the details you want would be better coming from Dr. Finnegan. Besides, this compound has excellent security.”
We stare each other down. By the way her chin is set, I know she isn’t going to say anything else. I’m angry about more than what she told me. I can’t help myself for what I say next. “Looks like you have moved on since the outbreak.” I gesture toward her belly, and purse my lips as this sinks into her thick skull. “Congrats on your marriage. How are you going to break the news to your other engagement?” I ask with a voice that could freeze water. She steps back as her hand flies to her mouth in shock.
“Ru–Rudy?”
I can’t hold it back. “How could you do this to him? He’s been running around figuring out ways to get to you, and you couldn’t wait. You have no idea what he’s been through. You don’t deserve him.”
She shakes her head. “You don’t under–” She freezes and stands straighter, giving me a new kind of scrutiny, baby blue eyes narrowing to slits. “You love him.”
I blink as if in slow motion as my heart picks up speed. “He’s become a great friend.”
She shakes her head. “That’s not what I mean. That’s why you’ve been so cold. You’re in love with him.” She sounds as if this is amusing. “I’ve seen it so many times before.”
I ignore her, getting angry. My fists turn to hard balls. “No. He helped me, so now I’m helping him. He’s coming to get you, and you better be ready,” I say so close to her face I can see her pores. I release my clinched fists, not willing to hit a preggo.
She looks panicked. “He can’t come here! How?”
I lift a shoulder, and pick at my cuticles. “We’ve been planning it for a while with a team. They won’t stop because I’m not there.”
“He can’t,” she all but screams at me. Her peachy-pale face turns pink high in her cheeks. I wipe her spittle from my face. I want to reply, but she turns and runs the other way. Definitely not my brightest moment.
   
Julie’s information makes me sit and stew. She made it sound like they’re repopulating to make the world a better place. Bullshit. How does anyone know what goes on with the rest of the world? Something else she said niggles my brain, giving me alarming chills. She said the earth was being destroyed. No shit about that, but she also said something had to be done? What does that mean? I still can’t figure out how the zombies are controlled like puppets. I saw them pick up the living without bringing them to their mouths. Julie hasn’t seen them, so she wouldn’t know. Maybe she does, but I doubt it.
I find my way back to the dorm. The girls hustle about getting ready for dinner. I don’t want to talk to any of them, as they sound happy and worry-free. Don’t they care? Well, I do. I don’t care how safe you are, or how safe it seems to be. Something is wrong with feeding living people, sick, old, criminal or not, to zombies. It makes me sick to think of the world that way.
Even though much was wrong with how things were, and how people thought, it balanced itself out. Still, people are born to live their lives how they see fit. Someone took advantage of zombies and use the situation to their selfish benefit, at least that’s what I got out of it. Why should just the healthy get to live? I need to talk to this doctor.
At dinner, I get a bowl of tomato and basil soup, even though I’m not hungry from lunch. My spoon stirs, swirling the basil specks. Several guys make advances I quickly shut down. Dalton and Kale stay clear of me, even though I can tell Kale wants to sit and talk, but he opts to charm a handful of girls instead. I want to get out of here badly. The smell of this cafeteria will stick with me for the rest of my life.
I can’t believe the Coalition hasn’t taken this place down. It makes me think of other zombie camps, a scary thought. How many of these places are there? And more importantly, what can I do about it? What would I do with the correct information if I get it? Someone snaps me from my thoughts.
“Here you go.” A blonde nurse in green scrubs hands me a little cup with a pill in it.
“What is it?” I’m sure skepticism is written all over my face.
She smiles, not bothered. “A prenatal vitamin.” Julie was right about good prenatal care. It won’t hurt me, so I take it. “Thank you, Kansas.” She says before going to the next person.
Several of the guys in black canvas come in and look around. They have buzz cut hair, and are about the same height. Where did they find these guys? They spot me and make a beeline. Great. What now? I notice Dalton look this way.
“Kansas Moore?” I nod with a raised brow. “Please come with us.”
I stand as everyone stares, making me feel like I’m back in high school. I would flip them off if I were six years younger, but I’ve grown, and stuff the urge back down.
“What’s this about?” I ask in a bored tone as we walk at a rapid pace down the hall.
“Dr. Finnegan has requested to speak with you.”
I perk. “Oh yeah? I feel special having to be escorted by four guards,” I quip. The guy that spoke peers at me with interest. Great. Going across the grounds, we head to a building resembling all the other buildings. Go figure, but one Julie avoided telling me about. It perks me up a little bit more.
We walk through a front waiting room with dark green Berber carpet and wood paneled walls lined with metal folding chairs. I’m thinking the decor isn’t their choice, but it was original when this place was built, or maybe redecorated.
A wooden door leads us into a white painted, brick hallway. All the doors are closed, and I can’t make out anything more.
I’m taken to an interrogation room. It doesn’t have a two-way mirror though. Bummer. I’ve always wanted to do the two-way mirror test. Of course I did in dressing rooms, though I never caught any perverts. The mirrors are always legit if they show a space between your finger and your mirror image finger. A two-way glass wouldn’t have that space. Supposedly, anyway.
The door being the only way out, I sit facing it. Stone boy positions himself next to the door, standing as still as Atlas holding the world on his shoulders. He’s no Greek god, with buzzed hair and eyes like black orbs staring at me. I lean back, putting my feet on the table as a man enters the room.
Average height with a decent haircut, he wears khaki pants and a long-sleeved white dress shirt. He’s younger than I pictured him, putting him in his forties. Very ordinary. A person who doesn’t stick out, and is easily forgotten. His point, maybe?
“Kansas.” I offer my hand to shake his, but he doesn’t take it. I mentally added rude to my mental list of Things I Do Not Like About Dr. Finnegan.
“Dr. Finnegan,” he introduces, seeing my look. “Ah, southerners. I’m not trying to be rude. I don’t shake anyone’s hand. I’ll get right to it. We have an informant telling us you know plans of an onslaught?”
His choice of words alarms me, and I inwardly curse. “Why would I know anything about that?”
His eyes narrow. “You understand, it’s not safe for the walls to be destroyed?”
“What I don’t understand is how the zombies are being controlled,” I get right to my point. His face shows nothing. “Yeah, I’ve seen them. They picked up humans, carried them around like flour sacks. In fact, I was carried by them.”
“You have it wrong.” He shakes his head. “They aren’t being controlled, only satisfied.” My bullshit meter goes off. “Just tell us what you know.”
I’ll get more information if I give him a bone. “I don’t think they’re coming. They would’ve been here days ago. I was kidnapped before plans were fully to a point.”
“How did they plan to get in?”
“Guns, trucks.” Explosives I helped make. Omitting this information becomes top priority.
Finnegan leans back. “Gray, put out an alert just in case.” He meets my eyes. “If you didn’t think they were coming, why did you tell Julie?”
“I said nothing about a full out attack, but she’s engaged to someone else. He wants her back. I suppose I was mad at her for marrying some other guy. Simple as that.” I shrug.
“Rudolph Hawthorne?”
I cough to hold back a giggle. Rudolph? Poor Rudy. No wonder he accepted my name without a blink of an eye. He’s named after a reindeer with a glowing red nose.
“If you’re talking about Rudy, then yeah,” I say, still trying to hold back laughter, glad he’s not here to see my effort. Maybe he’s named after a great uncle. My humor dies at the thought of never being able to tease him, or make him blush again. Oh no. I’m in trouble.
Gray comes back in and stands in the same place. “Why would you care who she married and didn’t? Her choice,” Finnegan asks, never taking his eyes off me.
“I don’t. Rudy saved me from a pickle, and I told him I’d help him get Julie back. In the meantime, we became good friends. So, it’s only natural when I find out Julie moved on, while Rudy risks his life every day for her, for me to get angry,” I say matter-of-factly.
“You do know he is the one who left?”
Yeah I did, I shrug at him, picking at my sore cuticles.
“Gray? Take her back now,” Finnegan goes to stand.
“Wait! What about the zombies?”
“Kansas, the zombies won’t last forever. They’ll die out. Even if they turn the rest of the people on earth, they’ll still die out. It could be twenty-five years down the road, longer or shorter than that. The…” he hesitates, “the virus was made that way. Until then, the vaccine keeps everyone safe. You’ll get it when you prove your loyalty.” Virus sounds like a foreign concept coming from his mouth. He omits something, something important. Did I seriously think I’d get anything more than he’s told me?
My mouth hangs open, and I snap it closed as I realize this man has something to do with the outbreak. “What the hell kind of doctor are you? And what’s this about a vaccine?” I try to sound curious instead of overeager, or worse, angry.
“Gray.” Finnegan gestures to me.
“Wait,” I scream as Gray grabs my arm. “The virus was made?” An electric outrage flows through my body like a lit fuse. If he’s not going to give me answers, I’ll fight for them.
Dr. Finnegan shoots me a mock smile. “Of course.”
My dad, my mom, and Malachi flicker across my mind. The fuse ends, and I explode, throwing myself at him, and driving my palm up toward his nose. Bone crunches, but the table slides keeping my arm momentum to a minimum. He jumps away, still alive. Damn! Blood sprays before Gray tackles me to the ground.
I try not to show my disappointment as Finnegan wipes his nose with his sleeve. “I’m going to ignore that. Killing me won’t make anything different, Miss Moore. Gray, if she causes any more problems, give her an injection.”
Injection? Dr. Cuckoo leaves the room holding his nose. “Hold on, girl!” Gray whispers as I elbow him in the gut. “Listen!” he grunts, holding me as I struggle to get him off. “Calm down. There is a red flag on you.” I will myself to calm down. He’s helping me? “There, I know it seems crazy and it is, but…”
“He’s at least partly responsible for a planet of people dying, you asshole!” I elbow him in the jaw as my dad’s face flashes through my mind opening the wound fresh. Malachi’s did nothing but put salt on it. Calming down, I say, “Please, let me go.”
“Listen,” he whispers. “Don’t panic. We don’t need that. If people are coming here, then you need to tell me the truth. Dalton also said something along those lines. And you told him.”
He’s making out like he’s with the Coalition. Possibly the whole good cop, bad cop mumbo-jumbo. Either way, I don’t believe him. “You know Jack?” My voice is quiet with the closest thing I can think of to Mac.
“Yes,” he says too quickly. “Are they coming?”
“I don’t think so. They’d have been here by now. Please tell Jack I miss him.”
Gray nods. “Come on. I’m sure they’re going to be holding you in a cell.”
   
I spend a whole day and night in an isolated cell before they let me out. What about this injection? They must want to keep me sedated if I get out of hand. From here on, I need to keep my wits about me, no more outbursts. Needing more information, I have to be patient. Patience isn’t in my top list of quality characteristics. I know Rudy won’t leave Julie. He’ll come, I hope. If they aren’t here by the end of the week, I’m making a new plan. Now, they won’t hesitate to feed me to the famished. This new revelation has my head spinning. The doctor created this virus to better the planet of the old, sick, and criminals? All the while, knocking out terrorists, and the big hole in the ozone at the same time? Give me a break, I might be scatterbrained, but I’m not stupid. Thinking of Donna’s “Battle of wills” comment, I know this is all some big power play. I don’t know the details.
I’m pacing my dorm room. Creamy coffee, Shia, sits on her bed wearing a light blue sweater. I take the plunge.
“Hey Shia, you have the vaccination yet?”
She smiles. “No, you don’t get one until you’re pregnant, or get someone pregnant. I’m surprised you know about them. It takes them a while to feel someone out. You must be deserving.”
“They told me yesterday. Dr. Finnegan is amazing,” I gush. Apparently no one knows about my little homicidal fluke.
“Wait until you meet the priest. I wish he was single.”
“Priest?”
“Yeah, he knows his stuff. I think I live to hear him talk.”
“Religious, huh?” I’m not interested in their religion. I’ve had enough religion talk to last me a lifetime, plus some.
Her brow furrows. “Mago, the Voodoo Priest.”
A cold chill sweeps down my back, stopping me dead. Voodoo? “M–Mago? The guy who controls the zombies?” I throw out with a sudden dry mouth. It’s not a bust.
She beams. “Yeah.” She figures if I know that, then it’s okay to talk to me about it. “He’s amazing.”
“How many priests are there?”
“Several, even priestesses. They’re better because they’re female. They travel to other places, to speak to people in our situation. We’re safe as long as we have them.”
That’s how they control the famished, with voodoo. The mechanics of it frighten me. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it for myself. I remember Mago’s dark eyes scrutinizing me after I shot Lucy. Yeah, I was in a drunken haze, but you don’t forget something like that. Was he there when I was taken from the cult? Shia watches me, so I nod and smile.
She can tell something’s wrong. “I’ll introduce you this week. He holds a biweekly service for our convenience.”
I smile again and slide into my covers. Grabbing Mac’s shirt under the pillow, I hold it tight, feeling a great sense of hopelessness thinking about him. I think about the team. I think about Rudy and his now complicated situation.
I have my answer. Do I believe it?
   
I’m a serious wreck the next day, not knowing what to think about anything. The hopelessness still invades me. Donna tells me I’m to work in a greenhouse. They think I need something to keep me busy.
At breakfast, I stare at the oatmeal in front of me with no appetite. I search for Dalton. When I can’t find him, alarms bells ring through my head. They obviously questioned him, and probably anyone I’ve talked to since being here. Kale talks to a group of girls, and I leave my oatmeal.
I tap him on the shoulder. “Hey, Kale.”
He turns, sees it’s me and smiles wide. “What’s up, Kan?”
“I need to talk to you.” I glance at the glaring ladies. “Alone.”
Kale gestures for me to lead, and I go back to my empty, lonely table.
“Not making a wholesome impression on everyone,” he comments, but he’s smiling like he expects no less.
I shrug and survey my surroundings. “Um, yeah. There are some weird things going on.”
“I should say so.” He gets serious. “The guards were asking questions about you. They wanted to know if I was involved in some terrorist plot to the compound.”
My eyes go wide and I laugh. “Terrorist plot? Kale, do you believe what they tell you?”
His face turns to stone. “We shouldn’t be having this conversation, but no. There’s nothing I can do about it.”
He appears ten years older right then. I don’t know if I can trust him. He’s not exactly on my top-ten trustworthy list. “Oh, I guess you like it here. Living normal and all that. Furthermore, girls are falling all over themselves for you.”
His eyes narrow. “No, I hate it here,” he snaps. “And none of these people deserve this. Like I said, what can I do? Nada damn thing.”
“If you had an opportunity to leave, would you?”
Looking sad, he nods, probably thinking there’s no chance of that.
“You know anything about the priest?” I ask him.
“The guy that does the services? Hmm, just that he comes to preach and leaves.”
I want to tell him everything I’ve learned, but chicken out, not knowing what the crazies will do if they know I’m plotting, or how much longer I can wait for the team. What I need is knowledge about voodoo. Usually, I know a little bit about everything, but this is beyond me. The only things I know about voodoo are the little dolls you could buy in New Orleans in the old life. I’m guessing Disney’s version of voodoo is a little low on the totem pole.
Feeling eyes on me, I bring up my hand, and sweep Kale’s hair out of his eyes in a flirtatious manner. He does this on his own, but it’s the only thing I can think of to do. His eyes widen in surprise. I forgot how innocently cute he can be, so I grin.
He laughs, making me think he does feel something for me, in turn causing me to feel guilty for using him. I can’t help his naivety. The person turns, and I peer to see Donna leaving the cafeteria. Kale notices, and his face crumples. I’d apologize for my fallacious behavior, but he did it to me once upon a time.
“Kale… I want to trust you. Can I?”
He stares at me for a long time before nodding. A bell rings like we’re all in high school.
“Kan, I need to tell you something.”
“Okay,” I draw out the word. Kale always comes out with things I don’t like hearing.
He swallows, and shakes the hair out of his eyes. “Remember when you helped us with those zombies?”
It takes me a minute, but he means when he, Harley, Nadine, and Bridget were getting attacked. I don’t want to hear this because they had weapons I didn’t know about until they turned them on me. I nod.
He sees my reluctance. “They knew you were there. We faked that attack, so you would think we were helpless.”
I wait for this to bother me. It doesn’t, seeming like years ago. It also explains the older zombies I had to kill the night before they showed up. My ventilation system leak was a coincidence. They drew zombies to my bunker. On purpose. I think about asking him why. I will later, if I get the chance. I do want to know something else now. “Kale, did they ever eat anyone?”
He looks me in the eye. “Once, there was no food. We had another person with us, but he was sick...” His gaze turns distant, “Not zombie sick, just ill with the flu or something.”
“Did you?”
He jumps up. “What? No way! I didn’t agree with anything they did. Honest.”
I put my hand over his. “It’s okay. I believe you.”
He seems relieved to get this off his shoulders, and onto mine. Everyone makes way to their work duties.
“I’ll talk to you later. I got greenhouse duty.” My face pinches.
He laughs. “Good luck with that. They work you to the bone in there.” Great. Yes, Kale’s good at saying things I don’t want to hear.
   
He is right, they work me hard. The greenhouse is five times the size of Linnie’s. That’s saying something, since Linnie’s greenhouse has trees. Although, this one does, too. Linnie would be proud to know the vegetation in here doesn’t look as good as hers. The only weeds growing are the kind you can’t smoke. I dig holes, pull weeds, water, and pick fresh vegetables and fruits. They also put me on starting a new section. I till. Manually. I curse. I sweat. I ache. Fortunately, the day goes by fast with no incidents. Julie never comes to give me the rest of the tour, and I never once see Dalton.
I take a long, hot, steaming shower, knowing I’ll be sore in the morning before going to the greenhouse again. Seeing it as a good thing, my body will harden from where it’s softened from not tending my garden and cranking the generator. Needing the comfort of a weapon, I steal a cultivator gardening tool at the end of the day. Mac and Rudy are both as good as me about having them. This adds to both of their sex appeals. Real men carry various weapons in weird places. A smile stretches across my lips, thinking of them.
Making it back into the room, I’m exhausted. I need to go talk to Kale, but that can wait till tomorrow. Climbing into my bunk, I realize they want me exhausted, but I don’t care at the moment. Now would be a nice time for Rudy to play his guitar, the song he changed various times. He never told me the name. Yawning deep is the last thing I remember.
   
Light taps on my face wake me. When I peek through heavy lids, Julie puts a finger in front her lips and motions to the door. Groggy, I get up, noticing everyone’s asleep. It must be middle of the night, sleeping through playtime and dinner. How about that? To avoid the discomfort of the cold floor, I pull on my boots.
When we enter the hallway, she rushes me outside.
“What the hell?” I grumble.
She spins on me. “You have to leave and tell Rudy not to come.”
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THIS MIGHT BE another Gray trick, but I doubt it. Dressed all in black, Julie’s eyes are wide, and dart around as if she doesn’t want to be caught.
“And how am I supposed to do that, Martha Stewart? Thousands of famished roam outside the base. They’ll eat me alive.”
The look on her face confirms she knows something. She squashes it. “I know where a motorbike is, and they have this ultra violet spotlight that clears a path because the infected don’t like it. I’ll turn it on for you.”
Seriously considering this, it might be my only chance to leave, but I need to do something first. She holds out her hand, offering me something. I can’t tell what it is right away. “I want you to tell Rudy…that I found someone else, that I’m married,” she tells me as the diamond flashes in the moonlight.
“Ah!” I jump away. “No fucking way!” The ring signifying Rudy and Julie’s engagement falls from my hand as if it burns me.
“Shit!” she exclaims, bending over to search for it. After picking it up, she holds it up, like maybe I didn’t see it before. “That was uncalled for!”
I stare at it without seeing it, not wanting to see it.
I have an idea so suddenly, Julie can probably see a lightbulb over my head. Plus, I don’t want to argue about Rudy. “You’re going to show me where the medical building is, and get me in.” I grab her arm. “Show me where the bike is, first. Weapons, too. Guns, preferably.”
She struggles in my hands and then pauses to consider. “You’ll leave? And tell Rudy I’m happy?” Her eyes plead with me. “Before the outbreak I was going to end it with him anyway,” she blurts, like it will make a difference. Tears sting my eyes. Damn her. I blink them back. I can’t believe she’s only thinking about herself, and can look cute doing it.
I let go of her and say, “One thing at a time. Take me to the bike.”
She turns, and I follow her in my skimpy nightshirt and little cute shorts – the most decent thing I found to wear to bed. They’re serious about people doing the nasty. I need to find something to tie my hair back, it drapes down my back in a tangle. I’ll deal, getting to leave and telling the team everything takes precedence. Julie doesn’t know it, but she’s coming with me.
The deal Rudy and I made comes to mind – help Rudy get Julie, and then I’m on my own. Now I know what I need to do.
The darkened building we enter rumbles with male laughter. Somehow, this strikes me as the guard’s dorms, smelling like a smoky bar. The white brick walls are yellowing from it. We make our way to the end of a big hall, she opens a door, and motor oil immediately fills my nostrils. We stand in a garage.
I stop her and whisper, “They should’ve a room with weapons. Where is it?” She picks up something leaning against the wall, and hands it to me. A freaking baseball bat.
I blink at her through the darkness. Moonlight streams in through some windows making her hair stand out like a halo. “You do know these famished are under some kind of voodoo spell. What the hell is a bat supposed to do?”
Her shoulders lift, but she doesn’t care. “The bike is right here.” I’ve seen it. It’s a crotch rocket Ducati, though I wouldn’t call it a motorbike. “When I open the door and flip the switch, drive straight until you hit the main road.” She tosses me a set of keys I don’t need but am happy to have. She wants me out, gone.
Taking in my surroundings further, I spot several vehicles, and an open closet. “Where is the medical building?”
She sighs, frustrated. “It’s the only white brick building. Right behind this one, we passed it on the way here.” I nod, remembering. “You don’t have the time. You need to go, now,” she says with authority. Like hell. She doesn’t know I don’t like authority.
“Tell me what you know about Mago.”
She doesn’t want to answer, so I cross my arms to wait, my lips hardening as she realizes I’m not going anywhere without all my questions answered. “Uh… I don’t know how he does it, but I do know that he travels around, probably to other bases. He goes to New Orleans a lot.” I study her, with no reason not to believe it.
“Good. Thanks.” I grab her around the waist. Her round stomach is hard as a rock. What the hell does she feed this thing? Quickcrete? She screeches, and that’s when a distant sound catches my attention. Still holding her, I shush. We’re both frozen, listening. The men in the building spring into action, making a lot of noise. Another explosion booms, clear as day, as are the small vibrations under my feet. A thrill shoots though my limbs and up my spine. My lips spread into a wide, open-mouthed smile. “Too late,” I croon.
“What have you done?” she squeals loudly as she struggles against me. “I have to get to Jonathan! He’ll be worried I’m not there. He went to bed thinking I was knitting.”
My smile slips as something inside takes over. “You aren’t going anywhere, Julie. You’re coming with me.” I tighten my hold on her. “I haven’t gone through what I’ve been through for the adventure.” I’m pissed, yelling at and manhandling a pregnant woman. I shouldn’t even care but strangling her won’t do. Then, I say through clenched teeth, “You want to come back? Fine, but you’re coming with me while I take care of some business.” No way I’m playing messenger. I’m shaking her with no abandon. Does this count as shaking an infant? I don’t know, so I stop. Surprise crosses her features before I shove her in the closet. It’s not easy with her screaming and clawing my arms. I finally have her in and barricade it with a metal locker.
A set of running footsteps comes closer. I grab the bat, popping a squat beside the door. The light flicks on as the door swings to the wall. I hit whoever it is in the stomach. My arms scream from the labor I’ve done in the greenhouse.
Gray pitches forward. Raising the bat, I hit him in the upper back, and he goes sprawling to the floor, face first.
I take this time to get ready to leave in a hurry. I hunt for the switch, which is right beside the garage door.
I’m climbing on the Ducati, when a hand clamps down on my shoulder, spinning me around as a blow lands on my face. Spots dance as I try to blink them away.
“Lyin’ bitch!” Gray smacks me the other way, and I fall. Julie screams, beating on the closet door. Multiple kicks to the ribs send pain shooting through me. Trying to get up, I open my eyes in time to see a fist punch me in my left eye, and I fall back onto the concrete. Static ensues behind my eyelid, and a throb starts in my skull. I lie there, saving my strength. My ribs might be broken, and could pierce my lungs. Taking a deep breath, air goes in smoothly, so I know I’m not internally injured, yet. My only comfort – the booms have stopped, and rapid gunfire seems close. They got in. I smile, even as I breathe heavily.
A vehicle door opens.
“What’s going on?” Julie cries, banging on the door. “Let me out!”
Gray ignores her as he jerks me up and throws me into the back seat. A rip shocks me, and I feel open air. My shirt is gone, and his large hands grope me. I scream my rage and kick. Gray releases my breast, and smacks me harder. Feeling like I might lose consciousness any minute, blood and bile flood my mouth. No longer able to breathe through my nose, fluid drips out. It’s bleeding.
He socks my gut for good measure, and I wheeze. My insides shift, spreading agony. It comes out through my throat in a groan. Grabbing a fistful of my hair, he jerks my head up and backhands me, efficiently splitting my lip. Warm blood spurts out. Gray lets go of me, his attention on something else.
Looking up at him, he struggles with Mr. One-eyed Willy. “Bastard!” I spit blood in his face, my voice hoarse and unrecognizable. Grabbing me by my throat, he cuts off my air supply. I struggle against his hands as my shorts are jerked away. My nails dig into his skin and scratch down his hands. How I wish I could pull a Mike Tyson and bite his ear off.
My legs fly into the air as he grabs them with his free hand. He prods me, unsuccessfully. My lungs command air, scream for air. He’s going to rape me and kill me at the same time. I can’t take this, can’t let him rape me. I’ll make him kill me first. Rage surges through me, giving me a huge dose of adrenaline. I use all my strength and buck my body at the moment he thrusts into me, bone dry. A deep pain adds to the misery of my abused body. Grunting as he falters, he pulls out to get a better grip, but I get a leg free. Wasting no time, I kick him in the face with my boot.
He releases my throat. Air burns as I suck it in, but I keep momentum, and punch him in the temple.
Taking a split second to recover, he prepares to hit me again when I kick him in his Adam’s apple. He gargles as he goes backward. Stumbling out of the car, I grab the bat from the floor. His manhood hangs limp out of his pants. Relief engulfs me that there’s no blood on it. I weakly swing the bat to hit him. He catches it, jerking it out of my hands, and tosses it away.
Shooting commences in the hallway. Gray glances toward the hall with panic in his eyes. I go for the bat, but Gray stops me, pushing me backward.
Air rushes from my lungs as my head bounces on the floor. Spots sparkle in my vision. Pain splices through my head. Blinking away the lingering spots, my adrenaline returns when Rudy grabs Gray by the throat, swinging his arm hard, punching him in the face.
I struggle to the bat, barely able to stand. My whole body shakes from shame and embarrassment. Rudy ruthlessly beats Gray in the face with continuous wet thuds, making it look like hamburger. I swing the bat, hitting Gray in the back. Rudy drops him as I continue beating him with the bat. Finally, Gray stops moving. Arms come around me and Rudy takes the bat out of my hands, dropping it with a metal clang. I slump into his body, shaking, not looking at him. Reece stands in the doorway, shooting into the hall. Explosives wrap around his beer belly, like a suicide bomber. Kale stands beside Reece, staring at me in horror.
Reece stops and looks to me. “Sweet, little lady! What the fuck happened to you?” He rushes toward me.
I tremble, sitting down to cover myself up. Rudy follows, squatting in front of me – maybe to help me cover up. My face blazes at the knowledge of them seeing me this way. I have the shame beaten all over my body, clearly visible.
“Kan… Are you all right?” Rudy tilts my face by the chin. I don’t look him in the eye, but I can feel his barely controlled fury as he takes in my face. My eye must be swollen shut, it feels puffy, hard to blink.
“Do I fucking look all right?” My throat burns from talking. Rudy audibly swallows. Reece whistles, bringing my attention to him as he checks out Gray.
“Where is everyone?” I ask them, before Reece can comment on Gray.
Reece gestures with his hands, “Scoring the grounds. Bunch of famished running around though. We gotta be careful.” He jerks his head in Kale’s direction, making his beads clack together. “He helped us figure out where you were.” I nod, looking to Kale with gratitude in my eyes. I can’t muster a smile right now.
“Reece, may I have a weapon? Please?” He nods, but Rudy hands me a pistol and an extra mag. It’s way too small for his hands, but he has it as a backup. He slips his hoodie off, and gives it to me. I put it on without looking at my beaten body. Rudy breathes hard and I can feel him staring down at me.
Bangs sound from within the closet. “Um, Julie is in the closet,” I inform them.
Rudy jumps from his squat, “What?” Alarmed and worried, he goes to push the locker over. Julie comes tumbling out. Rudy’s eyes widen at the sight of her belly.
“You’re crazy,” she screams at me. Her face is beet red, and she looks to Rudy. She almost stumbles over herself to hug him. In a daze, he looks at me, possibly wondering what could’ve made me put her in the closet. I can’t be sure, though.
“Jules,” he says quietly, wrapping his arms around her. “What happened to you?”
A pang at his endearment stabs me, but I ignore it. By his tone, he thinks she’s unwillingly pregnant. She ignores him, and keeps glaring hatred at me from over his arm, looking tiny compared to him.
I hold out my hands in peace. “Julie, please help Rudy find Dalton. Reece, I need your help. Kale, go with them.” I feel better bossing people around, helping me feel in control.
Rudy’s instantly alert. “I’ll help you.”
I shake my head. “Please, find Dalton, and you need to get Julie out of here. We’ll meet you later.” I don’t want to look at him right now, not knowing how to act, having a strong reaction at seeing him with Julie. Disgrace and mortification burn through me like a raw wound. I focus on the gunfire outside.
“I know where he is,” Julie says, as she takes his hand and leads him away. Kale follows, looking back at me. I wave him on.
After giving Reece the rundown of the vaccine and Mago, I tell him my plans. He nods before going behind a jeep. My pajama shorts on the ground are useless and ripped. I consider grabbing Gray’s pants, but I don’t want anything to do with them – I’d rather go as I am. Rudy’s hoodie goes to mid-thigh, covering enough, but I want clothes. Pronto. After washing my face with cold water in a deep sink covered in grease funk, my nose has stopped bleeding, and I can sniff through one nostril.
When I turn around, Reece hands me a pair of boxers. I smile, realizing they have biker Santas all over them. “Going commando?” I ask, slipping them on. They’re too big, but anything helps. I’d rather wear Reece’s dirty underwear, than Gray’s pants.
He smiles, relieved I’m making a joke. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”
I’m grateful. “Thanks,” I say genuinely, hoping he knows I mean for more than him lending me his boxers. He nods, and looks to Gray’s form on the floor.
Reece dumps cold water on Gray. He sputters and coughs.
I bend down, knees closed. My body hates me right now, but I need it for a few more hours. “Where’s Dr. Finnegan?”
He glares. “Fuck you!” His voice cracks, hoarse. Reece looks more than happy to give his face a stomp, then the tips of his fingers. Gray grunts out profanities, looking at him.
“Tell her, or I’ll start shooting them off.”
Gray shakes his head and scowls. “He left after he talked to you. He goes around. He’s getting ready to go overseas soon.” He grins a bloody, horrific smile. “You’re not even asking the right questions.” His smile doesn’t last long before he sputters some more blood onto the concrete.
I gesture to Reece and he says to Gray, “You’re lucky I don’t kill you.” He stomps his head to the floor with his motorcycle boot. We grimace at the cracking sound. “Shit.”
“Yeah, ditto.” I say, feeling for a pulse, which was nonexistent. “He’s dead.” I shake my head at Reece, but he doesn’t look put out.
“He deserved it. Think of who else he’s raped.” I flinch. He sees it and his face softens. “Sorry,” he says with some strain in his voice. I shake my head, knowing he has a point.
“Looks like our only lead is Mago, and Julie said he goes to New Orleans a lot,” I say, weighing our options.
“Yeah, let’s go get that vaccine.” He pauses, and I know I won’t like what he’ll say next. “Or I can tell you where we set up camp, I’ll get the vaccine.” He switches tactics. “Glinda’s there. She’s been worried about you.”
The thought of seeing Glinda makes my heart soar, but I’ll see her soon, anyway. “No.”
“Do whatever you need to do.” He sighs as he hands me my machete. It gleams with extra sharpness. He smiles and shrugs. “I borrowed it.”
I smirk as best as my swollen face will let me. “Uh-huh.” Right.
   
My body wants to collapse as we head outside, going on nothing more than sheer will. It’s dark except for the occasional explosion lighting the sky. The stark white of the medical building rises in the distance. Shouts and screams interrupt the night as smells of gun powder and decay float through the air, thick and strong. Famished run amok, and a snarling group spots us. My left hand grips the machete, the pistol in my right.
The sky flickers with another explosion, vibrating beneath my feet. More explosions burst and flash, illuminating a zombie right in front of me. I jump back, startled at its sudden appearance as it groans. Gore spurts as I slash my machete. Squeezing the trigger, I put a bullet in its head. Gunfire rings in my ears. I haven’t taken down famished in what seems like a lifetime, but it’s like riding a bike.
A guard appears from nowhere. I assume he’s unarmed for lack of shooting. I shoot him in the leg. I don’t want to kill him, just get him out of the way.
Reece battles his own small group with one coming up from behind. I swing the machete to slow the two about to attack me, and shoot the famished that grabs Reece by the shoulders. Immediately, I turn to shoot the two in front of me as one grabs my arm. The sounds coming from them make the hair on my arms stand. Teeth snap at me as I shoot one, and a sprinkle of famished blood rains down. Wiping my face with Rudy’s hoodie sleeve, it occurs to me they’re trying to eat us, not subdue us. I don’t expect anything else, but once you see zombies touch the living without biting, well, it sticks with you.
One rushes out of the darkness, smacking into Reece. They go tumbling as Reece holds it by the neck, and by luck the sawed-off shotgun flies from them. I smile to myself, pick it up, and cock it. Reece kicks the famished off him, and before he grabs a backup, I fire the shotgun.
After a hard blow to my lower shoulder and in my armpit, I fly backwards, barely feeling it. Maybe from shock? The headless famished goes down. Well, half a head. I know why Reece wanted to wait before I shot his precious. I’m on my butt, blinking at Reece. He shakes his head, grinning at me. More snarls erupt, and we quickly go back into action, though, I’m slower than I was a few minutes before.
Famished come from all directions.
“Just get to the building!” he shouts. We shoot the closest ones and make a mad dash to the white building, barely visible in the distance. Reece turns to half run backwards. “Heads up!” he shouts, as he slings a lit bomb toward the famished. He grabs me, throwing me to the ground for cover. An explosion sounds in my ears and they pop. Heat radiates over my body in a massive wave. The air sharpens with the stench of a crematory. When the air cools, we stand and run.
I don’t see anyone but mad famished and the few guards they attack. We told the team weeks ago to stick to the shadows and stay low.
The white building is exactly where Julie said it would be. Shooting the door open, we make our way inside. Darkness surrounds us, and I don’t want to turn on a light and draw attention, either. Reece clicks on a small flashlight, careful to keep it away from windows.
We search for what seems like hours, breaking in every door before finally finding a room with heavy security. The door’s solid steel, and needs a keycard to open.
“I don’t want to shoot at it. There could be oxygen tanks nearby,” I say. We avoided any shooting, except the main door, until now. Looking at the keycard box, I have no idea what to do with it.
“Maybe we can get a guard with a keycard?” Reece suggests, but our luck changes as the box beeps, the little light turning green.
The world seems at a standstill as the door opens and someone with a biohazard mask stands there. My eyes automatically zero in on the smart pad in his hand. A smile rises to my face. Until now, the base did a good job of keeping me away from any kind of computer technology. The man looks at both of us. “What the –” He’s cut off by an arrow piercing his head, slumping to the ground as the smart pad slides from his grip.
Peeking behind me, Rudy’s form is a silhouette in the dark. Reece chuckles. “Good timing.”
I swallow. “No shit.” I bend and pick up the smart pad to look at it. Reece illuminates it with the flashlight. The smart pad’s one you would see at a doctor’s office in the old life. Slowly, doctors were turning to this technology instead of handwriting in medical charts. My doctor once wrote a prescription on one, sending it straight to my pharmacy. I don’t recognize the brand, but I can figure it out. Reece and Rudy eye me curiously. Another explosion sounds outside.
“Hurry,” Rudy says, “I have your backs.” He throws some empty canvas bags to us.
I don’t know what’s in the room, but if the guy had on a mask, it can’t be safe. We enter a sterilization room with a biohazard closet full of suits where one should change before going into the next room.
“That can’t be good.” Reece says.
“The guy was in a hurry. He only had on a mask. I’m sure we can go in without the regular precautions.” Reece looks doubtful. I notice all the medicine cabinets. They’re glass and stocked. “I’ll take one for the team. You get those,” I say, pointing to the cabinets. Going into the closet and shutting the door, I know I can’t do this without a suit, and putting on one now seems strange. There’s a certain way one should be put on, but I don’t know the routine. Putting one on as best I can, I go to open the door to the next room but realize it’s all for nothing. The door sits ajar.
I kick my frustration at it, slamming it open. The room seems like a lab with steel tables, microscopes, and glass refrigerators. Heading straight for the fridge, I find it’s cold, but warming up quickly. Shit.
“Reece!” I pull off the mask, for all the good it’s doing me. Bursting in with no hesitation and no suit, he looks into the fridge full of unmarked vials.
Reece glances at me. “What did you expect? Did you want them to label it ‘zombie vaccine’?”
“Something similar to VX12-antidote might’ve been helpful.” I smirk. “I know what that man was doing. He cut power, and grabbed the only thing useful, the smart pad. It’ll have something on it. I’m guessing here, but I think the vaccine won’t work if it’s not cold.”
He grunts. “It’s not like we’re going to shoot ourselves up with it.”
“True. We’ll take what we can get,” I say, grabbing the canvas bag, shoving in vials. I stop when it’s full. I don’t want to mix the vaccine with useful medicine. Opening Reece’s bag feels like a kid coming across a wrecked ice cream truck. Yes! Yes, yes, yes. Pain pills. Swallowing one without water, it makes its way down my throat.
“We’ve been in here a while. It’s quiet,” Reece informs as we walk out to meet Rudy.
I discard the rest of the suit. “Where do we meet everyone?”
Rudy lowers his bow, glancing at me through the darkness. “We have a spot a few towns over. Everyone’s supposed to leave when either their cars are full, or they need a quick getaway. There’s tons of famished out there, Kan.” Yeah, I’ve seen it myself. He’s talking about on the outside. Without the bombs, they wouldn’t have gotten in.
“Did you bring your hog?” I ask Reece.
“No, it’s a town over. I drove an old car,” he answers.
I look to Rudy, and he answers before I question, “The vehicle I had, Jules, Dalton, and Kale drove away following Bunyan.”
I nod, having a quick plan. “All right. If we can get back to the garage, there is a light that drives away the famished. UV, Julie said. She was trying to get me to leave until we heard bombs. Then I shoved her into the closet.” I look away from Rudy’s silhouette. “We should be able to get away easily.”
“I only have two pipesters left. Better use them wisely,” Reece thinks out loud. We make it to the door. Fires blaze with forms running around in the light and shadows.
“Reece, you go first. Have them ready. Kan?”
“Yes?”
He steps up, looking down at me, strapping his bow to his back. “I’m right behind you.” I have both canvas bags on my shoulders as Reece makes a run for it, tossing a bomb toward a group of famished, mainly for a distraction.
The famished aren’t as bad this time, most seem to be feeding. Reece’s distraction works for a few minutes, but we’re still pursued. Rudy’s gunshots echo through my head. My body screams for me to stop, but I keep running. Holding on to the bags for dear life and praying none of the vials bust.
Luckily, I’m able to keep steady and Rudy doesn’t have to pick me up this time. He does push me through the door as we make it back to the guard’s dormitory. I catch my balance, and turn to scowl at him before seeing the door slam. Famished fingers catch, but Rudy pulls hard, jamming the door with them. Bones shatter and blood spills in the cracks. Seeing it, I’m relieved we made it. Another close call – no wonder he pushed me through the door.
Rudy turns to see me watching. “Come on. Not much further, then you can sleep.” I take account of myself. Breathing heavily, sweating, and hardly able to use my legs, I think the pill kicks in because my pain’s not as prominent.
No sound in the building, all the guards are either busy, or being eaten. With the light still on in the garage, Reece immediately goes to the Ducati. I roll my eyes at his smile, tossing him the keys that made it to the floor during my... scuffle.
Rudy takes in Gray’s dead body. His head’s flattened to match the floor, lying in a pool of his own blood. Rudy looks at Reece. Refraining from sighing, I look away, but not before the exchange of Rudy silently thanking Reece. Taking another pain pill, I swallow with water from the greasy sink this time, drinking until I can’t drink anymore.
Rudy heads to the driver’s side of the vehicle that I can now see is a Range Rover.
“No,” I say. “Not that one.” Rudy looks at me, then, Reece does, too. They simultaneously notice the open back door. Going to the next vehicle, a Jeep Wrangler with a vinyl top, I can’t stand their silent assessments. The passenger seat feels comfortable as I lay the vials at my feet.
“UV switch is right there.” I show Reece, pointing next to the closed garage door. He flips it, and opens the garage door in one go. As the door opens a bright light spills in, but we hardly have to worry about famished. The ones near, scatter away from it, but most zombies are busy running around the base.
Rudy puts his bow in the back, and I watch as he uses his new skills to start the Jeep. He even has electrical tape. He smiles at me when it starts, dimples and all. I can’t help smiling back.
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THE RIDE IS hazy as the drug works through my system, I keep going in and out. Rudy finally speaks up. “Dalton said –”
“Don’t.” My voice sounds far away. I want to sleep and not think. “I don’t want to talk about that. Ever. The past two weeks never happened.” The jeep slows to a stop.
I peek over at him. The tendons of his knuckles stand out from squeezing the wheel. He’s not looking at me as he tries to suppress his emotions. I recognize this because I’m doing the same. The drug makes it easier for me, however.
“I’m glad you’re alive, darlin’,” he finally gets out. Nice choice of words. He doesn’t say, “I’m glad you’re okay,” because he knows this isn’t true, and there’s nothing he can do about it.
“Right now, I can’t say I agree with you.” For the first time ever, he looks helpless. Endearing, and I’d think about it more if I weren’t high. “I’ll manage.”
A thought flickers. Rudy never speaks unless it’s important. When he does ramble, sometimes it comes out wrong, and he gets embarrassed. Rudy knows how he affects people, sometimes using that to his advantage, but he’s uncomfortable with it. His awkwardness on the dance floor and the distress when Candy is around demonstrate this. Except for our incident at the archery targets, he avoids confrontation. The reason he never told me about Julie, most likely.
Rudy is socially inept.
It makes me curious about him, and how he spent his childhood. I want to know everything about him. And the reason I haven’t realized it before now is because he’s been comfortable with me from day one. Why?
Right now, though. I start laughing. It hurts my throat, and pain slices through my midsection, but I can’t help it.
His eyes widen but his expression turns to a frown. “What’s funny?” Suspicion is heavy in his voice.
I giggle some more. “Nothing.”
“You can tell me anything,” he whispers.
He must think I’m going crazy. “Oh, I realized that you’re socially awkward. You aren’t with me, I mean.” Damn drugs. I smile. “But I can still make you blush.”
He cracks a smile, knowing I’m not wrong. “You’re loopy.”
I shrug. “Maybe, but it’s true.” He fixes his gaze on road. My eyelids droop. “It’s adorable and charming,” I breathe, knowing I shouldn’t keep talking, should just shut my mouth. I choose middle ground. “You can tell me anything too, you know?”
The way he stares at me now makes me feel like he sees straight through me, to me. I’m vaguely aware of more talking, but I fall asleep.
   
He wakes me when we get to the town. They set a camp of tents away from the withered road behind a full, mature tree line. The team rescued plenty of survivors. Looking around, most seem relieved. Some are wary. I guess it’ll take time to adjust. Reece meets us along the way to the tents. Neither one says anything, but they lead me to a tent and Glinda’s there.
“Oh, suga’!” She hugs me tight and I ache. She must feel me stiffen. “Sorry. Just been worried ‘bout yo ass.” She takes in my face and doesn’t even try to hide her astonishment. Her red lips, glossy with a perfect pale face screw in anger. A braid trails down her back, and it’s my first time catching her in sweatpants and a sweatshirt. “Oh my gawd! They said you got the shit kicked out of you. But whut the fuck?”
“Glin, I should speak with you,” Reece interrupts from outside the tent. “Kan, get some rest, little lady. We’ll talk soon.” Glinda ducks out of the tent.
   
I didn’t know I fell asleep until I wake during the day. A pillow rests under my head as I lie across an air mattress. Sitting, every cell in my body hurts. I swallow a pill with a jug of water, wanting to take more, but I can’t afford the luxury right now. Voices grab my attention on the outside as I unzip the tent. My body creaks from movement but I ignore it. The pill will kick in soon to relieve the worst of the pain. I pull the hood on the hoodie up. My hair hangs down the sides of my neck.
Dalton talks to Rudy, Reece, Thomas, and Bunyan. Feeling a pang in my chest, I knew Mac wasn’t here, or he would’ve shot Gray in the head first thing. It still hurts, nonetheless.
“Good morning,” Reece greets me. I smile as he gives me a hug. He wears a thermal under his vest, clean of zombie gore. I grab his KD sunglasses from the top of his head and put them on. Bunyan hugs me lightly with a concerned face.
“I’m fine,” I state, my tone saying I don’t want to get into it.
Thomas scoffs at me. When I eye him, he smiles. His way of a warm welcome.
“Good to have you back. Dalton tells us you’re married now,” Thomas jests. They all laugh, trying to lighten the mood. Except Rudy, and I avoid his gaze, looking to the ground. His steel-toed leather boots poke out of his frayed and stringy jeans. Apparently, Dalton didn’t enlighten everyone about the events at the cult. They don’t know I was drugged and almost raped there. If they did, they wouldn’t joke about it, I’m sure.
“Ha,” I say sarcastically as I shudder at the memory, but find myself not wanting to talk about that either. I can still see Joseph’s body, and the bleeding bullet hole in his head. “Did Reece tell you about the vaccine?”
“Dalton and I updated everyone. Don’t worry about anything right now,” Reece says in a stern voice.
Everyone nods their agreement. “Guess we’re all taking a road trip to Birmingham,” Bunyan says. Dalton nods, like this is a good idea.
“Kan, are you okay?” Dalton eyes me. I do look horrible with blood, bruises, and a hoodie with Santa Claus boxers. My bare legs, chilled to the bone, are covered in goosebumps.
“Yeah, damn skippy. I need clothes,” I state, and look around for Glinda. Maybe she’s got something I can throw on.
Rudy speaks up, “I brought some of your things.”
He wears the white bandana. “Okay. Thanks.” I follow him to another tent but don’t go inside as he digs around.
Ducking out, he’s got his leather duffle over his shoulder, and goes about dumping water on a clean rag.
“I don’t know where your pack is.” He studies me as he hands me the rag.
I smile faintly, and spread the rag on my face, gripping the glasses in my fist. “Oh, I lost my pack.” A bummer it was confiscated, but I can find another one. I wince and shiver as the pain from my face starts throbbing fresh. It reminds me of the smart pad – I wanted to take a look at it.
“We can get you another one.” I peek at him suspiciously for reading my mind, but he stares at my feet. “But I see you held onto the boots.” I put the sunglasses back on. Seeing him in the daylight, he has bags under his eyes and hasn’t shaved in a while. “You sleep okay?” he asks, sounding concerned. I don’t know how to act around him. I’d been too honest with him last night. I don’t even remember some of the things I said.
“Yeah. I took a pain pill.” I gesture just taking one. The corner of his mouth lifts into a smirk. “And after I eat, I’m going to take another one so I can sleep before thinking about what to do. Maybe head out on my own for a while. Let the team handle the vaccine.” I sigh, I can look for Mago. Just being in the team’s company is painful. I can’t stand looks of pity and need to go back to my tent before I start crying. Being beaten and violated can affect a person.
“You look lost and sad,” he says. I peer at him and shrug lightly. He glances away, not knowing what to say to a broken person. I’m sure in the daylight the full effect isn’t pretty. “Go back to bed, I’ll get Glinda to bring you some broth. Your neck looks like it hurts.” My hands fly to cover it with my hair, my face heating from embarrassment. It does hurt. There’s so much I want to say, but I can’t. Not now. Maybe not ever. Not wanting to feel his scrutiny, I turn and walk to my tent to change.
I pause, my back to him. “Thanks Rudy. For coming. I know it was for Julie, but thanks anyway,” I say with stern conviction. He shifts slightly, but I keep walking.
   
Changing clothes helps me stay warm, and I’m fuzzy from narcotics as I drift toward consciousness, but I’m not alone. Breathing in a familiar leather and pine smell, my heart beats faster when I ease my eyes open to see Rudy watching me huddle comfortably next to him.
“Hi,” I croak. He smiles so wide, my heart skips a beat.
“Well, good morning to you too, darlin’!” he says, his dimples making me snort out a laugh. “I didn’t want you to be alone, and when I laid down, you snuggled right in.”
“Thanks.” I slowly sit up. A finger grazes my swollen eye, and I flinch away, pulling up my hood. Leaning over him, I grab the sunglasses and push them over my ears.
His face hardens. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.” He looks away from me. “If you wouldn’t have started hitting him with that bat... I would’ve beaten him to death.”
I look at him with a straight face. “I don’t want you to imagine it. You saw that Reece finished the job. Gray was on the brink of death, anyway.” We don’t say anything for a few moments. He runs his hand through his hair, looking like he hadn’t slept well. I don’t want to bring this up, but I need to. “Where is Mac?” I say it in a tone that suggests Mac is in deep shit with me.
He looks at me. “I don’t know.” Taking my right hand, he absently rubs my scarred knuckles, split from hitting Gray. “He thought you left because of what he told you about Julie.” I figured this, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less. I pull my hand from his.
“Why didn’t you tell me about Julie?”
Sighing, he runs his hands through his hair again. I’ve never seen him this fidgety. “If I remember correctly, you weren’t forthcoming either.”
“I had my reasons.” It doesn’t escape my notice he manages to avoid my question. “I still would’ve helped you. I don’t see what the big deal is.”
“Exactly, it wasn’t a big deal. Still isn’t. It hadn’t felt like an engagement for a long time before the outbreak. I told you the truth, she’s like family.” His shoulders lift with a set jaw, indicating he’d rather not talk about it. I’ll chalk his big words for someone who found out his fiancé is pregnant by another man.
“Have you talked to her?” I ask, curious to what he’ll say about it.
He nods, lying down on his back, eyes fixed to the top of the tent. “A little. She’s grieving over Jonathan.” He does know. “She won’t say much, but I have a feeling she blames us. Most likely, he’s dead.” I know she doesn’t blame him, but blames me. His gaze moves to me. “I want to talk to you about something.”
“Aren’t we?” I whisper, feeling tired all of a sudden, with so much work to do. Speaking of, I scoot to the canvas bag, bringing out the smart pad.
Pushing a little button on the side that looked like the power button, Rudy puts his hand over it, taking it from me. “Hey!” I complain.
“This is what I want to talk to you about,” he smiles, wagging it.
Oh. He piques my interest and suspicion. “What about it?” I eye him.
“You said your pack was lost. Is that it, or was it because of your laptop?”
I purse my lips, picking at my thumb cuticle. I’ve picked at it so much the past few weeks, it’s sore. “The base confiscated it.”
His eyebrows rise, hopefully he’ll make a point soon. “Why?”
“You’ve turned it on!” I accuse. After all, he had no qualms about reading my notebook.
He shakes his head. “No, Mac did. When he stitched up your head. It’s his job. To keep track of people, and what they do. To help them when they need it.”
My pulse picks up speed. “You knew about Mac? Why didn’t you tell me, or him for that matter?” I ask him, suspecting he knew about Mac, anyway.
“It’s not what you think. Just answer my questions and I’ll explain. Did the base find out who you are, or did you tell them?”
My eyes narrow at him as he peers at me seriously as if this is dire information. “Why should I answer your questions? So you know how much to tell me?”
“It’s not like that. I’ll tell you what I know, and I’ll tell you the truth. Just like I told you the truth last night.” The green tent darkens everything, but his eyes are bright with swirling earth-tone color. A soft knowing smile comes to his lips. The first time I’ve ever seen him sure of himself outside a battle zone. “You remember, darlin’?” I want to say something to wipe the cocky look off his face, but I can’t. It’s sexy.
I ignore his question and clear my throat. “They took my fingerprints. They knew everything about me.”
Concern replaces his cockiness as his thoughts turn inward. A long time passes before he sighs. “Everyone since the outbreak has a status. Either you’re active civilian, an active militant, or status unknown. Unknown mainly means you’re famished or unknown to be dead. Militants are under complete control, used for the skills they possess. If what you say is true, that the base confiscated your laptop, then our suspicions are right, and as soon as Mac reported you as alive, you would’ve been scooped up for use.” He pauses, letting this sink in. “Remember your theories on technology, and all it takes are the right people to keep it going?” I nod, not liking where this is going.
“The world needs those people. You’re apparently one of them. Very resourceful. According to Mac, it’s not a great place to be right now. It’s far from what it used to be, and he wishes he wasn’t a part of it, but his sense of duty is ingrained.”
“I didn’t make those programs, Rudy. They were my dad’s. The only useful program I made got me into trouble, but I kept his laptop in case they became useful.”
“Your laptop was confiscated because of something that was on your public record?” he guesses. I nod my affirmation reluctantly. “Then, they got a look at what was on it, and thought you were some computer cracker?” I nod again. “If you’re not, then what are you going to do with this?” He waves the smart pad in my face.
I grab it. “This was the only thing that man carried. There’s probably something worth looking at on here.” I tap the screen. A security password box pops up. I look at the connections. I did have a hook-up that fit it. “The laptop would’ve come in handy for this.” I peer at him. “I’m no expert, but my dad taught me a thing or two just in case. So,” I say, changing the subject. “You’re saying Mac was protecting me?”
Studying me for a moment, a smile touches his lips. “Funny story. I talked to Mac about not reporting you, by then he gained an interest in you, knowing about your laptop. When we saw him at the marketplace, his whole demeanor was different toward you than anyone else.” Rudy glances at the tent door. “I’ve known him since the outbreak. He was stationed at the base when I arrived there for safety. After a while, he started coming and going per the Coalition, telling me stories about the community. We became good friends through alcohol and archery.” He smiles at a memory. “Anyway, you know how much of an ass he can be to people. His interest in you shocked me.” I nod for him to continue. “He all of a sudden wanted to help us, even though he’s under orders not to partake in civilian matters.” A melancholy settles over him like a cloud that never leaves. “Yeah, he did it...we did it to protect you. I don’t know if you’ll show up on the military grid. It’s why I told you not to show or tell anyone about your computer. Given enough time after being at the base, you’ll be reported or found out. The military have people all over in the little leftover pockets in the world.”
“Fat good protecting me did,” I say, deadly calm.
With a tense body, his eyes widen as he leans over to me, closer to my ear. “That. Will. Never. Happen. Again.” His voice just as calm as my voice. Leaning back, he takes my sunglasses off. I try to jerk them out of his hand, but my midsection screams at me to stay still. I glare at him instead. “That reminds me, you think I went through all of this because of Julie?” I don’t say anything, but stare at him. His clenched jaw softens. “First time I saw you, it was like a punch to the gut.”
“It was a punch in the gut,” I say, remembering our scuffle in the damp leaves.
Amusement lights his features as he remembers, too. “And a head-butt and an elbow to the chin.”
“You had my face in the mud – I couldn’t breathe!”
“I helped you out of a vehicle that was wrapped around a tree!”
I scoff. “I couldn’t help it if I had a zombie knocking on my window. Did you want me to let him in?”
He smiles, giving me the full effect of his dimples and teeth. I pull my hoodie farther over my face. Noticing, he hands me back the sunglasses. “You were feisty.” The grin still lights his face as if he enjoyed our scuffle. I put them back on. “Out of all the fights I have been in, you’re the first one to head-butt me,” he says, sounding amused at the thought. I look at him and his smile slips into a sad one. I can’t stand it.
“Kan?” This comes from outside.
“Yo?” I say as the flap unzips.
Kale pops his head in the tent, and takes in my face. “I’m sorry we didn’t get there sooner,” he says, his eyes wide and concerned.
I laugh, sounding bitter. “No. It’s fine, Kale. Thank you for helping.”
He swings his hair out of his eyes, looking to Rudy.
“I guess you two met already.” I don’t want to be rude. This doesn’t feel awkward at all.
Rudy’s head inclines a fraction, still studying Kale. Rudy, to my knowledge doesn’t know about Kale. I never told him, but I did tell Mac.
Kale nods, too, and says, “Julie asked me to come get you.” It takes me a minute to realize he means me.
“What? Why? She’s not, um, having her baby is she? My knowledge doesn’t extend to baby catching.” Kale smiles, rolling his eyes. Rudy snorts.
“Like you’d be the first person she thinks of if her water broke,” Kale says deadpan. He has a point. “I don’t know why, she just asked.” Kale slaps his hand against his thigh.
“All right, I’ll be there in a minute.” I sigh as Kale takes his leave.
“How’d you know about Malachi?” I blurt.
Rudy winces, clearly uncomfortable about the turn in conversation. “Well, uh, that day I carried you from the wreckage. You opened your eyes and called me by his name.” He peers at me. The green of the tent hides the coloring of his neck, but I can tell by the look on his face. “The way you were looking at me wasn’t a way you’d look at a brother or a friend.” I don’t know what to think about his bashfulness. He has no control over it. “With a look like that, I thought he was the reason you were going to the base in the first place.” I’d have thought the same thing.
I blink and laugh it off. “You didn’t think I was in a wreck and having hallucinations?”
The corner of his mouth lifts up. “It occurred to me, but I thought what a lucky guy he was.” He shakes his head, watching me. More sadness seems to seep through his features. “I shouldn’t have assumed. I was an ass that day at the targets, and was the reason you weren’t on guard. I don’t know how I can make that up to you.”
Hating that he blames himself for something he didn’t do, I shake my head. “Don’t worry about it. Jeremiah showed up out of nowhere, trying to make friendly conversation. It had nothing to do with you.” He did distract me, but I don’t have to tell him that.
“Mac might be in Birmingham,” he states. I don’t know what I’m going to do about Mac. I need time to think about it. Sitting up suddenly, he pulls me in a hug. I close my eyes and let him. “Don’t leave.” It takes me a minute to catch his meaning. I remember telling him I might head out on my own for a while, and now he’s mentioning Mac to get me to stay with the team.
Pulling away, I straighten my sunglasses. “Listen to you, trying to be noble, but selfish.” I peer at him and sigh. “I won’t leave the team, but you need to figure out what you’re going to do about Julie.”
He stares at me, and then looks away, nodding. “I better go help pack things up.” With that one look, my heart sinks.
   
Kale sees me emerge and points to a small blue tent. I nod my thanks and head in that direction.
“Suga’!” Glinda comes running still dressed in her sweats, and her hair looks worse for wear. I can tell she’s ready to get back to the community. “Don’t go listen to that crackpot.” She looks to the blue tent, eyes wide. I almost laugh. “She is spoutin’ some weird shit. You know?” I can only imagine.
“It’ll be fine.” I think for a second. “She just lost her husband.”
“Sure, but I think she’s lost it.” I nod to her, walking to the tent.
I unzip it, and Julie sits up, still wearing her black turtleneck and slacks. Her hair’s undone, wild all over her head. I scowl. She even makes that look cute.
“My back is killing me,” she complains with her hands cupped on her lower back in the standard pregnant way.
“At least you’re alive.”
She doesn’t waste time. “I want you to know how much I hate you.”
My eyes widen. “Gee, thanks,” I say in a tone worthy of Mac. I start to turn.
“My husband’s dead.” Her voice is thick with tears, but she takes a minute to calm herself. “I’ll always blame you for what might’ve happened to my daughter’s father,” she all but whispers. Sitting straighter, she seems to gather a determined air about her.
I don’t know what to say. The silence between us stretches as we listen to a gunshot in the distance. Probably a roaming famished. I open my mouth to tell her I don’t have time for this, when she speaks up.
“Listen, I’ve seen girl after girl fall for him, but it’s not in his genes to keep anything going.” It takes me a minute to figure out she’s talking about Rudy and not her husband. She shakes her head. “I don’t even know why I’m trying to warn you, you’ll find out soon enough.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I don’t have time for an over emotional, hormonal, grieving pregnant woman.
A bitter laugh escapes her pouty lips, but she looks me straight in the eye. “He won’t choose anyone over me. Never has, never will. Jonathan might be dead, but I have to think about my daughter now.” She smoothes her hands over her large belly. “I’m going to see where Rudy and I can go from here. I need him right now, and he obviously needs me. He looks terrible. I can’t believe how much he’s been through for me.” Emotion grows thicker in her voice before she takes another minute. “We’ve talked about it. He’ll most likely agree, he needs time to work everything out in his head.”
Was this what the look back in my tent was about? Blood pounds in my ears as she watches my reaction. Her face is blank, but the sharp eye she keeps on me lets me know she’s paying me back, tenfold. It’s not that she means what she says, I don’t think she cares about Rudy at all. This is all about hurting me, but it’s not like I’ll do anything about it. Now is not the time. I have other problems.
Keeping my wits about me, I decide not to react to anything she said, but I’ll throw something else in her face. “Are you done? You should take a step back and look at the bigger picture here. Zombies are running around. Worse yet, your Dr. Finnegan made this happen. He destroyed lives, including mine.” I walk out of the tent and don’t bother to zip it up.
Reece stands outside of it, holding a gun. His mouth is in a hard line, indicating he heard everything. Good. I won’t be the only one with this burden on my shoulders. I gesture for him to walk with me.
“How are you feeling?” he asks me.
“I’ve been better.” I peek at him and he stares toward Julie’s tent.
“You gonna tell him what she said to you?” Reece finally asks softly.
“Are you?” He looks to the ground at the question. I continue, “Rudy’s not stupid.”
“Yeah, not my business to tell him, either.”
I sigh, looking around, not wanting anyone to overhear me. “I love him, Reece.”
To my surprise he chuckles. I glare at him and he stops, clearing his throat. “You just now figuring that out?”
“Not just now, but Julie figured it out.”
His face hardens as he catches what I’m telling him, that she knows my feelings for him and uses it to get at me. She lost any good opinion he has of her. It makes me feel a little better.
“What are you going to do about it?”
I tell him the truth. “Nothing. There’s no room for feelings in a world full of zombies.”
He sighs like he can’t believe he needs to explain this to me. “You don’t believe that. If anything, a world full of zombies gives more room for feeling. I want you to think about something, Kan, think about what she said in that tent. Rudy hasn’t seen her in eight months, but where did he end up last night?”
I swallow, thinking about Rudy’s words and the look of absolute sincerity and conviction on his face in the jeep. Reece has a point, but that doesn’t make Julie any less of a problem. Mac either. The thing is, if Rudy would’ve told me sooner it might be different, but he didn’t. Julie has now planted a seed of doubt, I know this, but how do I know she’s not telling me the truth? I’m exhausted and want to wallow in my own self-pity. I don’t have it in me for any strong emotions.
Reece gives me a knowing look as if to say not to worry, I’ll be okay in time. Right. If I have learned anything the past four years, it’s I don’t get over anything easily. Giving me mercy, he changes the subject.
“Maybe we should take the survivors to Nashville first?” he suggests, letting me take the lead, knowing I need to feel a little control.
I scoff. “Not we, but a couple of people from the team.”
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THAT’S THE PLAN. All afternoon we pack tents and feed everyone. I take some time to brush my hair out, but end up leaving it alone, finding a spot to cry instead.
Although, when I’m finally by myself I can’t. Staring at the evergreens, I hate zombies more than ever. I realize how angry I am about everything. Even though my anger gives me resolve, the hopelessness of the situation weighs on me. What can I do about it? Put one foot in front of the other, that’s what.
By the time everything is packed, planned, and ready to go, I have more determination than ever to find Mago and learn more about the vaccination. My team - Reece, Sam, Ty, Thomas, and Felix, along with Bunyan, Dalton, and myself - are going to Birmingham. I have other plans once we’re on the road, though. I haven’t found time to talk to Reece yet, but he won’t argue.
Dalton says it’s better to show up in Birmingham with as few as we can manage, anyway. I thought Julie should go. Not because of Rudy, either. They’ll have better medical care there than at the community. She argues of course, and Glinda informs me a mother and midwife can help her through the labor process when the time comes. Julie all but sticks her tongue out at me.
Rudy is going to Nashville with Julie. I can tell Rudy and Julie have talked. Being reserved more than usual, Rudy doesn’t say much. I guess he’s working out his issues. I wish I could help him, but he seems to back away from me. Maybe giving me space? I know he’ll do the right thing. It makes me proud of him, and makes me love him even more than I already do. We leave a lot unspoken, but we don’t need to talk. Rudy’s better with actions than anything words can say. Things are complicated that way.
I strap my duffel to the hog Reece has acquired, riding bitch, but I don’t care as long as I don’t have to converse with anyone. I’m not relishing how my body feels, and riding on a motorcycle for a day or more will not help.
Glinda fusses over Reece. Bittersweet. It looks like they’re hitting it off. She hugs me tightly, and I’m glad for her presence. I assure her I’ll take care of Reece, and almost laugh when I picture myself tucking him in at night with a baby blue blanket and teddy bear. In my vision, he has on his biker Santa boxers.
I shift, bumping into Rudy in my personal space like he won’t ever see me again. It does feel that way as he gives me his green bandana. “You shouldn’t go,” implying the Coalition might know about me.
I shrug, looking at the bandana. “You said I might have some time before they find out.” Perfect excuse to tell him, but I won’t be going to Birmingham. Rudy knows about Mago, but I keep my plans to myself because I might not find anything.
He sighs, looking frustrated. “I should go, too.”
“You should help Julie. After all, she’s what this whole thing was about.” My tone isn’t what I want it to be. It’s bitter.
A light sparks in his eye. “Why the attitude?” I open my mouth to tell him, but his smiling stops me. “Don’t forget, I know her. I can read her like a book. No worries.” He suspects something from her. I give him a small smile, but he doesn’t see it because he buries me in his chest, careful not to squeeze my battered body. I breathe him in for a minute.
“Please. Take care of yourself.” I tense, realizing his face is inside my hood, buried in my hair, his voice a whisper in my ear.
I nod, pulling away, weaving the bandana through my fingers. “Play my song for me, Rudolph?” I smile and blame it on the pain pills coursing through my system.
He’s not surprised I know his name, or that the song he wrote is mine. He beams a smile showing teeth and dimples, all for me. “I call it, New Life Sunshine.”
I laugh, noticing he used “new life” in reference to when I say, “old life”, and my middle name. “Hardly any sunshine here,” I tell him still smiling, liking the title of the song. My laugh fades catching sight of Julie. She has her arms crossed watching us.
Rudy sees it, too, but he keeps smiling at me. “That’s better. A laugh and a smile. I’ll play it every night, darlin’. Right now if you want.”
“Trying to delay me?”
“Never know unless you try.” He grabs my hand and kisses my palm. When he turns without saying goodbye, it takes everything not to go after him. I straighten the sunglasses. He almost made me forget. Nah, it has to be the drugs. I cover my neck with my hair and face Reece.
Reece tucks the sawed-off shotgun in the back of his pants. He makes it look easy. I don’t know how he fits it there, but he’s used to it. He sometimes refers to it as his fourth arm. It took me a while to get what could be his third. I remember joking with him about having two arms in his pants.
“Here’s the deal, Reece. You and I are going to New Orleans.”
He raises his brows. “Might be fun. Been a while since I’ve been to the Big Easy,” he says without thinking it over, but whispers so we’re not overheard. Smart man, even though he humors me.
I smile as he wordlessly hands me a folded sheet of paper. When I look at it, it’s a drawing. Also recently turned into a tattoo. The transparent paper has a sun with an arrow sticking through it, drawn in blue ink. My attention draws to the arrow, because it’s the same one on my hip. The fletching’s feathers from a bird.
I look at Reece. “Mac?” I ask, noticing he wears another pair of original KD’s. He must have a stock of them. I don’t know why, it’s not like he wears a helmet.
He looks at me. “Maybe you’ll find out.”
I sigh, knowing he won’t tell me, or he already would have. He probably thinks I’m a tramp. I climb on the motorcycle and smile. You only live once.
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1

THE CAR SPUTTERS when I maneuver it into a space, but it doesn’t die. Not yet, anyway. The small orange light screams at me from the dashboard—check engine. Ten hours, that’s how long I’ve been on the road. I didn’t really believe this piece of shit would make it all the way to California, but I’d hoped it would at least get me halfway there.
I squeeze my eyes shut and rest my forehead on the steering wheel, right between my clenched fists. The orange words dance across the back of my eyelids. Even with my eyes closed I can’t escape them. They taunt me. Check engine. They may as well be you failed. That’s what it feels like.
I jerk the keys out of the ignition and grab my travel papers off the dashboard, shoving them both in my purse. Leaving the papers behind would get my car broken into for sure, plus I’ll need them if I run into a cop. If my papers get stolen, I’ll be stranded.
The diner is the type of place I would normally avoid. It’s nothing more than a truck stop really, probably fifty years old or more. I’m sure the walls are coated in grease, and the bathrooms most likely haven’t been cleaned well since the late eighties. It’s full of truckers and white trash. People who remind me of the life I ran from. But I don’t have a choice. I have to pee, and this is the only route open that leads to California.
The inside is exactly the way I imagined it. Old booths with cracked seats covered in duct tape, the walls brown and grimy. The grease invades my pores and nostrils the second I step in. It goes down into my lungs and coats them in a thick, oily film. I want to get in and out of this place as fast as possible.
I’ve only taken two steps when a man stops me. He’s big and round, and his face is red and sweaty. The pits of his shirt are stained an ugly yellow-brown color that smells as bad as it looks. Even over the grease and cigarettes his pungent odor burns my nostrils. He also has a gun strapped to his chest.
“Papers.” He holds his hand out expectantly. His face is hard.
My heart pounds as I pull the papers out of my purse and hesitantly hand them to the man. Hopefully, he actually works here and he’s not robbing me. I hold my breath while he slowly unfolds them, then exhale when his eyes narrow on the fine print. His mouth is pulled into a tight line when he nods.
He folds the papers in half, snapping his fingers across the crease before handing them back. “Welcome.” It sounds more like a death sentence than a welcome.
I return his tense smile and shove the papers back in my purse. “Where’s the bathroom?”
He tilts his head to the right, but doesn’t say a word. I nod and head in the direction he indicated, keeping my eyes down, trying not to meet anyone’s gaze. I don’t need to look at the people to know what expressions they wear. It’s the same everywhere. Fear, frustration, hopelessness, and loss. It’s how things have been since martial law was declared six weeks ago. And I’m tired of it. I have my own worries. I don’t want to see the despair in other people’s eyes, don’t want to focus on anyone else’s problems.
The bathroom is empty, thankfully, and just as dirty as I imagined it would be. I squat over the toilet, trying my best not to touch the seat. The pressure in my bladder is agonizing. I’d started to think I was going to have to pee on the side of the road.
A sigh of relief whooshes out of me when I’ve finally relieved myself. I pull up my skinny jeans and head out to wash my hands. The mirror hanging above the sink is cracked and filmy. I can’t make anything out other than my tangled blonde hair. I work my fingers through the knots and look away from the mirror. Doesn’t matter how I look. There won’t be anyone to impress on this trip.
I wash my hands and shake them dry before heading back out into the diner. No way am I eating here. It would be a waste of time. Plus, I have no desire to sit and breathe in this grease-filled air. But coffee is a must. I want to make it at least another four hours before pulling over for the night.
A woman in her fifties stands behind the register. She wears the same uniform as the other waitresses: orange dress with short sleeves and an apron that probably used to be white. The entire thing is now splattered with food and grease, old and worn just like she is. Her hair is short and jet black, the kind of color that only comes from a bottle, and the creases on her face are so deep they’re probably just as full of grease as the walls of the diner. Her arms cross over her chest and she shakes her head, frowning at the man in front of her.
“Please, I’m begging you. I was on a business trip when this all started. I’ve been stranded for weeks trying to get home to my family. I’ve spent every last penny I had on my physical and a car. I’m starving.” His voice is desperate, begging. Same story, different person.
“No credit,” the woman says. She won’t budge. Why would she? People like her are making a killing off travelers. A few weeks ago, she probably barely made enough money to live on. And now…well, if this all blows over, she’ll be comfortable.
The man pleads for a bit longer and I shift from foot to foot, waiting for him to get the point. I should have some sympathy for him. I should. But if I felt bad for every person I passed who was desperate and running out of time…if I did that, I wouldn’t be able to keep going. I’d sit down on the floor right here in the middle of this diner and never move again.
The television mounted on the wall catches my eye, and I tune the man out. It’s an old tube TV and the reception is awful, but the news is on. Maybe there will be an update on the virus.
“…travelers are advised to display their papers at all times and to keep to approved routes. Anyone who is found traveling on closed highways or without papers will be arrested immediately and held until martial law has been lifted.
In local news, police are still on the lookout for two men responsible for robbing several convenience stores in the St. Louis area. They are described as two white males in their mid- to late-twenties and were last seen traveling in a dark blue SUV. They are considered armed and dangerous…”
“That’s it,” the woman at the counter says, making me jump. She nods to the armed man at the door, then turns to me. I guess she finally got tired of listening to the desperate man. “What can I get you?”
Her gaze holds mine. Both of us avoid looking at the man as he’s dragged from the diner. Neither one of us bats an eye when he screams for mercy. Begs for help. My throat constricts, burning a little at his cries. But I can’t give in.
“Coffee,” I say. “To go.”
She nods and turns away, not even bothering to ask me if I have cash. She shouldn’t have to. Not with the giant sign over the register that says Cash Only, and not after the screaming man was ripped from the building.
I lean against the counter and close my eyes for a second. My shoulders slump and my limbs feel weighed down, like they’re made of lead. I feel a hundred years old, not twenty.
When I open my eyes, my gaze locks with a man a few booths away. Everything about him screams redneck. From his flannel shirt, unbuttoned to reveal his wifebeater and beer belly, to the bulge in his lower lip. His upper lip curls and his eyes go over my pin-up body. He nods in approval and raises an eyebrow. He’s in his thirties, probably getting close to forty, and he’s hard. Like he’s been dealt a rough life and didn’t have an issue giving some back. I’ve known men like him. Hell, I’ve dated men like him.
There’s another man sitting at the table with him, but his back is to me so I can’t tell what he looks like. Probably more of the same. The first man grins and picks up a soda can, spitting into it. My stomach churns. He gives me the creeps.
I turn away when the waitress comes back carrying a cup of coffee. “That’ll be five bucks.”
I dig my nails into my palms. “Five dollars? What do you think this is, Starbucks?”
She purses her lips and both her penciled-on eyebrows pull together. “I know this ain’t Starbucks, but I also know there ain’t another place to get a cup of coffee for ‘bout fifty miles. And that’s if you’re goin’ east. If you’re headin’ west, it’s further.”
I’m going west, of course.
I rip the cup out of her hand as violently as I can without spilling it and slam a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Don’t expect a tip.”
I turn on my heel and walk out of the diner, keeping my eyes straight ahead so I don’t have to look at the redneck again. His eyes bore into me as I go.
   
I make it three more hours before the car sputters and starts to slow. That’s all. My foot slams on the gas pedal, but nothing happens. The wheel is stiff as I turn it hard to the right and pull to the shoulder. A car blares its horn when it flies by. I probably got the finger, but my vision is too clouded by tears to know for sure. It’s over. This is it.
The entire car jerks when the engine sputters, then dies completely. I don’t even bother putting it in park. There’s no point. It’s never moving again. I stare straight ahead. What do I do now? There’s a sign about fifteen feet in front of me, announcing that the next check point is twenty miles away. I can walk or I can try to hitch a ride. Both are a risk. But then again, so is sitting here.
I grab my purse and pull out the photo, clutching it so tight the paper crinkles. Her blue eyes stare up at me, big and round. Innocent. Squeezing my heart and making my throat constrict. I just wanted to see her one time before it all ended. Just once.
A horn honks and I jump, almost dropping the picture. A car has pulled to the side of the road less than six feet behind me. My heart pounds and every muscle in my body tightens. Good or bad? I don’t know. No one gets out of the car, and I can’t see in.
My purse is still in my lap.
I put the picture back and pull out my gun.
Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, then open the door and step out. It’s a dark blue Nissan Armada. A monster of a vehicle. The windows are tinted so dark there’s no way it can be legal. The outline of two men is barely visible through the dark windows, but I can’t tell who they are or what they look like. And I have no idea what they’re doing.
I take two small steps toward the car and the driver’s side door opens. The redneck from the diner steps out.
“Well, hello there!” he drawls. His accent isn’t southern exactly, more low-class than anything else. He keeps the door open as he steps away from the car, his own gun clutched in his right hand. “What a surprise. Thought I’d never see you again.” He winks.
I tighten my grip on the gun and raise it to chest level. Steadying it with both hands. Aiming at the center of his chest. I’m a good shot.
He puts his hands up, but doesn’t release the gun. “Hold on now, no need to point that thing at me. I just stopped to see if you was havin’ car trouble.”
The passenger door opens, and the other man steps out. He stays behind the open door but points another gun at me through the gap between the door and the car.
“I think you should put that down,” he calls. He sounds younger than the first man, but their voices are similar. Same low-class accent.
“Just a precaution.” I keep my gun up and my arm steady. “I’ve had lots of target practice, so don’t think I don’t know what I’m doing.”
The first man nods and slowly bends down, lowering the hand with the gun toward the ground. “I’m just gonna put this down, and my brother is gonna put his down, and we’re gonna have a nice chat. That sound good?”
His tone is condescending. Warm and fuzzy, but in a fake way. It puts me on edge. I shouldn’t trust this man. I know it.
“Lower your gun, Axl. Come on out where she can see ya.”
The man behind the door pulls his gun back and walks forward. He is younger than his brother, and taller. Where the first man is stocky with a beer belly, Axl is broad. His muscles strain against his flannel shirt. He’s average-looking. Not unattractive and hard like his brother, more unassuming. Probably why his brother called him out. So I’d let my guard down.
I’m silent as the two men put their guns on the ground and take a step back. My eyes flit between them while I try to decide what to do. Axl’s face is blank and he’s silent, his hands casually at his side. His brother, on the other hand, grins at me with his hands still in the air. His smile is fake as my boobs.
“We ain’t gonna hurt you,” Axl spits out. His voice drips with irritation. Guess he isn’t thrilled they stopped to help me.
“Why did you stop then?”
“I told you, darlin’,” the first man says. “We was just checking to see if you needed help. That’s all. I’m Angus, and this here is my brother, Axl. We’re travelin’, just like you. Thought we’d help out.”
“Nothing’s that simple these days.” I flex my fingers around the grip of my gun.
Axl rolls his eyes and turns toward his brother. “I told you this was stupid. Let’s go.”
“No, no. She needs help. It’s obvious.” Angus turns back to me and smiles in what I’m sure he thinks is a charming way. It’s not. “We just wanted to help ya out. That’s all.”
I study them for a minute longer with the gun still aimed at Angus’s chest. My knuckles start to ache. These two rednecks may be my only option. “Where are you headed?”
“California.” Angus flashes me a big grin.
Sighing, I lower the gun. Shit. “Me too.”
This makes Angus smile even bigger, and I have the urge to shoot him anyway. There is definitely something creepy about this guy.
“Well then, we’ll just travel on up there together,” Angus says. Another smile.
“You’d give me a ride?”
“Sure would. Can’t leave a young lady out here all by herself. It’s a dangerous world.” Angus winks and his eyes sweep over my body, just like they did in the diner. I shudder. He’s dangerous.
“I’d pitch in for gas and anything else we needed.” I cringe at the pleading in my voice. Not sure if there’s any sense in hiding it, though. Angus knows I’m desperate, like everyone else on the road.
He smiles again. “Sure you will.”
Angus picks up both guns on his way to the Nissan. “Help her with her bags, Axl.” He doesn’t even glance at his brother. It’s an order. He is definitely at the top of the food chain here.
Axl doesn’t blink. Not that I thought he would. He heads toward my car. Axl doesn’t frighten me or put me on edge like his brother, but maybe he should.
I open the back door and give him a strained smile. “Sorry about the gun.”
He nods, but barely looks at me. “Understandable.”
Axl grabs both my bags without so much as a grunt and heads back to the Nissan. I gather my meager belongings as fast as possible since I don’t want them to drive off with my stuff. I jog to catch up with him. Angus catches my eye. He gives me another one of his smiles and I do my best to return it. I’m sure mine is even less convincing than his.
“You’re in the back,” Angus says, but he isn’t talking to me. He’s talking to Axl.
My stomach twists into knots, but I climb in the passenger seat anyway. I should argue, say I’d rather be in the back so I can get some sleep. But I don’t want to cause problems. I have to get to California. Emily is there.
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ANGUS PULLS ONTO THE ROAD, and I barely look at my piece of junk when we drive past it. Good riddance.
“So you gonna tell us your name or what?” Axl asks from the backseat.
“Vivian,” I say. “Vivian Thomas.”
Angus gives me that creepy grin again. “So where you comin’ from, Vivian?”
The way he says my name sends a shudder through my body. Not to mention the fact that his eyes haven’t once focused on my face for more than two seconds.
“Kentucky. Outside Louisville.”
He laughs and shakes his head. “You thought that piece of shit was gonna get you all the way to California? I’ve seen some desperate folks the last few weeks, but that takes the cake.”
“I had to try,” I say flatly.
“What’s in California?” Axl leans forward.
There’s a straightforward vibe in everything he says, unlike his brother. Angus tries to make every word out of his mouth sound light and teasing. Smooth. He’s anything but smooth.
I turn to face Axl, really studying him for the first time. He’s got to be twenty-four, maybe twenty-five. His hair is longer than his brother’s, which is buzzed, and it looks soft and feathery. A nice dirty blond. He has a one-inch scar on the left side of his chin, almost reaching his lips, and his eyes are a startling shade of gray. Dark. Stormy like a rain cloud.
“My daughter.” Axl’s eyes have me so mesmerized that the words are out before I realize it. I press my lips together and silently curse myself while twisting the strap of my purse between my fingers. That was stupid.
“Then what’s in Kentucky?” Angus asks.
I pull away from Axl and look straight ahead. Can’t get away from the truth now. “My life. Where I was living.”
Angus raises an eyebrow. Might as well just go for broke. Who cares if they know? If this really is the end of the world, what does it matter anymore?
“I grew up in California. I moved to Kentucky when I was eighteen, but before that I had a baby I gave up for adoption. I haven’t seen her since she was born. I just figured with everything that’s going on I should go meet her. She’s four now…”
Angus purses his lips and nods. “Makes sense. You have any problems gettin’ travel papers? Hear it’s hard.”
My heart drops to the floor. I twist in my seat to face Angus.
“Don’t you have papers?” My throat is so tight that the words are barely a whisper. I have family in California, that’s the only way I was able to get travel papers. It was easy, once I paid the $500 for my physical and the $400 for my papers. Anyone without family is screwed. They’re not allowed to travel
Angus laughs and narrows his eyes on my face at the same time. “Don’t worry. We ain’t infected.”
“Where are your papers then?”
Axl leans forward, practically sticking his face between the seats. His mouth turns down slightly in the corners. “We got papers, they just ain’t quite legitimate. But we ain’t infected.” His words ooze annoyance, but I don’t give a shit.
“I want you to stop the car.” My body shakes. This isn’t how it ends for me. Being murdered by a pair of rednecks is one thing, but the virus is another.
“Calm down,” Angus growls. “We got a physical and we were clean. We just didn’t have any reason good ‘nough to drive ‘cross the country. So we had to purchase some papers.” He narrows his eyes at me even more. “Under the table.”
He’s lying. I don’t trust a word that comes out of his mouth. Not with that monkey grin he keeps flashing me.
I face Axl. For some reason I believe those stormy eyes will tell me the truth. “You swear? I can’t get sick. Not now.”
Axl nods, but Angus answers, “We’re clean.”
My heart is still racing. Should I trust them? I twist my purse strap tighter around my finger. The weight of my gun presses on my legs. It helps keep me from panicking. I don’t have another option. Who else is going to give me a ride?
“What’re you so worried ‘bout?” Axl’s voice is tight. Why is he so irritated by my presence? “They got this thing contained anyways. Saw it on the news.”
Angus laughs and shakes his head. “That’s my kid brother, always lookin’ on the bright side.”
I shift in my seat so I can see Angus, even though the bulge in his lip makes my stomach churn. He spits into an empty soda can and wipes his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt.
Swallowing against the bile in my throat, I say, “You don’t think it’s contained?” Obviously I have my doubts or I wouldn’t be on this trip, but I’m curious what other people think. There are a lot of rumors out there.
“Hell no, it ain’t contained,” Angus barks at me. “If it was contained do you think they’d be makin’ us see a doctor before lettin’ us travel? And what about this martial law bullshit? If this thing was even close to bein’ contained, why wouldn’t they just lock down them cities? Why put the whole country under martial law?” Angus spits so violently I’m afraid he’ll miss the can. Thankfully, most of it hits the mark. Only a few drops stain his hand.
He has a good point.
“The news said they haven’t had any new cases outside the locked-down areas. Not since they declared martial law six weeks ago.”
Angus studies me with one eye, the other one on the road. “You gotta know I’m right or you wouldn’t be on this here trip.”
“I wanted to see her, just in case.” I shake my head. I don’t want to talk about my daughter, not with this disgusting redneck and his brother. “What about you? You obviously don’t have family or you would have been able to go get papers. Where are you going?”
“We’re gettin’ the hell away from the virus. That’s where we’re goin’,” Axl says.
I look him up and down, trying to size him up. He’s hard to get a read on. “Thought you believed the government?”
He shrugs. “Don’t hurt to take precautions.”
“That’s right.” Angus nods. “Hell yeah. No way anyone is gonna tell the James brothers they can’t drive to California if they want.”
“Got that right,” Axl says.
For a brief second the exchange strikes me as sweet: them against the world. Then it hits me. What would they be willing to do to stay together? A shiver runs down my spine and I grip my purse tighter. Gun or no, getting in the car with these two probably wasn’t one of my better ideas.
The world flies by in a blur. It almost makes me dizzy how fast it all disappears. Angus plays with the radio, constantly changing the station. He finds a song he likes and leaves it on long enough for the song to end before he starts searching again. This thing has a six-CD changer. Why doesn’t he put a CD in? I doubt he has an iPod; he doesn’t really seem like the type. I have one, but there’s no way my taste in music is the same as his. I picture him as a Billy Ray Cyrus type of guy. Not exactly my speed.
In the back, Axl starts to snore. He’s stretched out across the seat, looking cozy. I’m jealous. My eyelids are heavy and the constant flipping of the radio is oddly soothing.
“I’ve been awake for about fourteen hours now,” I say with a yawn. “I’m going to have to get some sleep.”
“Go on ahead.” Angus doesn’t even glance my way.
He still makes me nervous, but maybe he isn’t as disgusting as I originally thought. Maybe he just likes to put on a good show for other people.
“Thanks.” I grab my jacket off the floor and roll it into a ball, so I can use it as a pillow. The fabric is stiff and scratchy, and not the least bit comfortable, but even before I close my eyes the world starts to drift away.
   
Emily is in front of me. I haven’t seen a picture of her since she was nine months old, but I know it’s her. She has my golden blonde hair. My real hair, not the bottled stuff. And my eyes. They are big and round, soft brown and turned up slightly at the corners.
Her mouth morphs into a wide smile, and she dances across the room, singing a silly song while she spins. It’s a dream. I’ve been having the same one for weeks now.
She sees me and stops. Her small face lights up. She smiles, revealing a dimple in each cheek. Just like me.
“Hi.” Her voice is soft and musical. It breaks my heart. A tear rolls down my cheek but I’m too shaken to wipe it away.
“Hi.” I take a small step toward her.
“Wake up!” she screams at me, her voice deep and masculine.
My eyes fly open and a small sob bubbles up in my throat. I cover my mouth with my hand as I turn my face toward the window. My cheeks are moist from tears and I quickly wipe them away. I don’t want Angus to think I’m weak.
“Check point,” he says.
He’s not looking at me. His body is tense and he grips the steering wheel tightly as the car slows. I don’t blame him for being nervous. He should be if his papers are fake. Hopefully they don’t slow me down. I have to get to California.
“Axl!” The words comes out like a growl.
His brother shoots up in the backseat. He sputters and makes sounds that are probably supposed to be words. They are not.
A road block is set up in front of us. Four military vehicles and a group of heavily armed soldiers. The automatic weapons in their hands make my throat tighten. It’s not the first checkpoint I’ve gone through, but it still makes me nervous. I have too much at stake.
Only one car is ahead of us. The tension in the Nissan swirls around us, threatening to suffocate me. I play with the hem of my shirt and lean forward, trying to get a better view. One soldier stands at the driver’s side, examining a few travel papers. Four others obstruct the road, their guns aimed at the car. After a few minutes the soldier hands the papers back and waves to the armed men, who step aside and turn their guns toward us. The other car speeds away.
“Here we go,” Angus says.
He pulls up and rolls down the window.
“Papers!” the soldier barks.
Angus hands them over without a word. I reach into my purse to get mine, but they aren’t there. My heart beats against my ribcage and little beads of sweat break out across my forehead. Where are they? I know I put them here. When I look up, Angus grins at me with his eyebrows raised. The soldier has three pieces of paper in his hand. Angus went through my purse while I was asleep.
Axl sits forward so he can see between the driver and passenger seats, and I glance his way. Did he have anything to do with this? His hair is messy and his eyes are hazy from sleep. He stares back at me blankly. He doesn’t have a clue.
“What business do you have in California?” The solider looks through the window. His eyes sweep over the three of us.
“Family.” Angus sits up straighter, like he’s trying to appear bigger.
The soldier frowns. “You have a different destination than the other two.” His eyes bore into me, dark brown and intense.
“My car broke down. They were nice enough to offer me a ride.” I’m shaking, but not from fear. I’m furious that Angus went through my purse.
The soldier nods. “You will stick to this route all the way to California, understand?”
“Yes, sir. We are law abidin’ citizens.” Angus’s tone is too harsh. It sounds like an order.
The soldier’s frown deepens, becoming exaggerated. “Route 66. That’s it.” He looks directly at Angus.
Angus’s jaw tightens. He doesn’t like being challenged. “We. Heard. You.”
For a second the two men stare at each other, not moving, but eventually the soldier sighs and hands the papers back. “Move on.”
Angus takes them and folds them up, shoving them on the dashboard. He nods to the soldier then rolls the window up.
“Asshole,” he mutters once the window is secure. The soldier must be able to read Angus’s lips, because his face darkens.
“Shut up, Angus,” Axl hisses.
Angus glares at his brother in the rearview mirror but doesn’t respond. The second the soldiers move, he slams his foot on the gas pedal. The tires squeal against the pavement as we speed away.
I dig my nails into my palms so hard I’m sure they’ll draw blood. They’re long and red, fake like the rest of me. My body shakes. I should keep my mouth shut. Angus is already pissed at being challenged by the soldier. But I can’t. Not that I ever could.
“You went through my purse while I was sleeping?” I say through clenched teeth.
Angus barely glances at me. “So? I needed your papers for the roadblock.”
“Don’t you dare!”
Angus chuckles. “Or what? You’ll shoot me? Better check your purse again, Blondie.”
My stomach bottoms out and I dig through my purse. My gun isn’t there.
Now I’m really shaking. “I want it back!”
My only warning is the tightening of Angus’s jaw. His hand makes contact with my cheek and a crack echoes through the car. It catches me by surprise and I slam against the passenger door. My cheek stings and my ear rings, but I don’t move. It’s not the first time a man has hit me. I’m used to it. If he wants to intimidate me, he’ll have to do better than that.
“Dammit, Angus!” Axl says.
“Shut up!” Angus points at his brother’s reflection in the rearview mirror. His face is bright red and a little vein has popped up on his forehead.
Axl sits back, and Angus turns to me. “Now you listen here, girlie. This here is my car. You wanna travel with me, you play by my rules. Got it?”
We stare at each other for a second and I don’t blink, but I’m stuck. He must see it in my eyes—the desperation—because he smiles. I dig my nails deeper into my palms, then face the passenger side window. Just a few days. Then I can get away from this asshole and never see him again.
“We’re gonna stop for the night here soon,” he says.
I shake my head and turn back to face him. Getting hit again would suck, but stopping seems stupid. “Why? There are three of us. We can drive straight through and get there in no time.”
“My car, my rules. Remember?” Angus doesn’t even look at me. He just grins. Like he enjoys bossing me around. Probably does. “Soon as we find a motel or area to camp we stop. I wanna get some real rest. Can’t sleep with the car jostlin’ around like this.”
I sit back and cross my arms over my chest. There’s no way I can win this argument.
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WE DON’T FIND A MOTEL, so we pull over and set up camp on the side of a road. Right next to a crumbling gas station that probably hasn’t been open since the ‘60s. The parking lot is overgrown, covered in weeds that are soft and full. It’s flat. The perfect place to set up a tent.
Camping on the side of the road probably would have been a big deal in days gone by. Just like the rabbit Angus shot for our dinner. But not now. Pretty much anything goes these days, as long as you have the proper travel documents.
The brothers are prepared for anything. They have equipment for camping, hunting, fishing. Pretty much any scenario that might come up. Like it really is the end of the world. It makes me think. Maybe I’m not so bad off with these guys. I don’t have to trust them, or like them, but if I can get them to trust me… These are the kind of people you want on your side when the world goes to hell. These are the kind of people who will survive. Who will do whatever it takes to make it. That’s not such a bad thing.
I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to Axl, so I’m still trying to figure him out. Angus is an open book; there are no surprises with this guy. But Axl is interesting. He doesn’t say much, but when he does he’s blunt. Almost abrasive. When Angus barks orders at him he doesn’t even blink. His brother is the boss. Probably has been his whole life, and he looks at Angus with a kind of reverence that’s almost unnerving. Like he owes him his life, and he’ll do whatever it takes to repay him. But it’s clear just from watching Axl that he can handle himself. Angus shot the rabbit, but Axl skinned and gutted it. When he pierced the body with the metal spit he looked like a pro. He’s probably done this a million times.
We sit around the fire in camp chairs. The brothers barely talk. Barely interact. But it’s like they are hyperaware of each other’s presence. I’m across the fire from them, and I get the impression it was set up this way intentionally. They trust me about as much as I trust them. Something that needs to change.
“So I think we got off on the wrong foot,” I say as Axl leans forward and rotates the rabbit.
“You could say that.” Axl glances at me briefly. Even in the light of the fire his eyes are stormy.
“Look.” I inhale slowly while I push every last bit of pride down. It’s the only way I’ll be able to get the words out. “I get why you took my gun. I don’t love that you went through my purse, but I get it. I pulled a gun on you, so I’m the one who started it. I want to finish it. Right here.” I blurt it out all in one breath, before I lose the nerve.
“Mighty nice of you to say,” Angus says. “But I ain’t givin’ you that gun back.”
I dig my nails into my palms. “Fair enough. You just hold onto it until you feel like you can trust me.”
He gives me a half grin, but it’s there in his eyes. He has no intention of giving me that gun back. Ever. I’ll have to work hard at getting him to trust me.
Axl will be easier, as long as I can keep his brother from hating me. He’ll do whatever Angus says, but he’s not as hard as his brother. Not quite.
“So I never asked where you guys were from,” I say, taking a sip of my beer. The brothers have a cooler full of ice and Coors Light. They probably thought it was as necessary as the camping equipment when they packed their car. I’m glad they have it though, it’s cold and having something in my hand helps me relax. I can pretend it’s my gun.
“Tennessee,” Angus says.
“Good riddance,” Axl mumbles.
The rabbit must be done, because he takes out a knife and cuts a big chunk off it. He tosses it on a paper plate and holds it out to me.
His eyes hold mine when I take it from him. I force out a smile. “Thanks.”
Axl serves his brother, then gets some for himself. I stare uncertainly at the plate in my hands. I’ve never eaten rabbit, but it doesn’t smell bad and my stomach is growling. It probably tastes like chicken. I take a big bite. It’s greasy and gamier than I expected. More like a chicken leg than a breast. It’s not awful, just bland. But I’m too hungry to care.
“You have family in Tennessee?” I ask between bites.
Angus stops eating and glares at me. “What’s it to you?”
“Just making conversation.”
He purses his lips. “What about you, Blondie? You got family? You say you’re goin’ to California to see your daughter, but that ain’t what your papers say.”
I squeeze the beer can so tight the aluminum crinkles, echoing through the silence. Angus reading my papers hadn’t even occurred to me.
“Who’s Roger Clifton?” Angus grins like he just loves seeing me squirm.
I swallow and take a deep breath, trying to ignore my racing heart. “Roger Clifton is my father.” I hold Angus’s gaze. Just saying his name leaves a bad taste in my mouth.
“So what’s the story there? Must be interestin’ if it’s got your feathers all ruffled like that.” Angus takes another bite, grinning like a chimpanzee. A little bit of grease trails down his chin, and my stomach convulses.
“It was just an excuse to get me to California. I have no intention of seeing my father. But they wouldn’t have let me go to see my daughter. She’s not mine. Not legally.” I try to relax, I really do. But I can’t. Every muscle in my body is wound tight and all I want to do is dive across this fire and punch him in the nose for looking at me like that. So smug. So happy he’s gotten under my skin.
“Look,” I say as calmly as possible. “I don’t like to talk about my father, but I’ll tell you my story just so we can establish some trust. Just this once. After that, the subject is closed. Off limits. Understand?”
Angus gives me a mockingly sympathetic look. It makes me want to squeeze his neck until his eyeballs pop out of their sockets. My hand wraps around the can more tightly, and I pretend it’s his throat.
“My father was….not nice to me. To put it mildly.” I take a deep breath so I can get the words out. “He beat me. Often. I left the day I turned eighteen. He was passed out drunk, had just cashed his welfare check that morning. I grabbed his car keys and all his cash and walked out the door. Never looked back.”
“Why Kentucky?” Axl asks. He’s been watching me this whole time. His eyes are sympathetic, unlike his brother’s.
“I just drove until I ran out of money. Kentucky is where I ended up. I found a job at a strip club, crashed on the couch of one of the other girls for a few months, and pretended Roger Clifton didn’t exist. It worked just fine until all this started.”
Angus sits up straighter with the rabbit halfway to his mouth. He wiggles his eyebrows at me. “Stripper, eh?” He gives me a big grin. “Maybe you could give us some entertainment.”
I fight back a shudder. He gives me the creeps but I don’t want to show it, so I laugh. “Maybe one night, if I get drunk enough. Not tonight, though. I’m too tired.” I try to make it as casual as possible, and from the excited gleam in Angus’s eyes, I assume he buys it. But I need to be careful with this guy. He’s the type who would take any flirting as consent.
Angus goes back to eating, and I turn away. My gaze meets Axl’s. He’s watching me closely. Eating his rabbit while his eyes study me thoughtfully. Maybe he’s the one I should be more worried about.
“We got no family,” he says. “It’s just Angus an’ me.” Angus glares at his brother, but Axl shrugs. “What? She shared. Only fair.”
“What happened to your family?”
“Mom’s dead. We got different dads—both of ‘em are MIA. It’s just been the two of us since I was seventeen.” Axl takes one last bite. He tosses the rabbit bones over his shoulder and wipes his mouth with his sleeve.
These two are exactly like the men I grew up with. Angus could almost be my father. He has the glare down pat and the same hardness in the way he carries himself. Axl, on the other hand, seems different. He’s more like one of the trailer park victims. Uneducated and blindly following in the footsteps of the men before him, never considering that there might be something better out there. That he might be better. He’s not weak and he’s not a follower, he just exists.
“How’d your mom die?”
“Does it matter?” Angus growls.
He spits into the fire and it sizzles, breaking through the silent night. A sudden shudder racks my body. It hadn’t occurred to me how eerily quiet it was before now. It’s scary how suddenly the world has changed. Terrifying.
“I’m turning in.” Angus gets to his feet. “You take the first watch, Axl. You got plenty of sleep in the car.” He turns and smiles at me. “Wanna join me? Bet we could both squeeze into one of them sleepin’ bags.”
I have to choke down a gag. “I got some sleep in the car. I’m going to hang out here for a while.” Thank God I grabbed a few blankets as I was leaving my apartment. I got lucky.
Angus grunts. “Suit yourself.”
He ducks into the tent, and I shiver. It’s a good size, but I have no desire to be in there alone with him.
“You cold?” Axl gets to his feet. “You shoulda packed warmer clothes. That ain’t the kind of stuff you wear travelin’.”
He walks over to the car and opens the back door without waiting for an answer. When he comes back, he’s carrying a flannel shirt. The quilted kind redneck men wear in the winter instead of jackets. I hate them. They remind me of my father. But the gesture is so sweet I take it anyway.
“Thanks.” I flash him a smile while I pull it on. I am cold. I didn’t realize it until now.
Axl moves his chair closer to me, then takes a seat. There’s only about two feet of space between us now.
He glances toward the tent. “Sorry Angus hit you.”
His tone is too blunt to be apologetic, but it still makes me feel good he said it.
I study him and try to figure out what he’s thinking, but his expression doesn’t give anything away. He stares into the fire, his fingers curled around the gun in his lap. He doesn’t look at me and he doesn’t say anything. He just sits there, slouched over and staring off into the distance.
“It’s not your fault.” I take a sip of my beer and wince when the liquid fills my mouth. It’s warm. I set the can on the ground.
“He ain’t that bad. Just Angus. It’s the only way he knows how to be.”
My mouth goes dry. This is the most I’ve heard him speak since they picked me up. I don’t want him to stop. Maybe if I make small talk. “So what did you do for a living? Back in Tennessee.”
“Construction. When I could get work.” He still doesn’t look away from the fire. “Shitty economy and all that. Made it tough.”
That explains the muscles.
“So you stripped? How was that?” He finally looks at me, but his face is expressionless. Just like his voice.
“Paid the bills. Got me away from my dad.” I shrug. My mouth feels like it’s full of cotton. I grab the beer again. Who cares if it’s warm?
He stares into the fire like it holds the secret to life or something. “Must’ve been tough. For datin’, I mean.”
“The kind of guys I dated didn’t really care,” I say dryly. It’s an understatement, really. They were the kind of men who bragged about my job. Even brought their friends in to see me. I’ve never been married, but I bet if I were that old saying would prove to be true. I’d probably end up with a husband just like my dad. Lord knows those are the kind of guys I tend to go out with.
His stormy eyes search mine. “People should come with warnin’ labels.”
I laugh. It’s so sharp and bitter that it surprises even me. “No kidding. What about you? You have a girlfriend, ever been married?”
He guffaws. “Hell no. I’m only twenty-two. I ain’t gettin’ tied down to no woman at this age. Maybe later. Maybe…” He grins, and I relax a little. Finally he’s loosened up. “What ‘bout you? You been married?”
“I’m too damaged.” The firelight flickers off his face. It makes him appear more vulnerable, more his age.
He lets out a small sound, somewhere between a grunt and a sigh, and turns back to the fire. “We’re all damaged. Even them people livin’ in them fancy houses out there in Hollywood. Maybe they don’t show it as much because they got money, but they got baggage. Same as you an’ me.”
I shake my head, but he doesn’t look over at me. “I’ve known plenty of people who weren’t damaged.”
He takes his eyes off the fire and purses his lips, studying me. “Like them men that came to see you dance?” There’s something strange in his tone. Disgust, bitterness. Something else I can’t quite place.
“Like you’ve never been to a strip club?” I roll my eyes but don’t look away from him.
“Never said I hadn’t. But I’m as damaged as they come, never pretended to be nothin’ else.”
“What makes you so damaged?” He still hasn’t told me what happened to his mom.
“My story ain’t nothin’ new.” His hand clenches the gun in his lap a little tighter and he purses his lips, making him suddenly look more like Angus. “Dad left when I was a baby. I grew up in a trailer park, and my mom was a drunk. She spent her time either neglectin’ me or smackin’ me around. Nothin’ that really gets a whole lotta sympathy these days.”
“You want sympathy? Doesn’t really seem like your style.”
His eyes grow hard. Darker than before. Like the clouds that fill the sky right before a tornado hits. “Hell yeah, I want sympathy. My mom didn’t pass me off to strangers and I wasn’t locked in a closet to starve, but I been through plenty. I deserve it. I can’t tell you how many times I had to make my own dinner, how many times I had to walk home from school in pourin’ rain ‘cause my mom was too wasted to remember she had a son. I’ve been bruised and neglected, and I deserve to have that acknowledged. Never got it, though. Social workers came, took me away for a few days, only to send me home soon as mom sobered up enough to show up at the office. My situation wasn’t bad enough to warrant help.” He glances over toward the tent. “Angus looked out for me, when he could. He was in juvie a lot, but when he was home he taught me how to be tough.”
My stomach twists into knots, and a sour taste fills my mouth. It’s a sad life if that’s the only role model you have.
“I think your situation is worth sympathy,” I whisper.
His eyes soften. A small smile tugs at his lips. “That says a lot, comin’ from you.”
I sit up straighter. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He tilts his head to the side and purses his lips again as his eyes pierce mine. I squirm. It’s like he’s reading my mind. Like he knows all my secrets.
“You got a little experience when it comes to baggage. If you’re willin’ to give me sympathy, that’s somethin’ at least.”
He’s smarter than he gives himself credit for.
My throat tightens. I swallow and jump to my feet. Talking about myself isn’t something I usually do. “I’m going to get some sleep.”
The idea of climbing into that tent with Angus is less than thrilling, but right now it seems better than sitting here with Axl.
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WHEN I OPEN my eyes it’s still dark, but I’m alone in the tent. I’m still wearing Axl’s flannel shirt. It smells like the outdoors. The brothers’ muted voices drift through the canvas walls. That must have been what woke me. I pull out my cell phone and push a button so the screen lights up. It’s only a little after four in the morning. Did Axl get any sleep?
I crawl out from under the blankets and pull my shoes on. Axl was right. I didn’t dress for travel. All I have are silly shoes like these: three inch wedge heels with open toes. Cute, but totally impractical.
“Mornin’ sunshine,” Angus says when I crawl out of the tent.
They’re sitting around the campfire chatting. That’s it.
“Why are you up already?” I yawn as I drop into the camp chair next to Axl. “Did you get any sleep?”
“Some.” He shrugs like sleep doesn’t matter. “I don’t sleep much.”
I wonder why.
“You get enough?” His tone is still blunt, but there’s a softness to it that wasn’t there yesterday. Like having me around doesn’t piss him off anymore. Good. Maybe we can be civil toward each other from here on out.
Angus looks back and forth between us, and his eyes narrow. “You two get a little too friendly last night after I turned in?”
Seriously? Axl’s nice to me and Angus immediately assumes it’s because we had sex. Right. Like I’d ever be into Axl. He’s everything I’ve been trying to run away from. Well, not everything. It’s not like he’s Angus or anything, and he’s good-looking, I guess. But still, I’m not going to sleep with the guy!
The longer I think about it the hotter my face gets. Angus is an ass.
I open my mouth so I can tell him to go to hell, but Axl beats me to it. “Shut up, Angus,” he says.
“Don’t tell me to shut up, you little prick. I got the right to know if you’re screwin’ her. I ain’t gonna have you ditchin’ me for some two-bit floozy just ‘cause she was willin’ to open her legs for you.”
My whole body is hot now. I jump to my feet. “Back off, Angus. I didn’t screw your brother and I have no intention to. Just like I have no intention of screwing you!”
Axl flinches. Why? Did I hurt his feelings? I didn’t mean to, but I’m not going to let Angus cause problems where there aren’t any.
That little vein on Angus’s forehead pulsates. He and I stare at each other. The longer I hold his gaze, the bigger his vein gets.
Just when I think Angus is going to explode, Axl bolts from his chair. “Shhh! Did you hear that?”
My heart leaps to my throat. I clamp my mouth shut. What am I supposed to be listening to? Axl clutches his gun tighter and my heart—still lodged in my throat—pounds harder. Then I hear it. Footsteps. Definitely human.
“Who’s there?” Angus pulls his gun from the waistband of his pants.
None of us move. My hands clench and I bury my nails in my palms. If only I had my gun.
“Don’t shoot!” a quiet male voice calls. His voice shakes.
All three of us turn toward the sound. It only takes a few seconds before I make out the figure of a man walking toward us.
“Put your hands in the air and approach real slow!” Angus raises his gun.
Axl raises his too. He’s tense, but calm. Whereas every visible muscle in his brother’s body stretches tight. Angus looks like he’s ready to explode.
“Okay. Just don’t shoot.”
The man steps forward with his arms raised high. He’s tall and thin, lanky. It’s hard to tell if he’s a kid or a man. He has brown hair and a plain face. Forgettable. He’s the kind of guy you’d see huddled over a desk at the library on the weekends with dozens of books piled around him.
The firelight glistens off the beads of sweat on his forehead. Why’s he sweating? It isn’t hot, so he’s either very nervous or he’s sick. The urge to run is so strong my legs twitch. I take tiny step back. As if a few more inches of space between us will somehow save me from the virus if he is infected. Right. A slightly hysterical laugh bubbles up in my throat, but I swallow it down. It almost chokes me. He can’t be sick. He can’t. Other than the sweat he looks fine. He isn’t coughing or hunched over like he’s weak.
The guy’s eyes dart back and forth between the brothers. His hands shake. It makes me nervous. “I’m clean. I swear. Don’t shoot me!” he says.
Not sure if I trust him. People aren’t trustworthy. My life is proof of that.
“You got travel papers?” Axl demands.
The guy nods so fast he reminds me of a bobble head. “I do. I’ll get them. Just don’t shoot.”
“Shut up!” Angus growls.
The man slams his mouth shut and slowly reaches into his back pocket. I tense, half expecting a weapon. But it’s a piece of paper, just like he said.
“Here.” He holds it toward the brothers with a shaky hand.
Axl steps forward and jerks it out of his hand. He unfolds it.
“They’re real ‘nough.” He glances back toward the guy. “Where’s your car, Joshua?”
Joshua shakes his head, and a bead of sweat runs down the side of his face. He swipes his hand over his forehead, wiping his brow. His eyes are huge. He’s still shaking, but now that I’ve had a second to look him over, I don’t think he’s sick. He’s so scared of the guns he’s about to pee his pants. “I ran out of gas. There was no one to help. I’ve been walking since this morning and no one stopped.”
“Where’s he goin’?” Angus asks. He hasn’t lowered his gun.
“Says Arizona.” Axl gives the papers back to Joshua and looks at his brother. “Put the gun down. You think this kid’s gonna overpower us?”
Angus grunts, but lowers his gun.
“Now what?” Axl asks his brother.
He’s not infected. Turning him away seems like a shitty thing to do. “We could give him a ride,” I say.
The brothers both look at me like I’m insane.
“You gonna volunteer our car like it belongs to you?” Axl says. All the softness from a few minutes ago has disappeared, like a puff of smoke on a windy day. Poof. “Angus an’ me’ll decide what we’re gonna do with this guy.”
Guess I’m back on the outs.
Axl shakes his head like I’m the dumbest person he’s ever dealt with. It stings, but I shrug so he doesn’t know. “Just an idea. Doesn’t hurt my feelings.”
He spits, which hurts even more. What did I do to piss him off so fast? Angus grins at me, of course. He’s just loving how quickly Axl’s soft side—what little there is of it—disappeared.
Our little spat doesn’t affect Joshua, who suddenly looks like we just offered to give him the answers to the universe. “If you give me a ride, I can pay you.”
“Is that right?” Angus says.
Angus must be dumber than he looks. What’s he going to do with money if this really is the end of society as we know it?
“Exactly what you gonna pay me with? Your money’s gonna be worthless when all this goes to shit.” He waves his arms in the air.
Okay, maybe he isn’t a total moron.
Joshua bites his lip. “I can buy you supplies. Food, whatever you need. Whenever we get to the next gas station.”
“Ain’t a bad plan,” Axl says to his brother. “We’re set on survival gear, but we can never have too much food and water.”
Angus nods. “‘Kay. You got yourself a deal. But I’m going to tell you the same thing I told sugar tits over there.” He jerks his head toward me and takes a step closer to Joshua. “My car, my rules. Got it?”
Joshua bobs his head so hard I’m afraid it will give him whiplash. He looks ridiculous because his hands are still in the air.
“Have some self-respect,” Axl says. “Put your hands down. Nobody’s got a gun on you.”
Joshua lowers his hands and shoves them in his pockets.
“You want coffee?” Axl asks me, barely glancing my way.
I nod, and he gets to work making coffee with a fancy-looking coffee maker. It’s similar to something you’d see in a person’s kitchen, only it says Coleman at the top and has a small propane tank at the bottom. It looks expensive.
“Takes about fifteen minutes,” he says when he lowers himself into the chair next to Angus.
I take the third. Joshua stands awkwardly off to the side. He hasn’t moved from that spot since he put his hands down.
“You’re makin’ me nervous,” Axl says. “Take a seat.”
There aren’t any other chairs, so Joshua takes his backpack off and sets it down. He sits right on the ground and awkwardly crosses his long legs.
Angus watches Joshua wordlessly, spitting into his soda can every so often. I have to turn away. Watching him do that makes my stomach turn.
“So what’s your story?” Angus finally asks.
Joshua shrugs but looks down, like it hurts to think about it. “Trying to get home. Just like everyone else on this road.”
“Not everyone.” Angus spits again.
Joshua cringes a little and looks away from Angus, toward the fire. “I lived in Baltimore, moved there four months ago. When this got bad I tried to leave, but we were already on lock-down.”
I sit up straighter and so do the brothers. “You’re from Maryland?” It’s so close to New York. So close to where all this started.
“It was bad where I was. I can’t imagine what it was like in New York.”
“When did you get locked down?” Axl asks.
The shadows created by the fire cut down Joshua’s face, drawing his mouth into an exaggerated frown. He reminds me of the Joker. “Eight weeks ago maybe. It was earlier than they’re saying on the news.”
I stare at him, speechless. The news reports said only New York was locked down that early. Everything else was open until martial law was declared. They lied.
“Shit.” Angus shakes his head. “I told you them bastards was lyin’ to us.”
Axl’s mouth scrunches up like he wants to spit. “Good thing I listened and we got the hell outta there when we could.”
I ignore them and lean closer to Joshua. “What was it like?”
He swallows. “Bad. I know I already said that, but…I just don’t know how else to put it. There aren’t words. All nonessential businesses were shut down, hospitals were overrun, and they had to set-up temporary clinics in the schools. People were literally dying in the streets.”
My stomach twists. “You said ‘were.’ So it’s contained now?”
Angus and Axl stop talking.
Joshua sniffs. “No. It’s not contained. It’s more like everyone who was going to die from it already did. This thing is weird. Only about seventy percent of the population is affected by it. The rest of us are immune.”
“So you’re immune?” He must be. He has papers.
“Yeah. I passed my physical exam. And trust me, if I was going to get it, I would have.” He looks up, and his eyes bore into mine. “I was at the hospital there in Baltimore, working in the ER.”
“You’re a doctor?” A big smile spreads across Angus’s face. Once again he reminds me of a chimpanzee.
“First year resident. I saw it all first-hand, and let me tell you, it wasn’t pretty.”
My head pounds. I run my hands through my hair, then massage my scalp. This can’t be real. “Has it spread then?”
“Yeah, it’s spread. I mean, they’re doing what they can. They’ve been cremating the bodies and putting cities on lock down, but it’s an impossible task. No matter what they do, someone is going to sneak through.” He sucks in a slow breath, like breathing is difficult. “This whole thing, the travel papers and check points. It’s all for show. They know it’s going to sweep across the country and there’s nothing they can do about it. Seventy percent of our population is going to die from this virus. Whatever it is.”
“How do you know all this? You’re just some ER doctor, you don’t work for the government or nothin’.” Axl narrows his eyes at Joshua like he doesn’t trust him.
Axl actually has a point.
“I understand your suspicion, and you’re right. I’m nobody. But we had doctors from the CDC with us at the hospital. I became friends with a woman who worked for them. She got sick and told me all this before she died, so I could go see my family before it was too late. Just in case they’re not immune.” His eyes are damp and he looks away, clearing his throat. Probably doesn’t want to cry in front of the brothers. Not that I blame him.
“I’m sorry,” I say. I guess that’s the good thing about not having any family to lose.
Joshua wipes his eyes with his sleeve while he looks us all over. “So you all passed your physicals, right? Where are you from, what cities?”
“I’m from the Louisville area,” I say.
“Clinton, Tennessee. Not too far from Knoxville,” Axl says.
Joshua frowns and rubs his chin like he has a beard or something. It’s as smooth as a baby’s butt, though. “I don’t know about those areas. If you were from one of the northern states, I’d say you were safe. But I don’t think Tennessee and Kentucky have been hit hard by the virus yet.” He give us a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, you’ll just have to wait and hope.”
A pit forms in my stomach, and I can’t move. There’s a seventy percent chance I am going to die. It should hurt less. I don’t have much of a life, anyway. No family, few friends. What am I leaving behind? Nothing. But the pain in my chest is so intense it’s like I’ve been hit by a car. It hurts like hell.
“Dammit!” Angus gets to his feet and stalks off toward the crumbling gas station. A string of profanity drifts back as he goes.
Axl looks the same as he always does. Resigned. At what point did he accept this is all he’d ever be? All he’ll ever have. I wish I’d accepted it. Maybe it would make this moment easier.
“Coffee’s ready.” He stands up and grabs a few steel camping mugs. “Doc?”
“Sure.”
Axl hands me a cup. He pours a second one for Joshua. It’s hot, but I wrap my hands around it anyway. My palms sting from the heat. I can’t find the motivation to bring it to my lips.
Axl sits back down and nods his head toward the now empty chair. “Might as well take Angus’s chair, he won’t be back for a while.”
Joshua gets to his feet. His limbs are so gangly that it looks like they’re tangled together. A bit of coffee spills in the process. He cringes and shakes his hand, then blows on it lightly.
“Shouldn’t you go check on your brother?” he asks when he’s safely in the camp chair. It’s too small for him. He has to be at least six foot six.
Axl takes a drink of his coffee. “Naw. He just needs to cuss a little. Maybe break somethin’.” As if on cue the sound of breaking glass shatters the silence. “Told ya.”
I finally take my first sip. The coffee is surprisingly good. I pay attention to the camping gear for the first time. It’s all top-of-the-line. The tent isn’t huge, but it’s nice and solid. The camp chairs aren’t the cheap kind you buy at the grocery store. They’re the expensive ones that have padded seats and a back that reclines. How did the brothers afford all this stuff? There has to be thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment in the car. And the car itself is new. And nice. Leather seats, totally spotless. There’s no way they had the money for this stuff. Axl told me he worked construction, when he could get work. Bad economy. That’s what he’d said.
Axl’s eyes meet mine and his eyebrows pull together. “What?”
I take another sip while I try to keep my expression as blank as possible. “Nothing. Just thinking.” Who did I get in the car with?
He nods, but his stormy eyes stay on me. He doesn’t believe me.
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ANGUS STAGGERS back just as the sun peaks over the horizon. The knuckles on his right hand are cut up and bloody. He clenches and unclenches his fist like he’s trying to makes sure nothing is broken.
We’ve already started breaking down the camp. Almost everything is packed into the car. Axl put up the third row of seats in the Nissan, but there’s still more than enough room in the back for all the supplies the brothers have.
Axl sees his brother’s hand and walks to the back of the car. He shakes his head and cusses under his breath. When he comes back he has a first aid kit. He thrusts it at Angus. “Better clean it. Don’t wanna find out you’re immune just to die from infection.”
Angus grunts and takes the first aid kit.
When we’re all packed, we pile into the car. Axl takes the driver seat. Angus insists I sit up front. He acts like he’s doing me a favor, but he just wants the middle row to himself. Joshua climbs into the third row and lays down. He’ll be asleep in no time. He walked all night.
I can’t get the camping equipment and car off my mind. How did I not notice it earlier? They must have stolen it. There’s no other explanation. And it would be the perfect timing, too. No one is really going to worry about looking for them. Not with this virus sweeping the country, killing most of the people exposed. Who would bother? Not the police. Probably not even the person it was stolen from. They know it too, or they wouldn’t be so casual. These guys may be uneducated rednecks, but that doesn’t mean they’re stupid. They are smart and they are resourceful. They know exactly what they’re doing.
“So no brothers or sisters?” Axl says out of nowhere, breaking the silence hanging over us.
His eyes sweep over my face, and I shift in my seat uncomfortably. He runs a hand through his dirty blond hair. It’s messy, but in a cute way. His looks grow on you, I guess.
“No. Just me. And I’m pretty sure I was an accident. At least that’s what my dad used to say…” I don’t want to talk about Roger. Why did I say that? His gray eyes dart my way. It’s distracting and jumbles my thoughts.
“Sounds ‘bout right. My mom used to say the same thing to me. She say that to you, Angus?” He looks into the review mirror, trying to catch his brother’s eye.
“Hell no, she never said that shit to me. She knew better. Knew I’d give it right back,” he growls.
Axl flinches and looks back at the road. I guess Angus was immune to their mother’s wrath. Maybe he was part of the reason for it.
“Yeah, well, she said it to me. Lots.” Axl’s hands grip the steering wheel tightly and his lips purse. He and his brother do the same thing when they’re thinking.
He’s silent for a few minutes. His hands relax. “She was a bitch. Hit me and screamed at me. But I still cried when she died. Go figure.”
“That’s ‘cause you’re a pussy.” Angus chuckles to himself.
“It’s because she was your mom,” I say.
Axl looks over at me. “Would you cry, if your dad died?”
“Not now. I’m an adult. But if it had happened when I was a kid, I probably would have.”
He nods, but he frowns like Angus’s words really bugged him. He doesn’t say anything else. Neither do I. I still want to know how she died, but I’m not going to ask. He obviously has a lot of issues with his mom.
We drive in silence after that. I grab a paperback book out of my purse and read for a while. It’s an erotic romance. The more I read the more I’m aware of Axl sitting next to me. So close I can feel his body heat. I squirm in my seat and finally slam the book shut. This isn’t the time or place. After that I just stare out the window, letting the hours pass while I imagine how I’ll feel when I see my daughter.
A yellow sign catches my eye. “Next check point sixty miles,” I say to Axl, reading the sign as we pass it.
“We’re gonna stop here though.” He points to a building in the distance. “We’re gonna need gas before too long. Who knows when we’ll see the next open station.”
I glance over my shoulder. Angus lounges in the middle row, flipping through a Penthouse. Seems like the kind of reading he would pick. Joshua is passed out in the third row. I can’t even see the top of his head from up here.
The car begins to slow, and I turn back around. The building is a gas station/diner combo, and it’s old. Like everything else on Route 66. Just before we turn into the parking lot, we pass a large, handmade sign. It’s nothing more than a piece of plywood with words painted in sloppy, white letters. Next Gas Station 80 Miles.
The parking lot is packed. Cars line up at the pumps. It’s incredible how many people are here, considering you can go for an hour or more and not see another living soul on the road.
A few cars have handwritten signs in the windows that say things like Need Gas, Please Help. It reminds me of the man from the diner. He was out of cash and nowhere near home. What happened to him?
“We’re gonna get gas first.” Axl pulls up to the back of the line. “Who knows when these stations are gonna run out. People’ll really be screwed then.”
“Not us, brother.” Angus leans forward. “Even if we don’t make it all the way to the coast we’re prepared.”
Axl nods and his eyes meet mine. I can’t get all that expensive camping gear off my mind. His eyebrows pull together, but he doesn’t say anything. Neither do I. Truth is, I’m not sure I care how they got their gear. Not as long as I make it to Emily.
We wait for thirty minutes. Angus goes back to reading his magazine while Axl and I sit in uncomfortable silence. He glances at me from time to time. He almost looks nervous.
Axl gets out when we finally make it to the pump, and Angus clears his throat. The sound is thick and phlegmy.
“You’re not gonna screw my brother. Ya hear me?”
I twist around to face him. His expression is hard. I hold his gaze for a few seconds. His eyes are the same color as his brother’s. How did I not notice that before? Only they’re different. They are pure violence.
“I have no intention of screwing your brother. I already said that.”
“Good, then we’re on the same page. We been through a lot, and I ain’t gonna let some whore stripper come in here and rip this thing apart. We’re blood. Ain’t nothin’ stronger than that.” He raises his eyebrows like he’s challenging me.
The speech would be sweet if it wasn’t so threatening. But there’s nothing protective or loving in his words. I know his kind inside and out. It’s all about control with him.
“Whatever, Angus.” I turn back around.
He doesn’t say anything else. The pages of his magazine crinkle. Guess he went back to his Penthouse. Gross.
Axl climbs back in and starts the car. When he pulls into a parking space, the sudden urge to get out of the car overwhelms me. Being in here between the brothers makes me feel like I’m trapped in a mine. Just a couple days. That’s it.
The air in the diner is smoky and thick. There is one open table. The waitress who leads us there probably hasn’t slept in a week. Her eyes droop. She has a thick raspy voice and an even thicker cough. Smoker.
“I’ll grab you folks some water and be right back.” She barely glances at us as we sit down.
Joshua and I take one side. The brothers take the other. Axl keeps his eyes on his menu, but Angus glares at me. He brought his can. How am I going to eat with him spitting in that thing?
Joshua can’t sit still. He studies the menu for a few minutes, then glances up at Angus’s hard stare. Then back down at the menu. Back and forth it goes. He makes me more nervous than Angus does.
Finally he jumps up. “I have to use the bathroom. If she comes back, I’ll take a burger and fries.” He hurries away without looking at any of us.
“What the hell is goin’ on?” Axl asks as soon as Joshua walks away. He looks at his brother, not exactly glaring, but almost.
“Nothin’. Just had a talk with the stripper earlier. Wanted to make sure she knew she couldn’t screw her way between us.” Angus spits into the can.
Axl rubs the bridge of his nose like the conversation hurts his head. He’s not alone. “Nobody is screwin’ anybody. Just drop it, will you?” He won’t even look at me when he says, “Tell him.”
“Look, no offense, but you guys aren’t exactly my type.” Lumping the two of them together isn’t really fair. Truth is, now that I’ve been around Axl a little more, I don’t think he’s a thing like his brother. But I want Angus to get over this and convince him I’m not interested. Because I’m not. I’m really, really not. “Men like you are pretty much the reason I don’t date anymore. I have a bad track record. It usually ends up with me getting the shit beat out of me.”
Angus smiles, like the sound of someone beating me up appeals to him. It probably does. Axl’s stormy eyes flash. They are so similar to his brother’s, but so different.
But do I detect a little bit of hurt in them?
Axl tears his gaze away from me and faces his brother. “There. Good ‘nough?”
Angus seems to relent a little. His body relaxes. “Fine. Wouldn’t want to make the good doctor uncomfortable or anythin’. We may need him.”
Axl goes back to his menu. I actually agree with Angus. We have no idea what’s going to happen. What if this is the end? Having a doctor in our group might be a good thing.
Joshua isn’t back before the waitress, so we order for him. The second she’s gone I get to my feet. “I’m going to pee.”
The diner is crowded. I have to squeeze my way between waitresses and patrons, dodging trays and elbows. I bet they haven’t had a crowd like this in here since the 1950s.
There’s a line for the restroom. I stand at the back and dig through my purse until I find Emily’s picture. She smiles at me, and my heart constricts.
I didn’t want to give her up, but I was sixteen. It wasn’t safe in my home—if you could even call it that—and there was no way I could bring a baby there. It was just me and my dad. Mom had run off with a neighbor when I was ten. Not that I can blame her for leaving, but I do blame her for leaving me. She must have known dad would need a new punching bag if she left. She obviously didn’t care. That hurts even more than the beatings did. That she didn’t care about me.
I loved Emily the moment I saw her. She was so tiny and pink, and her face was all smashed in from birth, so ugly-cute like all newborns. I loved her enough to give her to the Johnson’s. They sent me updates for a while. Nine months, to be exact. Then they stopped. I can’t blame them. It wasn’t an open adoption, and they never got a single response from me. Maybe they thought I didn’t care. Truth was, it just hurt too much.
The woman behind me coughs on the back of my head. Hot, moist air hits my hair and brushes it forward. I start to turn around so I can yell at her, but I freeze. She’s not the only one. Half the people in this diner are hacking their heads off. People slump over in booths, their breathing raspy and their faces bright red. A woman moans and shivers. She has on two jackets, but she still shakes so hard her teeth clang together. Her face is covered in sweat. The man next to her urges her to eat something. But he coughs too.
My stomach aches. I’m going to hurl. It’s here.
I forget the bathroom and head back to the table. I have to pee, but I can do it on the side of the road. We need to get out of here. Joshua is back. The three men are tense. They look up when I walk over.
“It’s here,” I say, but they already know.
“We’re gettin’ our shit to go,” Axl says.
He’s pale. So is Angus. His face isn’t as hard as it was before. Death tends to do that to a person. Turn them into spaghetti.
Even Joshua shakes, and he knows he’s immune.
I sit down and wait, wringing my hands on top of the table. My hands tremble so hard that when I pick up my glass to take a drink, water spills everywhere. I set it back down.
“We still need supplies.” Angus’s voice is hollow.
“Why don’t you and the Doc head to the convenience store and grab us some stuff? Vivian and me’ll wait for the food,” Axl says.
Angus gets to his feet, and I stand to let Joshua out. People cough on them when they go by. Angus clenches his fist when a man sneezes on him. But the anger melts away and all the color drains from his face. He walks faster.
“Guess we’ll know soon,” Axl says.
I nod, but I can’t make my mouth work to say anything. My insides curl into a ball. They grow tighter each time I think about it. I should be relieved. Soon the suspense will be over, and I’ll know whether or not I’m going to die. But I’m not. I don’t want to die, and the thought of it happening makes me want to throw up.
Axl and I don’t speak. We just stare at each other. The diner is amazingly quiet, considering how full it is. People cough. There are a few quiet conversations. Otherwise it’s silent. Deathly silent.
“Thought the end of the world would be more dramatic than this,” he finally says. It makes me jump.
I look around. It is the end. It’s written on the face of every person in the diner. I’m sure it’s on mine. “There should be chaos or panic. Something.”
“Probably is. In the cities.”
He’s right. Here the people are too disappointed. They were so close. They passed their physicals and thought they were in the clear. That they were going to make it. Is that what’s going to happen to me? The thought sends a shiver down my spine.
The waitress finally brings our food. Axl hands her a wad of money without even looking at the bills. He grabs my elbow and pulls me toward the door. I try not to look at anyone, but I can’t stop myself. I meet the eyes of every person who coughs in my direction. They’re defeated and hopeless.
I pee behind the building, and we leave. We eat in the car. The silence is so thick and painful I wouldn’t be surprised if it swooped in and smothered us.
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I WAKE to the sound of Angus cursing. He’s in the driver’s seat. I’m not sure when that happened. His face is tight and red as he stares out the front window. The car slows down.
There’s a police car pulled off to the side of the road with its light flashing. A cop stands in the middle of the street. He waves his arms, trying to flag us down. Another car is pulled over and two people stand next to it. My stomach tightens. Now what?
“Should we keep goin’?” Angus glances over his shoulder at Axl, who leans forward. His head sticks between the seats.
“No. You gotta stop.”
“What if they’re lookin’ for us?”
“They ain’t lookin’ for us. Not in Oklahoma. Not with the virus. We ain’t important right now.”
I was right. They are on the run.
“What do they want then?” I’ve never heard Angus sound so tense. I guess only the cops scare him.
“Guess we’ll find out,” Axl says.
Angus pulls over and plasters a fake smile on his face as the cop approaches the car. He rolls the window down, and we wait.
The cop draws his gun and pastes a tense smile on his face. He’s trying to stay casual. It doesn’t work. “Hey there, folks. Sorry for bothering you.”
“Not a problem, officer,” Angus says cheerfully.
“Listen, we’ve got a couple over here having some car trouble, and my partner and I were wondering if you would be willing to give them a ride to the next checkpoint. It’s only about twenty miles up the road, but we can’t leave our post.” His eyes dart toward the couple, then back.
His partner stands by the police car with a shotgun slung casually over his shoulder. Watching us.
“Once you get to the checkpoint you can drop them off and someone will help them.”
Angus frowns and looks over his shoulder, and I follow his gaze. Axl and Joshua are just as rigid as Angus. There’s something wrong here.
“Sure, officer…” Angus lets the word hang in the air for a brief second. “We can give them a lift. It’s only twenty miles.”
The cop nods. His face is tight. “Thanks.”
He doesn’t move, and he doesn’t take his eyes off us. He just waves to his partner and stays where he is. Tension fills my body as his partner walks toward us. The two people trail behind him. They each carry a few bags. Axl hops out of the car and goes around the back of the Nissan so he can open the door.
When they walk by me I get a better look at them. They’re young. Eighteen, nineteen. College students probably. A guy and a girl. He’s big like a linebacker. Dark black skin, hair cut short, serious face. She’s tiny like a child, probably only five feet tall. Indian. Long hair and big, round eyes that flash with terror.
Angus makes a grunting sound, and I glance his way. His face is even harder than before. Is their skin color is going to be a problem? He seems like that type.
“Yo, Doc!” Angus yells back to Joshua. “Climb on up to the second row so these new folks can have that there third row.”
“Thanks for your cooperation.” The cop finally walks away. He barely glances at us before going to the back of our car where his partner is. He never asked for our travel papers.
Angus looks back at his brother and murmurs a few racial slurs under his breath. I knew it. This should make for an interesting trip.
The couple climbs in the back, and Axl hops in after them. “Let’s get the hell outta here.”
The cop never comes back. He and his partner stand in the road behind us, talking.
I turn around in my seat and smile at the new arrivals. I’m on edge, but I don’t want them to think it has anything to do with them. “Hi. I’m Vivian. This is Angus, Joshua, and Axl.”
The guy nods, but the muscles in his neck are so tight his head barely moves. “Trey. This is Parvarti.”
“Where y’all comin’ from?” Angus calls back.
“Cornell University,” Trey says.
Joshua spins around. “New York?”
They both nod, but don’t speak. Neither do we. A million questions go through my head. I can’t force them past my lips. I want to know. So bad. But I don’t.
“Where you headed?” Axl’s voice is strained.
“New Mexico,” Parvarti says, speaking up for the first time. Her voice is soft and small, just like she is.
“Berkley,” Trey says.
Joshua finally finds his voice. “New York isn’t on lockdown anymore?”
Trey swallows a few times, like he has a tough time finding his voice. “No. Things broke up about a week ago. The military started pulling out. The place is like a ghost town. There are still cops around, but not many. They’re like the ones that stopped you. They’re trying to maintain an air of authority, but they’re just around to keep the peace. They don’t know what to do. Everything is breaking down. There’s just…nothing.” He stops and looks at Parvarti, who scoots closer to him. “When people started to leave, I decided to get the hell out. I had the cash to get me across the country, but no car. People started putting notices up in the coffee shop on campus, looking for travel companions. Parvarti had a car, but not enough money to get her home. So we teamed up.”
“So you didn’t know each other before then?” I ask. She took a big risk, driving a guy she didn’t know across the country. Then again, I did the same thing. Desperation.
“No,” she whispers.
“What ‘bout your family?” Axl asks. “You been in touch with ‘em?”
“My parents are okay. They said not a lot of people out that way are sick. Parv’s parents…” Trey looks down at her and frowns.
“The last time I talked to them was two days ago. They were sick. I haven’t been able to get in touch with them since.” Her eyes fill with tears. Trey puts his arm around her.
Joshua takes his phone out of his pocket.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Calling a friend. He’s a lab tech with the CDC. The doctor friend of mine who died was his girlfriend. He’ll tell me what’s going on.” His expression is tight when he puts the phone up to his ear. “Hector! It’s Joshua. Listen, the group I’m with just picked a few people up from New York. What’s going on out there?” He frowns, listening to the man on the other line. His face grows more worried by the second. “No. That’s not what Isabel said.”
A pit forms in my stomach. I chew on my lower lip and wait for him to tell us something. Trying to guess what the other man is saying just by Joshua’s expression makes me want to scream. It’s not good.
Joshua’s face crumples and his shoulders slump. “That’s it, then. This is the end.” He shakes his head and listens a little longer. “Somewhere in Oklahoma.” A pause. “It’s all the way out there? There’s no stopping this, is there?”
I can’t look at his face anymore. I already know what he’s going to say. He’s going to tell us it’s worse than they originally thought. That the government has no solutions. That I now have more than a seventy percent chance of death.
“Okay, thanks. I’ll talk to you later, man.” He lowers the phone and I turn back around. “It’s bad.”
“No shit,” Axl says. “How bad?”
“Right now they’re saying more than seventy percent of the population will be affected.”
“How much more?” I whisper, twisting my head just enough that I can see him.
Joshua looks at me. “Eighty. Maybe eighty-five. There are speculations that it’s some kind of man-made virus. Hector said there are rumors the government created it, that it somehow got out. But there are other rumors that there was a terrorist attack in New York. No one really knows for sure, and they probably never will.”
“How do you know all this?” Trey asks.
“I’m a doctor. I worked in Baltimore and the CDC was there. It’s a long story, but the short of it is this: you’re immune.”
Trey sits up straighter, but he keeps his arm around Parvarti’s shoulders. “What do you mean?”
“You were in New York this entire time. If you weren’t immune you’d be dead by now. How many of your friends got sick?”
“More than half,” Trey says, so quietly I almost can’t hear it.
Tears stream down Parvarti’s face. “There’s no chance of getting better?”
“No.” Joshua’s voice is firm. He doesn’t even try to cushion the blow. “If you get sick, you die. If you don’t, then you’re immune.”
Parvarti starts to cry harder, and Trey pulls her close.
I face the front. I’m hollow inside, almost resigned. There’s no way I’ll be immune. Deep down, I know that. How could I be? Nothing else in life has gone my way. Why should this?
No one talks for a while, and eventually Parvarti’s crying stops. I’m glad. I should feel more sympathy toward her, but I don’t. At least she knows now, before she gets all the way home.
We finally reach the checkpoint. If we didn’t already know it was hopeless, we would now. There are still armed soldiers, still military vehicles, but it’s nothing like the last one. The soldier who walks up to us has his gun strapped to his back instead of in his hands. His body isn’t stiff like the last guy we saw. Only two soldiers block the road. One of them coughs.
“Papers.” His voice isn’t firm like the soldier at the last checkpoint. This guy’s face is red and he has beads of sweat on his forehead. He turns his head away and coughs. He’s sick.
Everyone passes their travel papers forward, and Angus gives them to the soldier, who barely glances at them before he hands them back. He’s just going through the motions at this point.
“Stick to Route 66,” he says, then turns away from us.
The other soldiers step aside, and Angus drives by. “Damn.”
My throat is tight. I can’t speak. The car is so silent it reminds me of a tomb.
Angus tosses the papers my way. “These are probably useless now, but just in case.”
They fall on the seat and on the floor. I gather them up. I’m too drained to be annoyed.
“Guess we’re stuck with you two.” Angus looks in the rearview mirror and shakes his head. He purses his lips like he just ate something sour.
I completely forgot we were supposed to drop Trey and Parvarti off at the checkpoint.
“You can drop us off at the next motel,” Trey says. He still has his arm around Parvarti, and all the muscles in the face are taut.
Parvarti pulls away from him. “No. You need to get home, Trey. Your parents aren’t sick.” She digs through a bag and pulls out a handful of money. Her hand shakes when she thrusts it forward. “We can pay you.”
“We’re going to California anyway.” I focus on Axl. Angus would never agree to give them a ride.
Axl turns to Parvarti and Trey without even consulting his brother. “Put your money away. We’ll give you a ride. You gotta pitch in. Help out when we camp and all that.”
“Not even gonna talk to me ‘bout this, Axl?” Angus glares at me, but I don’t back down.
“How’s it hurting you? We’re going there anyway!”
Angus stares straight ahead. He mutters a few racial slurs just loud enough for me to hear them. I glance toward the backseat. Thankfully, it doesn’t look like Trey and Parvarti heard.
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ANGUS SLOWS DOWN and pulls up behind a black Honda Civic. A tent is set up about twenty feet from the road. Two chairs lay on their sides next to what used to be a fire, but no one is in sight. A couple huge black birds fly overhead, slowly circling the tent.
My stomach tightens, and I tear my eyes away from the tent, focusing on Angus. “What are you doing?” I have a bad feeling about this.
Angus doesn’t turn the car off. He sits there with his lips pursed, staring out the window. He doesn’t look at me, and he doesn’t answer.
Axl leans forward. “What’re you thinkin’?”
“I’m thinkin’ that we may be able to find a few supplies.” Angus catches his brother’s eye in the rearview mirror. “You got your gun?”
Axl holds it up.
“Why do you need a gun? It’s just a campsite,” Parvarti says.
“Protection.” Axl rolls his eyes.
“You ain’t livin’ in the same world you was a few weeks ago, darlin’,” Angus says. “Things are ‘bout to get real ‘round here. Just wait.”
Trey and Parvarti look at Angus like he’s insane, but he’s right. People are desperate. That makes them unpredictable.
He moves to the door, but stops and turns toward me. His lips are still pursed and he studies me for a few seconds. The hair on my scalp prickles. I can’t read his expression. What’s he thinking?
“You were serious ‘bout being a good shot?” he finally says.
My heart races. Is it possible that he’s going to give me my gun back? “No point in having a gun unless you learn how to shoot it.”
Approval flashes in his eyes. “I can trust you not to blow my head off?”
“As long as you don’t give me a reason to.”
He chuckles and bends down, reaching under the front seat. When he sits back up my gun is in his hand. “Here. Why don’t ya come with us? Give us a hand.”
I wrap my fingers around the gun. Just having it in my hand makes Angus seem less threatening.
“Everybody sit tight,” Angus calls as he opens the front door and steps out.
I hop onto the dusty ground, and Axl climbs out of the back. His gun is held tightly in his right hand. He raises it to chest level as we walk. Angus is more laid back. He keeps his gun tucked into his waistband, pulling his shirt up just enough to make it visible.
“Anyone here?” Angus calls out as he approaches the car.
Axl walks on his brother’s right, keeping his gun up. His eyes dart around. My heart pounds and I tighten my grip on my own gun.
Angus goes to the driver’s side and looks in the window while Axl goes to the passenger side. A thick layer of dust coats the car. It hasn’t been driven in a couple of days at least. Angus tries the front door while I look through the back window. No one is inside, but there are boxes. Even a case of bottled water.
“It’s locked on this side,” Axl says.
“Same here.” Angus frowns. “Let’s check out the tent. Maybe we can find the keys.”
I’ve only taken two steps toward the tent when it hits me. A heavy, putrid smell that makes me gag and causes my stomach to lurch. I stop and turn my head, coughing and breathing in slowly through my mouth as bile rises in my throat.
Axl stops next to me. “You okay?”
I nod and swallow. “Yeah. I’m alright.”
Angus rolls his upper lip in disgust. “Come on.”
The tent door is open. It blows back and forth, flapping in the breeze. I cover my nose when we get closer and try to fight the nausea. The last thing I need is to get on Angus’s bad side again. Not after he just gave my gun back.
We’re two feet from the tent when something inside moves. All three of us stop dead in our tracks. My heart jumps to my throat, and I drop my hand from my nose, wrapping it firmly around my gun.
Angus grabs the gun out of his waistband and looks over at his brother. “You hear that?” he whispers.
Axl nods. None of us move. A scratching sound comes from inside, and it may be my imagination, but I swear something brushes up against the side of the tent.
“Anybody in there?” Angus calls out, a little louder than necessary.
No response. Then more movement.
Axl takes one hand off his gun. He points to his brother, then over toward the tent. Angus nods, and they both look back at me. I nod and raise my gun. Angus tucks his back in his waistband. He takes a step forward. Axl and I follow, both of us hold our guns tightly in our hands. Aiming right at the door to the tent.
More movement. Something is definitely in there.
My heart pounds when Angus stops. He glances back at Axl, then reaches forward. The door flaps. Back and forth. Something inside scratches against the ground and brushes against the side of the tent. This time I’m sure it’s not my imagination.
I tense and move my finger to the trigger, automatically checking to make sure the safety is off. My blood pounds in my ears. Angus reaches for the door. He doesn’t look back at us, but he holds his right hand up, extending three fingers. Slowly he lowers one, then another. When he gets down to one I suck in a deep breath. He jerks the door back. Something flies from the tent.
“Damn!” I yell, taking my finger off the trigger as I jump back. The giant bird swoops by my head, screeching at me as it soars into the sky, joining his friends.
“Thought you were gonna shoot,” Axl says with a grin.
It’s the first genuine smile I’ve seen out of him. He has a dimple in his right cheek.
I laugh. My heart is still pounding as I put the safety back on. “I almost peed my pants.”
Axl laughs and looks back at the tent. Angus stands there with the door pulled aside, peering in. I catch a glimpse of what used to be two people and squeeze my eyes shut, gagging. They are very dead. The birds and other animals have gotten to them.
“Think it was the virus?” Axl asks.
The canvas rustles as the brothers step inside, but I turn my back to the tent. The images of those poor people will be burned into my brain for the rest of my life. I couldn’t even tell if they were men or women. There was just nothing left…
A sleeping bag unzips. Something rustles around inside, like Angus and Axl are digging through their belongings.
“Don’t see any other injuries. Just what the animals did,” Angus replies.
I can’t listen to them, so I tuck my gun into my pants and walk over to what used to be the fire. They’re still inside when I carry the camp chairs back to the car.
“What was in the tent?” Trey asks.
“Two people. Or what was left of them, anyway. Looks like the virus killed them. Animals took care of the rest.”
“What now?” Joshua asks.
I shake my head and glance toward the tent just as the brothers step out. “I think they were looking for keys to the car. There could be some useful things.”
“You’re just going to steal their stuff?” Parvarti looks so young and innocent.
“We’re not stealing it. We’re scavenging.” I sigh. I hate to be harsh, but she needs a dose of reality. “Look, Angus is an ass, but he’s right. Things have changed. Maybe it’s temporary. Maybe things will get better. But if not…” I shake my head and turn away. Angus and Axl step out of the tent and head toward the Honda. “Just think about it,” I say over my shoulder.
I stop in front the Honda just as Angus unlocks the front door.
“Open the trunk,” I call.
He nods and the trunk pops open.
“Jackpot.”
There are two boxes full of canned food and two suitcases. These people were prepared. Grunting, I lug the boxes out of the trunk and drop them on the ground, then turn back to the suitcases. They aren’t small. It takes a minute to wrestle the first one out. It’s wedged in pretty good, and I have to pull on it with all my strength. It finally jerks free, and I stumble back a few steps, dropping it to the ground.
“You need help back there?” Axl calls out.
“I’m good.” I lean down to unzip the suitcase.
It’s full of clothes. Women’s clothes. They aren’t pretty, but that doesn’t matter in a post-apocalyptic world. Hopefully, I’ll never need to wear them. For now, I’m going to hang onto them. I dig a little more and find a small bag of toiletries—always handy—and a couple pairs of shoes. Something I do need.
I pull out a blue-and-white Nike and look inside. An eight. I’m a seven and a half, but a little big is better than nothing. I sit on my butt and pull off my wedge heels, then shove them in the bag. I’m not ready to completely give up on the idea of pretty things, so I’m keeping them. I find some white socks and pull those and the Nikes on. My feet hurt less already.
Once that’s done, I zip the suitcase back up and inspect the second one. I open it before I drag it out. Men’s clothes, just like I thought it’d be. I throw it on the ground next to the other one. Shoved behind the suitcases are a couple of blankets. They’re thick and flannel, exactly what we need. I toss them on top of the boxes, and the trunk is empty.
I head over to the passenger side, where Axl digs through the car. A case of water and another box of food sits on the ground. This one is full of snack items: chips, bags of cookies, granola bars. Things like that.
“Find anything good?” Axl asks me.
He has a purse in his lap. I pick up the wallet and my hands shake. Do I want to know who this woman was?
“Suitcases with clothes, couple boxes of canned goods and some blankets.” I don’t look at him. I stare at the wallet in my hands.
“No money in there,” he says. He looks up from the purse and his eyes narrow on me.
“I was just curious who she was.”
He nods like he understands. Probably does. No way Angus would.
I flip the wallet open. Her picture stares at me from her license. Amy Winston, born January 26, 1976. Lived in Peoria, AZ. Must have been where they were headed. Where were they coming from?
“You two ‘bout finished?” Angus calls.
I toss the wallet on top of the purse and head to the back of the car. Angus stands there with a duffle bag slung over his shoulder and a toolbox in his hand.
“What’d you get?” he asks.
“Clothes, mostly. Figured we’d take them since we have plenty of room. Just in case we end up needing them.”
He frowns. “Try to cut it down to one suitcase. We’re gonna need some more survival gear.”
He’s right. God, I hate that he’s right.
My gun digs into my hip when I kneel down and unzip both suitcases. But I get busy sorting the clothes.
Angus walks away, and Axl comes up behind me. I glance over my shoulder just in time to catch him checking out my ass as he picks up the box of food. My cheeks burn. I look away before he realizes I saw him.
It doesn’t take long to go through the suitcases. I keep anything that looks warm. It’s fall, and if things don’t get sorted out before winter, we’re going to need them. I get to my feet just as Axl comes back to get the second box. I end up leaving my wedge shoes, which hurts less than I expected it to.
“Got everything?”
I nod and walk toward the car. “Do you think we’re overreacting?”
His eyebrows pull together. “Hard to say. All the lyin’ is what bothers me. If things ain’t that bad, why are they hidin’ so much from us?”
I stop and turn to face him. “Where’d you guys steal the car?”
He inhales sharply. “Who says we did?”
“I figured it out. You just confirmed it this morning when the cops stopped us. I don’t care. I’m just curious.” Guilt tugs at me, but I can’t give in to it. Things are different now.
Axl sighs. “Swiped it from my boss. The guy was a prick.”
“What about all the gear? You steal that from him too?”
“Damn,” Axl mutters. “We didn’t hurt no one, understand? We held up a few convenience stores, outside St. Louis. They’re rakin’ in the dough right now. Everybody buyin’ gas. We took the money and bought as much survival gear as we could.”
There was something on the news about that. When I was at that diner.
“Is it gone?” It would be nice to have enough money for gas and food, as well as some more gear. Who knows if we’ll come across another abandoned car anytime soon.
He narrows his eyes. “Why?”
“I’m not going to steal it from you. I just want to know what we have to work with.”
He studies me for a second and then nods. “We still got some. Enough to get us more supplies and gas.”
I start walking again. “Good.”
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WE STOP in Texola for the night. It’s right before you cross from Oklahoma into Texas, hence the clever name. We pass a few houses—some boarded up, some not—and a few doublewides that may have been recently inhabited. But the town mostly consists of empty, crumbling buildings from the 1950s or earlier. There are no lights on in the buildings we pass, no streetlights in the town, no cars, and no people. It’s terrifying. For a moment I imagine this is what the future has in store for us. Driving through abandoned city after abandoned city for the rest of our lives.
If we’re immune.
The sun is low on the horizon and the sky is a bright shade of orange. We set up camp outside what used to be a bar. There’s a colorful sign on top—hand-painted decades ago—with an odd-looking cowboy sitting on top of a horse. The words Water Hole #2 are painted next to him. It’s boarded up, just like most of the other buildings we passed.
“You guys can handle this?” Angus walks up to us with a shotgun in each hand.
Trey steps away from the gun. “What are you doing?”
“Huntin’,” Axl snaps as he takes the shotgun his brother holds out to him. “You wanna eat, right?”
“We have canned goods,” Joshua says.
“Don’t waste that. Save it for later, in case we have a night when we can’t shoot somethin’ to eat.” Angus spits on the ground at Joshua’s feet.
Joshua and Trey look at each other, but neither one looks convinced. I’m not surprised. I bet neither one of them has ever missed a meal. They’ve probably never eaten something that didn’t come from a grocery store or a restaurant. I have. Plenty of times.
“You’re going to kill an animal?” Parvarti asks meekly.
Angus’s face is red. He’s on the verge of losing it, so I step in. “They’re right. We have to be smart about this. Take precautions.”
Joshua stares at me for a second. Then he nods. “Yeah. That’s what we have to do.” He turns back to Axl and Angus. “Go hunt, we’ll set up camp.”
Axl raises an eyebrow and looks Joshua up and down. “Can you start a fire? Set up a tent?”
“I can,” I say.
Angus nods approvingly. “That’s right. Trailer trash. Helluva life, but it makes ya tough.” He turns and starts walking. “We’ll be back. Shouldn’t take long.”
Axl follows his brother, and for a second, I don’t move. My insides boil. No one knew I was trailer trash except the brothers, and if it had been up to me it would have stayed that way. I’ve worked hard to distinguish myself from people like them.
Get over it, I tell myself. You’re just as good as they are.
Right. The doctor, the two students from Cornell. I’m a stripper who was raised in a trailer park. I’m a walking cliché.
“Let’s get this fire going,” Joshua says, breaking through my thoughts.
“Yeah.” I walk over and help arrange the wood, breaking some of the sticks Parvarti collected into smaller ones for kindling.
“You’re not trailer trash,” Joshua says.
I keep my eyes down, focusing on getting the wood to light. “Yes I am. I’m just not redneck like they are.”
The fire catches and I stay where I am for a moment to make sure it doesn’t go out. It doesn’t. Trey is struggling with the tent. These three are going to be in trouble if this really is the end of the civilization.
“Why don’t you get the camp chairs out of the car?” I say to Trey. “I can do the tent. I helped with it last night.” It’s a lie, but he doesn’t need to know.
He smiles gratefully, then jogs off to the car. Parvarti follows him. She doesn’t say much. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s shy or if it has to do with the fact that she just found out her parents are dead. Only time will tell.
When the tent is up, both Trey and Joshua wander off to call their families. Parvarti sits next to me and stares into the fire silently. She wears Trey’s sweatshirt, and it makes her look even more like a child.
“So you and Trey seem to have gotten close,” I say. I want to make conversation, but I’m afraid to ask anything about her life. She seems pretty shaken, and the last thing I want to do is remind her that her parents are dead.
“He’s been great to have around. I was worried about traveling with him. Going across the country with some guy I didn’t know was scary, but I had no other options. If I didn’t have him…” A tear slides down her cheek, and she stares at her hands.
I look out into the darkness, toward the sound of Trey’s voice. “He seems to like you.”
To my surprise, she smiles. “My mother would die—” Her hand goes to her mouth and she lets out a little sob.
I don’t know what it’s like having a family you actually love, but it must be horrible to lose something like that. I want to tell her to remember the good times, to be thankful she got to experience it. Not all of us do. But something like that wouldn’t make sense to her. Not now, maybe not ever.
“I’m sorry about your parents,” I whisper.
She wipes the tears from her face. “Me too. I just hope it wasn’t too bad.”
“Are you still going home? Maybe you could go with Trey. His family seems to be healthy still.”
She looks up at me. Her eyes are huge in this light. “What about you? Is your family sick?”
“I don’t have any family. Not really.”
Her eyes grow bigger. “How did you get papers?”
I tense, and I look toward the fire. I should tell her, I know about her parents. “I do have a father, in California. Hell, maybe I have a mother too. Who knows? Either way, I’m not going to see them. I just used them as an excuse. I’m going to see my daughter. I gave her up for adoption four years ago and I just…I just couldn’t let the world end without seeing her. That’s all.”
“Do her adoptive parents know you’re coming?”
“I guess. I put a letter in the mail the day before I left. I didn’t have a phone number for them, so I couldn’t call. No email. So, as long as the postal service is still running they’ll know. If not, then I guess I’ll be a surprise.”
Footsteps echo through the dark night. I turn. Axl and Angus are back.
“Where’s everybody?” Angus asks, flopping down in one of the camp chairs.
“Talking to their families,” I say.
Axl tosses something on the ground in front of the fire. “Came ‘cross this mother on our way back. We got a few squirrels too, but this guy’ll taste real good.”
It takes me a moment to figure out what it is, and when I do even I turn up my nose. “An opossum?”
“Gross,” Parvarti says.
“Sorry, your highness,” Angus says. “We’re fresh outta filet.”
“It’ll be fine.” I’m trying to reassure myself as much as Parvarti. Opossums remind me of giant rats. Not exactly appetizing.
She starts to calm down until Axl takes out his knife to skin the animal. At the first sight of blood she’s on her feet, heading off into the darkness. Probably in search of Trey.
I turn away, and my eyes land on Angus. He’s fooling with his gun. It’s the first time he hasn’t had a soda can in his hand since he picked me up. “You run out of dip, Angus?”
He glares across the fire. “What’s it to you?”
Axl chuckles. “Don’t get him started. He’s been bitchin’ ‘bout it all night.”
“Better to get yourself off the stuff now,” I say. “Where are you going to get dip when the world ends?”
“There’ll be lots of it. No one’s gonna raid the gas station lookin’ for dip. They’ve got more important things to look for. Things we’ve already got.”
He has a good point, but I won’t give him the satisfaction.
Joshua walks up and falls into the chair next to me.
“How’s your family?”
“Not good.” He shakes his head. “My mom and brother are sick. So far Dad doesn’t have any symptoms, though. Hopefully he’s at least immune.”
“I’m sorry, Joshua.” I pat his arm.
He looks like a giant kid in that chair. All slumped over with his gangly legs stretched out in front of him. If only there was something I could say to make him feel better.
“Sorry, man,” Axl says, standing up.
He’s finished skinning the poor animals and has the spit securely through their bodies. He sets it over the fire and adds a few more pieces of wood, no doubt trying to get the flame a little higher. His hands are covered in blood.
“You’re good at this,” I say, staring at his hands.
He tries to wipe them off on an old shirt, but it doesn’t exactly do the trick.
I grab a bottle of water and hold it out to him. “Here, clean your hands off.”
“Don’t waste water on your hands!” Angus shouts.
I roll my eyes. “It’s not a big deal. We’ll just save the bottles and refill them next time we stop somewhere. In the bathroom sink or something. Free.”
Angus crosses his arms. “You sure you’re blonde?” I give him the finger, and he smiles. “Anytime, Sugar Tits.”
He makes my skin crawl, but at least he’s started joking with me a little bit. It’s gross and awkward, but it’s better than the evil glares he was giving me before. And it got me my gun back. I guess he sees me as one of them, now that we have a few wealthy, educated people in our group.
Trey and Parvarti walk up. She’s so tiny next to him; she only comes up to his chest.
“Your folks okay?” Axl asks.
Trey nods. “So far.”
There are only two empty chairs. Parvarti takes one of them, which leaves Trey standing. Axl kneels next to the other one, and I don’t think Trey wants to rock the boat.
“Take a seat, man,” Axl says, tilting his head toward the chair. “I’m cookin’.”
Trey sits down and studies us, chewing on his bottom lip. “I’ve been thinking about this virus thing, and I think you guys may be overreacting. I get it. Things may be rough for a bit, but you’re acting like this is the breakup of our society.” He shakes his head. “I just don’t think it’s going to be that bad. Even if only fifteen percent of the population survives, that’s still got to be somewhere around forty million people, give or take. That’s nowhere near the end of the world.”
He has a point, right? That’s a hell of a lot of people. But… “Okay, say that’s true. Say forty million people survive this thing. How many people in the government?”
He shrugs. “We have no way of knowing that.”
“Exactly,” I say. “So even if half the people in authority positions survive, which is being generous, how long before they can figure out who is actually in charge?”
He bites into his lip harder. “Weeks, maybe months.”
“And what happens in the meantime?” Parvarti asks.
“Chaos.” Axl turns the spit. “Anarchy. Lootin’ for supplies, killin’ for survival. Anything goes.”
I nod. “So by the time the government gets its act together we’ve lost how many more people? Not to mention how spread out everyone will be.”
“What will folks do about work and money? Who’s gonna tell us all that?” Angus pipes in.
Trey swallows and sits back. He frowns and stares into the fire. He probably doesn’t love being out-thought by a couple rednecks and a piece of trailer trash.
“Okay,” he says. “But we still have forty million people.”
“Sure. And a hell of a mess to clean up. We just passed two bodies today out in the middle of nowhere. Imagine what the cities are going to be like. Eighty-five percent of the population dropping like that—” I snap my fingers. “It’s going to be a while before things get even close to being normal again. Maybe never.”
“A new kind of normal,” Joshua says. “Makes you wish you weren’t immune.” He slumps down and stares at the ground like he wishes it would swallow him whole.
Something else I hadn’t thought about. The people who won’t be able to deal.
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I WAKE UP SHIVERING, and just opening my eyes makes my temples pulse.
It’s still dark outside, and the rhythmic breathing of the others fills the tent. My head pounds with every breath they let out. I swallow and wince. My throat is tight and raw, and my lips dry. I press a shaky hand to my forehead. My hands are cold and clammy, but my face is on fire.
I’m sick. I’m going to die.
My body trembles and tears pool in my eyes. I’m not going to make it to her.
I roll onto my side. Every tiny movement hurts, deep in my bones. Even laying still is painful. I ache from head to toe. Axl is next to me, sleeping soundly. Should I wake him?
I reach under the jacket I’m using as a pillow in search of my phone. My head pounds like my brain pulsates. When I finally find it, I press the button and the screen lights up. It’s almost six. The sun should be coming up soon. I look back at Axl. Every inch of my body aches with fever. I can’t wait.
“Axl,” I whisper. I reach out and gently touch his hand.
His eyes fly open, and he half sits up. When his gaze meets mine in the darkness, he lays back down. His eyes flutter shut. “What?” he mumbles.
“I’m sick.” I say it as quietly as possible. I don’t want to bother anyone else.
His eyes open again. Slowly this time. But he’s wide awake now. “What’s wrong?”
A small sob breaks out of my chest, burning on the way up. I shake my head. “My head is pounding, my throat is sore, my body aches all over.” I swallow and cough slightly. “I’m not immune.”
He frowns and even in the darkness his eyes give him away. He’s thinking of himself, and Angus. But he doesn’t say it out loud.
He sits up and grabs his shoes, pulling them on. “Can you walk?”
I nod and climb out from under the blanket, wincing. It’s like someone is digging their fingers into my temples and the base of my skull. Every move makes the pressure mount. I get to my feet, but my legs quiver and the world spins. I have to sit back down.
Axl unzips the tent and steps out. He turns back and holds his hand out to me. I crawl toward him on unstable limbs. When I reach the opening, he bends down and picks me up, swinging me into his arms like I weigh nothing. It hurts. Everything hurts. I lay my head on his shoulder and close my eyes. He smells like the outdoors. Just like his flannel shirt did last night when he let me wear it.
“Damn, you’re burnin’ up.”
He sets me in a chair next to the fire. The air is chilly, like a cold front settled in while I was asleep. I shiver so hard my teeth chatter. I open my eyes. Trey is by the fire.
He frowns and watches me closely with his hands shoved in his pockets. “What’s going on?”
Axl takes his shirt off and lays it over me. It’s the same flannel shirt he gave me before. “She’s sick.”
Now he wears nothing but a white undershirt. It’s dirty. Someone should wash his clothes. Maybe I can do it later. I close my eyes for a brief second, trying to clear my head. Nothing makes sense.
I open my eyes and they meet Trey’s. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t have to. He knows I’m dead.
“Where’s the Doc?”
“Sleepin’,” Axl says, heading over to the Nissan.
“Don’t you think you should get him?” Trey doesn’t take his eyes off me.
“He’ll be up soon. Got to get her somethin’ for the fever.”
I’m still shivering, and every shake hurts. My head, my bones, my throat. I close my eyes because Trey won’t stop staring at me.
“Take these,” Axl says.
I open my eyes. He’s back in front of me like he never walked away. He has a bottle of water in one hand and some pills in the other.
“Open your mouth.”
I do what he says, and he puts a couple pills on my tongue. His stormy eyes meet mine as he lifts the bottle to my lips and gently pours a little in my mouth. I wince when the pills go down. They feel like nails against my swollen throat.
“Do you need a blanket?” He’s being so gentle. Not gruff like usual.
I nod. The movement makes my head pound even more. I can’t believe how awful I feel; I felt fine when I laid down last night. A little more tired than usual, but not sick.
Axl lays the blanket over me. I’m so glad this camp chair reclines now. So thankful Axl and Angus robbed those convenience stores.
I try to sleep, but it doesn’t work. I drift in and out, but it’s more like delirium. Voices float around me, but nothing they say makes sense. Hands touch my face. Some boiling hot, some icy cold. Someone sings. It sounds like a little girl.
“Emily,” I whisper.
“Vivian, put this under your tongue.”
I don’t know who’s saying it or why, but I obey.
“How bad is it?”
“Not good.”
I open my eyes. Everyone stands around, staring at me. Either the sun is coming up or the fire is really bright, because everything is orange. But dark at the same time.
I close my eyes and lay my head back down. I can’t stop shaking.
   
The next time I wake up I’m in the car. I don’t know how I got here, but the sun is up now, and it’s insanely bright. Squinting, I put a trembling hand to my head. I’m drenched in sweat and my head still throbs. Every inch of my body is moist with perspiration, but I can’t stop shivering. Every movement hurts. Every bounce of the car, every twitch of my muscles.
A hand touches my forehead, and I look up. Axl is next to me. My head is in his lap.
“How you feel?” He still has the same non-nonsense tone, but it’s so much gentler than before.
That first night we spent together by the fire crosses my mind, and my insides constrict. We’re so much alike. I hope he doesn’t get the virus from me.
Shaking my head, I try to talk, but it comes out as a cough. I swallow—a difficult thing to do—and try again. “I’m sorry.” The words scratch their way from my throat.
He frowns. “Why?”
“Because you may get sick from me.” Talking hurts more than breathing.
He shakes his head. “Don’t be dumb. If we were gonna get sick, it would’ve happened either way.” He pauses and frowns again. “I’m sorry you won’t get to see your daughter.”
Tears fill my eyes. I try to keep them in, but I can’t. They spill over, running down my cheeks. Leaving wet trails on my face.
Axl wipes them away. It’s not a gentle gesture. It’s brusque, just like he is. He leans forward just a bit, careful not to smother me. “Doc.”
I turn my head, trying hard to ignore the pain, just as Joshua looks back from the second row. Trey is next to him, but I can’t look his way. The look he gave me earlier is burned into my memory. It will probably be the last thing I see when I close my eyes to die.
“Vivian, how are you feeling?” Joshua asks.
“Awful,” I croak.
“Specifically. Is your throat sore?” I nod and he frowns. “Do your bones ache?” More nods, more frowns. “Headache?” Same.
“How long?” I whisper. More tears come to my eyes. I shouldn’t cry. I’m not leaving anything behind, not really. Just my daughter, and it’s not like she knows me. She won’t be affected by my death.
Joshua looks away. “Two days, maybe less.” His voice is flat, emotionless.
I start to cry again and I turn away from him.
   
“We need to stay.”
I open my eyes to an argument. The car isn’t moving anymore and I’m alone in the third row. I’m in just as much pain as I was when I fell asleep. Not that I expected to feel better.
“We need to get movin’.” It’s Angus, he sounds pissed.
“She’s in pain.” Axl, that same straightforward way of speaking. “Every bump in the road hurts her. She’s moanin’ in her sleep.”
“I can’t listen to it anymore.” Parvarti. Pleading. Her voice is high, kind of whiny. Angus is going to love that.
“Tell him, Doc.” Axl again. His voice has more emotion this time, it’s not as flat. Why is he so upset?
“When they’re getting close to the end, every movement hurts them. The closer she gets to death the more pain she’ll be in.” Joshua, his voice tense. I guess he’s seen too many people die the last few weeks. “If we keep driving, she’ll be screaming in agony by the end of the day.”
“Then she can stay here—alone. What’s the point of takin’ her with us anyhow? If she’s just gonna die?” Angus. The bastard.
“We. Ain’t. Leavin’. Her.” Axl. The emotion is gone. His voice is firm. Final.
Somewhere, deep inside my aching body, there’s a different kind of ache at his words. I’ve never had another person stick up for me like that. Never.
“Fine,” Angus growls.
   
I’m in a hotel room. A Best Western. That’s what the sign outside looked like, anyway. It’s dirty, but I don’t care. I’m shivering and my skin is sticky with perspiration. I’m in pain. Outside, the sun is setting. I’ll be dead in a day.
They only had two rooms available. Angus didn’t want to be anywhere near me, so he’s in the other one, along with Trey and Parvarti. Axl and Joshua stay with me. Although, it’s just Axl and me at the moment.
“You should drink somethin’,” he says for the millionth time.
My lips are cracked and painful. He’s right, but my throat is so inflamed it’s almost swollen shut.
“I’ll try,” I whisper. It hurts to breathe. I don’t want to drink any water, but he won’t stop saying it. This may be the only way to get him to shut up.
He helps me sit and tips the cup up to my lips. I sip the water and attempt to swallow it. It can’t be more than a tablespoon of liquid, but it’s difficult to get down. I cough and end up spitting some of it out. It dribbles down my chin and onto my shirt. I don’t care.
Axl pats my back. “Easy.” He helps me lay back down and sets the glass on the bedside table, staring down at me.
“You don’t have to stay,” I say. “I heard Angus. He’s right. I’m dead.”
A pained expression crosses his face. “We ain’t leavin’ you.” His voice is thick.
I close my eyes. This must be awful for them. Waiting to find out if they’re immune. One of them could be laying in this bed a couple of days from now. After I’m dead.
“Did Joshua say how long it would be before you and Angus knew?”
“Couple days.” He’s so blunt, unemotional.
How can he face his own death with so little fear? I can’t. It makes my body shake and my heart pound. I’ll be gone by the time they know for sure.
I look up into those stormy eyes of his. It doesn’t make sense why they’re so comforting.
I swallow and take a deep breath. It hurts to talk, but there are a few things I need to say. “If you make it to California, will you go see Emily for me?”
He frowns and his eyebrows pull together. “What would I say? She’s four.”
“I know. It’s just…” He’s right. It’s a stupid request. “Just lie to me.”
“‘Kay then. We’ll go see her.”
“Thanks,” I whisper, closing my eyes again. Just talking wears me out.





10

I SHIVER THROUGH THE NIGHT, drifting in and out of sleep. Axl sleeps next to me in the bed. I doubt he gets much rest. He tries to get me to drink something, and he carries me to the bathroom when I have to go. I could walk—I think—but he won’t let me.
He’s gentle. Where did that come from?
I stare at a large hole in the curtain, watching the light go from a soft glow to a blinding yellow that hurts my eyes. I’m still shivering. I’m still sweating. My throat is inflamed. I will die today.
My fever goes up and down. When the medicine kicks in, I can almost focus on the things around me. I can carry on a small conversation, take a few sips of water, and swallow the chicken broth Axl forces into my mouth. It all hurts, but I’m there. Present.
But when the fever comes back nothing makes sense. I have the same dream about Emily. She plays in a field, singing a silly song. She smiles at me. It’s so real…
I have other dreams too. Dreams about dead bodies being picked apart in tents, birds feasting on their eyes. I moan and thrash in my sleep, and Axl’s voice constantly breaks through the delirium. It’s so much more soothing in my dreams than it is in real life.
And Roger is there. Sometimes it’s his body in the tent, an eye missing, a bird sitting on his shoulder. But sometimes I’m back in that trailer while he stands over me. An empty bottle in one hand, a leather belt in the other. The leather on my bare skin stings when he hits me. I scream.
Axl always wakes me.
No one comes to the room but Joshua and Axl. Joshua checks my temperature and asks how I feel, but he doesn’t stay. He probably can’t stand to see me die. Maybe he’s just seen too much lately, or maybe it’s because he kind of knows me. Either way, he doesn’t hang out for long.
Axl never leaves my side. He’s always there. Always ready to get me some water or help me to the bathroom. He wipes my forehead with a cool washcloth. I’ve never had someone do that for me before.
The light through the hole in the curtains gets softer and I wait to die. But the sun sets and I hang on.
“I’ve never seen anyone make it this long.” Joshua stands over me with his arms crossed.
“Maybe it’s somethin’ else?” Axl suggests
Joshua’s back straightens and his arms drop to his sides. “Do you have a flashlight?”
“In the car.” Axl glances at me and frowns. “I’ll be right back.” His voice is soft, like he hates to leave me.
My eyes follow him out the door. Hope flickers inside me, like the tiny flame of a candle. Is it possible I caught something else? That in the middle of a killer virus sweeping the country, I somehow picked up a different bug?
Axl is back in no time, and Joshua takes the flashlight from him. “Open your mouth, Vivian. Stick out your tongue.”
I do. I squeeze my eyes shut, saying a silent prayer. I’ve never really been a religious person, but if there’s ever a time to pray, this is it.
“Damn,” Joshua says.
My eyes fly open. He frowns. Is that good or bad?
“What?” Axl snaps.
“I need the keys to the Nissan. I don’t know for sure. I don’t want you to get your hopes up, but it could be strep. I need to find a pharmacy and get you some antibiotics.”
Axl grabs the keys off the dresser. “Do it.”
Joshua runs out of the motel room without another word, and I’m left speechless.
I might not die.
Axl stands with his back to me. He crosses his arms over his chest. He stares at the door Joshua just disappeared through for a few seconds, then he turns around. There’s a tense smile on his face. “You might be immune yet.”
I nod, but I can’t talk. I’m trying not to get my hopes up. This could still be the end.
Axl paces the room, and I lay in bed with my eyes closed. Waiting.
Joshua is back in what seems like seconds. He charges into the room with a white paper bag in his hand. He gasps, like he can’t catch his breath. “They were closed, but the pharmacist was still inside, so I banged on the door until he let me in.” He opens the bag and pulls out a rectangular box. “This is a Z-pack. It’s strong stuff.” He looks at me with an intense expression on his face. “If this is strep, we should see an improvement within forty-eight hours.”
Two days. I’ll either be dead or better. It seems like an eternity.
“Take two today and one for the next four days,” Joshua says, popping the pills out of the pack.
Axl waits with a cup of water. Joshua gives him the pills. Axl puts the pills in my mouth and helps me sip. He doesn’t talk, but his eyes hold mine as I swallow the liquid. It’s like swallowing hot coals, and I wince.
“Sorry,” he whispers.
“I’m sorry,” Joshua says. He stands in the middle of the room and his eyes are dark. “I should have checked earlier. I should have considered it might be something else.”
“How could you?” I whisper. My voice is so hoarse that it doesn’t sound anything like me.
“I should have known,” he repeats. His face crumples. He clears his throat, turns, and walks out of the motel room without another word.
“His mom and brother died yesterday. Dad’s sick too.” Axl shakes his head. “He ain’t been able to reach him today.”
My heart goes out to him. He’s been here, taking care of me while his family died. Maybe he could have gotten there to say goodbye. If it hadn’t been for me.
   
Night is the same as the one before, only I get a little more sleep. When I wake, my body aches less. My throat is still raw, but my bones don’t hurt with as much intensity as they did before.
I roll toward Axl. He’s asleep next to me, and his face is relaxed. He looks younger. It’s a comfort to have him here.
“Axl,” I croak.
He bolts upright, startling me. Joshua jerks awake in the other bed.
“What?” Axl seems panicked, like he’s expecting bad news.
I almost laugh, but it would hurt too much, so I try to choke it down. “I don’t hurt as much.”
Joshua is next to me in the blink of an eye, and they both touch my face. Their hands are on my cheeks, my forehead.
“She feels cooler,” he says.
He runs to the other side of the room, but I can’t take my eyes off Axl. My fever is down, I know it is, because for the first time I can truly appreciate everything he did for me the last two days. It makes me want to take back every negative thought I ever had about him.
“Thank you,” I whisper. Talking tickles my throat. I turn my head away from him so I can cough.
He doesn’t say anything, but when I look back his eyes shimmer with hope.
Joshua comes back with a thermometer. “Put this under your tongue.”
I open my mouth and allow him to put the thermometer in. Axl doesn’t say anything, but his hand rests on my shoulder. I don’t want him to move it. It’s more comforting than a warm blanket on a cold day. Better than a hug from your mother. I’m assuming. I don’t really ever remember getting a hug from my mom, but there’s no way it could have made my insides feel as warm and silky as they do now.
The thermometer beeps. Joshua removes it and lets out a sigh. “One hundred point eight.” He smiles a little, but it’s too sad to make me feel really, truly better.
I tear my eyes away from Axl and focus on Joshua. “What was it before?”
“One hundred and four point nine,” he says. “Strep or not, the antibiotics are kicking in.”
No wonder they thought I was dying.
“How do you feel?” Axl asks.
I try to sit up, and it’s no surprise when he helps me. “The aches are almost gone and I’m not as cold.” I have to whisper because my throat is still killing me. I swallow and cringe. “My throat is still just as swollen.”
“A couple days and that will be better too,” Joshua says.
He lets out a sigh and a genuine smile crosses his face. He looks—relieved. Maybe after all the death of the last few weeks, he needed this. A simple illness that didn’t result in a horrible, painful end.
“You should eat,” he says. “I’ll run to the café and get you some soup.” He grabs his pants and pulls them on.
Axl doesn’t move from my side. His hand is still on my shoulder. “I should tell Angus.”
“I’ll stop by their room on my way to the café.” Joshua is out the door before anyone can stop him.
My heart swells, and tears come to my eyes. I’m so thankful for this group of strangers. That they were willing to take care of me. To put their lives on hold while the world ended. Just for me. No one has ever done anything like that for me before. Not even my own parents.
“You need anythin’?” Axl asks. He finally moves his hand. He puts it on his leg and stares down at it, flexing his fingers for a moment like he doesn’t recognize it.
I start to tell him I’m okay, but stop. “I need to go to bathroom.”
My legs shake when I try to stand. I haven’t had much to eat or drink in two days.
Axl is by my side before I can even take a step. “I’ll help.”
He puts his hand on my arm and supports me while I walk toward the bathroom. I think I could probably manage on my own, but it’s comforting, so I don’t protest. Thankfully, he doesn’t try to follow me in. I vaguely remember a few times over the last couple days when I was feverish and not really with it where he might have. I try to push the thought from my mind. It doesn’t matter now, because I am going to live.
You are not going to die. I let out a huge sigh of relief. I was so sure this was the end.
When I’m done, I head out to wash my hands. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. It doesn’t look anything like me. My skin is pale and moist with sweat. The make-up smeared under my eyes gives my face a hollow and terrifying appearance. My greasy, blonde hair clings to my head. I probably smell.
“I need a shower.”
“Go ‘head. There’s probably a long line at the café,” Axl says from behind me.
“Is my suitcase in here?”
“I’ll get it. Go ‘head and jump in.”
“Thanks.”
The shower isn’t hot. More like lukewarm. But I can’t complain. I can practically feel the layers of sweat and sick slide off me. I don’t spend a lot of time, not because of the water, but because I’m weak. It wore me out just to strip off my clothes. Standing in the shower to wash my hair makes my legs shaky. I sit on the floor of the tub to rinse off.
When I turn the water off, I pull myself to my feet, holding onto the wall for support. I shiver. The air is cold and my fever still isn’t completely gone. My body is covered with goosebumps. I find a towel hanging just outside the shower and grab it, hoping to get warm. But it’s cheap. Scratchy and thin. It’s soaked by the time I’ve wiped myself down. I wrap it around me anyway. It’s barely big enough to go completely around my body.
I head back out into the bedroom, still wet, barely covered, and shivering. All I want at this point is find something warm and comfortable to wear.
Axl is laying on the bed when I walk out. My suitcase is on the floor by the sink. He sits up but doesn’t move, and I lower myself next to him on the edge of the bed. I’m exhausted.
“Can you bring my suitcase over here?” I whisper, not looking at him.
He grabs the suitcase without saying anything. My stomach flutters when he walks back and I pull the towel tighter. The idea of getting dressed in front of him has me nervous. Why? I was a stripper. But this is different somehow. Like a first date or something.
He sets it next to me, but doesn’t move. I keep my eyes down as I dig through it. I find a clean pair of underwear and a bra, black and lacy. I set them aside while I search for a shirt and some pants. When I look up his eyes are on my skimpy undergarments. I chew on my bottom lip. What’s he thinking? I’m still too sick to really focus on this thing between us, but that doesn’t stop my heart from beating faster.
Thankfully, he turns away without me having to ask. I bite back a smile while I get dressed, thinking about the rough guy I met a few days ago. Where did this guy come from?
I pull on my clothes as fast as I can, then wrap the towel around my wet hair. “I’m decent.”
Axl turns back and stares at me. Totally silent.
I swallow and wait for him to say something.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” he finally says. I can’t read his expression, but his eyes are soft.
“Me too,” I whisper.
His eyes search mine, and I don’t know what to say. He has me shaken. At least I think it’s him. Maybe it’s the near-death experience, or maybe I’m just weak. Everything feels jumbled right now.
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“YOUR BROTHER STARTED PACKING up the second he heard she was better,” Joshua says between bites of his burger.
Axl pauses mid-bite. “Well, we ain’t goin’ yet. She’s still sick.”
I sip soup by the spoonful while they eat giant burgers that smell amazing. I had no idea how hungry I was until Joshua walked in with the food. It wouldn’t work, though. Swallowing the soup hurts.
I clear my throat, which feels like someone scraping the inside of my esophagus. “We can go. I’m feeling a lot better.”
Axl shakes his head, but he doesn’t say anything. He isn’t convinced.
“The café wasn’t nearly as busy as it was a few days ago.” Joshua takes another bite, but it looks forced. Like he’s lost his appetite.
I clear my throat again. It feels like something is trying to claw its way out of my throat and a shudder runs down my spine. God that hurts. “What’s been on the news?”
Axl shakes his head. “They’re bein’ more honest ‘bout what’s happen’ now. That’s somethin’ at least.”
I look back and forth between him and Joshua, waiting. Joshua lowers his head and his mouth tightens into a grimace. Axl keeps eating.
“What?” I croak.
“They’ve finally come out and admitted the virus isn’t contained. They’re saying some infected people snuck out of New York.” Joshua doesn’t look up. He pushes his burger aside.
Axl snorts. “President died. VP’s in charge now. They’re still sayin’ most people are immune.”
“All official news reports correspond to what the government is saying, but the Internet is full of crazy stories and rumors.” Joshua pushes the fries around in his Styrofoam takeout box. Every word he mutters sounds more dejected than the last.
“What kind of crazy stuff?”
“Conspiracy theories. Chemical warfare, terrorist attacks, a plot to overthrow the government.” Joshua stares at his half-eaten burger like he can’t remember why he ever wanted it in the first place.
“They’re sayin’ that ninety percent of the population is gonna be dead by the end of the week. There’s even crap ‘bout bodies coming back from the dead. Stupid shit like that.” Axl talks with his mouth full, and the words come out muffled. But I get the point. No one has any idea what’s going on for real, so they’re grasping at straws.
The door bursts open, and Angus saunters in. “You ain’t dead.” His lip bulges and he grips a soda can in his hand. “Good. Let’s get the hell outta here.”
Axl’s burger falls to the floor when he jumps up. “She’s still sick, Angus. We gotta hang out ‘nother day.”
Angus’s face turns red and his jaw tightens.
He looks like he’s about to explode, and I don’t want to cause problems. “It’s fine, Axl. I’m well enough to sit in a car.”
Axl starts to protest, but Angus speaks up before he can say anything. “Well, good. Get your shit together so’s we can get the hell outta this town.” He turns toward Axl, his expression hard. “Got that, brother?” The challenge in his eyes is unmistakable.
Axl’s jaw tightens. He nods.
Angus smiles and turns to the door. “Thirty minutes,” he calls over his shoulder.
Joshua stands up and tosses the rest of his burger in the trash. “Guess we need to get packed.”
Axl doesn’t say anything. He starts packing up our stuff, not looking at me. I try to think of something to say. The brothers are close. I get the impression I’ve somehow screwed that up. I don’t think this is the first time a woman has messed with the dynamic of their relationship, either.
I set my soup on the nightstand and climb off the bed on shaky legs. I have to rest for a minute because I’m dizzy, so I close my eyes and wait for the room to stop swaying. When I’m more stable I walk over to my suitcase, still sitting on the other bed, and start packing it up.
“Sit back down,” Axl snaps. “I’ll take care of that.”
“I can do it, Axl.” My hands shake, though. The little bit of soup I ate wasn’t enough.
He walks over and puts his hand on top of mine. I look up into his stormy eyes, and my heart skips a beat. We’re so close, and he’s done so much for me…
“Let me do it,” he says in a soft voice.
I sit down on the bed, right next to my suitcase. He stares at me for a few seconds more with his hand on top of mine. The contact makes my skin tingle. It’s not right. Finding myself attracted to him when I’m so sick, when the world is falling apart around us.
He finally looks away and goes back to packing up the room. Joshua looks back and forth between Axl and me a few times, but he doesn’t say anything.
“So where are we, anyway?” I ask.
“Vega, Texas,” Axl says. “‘Bout forty-five minutes from New Mexico.”
We didn’t make it very far before we stopped. I’ve really slowed them down.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t hafta be sorry. You didn’t get sick on purpose.”
“I know, but if we hadn’t stopped…” I look at Joshua.
He watches me with a frown on his face. “I still wouldn’t have made it in time.” His voice sounds thick with emotion, and he has to turn away.
“I’m sorry.”
He nods, but doesn’t look up.
“What are you going to do now?”
“I’m not going home. Thought maybe Axl and Angus had the right idea. Get to the coast and find a good place to wait this out. I don’t want to go back to Arizona.”
Yeah, the brothers have a good plan. Maybe when I get Emily we’ll tag along.
I sit on the bed and watch the men pack everything up. It’s strange not to help. It makes me feel awkward and useless. I should help, but to be honest I don’t know if I have the energy. It’s amazing how much being sick can take out of you.
When everything’s packed, we head out to the car. Joshua and Axl carry the bags. I trail behind them, trying to make my exhausted body cooperate. Thankfully, the Nissan is parked close.
“Let’s get the hell outta this ghost town,” Angus says, grabbing the bags from Joshua and loading them in the back.
There are cars everywhere, but few people. I peer in the window of a gray sedan parked next to us. The driver sits behind the wheel. His head leans back and his mouth hangs open. His eyes are closed, but I don’t think he’s sleeping.
Axl opens the back door for me. “Go lay down. You look like you’re ‘bout to fall over.”
I climb in, taking one last look over my shoulder at the gray sedan. I have a bad feeling about what’s coming.
I get stuck in the third row with Joshua while Axl sits up front with his brother. Angus insisted. He’s pissed we lost so much time sitting around, waiting for me to die. Any leeway I may have made with him before is gone completely now. Plus, I get the feeling he’s not thrilled with all the attention Axl gave me. I have no idea what he’s thinking, but I can’t deny the twinge of disappointment that surged through me when I found out Axl wouldn’t be sitting in the back with me.
   
My head pounds when I wake up. In the front seat, Angus curses. I sit up too fast, and my head thumps harder. Squeezing my eyes shut, I wait for it to ease up. I open them when we start to slow. We’re approaching another checkpoint, and it takes about two seconds to figure out why Angus is upset.
“We’re in a shitload of trouble now,” Axl says, looking out his window at the bodies of two soldiers.
Angus puts the car in park. I lean forward, trying to get a better look at what’s going on. There are no military vehicles and no living soldiers in sight. From what I can tell, the two bodies, which are slumped over next to a makeshift shelter, are pretty fresh. They probably haven’t been dead for more than a day.
“Was it the virus?” Trey asks.
“Only one way to find out,” Angus says, opening his door.
Axl follows him. The rest of us watch silently from the car as they walk around the area. Once they’ve thoroughly checked the soldiers out, the brothers head to the shelter instead of back to the car. Probably looking for any supplies they can take. It’s what I would do.
After a few minutes, exhaustion sets in and I have to sit back. I’ll rest while I wait for the lowdown.
I don’t get a chance though, because Parvarti turns to me with worried eyes. They always look worried. “How are you feeling?” she asks meekly.
I nod, which makes my head ache, and clear my throat to talk, which makes me wince. I’m a mess. “Like shit,” I croak.
She bites her lip. “I’m glad you’re okay. And, I’m sorry I didn’t come check on you when you were sick. It’s just…I saw so many people die in New York.”
I start to shake my head but think better of it. “Don’t sweat it. We barely know each other.”
She relaxes, but doesn’t say anything.
“Are you going home still?”
She shakes her head. “No, I’m going to Berkley with Trey.”
Trey absentmindedly pats her shoulder. He’s too preoccupied with watching the brothers to do anything else. They seem closer than they were just a few days ago. Maybe it was sharing a room with Angus that pushed them together even more. I can’t imagine that was any fun.
Parvarti isn’t going home, and neither is Joshua. We don’t have any stops between here and California.
Angus climbs back in while Axl carries a few things to the rear of the car. “Looks like the virus, alright,” he says. “No other injuries that we could see. I figure these two got sick, kicked the bucket, and the others took off.”
“They just left the bodies?” Parvarti looks like she’s about to cry.
“People do some crazy shit when they’re scared.”
Axl climbs in and slams the door. “Let’s get the hell outta here.”
We drive through New Mexico without stopping. Even Angus doesn’t grumble about eating some of our provisions. We’ve passed too many cars pulled off to the side of the road. Too many discarded bodies. We’re all anxious to get off Route 66.
We cross into Arizona low on gas, but every station we’ve gone by the last few hours has been out.
“We ain’t gonna make it,” Angus says from the driver’s seat. “We got maybe fifteen miles to go till the next town, we’ll be lucky if we make it ‘nother five.”
We make it six.
The sun is low on the horizon when the car drifts to a stop at the side of the road. Luckily, we’re next to a relatively flat area, although a lot more sandy than any of the other places we’ve camped so far.
Before anyone even has a chance to get out of the car, Angus is giving orders. “Let’s get camp set up first off. Make sure we got a fire goin’ and some food. After that, either Axl or me will hike on down the road and get some gas.”
“What if they’re out, too?” Parvarti asks.
“Then we’re shit outta luck, that’s what. Got no control over that, so there’s no reason to worry about it ‘til the time comes.”
He climbs out without another word. I don’t like the idea of us being stuck here alone with Angus. Hopefully, he decides to go for gas.
It doesn’t take long to get camp set up. Trey seems to be a fast learner and puts the tent up by himself without a problem, while Parvarti and Joshua collect wood for a fire. Axl refuses to let me help, something that causes Angus to roll his eyes and glare at me more than once. I hate just sitting back and watching, but it’s probably better this way. I don’t think I’d be of much use. My fever seems to be gone, but I still feel like crap.
Once the camp is set up, Angus heads for the car. “Better get a move on.”
“You ain’t goin’ alone,” Axl says, following his brother.
“Which one of these pansies you want me to take? The Doc? Or maybe the drama queen over there?” Angus tilts his head toward me.
“Shut up, Angus. I’m serious. You need backup.” He turns and looks us over, pursing his lips like he does when he’s thinking. “What ‘bout Trey? He’s a big guy. Probably be useful in a fight.”
Angus grunts and frowns, clearly unhappy about the situation. “What’d you say, homeboy? You up for a walk?”
It’s probably one of the least offensive things Angus could say to Trey, considering the other things I’ve heard him mutter under his breath, but I immediately tense up. I’m not sure how Trey’s going to react. Angus watches him with a steady gaze, waiting.
Trey just nods. “Whatever I can do to help.”
Angus gives him a smug smile and turns to his brother. “Lookie there, the boy can take orders.” He chuckles to himself as he goes back over to the Nissan.
Axl shakes his head, but doesn’t say anything. Joshua grinds his teeth together.
I turn to Trey, who stands behind me with Parvarti clinging to him. “I’m sorry, Trey. That was rude.”
He shakes his head and squeezes Parvarti’s shoulder. “You think I’m going to let some redneck hillbilly get to me? I go to Cornell, my dad’s a doctor, and my mom’s an artist. He’s an ignorant bastard who enjoys making others feel little. There’s nothing little about me, and I won’t give him the satisfaction of letting him get under my skin.”
As much as I dislike Angus, a brawl isn’t the best thing for our group right now. Not after everything we saw today. At least Trey can let Angus’s comments roll off his back.
“Let’s get a move on!” Angus shouts, coming back with the gas can and flinging it at Trey. “I got the gun, you carry the can.”
“I can shoot a gun,” Trey says. “If you need me too.”
Angus smirks. “Bet you can. Hold up some liquor stores, have you?”
Does he even know how ironic he’s being?
Trey turns away from him without a word and gives Parvarti a hug. “We’ll be back before morning.”
When he leans down to kiss her, I turn away. Not because I’m uncomfortable, but because she doesn’t seem like the type who would enjoy PDA. I don’t want to make her feel awkward. She doesn’t seem like the type to date, if I’m being honest. She seems more like the study-all-weekend kind of girl.
“Come on,” Angus says impatiently.
Trey pulls away from Parvarti and follows Angus into the dark night.
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WE EAT RABBIT AGAIN. My throat is still sore, so I have a difficult time getting it down, but Axl frowns whenever I stop eating.
“What?” I ask.
“You gotta eat more.”
“My throat is killing me.”
He gives me a disapproving look, and I find myself smiling. He reminds me of a worried mother. It’s cute on him.
“Whatever you say, Dr. Axl.” I wink at him.
He gives me a half smile. “Doctor. That’ll be the day. Like I could ever be somebody so important.”
“Don’t put yourself down, you have other skills.”
Axl scoffs. “Like what? Hittin’ a nail with a hammer?”
“You got us dinner. We’re out in the middle of nowhere, and you found something for us to eat and cooked it. Not a lot of people can do that,” Parvarti says. She actually sounds a little in awe.
Axl’s mouth turns up a little more and he looks away, like he’s embarrassed. Probably isn’t used to compliments. “Not the same as stitchin’ a person up. Not nearly as important.”
“Depends on what happens tomorrow, or next week,” Joshua says. His voice is sad. “Who knows what’s ahead for us. If everything goes to hell, your skills could be just as handy as mine. Maybe more.”
Axl sits back in his chair and purses his lips, studying all of us. He looks more relaxed with his brother gone. Is this what he would be like if Angus wasn’t around so much? It’s nice.
He opens his mouth to say something, but before he can the sound of footsteps cuts him off. Quick as lightning, he jumps to his feet and pulls out his gun. “Who’s there?”
No one responds. I instinctively reach for my purse. My body goes rigid when the footsteps get closer.
Axl raises his gun and turns toward the sound. “Better make yourself known.”
“We’re just passing through,” a deep voice calls from the darkness. “No need to shoot.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.” Axl takes a step closer. “Step into the light, so we can see ya.”
I don’t move. My hand wraps around the gun inside my purse, but I don’t pull it out. I don’t want to give away the fact that I’m armed. Parvarti and Joshua both have that deer-caught-in-a-headlight look on their faces. They’d be useless in a fight.
“Relax,” the voice says.
Axl takes a tiny step closer to the voice. His hand tightens on the gun when two figures emerge from the darkness. Two men, both in their early to mid-forties, walk toward us. They each wear a backpack and about four days’ of growth on their faces. They look filthy, like they’ve been walking through the Arizona desert for weeks.
“We’re just passing through. Saw your fire and wondered if we could sit for a while, that’s all,” the same man says.
So far his companion hasn’t spoken. But he’s observing. Checking each one of us over carefully, surveying our equipment, sizing Axl up. Warning bells go off in my head like crazy, and I squeeze the gun a little tighter.
“Where you comin’ from?” Axl’s voice is strained and he doesn’t lower the gun. He has no intention of letting these guys near our stuff, but he’s smarter than his brother. Angus would just tell them to go to hell. Axl knows how to be diplomatic.
“Small town, no place you ever heard of. We’re heading to a bigger city,” the same man says.
“Why’s that?” I ask, drawing their attention my way.
Axl grinds his teeth together when they turn toward me.
“Everyone else in our town died.” The silent man finally speaks. His voice isn’t as deep and he sounds less threatening. But he doesn’t look it.
“Everyone?” Joshua asks. I’m surprised he was able to find his voice. His eyes are so wide and terrified-looking I’m actually afraid he’s about to pee his pants.
The men both nod, and the first one says, “Wasn’t a big town.”
Joshua looks like he’s been punched in the gut. Not for the first time, I wonder if he’s going to make it, assuming this is in fact the end of the world.
“Sorry ‘bout your luck,” Axl says. “But we can’t help you out, so you should just keep on walkin’.”
“Looks like you have plenty. Some nice camping gear, too,” the first man says.
The second man just nods. He sticks his hand in the pocket of his jacket. He’s trying to be subtle, but I can tell Axl notices by the way the muscles in his jaw tighten.
“We gotta think of ourselves first. I’m sure you can understand.”
“Sure, sure,” number two says. “But you need to think this through a little.” His voice is calm and soothing, but his eyes are dark and ruthless. “You’re out here, protecting two girls and a guy who, no offense, looks like he couldn’t handle a whole lot. We could help.”
He takes one menacing step toward Axl. Axl’s eyes flit toward me and down to the purse in my lap. His mouth twitches just a bit. Not enough that the two newcomers would probably even notice. But I do.
“A shitstorm’s coming, which you obviously realize or you wouldn’t be out here with all this fancy gear. You’re going to need some strong allies if you want to survive,” the first man says.
“We’re doin’ good,” Axl says.
The second man gives him a condescending smile. “Is that right? Doesn’t look like it from where I’m standing. From over here it looks like you’re about to get your asses kicked.”
The man whips a gun out of his pocket and pulls the trigger without aiming. A gunshot echoes through the dark night, and Parvarti screams. My heart races. I take out my own gun as Axl drops to one knee and returns fire. I raise my gun with steady hands. It barely registers in my mind when the second man goes down, shot in the shoulder by Axl. The first man doesn’t look my way. He stares at his friend. His face contorts with rage when he sees his companion hit the ground, and my stomach tightens. He draws his own gun, then aims at Axl. The first man struggles to his feet and does the same. Two barrels point at Axl. He can’t take them both.
I don’t even pause long enough to think about it. Aiming at the first man’s head, I take myself back to my days at the shooting range. I pretend his forehead is my target. I exhale through my nose and allow my body to relax, then squeeze the trigger. Another gunshot follows mine. They ring in my ears, hammering my temples. It makes my already throbbing head hurt even more. Both men fall to the ground with a thud that seems even louder than the actual gunshots. The second man hit by Axl, a bullet in his chest. The first by me. Right between the eyes.
“Damn girl.” Axl gets to his feet. “You weren’t kiddin’.”
I’m frozen. The shock of killing a man hits me in the gut and knocks the wind out of me. My gun is still clutched in my hands, still raised like I’m ready to kill again. But I can’t make myself move.
Axl walks over and tucks his gun into his belt. He checks the two men over, probably to make sure they’re dead, then turns to me. A smile of approval lights up his face.
It melts away when his eyes meet mine. “Vivian?”
I look at him, but my eyes won’t focus. I can’t speak.
He walks over, hesitantly. “Vivian, put the gun down.”
“I—I shot him.”
He stands up a bit straighter and takes the gun out of my hand. “Hell yeah you did. And don’t feel bad ‘bout it. That son of a bitch woulda killed all of us.”
The truth in his words snaps me out of it a little. I look around the campfire at Joshua and Parvarti. They both stare at me with wide eyes, mouths hanging open. I’m not sure if it’s awe or shock or maybe even repulsion. I’m not even sure how I feel about it except I’m glad I’m not the one lying on the ground. Dead.
Axl studies me for a moment, and his face is as expressionless as usual. Then he hands the gun back. “Sit down an’ rest. I’m gonna check out their packs.”
I collapse into the chair. My legs shake.
“Are you all right?” Parvarti asks.
“Yeah,” I whisper. “I just pulled the trigger without thinking.”
Parvarti lets out a breath, and a puff of steam floats from her mouth up into the dark sky. “That was amazing. I could never do anything like that.”
“Amazing?” Joshua says. “She killed a man!”
He sounds hysterical and his hands tremble uncontrollably. He gets to his feet and starts pacing the small area around the campfire, running his hands through his hair, muttering things under his breath about the end of the world.
Axl ignores him for a few minutes while he goes through the supplies left behind by the two men. His back is to me, but he shakes his head. He’s annoyed by Joshua’s outburst. How will he handle it? Angus would explode. Tell Joshua to stop being a pussy. But I don’t know if that’s how Axl will react.
Finally, he stands and walks over to Joshua. His mouth is tight. “You gotta pull yourself together, understand? Angus won’t put up with this shit. Doctor or not, he’ll leave your ass behind.”
“What does it matter? If this is the end I just want it to be over.”
“This is the end for them.” Axl points to the two dead men. “It ain’t for you. You’re immune. You’re one of the lucky ones. Get your shit together. People are gonna be dependin’ on you. How many doctors you think are gonna make it through all this? You’re necessary, so cut the bullshit.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but there’s a harsh edge to his words.
Joshua swallows and nods, bobbing his head quickly. He’s pale and still shaking, but he tightens his jaw in a determined way. “Okay. Okay, you’re right.”
“I’m always right,” Axl says, turning away.
   
Trey and Angus stumble back into camp a little after seven in the morning, just as we’re packing up the tent. They look dead tired, but they each carry a gas can.
Axl takes the can from his brother, who immediately collapses into a camp chair. Trey puts his can down next to the car and goes over to Parvarti, wrapping her in his expansive arms.
“You have any trouble?” Axl asks as he goes over to the Nissan to gas it up.
“Naw. Town was pretty much deserted. Lots of bodies, though.” Angus spits into the fire.
“What the hell?” Trey says.
He stares at the bodies with his mouth hanging open. Axl dragged them farther away from camp last night, but not far enough.
Angus glances toward the dead men, and his face hardens. “You have some trouble, little brother?”
“These two assholes came into camp thinkin’ they was gonna steal our gear. Vivian and me took care of it.”
Angus gets up and walks over to the bodies, looking them over. “Nice shot. Right between the eyes.”
“Can’t take the credit. Vivian took that shot. I got the other guy.”
Angus looks over at me and raises an eyebrow. “You kill this guy, Blondie? I underestimated you. You’re a little badass in a stripper’s body, ain’t ya?” He smiles. Looks like I’m back in his good graces. “I’m gonna have to be careful not to get you on my bad side. Be nice to get you on my good side though, know what I mean?” His eyes roam and he winks at me. A shudder to goes down my spine.
Axl gives his brother a hard look. He doesn’t say anything. He gets to his feet and helps Joshua pack the gear into the back of the Nissan. Parvarti gives Trey and Angus bowls of oatmeal, then packs up the food. Once again, I feel useless in my camp chair. I’m stronger this morning, and my throat isn’t nearly as sore as it was yesterday. But Axl still insists I sit down and rest.
“So what’s the plan for the day?”
“Drive our asses off,” Angus says with his mouth full.
“Thought you didn’t like to sleep in the car.”
“Don’t, but I wanna get the hell off Route 66 and up into California. We got ‘bout eleven hours to go to Sacramento. That’s close to your place, ain’t it?”
“Yeah, Fairfield’s a little more than an hour from Sac,” I say. My stomach tightens. We’re getting close.
“We’re just gonna drive. We’ll drop Ice-T over there off when we get close, so he can get on up to his people. Then take you on up to Fairfield.”
He gets to his feet and tosses his bowl and plastic spoon into the fire. Everything’s pretty much packed, so I stand too and fold up my camp chair.
I glance at Trey. His jaw tightens and his hands are clenched. It must have sucked, walking with Angus all night long. Angus is no dummy, he’s careful not to go too far with his racist comments. Trey’s more than fifteen year younger than him and in much better shape. Angus has got to know he’ll get his ass kicked if he takes it too far.
“Let’s move out people!” Axl calls.
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WE STOP ONLY to get gas and eat, but we don’t even see many other people at the gas stations. Everyone we pass looks like they’re in shock. Some are still on the move, trying to make it to their final destination despite what they’ve most certainly lost. But others just sit, staring off into the distance with blank expressions on their faces.
There’s very little conversation. Angus snores in the third row, with Joshua crammed up against the wall, while Trey sleeps in the second. His head rests peacefully in Parvarti’s lap. Axl drives and I ride shotgun, but even we don’t say much.
We hit California, and my spirits lift a little. Emily isn’t far now.
“What ‘bout Emily’s dad?” Axl asks, breaking the silence that’s been hanging over us for the past few hours.
I don’t even hesitate to tell him. His presence is somehow calming. “Some guy from the trailer park. He was eighteen, still living with his mamma. She freaked out when she found out he got me pregnant. Told me to take care of it and stay away from her son. She didn’t want me to ruin his life. Like he was going places.” I shake my head. “Last I heard, he was in jail.”
Axl snorts. “What’d he do?”
I look at him out of the corner of my eye and try not to smile. “Robbed a few convenience stores.”
Axl frowns. “Seriously?”
I laugh and slap him lightly on the arm. “No! Drugs. That’s how I met him. My dad used to buy pot from him.”
Axl chuckles and looks back toward the road. “Bitch,” he says. But there’s a lightness to his voice I’ve never heard before.
“He was an ass,” I say. “First in a long line of asses.”
“Look!” Parvarti says from the backseat, interrupting our conversation. “There’s a man out there.”
I glance out the window and Axl slows the car a little. Southern California is dry and brown, with mountains and hills in the distance. The landscape around us is flat, though. There’s nothing in sight but flat, rocky dirt. No cars, no buildings, no people. Except one man. He’s about a hundred yards away, walking with his head down, his body slack. He walks without looking ahead. Aimless.
“Son of a bitch looks shell-shocked,” Axl says.
“Should we stop? Try to help him?” Parvarti asks.
“Look at him,” Axl says bitterly. “He don’t want help. Looks like he just gave up.”
My heart aches just a little. There’s something so sad about watching him walk across the dust alone. His shoulders are slumped low, like the weight of the world is on them.
“Let’s get out of here.” I turn away. My throat tightens, and I try to fight back the tears, thinking about what he’s lost. Probably everything. And he isn’t alone in that.
We reach the area where we’re going to drop Trey and Parvarti off around six in the evening. The sun is low on the horizon when we pull off the interstate.
“We’ll find you a car. Looks like it’s ‘bout an hour and a half from here,” Axl says.
“What are you going to do, steal it?” Parvarti asks.
Axl snorts. “Where you think we got this?”
Parvarti and Trey both look at him with their mouths hanging open and their eyes wide. I don’t even bat an eye.
The streets are almost deserted. We pass the occasional car or see a random person dart down the street, but for the most part things are quiet. It reminds me too much of a post-apocalyptic movie, and it’s terrifying.
“Have you spoken to your parents, Trey?” I ask, watching a woman dart from a small grocery store with busted out windows toward a car. She acts like she’s being chased.
I’ve been too focused on how crappy I feel to ask him lately, but now I want to know what’s going on. It’s obvious the virus has hit California. Hard. I don’t know what to attribute the empty streets to, though. Death or panic.
“People really started getting sick a couple of days ago,” Trey says. “My parents haven’t left the house, so last I heard they were good. But cell service has been sketchy the past two days. Haven’t been able to get through since yesterday evening,”
I turn around so I’m facing him. “You mean your cell phone hasn’t been working?” Trey shakes his head. I look at the others. “What about you guys? Joshua, have you been able to get ahold of your lab tech friend? Have you tried anyone, Parvarti?”
When they shake their heads fear sweeps over me. That’s a strange turn of events.
Axl pulls into a car dealership and parks the car. “Trick is gonna be finding one that’s gassed up.”
“You’re taking a car from here?” Trey’s eyes dart around, surveying the lot, and he shakes his head. “This is a bad idea.”
“Listen here, we ain’t doin’ nothin’ different than anybody else. You saw the stores we passed. How many had their windows busted out?” Axl’s voice is rougher than usual. He’s getting impatient with Trey and Parvarti’s squeamishness. “Look, the window’s already broken! Somebody else had the same idea as us.”
“What’s all the yellin’ ‘bout!” Angus pulls himself up in the back. He’s been asleep for most of the trip.
“We’re gettin’ a car for these two so they can be on their way.” Axl opens the door and jumps out.
Angus grins, like it’s the best news he’s heard all year. “Well, let me help you.”
Everyone climbs out, and even though I’m still a bit weak I decide to get out too. We’ve been cooped up in the car for hours, and we still have more than an hour until we get to Fairfield.
The guys take off, stepping through the giant hole in the window of the dealership in search of keys, while Parvarti and I stand next to the Nissan.
“How are you feeling?” Parvarti asks.
I lean against the car. “Tired, but a little better. What about you?”
She sighs. “Worried.”
“What about?”
“Trey is so sure we’re going to drive off to his house and find his family well, but I’m not. He really thinks things are going to be okay, that you guys are overreacting and all this will be sorted out in a couple of weeks.” She chews on her lower lip. “I think he’s being overly optimistic and I’m afraid we’ll get there just to find everyone dead. Then we’ll be alone.”
My throat tightens. “I understand.”
“At least with Axl and Angus we’d have two capable people. Trey can shoot a gun, but he can’t hunt and he’s never made a fire. What if this is the end?”
“But he has to try to find his family,” I say. “He can’t just assume they’re gone without even checking it out.”
“I know, I know. I just…” She shakes her head and looks toward the building.
“We’ll work something out.” I put my hand on her arm. “Maybe we can set up a place to meet, in case.”
A sound echoes across the parking lot, and Parvarti and I both look in the direction. It was like an empty can or piece of metal being kicked across the asphalt, and it makes me think of Angus and his Coke can. I expect to see him sauntering toward us, but it isn’t him.
“There’s a man,” I say. He walks through the line of cars, maybe searching for one himself. Doesn’t look like he’s spotted us. I look toward the building, hoping to see the guys. There’s no one in sight.
Parvarti looks ready to bolt. “Should we hide?”
I turn toward the open car door and grab my purse. “No, he may need our help.” I pull my gun out and make sure it’s loaded.
Parvarti squares her shoulders, trying to look brave. She doesn’t. She’s shaking like a leaf and I can practically hear her heart pounding. Maybe that’s mine.
I walk toward the man, and Parvarti falls in behind me. His back is to us. He wears a dark suit that’s filthy and tattered. His feet drag against the ground when he walks, shuffling across the parking lot aimlessly.
I clear my throat. “Sir?”
He pauses, but doesn’t turn. His head snaps up. I wait for him to say something or look at us, but he doesn’t move.
Parvarti’s eyes met mine and she shrugs. She’s as clueless about what to do as I am. I study the man and take another step toward him. “Are you okay?”
This time he twists around so he faces us. His face is sunken and his skin is a strange shade of gray. His eyes are blank. They’re empty and unfocused, and for a moment I’m not even sure if he can see us.
Parvarti takes a step back. “You think he’s in shock?”
“He must be.”
We both stand silently, looking at him. Waiting for him to speak. But he doesn’t. He begins to stagger toward us. A soft moan comes from his mouth.
I swallow and take a step back, grabbing Parvarti’s arm. “Are you hurt?”
He doesn’t answer, he just keeps walking. If that’s what you can call it.
“Vivian,” Parvarti whispers.
I raise the gun. “You need to back off.”
He doesn’t stop.
My pulse races. Why the hell did I think it was a good idea to approach this guy? There’s something strange about him. Unnatural.
“Run.” I turn around and pull Parvarti toward the building.
Footsteps follow us, faster than a few minutes ago. The moans grow louder.
“He’s chasing us!” Parvarti yells.
I don’t say anything, I just move faster. Dragging her with me. My heart races, and my breaths come out in short gasps.
“Axl!” I scream as we get closer to the building.
The man is right behind me, he has to be. His footsteps are louder and the grunting more persistent, but I don’t want to look over my shoulder.
Angus sticks his head out through the broken window in front of us. “What the hell’s all the screamin’ ‘bout?”
I don’t have to answer. His eyes go to the man behind us and his body stiffens. He steps from the building and yanks his gun out of his waistband. He aims it at the man.
“Better stop,” he warns.
The man doesn’t. I’m not positive because he’s behind me, but I think he runs faster.
“I ain’t jokin’,” Angus growls.
We reach Angus and rush behind him. I spin around, trying to catch my breath, and watch the crazed man run toward us. He’s fast, but he still drags his feet.
Now that I’m safely behind Angus, I can relax a little. The man isn’t big and he doesn’t have a weapon of any kind. I’m not even sure he’s really much of a threat, because I’m pretty sure Angus could easily take him.
Anyone else may have tried to reason with the guy. Wrestled him to the ground and tried to talk some sense into him. But not Angus. He pulls the trigger without giving the guy another warning.
The bullet hits the guy in the head, directly above his right eye. His body goes limp and he drops to the pavement.
Angus lowers his gun and spits on the ground. “Dumb son of a bitch.”
“What was wrong with him?” Parvarti asks.
“What the hell’s goin’ on out here?” Axl steps outside with a handful of keys.
Trey and Joshua follow him, and their eyes go to the dead man on the ground.
“This crazy bastard was chasin’ the girls. Had to take him out,” Angus says.
“Are you okay?” Trey wraps his arms around Parvarti.
She nods but doesn’t say anything, and for a moment everyone just stares at the dead man.
“What happened?” Axl asks. “What’d he say?”
“Nothing.” I sweep my hair off my face. It’s moist and sticks to my forehead. “We saw him walking around and went to see if he needed help. He looked—lost. He didn’t say anything to us. Just started running toward us like a crazy person.” I look at the keys in Axl’s hand. “What took you so long?”
“No electricity.” Axl turns toward the parking lot. “Makes it hard to look for keys.”
The men walk off without another word, headed toward the cars. I don’t follow. I’m too exhausted to wander through the rows of cars, and the crazy man has me a little shaken, so I head back to the Nissan.
Parvarti follows me and stands awkwardly by the door as I climb up and sit in the passenger seat. “He just killed that guy.”
I sigh and lay my head back against the seat. “I know. I don’t really like it, but I don’t think talking to him would have helped. You saw him. He was out of his mind.”
“He could have tried to talk to him,” she whispers.
I don’t answer. I’m too tired to comfort her, and to be honest, I don’t think I really care. Maybe the guy wanted to die. Maybe he saw Angus and that gun as his way out.
Parvarti eventually goes to the back of the Nissan and opens the door. She gets busy pulling bags out and I know I should help, but I don’t. I just want to get to Fairfield and see if Emily is okay. To make sure she’s taken care of. My worst fear is finding her dead, but the second very real possibility is that she’s alone. That both her parents succumbed to the virus, and she’s having to fend for herself. That would be awful.
A few minutes later a black Honda Pilot pulls up next to us, and the men all climb out.
“Got this mother gassed up and ready to go,” Axl says.
He gets to work, helping Trey load the car while Angus climbs in the driver’s seat of the Nissan. I climb out. No way I want to sit in a car with Angus. Plus, I need to talk to Trey before they take off.
I find him at the back of the Nissan, going through the car to make sure he has everything. “Hey, I wanted to talk to you before you guys headed out.”
“What’s up?”
I look over at Axl to make sure he can’t hear us. “Parvarti’s worried about you guys heading back to your place and finding things aren’t good there. She doesn’t want you to be alone.”
He frowns and stares at the ground. “I know it’s a possibility, but I can’t just walk away if there’s a chance my parents are still alive.”
“I know. Nobody expects you to. I just think we should come up with a plan to meet up in a few days, just in case.”
He glances toward the front of the car, and I follow his gaze. Angus isn’t paying attention to us, thankfully. “What did you have in mind? Cells aren’t working, it’s not like I’m going to be able to call you.”
“I was thinking we could pick a place, maybe in San Francisco or something, and set up a time to meet. We can go there and wait for a day or so to see if you show. If you don’t, we can assume everything is good on your end.”
“That’s a good idea. It would be nice to be able to meet back up in case…” He swallows and blinks a few times, then clears his throat. “But will you be able to get them to come?”
I look over my shoulder. Axl is watching us. “I can get them there.”
“Okay. So where do we meet?”
“I don’t know. What do you think?”
“Someplace that would be good for you guys to hang out for a day or two. A hotel maybe?”
I perk up. “Yeah. That sounds like a good idea.”
“My parents always stay at the Mark Hopkins when they go into San Francisco.”
“I don’t know where that is, but we’ll figure it out. Will two days be long enough?”
“Yeah. That will give me time to get home and check on my family, and get some things together if I have to head out.”
“Okay then,” I say. “I’ll get them to the city and to the hotel. Be there by Sunday at the latest.”
“What’re you two yappin’ about?” Axl asks, walking over to us.
“Nothing,” I say. “Just saying goodbye.”
“Well let’s get on with it. We still got a good hour to go ourselves.”
I turn toward the Pilot where Parvarti stands, waiting for Trey. “Be careful,” I say, giving her a hug. It’s a bit awkward. We didn’t really get a chance to know one another that well, but it seems like the right thing to do.
“We will,” she says.
I put my mouth up to her ear and whisper, “Trey and I talked. We worked out a plan.”
She smiles when I step back, her eyes full of relief.
“Thanks for the ride,” Trey says to Axl.
Axl nods and walks back to the Nissan without saying anything. Angus doesn’t get out to say goodbye. Not that any of us expected him to.
“Hope your parents are okay,” Joshua says, shaking Trey’s hand.
Trey gives me a quick smile, then he and Parvarti get in the car. I watch them drive off, and my stomach feels heavy, like it’s full of rocks. I don’t think he’s going to arrive home to find his family untouched by all this, and I fully expect to see him in San Francisco in two days. As long as I can get the brothers to agree to go.
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THE DRIVE to Fairfield is as quiet and uneventful as the rest of the day has been. We pass ghost town after ghost town. The world’s population seems to have disappeared overnight. The closer we get, the heavier my stomach becomes. By the time we pull off the interstate, I’m pretty sure I’m going to throw up.
“Which way?” Angus asks.
I lean forward so I can get a better view. The sun has set and there are no streetlights. The electricity is out, just like it was at the dealership.
“Make a left at the next street.”
“Pretty swanky neighborhood,” Angus says. “Looks like you made the right choice, givin’ her up.”
I have the sudden urge to punch him in the throat. “Turn right at the next street,” I say through clenched teeth. “And drive slow. I’m not positive which house it is. I haven’t been here in over four years.”
Angus slows while I try to make out the house numbers in the darkness. Most of the homes are completely dark, but a few have flickering or faint lights illuminating the windows. Like the inhabitants are using flashlights or candles. There are other survivors.
“What’s the number?” Joshua asks.
“4513,” I say. “It’s a one-story.”
“There.” Axl points out the window.
Angus pulls over in front of the house. It’s dark, just like most of the others, and my heart races.
“I’ll go with you,” Axl says.
I give him a smile even though there’s no way he can see it in the darkness. We climb out and head up the driveway in silence. The entire neighborhood is so quiet it makes me jumpy. There should be noise in a neighborhood like this. Music or talking, kids laughing or even a car driving down the street. But there’s nothing.
I knock on the front door and try to peer through the decorative glass. No one answers, and there’s no visible movement. Axl shrugs and shuffles his feet. I knock again. He looks as jumpy as I feel. He has a gun in one hand and a flashlight in the other. He thought ahead.
When no one answers again, I exhale. My shoulders slump. She didn’t make it. We were too late.
I’m about to turn away when a shadow darts across the room. My heart jumps to my throat. “Did you see that?”
He hands me the flashlight, then tries the doorknob. It doesn’t turn. He steps back, studying the outside of the house.
“What are you thinking?” I ask.
“Gotta be a way to get in. The front door’s got a deadbolt on it. Maybe we can get in through a window or side door.”
“We could just break a window,” I say. “If they’re dead they won’t care, and if she’s alone we can’t leave her.”
Axl raises an eyebrow. “Don’t wanna scare her.”
That’s a good point. “Okay. We’ll try the other doors first, but if breaking a window is our only option…”
He heads to the side of the house and reaches over the gate to unlatch it. In the backyard, I can just make out the shape of a swing set in the darkness. Axl moves swiftly through the dark yard, but I stumble a couple of times before finally flipping the flashlight on. There’s a sliding glass door. When Axl yanks on the handle, it actually opens.
“Lucky for us they forgot to lock it,” he says.
I exhale, and a lightness I haven’t felt since this whole thing started comes over me. Maybe not even for years, if I’m being honest. We’re here and the door is open. I can’t believe we made it.
We step in, and my eyes water. The air reeks of spoiled food and death. I cough and cover my nose. My feet are rooted to the ground. Do I want to keep walking? Do I want to go all this way just to see her dead and bloated?
“She could still be okay,” Axl whispers.
I swallow and fight to keep calm.
Axl walks forward, and I force my feet to work. The beam of the flashlight shakes as I pan it around the room. We’re in the living room with the kitchen right in front of us. Axl heads that way. I follow him on wobbly legs.
“Anybody here?” Axl calls.
I jump as his voice echoes through the empty house, like we’re in a cavern from which there’s no escape. I can’t stop shaking. There’s no answer. We find the kitchen floor covered in food and trash. Bags from cookies and crackers, empty boxes. It’s weird to see such a nice house so messy.
“Why’s there trash everywhere?”
Axl steps closer and snatches the flashlight out of my hand. “Looks like the work of a kid. Somebody tryin’ to fend for themselves.”
“She’s here.” My heart jumps. She’s hiding somewhere. But where? There’s a small table in the corner but she isn’t under it, and the pantry door is wide open. It’s empty.
“She’s somewhere.” Axl purses his lips. “Just think ‘bout it for a sec. She’s alone. Scared. Where would she feel safe?”
My heart pounds so hard that it’s like a jackhammer thumping against my insides. The answer to that question is obvious, and just thinking about it makes the contents of my stomach churn. “With her mom.”
Our eyes meet. “Follow that smell and we’ll find her.”
We head back through the house, past a playroom full of toys and a bathroom, and down a dark hall with open doors. The smell increases with each step.
“Emily,” I call out, trying to sound as unthreatening as possible.
No one responds, but there’s movement at the end of the hall. Coming from a sealed-off room.
Axl puts his gun away and turns the knob. My heartbeat kicks up. He pushes the door open. I suck in a deep breath through my nose and the putrid smell of death almost knocks me out. My stomach turns. I can’t lose it now. Emily needs me.
Axl shines the flashlight on the bed, illuminating two bodies. They’ve probably only been dead a day or two at the most. They don’t look too bad. A little swollen and much, much too pale, but otherwise they could almost be sleeping. A person might think they’re taking a nap, if it wasn’t for the smell.
I step forward and do my best not to focus on the bodies. Thankfully, Emily isn’t on the bed with her parents, but she has to be in this room. I open a closed door. It’s a walk-in closet that’s bigger than my bedroom back in Kentucky. Axl comes up behind me and shines the light inside. It’s empty.
“Under the bed,” he whispers.
I take a deep breath, then bend down so I can look under. Axl does the same. When he shines the light underneath, Emily’s frightened eyes stare back at me.
They are large and brown, just like mine. She’s filthy, and she clings to a stuffed animal. Her eyes are red and swollen. Tears stream down her cheeks.
“Emily.” I try my best to sound calm. “It’s okay. My name is Vivian, and I’m here to help you.”
She doesn’t move. Her eyes dart past me to Axl.
“S’okay,” he says gently. His voice is so much softer than I’ve ever heard it. “We ain’t gonna hurt you.”
Emily looks back and forth between us for a second, then crawls forward. I help her out, then check her over to make sure she’s okay. I’m not even sure what I’m looking for. Her hair is in tangled knots and she’s wearing pajamas that are as filthy as her face.
I brush the dirty hair aside and give her a tentative smile. “Are you okay?”
She looks over toward the bed. “Momma’s sick.”
Tears come to my eyes and I bite my lip. What do I say to that?
“Your momma’s gone, sweetheart,” Axl says. Emily and I both turn to look at him, and he reaches up, gently patting her on the shoulder. “So’s your daddy. But it’s okay, ‘cause they called and asked us to come an’ take care of you.”
Emily looks at me with eyes wide. “Do I have to leave momma?”
I nod and try to ignore the tear that rolls down my cheek. “Yes, baby.”
She looks over at her mom and dad, and I do the same. I can’t stop myself. It’s grotesque and horrifying, and I don’t want her to have to stay in here a moment longer.
I scoop her up and turn toward the door. “Let’s get out of here.”
I’m just about to walk out when something catches my eye. I freeze.
Axl almost runs into my back. “What?”
I stare at the bed. “I thought I saw something move.”
“Nothin’ movin’ in here.”
I nod but I can’t take my eyes off the bodies. The flashlight isn’t pointed in that direction. Long shadows stretch across the bed, playing tricks on my eyes. That’s all it is. There’s no way a finger actually moved just now. That would be impossible.
The hair on the back of my neck stands up.
I turn away, rushing down the hall to Emily’s room. Axl is right behind me and my heart is still pounding when I set Emily on her bed. There are goose bumps all up and down my arms. We need to get out of this house as fast as possible.
“I’m gonna check out the rest of the house while you get her things together.” Axl hands me the flashlight.
“How are you going to see what you’re doing?”
“I’ll be alright,” he says. “Maybe I’ll find a flashlight. We could use a few more anyways.”
“Be careful,” I call as he disappears out the bedroom door.
Emily sits on the bed. Her eyes are huge and she watches me silently as I move through the bedroom, opening drawers and pulling out clothes and shoes. I’d like to be able to clean her up, but even if the water is still on, it will be cold. There’s no electricity. But there’s also no guarantee that the water is running at all.
I find a small suitcase in Emily’s closet and stuff it full of clothes before I get her changed. She’s quiet the entire time, just watching me with her big, brown eyes. I don’t talk either, mostly because I don’t know what to say, and I work fast. I want to get out of this house. The smell is making me more and more nauseated by the minute, and I can’t shake that uneasy feeling from the master bedroom. Something just isn’t right here.
Once she’s dressed in clean clothes, I take her to the bathroom and set her on the sink. I cross my fingers as I turn on the faucet. Water pours out, cool and clean, and I let out a sigh of relief. I have to rinse the washcloth three times while cleaning her face. She never says a word. She just stares at me. It’s like looking in a mirror. And it’s strangely unnerving.
“Are we going on a trip?” she asks in a quiet voice, finally breaking the silence.
I smile at her. “We’re going to find a safe place to stay. Somewhere with food and lights.”
“Can I take my doggy?”
I forgot about the small stuffed animal she had when I pulled her out from under the bed. It must be in her bedroom.
“Of course you can. In fact, why don’t we go to your room and get some other toys and books to take. Okay?”
A grin stretches across her face and she jumps off the bathroom counter, then dashes out into the hall without me. I grab the flashlight and bag of toiletries and run after her. She shouldn’t be alone. When I get to her room, she’s filling a small backpack with toys and books.
Male voices float back to us from the other part of the house, and she looks up at me with wide, terrified eyes.
“It’s okay,” I say, kneeling down in front of her. “It’s just my friends.”
She picks up her stuffed dog and hugs it tightly. I zip her backpack and look around the room, making sure there’s nothing else I might need before standing up.
“You ready?” Axl comes in the door behind me. “Angus is gettin’ antsy.”
Of course he is.
I turn to face Axl. “I wanted to talk to you before we got back out to the car.”
He cocks his head to the side. “‘Bout what?”
“I talked to Trey and Parvarti about meeting up in two days, just in case things aren’t good for them. You know they won’t make it on their own.”
He sighs and shakes his head. “I knew you was cookin’ up somethin’. Angus ain’t gonna like it.”
“We have to. You know we do.”
“Dammit,” he mutters. “Where?”
“San Francisco.”
“I’ll see what I can do, but I ain’t promisin’ nothin’. Angus is gonna be pissed.” He grabs the suitcase off the floor and glances over toward Emily, who’s still clutching her dog. “Come on. I got her booster seat outta the garage already.”
A warm feeling rushes through me. That’s something I hadn’t even thought of. “Thank you, Axl.”
He nods to me, but turns toward Emily and gives her a small smile. “You wanna go for a ride?”
She smiles shyly and nods, and my throat tightens when Axl holds his hand out to her.
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WHEN WE GET BACK to the Nissan, I buckle Emily securely into her booster in the second row. Joshua is on the other side of her and Angus is in the driver’s seat, leaving the passenger seat for Axl.
Joshua stares at Emily out of the corner of his eye like he isn’t sure what to do with her. “So what’s the plan now?”
“Need to get some supplies,” Angus says, doing a U-turn.
“There’s a Walmart not too far from here,” I say.
Angus grunts and concentrates on maneuvering the enormous car. He barely misses a truck parked on the side of the road. “Sounds like a plan.”
“And then we can head to San Francisco,” I say, biting my lip while I prepare myself for the argument that’s sure to come.
Angus scoffs. “Hell no, we ain’t goin’ to the city. We gotta find an abandoned farmhouse and get us a generator and provisions. One with animals would be best.”
I wait for Axl to pipe in, but he doesn’t. His back is to me and his shoulders are as stiff as a board.
“We need to go to San Francisco,” I say. “I set up a meeting place with Trey and Parvarti, just in case things aren’t good for them at home. That way they can meet up with us.”
I jolt forward when Angus slams on the brakes. He turns to face me and his face is bright red. “I ain’t drivin’ all the way to the city for some ni—”
“We can’t abandon them!” I don’t want to hear it. I heard it all my life, from my dad and his disgusting friends, and I don’t want to listen to it anymore. It makes me sick. “Tell him, Axl!”
Axl turns and looks at me. His face is blank. “Angus is right. It’d be dumb to go to the city.”
I jerk back, like I’ve been slapped. My lungs are empty. It’s like the wind has been knocked out of me. Axl looks me right in the eye, calmly, totally unashamed of his betrayal.
It takes me a few seconds to find my voice, but when I do I say, “Fine. I’ll go without you. I won’t abandon them.”
Angus laughs and raises and eyebrow. “You wanna drive there by yourself with a little girl? Be my guest.”
“She won’t be alone,” Joshua says. “I’ll go. She’s right, we can’t abandon them.”
I give Joshua a grateful look. Putting himself on the line like this can’t be easy, and getting on Angus’s bad side is going to suck.
Axl slams his hand on the dashboard. “Dammit!”
“Let ‘em go,” Angus says, giving me a cold stare.
Axl looks at me and shakes his head, then curses again. “They ain’t goin’ alone.”
Angus turns on his brother and his face gets redder than ever. That little vein on his forehead pulsates. “What the hell are you talkin’ ‘bout? We ain’t goin’ into the city. That’s the last place we need to be.”
“I ain’t lettin’ them wander off alone,” Axl says. “You can come or not, but I’m goin’.”
Angus lets out a string of profanities so colorful that I actually cover Emily’s ears. She’s going to learn all kinds of new vocabulary being around him. But I’m so thankful I’m not going alone that I’m not even pissed. I wouldn’t have abandoned Trey and Parvarti, but going to San Francisco by myself wouldn’t have been ideal.
Angus starts driving again. He grips the wheel like he’s ready to rip it off. His eyes stay straight ahead. “Tell me how to get to Walmart.”
I give him directions to the store. We don’t pass a single car or person on the way, and I pray it’s because it’s so late at night. Not because the whole world is dead.
The store parking lot is empty except for a few stray cars, and the front door is wide open. The electricity is out, but emergency lights are on inside the building, giving off a soft bluish glow that illuminates the registers and racks through the window. Angus parks in front, and we sit in silence for a few minutes while we check things out.
“Joshua, will you stay in the car with Emily?” I don’t want to take her in, but I need to grab some things.
“I was going to check out the pharmacy,” he says. “Get some antibiotics and other things, just in case.”
I stare at the little girl I gave birth to. It’s hard to think of her as my daughter, it’s just so surreal. But there she is, staring up at me with my eyes, big and round. Frightened.
“We should all go in,” Axl says.
I sigh and try to smile at Emily. It’s shaky. “You want to do a little shopping?”
She doesn’t respond. She hasn’t said much since we found her. Maybe she’s in shock.
“So what’s the plan?” Joshua asks.
“Angus is gonna go back and check out the huntin’ gear. They don’t carry much, but it’s worth a shot,” Axl says. “I’m gonna get a cart and fill it up with food. The bread’s gonna go bad soon, I wanna take advantage of it while we can.”
“I’ll go with Joshua,” I say. “I wanted to get some things for Emily anyway.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Angus says.
“You two stay together, and keep your eyes open. Never know when you’re gonna run into another crazy person like before.” Axl opens the door and jumps out.
We follow suit and head into Walmart. I carry Emily. She clings tightly to me, laying her head on my shoulder and crushing me in her grip. She’s heavy, though. There’s no way I’ll be able to carry her through the whole store, so I grab a cart and put her in it.
Joshua and I head over to the pharmacy area without saying anything to the brothers. As soon as we’re away from them I say, “Thanks for agreeing to come with me. I knew Angus wouldn’t be a fan of the idea.”
“That’s because it’s stupid,” Joshua says. I start to argue, but he holds his hand up to stop me. “I agree we shouldn’t abandon them. I wouldn’t want to be alone either. But going into the city is a bad idea. We should have chosen a different place to meet.”
I bite back the urge to tell him to go screw himself and walk for a few seconds in silence. It doesn’t take long for me to acknowledge he’s right, though. Somewhere else would have been better.
“You’re right,” I finally say with a sigh. “I just didn’t have time to really plan. I was trying to set it up before Dumb or Dumber got wind of what we were planning.”
Joshua gives me a wry smile. “It would have been nice to have a discussion about it, but we all know how that would have turned out.” He exhales and runs his hand through his hair. “Like these guys or not, I think being with them is our best bet of surviving until all this gets sorted out. If it gets sorted out, that is.”
“You’re telling me.”
We get to the pharmacy and Joshua heads back to dig through the drugs. There’s something I want to look for, plus I don’t want to wander around the store alone, so I get Emily out and carry her behind the counter with me. It’s dark back here. The emergency lights aren’t quite enough to make it possible to read the labels on the bottles, so I dig a flashlight out of my purse and search the counters.
“What are you looking for?” I ask him.
“Ampicillin, Keflex, Zithromax. Any antibiotic, really. I also wanted to grab some painkillers in case we had an issue, although I think we should keep that between us. I have a strange feeling Angus would think they were for recreational use.”
I snort. “Nothing would surprise me.”
“Are you looking for something?”
I try to decide what to tell him. He is a doctor, and I guess he’s my doctor now since I don’t have any other options. “Nuvaring.”
Joshua steps over to where I’m standing. He tilts his head to the side and his eyes narrow on my face. “You planning a romance?”
My cheeks get hot, but I roll my eyes and try to play it off. No way do I want him to think Axl has anything to do with this, because he doesn’t. Not even a little. “Yeah, right.”
“I saw how cozy you and Axl were acting when you were sick.”
Joshua may have been on to something yesterday, but I’m not feeling very cuddly after Axl’s betrayal. “Yeah, let me know where that guy disappeared to.”
“His moods are pretty much all over the place, aren’t they?”
“No. I know exactly where his moods are. When Angus is around he’s an ass, when Angus is gone he actually decides to be a decent person.”
Joshua shakes his head. “Whatever. Nuvaring isn’t going to work for you. It has to be refrigerated.”
“Dammit.” He’s right. It’s been a few years since I was on it and I’d forgotten that part. “I remembered you could use one after the other and not have a period. I thought it would be convenient. You know, no running water, being on the road, not knowing where we’re going to end up.”
“Okay.” Joshua walks away and I grab Emily so I can follow him. “This one may work then. You can take it every day and have no periods at all, at least until you run out of pills. They only have five packs here.”
“Thanks.” That’s one worry out of a thousand off my mind, at least.
“Remember, it’s not effective as birth control for thirty days…” He raises his eyebrows and shrugs.
“Please.” I shove them in my purse. He has to be joking. Sure, I can’t deny I’m drawn to Axl when he’s being sweet, but that doesn’t happen very often. And Angus seems pretty determined to make sure Axl and I do not end up together.
We continue to raid the pharmacy. Joshua has our cart almost full, and he gets everything from antibiotics to Ace bandages and even some crutches. I keep joking that he’s opening his own clinic, but he just says he wants to be prepared.
Axl and Angus show up before long, both with their own carts full to the top.
“What the hell are you two doin’ over here?” Angus growls.
“Getting supplies,” Joshua says without even glancing his way.
“What’s takin’ so long?” Axl’s voice is just as tense and annoyed as his brother’s.
I give him a cold look, but he just returns it. He doesn’t even bat an eye. Jerk.
“It takes a bit longer sorting through drugs than it does grabbing some food off the shelves,” Joshua says. “You want to do this?”
Neither one of the brothers says a thing, and Joshua goes back to the pharmacy. I’m actually impressed with how he’s handling himself. He seems to have pulled his act together. I guess Axl’s little lecture helped.
I lean against the counter. Emily is asleep in my arms and she’s getting heavy.
Angus walks over to a shelf and grabs a couple boxes. He tosses them into his cart with a smug look on his face. I glance down and roll my eyes. Condoms.
“We might need to repopulate the Earth,” he says, grinning like a chimpanzee.
“Yeah, and condoms are the way to go.”
Axl actually cracks a smile, but Angus just glares.
“All done,” Joshua announces, tossing a few more things into the cart. “Let’s head out.”
   
The drive to San Francisco is a quiet one. I sit in the passenger seat next to Axl, looking behind me every couple minutes to make sure Emily is okay. Angus snores his head off in the third row, and Joshua leans up against the wall next to the booster seat, not snoring but out cold.
“She seems to be takin’ all this pretty well,” Axl says.
“I don’t think reality has hit her quite yet.”
“Ain’t sure it has for any of us,” he mutters.
“True, but hopefully we’re all better equipped to deal with it than a four-year-old. Although, I’ve had my doubts about Joshua a couple of times. Not sure if he’s really up for this end-of-the-world shit.”
“Yeah, the Doc is havin’ a rough time.” He looks at me and clears his throat. “You can stop being pissed. I didn’t take Angus’s side just for the fun. I think this idea is dumb as shit.”
I shrug and look away. I have no interest in discussing this with him, I agree but I also don’t agree. We should do whatever it takes to make sure Trey and Parvarti are okay; it’s the right thing to do.
We only see one other car driving on the road, and it’s headed in the opposite direction. Other than that we pass a few abandoned vehicles, but no people. When we reach the tollbooths just outside the city, they’re deserted and the gates are down. Axl doesn’t hesitate. He drives right through, breaking the wooden board in half and waking up everyone else in the car.
“What the hell?” Angus growls from the back.
Emily whimpers. Joshua starts to comfort her. I turn around and join in, whispering soothing words and telling her it’s okay.
“Mommy.” Her eyes are barely open. I’m not sure if she’s dreaming, but her cries make my heart ache. I can’t think of a single thing to say that will make her feel better.
I’m having a tough time really connecting in my mind that she belongs to me. In theory it sounded great, and driving across the country it was all I could think about. But I didn’t get that warm fuzzy feeling that I expected to when I found her alive. I was relieved, but there was none of that motherly love I’ve heard so much about. Now I’m not sure what to do with myself, or her.
We drive over the bridge and I look out toward the bay. During the day, when it isn’t foggy, you can see Alcatraz from here. It’s pitch black now, and it gives me the chills.
“It’s gonna be rough, driving through the city with no lights. We’re gonna have to take it slow, make sure we don’t run into anyone,” Axl says as he follows the directions the GPS gives him.
The car is as deathly silent as the city as we make our way through the narrow streets. Axl curses and slows down repeatedly when we go up and over hills. It’s difficult to see anything without streetlights, but the hilly and narrow streets of the city make it even more complicated. It doesn’t take long to reach the hotel without the normal bustling traffic, though. I’m relieved when it comes into view, even if it’s just as dark and silent as every other building in the city.
“Penthouse?” Angus leans close to the window and stares up at the top of the hotel.
“Hell, yeah,” Axl replies, pulling to a stop in front of the hotel.
“We should get as much out of the car as possible,” Joshua says. “We don’t want anyone breaking in.”
Axl shoves his door open. “Yeah. First let’s get inside and find us a key.”
I climb down and open the back door to get Emily. No electricity is going to make this rough. “Will those little cards they use still work with no power?”
“The locks run on batteries, so they still work if there’s a power outage,” Joshua says. “I worked at a hotel in college. But we’re going to have to find a master key somehow. At the front desk or off a cleaning lady.”
The hotel lobby is pitch black, but we all have flashlights so we can see a little. A slight smell of decay makes my nose wrinkle in disgust, but it’s nothing too strong. Just enough to let us know someone died here. Hopefully, there’s no one in the penthouse.
I sit on a couch in the lobby with a sleeping Emily, while the men head off to find a key. Even Joshua goes, though he would normally hang back, because he has a better idea of where to look for a master key.
They’re only gone for about five minutes, and when they come back Axl holds a card up. “Found it on the cleanin’ lady. She was dead in the employee break room.”
I get to my feet and shift Emily a little on my hip. She’s heavy. I take two steps before I stop. We’re going to have to use the stairs. “How many floors are in this building?”
Axl glances my way, and by the expression on his face, I’d guess he’s about to tell me to quit my whining. Then his eyes land on Emily and his expression softens.
“Give ‘er here.” He tosses the key to Angus and holds his arms out.
I smile gratefully and pass her over, taking the bags he was carrying instead.
The climb is going to be awful. We head up right away, but no one utters a word. My legs would ache even if I wasn’t still getting over being sick. As it is, I’m shaky and weak. We’re all huffing and puffing by the time we make it halfway. I power through though, using the railing to pull myself up. The stairs come to an abrupt end at the eighteenth floor. We’re not at the top though, and when we walk out into the hall we don’t find the penthouse. Just a door marked California Suite.
“Ain’t the penthouse,” says Angus as he sticks the key in the door. “But I ain’t climbin’ no more.”
No one argues, and I start to feel really grateful that I don’t have to go down and get supplies out of the car with the others. Not that I think I’d make it. I’m pretty sure I’d collapse after one floor.
The suite is twice the size of my apartment in Kentucky. It has a dining and living room, plus two huge bedrooms. Everything is elegant, like a palace or something. It’s incredible.
“There’re candles in that bag,” Axl says, laying Emily on the couch.
Right, candles. I drop the bags to the floor and dig through them, then set the candles all over the room, lighting them as I go.
“You stay put and we’ll head down, grab more shit,” Axl says.
Angus grumbles but heads to the door. Joshua follows, dragging his feet. I don’t blame him. None of us have gotten much sleep in the last twenty-four hours. I’m exhausted.
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I WAKE up in a king size bed with Emily curled up next to me, clutching her dog. How did I get here? Axl probably. He must have had another mood swing.
The room is dark and the curtains are drawn, but small rays of sunshine peek through the cracks. It’s light out. It’s impossible to tell what time it is. I don’t own a watch, and my phone died a few days ago. Charging it in the car seemed pointless.
Then it hits me. Does it even matter what time it is anymore? What difference does it make if it’s two o’clock on a Saturday or five o’clock on a Monday? Everything’s the same. I don’t have anywhere I need to be, and chances are I may not again for a very long time.
The thought makes me feel both depressed and exhilarated at the same time. It sucks that the world has gone to shit, but it’s nice not to have to worry about bills and work anymore. It’s slightly freeing.
I crawl out of bed, careful not to wake Emily, and stumble across the dark room to the bathroom. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if the faucet still worked? It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try. I turn the knob and smile when water runs out. I should take this opportunity to get clean. Who knows when I’ll have a chance again.
I flip the shower on and strip down. Before I step in, I take a deep breath. This is going to be cold, and it’s going to suck big time.
But when the liquid runs over my body it’s warm. Why? There’s no logical answer and to be honest, I don’t care. I turn the temperature up and let the near-scalding water pour over me. I wash my body and scrub my hair, even taking the opportunity to shave my legs, which I haven’t done in a while. Being clean is something I’ve taken for granted. Never again.
When I’m dressed I head out to the main room. Angus and Axl sit at the dining room table talking. Axl is eating a bag of chips. Angus is holding a beer in one hand and his empty soda can in the other. Why doesn’t he just spit on the floor? It seems like something he would do.
The lights are on. I have the sudden urge to jump up and down and squeal like a cheerleader at homecoming. “We have electricity?”
“Found a generator,” Axl says.
I smile and grab a handful of chips out of the bag in front of him.
“Mini bar’s stocked if you feel like getting trashed,” Angus says.
Suddenly, I have the urge to get drunker than I ever have before. I grab a couple small bottles of wine and plop down in the seat next to Axl. Then I take a big swig without even bothering to get a glass. Maybe if I drink enough I can forget all the dead bodies lying around the city. Pretend I’m on vacation instead.
“So how long do we have to sit here?” Angus asks, spitting into his can.
I grab a bag of cookies and rip them open. “Until Sunday.”
“It’s Thursday!” Angus glares at me.
“So? You have somewhere to be? We’re in a nice hotel with electricity. Enjoy yourself and shut up for a change.”
Axl shakes his head and gets to his feet. “Where’s that spray paint we took from Walmart?”
“In the green bag,” Angus says, still giving me the evil eye.
I stop mid-chew. “What are you doing with the spray paint?”
“Gonna go down and leave Trey a note, so he knows where to find us. I don’t wanna hang out in the lobby. Do you?”
Axl digs through the bag and pulls out a can of neon orange spray paint, then heads toward the door.
“I’ll go with you,” I jump to my feet, then pause and look around. I shouldn’t leave Emily. “Emily’s asleep.”
“Angus is here,” Axl says.
I frown and study Angus. He does not seem like a reasonable alternative. “Where’s Joshua?”
“Sleepin’,” Angus mutters. “Go on, I ain’t gonna scare the girl. I can play nice.” He flashes me a grin that is anything but nice.
I look at him doubtfully, but Axl grabs my arm and pulls me toward the door. “She’ll be fine with Angus. Come on.”
“Hey, check out that shop downstairs. See if they have any cards. And more booze!” Angus calls after us. “Shoulda got some at Wal—”
The door shuts, cutting him off.
Axl heads down the hall and I’m right on his heels. Was leaving Emily with Angus the mom thing to do?
I turn toward the stairs, but Axl takes my hand and leads me to the elevator “Electricity’s on, remember?”
“Thank God.” He doesn’t let go, and something in me flutters. I pull my hand out of his grip and do my best to focus on the task at hand. We need to go downstairs and leave a note.
The door opens and we step in. “Are you sure Emily is going to be okay with Angus?”
“She’s good. Believe it or not, Angus lived with a woman for a while that had two little girls. He was actually good with ‘em. He can be a hard ass, but he likes kids.”
“Seriously?” Angus likes kids? I don’t buy it.
Axl shrugs. “Maybe he just likes girls. He was tough as shit on me, but he treated them girls like they was his own daughters.”
Sure, he’s been nothing but sweet to me. But I trust Axl, and he sure seems to like Emily. Maybe Angus has a soft side too?
The elevator opens in the lobby and we head toward the front. Axl pauses and looks through the glass, out into the parking lot, before opening the door. I flex my hands. They feel uncomfortably empty. Why didn’t I bring my gun? The image of that man charging Parvarti and me at the car dealership goes through my mind. I shudder. At least Axl came prepared.
We walk out and I look around nervously. The metal ball inside the can rattles when Axl shakes it, making me jump. I shift from foot to foot while he sprays a message across the sidewalk. Right in front of the stairs. Vandalizing the hotel doesn’t exactly make me feel warm and fuzzy inside, but I have to learn how to let stuff like that go. This is a different world and I need to get used to the way things are now.
“There,” Axl says, stepping back.
Tray- 18th floor, California Suite.
I don’t have the heart to tell him he spelled Trey wrong, so I just nod.
Movement catches my eye. My heart goes into double time when my head jerks up. There’s a man across the street, walking slowly up the hill. He has his head bowed and he stares at the ground.
“A man,” I say, pointing at him.
Axl looks over and we both stand quietly for a few seconds, just watching him. He’s alone and unarmed, but my heart still pounds. We should just walk away. Leave him alone.
Axl cups his hands around his mouth and shouts, “Hey!”
The man stops and lifts his head, but he doesn’t look around. He just stands there. I hold my breath while we wait for him to respond, to acknowledge us in some way. But he doesn’t. He doesn’t do anything. After a few seconds he starts walking again. The same sluggish pace as before: his head down, his arms slack and swinging at his sides. It’s creepy.
“Guess he don’t want company,” Axl says.
I nod, but something inside me tightens. It makes me think of that man we saw in the field a few days ago. He was walking the same way. Aimless. Defeated. There’s something unnerving about it.
My scalp tingles and the sensation of being watched sweeps over me. “Let’s get back inside.”
We walk into the lobby and both freeze in our tracks at the sight of a woman standing there. She’s wearing a uniform—looks like housekeeping—and stands perfectly still, staring at the ground. She slowly raises her head and I suck in a deep breath. She’s sick. Her face is pale and gray, her skin droops and her eyes are cloudy. She looks awful. Death can’t be too far away.
“Son of a bitch,” Axl mutters, pulling his gun out. His body goes rigid and his hands even shake a little.
“What’s wrong?”
“That’s the maid.”
What does he mean? She’s wearing a uniform; it’s obvious she’s a maid. “What?”
“The maid we took the key from,” he says, stepping back. “She was dead.”
I laugh a little, but it comes out strained and nervous. I can’t process what he’s saying. She’s clearly alive. She’s standing in front of us, staring at us.
“You’re wrong,” I say.
“I ain’t wrong,” he growls, grabbing my arm and trying to pull me back.
I shake him off and take a small step forward. “She’s sick.”
“Vivian, get back!”
I move forward again. “Are you okay? Can we help you?”
She doesn’t talk, but she tilts her head to the side and studies me. A chill runs up my spine, but I ignore it. Axl is freaking me out, but he’s crazy. There’s nothing to worry about.
“We can help. We have a doctor with us.” I try to sound reassuring even though a doctor can’t really help her.
She starts walking toward me slowly, raising her arms. Her mouth opens, but at first no sound comes out. When it does it’s a low moan that makes my blood run cold. My pulse quickens and I take a small step back. This is so unreal.
“Get back, Vivian,” Axl growls again.
I start to take another step back, but before I can she lunges at me, knocking me to the ground. I scream, but it’s cut short when my head bangs against the floor. Pain surges through my skull and stars burst behind my eyes, but I don’t have time to react. The woman is on top of me, grabbing at my face, trying to pull me toward her open mouth. The stink of rot envelops me and I scream again, struggling to get her off me.
Axl grabs her by the hair and jerks her back. He flings her across the room. It doesn’t stop her. In less than a second she charges him again. He lifts his gun and pulls the trigger. The bullet hits her in the chest. She jerks back, but doesn’t stop. She has a gaping hole in the middle of her chest, but there’s no blood. Instead a thick, black goo oozes out, filling the room with a pungent odor so strong it makes me gag.
“She ain’t stopping’,” Axl yells, stepping back.
She claws and chomps at the air, and the sounds coming from her mouth are no longer moans. They’re screams.
Axl pulls the trigger again. This time the bullet hits her in the forehead. Right between the eyes. Her body goes slack and she drops to the ground.
I’m still on the floor. I can’t move and my heart beats so fast I’m afraid it’s going to jump out of my chest. Axl is breathing heavily. He takes a slow step forward and kicks the woman with the toe of his boot.
“Goddamn it,” he mutters. He turns and looks at me. “Was that a fuckin’ zombie?”
I’m speechless. So shaken I can’t respond. What he’s suggesting is impossible, but I saw it with my own two eyes.
I stumble to my feet and he starts walking, nudging me as he goes by. I jump. I can’t look away from the maid. What the hell does he want? He jerks his head toward the elevator. Right. We need to move. My feet move on their own. Like I’m a zombie….
We ride up in silence. I move automatically when the door opens, following Axl toward the suite without even thinking. His body is so stiff he looks like a walking statue, and he keeps cursing under his breath. Mumbling stuff about zombies and Hollywood. I’m not even sure what else because I can’t really focus on it.
“You ain’t gonna believe what just happened,” Axl says as he bursts into the hotel room. He slams the door behind us and locks it.
Emily and Joshua are up, both sitting at the table with Angus. Eating Pop-Tarts.
“What?” Joshua’s mouth is full, and crumbs spray all over the table.
Axl hurries to the window and looks out over the city. “Damn.”
I know what’s down there before I walk over, but I can’t stop myself from going anyway.
Joshua and Angus get to the window just as I do. We’re eighteen stories up, but that doesn’t mean the people staggering around on the ground aren’t visible. And they are everywhere.
Joshua leans closer, practically pressing his face against the glass. “Are those people?”
“Not exactly,” Axl says.
My mouth won’t work. I stumble away from the window and collapse into a chair. Emily’s eyes are wide with fright. I should comfort her, but I just can’t. Maybe I’m not cut out for this mom thing. She should come first, but at the moment all I want is for someone to comfort me. Taking care of another person is the last thing on my mind.
“Zombies,” Axl says, making my whole body jerk.
The word is ridiculous, even after what I just witnessed. But it’s true. I close my eyes and lay my head on the table.
Angus snorts. “Don’t be an ass.”
“I’m serious. That maid we took the key off of when we got here, she was standin’ in the lobby. Tried to take a big ol’ bite outta Vivian.”
“She must not have been dead then,” Joshua says.
“I shot her in the heart and she kept on comin’. Had to shoot her in the head to get her to stop.”
No one talks, and I have no idea what they’re thinking because my head is still on the table. My eyes still closed. I don’t want to deal with this.
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“WE NEED to go down there and check it out,” Angus says.
Slowly, I lift my head. Angus walks across the room and pulls a gun out of his bag. He checks to make sure it’s loaded. I blink and try to wrap my brain around what he’s doing, but it’s like I’m trapped in some kind of fog.
“Are you nuts?” I somehow manage to get out.
“Need to know what we’re dealin’ with,” he says, shoving the gun in the waistband of his pants and pulling out a few knives.
“That maid attacked me! What more do you need to know?” My heart races and the sudden urge to scream is so overwhelming that I have to ball my hands into fists. There’s no way this is happening. I take a deep breath and try to get my pulse to slow, to stop the pounding in my ears, but it doesn’t work. The urge to or throw something or rip out my hair gets stronger. Maybe I’m hysterical.
“Angus is right,” Axl says, copying his brother’s movements. “You can stay here.”
I jump to my feet and shake my head. “I don’t want to be alone.”
Emily starts to whimper and I jerk. I forgot she was here. What’s wrong with me?
I kneel down next to her and rub her head gently. My hand shakes. “Shhh, it’s okay. We’re just going to go downstairs and check on something. I’ll carry you, okay?”
“You takin’ her down?” Angus asks doubtfully.
I stare at Emily for a few seconds, trying to focus through the fog. Should I take her? Leaving her alone in the room seems irresponsible. It’s eighteen floors up and she’d be terrified. Plus, what would she do if we never came back?
“We can’t leave her alone,” I whisper. “She’s four.”
I lift her up and scan the room. Where’s my purse? I spot it on an end table. When I pull my gun out, Emily’s eyes get even bigger. They are so brown.
“Give me a gun,” Joshua says.
Angus purses his lips and his eyes narrow. “You know how to use one, Doc?”
Joshua keeps his hand out. “Point and pull the trigger, right? How hard can it be?”
Angus snorts, but hands it to him anyway. “Just make sure you’re close so you don’t miss.”
No one says a word when we head to the elevator. Hell, I’m not even sure anyone is breathing. The tension is so thick that my skin tingles, and I cling tightly to Emily as if she’s some kind of lifeline. Hopefully, everyone thinks I’m trying to comfort her, and not the other way around. I don’t want them to know what a selfish bitch I’m being.
Axl’s eye catches mine and he frowns. He shakes his head. He can read me like a book. I look away. I need to get it together.
The doors open on the first floor and my arms tighten around Emily. I hang back while Angus and Axl step out with their guns raised. Even Joshua goes before me. It’s for Emily, she’s the reason I’m being this way. I’m just trying to protect her.
Even I don’t believe it.
“Clear,” Axl says.
I follow the men to the door. The lobby reeks of death, and the stench is even stronger than before. I breathe out of my mouth as much as I can, but it doesn’t help. The air is so thick I can taste it. It leaves a film in my mouth that turns my stomach.
We don’t even need to step outside. A bald man shambles past the door and I have to bite down on my lip to keep from screaming. There are more dead in the distance. Dozens of them.
A shiver runs up my spine. I pull Emily closer.
“Shit,” Axl says. “Where’d they all come from?”
“They weren’t here before?” Joshua asks.
“We saw one guy, walkin’ on the other side of the road. But that was it.” Axl takes a step closer to the window.
They’re everywhere. Stumbling up and down the street, walking aimlessly. Some are even standing in the middle of the road. A woman with stringy, blonde hair walks across the parking lot toward the Nissan. She doesn’t stop until she’s inches from it, then she freezes. I hold my breath and wait for her to move, but she just stands there. A few other bodies head our way. Their heads are down, so they can’t see us, but I still have the urge to run. The glass is too thin.
My stomach tightens and Emily squirms. She tries to turn so she can see out the window and I put her down. Her small hand slips into mine and we watch the walking corpses in silence.
“Look at it out there,” Joshua says. “It’s like Night of the Living Dead.”
My heart races and I shake my head. I push Emily behind me and she clings to my leg, her fingers digging painfully into my thigh.
“Shut up,” I whisper.
But he’s right. That’s exactly what it’s like. Dozens of dead bodies, walking around. Mindlessly roaming the streets. Their heads down, their bodies slack. Just like a horror movie.
Emily’s parents. All the air leaves my lungs. I did see her mom’s hand twitch. I convinced myself I was seeing things. That it was just the shadows playing tricks on me. Now I know better. I grab Emily and swing her up into my arms, holding her tightly to my chest. She lays her head on my shoulder and her little body shakes. Or maybe that’s me.
What would have happened to her if we hadn’t gotten there when we did? Would her parents have come back? Would they have attacked her?
“This happen in Baltimore?” Axl asks Joshua.
He shakes his head. “No, nothing like this. Nothing like this anywhere on the East Coast.” He pauses and runs his hand through his hair, looking at the ground. “We burned all the bodies,” he mumbles.
“What?” Angus asks.
Joshua looks up. “In the beginning, they cremated all the bodies to stop this thing from spreading. There were a few bodies they took to the CDC, but the brains would have been destroyed during the autopsy, so they wouldn’t have known about this…” He looks out at the dead walking through the parking lot. “Every other body was burned.”
“Shit,” Axl says.
“How can this be possible?” I ask.
Joshua shakes his head again. “I’m not a neurologist, so I’m no expert. But as far as I know, it can’t. I mean, medically speaking there’s just no way to even hypothesize how a dead body would reanimate and walk around the place! I’ve always laughed at zombie movies.”
He’s right. This can’t be real. I have to be dreaming because in real life the dead stay dead and I’m not a selfish bitch who only worries about herself.
“I can’t be here.” I take a step back. It’s too overwhelming. “I’m going back to the room.”
Axl’s eyes meet mine and his expression hardens. “Never took you for a coward.”
I glare at him, then turn on my heel and practically run to the elevator. Who cares what he thinks? Not me. All I care about is getting away from the bodies walking around on the street.
Back in the room, I set Emily at the table with some Crayons and a coloring book. I didn’t get them when we were at Walmart, which means either Angus or Axl did. It pisses me off that one of the brothers thought of it and I didn’t. It should have occurred to me to get Emily something to keep her occupied.
There’s nothing else for me to do, so I start drinking the wine I got out earlier. I walk back and forth between the table and the window, looking out into the street before going back to take another drink. I don’t really want to see the bodies walking around out there, but for some reason I can’t stay away. It’s like there’s some kind of tractor beam pulling me toward the window.
When the men come back they’re talking about going outside to check things out.
“Are you insane?” I say. “You can’t go out there!”
“Why the hell not?” Angus says. “We got guns. We need to find out what’s goin’ on.”
“Don’t be a moron,” I say, taking another drink.
Axl frowns and rips the bottle out of my hand before turning to Emily. “How you doin’ sweetheart?” he asks. His voice is so soft and gentle that it takes me a second to realize he’s the one who said it.
Emily smiles up at him. “I’m coloring a picture for mommy.”
An ache spreads through me, but I’m not sure if it’s for Emily or me. She’s lost more than I have, but she’s young enough that she won’t even miss it. I’ll remember it all. Tears fill my eyes until Emily’s face becomes blurry and distorted. Sick-looking, like those things walking around outside. I have to look away. My legs wobble. My body is heavy with exhaustion and my chest is tight. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I’m so overwhelmed by everything that I don’t know what to do with myself. Or Emily.
Axl sits down and starts talking to Emily, but I walk away. I can’t breathe out here. That window is too big and there are too many bodies. The bedroom is just as bad, though. The tightness in my chest gets worse and it feels like the walls are moving, making the room bigger. Big enough to allow anything in. I pace the floor for a few minutes, but my legs start to shake until I can’t stand. I can’t stay in here. I’m too exposed.
I go into the bathroom and shut the door, then lock it. My heart pounds so hard it pulses through my body, and my legs almost give out. I sink to the floor and pull my knees up to my chest, hugging them as hard as I can while everything from the past few days falls down around me. All the death and desolation, the despair of thinking I was next. The realization that the hope for a real life I’ve been clinging to all these years was worthless. Life is over. For all of us. The sobs shake my body before the tears manage to break free. My throat is so tight that when they finally come out it hurts. Like my esophagus is being ripped to shreds. Tears stream down my face and I can’t catch my breath. What’s my problem? I never cry! And I am not a weak person. But this is all too much to take in and I can’t cope.
My body shakes as the tears pour down my face, and I wait for Axl to pound on the door. To tell me to pull myself together or yell at me to take care of my kid, but no one does. So I stay where I am. Sitting in the darkness, pretending the world around me hasn’t crumbled into a million pieces.
   
When I finally come out of the bathroom, the sun is just touching the horizon. The room is quiet. Deathly quiet. A sudden panic squeezes my insides. What if everyone died? What if I’m alone now? Nothing but me and millions of bodies walking the Earth?
I walk faster. When I reach the living room, I almost collapse with relief. Angus is passed out on the couch and Emily is curled up with him, her head resting on his chest. Joshua is sitting in a chair reading a book. Axl stands at the window, staring out across the city.
Axl turns around. The judgment in his eyes makes me squirm.
“You done freakin’ out?” His voice is softer than I expected.
I walk over, so I can look out the window. There are more of them now. “I’m not sure,” I say. “You’re not mad at me?” I feel stronger, like I managed to cry out most of the fear crushing my insides. But seeing those creatures still makes me tremble.
He frowns, but shakes his head. “Everybody deserves to freak out every now and then. Guess you weren’t really prepared for a zombie apocalypse.”
A jolt shoots through me, and I have to swallow before I can talk. “Was anyone?”
He laughs bitterly. It’s not like him. Axl isn’t really a bitter guy. “Guess not.”
He’s not as gruff as usual, but there’s something in his voice I can’t quite place. I study his expression. When his gray eyes meet mine I get it. Disappointment. I guess he expected more out of me. Truth is, I kind of expected more out of myself. With everything I’ve been through, I thought I could handle anything.
I lay my face against the cool glass and close my eyes. “What the hell are we going to do?” I ask. “Everything’s so screwed up. So broken.”
Axl scoffs and I open my eyes. I take a step back so I can see him better.
“Hell, the world’s always been broken. You of all people should know that. It’s just a different kinda broken now. We both adjusted to the old way, we’ll just have to adjust to the new way too.”
For some reason, his words help loosen some of the panic knotted in my stomach. He’s right. Things have always been crappy for me, but I learned to deal with it. To survive. I can do it again.
We go back to watching the dead in the streets below. It’s oddly mesmerizing, watching them slowly lumber up and down the street.
A sudden knock on the door makes me jump. My heart hammers against my ribcage. Axl and I stare at each other for a second without speaking, frozen in place.
“Maybe it’s Trey,” I whisper.
“Could be anybody. We left a note out on the damn road,” Axl says, pulling out his gun.
Joshua stands next to his chair, and his book lies on the floor at his feet. His eyes are big and round. They take up his whole face.
Axl nudges his brother. “Angus, wake up.”
Angus grunts and starts to sit up, but stops when his eyes land on Emily. I gently pick her up. She barely moves. I cradle her in my arms. Her face is so peaceful and innocent. God, I’m selfish.
“What the hell,” Angus says, rolling off the couch.
Just as he opens his mouth—probably to bitch more—there’s another knock at the door. He pulls his gun out so fast it reminds me of a gunslinger in an old western. Angus nods to Axl, and they walk toward the door. I lay Emily down on the couch, covering her with a blanket, then follow the brothers with my heart beating a million miles a minute. Joshua walks behind me, and he’s shaking. He looks even more terrified than I feel.
“I’m sure it’s just Trey and Parvarti,” I say.
Joshua nods but doesn’t say a word. His mouth is so tight I’m not sure he could. I sink my teeth into my bottom lip when Axl leans forward to look out the peephole.
“It ain’t Trey.”
“Who is it?” Angus’s fingers flex around his gun.
“Some other people, looks like five of ‘em.” Axl takes a step back and glances back at us before calling out, “What do you want?”
“Just looking for survivors,” a man with a deep, baritone voice answers.
“You lookin’ for trouble?” Axl asks. “We’re armed and we got no problem killin’ if it comes down to it.”
“No one’s looking for trouble. We’re armed, but we don’t mean you any harm.”
“What you think?” Axl asks.
Joshua shuffles awkwardly next to me and his hand shakes so hard there’s no way he’d be able to hit anything if he had to fire that gun. Not that I’m doing any better. My legs are like Jell-O.
“We should hear ‘em out. See if they know what’s goin’ on,” Angus replies.
Axl nods and turns back to the door. “We’ll let you in, but we want you to leave your weapons outside.”
“Can’t do that,” the man answers. “We need to protect ourselves. We’ve got women and children.”
Axl purses his lips. “Then you can send in one person. After we talk we’ll decide if the rest of you can come in.”
There’s silence for a second and I hold my breath. The man says, “Sounds reasonable.”
Axl and Angus step back and raise their guns, aiming at the door.
“Open it, Doc,” Axl says through clenched teeth.
Joshua stumbles forward and jerks the door open. A black man in his mid-forties steps in with his hands in the air, and Joshua slams the door behind him. The man has broad shoulders and a thick beard. His eyes are dark and intelligent, and they sweep across the room the second he’s inside. Taking us all in. His body is as stiff as a board and he doesn’t relax for a second.
“That’s far enough,” Axl says.
The man nods, but doesn’t speak.
“Who are you?” Angus barks.
“Name’s Winston. I’m just a survivor, like you, trying to get some place safe. I have a small group of people with me and we’re trying to make it out of the city. That’s all,” Winston says.
Joshua and I don’t move, and Winston’s eye catches mine. He nods and gives me a small smile before looking back toward the brothers.
“Who you got with you? Relatives?” Axl asks.
Winston shakes his head. “My daughter is with me. Everyone else we’ve met along the way.”
“Why’d you come up here?” Angus asks.
“Saw your note outside on the street, thought we’d see who was up here.”
Axl lowers his gun and looks over at Angus. “This guy ain’t tryin’ to hurt us.”
Angus grunts and drops the hand holding his gun, scratching his head with the other. “Let your people in.”
Winston puts his hands down and walks over to the door, keeping his eyes on the brothers as he goes. Angus heads to the dining room table and grabs his dip while Axl puts his gun in his waistband. Winston’s shoulders relax the second the gun is put away.
He opens the door, and his group files in. They range from a little girl around the age of five to a man who’s probably in his sixties. They’re all dirty and exhausted. I can’t imagine what they’ve been going through the last few days. Why haven’t they been able to get out of the city?
“You folks never told me who you are,” Winston says.
“I’m Axl James and that there’s my brother, Angus. This here’s Vivian and her daughter, Emily is asleep on the couch. Over there we got the Doc, Joshua.”
“Who’s Trey?” Winston asks.
“A guy who was traveling with us. He and his girlfriend went off to Berkley to see if his parents were alive. We said we’d meet him here, in case things weren’t good for them at home,” I say.
Winston raises an eyebrow. “So you’re not from the city and you actually came here voluntarily?”
“We didn’t know ‘bout the dead,” Axl says.
“Was a stupid idea even then,” Angus grumbles.
Winston turns toward his group, who are huddled together in the doorway. “Well, let me introduce you to everyone.” He walks toward a tall, thin black girl in her early twenties. She has his eyes. “This is my daughter, Jessica. Here we have Arthur,” Winston says, pointing to a thin, gaunt-looking white man in his sixties with silver wisps of hair. “And that there is Mike.” The man he points to is big and burly, with a black leather biker jacket and a thick, gray beard. He reminds me of someone you’d see holding up a liquor store. “Over there is Sophia and her daughter, Ava.” Sophia and Ava stand back away from everyone else. They’re Hispanic, and the mother looks to be around thirty with a short, boyish haircut. Her daughter is probably a year or so older than Emily, and she has long, black hair and big, brown eyes.
No one moves. These men have no idea what to do.
I clear my throat and take a step forward. “Well, everyone must be hungry and dirty. Why don’t you take turns showering? The men were smart enough to get the generator going, so we have hot water.”
“Hot water?” Jessica’s eyes get big and a smile spreads across her face.
She’s not the only one who perks up. The others smile and shuffle around, mumbling stuff to each other about how nice it will be to get clean. They seem like a good group.
“There are two bathrooms in the suite, but we have a master key, so we can get into any of the rooms.”
“I think it would be best to stay together,” Winston says. “We can take turns.”
The hair on the back of my neck stands up. I’d almost forgotten about the dead. “Good point.”
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WINSTON’S GROUP IS NICE, but silent. They move wordlessly through the hotel room. They eat and take turns using the shower. Their presence makes my insides feel weighed down by everything going on. We’re about to get a big dose of reality and it isn’t going to be good.
Emily woke from her nap thrilled to find she had a new playmate, and Sophia was kind enough to offer to give both the girls a bath in the giant Jacuzzi tub. Why didn’t I think of that? Who knows how long it’s been since the girl had a bath, and the fact that I took a shower myself but didn’t even think about Emily was a real blow.
This mom thing is so much more difficult than I expected it to be.
Winston and Mike let the others in their group get the showers first, so they can fill us in on what’s happening. I sit on the couch between Angus and Axl listening to Winston talk, and that weight inside me gets heavier by the second.
“The virus really hit us about five days ago. We were naive, I think,” Winston says quietly. “We really believed the government had contained it and the West Coast was going to make it through this unscathed. It was just a few cases here and there at first, and since the schools and most businesses had already been shut down we thought we could keep it that way. Then it just swept across the city like a plague.”
“My wife got sick first. Four days ago she came down with a fever. Shortly after that my seventeen-year-old son got it. My wife only lasted forty-eight hours and my son even less. We didn’t leave the house, didn’t take them to the hospital because we knew there was no point. So they died in our home. Jessica and I didn’t know what to do with the bodies. By that point the phone lines were down. I moved them both to the guest room and planned on burying them as soon as I could.” He pauses and wipes the tears from his eyes. “It was two days after she died that she came back.”
His hoarse voice sends a shudder down my spine. I swallow. I don’t want to hear the details, but at the same time I need to know. “What happened?”
“Jessica heard some movement in the guestroom and came to get me. I thought maybe someone had broken in. That was the only explanation I could come up with. So I got my gun, loaded it and opened the door. She was standing there in the middle of the room with her back to me. At first I thought she must have gotten better. It was the only thing that made sense. But then she turned around and as soon as I saw her face I knew.” He shakes his head and closes his eyes. “It was worse than any horror movie you can imagine. Nothing can prepare you for how it feels to see your loved one come back from the dead. To have them charge at you. Try to bite you. The horror of having to put a bullet in their skull…” He breaks off and begins to cry. The sobs shake his body and he puts his face in his hands. My own throat tightens.
“He shot his son in the head before he could come back,” Mike says.
“What about you?” Joshua asks.
Mike looks away. “Lost my girl. We’d ridden across the country to escape the virus. Had some wild idea that we’d go out to Alcatraz and live there after the end of the world. It was stupid and mostly a joke. She got sick five days ago and went real fast. I was still in the hotel room we’d gotten when she turned. I didn’t have a weapon, so I just ran. That was yesterday.” He clears his throat and downs the small bottle of booze he got out of the mini bar.
“So what’s the story?” Axl says. “They turn and they attack, just like the movies? Do their bites change us?”
Winston scratches at his beard. “No idea. This is just as new to us as it is to you. Jessica and I packed our stuff up yesterday and headed out to find a car. We met Mike, who had Sophia and Ava with him. Slept in the mall last night and ran into Arthur this morning. We don’t know much more than you do, just that the city is suddenly crawling with them and we have to get out of here. None of us had a car, though. Trying to find one with keys in it hasn’t worked.”
“We have to wait until Sunday to leave,” I say.
“Shit.” Angus jumps up and starts pacing. He reminds me of a caged animal. “This is bullshit! We don’t even know if they’re comin’!”
“We can’t leave without them,” I say. “Anyway, they could be here earlier.”
Winston gets to his feet and puts his hands in the air. “Let’s settle down. Do you folks even know where you’re headed?”
“We planned on findin’ a farm somewhere, but that’s before all this zombie nonsense. Now…” Axl shakes his head like he doesn’t have a clue.
“Well, I think there’s safety in numbers,” Winston says. “How do you feel about traveling together?”
Angus grunts, but Axl ignores him. “Sounds like a good idea to me. We’re gonna need another car, but we can get a group together and find one tomorrow.”
Arthur comes out of the bedroom and heads over to join us. His hair is wet and he has a big smile on his face. “Looks like everyone is showered and dressed, except Winston and Mike. There’s a restaurant on the top floor with a bar and a grand piano. Who wants to go on up and see if we can find any food that hasn’t spoiled yet? The power has been out for less than two days, the stuff in the freezer probably didn’t even have time to defrost completely before you folks turned on the generator.”
Axl gets to his feet. He rubs his forehead like it hurts. “The booze won’t be bad.”
“We’ll meet you up there after we shower,” Winston says, tilting his head toward Mike.
I stand to go find Emily, following the giggles coming from the bedroom. Sophia sits on the bed with a smile on her lips. The girls are clean and dressed. Emily’s hair is even more blonde now that it’s been washed. The girls play with dolls and laugh like the world hasn’t gone to shit. The bath and the company really helped Emily come around, I’m thankful Sophia did it. It will be nice to have a real mom around. Maybe I can learn something from her.
“We’re going to head upstairs to the restaurant, see if anything is still good.”
Sophia smiles and stands up. “Sounds good. Come on girls.”
They giggle and follow her out. Emily doesn’t even look at me, and my heart twists with pain. I need to find a way to connect with her.
Everyone in the living room is ready to go, except Angus who sits on the couch with his arms crossed.
I stop in front of him and nudge his leg with my foot. “Aren’t you coming?”
“Gotta stay and make sure these guys don’t steal our stuff,” he says.
Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. I shake my head and follow the others out. “Suit yourself.”
   
Arthur was right. The stuff in the freezer hasn’t gone bad. On top of that, there are plenty of rolls, and even some fruit still good. Sophia and Jessica get to work in the kitchen. I try to help, but they’re tripping all over me. Domestic stuff isn’t really my thing.
“Why don’t you go out and check on the girls?” Sophia finally says.
“Sorry,” I say. “I don’t cook.”
“It’s okay,” Jessica says. “You can help in other ways.”
The women give me fake smiles that make my shoulders go rigid. They’re humoring me. They think I’m worthless white trash. I swallow and hurry out of the kitchen before they can see the hurt on my face. You’d think I’d be used to it after twenty years.
The girls are running around, playing a loud game of tag while Axl sits at a table, drinking and watching them with a smile on his face. I stand in the doorway for a moment, watching him and trying for the millionth time to understand him. And figure out what it is about this moody redneck that makes my insides unstable.
The soft sound of classical music fills the room and I look around. Where’s that coming from? A speaker? Nope. Arthur sits at a beautiful grand piano in the corner of the room. Playing.
He looks up and gives me a huge grin when I walk over. “I was a music teacher for over thirty years.”
“It’s beautiful,” I say. “You’re very talented.”
He smiles and winks at me. “You want to hear something funny? I’ve been waiting to die for three years.”
My eyes get so big they’re in danger of popping out of my head. I have no idea what he means or why it would be funny.
He laughs and stops playing, patting the seat next to him. “Cancer. I was diagnosed three years ago. The doctors said I wouldn’t make it through the year but I did, and I kept defying the odds. When this virus hit I thought, ‘This is it! This is finally what’s going to kill me!’ But I beat that too. I guess God has a bigger plan for me.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, because I’m not sure what else to say.
“Don’t be. I had a good life. Taught at the same school for three decades, had a wonderful husband and a fantastic life. I can’t complain.”
He’s gay. Heaven help us if Angus finds out. “Don’t tell Angus you’re gay,” I whisper, glancing toward Axl.
Arthur laughs and shakes his head. “Don’t worry. I can spot his kind from a mile away.”
“So your husband, did he die from the virus?”
He shakes his head and goes back to playing. A soft melancholy tune that brings tears to my eyes. “No. Car accident six years ago. It was unexpected and I didn’t know if I would survive it. But I did.” He smiles again. He’s such a happy person. How? “What about you? Have you ever been married?”
I shake my head.
His smile stays, but he manages to make it look sympathetic. That will be a nice addition to our group. Maybe even balance out the moodiness of the redneck brothers.
“What about Emily’s dad?”
“Well, that was a long time ago.”
I tell him how I gave her up, how I came back to find her. It isn’t easy. The guilt squeezes my heart. I really expected to love her.
“You’re a good person,” he says when I’m done.
“I don’t know. I expected things to be different. I thought I would feel some kind of love toward her. When she was born the love I felt was overwhelming, but I gave her up anyway. Now I have her and I just don’t feel the same.” I stare at my hands, so I don’t have to look him in the eye. Will he judge me?
“You’ll learn,” he says. “You made sure she had a family when you couldn’t take care of her yourself, and came back to get her when you knew they might not be able to. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.”
“But I’ve been so selfish. I keep thinking of myself first, forgetting I even have her.”
He stops playing and puts his hand on my back. “You’ll figure it out. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”
Some of the guilt melts away. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I just need time. “Thank you, Arthur.”
Angus shows up with Mike and Winston in tow.
“Anything come up missing?” I yell. He gives me the finger. I laugh and stand up when Arthur starts to play again. “I’ll talk to you later.”
I head over to the bar to get myself a drink and Axl follows. “You ready for another drink?” I ask.
“Naw. I ain’t a big drinker.”
“Really?” I say, pouring a glass for myself.
He walks behind the bar with me and digs around until he finds a can of mixed nuts. “Mom was a drinker. Not somethin’ I really want to relive.”
“Understandable,” I say. “Doesn’t stop me, though. Of course, I guess it’s not such a great idea to get wasted when I have a daughter now.”
“You earned a night to relax. I’ll keep an eye on ‘er.”
Smiling, I raise my glass. “Thanks.”
He nods and walks away, taking the can of nuts with him. He joins Winston and Mike, and a scowling Angus. I take a few sips while I watch them talk. They’re probably discussing our plan of action, so I head over too.
“We can go out in the mornin’,” Axl says. “We’re gonna need one more big vehicle like the Armada, or two smaller ones.”
“No electricity,” Winston says. “How are we going to get gas?”
“We’ll have to siphon it out of some other cars,” Axl replies.
Winston raises an eyebrow. “You know how to do that?”
The corner of Axl’s mouth turns up and his eyes twinkle. “Used to siphon gas outta my boss’ car when I was short on cash.”
I laugh and he when his eyes meet mine his smile gets bigger. “You mean the Nissan that you are now driving?”
“Same one,” he says, winking at me.
“Well that’s a handy skill to have in a zombie apocalypse,” Mike says. “Can’t say I’ve ever done that.”
“I’ll teach ya.”
Everyone laughs and Angus pats his brother on the shoulder. “We got lots of skills that didn’t mean shit before all this. Ain’t that right, little brother?”
Axl nods, but before he can say anything Winston interrupts. “We’re going to have to hit up the parking garages to find a car. No other place in the city.”
“That shit’s gonna be rough,” Angus says. “No electricity. Gonna be dark as hell in there.”
“We’ll need to take a pretty big group,” I say.
The men turn and look at me like they just noticed that I was standing there, and I suddenly sprouted wings.
Angus looks like he wants to spit, but he doesn’t have his can. “You ain’t goin’, Blondie.”
I straighten my shoulders and meet his gaze head on. “And why not? I’m a good shot and I sure as hell can’t chip in by cooking or anything. This is the kind of stuff I’m good at.”
“It’s not safe out there,” Winston says.
“But it’s safe for you guys?” I snort and take a drink. Sexist assholes. I’m not usually much of a feminist, but I suddenly have the urge to punch Winston in the balls. “You’re going to need a big group and I’m going.” I take another drink and turn away before anyone can argue with me.
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“YOU AIN’T SO BAD, you know that Blondie?” Angus puts his arm around me while we walk to the elevator. He’s drunk off his ass.
“I did know that,” I say, trying to wiggle away from him. He’s persistent though, and we end up walking all the way to the elevator with his arm draped over my shoulder.
I may be a little drunk—okay, really drunk—but that doesn’t mean I want to be alone in a small space with Angus. I glance over my shoulder, hoping to see Joshua or Jessica, or anyone else who was playing cards with us in the restaurant. But no one else seems to be coming.
“Too bad you got the hots for my little brother. I could show ya what real man is like in the sack,” he says, leaning closer to me than necessary. His hot breath reeks of alcohol and dip. Not a good combination.
I roll my eyes and maneuver out from under his arm when the elevator door opens. “I don’t have the hots for Axl,” I say, stepping into the elevator. “We’re just friends. When he’s not being an ass.”
Angus starts laughing, but it’s cut off by a raspy cough that makes me shudder. He gives me a big smile and steps toward me just as the elevator door closes. “In that case…”
I dodge out of the way just as he tries to kiss me. “I don’t think so. Just because I’m not into him doesn’t mean I’m into you.”
He turns and gives me a big grin. “The pickin’s are slim, girl. You can’t be too choosy these days.”
Ugh. He has a point, but that doesn’t mean I’m ready to jump in the sack with him. “I can still have standards.”
Luckily, it’s a short trip to the eighteenth floor.
“Here we are!” I take off down the hall to our room the second the elevator door opens.
Angus grunts and tries to keep up, but I make it before him. And I have the key. The suite is dark when I step in and people are curled up on the floor of the dining room and sitting area. The soft sounds of their breathing fills the room.
Angus stumbles in behind me. I put my finger to my lips. “Sleep it off, Angus,” I whisper.
I head toward the bedroom on the right and he goes to the left. When I open the door, I try to make it as soundless as possible. Axl and Emily are already in bed, and the guilt that squeezes my insides nearly takes my breath away. I should have come back earlier.
Axl sits up. “She’s sleepin’,” he whispers.
I put my finger to my lips again, then strip down to a camisole and my underwear. The bathroom light is on, probably so Emily doesn’t get scared, illuminating the bed. Emily is asleep on the right side. Axl lifts the covers and motions for me to lay down on the left. Good thing it’s a king size bed.
“You drunk?” he whispers when I crawl in.
I nod and close my eyes. “Just a little.”
“Angus drunk?”
“He tried to kiss me in the elevator.”
Axl swears. “Moron.”
I smile and open my eyes. Despite my best effort, I can’t stop my gaze from going over his bare chest. It’s the first time I’ve see him without his shirt on. He has a lily tattooed on his right bicep, and I sit up a little so I can get a closer look. It’s all black but very intricate. It’s actually really pretty.
“Got that for Lily, my high school girlfriend. It was my first tat.” He laughs quietly. “Angus hated her.”
“Why?” I whisper.
“Probably ‘cause he didn’t get much say in my life when she was ‘round. Angus likes to be in control, if you haven’t noticed.”
I snort and quickly cover my mouth, looking over toward Emily. She doesn’t move. I turn back toward Axl. “What else?”
He sits up and turns, pointing to his left shoulder blade where there’s a confederate flag. “Got that with Angus. He’s got the same one.”
I roll my eyes. “That’s so cliché. You know that, right?”
He shrugs, but I’m not sure if it’s because he doesn’t know or he doesn’t care. He points to the guitar on his other bicep. It has a rose twisted around it. “Got that for my mom. Ain’t sure why. I was a ‘lil drunk and feelin’ bad for her, I guess.”
“Why a guitar?” I ask, looking closer at it.
He smiles and it’s hard to tell because it’s so dark, but I’m pretty sure his cheeks turn red. “She was a pretty big Guns N’ Roses fan.”
I clamp my hand over my mouth and laugh. “Is that why your name is Axl?”
“Could be worse,” he says. “She was into AC/DC when Angus was born.”
I laugh harder and turn my face into the pillow, so I don’t wake Emily.
“What ‘bout you? You gotta have some tats.”
I roll over and lift my shirt so he can see my lower back where I have a large purple butterfly tattooed.
“Tramp stamp?”
I roll back over and smile, not bothering to pull my shirt down. Maybe it’s the alcohol or the fact that we’re both half-dressed, but I’m feeling a little frisky. His eyes roam a little. They stop on my stomach. He reaches out and flicks the silver ring in my belly button, and his smile gets bigger. My heart pounds and my throat goes dry.
“Figures,” he says.
“That’s not my only piercing.”
I raise my eyebrows suggestively. When he smiles and licks his lips, heat rushes through me.
“That right?”
I bite back a smile. “My nipples.”
He laughs quietly. “You should get some sleep.”
“What if I don’t want to sleep?” I whisper.
He stops smiling and his stormy eyes search mine. I chew on my bottom lip and my eyes move over his muscled chest to his firm biceps and his broad shoulders. When did I start thinking Axl was hot? I have no idea, but at this moment I can’t focus on anything else.
He moves closer and I suck in a deep breath. My heart rate picks up. Then his warm lips touch mine and I come alive. Every nerve ending in my body tingles. I kiss him back and wrap my arms around him, running one hand up the back of his head and through his hair. He moves his hand down my back, over my butt and to my thigh, pulling my leg up around him. He parts my lips with his and dips his tongue into my mouth. It’s hot and sensual, and I moan, whispering his name. His hips move against mine and I can feel how much he wants me. The blood shoots through my veins, rising in temperature until it reaches boiling point and my body threatens to overheat. His hand moves up my body. He cups my breast and rubs my nipple with his thumb.
My heart races and I gasp. I had no idea how much I wanted this until now. And I do want him, so much. His mouth moves faster against mine and I have a hard time catching my breath. All I want to do is strip off our clothes. But we aren’t alone.
Emily starts to cry, and it’s like a bucket of cold water has been poured over us.
“Shit.” Axl lets me go and rolls over to comfort her.
I lay still and try to catch my breath. Axl’s voice is so soft and soothing as he tries to calm her down. Her sobs puncture the waves of desire rolling over me. But it doesn’t go away completely. I want Axl, more than I’ve ever wanted another man, and I don’t want to wait another day. So I lay there, waiting. Eventually her whimpers stop and Emily’s breathing becomes heavy. But he never rolls back over to me.
I sit up to look at him. Did he fall asleep? No. He’s just lying there, staring off into the darkness. But he doesn’t look at me and he doesn’t say anything. I lie back down and roll over on my side of the bed so I can go to sleep.
   
When I wake up Axl is already gone, but Emily isn’t. She’s awake and lying next to me, and she studies me with her big brown eyes. They are so sweet and innocent.
I smile and brush the hair off her forehead. “Did you sleep okay?”
She shakes her head. “Bad dreams,” she says in a tiny voice.
Her frightened expression squeezes my chest. If only I could do something to comfort her. I’m so useless in times like this. Without thinking, I pull her close and kiss the top of her head.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I wish I could make them go away.”
She wraps her little arms around me and buries her face in the crook of my neck. Her warm breath tickles my skin and my heart swells with a sensation I haven’t felt in a long, long time. Suddenly, I’m thrust back in time and I remember how it felt to have her inside me. Lying awake at night with my hand resting on my large belly, feeling a hard bulge and trying to guess if it was a foot or an elbow. How much I loved her before I even saw her. I remember vividly what it felt like when she was born. Holding her and looking into her blue eyes, her little hand wrapped around my finger. The devastating sadness that almost crushed me when I had to hand her over to the nurse. Had to say goodbye.
Tears come to my eyes and I squeeze her tighter. I have to figure out a way to keep her safe. I have to go out today with the men and help find a vehicle so we can get away from here, so she can survive. I have to be there for her now, because she doesn’t have anyone else.
“You ready for breakfast?” I ask, wiping the tears away and reluctantly letting her go.
She nods and we climb out of bed. I throw on a pair of shorts and hold her hand as we head out into the other room. The smell of coffee greets me the second we step out, and I almost jump for joy.
“There’s coffee?” I ask when I walk into the dining room.
“Pot’s over there.” Axl is at the table eating a bowl of dry cereal. He doesn’t even glance my way.
My heart jumps while my stomach clenches, but he still doesn’t turn my way. He’s so confusing. Does he want me or not?
I help Emily into a chair and hand her a Pop-Tart before going to get myself some coffee. My throat is so tight I’m not sure if I’ll be able to drink, but I’m salivating at the thought of it. I’ll figure out the Axl thing later. After we get somewhere safe.
Everyone is up, and a few people sit around in the living area while others are at the dining room table eating a breakfast of Pop-Tarts and packaged muffins. I grab a blueberry muffin and unwrap it, taking a big bite as I plop into the seat next to Emily.
“Is that Pop-Tart good?”
She looks up at me with her innocent eyes and nods. I smile and give her a little hug. The coffee and muffins and all the new friends I’ve made help soften the blow that Axl’s moodiness brought.
“Now you’re interested ‘n her,” Axl mutters, shaking his head.
My eyes sting, but he still won’t meet my gaze. His judgment hurts more than my own did. I have to fight the urge to cry.
I turn away and smile at Emily. I’m trying. That’s what matters.
“We’re gonna head out here in ‘bout thirty minutes,” Angus says, sauntering over to the table.
He looks me over, raising an eyebrow. I roll my eyes. He must remember last night differently than I do, because his chest is all puffed out and he looks awfully proud of himself.
“Who’s going?” I get to my feet. I need to get to the bedroom and get dressed, so I’m ready to go.
“Winston and Mike, you, me and ‘lil brother over there.”
“Okay. I’m going to change real fast.”
I run back to the bedroom, wolfing down the rest of my muffin and pushing thoughts of Axl out of my mind. I’m not going to let him distract me. Going out to find a car could be dangerous and I can’t afford to focus on anything else.
I brush my teeth and pull my hair out of my face, then grab a clean set of clothes. My jeans are still around my knees when the door opens and Axl walks in.
“Don’t you knock?” I say, yanking my jeans up the rest of the way.
“Didn’t think it mattered.”
He strips down to his boxers and I try hard not to watch. Dammit. Why do I still find him so attractive?
“So, are we going to talk about last night?”
“Nothin’ to talk ‘bout,” he says. “We kissed.”
I turn with my hands on my hips. “Seriously? That’s all you have to say to me? We kissed and then you just disappeared!”
He gives me a hard look, and his gray eyes are stormier than ever. “Emily needed me and the last thing I want is some chick usin’ me to get her through. I’ve had that. Lots of times. I ain’t interested in havin’ it again.”
A sharp pain shoots through my chest, and I want to scream at him or throw something. “Fine. As long as I know. I was just feeling a little lonely and thought you might be too. Sorry I was mistaken.” It’s a flat-out lie. I like Axl. Most of the time.
“Try Angus,” he mutters. He zips his pants and pulls a shirt over his head as he walks out the door.
I follow him out, but do my best to stay as far away from him as possible. My gun is tucked firmly in the waistband of my pants. The men are all gathered around the bag of weapons, arguing over who gets what. I stand off to the side with my arms crossed over my chest while I wait for them to get ready.
“Take a knife, Blondie.” Angus hands me a six-inch hunting knife in a sheath.
“Thanks.” I remove my belt and loop it through the holes in the sheath, so I don’t have to carry it. “So what’s the plan?”
“Goin’ down the street to a parkin’ garage Winston knows of. We’ll locate us a vehicle, break in, siphon some gas, and get the hell outta there.”
“How are we going to drive it with no keys?”
“Don’t worry your sweet ‘lil ass. I know how to hotwire me a car. Did some time in juvie back in the day for stealin’ cars,” Angus says.
“Are you serious?”
He gives me that monkey grin of his and raises his chin. “Hell yeah I’m serious. My friends and me used to go for joyrides in their parent’s cars on the weekends.”
Of course. I’m not sure why that would surprise me, because it seems like something Angus would have done. “Are we breaking a window to get in?”
“Yeah, only way. We’ll break the window and then tape it back up, so’s the zombies can’t get in.”
I give him a smile of admiration. I was right to stick with these guys. Angus isn’t stupid. “Damn, Angus.”
“Everybody ready?” Axl calls out.
“Ready,” I say.
The others nod or call out that they’re ready too, and Axl opens the hotel door. “Keep the deadbolt on and don’t let nobody in. Doc, if somebody fishy comes up you shoot first, ask questions later. Got it?”
Joshua gives him a tense nod, then looks at me. “Be careful.”
I take a deep breath and look around. My gaze stops on Emily and that protective feeling from the bedroom comes back, full-force. “I’ll be careful.” I give her a quick smile that doesn’t feel the least bit real, then head out the door.
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THE REALITY of the situation hits me when we reach the lobby. The stench of death is so strong I have to pull my shirt up over my nose. The maid’s rotting corpse lays in the middle of the room. The stink is only going to get worse. The sooner we get away from this hotel, the better.
I look toward the front door and freeze. Bodies stumble around outside. Dozens of them. Some so close I could reach out and touch them if I opened the door. Men, women, children. It’s unnerving.
“Shit,” Angus says. “There’s more of ‘em than yesterday.”
“How are we getting to the parking garage?” My voice is muffled from the fabric of my shirt. “We can’t go through all these…things.” I still can’t bring myself to say the word, like saying it will make it more real somehow.
“We’re going out the back.” Winston turns away from the front door and leads us through the hotel. “Axl and I checked it out this morning. The parking garage is just a block over and there weren’t as many dead out this way.”
We go past a banquet hall and through an employee area to get to the exit. My heart beats faster with each step. Are the others as freaked out as I am? Everyone looks pretty anxious: weapons held tight, bodies stiff and jaws tense. No one is taking this lightly.
We pause at the exit and Winston looks us all over. “Try not to fire your guns. We don’t want to draw unnecessary attention to ourselves.”
“What the hell are we supposed to use?” I ask. “Harsh language?”
“That’s why I gave ya the knife, Blondie,” Angus says, elbowing me.
I curse and stick the gun back in my waistband, then pull out the knife. This means I’m going to have to get close to these things. Someone should have mentioned that upstairs.
“Ready?” Winston asks.
I’m not, but I nod anyway. My neck is so tight that my head barely moves. Winston slowly opens the door and steps out into the alley, and I take a deep breath.
“You okay?” Axl asks.
“I’m fine,” I snap. I refuse to look at him. Don’t focus on Axl, stay alert. Easier said than done.
I step out behind Angus with Axl and Mike, who carries the empty gas can, taking the rear. It’s chilly, which is pretty common for San Francisco, and the sky is overcast and gray. I glance nervously up and down the alley as I follow the others. No bodies are in sight at the moment, but I stay alert. I don’t want to let my guard down.
Winston stops at the end of the alley and puts his hand up, signaling for us to halt. He peers around the corner, then steps back. “They’re spread out, all over the street. Yesterday when we were out they didn’t charge unless we made a noise to draw their attention, so if we stay quiet we should be able to make it to the parking garage without much trouble. Everyone good?”
I nod and the others must too, because Winston dashes into the street. Angus follows him and I stay right on his heels, holding the knife so tight my hand throbs. My eyes don’t rest for a second as we move down the street. I glance from the road in front of me to the bodies we run past, constantly on the lookout for trouble.
My throat convulses and the scent of decay threatens to choke me. The dead are everywhere. Their gray skin hangs loose, and they walk around aimlessly, staring at the ground. They don’t look up when we run by. Even our heavy breathing and pounding footsteps don’t draw their attention. It’s eerie and it makes me more jumpy than it would if they were racing us, because I have no idea what to expect.
We go over a hill and the parking garages comes into view. My heart races. Almost there. It’s only about twenty feet away now, and so far the bodies have barely been an issue. We’re going to make it.
Winston dodges a woman on the sidewalk and jumps out into the street so he can step around her. Angus does the same, but he steps off the sidewalk wrong and twists his ankle in the process.
“Shit,” he mutters.
It isn’t loud, but it’s loud enough for the body of the woman they dodged to hear him. Her head snaps up just as I’m passing her, and her milky eyes look right at me. Before I even have a chance to react, she reaches out and grabs my arm. She moans. I bite down on my lip to keep from screaming as I swing my knife at her. She yanks my arm. It pulls me off balance and I stumble. The blade misses her head and my knife slices through her throat instead.
Black goo oozes from the gash and slides down the blade of my knife as I rip it from her throat. The stink makes my eyes water. She moans louder, but I’m not sure if it’s because she’s in pain or if she’s hungry for my blood. Whatever it is, it’s loud enough to get the attention of a few of the other bodies around us. Two heads snap up, then three more. It’s like a domino effect, and before I know it more of the dead have turned my way. Too many to count while struggling for my life.
My pulse kicks up a few notches and I scream as I struggle with the woman. The bodies are everywhere and we need to get moving. But her grip is strong and her fingers dig into my skin. She desperately tries to pull my arm toward her mouth. I’m trying to free myself from her grasp when Axl runs up and jams his knife right into her eye socket. Her hands go slack and she drops to the ground.
“You ‘kay?” Axl asks, grabbing my arm.
His eyes dart around, surveying the area, and I do the same. Angus is limping, but he stabs an elderly man wearing a hospital gown in the head. Winston has a similar battle going on, only his is with a woman who had to weigh over three hundred pounds when she was alive. He has to slam her in the head with a club several times before she goes down.
I nod at Axl and glance over my shoulder. Mike is behind us. He stabs another body in the head, then runs forward.
“Let’s get to the garage,” he says.
I run between Axl and Mike, with Angus limping down the sidewalk in front of us. More bodies have noticed the commotion and are coming to life around us. Moaning, walking or running toward us with arms extended. Winston is in the lead. He bludgeons body after body in the head with his club. He’s not holding back.
“Stairs!” he calls, charging into the dark parking garage.
I pull my flashlight out of my back pocket and flip it on as we run, following Angus and Winston up the stairs. Angus hobbles as fast as he can, but he starts to fall behind.
“Help your brother.” I shove Axl away from me and toward Angus, then turn to Mike. “Can they climb up stairs?”
“Yup, but we’re faster,” he says. “We’ll get up a few floors and block the stairs.”
I nod and pick up the pace. I pass Axl, who is now helping Angus, and charge ahead.
“Here!” Winston yells when we reach the fourth floor.
Rounding the corner, I find him struggling with a Coke machine. I jam my knife back in the sheath and help Winston push the machine toward the stairs. The muscles in my arms ache as I struggle to push it forward. I grit my teeth and shove as hard as I can, screaming in exertion. I’m not sure how much help I’m being, but it slowly begins to move. Then Mike comes over to help and it really gets going. We’re almost to the top of the stairs when Angus and Axl make it up.
“The other one!” Winston calls.
I let the other two men struggle with the machine that’s almost to the stairs and turn toward the other. Angus leans against the wall to rest, while Axl rushes to help. We reach the second machine at the same time. Axl’s face is red and sweaty before we start pushing. We work together, but it’s slow moving. We’re only halfway there when Winston and Mike come to help. Footsteps echo through the stairwell, getting closer by the second.
“Got one!” Angus calls from behind.
I’m not sure if he’s talking about a car or a body, but I don’t look. I focus on getting the machine to the stairs. It only takes a few seconds once all four of us are pushing it, and before the dead even get close we have the stairwell blocked.
“Little help,” Angus calls.
I’m out of breath and exhausted, but I spin around anyway. Two bodies lurch toward him. Before I can even move, Winston steps forward and slams them in the head with his club, one right after the other. Black ooze sprays everywhere and the foul smell fills the parking garage.
“Damn they stink.” Angus waves his hand in front of his face. He nudges the nearest one with the toe of his boot. “Why no blood?”
“Because their hearts aren’t beating anymore.” Winston wipes his club on the dead man’s shirt. “You stop bleeding when your heart stops pumping blood through your body.”
“Damn, Hollywood sure got it wrong,” Axl says, shaking his head.
“Big surprise,” Mike mutters.
I step over the bodies and head toward the cars, pulling my flashlight back out. “Let’s get on with this.”
It only takes us a couple minutes to locate a few vehicles big enough. The parking garage is full.
“We got us a couple minivans and an Explorer. What’d you think?” Angus asks Winston.
“Think we should take two, just in case?” Winston looks through the window of the Explorer.
“Not a bad idea,” Axl says. “Be nice to already have the space if there’s car trouble.”
“Okay then. We’ll take that there minivan and this here Explorer.” Angus takes the club out of Winston’s hand and slams it against the window of the van. It shatters with one blow. “Take care of the Explorer while I get this one started,” he says, tossing the club back to Winston.
Winston looks over toward Mike and me. “Keep your eyes open, we’re making a lot of noise.”
I nod and pull out my knife, scanning the garage. Moans come from the stairwell where the dead pound against the vending machines. They’re shaking and rattling so hard that I start to really worry they’ll get pushed over.
The glass shatters on the Explorer and I let out a little yelp of surprise. Angus rolls his eyes, but I ignore it and go back to scanning the garage. My heart beats so hard in my ears that I can hardly hear anything else.
Angus works fast. Within minutes the engine roars to life. “This one’s almost full,” he says, hopping down. He winces when he puts weight on the ankle and limps over to the Explorer.
“We got company,” Mike says to me.
Moans of the dead, much closer than the ones coming from the stairs, make me spin around. Two bodies lumber toward us. I inhale sharply, but the stink of death hits me so hard I regret it immediately. My hand tightens on my knife and I follow Mike toward them. He takes the bigger one, a man in a suit, and I take what used to be a teenage boy. The boy charges more aggressively than most of the others we’ve come across, and I swing my knife, catching him in the side of the head. The blade cuts through the bone with a crack and slides deep into his brain. His body collapses, taking my knife with him. When I yank it out I hold my breath so I don’t have to breathe in the stink floating off the body.
“Nice shot.” Mike gives me a big grin. “You’re pretty tough. What’d you do for a living before all this?”
“I was a stripper.”
He throws back his head and laughs. “I would’ve guessed Pilates instructor or something. Them chicks always seemed tough and fit.”
I smile just as the second car roars to life behind us. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Mike nods and we turn back to the cars.
“Explorer needs some gas,” Angus says.
Axl swears and runs his hand through his hair. “Can it wait until we’re out of the city?”
“Doubt it. Got less than a quarter of a tank.”
“Shit,” Axl mutters. “Well, let’s break open a few more cars and see what we can siphon.” He turns to me and Mike. “You okay taking watch?”
We nod and he takes off with Angus and Winston to break into a few more cars. Mike and I follow the others, constantly scanning the garage. Every sound makes me jump, and I have to wipe my palms on my pants. They’re moist with sweat. The dead pound on the vending machines. Their banging and moans echo through the garage. Otherwise, we don’t see a thing.
“Doubt too many people died in a parking garage,” Mike says.
“Probably not.” We keep our eyes open, anyway. I’m on edge. Everything is still so surreal. My brain is having a difficult time registering what’s happening. Bodies trying to eat us. It’s nuts.
I need a distraction. Mike scratches his beard. He’s a burly guy with an arm full of tattoos, a Harley Davidson shirt and a leather jacket. “What about you? What’d you do before this virus hit?”
“Physical therapist.”
“For real?”
He grins and nods.
“I was going to guess tattoo artist or truck driver.”
“Don’t judge a book by its cover, girlie,” he says with a wink.
“This one’s full!” Axl yells from a small, black two-door car.
Angus has the gas can. He limps over to his brother.
The vending machines rattle and the moans get even louder. Are the bodies getting anxious, or are there more of them? I just pray we can get back to the safety of our hotel. Soon.
The screeching of metal fills the air. I spin around just as the vending machines come crashing down.
“Shit!” Mike backs away with his gun raised.
I’m frozen. Dozens of dead spill out of the stairway, tripping over one another, climbing over the vending machines. Clawing their way toward us. Moaning. Screaming. Desperate to get through.
Mike yells, “They’re coming! Let’s get out of here. Now!”
I snap out of it and take off after Mike. The moans follow us as we charge toward the minivan. Fear twists inside me, like something alive, coiling around my intestines. I don’t stop running, but I glance over my shoulder to make sure everyone else is okay. Looking for Axl. He’s with Angus, helping him walk. Angus must have really hurt his ankle.
“Get in the driver’s seat!” I shout to Mike, spinning around to face the horde of undead charging us.
I switch weapons. The dead stumble toward me, their mouths hanging open and their arms raised. Unearthly moans come from their bodies that grow louder with each step they take. The stink of decay floats through the air, and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I take a deep breath and aim my gun at the head of the closest one. I squeeze the trigger and barely register the loud boom that echoes through the vacant parking garage, briefly cutting off the moans of the dead. The body drops to the ground and I turn toward the next one, hitting him in the skull. I do the same with another and another, but they keep coming.
Axl is beside me, pulling my arm toward the van. “Let’s go!”
I walk backward, firing as I go. Two more go down, but there are five left. They move faster, like the sound of our gunfire is driving them forward. Their moans have morphed into angry screams, and their outstretched arms flail around as if they’re trying to grab me from five feet away. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.
I throw myself into the van, right behind Axl. Mike doesn’t wait for the door to shut. He hits the gas, peeling out as I pull the door shut.
I’m out of breath. “Are we all here?”
“Angus and Winston are in the Explorer,” Axl says.
“Did we get enough gas?” Mike calls back.
“May have ‘nough to get us out of the city, but I doubt it.”
My hair is sticky with sweat. I rake my fingers through it. My hands shake. “We can always siphon from the other cars and split it up evenly between the three if we have to.”
Axl cocks his head to the side and the corner of his mouth turns up. “Damn girl. How’d you get so smart?”
I shrug. “Necessity.”
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WHEN THE CARS pull into the parking lot of the Mark Hopkins, it draws the attention of every body on the street. Before we even have a chance to turn the cars off the dead are stumbling across the parking lot toward us.
Luckily, we aren’t far from the front door. I hop out of the van and charge toward the entrance of the hotel with the others. I make it just as one of the dead grabs Winston from behind. He easily shakes the man off and slams his club against the side of his head. None of the other bodies even come close to us.
We stumble inside and I lean against the wall, trying to catch my breath. Winston locks the door, and I will myself to relax. We made it. Too bad my heart hasn’t figured that out yet. It’s pounding faster than a dozen charging horses.
Axl stops next to me. How does he still look so laid back? “You notice the other car in front of the hotel?”
I shake my head, still gasping.
“Big red Cadillac SUV. Somebody’s here.”
“Maybe it’s Trey and Parvarti,” I say hopefully.
He purses his lips. “Could be. Then we could get the hell outta this city.”
“Well, let’s be prepared,” Winston says. “Keep an eye open for others, just in case. Especially when the elevator comes out on the eighteenth floor. I don’t want to be taken by surprise in case it’s someone hostile.”
“Good thinkin’,” Angus says grudgingly.
Guess he still isn’t thrilled to be in such a mixed group. Seems like an idiotic concern with everything else that’s going on in the world. He should just be thankful none of us are trying to eat his face off.
“Maybe we should stop on one of the lower floors and sneak up the stairs, just in case?” Mike suggests.
Makes sense. The others nod their assent and we hop on the elevator, riding it to the fifteenth floor. From there we take the stairs, walking as quietly as possible. I’m tense and my heart is racing yet again. I’m probably going to have to get used to it. Seems like things are going to be tense from now on. At least until we find somewhere safe to live. If there is such a place.
When we reach the door to the eighteenth floor, Winston pauses. Luckily there’s a small window so we can get a better idea of what we’re dealing with.
“It’s clear,” he whispers.
No one says anything, and the muscles in my hand clench automatically as I follow him down the hall, flexing around my gun. He slowly swipes the key, turns the doorknob as silently as possible, and pushes the door open. But the deadbolt is on, just like it’s supposed to be.
“Coming!” Jessica yells from inside. Her voice is level and calm, so I immediately relax.
The door swings open. Winston looks past her, into the room. “Everything good?”
“Yeah.” She turns to Angus, Axl, and me. “Those friends of yours showed up.”
I let out a sigh of relief and tuck the gun back in my waistband. “Thank God.”
I hurry inside, smiling when I spot Trey and Parvarti in the sitting room with the others. Good thing Joshua stayed behind since he was the only one here who would have recognized them.
“Thank God you’re okay!” Parvarti says, running over to hug me. “I was so worried when we got here and Joshua was the only person we knew. I thought for sure something had happened to you!”
Trey’s eyes meet mine and he smiles, but it’s strained. His demeanor is different. He seems older and not as soft.
“What happened?”
“They were gone. My parents, my grandparents, my brother and his family. All dead before we even got there.” He turns and tilts his head toward a teenage boy across the room. He’s tall and thin, and Asian. Clearly not related to Trey. He looks like he’s around seventeen. “Found my neighbor’s son, though.”
The kid waves and smiles. It looks genuine. Guess he’s happy to be with other survivors. “I’m Al. Nice to meet everyone!”
“Great,” Angus mutters. “More diversity.”
My jaw clenches. So does my fist. I want to punch him, but Trey catches my eye and shakes his head. He handles Angus’s bigotry better than I do, and it isn’t even directed toward me.
I put my back to Angus. “I’m sorry, Trey.” I pause. I’m hesitant to ask the next question. “Had they turned yet?”
“No, thank God. Although I wish I had known before we left so I could have put them out of their misery. I hate the idea of them walking around like that…” He clears his throat and looks away. “We didn’t know about the zombies until we got to the city. We saw a few people walking around and stopped to see if we could help them. Al told us not to, that they could be zombies. We thought he was nuts of course.”
Axl raises an eyebrow at Al, who just shrugs. “I was a huge fan of The Walking Dead graphic novels. Living it isn’t quite as exciting.”
There are a few nervous and strained chuckles throughout the room. His face turns red, but he smiles.
“I’m just glad Vivian suggested meeting. I don’t know what we’d do if Parv and I were on our own.” Trey puts his arm around Parvarti, who leans into him. “Although, meeting in the city may not have been the best idea I ever had.”
“No shit, Sherlock,” Angus grunts.
“We didn’t know there were going to be zombies,” I say, rolling my eyes. “How the hell could we have guessed that?”
Axl throws himself on the couch and closes his eyes. He looks exhausted. “If it weren’t for the dead walkin’ around, this place would be ideal to hang out in for a while.”
I move closer to him without thinking, then stop when I remember our argument. He doesn’t want me around. “You should get some sleep, Axl.”
He snorts and shakes his head. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Long as one of them bastards don’t get me.”
“Is it just like the movies, then?” Al asks. “Do you turn if you get bitten?”
“We don’t know anything really,” Winston says. “We’re just guessing at this point.”
“I ain’t takin’ no risks.” Angus spits into his can. I’m not the only one in the room who cringes. “One of them bastards gets near me and I’ll bash his brains in.”
He spits into the can again and I look away. My eyes land on Ava, who sits on her mom’s lap. Where’s Emily?
My insides constrict. I’m not sure why. A gut feeling maybe, but something just doesn’t feel right. “Emily?”
Sophia looks up. “I haven’t seen her for a while, but she’s around here somewhere. The girls were playing but Ava looked tired, so I made her sit down. Emily was coloring just a little bit ago.”
I head back toward the master bedroom. “Maybe she got tired too.”
She isn’t in bed, and the room is empty. The bathroom door is shut and I knock lightly, but there’s no response. I push the door open. Empty too.
“She back here?” Axl comes in the room behind me.
“No. Maybe she’s in the other bedroom.”
“She ain’t,” he says, turning around.
“What do you mean she isn’t?” I call, running after him.
“I mean, ‘she ain’t.’”
My heart pounds and my stomach twists into knots. Where could she be? How could she have disappeared?
“Where’s Emily?” Axl yells at Sophia when we get in the other room.
Sophia’s eyebrows shoot up and her eyes get huge. “She’s not back there?”
“If she was back there would I be askin’?” Axl snaps. “When’d you see her last?”
“I—I don’t know. She was coloring at the table—”
“She couldn’t have gone anywhere,” Joshua says. “The deadbolt was on the whole time you were gone.”
“Except when we went down to the car,” Trey says.
The room spins. I grab onto the back of a chair, trying to steady myself. “What do you mean?”
Trey clears his throat and looks down. He won’t meet my eyes. Why won’t he meet my eyes? “Joshua and I went out to the car to get an atlas. We left the deadbolt off while we were gone.”
“You went out and just left the door open?” Axl yells. “What the hell was you thinkin’?” Axl gets in Trey’s face.
Trey chews on his lip. Parvarti steps to his side and rubs his arm. She tries to comfort him. Him. Emily is the one missing and Parvarti is checking to see if Trey’s okay.
I want to throw up. She could be out there. Alone.
Joshua’s face is white, but he steps forward. “We weren’t thinking.” His body shakes, like he’s afraid Axl may deck him. Maybe he will.
The severity of the situation hits hard and the room roars to life. Everyone talks at once, Sophia’s crying. I’m frozen, squeezing the back of the chair like it’s her neck. No. This isn’t her fault. It’s mine. I should have been here. I should have been watching Emily. But I was out running around, trying to prove I’m some kind of hero.
Jessica pats the sobbing Sophia on the back, whispering that it’s okay. That we’ll find her. Then reality slams into me like a baseball bat to the head and I start to shake. Emily’s gone and she’s alone. And there are zombies.
Tears come to my eyes and the knot in my stomach twists even tighter. Crying isn’t like me. I guess this world has changed me into a blubbering fool. “Where could she have gone?”
“Maybe she went lookin’ for her parents,” Axl says.
Jessica’s head snaps up and her eyes narrow on me. “I thought you were her mom.”
My face gets warm. “I am. I mean, I’m not but—It’s complicated.”
“You done yappin’?” Axl snaps. “‘Cause we got a little girl to find.”
Arthur gets to his feet slowly, like the movement hurts. But his face is determined. “What’s the plan?”
Axl grabs a few more guns out of a bag, not even looking up. “You comin’?”
He nods and Axl thrusts a gun at him. Arthur puts his hands up. “Never shot one before, doubt I’d be able to hit anything. Give me a knife.”
Axl practically throws a knife his way. He straightens up and surveys the room. “We’ll split into groups of three. Winston takes the old man here and Trey. Hit the middle floors. Angus, take Mike and the Chinese kid down to the lobby.”
“I’m Korean,” Al says, taking the gun Axl holds out to him.
“Whatever. Vivian, the Doc, and me’ll go on up to the restaurant and work our way down. Chances are she’s there. Probably got hungry or somethin’.” He looks everyone over. “Let’s go! Time’s a wastin’!”
We head out, and I try to keep it together. She couldn’t have gotten far. There’s no way she would have left the hotel. She’ll be fine. She has to be. But I’m still trembling. I put my gun away and pull out the knife instead. With the way my hands are shaking, there’s no way I’d be able to hit a thing.
Joshua and I follow Axl up the stairs, calling Emily’s name as we go. Axl’s back is to me, but I can tell he’s pissed by how stiff his shoulders are. I’m not sure if it’s at me or the situation, but it doesn’t matter. I’m plenty pissed at myself.
When we get to the restaurant, Axl says, “Check out the eatin’ area. The Doc and me’ll check out the kitchen.”
I nod and head toward the dining room. It’s big and has a raised area in the center where the grand piano sits at the back. The bar’s off to the right. Other than tables, there isn’t much around. I can tell right away she isn’t here, but I walk through the room anyway, checking under tables and behind the bar. Nothing.
Axl and Joshua come out of the kitchen after only a few minutes. Axl’s face is hard and his eyes are even stormier than usual.
“She ain’t up here,” he says. “Let’s head to the next floor, check that out.”
Joshua and I follow him once again. He pats me on the back as we head down the stairs and gives me a tense smile. “We’ll find her. This is isn’t your fault.”
“Damn right,” Axl mumbles. “It’s your fault, you moron.”
Joshua stiffens and glares at Axl, but doesn’t say anything.
“It’s not,” I say. But Joshua doesn’t look at me.
We sweep the next two floors, calling her name and checking every unlocked door we find. There aren’t many. But there isn’t a sign of her anywhere, so we head down to the next floor. The second we leave the stairwell I hear movement.
“You hear that?” Axl asks.
Joshua and I nod, but stay quiet. I strain my ears, hoping to hear something to indicate it’s Emily and not a body wandering the halls. It’s quiet, though.
“Emily?” I call hesitantly. My voice shakes down the empty hall and my heart beats even faster than before. We wait, but there’s no response, so I call out again, “Emily?”
This time there’s definite movement down the hall. I start to take off, but Axl grabs my arm and pulls me back.
“Easy,” he whispers.
He inches forward with his gun raised. Joshua and I fall in behind him. More movement greets us, this time footsteps. My heart leaps in my chest. It has to be her.
We turn the corner and almost bump into the well-dressed body of a woman staggering toward us. Her face is gray and gaunt, and the stench of decay floats around her. I cover my nose and step back automatically.
“Shit,” Axl says.
He’s too close to get a good shot and before he can move the woman grabs him by the arm. Her mouth opens and she moans as she pulls him toward her. Thick, milky saliva drips off her teeth and her tongue juts out. It’s dark purple, almost black, and swollen. Axl jerks out of her grasp and stumbles back. She reaches out to him again, but I step in front of him. I jam my knife into the side of her head. The thick black ooze that runs through her body leaks out as she falls to the floor, covering my knife and getting on my hand.
I quickly wipe it on her clothes, terrified it will somehow seep through my skin and get in my bloodstream. That it will turn me into one of these walking nightmares.
“Nice work,” Axl says.
I’m breathing so hard I can’t catch my breath.
“Holy crap,” Joshua says, waving his hand in front of his face. “They stink!”
“Yeah, it’s whatever that black liquid is.”
“Well there ain’t nothin’ else on this floor,” Axl says. “Let’s go down one more.”
We’re heading down the stairs when a child’s scream pierces the air.
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MY FEET MOVE AUTOMATICALLY. Axl’s right in front of me, taking the steps so fast I’m sure he’s going to fall. He jumps down, pausing at each landing for a split second to look through the windows. It isn’t until he reaches the tenth floor that he pushes the door open and rushes in.
I follow him with Joshua right behind me. The first thing my mind registers is Winston. He’s busy pounding in the skull of one of the dead. Emily crouches on the floor at his feet, crying. Arthur and Trey are at her side. Arthur whispers in her ear and Trey pats her back like he doesn’t know what else to do. She’s shaking and hysterical, and tears stream down her little face as she clutches her arm to her chest. There’s blood everywhere.
My feet stick to the floor. I gasp, desperately trying to fill my lungs. All I can focus on is the blood. There’s so much blood.
Emily’s whimper moves me forward. I suck in a deep breath, thankful for air even though it’s thick with rot and death. Axl rushes to Winston’s aid and I throw myself on the ground next to my daughter. “What happened?”
“We heard her screaming and came running,” Arthur says. “That thing had her…”
His eyes meet mine. They shimmer. He shakes his head and I almost choke on the lump in my throat. She’s been bitten.
“Let me see,” I say with a shaky voice.
Joshua kneels next to me and we pry Emily’s arm away from her chest.
“Mommy.” Her tiny voice is like a knife through my heart. She isn’t asking for me.
Tears fill my eyes and I can hardly focus on the injury. There’s so much blood, and the gash in her arm is huge. I had no idea human teeth could do something like this.
“Get the elevator.” Axl pushes his way through and sweeps Emily into his arms.
We jump to our feet and scramble toward the elevator. Trey reaches it first and pushes the button. Emily’s sobs dig the knife deeper into my heart. All I want to do is hold her. Comfort her. But Axl is doing it. And doing a damn good job. Her face is buried in his chest as he whispers soft words in her ear.
He runs inside the second the door slides open, but there’s no way we can all fit. It’s an old building and the elevator is small.
“Come on, Doc,” Axl says. “She needs you.”
He doesn’t ask for me. Doesn’t look my way. Why would he? The guilt threatens to crush me. I step in, anyway. All I want to do is touch Emily. Comfort her. I can’t get close enough to her, not with her in Axl’s arms. I have to satisfy myself by clinging to her hand as the elevator goes up.
“Tell me you can do something,” I mumble without looking at Joshua. I can’t look at anything but Emily. At this moment, she’s the only thing that exists.
“I don’t know.” He doesn’t say anything else, but he doesn’t have to. I can hear it in his voice. There’s a pretty good chance this is the end for Emily.
The doors open on the eighteenth floor and Axl starts yelling as he runs for the room, “Open the damn door!”
Jessica flings it open. Her face pales when her eyes land on Emily. “Is she bit?”
“Yeah,” Axl snaps.
He runs into the room and lays her on the couch, then steps out of the way so Joshua can look her over.
“Get that bag with the medical supplies,” Joshua says.
I grab the bag and drop it on the floor at his feet, then kneel down next to him. “What do you need?”
“Alcohol and gauze. We need to get it cleaned off and get the bleeding to stop.”
I dig through the bag. Thank God we stopped at Walmart. Thank God we have a doctor.
Joshua cleans the wound and I sit next to Emily on the floor, rubbing her head and whispering soothing words. She’s still crying, but only faintly. What if she’s turning already? We have no idea how long it might take. If it happens at all.
When he’s done, Joshua sits back and just stares at her. Everyone is frozen. No talking. The room is as silent as the outside world. This has to be a dream. It’s all too surreal to actually be happening.
“What now?” I ask.
Joshua shakes his head and runs his hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Give her some acetaminophen for the pain. Maybe some antibiotics to help fight off infection. Otherwise, all we can do is wait. I’m totally ill-equipped for this.”
“You did a good job,” I say. “Thank you.”
The door opens and the others walk in. Winston, Arthur, and Trey must have gone down to get Angus and the others, because they’re with them. Every single one of them looks shaken and pale, but still no one talks.
I turn back to Emily and continue rubbing her face.
“Looks like we’re gonna find out ‘bout that bite soon ‘nough,” Angus says.
I sit up straight, ready to tell him to shut his stupid mouth, but his expression is twisted and miserable. He’s just as upset as the rest of us.
“Least we know we got two days before she turns, if she don’t make it. Damn.” Angus shakes his head and walks away.
“We got to git outta this city.” Axl jumps up and grabs his bag. “Everybody start packin’, I want to be on the road as soon as we can load them cars!”
I ignore the bustle in the room while everyone gets their things together. I can’t take my eyes off Emily’s pale face. She’s drifted off to sleep. The possibility of what might happen to her is almost too much for me. My hands shake. I have to think about something else.
Arthur sits next to me, groaning as he lowers himself to the floor. “Are you doing okay?”
I try not to let the tears in my eyes spill over, but it’s hopeless. They run down my cheeks, burning me with their intensity.
“This isn’t your fault. You know that, right?” Arthur says calmly.
“I should have been with her,” I whisper.
“You were out trying to get a car so we could be safe. That’s just as important.” He sighs and looks around. “No, this isn’t your fault. It’s everyone’s. Mine included. We all should have been paying closer attention.” I start to argue with him, but he shakes his head. “Things are different now. We can’t just keep looking out for ourselves and hoping for the best if we’re going to survive this thing. We’re going to have to adjust our selfish, American way of thinking and include others in our concerns. That goes for me, too. We’re going to have to learn how to work together.”
Some of the guilt slips away. I’m still to blame, but Arthur’s right too. We need to adjust, to think of the group as a whole and not just ourselves. It’s the only way we’ll survive this catastrophe.
“Thank you, Arthur.” I put my hand on his.
He smiles and climbs to his feet. “Sixty-six is too old to be sitting on the floor. I’m going to go help pack.”
“Crap,” Joshua says from across the room. He’s digging through the bag of medical supplies, shaking his head.
“What’s wrong?”
“There’s a bag missing. Looks like I must have left the antibiotics in the car.”
I jump to my feet. “I’ll go get them.”
“Wait a minute there, Blondie,” Angus says. “You ain’t goin’ alone. Give us two minutes to pack up some of this shit. Axl an’ me’ll walk out with ya.”
I cross my arms over my chest and stare at Emily’s face while I wait. Her expression looks pained, even in her sleep. It only takes a few minutes for the men to be ready, but it feels like forever. When they’re finally set, Angus hands me a bag and we head out.
The ride down is silent and tense. Axl and Angus have the same expression on their faces and they look more like brothers than ever. Their eyes are hard and their eyebrows drawn together, their lips are pursed and their jaws clenched. It makes my skin crawl.
When we reach the lobby we head over to the front door, stopping so we can look out into the parking lot. It’s empty.
I blink several times. My eyes have to be playing tricks on me. “Where did they all go?”
Angus spits on the floor. Right on the carpet. “Don’t care, long as they ain’t botherin’ us.”
“There’s some ‘cross the street,” Axl says. “But they’re walkin’ down the hill.”
“Whatever,” Angus mutters, pushing the door open.
We head out to the Nissan and I keep my eyes open as we go. But the handful of bodies in sight are doing exactly what Axl said. Walking down the hill.
Whatever. Like Angus said, as long as they aren’t bothering us.
I toss the bag I’m carrying on the ground behind the Nissan while Angus opens the door. The back is empty. The bag of medicine Joshua is talking about must be in the backseat. I run up and throw the door open, digging under the seats until I locate it. I yank it out and slam the door at the same time as Axl and Angus. We’re just heading back to the hotel when a man screams for help.
I spin around and scan the area. “Did you hear that?”
The others stop. It takes a few seconds, but eventually the man screams again.
I throw the bag on the steps right by the front door and pull out my gun as I charge through the parking lot. The brothers’ footsteps pound on the pavement behind me. A steady stream of profanity flows out of Angus’s mouth. Of course he’d be pissed about helping someone.
When I get to the street, I check out the area. There’s a horde of bodies, at least twenty of them, at the bottom of the hill, and a man dashes down the street in front of them.
“We have to help him!”
“Leave him,” Angus growls. “He’s a goner. Look at all of ‘em!”
I ignore Angus and turn my glare toward Axl. He has to be reasonable. “We can’t just leave him!”
“Shit,” Axl mutters. “Come on, let’s get the car.”
We run back to the Nissan with Angus cursing the entire way. Axl jumps in the driver’s seat.
“You’re gonna have to shoot,” he says, backing out of the parking lot.
I roll the window down and climb up, so I’m sitting on the door with my upper body hanging out. Just like in the movies. Angus tries to do the same thing in the back, only the window won’t go all the way down. He won’t stop swearing.
Axl speeds down the road. The man is barely visible through the mass of dead. He still has a lead, but not much of one. He’s carrying a leather briefcase and a black and white umbrella. He stops every now and then to jam the umbrella into the face of one of the dead. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. Either way, he’s running out of time.
When we get close enough, I start firing. I miss with the first two shots. I’ve never had to fire out the window of a moving car before, and it’s harder than I ever imagined. I take a few more shots and adjust my aim. On the fifth try, I hit my target and a body goes down. After that they fall one after the other. Angus does the same from the other side. I take six down before my gun clicks. Axl comes to a screeching halt next to the horde and he begins firing too.
The man looks up. His face is red and streaked with dirt, and his eyes get huge. Hopeful.
“Run!” I yell. I release my clip and slam a full one in, then take out a body stumbling toward him.
The man dodges a few and heads toward the car. Just as he’s about to break away, one grabs him and they both fall to the ground.
“Shit!” I turn around and throw my legs out the window, jumping to the pavement. My feet slam into the ground and I stumble forward a few steps before I regain my footing. Then I take off running.
“Dammit, Vivian!” Axl calls behind me.
I ignore him and keep moving, raising my gun as I go. The man screams and fights under the body and I take aim. He’s not making any progress. The head is in my sights. I take a deep breath and squeeze the trigger. The bullet pierces the dead man’s temple. It falls on top of the man and I have to kick it off.
“Come on!” I yell, grabbing his arm and jerking him to his feet.
He’s right behind me as we run for the car. Axl kicks the passenger door open when I get there, and Angus does the same with the back door. We’re barely inside when Axl hits the gas and speeds away from the hotel.
“Gonna lead them away,” he says, looking over at me. “You’re dumb as shit, you know that?”
“I’m not going to just sit back and let someone die when I can do something.”
Axl looks over his shoulder at the man. “You’re welcome.”
The man is panting. “Th-thanks,” he manages to get out.
“So who are you?” I ask, turning around in my seat. He’s in his mid-thirties and has dark hair and dark eyes. He’s good-looking. Like movie star good-looking, and wearing top-of-the-line designer clothes that barely look wrinkled despite his near-death experience
“Mitchell Harrington,” he says. “I’ve been hiding in my condo for a week. I was supposed to have a ride out of the city, but they never showed. I decided to get out myself, but those things attacked me.” He shakes his head. “What’s going on?”
“You’re smack dab in the middle of a zombie apocalypse,” Angus says.
Mitchell shakes his head again, like he can’t focus or doesn’t believe us. All the color drains from his face and his eyes get huge. “You have to be kidding.”
I push a mass of blonde hair out of my eyes and point back the way we just came. “Wasn’t that horde of dead bodies attacking you proof enough?”
He turns even paler and sits back in his seat, clutching his briefcase tightly to his chest.
Axl does a quick drive around the block before taking us back to the hotel. We pull into the parking lot and jump out. There aren’t many bodies around; most seem to have run off after Axl when he drove away the first time, but there are still a few.
Mitchell drags his feet, so I grab his arm and pull him forward. “You’re going to have to move faster than that if you don’t want to get eaten.”
I scoop up the bag of medicine as I walk by. Once we’re inside, the three of us walk to the elevator with Mitchell trailing slowly behind us.
“The Mark Hopkins?”
I slam my finger against the button. “We’re on the eighteenth floor.”
“The California suite? That’s over $7,000 a night.”
“Not anymore it ain’t,” Angus says.
Mitchell must be in shock. He won’t stop clutching that stupid briefcase to his chest like it’s some kind of life preserver. This guy is going to be a major pain in the ass. Not only that, but I’m not sure he’s going to be able to adjust to the fact that he’s no longer rich and important.
“So what did you do, before the virus hit?” I ask as the elevator goes up.
“I started my own Internet dating service,” he says. “Soul mate dot com.”
Angus and Axl both laugh, but I don’t. It may sound lame, but that service was huge. This guy was loaded. Not that it’s going to do him any good now.
“How’d that treat you?” Angus asks with a smirk.
Mitchell doesn’t seem to understand that Angus is making fun of him. “I made fifteen million dollars last year.”
Angus’s mouth drops open just as the elevator door does the same.
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“SO WHERE ARE YOU GUYS HEADED?” Mitchell asks.
He sits on a chair in the living area still clutching the briefcase while he watches everyone else pack. He hasn’t moved from that spot since he got here, and I’m beginning to wonder if he’s ever going to snap out of it.
I’m on the couch across from him with Emily’s head is in my lap. She’s out cold. “I think we’re going to try and head into the country somewhere. Find a farm or vineyard that’s been abandoned and try to survive.”
Mitchell looks down at the briefcase like it holds the answers to all of life’s problems. I wish it did. Maybe there’s a genie in there, and if we rub it he’ll pop out and make all this horror disappear. Or at least find us a safe place to live out the rest of our sad lives.
“You could come with me to Vegas,” Mitchell says so quietly that I wonder if I heard him wrong. I search his face, but he doesn’t even blink. Yup, I heard him right. He must be insane.
Before I can say anything Angus, who just happened to be walking by when Mitchell said it, cuts me off. “Hell no, boy. We ain’t goin’ to Vegas.”
“Well, it’s not Vegas exactly,” Mitchell says. “It’s um…in the Mojave Desert.” He pauses and licks his lips nervously. His grip on the briefcase tightens. “It’s about an hour outside of Vegas. In the middle of nowhere, really.”
I shake my head. He’s nuts alright. “Why would we want to go to the middle of nowhere?”
“Shit. We gotta find someplace green where we can grow us some food. Not the desert. That’s the dumbest idea I ever heard,” Angus barks.
“Well, it’s not like there’s nothing there.” Mitchell clears his throat like he’s working up to something big. “There’s a, um—a shelter there.”
My heart races. What’s he talking about? Why doesn’t he just come out with it? “What kind of shelter?”
A few other people have stopped packing and are now standing around, staring at Mitchell. No one talks.
“It’s an old missile silo that was built by the government back during the Cold War. There was this company that bought a bunch of them and renovated them. They sold them off to wealthy clients as a place to go in the event of a catastrophe.”
“Wait a minute!” Al steps forward. He’s practically bouncing up and down. “Are you talking about the Atlas missile silos?” Mitchell nods and Al’s smile stretches across his face. He looks around the room like an eager kid. He acts like we should all know what Mitchell’s talking about. “I read all about these places online.” He turns back to Mitchell and his eyes are so big and full of excitement that my heart starts pounding faster. “Did you buy into one of these things?”
“Yes,” Mitchell says flatly.
“So it’s kinda like a fallout shelter?” Axl asks. His gaze moves to Emily’s face, slack from sleep. His eyes flash with hope.
Mitchell nods, but Al shakes his head. “It’s more like underground luxury condos. These places are amazing. They have all the amenities of the most expensive apartment buildings in any city. And more. Complete with a gym, a pool, a movie theater, and library.” Al puts up his fingers as he names things, like he’s checking items off a list. “They even had small hospitals. But most importantly, they were stocked with enough provisions to sustain a group of people underground for five years.”
My heart leaps. A small spark of hope lights up inside me. Five years? That’s better than anything we could do at a farm.
No one speaks for a second, and then all at once the room explodes. Mitchell just sits in his chair, still clutching his briefcase while everyone shouts questions at him. He doesn’t answer any.
“Okay, everyone!” Winston calls. “Let’s quiet down so we can get some answers.” He looks at Mitchell. “You’re saying there’s a shelter out there you can take us to and there will be room for everyone?”
Mitchell nods, but then shrugs. “There should be.”
“What do you mean, ‘should be?’” Axl asks. “We ain’t drivin’ you all the way to the middle of nowhere for that.”
Mitchell clears his throat again. Why does he seem so nervous and unsure? Is it us or him? “Well, the shelter was made to sustain fifty people for five years, and the condos sold out.”
“So you’re saying it was full?” Jessica asks.
Al shakes his head. “That’s insane. Wasn’t it like three million dollars to buy one of those things?”
“Something like that,” Mitchell says with a shrug. There’s something about his attitude that bugs me.
“So there isn’t room.” All the hope that had been there a few seconds ago melts off Sophia’s face. She hugs onto Ava so tightly the little girl winces.
“That’s just it,” Mitchell says. “Most of the population has died. What are the odds that everyone who bought one of these condos is still around?”
“Not good,” Winston mumbles. He looks at Mike and rubs the back of his neck.
Mike scratches his beard. “So what’s this place like? Where is it?”
“It’s literally in the middle of the desert. I have coordinates to get there.” Mitchell finally pulls the briefcase away from his body and opens it. “And it’s pretty much what the kid said it is. Underground condos with all the amenities. A generator, food and supplies to last five years, as well as a state of the art security system.”
Emily shifts a little in her sleep and I brush the hair out of her face. We need this. I need to get her somewhere safe. I try to remain calm, try not to get my hopes up. It isn’t easy. “So what’s on the surface?”
Mitchell pulls out a couple papers and hands them out. I take one, and my eyes grow wide as I study it. It’s a cutaway picture of the shelter and it literally looks like an underground apartment building, except it’s rounded like a silo. There are eighteen floors underground, with living areas on most of them. But on other levels there’s a pool and a clinic, a movie theater and a gym. Everything a rich person could need at the end of the world.
“On the surface it’s just a small building made of steel and concrete. It’s bullet and blast proof, and there’s a keypad for entrance, so the owners can get access.” Mitchell bites down on his lip and sits quietly while everyone passes the pictures around the room.
“So, you’re just gonna let us in if we take you there?” Axl’s voice is hard. His lips purse and his eyes narrow on Mitchell. He doesn’t trust this man. It puts me on edge. Axl is a good judge of character.
“I was waiting for the company helicopter to pick me up. They were supposed to come a week ago, but obviously that didn’t happen. They must have all died. I didn’t know anything about these zombies, so I decided to just make it there on my own somehow. You saw how well that went.” Mitchell shakes his head. “I’m obviously not equipped to handle this on my own, and you people seem to know what you’re doing. If you could get me there I’d be more than happy to plead your cases with whoever is inside. I’m sure they’d let you in. There has to be room. You have a doctor with you, that’s helpful, and I’m sure there are other skills you people possess that would make having you around useful.”
He sits back when he’s done talking and stares at us. Waiting. The way he keeps saying you people irritates me. It’s condescending and arrogant. Axl may be right about this guy.
“So we drive you all the way out there and you’re just gonna let us in?” Axl asks him.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
Axl shakes his head. “He ain’t gonna let us in. He just needs a ride and then he’s gonna leave us out in the desert!”
“No, I wouldn’t do that!”
“Why would someone do something like that?” Sophia asks.
Angus spits into his coke can and adjusts the gun at his waist, like he’s trying to intimidate Mitchell. “‘Cause he’s rich and he thinks he’s better than us.”
“No one is rich anymore,” Arthur says, watching Mitchell carefully.
I am too, so I notice the look of contempt that flashes through his eyes. But it’s gone so fast I doubt anyone else caught it.
Mitchell meets Arthur’s gaze. “I swear I will let you in.”
Axl shakes his head, but doesn’t argue. Emily moans in her sleep and he’s by her side in the blink of an eye. His expression softens and he brushes the hair out of her face. Arthur glances toward Emily too, like he’s checking to make sure she’s okay. We’re all on edge. Like it or not, this guy may be our only hope of survival.
The room is silent while everyone considers Mitchell’s offer. Their expressions range from worry to excitement and everything in between. And I’m right there with them. I want to believe this guy. To think there’s a place out there with our names on it where we’ll be safe and taken care of, but a voice in my head tells me to be cautious. Something about Mitchell worries me. The calm way he just sits in the chair waiting for us to decide, like he thinks we owe it to him just because he’s someone special. Someone important.
Winston clears his throat and steps forward, so he’s standing right in front of Mitchell. “Look, I don’t know if what Axl is saying is true, but he’s right. If we go out of our way to take you across the desert, we’re going to need some kind of reassurance.”
Mitchell’s face is blank as he meets Winston’s gaze. “What did you have in mind?”
“The code. You said we can’t get in without it, so share it with us.”
He clutches the briefcase tighter. “How do I know you won’t just kill me or leave me behind?”
“You’ll have to trust us,” Arthur says.
“Like you’re trusting me?” Mitchell shakes his head again. “I can’t.”
Everyone’s silent for a moment and Mitchell goes back to biting his lip. He seems to do it whenever he’s thinking something through. “I’ll make a deal with you. It’s about ten hours from here to the shelter. I’ll tell you the code when we’re halfway there. If I feel like I can trust you. If you get me halfway and I don’t think I can, we’ll just part ways. How’s that sound?”
Winston looks around at everyone else. No one argues, and a few people even nod. Axl’s eyes are still hard.
“Looks like we have a deal,” Winston says.
Mitchell smiles and relaxes for the first time since we picked him up. “When do we leave?”
“Soon as we’re packed,” Winston says. “Let’s get a move on.”
Everyone gets back to packing. Emily opens her eyes just as Axl stands. He stops and brushes his hand against her cheek so gently it makes my heart twist. Emily barely reacts. She turns her face toward Axl, but she doesn’t blink or smile or talk. He swallows and gets up without saying anything.
I move Emily so she’s lying on the couch with her head on a pillow. I need to help pack. She doesn’t make a sound. Sophia darts a worried look her way, but I ignore it.
Winston pauses on his way through the room. “How is she?”
I stare down at my daughter. “She’s awake, but seems to be in shock. She still hasn’t said a word.” I have to stop when my throat constricts. Reality has never been my friend, but this is almost too much to bear. Emily has to be okay. She doesn’t have a fever, but I don’t like how pale her face is or the lethargic way she stares at the ceiling.
Winston pats my arm, but there isn’t an ounce of hope in his eyes. “She’ll pull through.”
“We’re headed down,” Angus calls.
Winston shifts the box he’s holding and pats my arm again, then heads to the door. He, Axl, Angus, and Mike start making trips to the car while the rest of us get the room packed. I help, but I stay close to Emily. Just in case she needs me. Or in case she gets worse.
Mitchell doesn’t move from the chair. Doesn’t offer to help get things ready or take things down to the car. He even has the nerve to ask Sophia to get him a drink like she’s his maid.
He watches Emily. Every time I look up he’s staring at her with narrowed eyes, chewing on his lip. My body is tense. I know what’s going through his head.
“Is she sick?”
I give him a cold stare. “She was bitten.”
“She’s not coming,” he snaps. “She could be infected and it’s too big of a risk. You have to leave her.”
Emily looks at him with wide eyes. She turns to look at me. It’s the most responsive she’s been since she was bitten. I give her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, honey. We’re not leaving you.”
“Yes, we are.” Mitchell stands up. He’s still hugging that briefcase.
“You got a problem?” Axl says from behind me. I’m not sure how much of the conversation he’s heard, but I do know this is not going to end well for Mitchell.
“She’s been infected.” Mitchell points a shaky finger at Emily. “She’s not coming with us.”
“We don’t know nothin’ yet,” Axl says. “It might not even work that way.”
Mitchell squeezes the briefcase tighter. “We’re not risking it.”
Axl takes two quick steps forward, getting right in Mitchell’s face. “You listen here. You ain’t in charge and you ain’t callin’ the shots. We ain’t leavin’ that little girl behind, so you can just get over it.”
Mitchell doesn’t even blink, and he doesn’t back down. “I won’t be going if she does.”
“What’s going on?” Winston comes in from the other room.
Everyone has stopped what they’re doing. They watch us. Silently. Whose side will they be on?
“He wants to leave Emily behind because she’s been bitten,” I say. Emily’s eyes are still wide, so I hold her hand.
Winston turns toward Mitchell. “That’s not happening. We’re taking her and if you insist on making it an issue, the deal’s off. You can find your own way to the shelter and we’ll go somewhere else.”
“You’d give up a chance at shelter for her?” Mitchell sneers. He clearly thinks Winston is a moron for making the decision.
Winston stands up straighter. “It can’t be the only safe place in this country, so we’ll just find another.”
Mitchell chews on this bottom lip while he studies Emily. She looks terrified, so I sit down next to her and pull her into my lap. She snuggles her face up against me and I squeeze her tighter. If only I had been able to keep her safe.
“What if she turns? What will you do then?”
“We’ll take care of it,” Axl says. “But till then, she’s with us.”
“Can you live with that?” Winston gives Mitchell a challenging look.
Mitchell swears under his breath and throws himself back in the chair. “Guess I have to be. But I won’t ride in the same car with her.” He turns and looks at me. “And you keep her away from me. Understand?”
“Fine,” I say, hugging Emily tighter. Her little fingers curl around a chunk of my hair.
Winston turns toward the door. “Good. Now that we’ve got that settled, let’s head out.”
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I SIT in the back of the Nissan with Emily cradled in my lap. She’d be safer in a booster, but there aren’t any other cars on the road, so the chances of us getting into an accident are slim. Having her against me like this makes me feel better. She’s getting more responsive by the minute. Her face isn’t as pale and she twists a few strands of hair around her fingers. Maybe things will turn out okay.
Axl drives and Angus sits in the passenger seat, spitting into his can while he reads the atlas. Trey’s behind us, driving the Cadillac with Parvarti, Al, and Joshua, so we now have plenty of space. Everyone else is spread out between the minivan and the Explorer.
“It’ll be ‘bout five in the mornin’ when we get there if we drive straight through,” Angus says. “Should probably stop somewhere to sleep. Probably ain’t safe to drive with no streetlights.”
“Yeah,” Axl says. “I was thinkin’ the same thing. Gonna be hard to convince moneybags, though.”
“Don’t matter ‘cause he ain’t in charge.” Angus spits again and stares out the window.
“We’re out of the city,” I say. “He can’t complain about that, can he?”
Axl scoffs. “I got a feelin’ he can complain ‘bout pretty much anything.”
I roll my eyes and look down at Emily. Her brown eyes meet mine, but she doesn’t smile. A dark, red spot about the size of a quarter shows through her white bandage. We need to change it soon. It shouldn’t still be bleeding, should it?
Getting out of the city wasn’t hard, not with the cars. Only a few bodies were lumbering around in the parking lot of the hotel when we came out, and getting by them was simple. The roads out of the city were clear of cars, and we only had to maneuver around a few bodies. It really didn’t take us long at all.
We’ve been driving for a little over two hours now, and it’s getting close to seven o’clock. I’m tired and hungry, and Emily has to be, too. She didn’t have lunch and she refused any snacks. I’d like to stop soon. The problem will be finding a good place.
“Holy shit!” Angus suddenly yells. “You see that? Turn the damn car ‘round!”
My heart races and I squeeze Emily tighter, like I’m trying to protect her. Too little too late. By the way Angus is yelling, I expect to see a fire or an accident or a horde of bodies walking across the road. But there’s nothing.
“What?” Axl asks, slowing the car but not turning around.
“That store! I shit you not. It was called Gun World!”
Axl slows even more and does a U-turn right in the middle of the interstate. He’s in the lead and all the other cars follow him. I lean forward, craning my neck in search of the sign that has Angus so excited. Sure enough, right in front of us is a huge store with a red sign that says Gun World: Hunting, Fishing, and Camping Gear. There’s even an indoor shooting range.
“Good. This’ll give us a chance to load up.” Axl maneuvers the car onto the exit ramp from the awkward angle. “Need to teach some people to shoot, too. Get in some practice and make sure everybody’s prepared. Especially with a bow. Bullets ain’t gonna last forever.”
“Good thinkin’,” Angus says.
We pull into the parking lot and I can’t believe it. The front windows are intact and the doors are shut.
“I can’t believe no one has broken in.”
Axl pulls to a stop in front of the store. “Yeah, you’d think somebody woulda busted in by now.”
The sun’s shining when we climb out, and the parking lot is empty. An overwhelming silence looms over us. The clear sky and sunny day are at odds with the desolation that lurks around every corner. There’s been too much death and tragedy for things to look this cheerful. It should be overcast and raining.
“Seems quiet,” Axl says.
“Most people probably died in their homes,” I say, but a shudder runs through me. “Not going to be a lot of bodies on the streets if they’re locked in.”
Angus spits into his can, something that I’m starting to get used to. “Yeah. Maybe a smaller town like this ain’t so bad. If they can’t get out, then there’s no problem.”
The other cars pull in and everyone climbs out. No one even has to ask why we’re here. Sophia and Jessica start pulling boxes of food out of the car to take inside. Everyone looks pretty tired.
With Emily clutched in my arms, I follow the brothers toward the store. When they smash the window, the sound of shattering glass breaks through the silence and my heart speeds up. I can’t stop myself from looking around. I expect bodies to appear and rush toward us. But there’s nothing.
The store is pitch black. I stay with the other women at the front while all the men except Mike and Mitchell head toward the camping gear in search of lanterns. Mike pushes a shelving unit in front of the window to block the hole. Mitchell stands off to the side by himself, glaring at me occasionally.
A soft glow starts at the back of the store, growing brighter as more and more flashlights and lanterns are turned on. In no time that section shines with artificial light. They must have turned on every lantern in the place.
“Come on back!” Axl’s voice echoes through the building.
I head back with the other women and find camp chairs and tables already set up. We eat a quick lunch and I try my best to coax some food into Emily, but she won’t take a bite. She lies on a small cot Axl set up for her, curled up in a sleeping bag and clinging to her stuffed dog. I’m getting more and more worried about her as the day goes on.
“Does she have a fever yet?” Joshua kneels next to her.
“No, she’s cool and I cleaned the bite not that long ago. It finally stopped bleeding, and it’s not red or swollen. It doesn’t look that bad.”
Joshua’s eyes are full of worry as he listens to her heartbeat. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s just in shock.”
“Maybe,” I say. But I’m not convinced.
Axl comes out from the shooting range where he’s been busy setting up lanterns and lighting the room so he can teach people to shoot. It’s a good idea. I’d like to get some time in with a bow. I’ve never shot one, and Axl’s right. We’re eventually going to run out of bullets.
“Everybody’s gonna learn to shoot,” he says firmly, looking around the room.
His authoritative attitude makes me smile. It’s kind of hot.
People head back to the shooting range, some excited like Al, and some a little reluctant like Jessica. Angus and Axl giving shooting lessons? This should be interesting.
Before long, I’m alone with Sophia and Ava. I haven’t spoken to Sophia since Emily disappeared, and I don’t know quite what to say. I don’t blame her really, but I’m still angry and I need to direct it at someone other than myself or I’ll go insane. She’s a convenient target.
“I’m sorry,” she says suddenly.
I squirm in my camp chair while gunshots echo through the store, and I say the first thing that comes to mind, “It’s not your fault. It’s mine.” Saying it out loud actually makes me feel lighter. Blaming her was wrong.
“At first I thought so. But Arthur told me what he said to you and I realized he was right. We need to look out for each other.” Her eyes shimmer in the soft glow of the lanterns. “I thought you were a bad mom, running off like that. I shouldn’t have judged you. I didn’t realize you had just been reunited. What you did was brave.”
I stare down at Emily. Her eyes are closed and she’s so tiny. Helpless. “I should have done more. Obviously.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re still learning. I had six years to figure out how to be a mom, and there have been plenty of times when I had no idea what I was doing. I can’t imagine jumping into it in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. As if it isn’t hard enough.” Sophia stops talking. She puts her hand to her mouth and looks away.
This is about more than just Emily. “What’s wrong?”
She glances over her shoulder. When she looks back and her eyes meet mine, she exhales. “I haven’t told anyone yet. I’d just found out, right before the virus hit. Only my husband knew.”
My throat tightens. Deep down I know what she’s going to say, but I don’t want to acknowledge it because it’s just too scary and awful.
“I’m pregnant,” she whispers, and I can barely hear it over the sound of gunfire.
“Oh my God,” I say before I can stop myself. Shit. That probably wasn’t the best reaction. I put my hand on top of hers. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I should have said congratulations.”
“No, you were right the first time,” she replies. “I just don’t know what to do.”
I have no idea what to say. No matter what I say I’m going to make it worse, so I just stay silent and let her talk.
“I didn’t get to see my husband before he died. He worked at the hospital and got sick in the first wave to hit the West Coast. He refused to come home because he didn’t want to expose Ava and me. We still thought they were going to be able to control it then.” She shakes her head, and a tear slides down her cheek. “I was so mad at him for not coming home, and when I couldn’t get in touch with him two days later, I knew. It was devastating, knowing we weren’t going to be able to see him. But after I found out about the bodies coming back I was so grateful. What if he had died in our apartment? What if he had attacked me or Ava?”
“That would have been awful,” I say. “He was a good man to protect you like that.”
“The best.” She lets out a heavy sigh. “What if the baby isn’t immune?”
My vision blurs and I blink away the tears. I hadn’t thought of that.
“At least we’re with a doctor,” Sophia whispers.
The birth control pills I got the other day at Walmart come to mind. I haven’t started taking them yet. Sex hasn’t exactly been on my list of priorities, except that brief moment with Axl, but Sophia’s story scares me. I need to start taking them.
People wander out of the shooting range and Sophia leans toward me. “Don’t tell anyone about the baby, okay?”
I squeeze her hand. “It’s between you and me. But I do think you should tell Joshua soon.”
She looks away. “I know. I will in a day or two. When I’ve been able to process everything a little bit better.”
Emily moans and I turn toward her. She’s still cool. Almost unnaturally cool. She keeps whimpering in her sleep. Hopefully, she’s just dreaming and she’s not in any pain.
“She’s going to turn,” Mitchell says.
My head snaps up. He stands over me, and a dark shadow looms across his face. He has a new toy in his hand, and he flexes his fingers around it. A big shiny handgun that he no doubt learned how to use.
“Stay away from her,” I warn him.
He shrugs. “I will, as long as you can assure me you’ll be willing to do the right thing when it happens.”
“I won’t let her suffer and I don’t want her walking around like that.”
“Good.” He walks away.
I look at Sophia, and she frowns at Mitchell. “That man is trouble.”
I’m becoming more and more worried about him as the day goes on. Maybe Angus was right. Maybe we should have let the dead eat him.
It’s getting late. People begin laying out air mattresses and sleeping bags. There isn’t any more gunfire coming from the shooting range, but Axl is still back there with Angus, Trey, and Winston, so I can only assume they’re shooting bows.
“Arthur, would you mind watching Emily while I go back to the shooting range?”
“Of course,” he says, smiling at me.
“You can come get me if she wakes up.”
He pats my arm. “It will be fine. I’ll stay with her.”
I smile and get up, then head back to the shooting range. I almost bump into Angus and Winston as they come out.
“You gonna learn how to shoot, Blondie?”
“I wanted some time with the bow.”
“Axl’s a good shot,” Winston says.
“He had a good teacher,” Angus grumbles as he walks off.
I roll my eyes.
Winston just laughs. “He’s not used to such mixed company.”
“Well, he’s going to have to get used to it.”
Winston nods and walks off, and I head back to the range.
Trey’s shooting the bow and Axl stands off to the side. “Nice shot.” He looks over at me. “You wanna learn?”
“Yeah, I thought it would be useful.”
“I’m about done here,” Trey says. “Thanks, Axl.”
Axl nods and Trey walks out, patting me on the back as he goes by.
“He’s good with the gun.” Axl puts the bow down and picks a different one up. “Guess his brother was a cop, taught him how to shoot. Picked up on the bow pretty fast too. He’s tougher than I thought.” He motions for me to come over. “Let’s do it.”
A thrill goes through me. Bad choice of words on his part. It makes me think of last night. His mouth on mine, his hands on my body. I try not to focus on it, but we’re alone and it seems to be all I can think about. He moves closer and his arm brushes against mine. I shiver, but he doesn’t react.
“Try this.” He holds out a compound bow and our hands brush when I take it. His touch is like fire. “How’s it? Not too hard?”
I shake my head while I do my best not to focus on the desire coursing through me.
Axl hands me an arrow. “Go ahead and try to shoot it, let me see what you can do.”
I’ve never shot a bow, but I’ve seen it done, so I try to mimic what I’ve seen other people do. It’s awkward. I have to be doing something wrong. I wait for Axl to correct me, but he doesn’t. He stands silently off to the side and watches.
When I release the arrow, it goes about a foot and a half and way off to the right before falling to the ground. I look at Axl with my eyebrow raised, waiting for him to step in and instruct or something.
He walks forward. “You gotta follow through.”
“I have no idea what that means.”
He picks up the poorly-shot arrow and gives it back to me. “Try again.”
I sigh and put the arrow on the bow, then pull the string back as far as I can.
“No, stand like this.”
He grabs my hips and moves me a little, then pushes my left leg back a tad. Then steps back to study me. He purses his lips and his eyes go up and down my body. He’s not checking me out, but it still makes the hair on my scalp tingle. I can’t help picturing his muscled chest while I remember how it felt to have his hot mouth on mine. My cheeks warm. They have to be bright red.
“Good.” He nods. “Now stand up straighter.”
He puts his left hand in the middle of my back and the other on my shoulder, shifting my body until I’m standing straight. When that’s done, he moves up next to me. His chest presses against my back. My heart races when he reaches around me to show me the right way to hold the bow. His warm breath tickles my neck. It’s distracting, but I try to focus on what he’s showing me. I don’t want to make a fool of myself.
“Relax,” he says. “Pull the back string till the feathers are touchin’ your cheek. Focus. Let out a deep breath, look down the shaft and make sure the arrow’s lined up with the target.”
I let out a nervous giggle when he says shaft.
“Focus,” he says firmly.
I exhale and push all thoughts of Axl and his body out of my mind. My eyes focus on the target, and when I think I’m good, I release the arrow. It flies through the air and sticks in the target. Not in the center, but not too far off either.
“Good.” Axl steps back.
A triumphant smile spreads across my face. Axl grabs another arrow and hands it to me, nodding in approval. He even has a little smile on his lips. It’s small, but it’s there. He’s so serious when he’s teaching.
I repeat the process, getting the arrow ready and pulling back on the string. Trying to relax. Axl steps forward and once again presses his body against mine, adjusting my stance. A bulge presses against my hip that wasn’t there the first time. A thrill shoots through me. It doesn’t take a genius to know what it is.
“You enjoying yourself?” I ask. I can’t help myself.
“Why?”
I lower the bow and turn to face him, moving my gaze to his crotch.
He shrugs, totally unembarrassed. “You know I got no control over these things, right? What’d you expect? I’m all pressed up against you. It ain’t like I’ve gotten laid recently or anything.”
I laugh. “You have a hand, don’t you?”
His lips twitch. “It ain’t the same.”
“Fine,” I say. “Whatever.”
I turn around and resume my stance, raising the bow and pulling the string back. Axl presses up against me again. The bulge is even bigger than before. I try hard to ignore it, but I can’t. Suddenly it’s all I can think about. Him throwing me on the ground and screwing me right here in the middle of the shooting range. My pulse quickens and I take a deep breath trying to focus on the target. But it’s impossible. All I can think about is the hardness pressed against my hip.
When I release the arrow it flies through the air, misses the target completely, and bounces off the back wall.
“What the hell was that?” Axl steps away from me.
I turn and smile at him, my face warm and my body hot. “I couldn’t concentrate.” I look at his crotch again.
His expression hardens. “Shit, are you kiddin’ me? You’re gonna let something as insignificant as my dick distract you? What’re you gonna do when you got some dead guy chargin’ you? You gonna freeze up?”
I didn’t expect his anger. For a second I can’t speak, but then annoyance builds up inside me. I glare at him. “What’s your problem?”
His jaw tightens. “You gotta get your act together, lady! You got that little girl dependin’ on you now. You can’t mess around with this bullshit or you’ll be dead and she’ll be screwed!”
His words sting because they’re true and he’s right and it hurts that he’s yelling at me. “Screw you, Axl!” I say, slamming the bow into his chest. I turn and storm out of the room. My entire body shakes. I nearly bump into Angus when I step out of the shooting range.
“What’s all the hollerin’ ‘bout?”
“Your brother’s an ass!”
He chuckles and puffs his chest out. He actually looks proud. “Taught him everythin’ he knows.”
I glare at him and head back to Emily. My face is on fire and I’m sure everyone who sees me will know immediately what happened. That Axl rejected me and I failed Emily. Again. It pisses me off that Axl can be so focused. What’s wrong with me? Am I really this weak?
Not anymore. From here on out I will be the person I’m supposed to be. That I’ve always been. Strong and resilient. A survivor.
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“EVERYTHING OKAY?” Arthur asks when he sees me.
I press my lips together as I lower myself to the floor next to Emily. Her forehead is still cool when I touch it, and a shiver runs down my spine. She doesn’t have a fever. That should be a good thing, right?
I caress her cheek and her eyes open. She smiles.
I smile back and whisper, “How you feeling, Sweetheart?”
“I’m hungry.”
My smile spreads, becomes more genuine. When I exhale some of the tension rolls off me. She hasn’t eaten a thing since she was bitten. This is progress. “I’ll get you some food. You want to sit up?” She nods, and my smile widens until my cheeks ache.
Ava’s face lights up when she sees that Emily is awake. “Emily! You want to play?”
Emily climbs out of bed, and the girls run over to a tent that’s set up for display. They duck inside. Giggles and whispers float through the thin walls. My body relaxes even more. I had no idea how tense I was until now.
“Sounds like she’s doing better,” Jessica says as I dig through the boxes.
I pull out a loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter. “I know. I was starting to get really worried. She must have been in shock.”
“Can any of us blame her?”
“Not really.”
Giggles break through the room and the mood lightens drastically. Everyone seems to let out a collective sigh of relief. Conversations get louder, people move around more. We were all worried.
I make Emily a sandwich, then take it and a juice box to her. I slip my head through the door of the tent and smile at the two girls. “You need to eat, Emily, and then you can play. Okay?”
She nods and takes the food from me. I watch her for a second longer before heading back to the group.
“What a wonderful sound that is!” Arthur says with a smile.
I squeeze his hand, way too overwhelmed to say anything. Axl comes out of the shooting range and my eye catches his. His face is still hard, but the corner of his mouth turns up. He really does love that kid.
I plop down next to Jessica where I have a good view of the tent and let out a deep breath. “I never thought something as small as a laugh could make you feel so good.”
She looks toward the tent and smiles, but it looks almost painful. “I was a teacher. There were bad days, but those good days made it worthwhile.”
“What grade did you teach?”
“First. It was my first year, but I loved it. I could have done it for the rest of my life.” She sighs and shakes her head.
“Well, it looks like you’ll have two students,” Sophia says.
Jessica’s eyes light up. “I hadn’t even thought of that. That’s something at least.”
She’s quiet for a second, then her mouth turns down and her eyes fill with tears. “I can’t believe everything that was here just a month ago is gone. It still feels like a dream.” She plays with a ring on her left hand. A large diamond sparkles back at me.
“Oh Jessica, I’m so sorry.”
She stares at the ring like she doesn’t know what to do with it. “He proposed on the fourth of July. We were going to get married next summer. I’d just bought my dress…” Tears stream down her cheeks. She wipes them away with the back of her hand. “I can’t believe I’ll never see him again.”
I search desperately for something to say. I can’t think of anything. All these people have lost so much, and I just can’t relate. I guess there’s something to be said for not having any friends or family. The world ended and it barely affected me. In fact, I have more now with this group than I’ve ever had in my entire life.
“We all know how you feel,” Sophia says.
I nod, because I don’t want them to know it isn’t true. There’s something pathetic about admitting you’ve always been alone.
Emily giggles and it pierces my heart. I’m not alone anymore. I have Emily. And Axl…
I search the room until I find Axl. He’s by the gun counter, putting ammo into a cardboard box, and the second my eyes land on him my heart pounds faster. Like it’s trying to jump out of my chest so it can be near him.
“I’ll be right back,” I say as I get to my feet. I walk over to him, and my heart thumps faster with each step.
Axl purses his lips. “Sorry for bein’ an ass.”
An apology isn’t what I expected, and it takes me a second to find my voice. I touch his arm. The contact takes my breath away. “No, you were right. I’m just not used to having someone else to look out for and I need to be reminded. I’ve always been on my own, so this is new for me.”
His eyes flit down to my hand. “Was still an ass.”
“Yes, you were, but I’m used to it.”
His face relaxes and the corner of his mouth turns up. “She’s a good kid.”
“She’s amazing.”
His eyes search mine, and that thing inside me stirs. He glances toward my mouth more than once and I gnaw on my bottom lip. The desire to kiss him is so overwhelming I have to hold myself back. We can’t do that. Not in front of everyone. We need to talk about what’s going on between us.
Mitchell appears out of nowhere and the intimacy of the moment melts away. Axl tenses and my stomach jolts. I’d love to kick that asshole in the balls.
“Looks like you were right about the girl,” Mitchell says.
Axl’s eyes harden. “Knew I was.”
Mitchell holds his gaze. He tilts his head to the side and bites his lower lip. “What exactly did you do before the virus hit? You seem to have a very eclectic knowledge base.”
Axl’s jaw tightens. He shakes his head and turns away from Mitchell. “Don’t matter now. All that matters is I’m prepared to survive this thing and you ain’t. How’s all that money workin’ for you?”
Mitchell frowns. “You need to think carefully about who you’re making enemies with.”
Axl spins around and gets right in Mitchell’s face. “Is that a threat? I ain’t scared of you, and you ain’t nothin’ special no more. You need to get that through your head. We’re equals now.”
Mitchell smiles and there’s something sinister about it. “No, we’re not.”
He walks away, and my stomach clenches. “He’s not going to let us into that shelter.”
“Never thought he would,” Axl says.
“Then why are we going?”
“Gotta try. It’s our best chance at survivin’ this thing.”
I sigh and all the earlier tension returns to my body. My shoulders are tight and sore. I’ve always carried my stress there. “I’m going to check on Emily, it’s getting late.”
Everyone seems to be settling in and the store has grown quiet. Even the girls aren’t giggling anymore, and I’m not surprised to find them laying down in the tent. After all the sleeping Emily did today, I can’t believe she’s tired already, but she seems to be.
Her sandwich and juice are sitting on the floor of the tent. Only one tiny bite has been taken out of the sandwich and the juice box is still full.
“I thought you were hungry?”
“It tasted yucky,” she says, making a face that suddenly reminds me of her father. That’s a pleasant thought.
I wish she would eat, but I don’t have enough experience to know what to do about it. “Are you feeling okay still?”
She nods and I crawl inside, so I can feel her forehead. It’s still cool.
“Okay. Are you ready for bed?”
“We want to sleep in here,” she says.
I smile and kiss her forehead. “I’ll make sure Ava’s mommy says it’s okay.”
Both girls squeal with delight and I laugh. Hopefully, Mitchell turns out to be a better person than I think he is and he comes through for us.
“I’ll be right back.”
Sophia offers to sleep in the tent with the girls. I help her get sleeping bags set up before tucking Emily in and kissing her on the head. I’m so relieved she’s okay that I hug her longer than I should. My heart aches with joy when her tiny arms squeeze me back. She’s going to have times when she’ll miss her parents, but right now it feels like it’s always been just the two of us. And everything is going to be fine.
“Goodnight,” I whisper, then crawl out.
I end up on a king size air mattress, and I’m not the least bit surprised when Axl lies down next to me. I scoot closer and my body relaxes even more. Within seconds I drift off to sleep.
   
When I open my eyes the store is pitch black, and the only sound is the heavy breathing of my companions. Axl’s arm is draped across me. The pressure in my bladder is intense, but I’m comfortable and cozy with Axl’s warm body next to mine. Getting up is the last thing I want to do.
I do my best to ignore it, but Axl shifts in his sleep and when his arm presses against my bladder I almost lose it. There’s no way I’ll be able to make it until morning.
Gently, I lift Axl’s arm and roll off the mattress. It creaks under my weight and Axl’s eye twitches, but he doesn’t wake up. I grab a flashlight and head to the back. The chilly air tickles my skin. I shiver and wrap my arms around myself, rubbing them while I quickly make my way to the bathroom.
It’s so dark. I should have brought a lantern. The flashlight doesn’t do me a lot of good when I have to set it on the floor. The beam shines straight up, casting eerie shadows across the inside of the stall. The hair stands up on the back of my neck. I want to get back to the group. Being in this bathroom alone is freaking me out.
When I’m done, I grab the flashlight and practically run through the store. All I want is to curl back up on the mattress with Axl. Where it’s warm and safe.
My feet stop moving when I pass the tent. Maybe I should check on Emily before I go back to bed. Just to reassure myself that she still hasn’t developed a fever.
When I push the canvas door aside, I cover the beam with my hand to mute the light. I don’t want to blind them. I pan it around and inhale sharply. I have to be seeing things. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, but when I open them nothing has changed. Emily isn’t in the tent. I move my hand away, so I can use the full beam, then feel the sleeping bag to be sure. But it’s empty.
My heart is pounding like crazy. This is stupid. I need to calm down. She probably got on the air mattress with Axl. I climb out and move the flashlight across the room, searching the sleeping faces for Emily. She isn’t on the floor anywhere, and she isn’t on the air mattress with Axl. I even check with Angus, but he’s asleep by himself on a cot.
Emily is nowhere in sight.
My heart almost explodes.
“Shit,” I whisper.
She must have had to pee or something, that’s the only explanation. I tiptoe through the sleeping group of people and head to the bathroom. Once I’m a safe distance from the group, I start to whisper her name, shining the flashlight up and down the aisles.
I don’t find her before I reach the bathroom. She has to be inside. It’s the only explanation. But when I step in and call her name there’s no response. I check the stalls, but they’re empty, and my brain is working so fast I can barely focus. Maybe she went into the men’s room by accident? But when I check, it’s empty too and my stomach twists so tight that for a second I’m pretty sure I’m going to throw up.
I swallow and do my best to hold the panic in as I step out of the bathroom. My shaky voice echoes through the store when I call Emily’s name. Just like before, I’m greeted by silence. Where could she be?
The quiet sound of footsteps makes me jump.
“Emily?” I say again, shining the flashlight toward the sound.
The footsteps get louder and my pulse races. I take a few steps down the aisle and my hands shake. Why? There’s nothing scary inside this store.
The footsteps move faster. Closer. They aren’t Emily’s. They’re too heavy, too loud to belong to a four-year-old. I clench my hands into fists and try hard to ignore the pounding of my heart as I walk forward.
“Who’s there?” My voice is so shaky it scares even me.
I turn the corner and slam into something hard and solid. And warm. The flashlight slips from my hand and the beam of light spins as it rolls across the floor. Hands grab my shoulders. I jerk away and let out a little yelp that sounds more like a wounded animal than a terrified person. But my heart pounds so hard it makes it impossible for me to focus or react in a rational way.
“Vivian, you scared the shit outta me.”
Axl. Shit. My heart races and his hands slip off my shoulders. I’m still trembling when I grab for the flashlight. I need to calm down.
When I stand up, Axl shakes his head. “What’re you doin’?”
“Emily wasn’t in the tent. I was looking for her.”
He purses his lips and his eyes go past me, toward the bathrooms. “Did you check the bathrooms?”
“Empty.”
“Probably got lost,” he says. “We’ll find her.”
He takes the flashlight out of my hand and heads toward the back. I follow him, more relaxed now that he’s with me. He’s so capable. There’s nothing to be scared of when he’s here.
We search a few aisles with no luck, and the ache in my stomach comes back, growing more intense with each passing second. Where could she be? The store is so quiet. If she made even the smallest noise we’d hear it. But there’s only silence.
We head to the left side of the store, completely opposite from where the bathrooms are. There’s nothing this way, but we’ve checked everywhere else.
The walls of the store are lined with the heads of dead animals. Deer, bear, wild cats and even a few exotic animals. The small beam from our flashlight makes their shadows long and creepy, and their blank eyes stare down at us. Watching our progress. A chill runs down my spine. I shiver.
We turn the last corner and I grab Axl’s arm on reflex. Emily is there. She’s standing in the corner with her back to us, facing the wall. Not moving.
Every hair on my body tingles. “Emily,” I say, taking a tiny step forward.
Her head jerks up and she slowly turns. Axl is still holding the flashlight and it catches her in the beam, lighting up her face in a spooky way. In this light, her skin is a strange shade of gray. Her eyes look blank and milky. She doesn’t blink or shy away from the light. She just stands there. Staring at us. I take another step forward, but something about the way she’s carrying herself makes me stop. Her arms are slack and she doesn’t seem to register that we’re standing here.
“Emily?” It comes out strangled and barely sounds like a word.
Axl grabs my arm and pulls me back, but I jerk away from him. “No.” A half hiccup, half cry escapes my lips. I cover my mouth with my hand, shaking my head and refusing to acknowledge what’s in front of me.
“Get back,” Axl says.
“No, no, no…” I can’t say anything else. My insides twist so tight it feels like all my organs are balled together into one giant knot.
Emily opens her mouth, and I pray for words to come out. It’s only a soft moan. The sound rips my heart in two, shattering me from the inside out.
“No!” I scream as I run toward her.
Axl wraps his arms me, pulling me away from her. I can’t stop screaming, and tears stream down my cheeks. Emily slowly moves toward us and the sound of voices fills the store. They echo off the quiet walls and bounce around in my head, mixing with the sound of Emily’s moans and my own sobbing.
Out of nowhere people are next to us. Angus and Mike, Trey, and Winston. Maybe more. I’m not sure because I can’t focus on anything but the milky eyes and gray skin of my little girl.
My legs wobble and finally give out. I fall to the ground. Axl is still here. His arms still wrapped around me. Maybe he’s telling me everything is going to be okay, but I’m not sure if his words are real or imagined, because none of this feels real.
Emily keeps coming toward us, slowly. Her arms are raised and her moans are more deafening. I can’t stop crying. My body shakes and all I want is to pull her close to me, to feel her little hands wrapped around me again.
Angus steps forward. He swears and raises his a gun. Aiming it at my baby. When he pulls the trigger my entire body jerks. Emily drops to the ground.
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AXL PULLS me up and tries to get me to walk. My feet drag. I try to focus on walking. Right foot, left foot, right…they won’t cooperate. Axl sweeps me up into his arms and carries me. I’m dead inside. Empty.
He sets me down in one of the camp chairs. It reminds me so much of the morning I woke up sick that it brings fresh tears to my eyes. He can be so gentle when he wants to be.
Axl kneels in front of me. He brushes my hair away from my face and his eyes search mine. “You okay?”
I shake my head. Will I ever be okay again?
“I told you,” Mitchell says. “You should have left her behind.”
I blink and look up. Mitch stands behind Axl and his eyes are so cold. So emotionless.
Like a flash Axl is up. His knuckles make impact with Mitchell’s jaw, knocking him to the ground. Mitchell grunts and lands on his stomach. He rolls over, but doesn’t get up. He rubs his jaw and stares at Axl, whose hands are still clenched at his sides. Axl’s shoulders heave. Mitchell doesn’t move. I hold my breath and wait. Is Axl going to hit him again? I want him to. I want him to beat the shit out of Mitchell. But Axl doesn’t move. He clenches and unclenches his right hand a few times, then walks away.
Mitchell doesn’t look at anyone. His jaw is red and he won’t stop rubbing it. I can’t look away from him. I can’t do anything.
A gunshot breaks the silence and I jump. Another follows, and then another, and another in quick succession. My body shakes and I squeeze my eyes shut, digging my nails into the palms of my hands while I wait for Axl to get it out of his system. By the time the gunshots stop, my nails have drawn blood. I open my hands and flex my fingers. Three little red half-moons stare up at me from my right palm. Four on my left.
“You’re a real asshole, you know that?” Angus says as he heads back toward the shooting range. He spits on the floor at Mitchell’s feet as he goes by.
Even Angus—the racist, redneck prick—has more of a heart than Mitchell.
People start packing things up, but I can’t seem to make my body work. I failed her.
Sophia walks over and drags me to my feet. She pulls me in for a hug, but I can’t seem to get my arms to move. They lay lifeless at my sides.
Just like Emily.
“It will be okay,” Sophia whispers.
She’s wrong.
Then it hits me. She and Ava were both asleep in the tent with Emily. I pull back and my hand flies to my mouth. Tears stream down my face and I can barely get enough air to fill my lungs. I’m suffocating.
“Oh, my God. What if she had turned in the tent?”
“Shhh,” Sophia whispers. “Nothing happened. We’re okay.”
Axl storms out of the shooting range. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”
He starts throws things in boxes and stomps around the room, giving orders. Normally, I don’t think people would take it well, but no one argues.
I gather my things. When I get to Emily’s stuff, I don’t know what to do. My chest aches where my heart used to be. The emptiness takes my breath away. How do people do this? How do they recover from the loss of a child? I’ve only had her for a short time and the pain is so overwhelming that all I want to do is curl up on the floor and cry.
Sophia walks over with Emily’s stuffed dog in her hand. She holds it out to me and I start to take it, but then stop. “I can’t. Give it to Ava. Let her enjoy it.”
She gives me a sad smile and shakes her head. “I’ll just hold onto it for you. You’ll want it one day, but until then I’ll keep it safe.”
My eyes sting and I stare down at my palms. The little half-moons frown back at me. Maybe she’s right. She knows more about being a mom than I do. I’m not even sure if my short time with Emily qualifies as motherhood.
I go back to packing, ignoring Emily’s things. Everyone is busy except Mitchell, who sits off to the side, watching us as usual. His jaw is red and swollen, probably sore. I hope it is.
People glare at him as they walk by. If he wasn’t our ticket to safety we’d be leaving his ass behind. But he’s our only chance for salvation. It’s ironic, like Satan ushering us through the pearly gates of heaven. But he’s an outcast. Not even Arthur, who always has something good to say, wants to be around him.
The sun is just coming up. We have about eight hours of driving left, so that puts us at the shelter by late afternoon. Then we can relax. All I want to do is take a shower and crawl into bed. Maybe I’ll sleep for a few days.
The early morning air is chilly, and I shiver. Almost everyone has a gun or a knife in their hands, but I don’t. I’m not even sure where my gun is at this point.
When I climb into the passenger seat of the Nissan, I do my best to avoid looking in the back. I don’t want to see Emily’s booster seat. I wish Axl had thought to get rid of it.
Axl and Angus load the rest of our stuff, and I stare blindly out the front window. My eyes won’t focus on anything. I have enough clarity to know that I need to snap out of it, if I get attacked like this I’m a goner. How do I do it?
Axl climbs in next to me and Angus gets in the back. He grabs the booster and tosses it behind him, and I dig my nails deeper into those half-moons. I want to scream at him to just get rid of it. To leave it behind. Like we did with her.
“What did you do with her?” I whisper. The idea of her being all alone in that store makes me want to throw up.
Axl exhales and his hands wring the steering wheel. Maybe he’s pretending it’s Mitchell’s neck. “Put her in the break room on the couch. Wanted to bury her, but there weren’t no shovels.”
Bile rises in my throat and I swallow. She’s covered. Comfortable. Not cold and scared. “Thank you.”
He grunts and I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. Are those tears?
“We ready?” Angus snaps from the back.
Axl blinks a few times. He reaches his hand out to shut his door, but the sound of gunfire makes him freeze. He looks at me, then back at Angus. “Somebody’s in trouble.”
Angus groans and I look back at him. He shakes his head. “Do we gotta save every prick we run into?”
Axl slams the door and rolls the window down as he starts the car. He doesn’t answer Angus. He just puts the car in gear and speeds out of the parking lot, burning rubber as he races toward the sound of gunfire. I grip the dashboard while keeping an eye open. A mini mall with mostly abandoned shops comes into view. The horde of dead in front leaves no doubt that we’ve found the right place.
Axl jerks the wheel to the left and pulls into the parking lot, coming up behind the horde. There are a dozen or more bodies, all crowded around a woman who’s pressed up against the building. She fires a gun over and over while the bodies close in, but she’s surrounded. There’s no way she has enough bullets to kill them all.
Where did I put my gun? I scan the car, and my eyes land on my knife. It’s hanging out of the cup holder. I grab it and throw the door open almost before Axl has the car in park. I stumble when I jump down, almost falling, but manage to regain my footing as I scramble forward. Axl and Angus are right next to me, and we reach the horde just as the woman runs out of bullets. She lets out a cry of frustration and flips the gun around, using the handle to slam the bodies in the head.
I drive my knife into the skull of the nearest body. It falls and I jerk the blade out, turning to the next one. Our arrival distracts some of the dead from their current target and they converge on us.
While I stab at the bodies, the woman steps forward. I catch sight of a tuft of brown hair behind her. She isn’t alone. There’s a boy. The woman has him pressed up against the building with her body securely between him and the dead.
The knowledge that a child’s life is at stake gives me a renewed sense of urgency. I stab the next body harder, driving my knife right into the eye socket of a dead woman and almost gag. The smell is overpowering, both from the scent of their decaying bodies and the putrid black goo that fills the pitiful creatures.
Axl reaches the last body just as it wraps its hands around the woman’s throat. He drives his knife right into the base of the skull and up into its brain. It falls to the ground in a mangled pile of decay. We’re all breathing heavily by then.
“Th-thank you,” the woman says. She reaches behind her and pulls the boy forward, bending down so she can check him over. “Are you okay?”
He nods and looks over at us. He’s tall and thin, with light brown hair and blue eyes. Cute, maybe seven or eight years old. He’s terrified.
The woman smiles nervously. “I’m Anne. You’re the first people I’ve seen in days, except for Jake here. I was beginning to think everyone had died except us.”
Axl introduces us before looking down at the bodies on the ground. “That was close.”
She nods. “They’re getting more aggressive.”
I stare at the bodies. “What are you talking about?”
Anne runs her hand through her hair and lets out a big sigh. “When they’re first turned they’re slower, not as smart. I’ve run into a few newly turned zombies and they don’t do a whole lot. They respond to noise, but it takes them longer to decide to attack.” She tilts her head forward, motioning toward the ground. “These guys were on me before I even made a sound. I thought they’d be like the others, that they wouldn’t bother me if I stayed quiet. But they went after me right away.”
Angus leans down, studying the bodies while he listens. His lips are pursed. What’s going through his head?
The other cars pull into the parking lot behind us and Anne’s eyes get big. “There are more of you?”
“Fifteen of us.” My chest constricts. “I mean, fourteen.”
She watches the others climb out and head our way. “Where are you from?”
“All over,” Axl says. “Been pickin’ people up as we go.”
“Go where? You have some place special? Because as far as I can tell we’re dead no matter where we go.” Anne puts her hand on Jake’s shoulder, like she’s trying to protect him from her words.
“I don’t think it’s that bad. Most people died in their homes, and if they’re trapped inside we should be okay,” I say.
Everyone but Mitchell has come over to join us. He stays next to the cars and gives us an evil glare.
Anne lets out a small laugh. “That’s what I thought at first, too. Then I noticed that every day there seemed to be more and more of them walking around on the streets. I saw a few houses with doors open and thought someone must be going around, searching homes for supplies and letting the zombies out in the process.” She pauses and looks us all over. “Then I saw one open a door.”
A few people gasp, and all the air whooshes out of my lungs. They can open doors? Anne was right. If Mitchell doesn’t hold up his part of the bargain, we’re dead for sure.
“Nowhere is safe,” she says.
“We got a safe place.” Axl tilts his head toward the cars. “You’re welcome to come with us.”
Anne shakes her head like she doesn’t believe us. “Where?”
“Fallout shelter for rich folks,” Angus says. “We found us a rich guy who was more than happy to take us along.”
Mitchell must be able to hear us, because he turns and climbs into the car, slamming the door behind him.
“He seems happy about it,” Anne says.
   
I stand outside Anne’s house with a few people, waiting for her to get her things together. Mitchell stands five feet away from me. His arms are crossed over his chest while he continues to glare at everyone. There is no way in hell this guy intends to let us in that shelter. I’m sure of it.
“You think the Internet is still up?” Al asks. “It would be nice to get on a computer once we get to the shelter, see how the rest of the world has been affected by this.”
I shrug. “I honestly don’t know enough about the Internet to even take a guess. I didn’t own a computer and I’ve only been on the Internet a few times.”
Al looks at me like I’m insane. “Seriously?”
“My dad was poor and an ass. A computer wasn’t on his list of priorities. When I got a job of my own I saved all my money for these.” I grab my breasts and Al’s eyes get huge. He turns red and looks away, making me laugh a little.
He clears his throat. “Well, I was on the computer every day for hours. I was the president of the computer club in school. Man, I’m going to miss it.”
“What did you do in computer club?” Mitchell asks suddenly.
“Um, well the official answer would have been online games. But really we did a lot more hacking. I’m actually pretty excited to see the security system at the shelter. From what I read online, it seems pretty amazing.”
“So you know all about that kind of stuff then?” Mitchell asks. “You could say, run the surveillance if you had to?”
“I don’t know for sure until I see it, but I’d guess I could.”
Why the hell is Mitchell suddenly so interested in Al? I’m about to ask when the others come out of the house.
Anne tosses her bag into the back of the Nissan and nods. “We’re all set.”
When I turn back, Mitchell has already climbed into the Explorer. I have no idea what he’s thinking, but I’m sure I’m not going to like it.
Anne and Jake end up in the minivan with Mike, Sophia, and Ava. She seems nice. Guess we’ll have years ahead of us to get to know one another.
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ANGUS IS ASLEEP LESS than ten minutes into the drive. The silence hanging between Axl and me is unnerving. Does he blame me for Emily or is he just upset? I want things to be okay between us.
“Thank you, Axl. For taking care of me.” I have to blink back the tears that fill my eyes.
His hands tighten on the steering wheel. “You snapped out of it mighty fast.”
He does blame me. Or maybe he’s just disappointed in me. Not that I can blame him, but I don’t want him to think I don’t care. That Emily’s death meant nothing. “I just couldn’t let someone else die. When I saw those things attacking Anne, I knew I couldn’t let my own tragedy take over. It’s not just me anymore. We need to look out for each other if we want to survive this.”
“Not somethin’ I’m used to.”
“Me neither, believe me.”
Axl takes a slow, deep breath. “None of this was your fault. You did the best you could. Not many people woulda thought to go check on her like you did. You tried. All you can do sometimes.”
He won’t look at me, but his words mean more than he can possibly know. I have no idea exactly when it happened, but Axl’s opinion of me has become almost as important to my survival as air.
“You know, just yesterday I was thinking about how sad my life was,” I say. “Everyone had lost someone except me, because I didn’t have anyone to lose. Now here I am.”
“Does it make you feel better?”
I laugh, but it’s a short, bitter sound that almost chokes me. “Not even a little.”
“It’s better to have loved and lost, than to never love at all,” Axl mutters. I twist in my seat so I’m facing him. He shrugs and his cheeks get red. “Had me a girlfriend in high school that liked poetry and shit. Knew right away it wasn’t gonna last, but she was hot. She had big dreams ‘bout goin’ to college and gettin’ outta the trailer park. Not like I could compete.”
“Did you ever have any dreams?”
“Naw, guess I always thought the trailer park and construction was my only option. Don’t think a guy like me can hope for much more.”
“You sell yourself short.”
“It ain’t like I got brains like the Doc or Trey. They’re smart. They had big lives ‘head of ‘em. I was goin’ nowhere.”
“You’re smart in a different way. You’re every bit as good as those guys,” I say. “You’ve really been a leader here, helped to keep us all safe. You should be proud.”
“This whole thing ain’t natural for me. Watchin’ out for somebody else. Weren’t how I was raised.”
“You think it is for me? You think my dad was out there in the trailer park helping others? No way. He only thought of himself.”
Axl looks at me with narrowed eyes. “How’d you do it then? How do you only think of somebody else when you hear a man on the street callin’ for help? Risk your life without a moment’s hesitation?”
“Because I don’t want to live the way my dad did. Even if it means I may die trying to help someone else. I spent the last two years of my life pushing people away, thinking that everyone was like my parents. That I wasn’t worth being loved. This group we have here, it’s a good thing. I don’t want to screw that up.”
Axl purses his lips. He looks so much like Angus when he does that, but he’s so different than his brother. So much better.
   
We stop in Bakersfield. It’s not quite the halfway point, but Axl refuses to go any further without getting the code. There’s a small shopping center just off the interstate. He pulls into the parking lot. The dead are everywhere, so he pulls up next to the Explorer and rolls down the window. The air is thick with the scent of decay. I gag and cover my nose.
“We ain’t going ‘nother inch till you tell us the code,” Axl says.
Mitchell’s in the backseat. The corners of his mouth turn down and he crosses his arms over his chest. He reminds me of a kid, pouting because he didn’t get his way. It makes my skin crawl.
“That’s fine,” Axl says. “We can let you out here. Ain’t that right, Winston?”
Winston nods. “That was the agreement.”
Mitchell’s eyes get as big as golf balls and he sits up straighter, frantically looking around the parking lot. The dead lumber toward the cars from all directions. There are at least twenty of them coming at us, with more off in the distance.
“You wouldn’t leave me here!”
“Why not? You wanted to leave Emily,” I spit at him. “You didn’t have any way of knowing for sure that she’d turn, but you were willing to just toss her aside. You’re better equipped to take care of yourself than she was.” I’m shaking, and I cram my nails back into my palms, digging them even deeper.
“But she was infected!”
“You didn’t know that!”
Axl puts his hand on my leg, and I turn away from Mitchell. He disgusts me, but I need to shut up so he and Axl can talk about the code.
“What’d you say?” Axl asks.
Mitchell shakes his head, but droops back against his seat. “Rose. You could pick any alpha or numeric code you wanted, so I chose Rose. It was my mom’s name.”
Axl nods. His hand is still on my leg. “Alright, then.”
He moves his hand and rolls the window up, then heads back out onto the interstate.
My leg tingles where his hand was. “You think we can trust him?”
“Nope. But we got no choice.”
“I think that chick was right,” Angus says from the backseat.
The sound of his voice makes me jump and I spin around to face him. I didn’t even know he was awake.
“I was lookin’ at them zombies we killed at the mini mall. They was a lot more rotted out than the ones we saw in the garage. Seems like they start off kinda slow and get more aggressive.”
“Just our luck,” Axl mutters. “If this prick don’t let us in we’ll have to find a place to hole up in Vegas, right when these bastards get feisty.”
   
The swerve of the car jerks me awake and I squint from the bright sun. Axl is turning around.
“Shit,” he mutters.
“What’s wrong,” I ask, looking around. We’re on the highway and the landscape is even more brown and sandy then when I went to sleep. We must be getting close.
“Don’t know. Mike pulled over back there.”
“Car trouble, maybe,” Angus says from the back.
I look down the street as we head back to the others. They’re all climbing out. Angus must be right, there’s no reason to stop in the middle of the road, and they had plenty of gas to make it into the desert.
“How much further do we have to go?” I ask as Axl pulls over next to the others.
“We still got ‘bout three hours.”
He turns the car off and we all hop out. By the time we make it over everyone is talking at once. I do my best to sort through the individual conversations and figure out what’s going on, but it isn’t easy.
“Check engine light just came on and the damn thing wouldn’t accelerate,” Mike grumbles.
“Let’s just leave the stuff behind. I don’t like being out here in the open,” Sophia pleads. She’s holding Ava in her arms and her eyes don’t stop moving for a second.
There isn’t much around, but we’re right off an exit and there are a few signs in the distance. A gas station, a restaurant, stores. There’s a small wooded area to our right and a huge housing development beyond that. It makes me squirm. All those houses so close to us. If Anne’s right and these things really have learned how to open doors, we could be in trouble.
“We ain’t leavin’ our stuff.” Axl walks to the back of the van, jerks open the door and start pulling boxes out. “We got guns and other stuff we need.”
I run over to the Nissan and open the back so he can put it in, but it’s pretty full.
“Shit.” He puts the box on the ground. “We gotta rearrange all this shit. We gotta pull the third row up so more people can fit in and we gotta fit more of this gear in there.”
He starts pulling boxes out and I help. We need to get it done as fast as possible. I glance over my shoulder. Everyone except Mitchell is unloading the van. Winston, Mike, and Trey are all busy moving things around in the other vehicles, trying to make room for more stuff and more people.
I don’t stop looking around while I work. Sophia was right. Being out here in the open sucks.
Once Axl has the back cleaned out, we both climb in and pull up the third row. It only takes a few minutes, but I’m on edge. We still have to load up before we can get out of here.
Angus and Axl start loading boxes and I stand back. They’re faster than I would be and I want it done. From the looks of it, the others are getting close to having their cars packed up too. Just a few more minutes.
I tap my toe nervously and a soft breeze blows, bringing with it the scent of decay. My shoulders tense and my heart beats faster. I search the area around us. The road is clear and the exit ramp is clear. I don’t see anything.
“You smell that?” I call to the brothers and pull my gun out.
“Yup,” Axl says. “We’re hurryin’.”
I chew on my bottom lip and rush to the other car to see if there’s anything I can do to help. They’re almost done.
Sophia screams and my stomach clenches. I spin around. There’s nothing by her, but she’s pointing toward the woods. I turn just as two of the dead step out of the trees. They head right for us. Only two.
“Get in the car!” I tell her, aiming at their heads.
I pull the trigger and hit the first one between the eyes before turning to the second. He meets with an identical end. I exhale in relief just as dozens of bodies come racing from the woods.
Everything explodes. People yell, guns go off, the dead run toward us with their arms raised and their hands reaching out. Moans and unearthly screams come out of their rotting mouths. The stink of decomposing flesh is so overwhelming I have to hold my breath while I shoot into the horde.
Others fire and I lower my gun, running for Sophia. I grab her arm and yank her toward the Explorer. “Get in!”
Anne shoots at the bodies with Jake clinging to her legs. “Anne! Take Jake to the Nissan,” I yell as a body stumbles toward me with raised arms.
She’s fast. So much faster than any of the others we’ve encountered, and so much more decomposed. Her skin is gray and ripped in places. Black ooze seeps out of the wounds, giving off the putrid smell of decay. Her hands grab my arm and yank me toward her, but before she can sink her teeth into my flesh I put the barrel of my gun to her temple and pull the trigger. Instinctively I close my eyes and mouth, turning my face away as black goo explodes out of her skull, covering me in the stinking liquid.
“Vivian!” Axl yells.
I run, glancing over my shoulder to make sure everyone else is okay. Most people have climbed into the cars, but Mike is still firing his gun. There are too many of them. Bodies converge on him. They grab his limbs and pull him forward. He continues to fire, even as teeth sink into his skin and he screams in agony.
“Mike!” I stop in my tracks. My legs won’t work.
But Axl is next to me. He pulls me toward the Nissan. I try to resist, but he’s too strong.
“We have to help him!” I sob.
“Too late.”
Axl pushes me behind him, back toward the car, and lifts his gun. He pulls the trigger. The bullet hits Mike in the head and he goes down, lost in a mass of dead bodies.
I stumble to the car and jump into the passenger seat, shutting the door just as Axl climbs in. The engine is already running and he hits the gas.
“Did everyone get out?” Anne asks anxiously from the back.
I clench my hands to stop them from shaking. “We lost Mike.”
“Shit,” Angus mutters. “Dead bastards.”
We’re all silent. I gasp and squeeze my eyes shut while I work hard to slow my breathing. But I can’t stop shaking. Not with Mike’s screams still ringing in my ears.
“Don’t wanna be an ass,” Axl says. “But you stink.”
I open my eyes. What’s he talking about? He nods toward my shirt and I look down. My clothes are covered in black goo.
I pull my shirt over my head and roll down window to toss it outside. Axl raises an eyebrow and Angus actually leans forward so he can get a better look. I give him the finger, then pull a fresh shirt out of my bag. Pervert.
When I have a clean shirt on I lean my head back and close my eyes. “What are we going to do if Mitchell doesn’t let us in that shelter?”
“Hell if I know,” Axl says. “Whatever we do, we ain’t goin’ near a city.”
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WE’VE BEEN DRIVING through the desert for almost an hour, passing nothing but sand and rocks. We have to be getting close.
Axl drums his fingers on the steering wheel. “We’re runnin’ low on gas.”
“We’re screwed if this guy leads us out there for nothin’,” Angus grumbles.
Anne, who is sitting in the second row with Angus so Jake can sleep, leans forward. “We need a backup plan. Where do we go if this doesn’t work out?”
I stare out at the passing desert. This conversation is getting old. And exhausting. Right now, I just want to pretend that Mitchell is a decent human being. That this shelter does exist and we’ll be safely inside sometime in the next twenty minutes. That Emily is asleep in the back of the car.
“Farm,” Axl says. “That’s all we got so far.”
“What about a hotel?” Anne asks. “We could clear it out and take over. It would have a generator and rooms for us. Could be okay.”
“We did that in San Francisco. It was alright,” I say.
“Problem is, it’d have to be a good-sized hotel to have a generator, and that means goin’ into Vegas. Not ideal. Then you’re gonna have to worry about runnin’ outta fuel.” Axl sighs and shakes his head. “A remote area would be better.”
Anne sits back and exhales. She has even fewer answers than we do.
“So what did you do for a living?” I ask Anne. I need a distraction.
“I was a cop.”
“No shit,” Angus says. “I always loved me a lady cop.”
I glance over my shoulder. He’s raising his eyebrows suggestively, checking her out. I laugh and shake my head. One thing Angus is good for, comic relief when things get too tense.
Anne’s probably his age, although she looks several years younger, but she’s way too classy-looking for him. She’s small and thin, with chin-length brown hair and brown eyes that crinkle in the corners when she talks. She isn’t beautiful, but she is cute.
“So where’s Jake’s father?” Maybe if I keep her talking I can save her from more suggestive comments. Angus has to have quite a few bouncing around in that empty head of his.
“Both his parents are dead. He isn’t mine. I found him wandering around the streets the day before you guys saved us. Poor kid, he’s been through a lot.”
The smile disappears from my lips. Emily. It’s like someone has poured hot lava into my stomach.
“There it is,” Axl says, saving me from torturing myself. For now.
There’s a small square building in the distance, surrounded by a six foot chain link fence. The building is gray and plain. No windows, a flat roof, only one door. There’s nothing remotely interesting or special about it. Next to the building is a concrete landing pad with a small helicopter sitting on it. That must have been what was supposed to go pick Mitchell up. Bet he’ll be ticked it’s sitting there.
Off in the distance is a wind turbine. It’s outside the fence, probably about a football field’s length away. The turbine’s three blades spin at a rapid speed as the wind sweeps across the desert.
Axl pulls up to the fence, and once the car has come to a stop I hop out and run over. It’s shut with just a simple latch. No lock or anything else to keep intruders out. I push it open and run back to the car, and Axl parks right next to the building. There are no other vehicles in sight. Either everyone hitched a ride on the helicopter before the pilot got too sick or ran out of fuel, or no one else is here.
Everyone gets out and butterflies start flapping around in my stomach. All eyes are on Mitchell as he walks to the door. He’s holding his gun and he has a smug smile on his face.
“Thank you for getting me here safely,” he says when he stops in front of the building. He smiles and scans the group. “I truly appreciate it. I only wish I could do more. Unfortunately, when I bought the condo I signed an agreement with the company that forbids me from allowing anyone else in.”
“You son of a bitch!” Winston snarls.
“So that code was a bunch of bullshit?” Axl steps forward and pulls out his gun.
“Of course it was. You think I’m stupid?” Mitchell shakes his head. “I didn’t become a billionaire by accident.”
“You’re nothing now,” I say. “You think all that money you have in the bank means anything? You may as well use it to start a fire. It’s worthless!”
“But it got me here when it was worth something, and that’s all that matters.” He sighs and shakes his head, trying to look sympathetic. He doesn’t. “I’m willing to be reasonable, though. I’m sure some of the people who bought condos didn’t show up. I’m willing to take in a few people who have proven that they’d be useful to have around. Joshua, you’re more than welcome to come. Having a doctor would be helpful.” He turns and looks at Al next. “The Asian kid seems like he’d be a good person to have around as well. We can always use someone in the control room. I’d take you,” he says, tilting his head toward to Axl. “You’ve proven that you have some very useful skills, I just don’t think you could take orders.”
Axl clenches his hand tighter around his gun and takes a small step forward.
“Screw you,” Al says. “I’m not going in there to live with you. I’d rather take my chance with the zombies!”
Joshua nods. “I agree.”
Mitchell frowns. “I would consider it a personal favor to me. I really want to be sure there’s a doctor in case I get sick.”
“Are you for real?” Joshua says with a laugh. “Who cares what you want?”
I consider the situation, but we don’t have anything to bargain with. We could try to overpower him, but there’s a good chance someone would get shot in the process. If Mitchell gets killed, we’re all screwed. No one gets in if he dies. But if we let him go some of us will make it at least. That’s better than nothing. Maybe someone can even convince whoever else is inside to let the rest of us in.
“You have to take Sophia and the kids,” I say.
Mitchell laughs. “I’m not taking a woman and two kids. I want people who can help me survive, not burdens.”
Anger builds up inside me, but I clench my jaw shut so I don’t say something I’ll regret. “Sophia’s pregnant. You can’t just leave a pregnant woman and two children in the desert to rot. Even you have to know that’s wrong.” I don’t look at Sophia. I’m not sure whether or not she’ll think it’s a betrayal, but I had to take a chance. Maybe deep down Mitchell is human.
Mitchell swears, but before he can say anything Joshua steps forward. “I won’t go unless she does. If you want a doctor, you’ll have to let her in too.”
“And Arthur,” I say. “He’s sick. He needs to be with a doctor.”
Arthur tries to argue but I ignore him, looking everyone else over. There has to be someone else I can plead the case for. Someone who possesses a skill Mitchell would find useful. But I can’t think of anyone. Unfortunately, most of us are useless in this kind of situation.
“Fine,” Mitchell says. “They can come. I can always use a maid.”
“I can’t just leave you all out here,” Sophia says. “It wouldn’t be right.”
“You have to go,” Jessica tells her. “For the kids, for your baby. We’ll be fine.”
Sophia’s eyes fill with tears as she looks us all over. No one looks at her with anger or malice.
“Okay,” she whispers.
Mitchell lifts his gun. He turns it on Sophia. “No one else. If you try to stop me, I’ll shoot her first.”
“Bastard,” Axl mutters.
“Get your shit, we’re going,” Mitchell barks at the others.
Sophia runs by me, and Joshua and Arthur follow. My chest is tight, but knowing they’ll be going in helps ease the disappointment.
Mitchell looks at me with an evil sneer on his face. “I could always use a little entertainment. Strippers are useful even after the world has ended. What do you say?”
“Fuck you,” Axl growls, stepping in front of me.
“What he said,” I say.
Mitchell glares at us. “This is why I was rich and you were poor. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get ahead. Do me a favor. When a zombie bites your face off, remember that I offered.”
I look away and bite my tongue. Literally. We can’t piss him off. He could change his mind.
Sophia comes back with her things. She’s crying and she stops briefly when she goes by me, leaning forward to kiss me on the cheek.
“Don’t go. We will get you in,” she whispers.
I want to tell her to be careful, but I’m afraid to give her away.
“I’m going through this door and into the building. If you follow me, if anyone even opens the door, I will kill little Ava.” He gives us an evil smile and looks straight at me. “Don’t think anyone wants to see another dead little girl today, do they?”
Axl swears and starts to step forward, but I grab his arm and stop him. I lace my fingers through his and stare up at him, shaking my head while the storm rages in his eyes.
Mitchell and the others go inside. My eyes are closed, so I don’t see it. When the door clicks shut, it’s like a punch in the stomach.
“Now what?” Jessica asks.
“We wait.” I open my eyes. “For the night at least. Give them time to talk to whoever else is inside. Maybe there’s someone with some decency, someone who will let us in.”
“If not?” Parvarti asks.
I look over toward Angus and Axl. “We go back to our original plan.”
“We got ‘nough gas for one car to get back to Vegas,” Axl says. “If it comes to that, we’ll have to send a car out to get more before we can all go.”
“In the meantime, let’s rest and get something to eat. Maybe we can get a fire started,” Winston says.
There isn’t a lot around since we’re out in the desert, but we manage to find enough sticks and tumbleweeds to use for firewood. It’s still warm, but the sun will be going down soon, and then the temperature will drop.
I work quietly, lighting the fire without help from anyone while the men bring boxes of food out of the car. With nine of us, the food we have won’t last long, but no one wants to wander too far away from the building. Just in case the door does open.
People sit around the fire or in the cars, too dejected to really talk. I sit next to Axl, staring into the flames and eating a peanut butter sandwich made from the last of the bread.
“How’d you learn to do that?” Axl asks, tilting his head toward the fire.
“My dad. Things were never good. He was always a hard ass, but before my mom left they weren’t awful. That was before he started using me as a punching bag.”
Axl purses his lips. “What was his weapon of choice?”
I shudder, remembering the dreams from when I was sick. Roger standing over me with a leather belt in his hand. “Belt, most of the time. If he couldn’t find that, he’d just use his fists.” I preferred the belt, but I don’t say that out loud. The leather stung and it left huge welts on my body. But the feeling of bone hitting bone…I’ll never be able to get that out of my mind.
“My mom liked to slap me around,” Axl says. He frowns into the fire. “‘Til I got bigger. Guess she thought a simple slap was too good for me. That’s when she started chuckin’ things at me. Books, plates, full beer cans.” He points to the scar on his chin. “That there was an ashtray. Broke when it hit me, left a big gash.”
“Why you talkin’ ‘bout that shit?” Angus asks.
Axl shrugs and sits back in his chair. “Just somethin’ to do.”
“God, this sucks,” Al mutters, tossing an empty wrapper into the fire. The plastic sizzles and melts. It’s gone in seconds.
“You coulda gone,” Axl tells him. “Nobody woulda faulted you.”
“No way. That guy was a prick. What if he’s the only one in there? You think I want to be stuck with that guy for the rest of my life?” Al shakes his head.
I stare at a tiny piece of black plastic. All that’s left of the wrapper. It looks how I feel. Burned and shriveled. Discarded. “At least Sophia and the kids are safe.”
Axl gives me a half-smile. When he gives me that look of approval, it makes me feel like I’m ten feet tall. “Yeah, that was good thinkin’ on your part.”
A loud moan fills the night sky and everyone stops talking.
“Was that a zombie?” Jessica asks, jumping to her feet.
“It can’t be,” I say. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
We all sit quietly, huddled around the campfire as we stare out into the desert. The sun is setting and the sky just above the horizon is painted a brilliant shade of orange that gets darker as it reaches into the sky. Makes it difficult to see very far. My heartbeat echoes through my chest, a steady thumping that keeps me on edge. I strain my ears, hoping against hope that the sound was some kind of animal. Deep down, I know it wasn’t.
“Maybe it’s just a straggler,” Winston says. “Someone who got sick while they were out hiking or something and couldn’t make it back.”
“Yeah, that’s gotta be it.” Angus spits into the fire. It sizzles and the fire crackles, and another moan breaks through the air. This time it’s followed by more.
“Shit,” Axl says, getting to his feet. “We gotta get that gate shut.”
“It doesn’t have a lock,” I call. “What good is that going to do if they can open doors?”
“We gotta find somethin’ to lock it with,” Angus says. “Don’t we got some zip ties in the car somewhere?”
Axl nods and the brothers run to the Nissan in search of them while Winston heads to the gate. I grab my gun and run after him with Al and Trey right behind me.
“Here they come!” Al yells.
It’s so bright. How can he see them? He must have perfect vision, because it takes me a few seconds of searching the desert before I can make them out. But he’s right. They’re coming, and not slowly.
“You guys got those zip ties yet?” I call.
“Still lookin’!” Axl yells back.
I glance over at Al. He’s unarmed. “Al, go get a gun!”
He smacks himself on the forehead and runs back toward the cars. Jessica and Parvarti huddle together by the fire. Anne heads our way. She’s loaded down with weapons.
“Look how many of them are out there,” Winston says.
My pulse takes off and I start counting, but stop at thirty. We’re fenced in, but this chain link isn’t going to last long against a big mob.
“It looks like they’re wearing military uniforms,” Anne says.
“Area 51!” Al yells excitedly when he comes to a stop next to me. He waves his gun toward the desert. “I bet we’re close to area 51!”
“That’s a good thing?” I ask. Will military training make them more deadly? Probably won’t hurt.
“Got ‘em.” Axl runs up behind us and slips a zip tie through the latch on the fence.
“Not sure if it’s going to help,” Winston says. “Many more of them show up and they’ll probably be able to push this fence down.
“What do we do?” I ask. “Do we take cover in the cars and hope they don’t spot us or do we start shooting?”
“I think it’s too late to hide,” Anne says.
Trey bounces around on the balls of his feet. He reminds me of a football player right before a big game. “So shoot, then?”
Winston looks at Axl and shrugs. “I don’t think we have any other options.”
They’re closing in on us now, and judging by the moaning they know we’re here. It’s getting darker, but the fenced area is well lit—probably for the helicopter—making us an easy target.
“Wait till you’re sure you got a good shot,” Axl says. “We got plenty of ammo, but who knows how many more are out there.”
Every time the wind blows I catch a whiff of decay and my stomach lurches. “Shit,” I mutter, trying to control my shaking hands. “I didn’t think we were going to die today.”
“It’s as good a day as any.” Axl aims his gun and takes the first shot.
Trey pulls the trigger next, taking a body down. “If they knock this fence down we’re dead for sure.”
We all start shooting after that. The gunfire echoing through the silent desert night is overwhelming. Like a freight train. Bodies fall and the dead scream, but more keep coming. Before long there’s a pile of them just outside the fence.
“They’re never-ending!” I yell, firing my last bullet. I dig in my back pocket for another clip.
Anne sweeps her sweaty hair off her forehead. “What do we do?”
“Keep shootin’!” Angus growls.
My heart jumps to my throat when the first body reaches the fence. He’s only there for a second before someone shoots him in the face, but another replaces him. Then another.
“There must be hundreds!” Al yells.
Before I know it twenty bodies are at the fence. They clutch the chain link and shake it, filling the night with their agonizing screams. We fall back, shooting as we walk. I don’t know where we’re going, but I want to be as far away from that fence as I can when it collapses.
“I’m out!” Anne turns and runs back to the car.
It isn’t long until others run back as well. Soon it’s just me and Angus still firing into the bodies. When my gun clicks and nothing happens, I follow the others. They’re outside the Nissan, getting more guns and ammo ready. Angus only fires three more times before he runs toward us too.
“We got ‘nough fuel in the Explorer, that’s it,” Axl yells. His face is red and sweat drips down his forehead. He wipes it from his eyes and looks us all over. “What’d we do? Make a run for it or try an’ fight ‘em off?”
I don’t know what to say. Leaving would mean giving up all of our supplies, going off into the desert and praying we could find more and make our way in Vegas. It doesn’t sound appealing.
“We have plenty of ammo,” Trey says. “I say we fight.”
“Anyone have a problem with that?” Winston asks.
Moans fill the silence while we stare at each other. Staying could mean death, but so could running. Everyone is breathing heavily, sweating and shaking. Terrified. But no one argues. No one wants to leave our supplies behind. No one wants to run away like a coward.
Axl’s eyes meet mine and everything in me constricts. There are so many things I want to say to him before the end, but there isn’t time. Not with the bodies charging us and everyone around. If only we had a few minutes to ourselves.
“I’m not ready to give up,” I say, loud enough that only he can hear.
Axl swallows and his gray eyes fill with regret. Like he wishes he had more time with me as well. “Then we fight.”
We turn back toward the fence just as the door to the concrete building opens behind us.
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PROLOGUE
-OCTOBER 2012-
THAT FATEFUL DAY was like every other for Henry…find a place to hang out and observe the people around him. Some days it was the coffee shop or the bar. Sometimes he would watch people at the gym; other times, he would peruse the aisles of stores, pretending to be interested in what they sold.
He looked for more physically and mentally strong individuals to recruit for the task he had been given. His instructions were to form alliances in order to have people fighting alongside him when everything unfolded. He still had so much more planning to do.
He felt that he had befriended quite a few people who would fit the role. There were several men from the gym who qualified, a couple from his place of employment at the blood bank, and a few more at the bar he frequented more than he cared to admit. But, in order to have a fair shot, he needed more people. Plus, he wanted a couple females in his little army, as well.
Henry walked into a locally owned bookshop in his neighborhood that he had scoped out during his usual stalking sessions. It was quite popular, so he felt he may find someone worthy in there. He usually went to the big chain farther into the city to buy his reading material, but he thought he would try the smaller shop for a change.
How ironic, he thought, smirking. He hung out in a bookshop when he didn’t have much more than an eighth grade education. He was street smart, rocking a businessman persona with ease and believability.
When he wasn’t working out, stalking innocent people, or keeping himself fresh at the firing range, he read educational material until the words blurred together. He felt like he did a halfway decent job of educating himself. There was no purpose behind it. Educating himself was just for him. Everything else he did was for the program.
He walked up and down the compact, book-laden aisles, not really seeing everything on the shelves. A woman, perhaps in her late forties, came around the end cap and approached him. “Good morning.” Her tone had an air of insincerity, seeming ridiculously cheerful for nine a.m. Or maybe that was just him, considering the night he had. The whisky had flowed more than usual. He wasn’t sure if he had it in him to throw out a bogus jovial expression.
“Morning.” Henry returned the smile, but it was much smaller than hers.
This morning, he had on a black Nike ball cap pulled down tight over his chemical-laden emerald eyes. He always wore nondescript clothing, as well. They were designer, but only ever in a palette of navy, white, gray, or black. His charcoal gray hoodie was taut over his broad shoulders and chest. He worked hard to stay in shape. So far, he was rather successful and quite proud of everything below his neck. Above it?
That was an entirely different story.
Henry’s dark brown beard had grown into more than a five o’clock shadow. Between the hat and the beard, his features were hidden.
“Is there anything I can help you find?” Her fake chipper voice chapped his ass. Normally, he would have said he was all set, but her insincerity made him want to fuck with her just a tiny bit.
“Hmmm…” He tapped his forefinger on his lips. “You know, I’m looking for something for my girlfriend’s birthday. She’s contemplating jumping on the bandwagon of vampire and zombie romances, and also post-apocalyptic dystopian-style reads. I thought I would pick up a couple so she could decide what she would like.” He hoped that sounded convincing.
Henry hadn’t had a real girlfriend since he left England. For the most part, he would partake in one-night stands or a quickie in the back room at Cam’s, the bar he frequented. Although he did date one clingy psycho for about a month, he got out of that as soon as she started asking too many questions.
“Right,” she said. The toothy grin and irritated tone spoke volumes. “Well, there are several selections I can show you. Follow me.” As she turned around, he smirked about the zombie romance. It was a nice private joke.
When she showed him a selection of books, he claimed he couldn’t decide, saying he would purchase all of them. What did he care, considering it wasn’t his dime? She pointed out the cash register, and he headed in that direction. He paused at the art history section and thumbed through a few books. It was one subject he hadn’t looked into yet. He decided to grab one of those, as well.
Two female voices caught his attention. He looked down the aisle toward the register, seeing two younger women chatting. One was black-haired, who Henry pegged at maybe twenty-one. The other was a ginger-haired, pale, innocent-looking woman. He figured they were approximately the same age since they seemed tight.
The black-haired beauty leaned on the counter, which gave him the perfect view of her profile. She had a meaty ass, which Henry loved. He pictured himself grabbing onto it while fucking her against the wall.
Groaning inwardly, he shook his head. Back to work.
Henry continued his slow progression down the aisle, pretending to look at more books as he tuned into their conversation.
“I left the bar when this douchebag hit on me. I got twenty feet away and I realized he was following me down the street!”
“You went out alone?! Are you insane?!” the ginger-haired woman screeched.
“It wasn’t my original intention. I was supposed to meet my brother to have a couple beers and discuss my parents’ party, but you know how he is. The next notch on his bedpost called and he ditched his sweet sister.”
Henry smirked while flipping through a book. He liked her tone…sarcastic and funny.
“What happened?” The ginger sounded annoyed.
“So, this douchebag was following me. I turned around, waiting until he was close enough for me to kick him in the tomatoes and knee him in the face.”
Henry was impressed she wasn’t the type to scream and run away. She faced shit head-on. Brilliant.
“Holy moly! You are so lucky that you didn’t get hurt, or worse! That was beyond foolish.” The ginger crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“When you have guns like these…” She kissed her biceps, “and an attitude like this…” She put her hands on her hips, then smiled.
“Elaina, you have got to be more careful. There are all sorts of crazy people out there! You never know who or what you will run into.”
Henry knew the ginger wouldn’t be right for his purposes. She was too worrisome and mother hen-like. He needed someone carefree who did a little less thinking before they acted. Someone like that black-haired beauty.
God, he wanted to take her over that counter.
“It’s fine.” She swatted her hand toward the ginger.
“What happens if he sees you again?”
Henry had a sudden urge to filet the cockface with his favorite long-bladed hunting knife.
“Meh…” The ginger sighed at her reaction. “You worry far too much, Claire.”
He smiled. Could she be any more perfect?
“Anyway.” The ginger looked at her watch. “I have to pick up Marc. He needs to drop his car off at the shop for something or other.”
“All right. Laters, hooker.”
The ginger turned around with a quirked brow. She sighed, adding a heavy eye roll. “You be careful.” She pointed at the black-haired beauty in an aggressive manner.
“Okay, Mom!” she shouted as the ginger scoffed and left the store.
Henry put the book he had pretended to be interested in back on the shelf and walk to the register. The closer he got, the more he was taken by her raw beauty. When she turned and faced the other way, he scanned the rest of her body with a few quick glances. She seemed fit, and he felt an ache deep within. He wanted to touch her face and feel her soft skin under his ice-cold hands.
He approached the counter with caution, still scanning the store. When she turned around, he sucked in a breath. “Jesus Christ…,” he mumbled.
“I’m sorry?”
He jumped a little when she spoke. Her quieter voice was sexy, raw, and raspy.
“Nothing. Sorry.” He cleared his throat and set the stack of books on the counter.
“You ready to check out?” She smiled at him. Holy fuck, she had a beautiful smile. It made his heart race.
“Uh, yeah. Please.”
She grabbed the stack of books and took a peek at what he had.
“Buying for your girlfriend?” She smirked with a raised brow.
“Uh… Yeah. For her birthday.” Henry took a deep breath to try and calm himself down. “I don’t get her desire to read that stuff.”
The black-haired beauty nodded. “This one for you?” she asked, scanning the art history book.
“Yeah. Always had an interest in it.”
Once again, she flashed him that smile. “I love art history.”
“You’re not flirting with the customers again, are you?”
They both jumped. A middle-aged woman scowled as she scooted behind the counter.
“What? No! Geez!”
Henry slyly smirked as he pulled the cash out of his wallet. He didn’t want her to see his name on his black credit card since he was trying to keep a low profile. She gave him his change, handed him the receipt, and he left the store without another glance.
She was on the top of his list…for more than one reason. All that was left to do was watch her from afar, figuring out the right time to introduce himself. Henry walked around the block, hopped in his company-issue blacked-out Chevrolet Tahoe, and headed off to work.
   
“Morning, bossman,” Jennifer said in her usual singsong voice as he walked in the doors.
“Jennifer.” Henry nodded at his receptionist as he walked by. “Any calls?”
“We need to set up a transfer to St. Francis. They are getting low on O and A.”
“All right. Thanks.”
Henry marched into his office, closed and locked the door. He hung his hat on one hook on the back of the door, then peeled off his hoodie, placing it on the other hook. Everything was in its proper place.
Henry’s office was the typical bright white, which he found obnoxious on those mornings he knew he should have left the bar hours and several drinks earlier the night before. The furniture was light gray, streamlined, and neat as a pin. For once in his life, he would love to be able to have a book or piece of paper out of place. But, because of his training, it was nearly impossible to allow himself to do that.
Rolling his neck, he realized he needed his fix.
Henry was the only one with the combination to the lock on his mini-fridge, his employees being clueless as to what it held. They just thought he was paranoid someone would take his drinks or food.
He turned the dial with precision and opened the fridge. Grabbing a couple vials, he shuddered, knowing what he was about to do. He unlocked his bottom desk drawer and pulled out the nearly empty bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label, glancing over at the cool piece of steel beside it.
“Fuck me,” he grumbled. He had meant to grab another bottle before he left his place. He popped the tops off the vials and tipped them back, then opened the bottle of alcohol and drained what was left. Nothing like a lifeline with a whisky chaser.
Henry sat back in his chair for a moment, taking a few deep breaths, waiting for his muscles and joints to free up. Suddenly, erotic thoughts drove through his tainted brain, the black-haired beauty at the bookshop being the star. He closed his eyes, envisioning mounting her, grabbing her ass. He wanted to make her come around him over and over again. He wanted to hear her scream his name. He felt a stirring in his body.
“Shit.” His jeans tightened, causing him discomfort. He got up and adjusted himself. “Fuck.” Knowing his hard-on wasn’t going to go away, he went to his bathroom. He decided to relieve himself and just be done with it.
Henry closed and locked the bathroom door. He unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, feeling better with a little freedom, and began the annoying process. Stroking slow, but firm, grasping tight on the tip for an extra burst of pleasure. God, what he wouldn’t give to be fucking that girl right in that moment. He looked down at his veiny, rigid self.
Most women he had sex with were pleased with his performance, but there he was, jerking off in his office bathroom. Fucking loser, he thought. His breathing became ragged. He choked back a moan, grabbing a couple paper towels as he grew closer to climax. He bit down on his bottom lip, his body convulsed, and his eyes rolled as he exploded into the towels. He stood still, leaning against the wall for a second, rattled.
Blowing out a breath, Henry tossed the towels away, zipped up his fly, and washed up. Getting back to work, he made the necessary calls to the hospital, walked out of his office to take inventory of what would be transferred.
   
The next morning, Henry arrived at the gym and scanned his card at the door. Geoff, the owner, also his usual kickboxing partner and personal trainer, stood behind the counter.
“What’s going on, my brother?” He was about Henry’s age and a little bigger; however, due to all his training in the program, Henry was far superior in the ring.
He felt Geoff would make good alliance material. He was tough as nails, strong as a bull, and easily influenced. Exactly what he was looking for.
“Nothing much.”
“Looking for an ass whooping this morning?” Geoff grinned.
Henry chuckled. “I was about to ask you the same thing. I’m going to go warm up on the treadmill for a few. Tap me when you’re ready.”
Henry walked to his favorite treadmill. It had a perfect view out the front windows and the televisions hanging from the ceiling. Not that he cared what was on TV, but it gave him something to focus on while his Nikes pounded on the belt. It was a rare occasion when he watched the thing. He was more of a movie person.
Henry grabbed a towel from his pack, feeling a tap on his shoulder. He looked around to tell Geoff to give him a few, but it was Mike, another member at the gym. The only member who had portrayed the annoying asshole role exceptionally well.
“Can I help you?” Mike wasn’t the friendly sort, having more muscles than personality. Henry wasn’t looking forward to having a conversation with him.
Mike watched Henry a lot, as if he were studying him. It made him a little uncomfortable, but Henry did the same to everyone else as he looked for alliances.
“You’re on my treadmill,” he growled.
“I’m sorry.” Henry looked around for a second. “I don’t see your name on it anywhere.” He added an eye roll for good measure, then turned around and hit the start button.
Just as he hit his stride, Mike’s hand shot out and yanked out the safety key. Luckily, Henry was quick enough to catch himself on the bars.
“What the fuck is your problem?!” Henry yelled, spinning around to face him.
“I said you’re on my treadmill. Now, I expect you to get off it, pretty boy.”
“Fuck off.” Henry turned back around. He took enough shit in training in the program. He wasn’t about to take anymore.
“What’s the issue over here?” Geoff asked Mike as he approached.
“Nothing.” Mike started to walk away, as did Geoff. Henry chuckled. Then, without pause, Mike turned around, grabbed Henry by the arm, and swung him off the treadmill. He slammed him onto the floor, back first.
The fall knocked the wind out of him, but he had fought with broken limbs, concussions, and blindfolds on before, so it was no big deal.
Blood trickled down the side of Henry’s temple, making him realize that he must have hit his head on the treadmill when he went down.
Mike got in a few punches to his face before Henry shifted into program mode. He flipped Mike over and wrapped his hand around his throat, choking. Geoff ran back to them.
“Henry! Let go!” Geoff pulled on his arm, but Henry’s grip was so strong, nothing could pry him off. “Come on, man! Shit! Vanessa! Call 911!”
After several attempts to pry his fingers from Mike’s throat, Geoff finally got him to let go. Mike gasped for air, and had pissed his pants. Geoff grabbed Henry and pulled him to his office.
“You stay here!”
Henry sat in the chair, resting his elbows on his knees. He rubbed his face, then discovered blood all over his hands.
“Shit.” He felt around, then remembered the head wound. He hissed when he touched the spot.
Several minutes later, the door swung open, Geoff and an EMT standing there. Geoff dropped Henry’s pack on the floor next to him. “He’s going to check you out really quick. He only has a few seconds. The other EMT is dealing with Mike.” Henry nodded.
The man looked over his head wound. “Hmmm… Just a small gash. I would suggest you get it stitched up and get checked for a concussion, but I can’t transport you. We need to transport the other guy.” The EMT left the office in haste.
Geoff held out a towel. “What the fuck was that?” Henry shook his head, pressing the towel to the gash. “Your face was blank. It was fucking mental, brother.”
“I’m sorry. He just took me by surprise and I retaliated. He yanked me off the treadmill after you walked away.”
Geoff placed his hands on his hips, frowning. “Are you some fucking bionic man or something? How the hell did you do that? They think you crushed his larynx. They had to trach him.”
Henry shut his eyes for a second. “Christ. I didn’t mean for that to happen. He fucking attacked me, though. Let’s just say my self-defense training goes far deeper than you realize.”
“Remind me not to piss you off.”
“Suppose I need to find another gym.” Henry sighed.
“No. You’re cool. He’s the one who initiated. The way I look at it, you were defending yourself. It may have been a little over the top, but…” He shrugged. “We’re cool. I’m revoking Mike’s membership, though. This wasn’t his first scuffle here. Police will be here soon, so sit tight. I’m going to get you a wet cloth so you can clean up your head.”
“Fuck me. Just what I need.”
Geoff patted Henry’s shoulder. “Relax. It’ll be fine. Let me do most of the talking.” Henry nodded. What Geoff didn’t realize was that he could talk himself out of most situations, but he was going to allow Geoff to take care of it this time.
Henry grabbed his phone out of his pack.
“New York Blood Bank.”
“Jennifer. It’s Henry.”
“Hey, bossman. What’s going on? You running late today?”
Henry sighed. “You could say that. I’m in a bit of a pickle right now. I may not be in until later, if at all. Are Steve and Sandy both in?”
“Yeah. Why? What’s going on?” She sounded genuinely concerned. She adored Henry and enjoyed working for him.
“I kind of got into a fight at the gym.”
“What? What do you mean ‘kind of’? Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I need a few stitches, but I fared much better than the other guy. He’s on the way to the hospital.”
“Jesus.”
“If you are the praying type, you might want to. Anyway, the transport will be in around three. If I’m not there by then, go ahead and sign off on the paperwork. I have it all separated and labeled in cooler number one. If there are any issues, call me. I will do my best to get back to you…depending on where I am.” He worried he would be in an orange jumpsuit within the next couple hours.
“All right, bossman.”
Geoff and a police officer walked into the office. Geoff handed Henry a wet cloth.
“I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later and let you know if I will be coming in.”
“All right. Take care.”
He hit the END CALL button and sat back in the chair, pressing the wet cloth to his temple.
The officer proceeded to ask Henry and Geoff what happened, asking if he wanted to press charges against Mike for the initial attack. Henry declined. The officer warned him to control his temper, saying he might be charged at a later date, depending on the outcome of Mike’s condition.
When the officer left, Henry breathed a small sigh of relief. Even though he was a smooth talker, he had still worried he would be leaving the gym in handcuffs, which would fuck up everything. He really hoped he wouldn’t hear about the situation again.
“My aunt is an ER doctor,” Geoff said. “I gave her a call. She said she would be willing to come down and stitch up your head so you don’t have to go to the hospital.”
“That would be great. Thanks.” At least that was a relief.
Once Geoff’s aunt stitched his head up, he headed home. Walking into his apartment, he dropped on the dark gray couch, cursing himself for losing control. After examining his blood-stained hands, he knew he was going to need a fix soon to combat the blood loss. Groaning, he stood, needing to shower and head to the office.
   
When Henry walked into the blood bank, Jennifer gasped. He didn’t think he looked that bad when he checked his mug in the mirror before he left his apartment. He had a few light bruises but, considering his perspective on injuries, his condition was no big deal.
“Oh my! You look like a wreck.” She stood. The few donors in the waiting area watched the exchange.
“Thanks. I got a couple stitches.” He pointed at his temple. “Luckily, my epic hair should hide them until I can get them removed.” He sported the disheveled hair with ease.
“Christ! Are you okay? You should just go home. We have it handled here.”
“I just came in to grab a few things, then I’ll get some food and head home.”
“Okay. You let me know if you need anything. Don’t hesitate.” Jennifer sat back down, still looking worried.
“Thanks.”
Henry rushed to his office, grabbed his ball cap, drank a couple vials, and headed back out. He was in and out in about ten minutes.
He stopped at the local burger joint for lunch and sat at the bar, like usual. Their food was great and their bar even better because they stocked what he liked.
“Let me guess… The usual?”
The barmaid leaned over and rested her elbows on the bar, making her cleavage available for Henry’s viewing pleasure. When he visited the joint, she flirted with him and would practically crawl over everyone to wait on him. He figured she would shove an elderly person or child in the way of a moving vehicle just so she could get to him first.
She wanted him and, if he were being honest, he had considered her a few times. But after seeing that black-haired beauty at the bookshop, he wasn’t interested in the barmaid anymore.
“You know me so well. Make the food to go today, please,” he said with a flirty smile. She grabbed the bottle of Walker and poured him a double.
“You in a hurry to get out of here today?” Then she squinted at him, her eyes darting around his slightly bruised face. “What happened? Did you get into an accident or something?”
“Something like that.” Henry picked up the glass of whisky and took a sip, feeling the heat hit the pit of his stomach. “I’m fine, just busy today.”
“Well, if you need someone to nurse you back to health…” she offered, smiling.
Henry held up his hand. “Look, you’re nice and quite beautiful, but I’m interested in someone else.”
Her face dropped. Everyone at the bar glanced toward him, then the barmaid.
“Got it,” she bit out, then put his order in. He wondered if she was going to have the chef spit on his food. It was probably a good time to find another place to get his lunches, liquids, or otherwise.
He nursed the double whisky, tuning into the conversations around him, hearing a familiar raw and raspy voice. Peeking over his left shoulder, his heart sped up.
There she was. The black-haired beauty with the meaty ass. She was sitting with a guy he presumed was her brother, considering they looked similar. Henry had a momentary thought of his lap being the seat. He had to shake his head to get the image out before he got hard right in the middle of the restaurant. He turned back around, tuning into their conversation.
“See what happens when you don’t show up, asshole? I could have totally avoided the whole confrontation.” Her voice was full of bitterness.
“I’m sorry! Jesus, Elaina. How many times do you want me to apologize?” Her brother had a smooth and rich voice, unlike hers.
“More than you have,” she muttered.
Henry chuckled. Her attitude was priceless and he loved every bit of it.
“I don’t know what to tell you.”
Her brother was absolutely annoyed by her. He guessed she was the younger sibling.
“Whatever, Nick.” He could hear the eye roll in her voice.
“How’s the new job?”
When she groaned, Henry closed his eyes, imagining that sound while she was in a compromised position…preferably while he was at her apex, making her writhe with great pleasure under his tongue.
“Let me just tell you, that hag is a total fucking bitch.”
His eyes popped back open.
“Christ, Elaina.”
“She accused me of flirting with a customer because I was chatting with him about the books he was purchasing. And she did it right in front of him! Hello, you hag. It’s a fucking bookshop. Aren’t we supposed to talk to the customers about the product we sell?”
Henry worked hard not to burst into laughter, which he could have used after the morning he had.
“Bite your tongue for once in your life. If you get fired from this job, Mom is going to disown you.” There was a moment of awkward silence between them. “Can we talk about Mom and Dad’s party?”
“I’ll call you about that later. I found a few ideas online last night, but I left them at home.”
“Typical.”
“Oh, shut the hell up.”
“Well, give me a call then,” he said. Henry heard her laugh. It was beautiful, almost a giggle. “What?”
“Are you going to be out with the next love of your life?”
“I do have a date.”
“Of course you do. Well, I’ve got to get back to the hag.”
Henry glanced over his shoulder and saw her stand. His heart raced. He wasn’t ready for her to leave. He wanted to follow her, but his meal hadn’t arrived yet. Normally, he would just leave the cash and run, but his gut was three levels of angry hungry. He needed to eat.
She walked past him, stopping at the register two bar stools down. He inhaled as she passed. She smelled like vanilla. Goddamn, it was delicious. He wanted that wrapped around him, enveloping him. When she spoke with the cashier, her voice was like music to his ears.
A soft smile graced his lips. He watched her ass sway back and forth as she left the diner. Antsy didn’t even begin to describe how he felt at that moment. He wanted to get out of there and follow her.
Several minutes and another double whisky later, his meal finally arrived. He tipped back the rest of his drink and turned to get off the stool, paper bag full of greasy deliciousness in hand. When he noticed her table still hadn’t been cleared, his eyes darted around it, trying to see what she was eating. A burger and fries. There were ketchup smudges and a few fries still lingering with the dejected lettuce. He liked a girl who could eat. None of that “I only eat salad” bullshit.
Then he saw it.
Her phone. Dumb luck was on his side.
Henry took a quick glance around, then walked to the table, grabbing the phone. It was so busy in there that no one noticed. He left the diner, a huge grin on his face.
He rushed out to his truck, jumped in, and pulled out her phone. The teal silicone case smelled like vanilla, which was heavenly. He felt like a complete jackass for holding the phone to his nose, but he wanted his nostrils full of her scent forever. He didn’t know if it was a perfume or lotion, but he didn’t care. He just wanted it all over himself.
The smartphone was similar to his, but an older model with a small crack in the screen. Easy enough, he thought. After he dragged his finger across the screen, he discovered there wasn’t a passcode needed to access it. If he could fist bump himself, he would.
And there it was…all her information, contacts, and pictures. He even perused her Facebook page for a few minutes, letting out a chuckle or two over her posts. She should have been more careful about her privacy, he thought. He was almost as excited as a kid waiting for St. Nick on Christmas Eve. He noted there wasn’t a boyfriend contact or pictures with her and a guy. A big plus for him. Most pictures were of her and that ginger friend of hers. He smiled at the close-ups. She was beautiful. Absolutely fucking stunning.
Henry drove back to his apartment, then devised a plan as he sat and ate at the breakfast bar in his kitchen. He looked through the pictures with a careful eye, noting an older gold-colored compact car, possibly a Honda, in a few of them. He would look for it when he went back to the bookshop later to see if she was still working.
He cleaned up his garbage, neatly folding up the wrappers and tossing them in the trash. He grabbed the spray cleaner and a paper towel, then scrubbed down the entire counter, even though he only used a small section of it.
Henry decided to shower again and shave. He felt dirty after eating his greasy meal. Plus, he wanted to cut his beard down so he was less recognizable to her. His usual washing routine was quick but efficient. He jumped out of the shower and meticulously dried off. He wrapped the white plush towel around his hips and stepped up to the mirror.
He frowned. The bruising was light, but not all that noticeable. In general, he didn’t like what he saw in the mirror. From years of being in the program, he learned to not like the way he looked. They cut him down so many times, in so many different ways, he almost hated himself and how he looked. He never understood why women threw themselves at him all the damn time.
Sighing, he grabbed his beard trimmer and took it down to his usual five o’clock shadow, then grabbed his toothbrush and gave his pearly whites a quick polishing. He pushed back his damp hair to look at his stitches. They looked good. He opened the jar of hair wax and gave himself his usual messy look.
He yanked the towel off his hips, hung it on the towel bar, and walked through his bedroom, naked as the day he was born. He went through his drawers, pulling out his black micro-fitted boxers, dark wash jeans, and a charcoal-colored t-shirt. Standing in front of his closet, he selected a dark navy zip-up hoodie. There was always a method behind his madness.
He grabbed his loaded Sig and his weapons vest off of the dresser, then walked into the living room. Opening the out-of-place antique trunk, he exposed the metal trunk with keypad. He entered the code and opened the lid. His eyes danced around the interior. He was careful to select the tools he felt he may need: an extra magazine and his favorite long-bladed hunting knife. He tucked the weapons away on his body. With the hoodie on, no one would know a damn thing.
Henry pulled on his Nikes then headed out to get the show on the road.
   
Henry pulled around the back of the building where the bookshop was located. Looking around, he spotted it.
The gold Honda.
He smiled. Except for the fight at the gym that morning, he was having a stellar day.
As he jumped out of his truck, Henry looked around, ensuring that his stunt would go unwitnessed, and pulled the knife from underneath his hoodie. With a grin, he slashed her tire. After that, he had to sit and wait. It was just too easy.
He sat in his truck, making it look like he waited for someone. Technically, it was true. He kept checking his ridiculously expensive watch, drummed his fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the music on his iPod, reorganized the compartments around him, read a little, and played a few mind-numbing games on his phone.
About three-and-a-half hours later, Henry’s patience finally paid off, but what he saw made him frown.
Brow furrowed and cheeks flushed, she looked upset, and she hadn’t even made it to her car yet. He wondered what had happened. Pulling off his aviators, he set them on the dash and sat back in his seat, watching.
When she saw her flat tire, the black-haired beauty threw her arms up, ranting. Probably cussing a blue streak, which made him smirk. He loved a woman with raw edges.
“Patience, Daniels. Patience,” Henry drawled. She began digging through her purse. “And there’s my cue.”
He jumped out of the truck just as she dumped her purse on the sidewalk. He squatted in front of her.
“Do you need any help?” He knew his smile was warm. Then he locked eyes with her. Holy shit. She had the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen. Wet with tears, but stoic. They were the color of the sky. He wished he had eyes like that. He wanted to be able to stare into them every day for the rest of his so-called life. Her lips parted as she stared back at him.
She made him feel things he had never felt before. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t noticed them when she waited on him in the bookshop. Probably because he was trying to be inconspicuous. Plus, he was too busy looking at her meaty ass.
At that moment, Henry knew he didn’t want to do the job anymore. He wanted out of the program.
For good.





CHAPTER 1
-OCTOBER 2014-
THERE I WAS, standing in the corridor of the church with my father, waiting for my cue to proceed down the aisle. My legs shook, my stupid shoes caused me to have a slow and painful death, and I was sweating bullets.
I hate sweating. This girl does not do sweating. Oh, did I mention I hate weddings, too? I just hate the whole fucking process: picking the venue, the food, the cake, the napkins. Seriously, who gives a shit about what color and material the napkins are? You’re just going to wipe your grubby hands on them.
The only thing I was excited about was marrying the man of my dreams…Henry Daniels. He was everything I could have hoped for. Kind, proper, gentle, sweet and, well…wealthy. That last one was just an added bonus.
He was in great shape. Not ripped, like a body builder, but he had great tone and hard edges that I found sexy. His hair was the perfect shade of brown with a tousled, “just fucked” look to it.
And his eyes… I could gaze into them forever. The color of sparkly emeralds, they mesmerized me, sucked me in with their captivating quality. I remember the first time I locked eyes with him.
-October 2012-
I just got fired from another job, my car had a flat tire, and I was downtown, which wasn’t exactly where I wanted to have car troubles. It wasn’t the worst area, but there were always handfuls of freaks and weirdos around.
Frustrated, I stood on the sidewalk next to my ass-crap of a car. It was getting late and a little nipplely outside. I was so not in the mood to take a cab, ride a bus, or hoof it home.
I dug through my bag for my phone, cussing at myself the whole time because I had to have that trendy, gargantuan hobo bag. I spent almost an entire paycheck on it. I sometimes thought a rhino would get lost in that stupid bag.
Not finding my phone, I stomped my foot like a two-year-old and grumbled. I had the brilliant idea to dump my purse out on the sidewalk and sift through its entire contents. Just as I dumped it, someone squatted in front of me. Irritated, I looked up…and nearly drooled.
He had this amazing smile. So warm and sweet. His eyes drew me in, like a moth to a flame.
When he asked if I needed help, I couldn’t speak. A few thoughts ran through my head, but nothing appropriate to say to someone you have known for a mere two seconds. Instead, I said, “Well, yeah, Captain Obvious.” I thumbed toward my flat tire.
Seeing his startled look, I apologized. I was so flustered and stressed. This god-like man took my hand and we both stood. I was taken aback by his ice-cold skin.
“Shamefully, I have no idea how to change a tire.” I looked at his hand curiously. He let go and tucked his hands in his pockets, looking away with embarrassment. “I can’t believe I just admitted that, especially to a woman.”
At first, I was a bit thunderstruck by his statement, then I giggled. I mean, really, what man didn’t know how to change a tire? Apparently, the Adonis standing before me. He must have been far too busy looking sexy to learn silly car stuff.
Then it occurred to me that he made me giggle. There haven’t been too many guys who have made me do that. Definitely no one as divine as the man standing before me admitting to an embarrassing fault. There was just something about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
He offered his cell phone, for which I was grateful because mine was MIA. I couldn’t get ahold of my father, and my brother wasn’t any help. He was on yet another date with another girl who he insisted was “the one”. I was fucking screwed. After I hung up, I wanted to chuck the phone, then I locked eyes with him again. I tentatively handed it back.
“Uh, I suppose I should introduce myself. I’m Henry. Henry Daniels.” He held out his hand. When I took it, I noticed he still felt chilled, even though his hands had been in his pockets for the past several minutes. But the warmth of his smile made me smile back.
“Elaina. Elaina Cooper,” I said in a business-like manner. I didn’t want to let on that I was melting on the inside, and the “I want to fuck this man” light flashed in my head with atomic power. However, the childish giggle may have said it all.
“Pleasure to meet you, Elaina. Ahh…” He jammed his hand in his hair. “Since you’re having a hard time trying to find someone to help you, let’s go grab a cup of coffee, get warmed up, then we can call for help…if you promise you won’t throw my phone.” He smirked. I wasn’t going to make any promises I couldn’t keep.
“Umm… Well, only if it’s close, since driving this will be an issue.” Jumping up and down on the inside, I worked hard not to release my inner schoolgirl giddiness. I hoped this god-like man would sweep me off my feet.
“Right. Yes. There’s a café, Gemelli’s, just around the corner. I’ll grab you that cup of coffee. My treat. Then we can find a number for a tow truck.”
I tried to act skeptical, narrowing my eyes at him. His beautiful face was still…and had slight bruising. It wasn’t any of my business.
“You wouldn’t be trying to take advantage of me, would you, Mr. Henry Daniels?” I asked, even though I would have fallen for the trap in a second. In my head, I yelled, Yes! Please take advantage of me! I’m begging you!
“Of course, Ms. Elaina Cooper. Why wouldn’t I want to take advantage of a beautiful woman such as yourself?” When he winked at me, I melted. My cold exterior was now in a puddle on the concrete sidewalk.
I glanced up at the sky. Even with the sun setting, I decided a cup of coffee with this seemingly interesting man wouldn’t be a big deal. Without a doubt, I wouldn’t mind getting to spend a little more time with my rescuer.
As we walked to the café, the streetlights came on. He opened the door to the old-school Italian joint, and we grabbed a table by the window. The coffee was tasty, and I really wanted to get a slice of one of those cakes in the case, but I was too embarrassed. They looked drool-worthy, much like the man sitting across from me.
In all honesty, I could have gone for chocolate frosting right at that moment. Just a spoon and a bowl of frosting would have made this girl happy…maybe even licking it off Captain Hotstuff’s abdomen. Now that would have made me really happy.
We chatted for a couple hours. It was an amazing night, ending with a grungy tow truck driver who smelled like a cross between body odor and leftover pizza that’s been lingering in your fridge for a few days. Once he changed my tire, I handed over half my last check, Henry gave me his number, and we said our goodbyes. He gave me a quick embrace and kissed me on the cheek. His lips were so soft, I was jealous. He smelled so damn good, too. I would have jumped him right there if I had any nerve. I had to find my phone so I could call him.
The next morning, I visited all the places I stopped, hoping I would find my phone. I dashed into the bookshop and the hag said some guy dropped it off. She said he found it on the street in front of the store. Whatever. I was glad to have it back so I could call Henry.
-October 2014-
Obviously, things worked out.
Henry was the complete opposite of me. He was proper and quiet, while I had a tendency to be loud, obnoxious, had a mouth like a truck driver, and sarcasm was my natural tone.
He always told me he and I were the perfect pair. I had to agree. He smoothed out my rough edges, and I encouraged him to walk a little bit on the wild side. Or so I thought.
I wasn’t one hundred percent sold on what Henry said his job was. He said he ran the blood bank in town, and I did visit him at work a few times, so I knew that was his place of employment. However, I wondered how it was possible for him to be so loaded when he only managed a blood bank.
When I asked him questions about his wealth, he would skirt around the subject or just ignore the question. He always had nice things, buying me even nicer things. Money was no object. When we went shopping, he’d pull out that fancy “invite only” black credit card and pay for everything with a brilliant smile.
My engagement ring alone must have set him back more than a swanky New York City apartment. It was six carats of pure Tiffany beauty. I was almost afraid to wear it in public, but he was my very own personal bodyguard.
I remember when the protector in him came out one night. We were at one of our usual boozy hangouts. Henry could drink anyone under the table. Lush didn’t even begin describe it. He impressed every one of my friends with his uncanny ability.
I had just taken a break from dancing when a creepy guy pinned me up against the wall. He tried to stick his hands in places I only allowed two people to touch–Henry and my gynecologist.
It all happened so fast. Henry was across the bar in a flash, grabbing the douchebag by the throat against the wall. He lifted him off the floor to his tiptoes, choking the life out of him with one hand. It took me several minutes to get him to let go of the pervert.
It was weird, like he changed into a totally different person within the snap of a finger. I figured it was “whisky muscles” taking over. That was the first time I saw him lose his cool, and I hoped it would be the last. It scared the shit out of me.
Anyway, about the whole job thing… Who was I to judge? I couldn’t hold down a job to save my life. Sadly, my parents had been paying my rent for quite some time. It was shameful, but I just couldn’t bite my tongue sometimes. Every time I lost yet another job, I would get the “We aren’t going to be around forever to take care of you, Elaina” lecture.
A year after we met, Henry brought me back to Gemelli’s and proposed. I was in shock. I couldn’t believe a man of his caliber would even date me, let alone ask me to marry him. Once I croaked out the word yes, the crowded café erupted in applause.
The moment I mentioned it to my mom, the wedding planning started.
What a fucking epic nightmare! The flamboyant planner, a David Tutera wannabe, had a vision that we didn’t see eye to eye on. Finally, I gave up, letting everyone do whatever the hell they wanted. I just smiled and nodded, all the while saying fuck you in my head.
The whole wedding wasn’t about what Henry and I wanted. It was more about everyone else, namely my mother, getting what they wanted. I barely had a say in my dress!
Speaking of dresses… I hate them. I’m so not a dress kind of girl. I would have been happy in a tank top and shorts with a pair of Jesus creepers on my feet. If I were feeling a little wild, I may have even gone as far as a flowy skirt.
Have I mentioned I hate weddings? I mean, come on, people! Why spend tens of thousands of dollars when I could have just picked something from my closet, strolled down to the beach, and had the Justice of the Peace marry us? We were desperate for a simple wedding but, again, it wasn’t about what we wanted.
Poor Henry had to suffer right along with me. He tried to stay out of the drama, but he also wanted to see me get at least one thing I wanted. I think I tore his head off more than a few times. He deserved a medal after dealing with me…and my mother.
I should have focused my anger on something else, like a punching bag with my mother’s face on it, instead of going after him. He was a good sport, though, taking everything in stride. He even went to bat for me a few times, even though he knew it was a losing battle. Thankfully, he still loved me…with or without my drama.
So there I was, counting down the minutes until I could take off these stupid shoes, when I heard several screams coming from the congregational seating area. I looked at my father, who shrugged.
What now, I thought. Were the pews not quite the correct color wood? Were the flowers or bows drooping? Maybe they were crushed? I rolled my eyes, thinking about what a clusterfuck the whole thing had turned out to be.
As my father pulled open the door, I heard more people screaming. Then I heard my brother, Nick, yelling “Run!” over and over again. It was hard to believe someone could possibly be more dramatic than me, but he was worse than a chick flick. It was always zero to sixty with him. At least I gave it a few seconds before I acted like a complete psychotic nutjob.
Nick was a couple years older, but acted like he was a decade younger at times. I wondered when, or if, he was going to grow up. An ironic statement coming from me, but whatever. Unfortunately, we looked like each other, so I couldn’t deny we were related.
I sighed, then realized people were going completely insane in there.
“Dad, what’s happening?” I said, irritated, picking at my bouquet full of flowers, for which I had a great dislike. He closed the door in haste and looked at me, his face gone pale.
My father was a strong man. I always counted on him to say the right things at the right times. Seeing him speechless filled me with serious concern.
“Dad? Say something.”
“I…I, uh…” He couldn’t formulate a sentence so I pushed him out of the way. I needed to see for myself. Combine the fact I wasn’t always polite with my slight impatience issues, and I could be a little obnoxious.
The screaming had turned into panic, people scrambling. I burst through the door to see our family and friends running. Scanning the room for Henry, I locked eyes with my Maid of Honor and best friend, Claire James, who was running toward the corridor where my father and I waited.
She looked beautiful in her Tiffany Blue dress. It looked stunning against her pale skin and ginger hair. The bridesmaids’ dress color was my choice. Only after hours of pissing and moaning did my mother finally relent to the blue.
Claire skidded to a stop, grabbing my arms and sobbing. “Oh, my god, Elaina! Oh, my god!”
“I’m going to go find your mother.” My dad ran past me and into the congregational area.
Eyes wide, I looked around at our family and friends running around, screaming, trying to get out of the church. Over the screaming, I heard this weird growling/snarling sound. I grabbed Claire by the shoulders and shook her.
“Claire, what the fuck is going on?” She just looked at me with tears streaming down her face, taking the mascara with them. I shook her again. “Snap out of it, Claire!” She took a couple ragged breaths. I felt like time had stopped for us, but everyone else was moving in fast forward.
She swallowed. “The pastor… The pastor… He…”
Henry came running up, not looking as panicked as everyone else. In fact, he looked to be rather in control. Seeing his emotions in check was quite odd.
“Henry, what the fuck is going on?” I looked back and forth between the two of them. “Damn it! Will one of you say something?” I was beyond pissed. They must have forgotten that I rate a zero on the patience scale. When I noticed they both had red splatters all over them, I narrowed my eyes. “What is that?” I reached out to touch the wet speckles on Henry’s face. He turned his head away so I couldn’t.
“Elaina, we need to get you out of here. Go to the limo, lock the doors, and stay put. Do not leave the limo under any circumstances. Do you understand me?”
Bossy, bossy, I thought. He knew I didn’t take kindly to commands, except when we were in bed. “Why?” I crossed my arms. Cue four-year-old Elaina. “I refuse to go anywhere until you tell me what the fuck is going on!” I could be bossy, as well. I almost felt like sticking my tongue out at him, too. My maturity spoke volumes about me.
Henry’s face twisted into an angry snarl. He grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me out the door. I looked back and saw Claire just standing there, stunned.
“Will you let go of me?” I broke his grip and ran back to Claire as best as I could in four-inch heels.
“Damn it, Elaina! There’s no time!” Henry ran after me. I grabbed Claire by the wrist as Henry grabbed my arm. “Let’s go, you two. Now!” He dragged us through the crowd of our screaming, panicking family and friends.
“Wait!” I screamed, stopping. Henry stopped just short of pulling me over and making me face-plant onto the steps of the church.
“No. We need to go! You don’t understand! There’s no time!”
What was with his behavior? He was acting like that mental uncle we all have. Actually, in my case, it would be my aunt Lisa. She took cuckoo to a whole new level.
“I need to get these fucking shoes off if you want me to run!” At that point, I couldn’t even hear myself think because of the pandemonium around us. People pushing and shoving, trying to escape the surreal scene. It was like a herd of elephants trying to push through the door.
I kicked my shoes off, hoisted up my dress, and ran to the limo, making sure Claire kept up. Luckily, she was an expert in heels. She could run a marathon in them. We got to the limo and Henry opened the door.
“Now, please, I need you to listen to me. Do not open these doors for anyone. I’ll be back in a few and we can get out of here. I will explain everything then.”
“But I can’t open the door for you.” I batted my eyelashes at him, but my cuteness obviously wasn’t desirable at the moment. Henry threw his arms up in the air. “But you just said—”
“No time for your smart ass comments right now. Open the fucking door for me and me only! Okay?!” Henry was officially pissed, looking as if he were ready to punch something. It alarmed me a little. That wasn’t the Henry I knew and was about to marry.
We barely made it through the door, me in my god-awful wedding dress and Claire in her Maid of Honor dress, before he slammed it shut. I watched him make a mad dash back to the church.
I maneuvered my way around the limo, locking all the doors. Where’s the driver? I wondered. Oh well. Under Henry’s orders, I wouldn’t be opening the door for the driver, either. Shrugging, I sat. Claire moved closer to me and sobbed in her hands.
“Claire, please tell me what happened. What’s going on?” I reached into my annoying strapless bra for my hanky, then handed it to her. I hoped it wasn’t too sweaty. To be honest, I didn’t think she would have cared at that point.
“It was horrible!” she sobbed. “I have never seen anything like it.”
“Anything like what? What, Claire?”
I jumped when somebody pounded on the window. People were trying to open the limo doors, leaving bloody handprints on the windows, crying for help. Some looked like they had huge gashes on their bodies. I shivered. I hate blood. Wait… Blood? I looked at Claire’s face.
“Claire, is that blood on you?”
“Yes!” she yelled. I jumped back. Seriously, there was no need to be so loud in such a confined area. “We’re going to die. All of us. Everyone.” She bent down, put her face in her hands, and sobbed.
“Okay, Claire. I need you to tell me what you saw.” I stroked her hair. “Please, Claire. It’s my wedding, my family, Henry’s family, our friends. I need to know what happened so we can figure out what to do.”
Claire lifted her head and tried to gather herself as best as she could. “The pastor…,” she whispered, then took a deep breath. “He staggered to the podium. I thought he had been drinking or something, but then he lunged at Marc. He’s gone!” Tears ran down her face and collected on her chest.
Marc was Claire’s long-time beau. He was a great guy, a Harvard graduate, and was so sweet to Claire. He loved her with all his heart as she loved him with almost all of hers. I believed she was still hung up on my brother. But that was an entirely different story for another time.
“He lunged at Marc? Why would he do such a thing?” The situation got weirder by the second.
“He bit him, tore out his throat.” She could barely get the words out.
I grabbed her and made her look at me. “Tore out his throat? Like, with his teeth?”
“Yes!” She looked like a goth kid from the early nineties with all her mascara running down her face.
“Oh, my god,” I whispered. It finally hit me. My family, my friends, my future family were all in real danger. I couldn’t just sit there and watch the chaos unfold before us. “Claire, stay here. I need to go find Henry.” I started for the door, but she grabbed me by the corset ties of my dress. I heard something tear.
“No! I will not let you go out there. Henry said to stay here and that’s what we’re going to do!” Claire was pissed and crying at the same time. It was a combination no one should fuck with, but this was me we were talking about. “I just lost Marc, damn it. I’m not losing my best friend, as well!” My jaw dropped. Look who was wearing the bossy pants now. The ever polite and ever proper, Ms. Claire James.
She wouldn’t dare say “ass”, even while referring to a donkey. She knew all the proper table manners for all those hoity-toity restaurants, while I was happy if I didn’t get the dripping grease on my shirt from a bacon cheeseburger from the local burger joint. Etiquette was so overrated.
“Really, Claire? Really?”
“Yes! You are staying here with me, just like Henry said!”
“He’s in danger! I need to find him so we can gather our families and get the fuck out of here!”
“I understand, but you can’t. You just can’t!” Claire fell apart again, kind of like my dress did after she tried to stop me from leaving. I didn’t know what to do. “Please, Elaina. Stay with me. I’m so scared.”
Through the bloody windows of the limo, I saw Pastor Jones stagger out of the church, blood dripping from his mouth, and stumble down the stairs. I couldn’t speak. I didn’t hear anything. Everything was in slow motion. All I saw was Henry running up behind him, his arm straight out like he was aiming a gun.
Wait, he has a gun? What the fuck? Where did he get a gun?
With one shot, Pastor Jones’ head exploded and his body hit the sidewalk like a sack of potatoes.
I had no emotion. All I could do was stare in disbelief at the scene replaying in my head. It was as if I kept rewinding and pressing play. I had no idea Claire was screaming right next to me. I wondered if Henry would go to Hell for killing a pastor. Then I felt my stomach lurch. I leaned over and heaved. Did I mention I hate blood, guts, and anything gory?
The sound of Claire screaming and grabbing at me brought me back to the present. She was looking out the back window. I turned around and saw our limo driver, Ray, tearing out Henry’s father’s throat. I turned back to where Henry was standing, but he wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I panicked, my body shaking.
“Where’s Henry?! What the fuck is happening, Claire?!” I screamed. Then I saw him sprint past the end of the limo and run toward the other side of the car.
“Oh, my god, Henry! Henry!” I screamed, pounding on the window. I felt trapped. Henry shot at the driver, missing as he tripped over his father’s body and fell to the ground. The driver came at him, snarling. “Henry!” I felt helpless, watching it all unfold in front of me. I wanted to help. I needed to help. “Claire, stay here.” Before she could protest, I unlocked the door and jumped out of the limo.
I could hear her screaming my name. I ran around the limo toward Henry. Before I could get to him, he jumped up, grabbed the gun, and shot the driver. When Ray’s head exploded, my stomach lurched. Henry spun, the gun aimed at me.
Eyes wide, he lowered the weapon. “Elaina! Damn it. I almost shot you! Get your ass back in the fucking limo! Now!”
“What’s going on? Where did you get that gun? Are you all right?” His tuxedo was bloodied, his shirt, torn. I looked back at the driver. “Is… I mean, was that…? Wait.” I put my hands over my mouth. My stomach continued to protest. Somehow, I stopped myself from throwing up.
He spoke a little more calmly. “Elaina, please. We need to get to the limo and get out of here.”
“But my mom and dad, Nick, our friends. We have to make sure they are all safe!” I pleaded.
“Damn it, Elaina. Stop arguing with me! Just get in the fucking limo! I will tell you everything once we get moving!”
“But my parents, my brother. Where are they?”
He tucked the gun in the back of his pants and walked over to me. In the midst of the chaos, his face changed from Crazy Henry to the Henry I knew. “Love, please. Just go to the limo. There’s no time.” I did what I was told without protest. There was always a first time for everything.
Claire threw open the door as soon as I came around to the other side. I watched Henry search the driver’s pockets, grabbing the keys, then ran to the driver’s door. Due to all the gore on his hands, he fumbled with them.
Claire moved quickly and unlocked the door. Henry jumped in, slammed the door, and started the car. I looked around, seeing utter chaos. I felt the limo lurch forward as we sped away.
   
Henry drove the limo like a pro, cutting corners with control and precision. We looked to be heading toward his apartment. Yes, his apartment, not our apartment.
Henry wanted to not live together until we were married, even though he spent many nights—okay, most nights—in my bed. He said it would please his mother to be proper. I wonder if it would please his mother knowing he wasn’t the good boy she thought he was when he stayed the night. He was actually rather naughty, and I loved that about him.
He looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Elaina,” he whispered.
I looked up at him and started to cry. I didn’t cry on a regular basis like some girls…Claire, for instance. There had to be a damn good reason, and I’m not talking about a broken nail or bad hair day.
Thinking about what had happened in the moments before we sped off in the limo, it occurred to me that I wasn’t exactly sure who this guy really was.
Typically, Henry was gentle, soft-spoken, and would only enter conflict when absolutely necessary. Unless, of course, he was drunk and a random pervert tried to fondle my goods. The Henry I knew would never kill anyone, let alone yell at me.
“Elaina, come up to the window.” Frightened, I shook my head. “Elaina, please. I need to talk to you.”
“You think? I’m staying right here, thank you very much. I can hear you just fine.” My sadness turned to pissyness and I narrowed my eyes at him. “Who are you, and what have you done with my Henry?”
Using part of my dress, I wiped the tears trickling down my face. Claire grabbed my hand and we scooted closer. She put her head on my shoulder, continuing to cry.
“Maybe this should wait until we can both sit down at our place.” Our place? Who was he trying to convince here? He turned onto the street his apartment was on.
“If you think I’m going into your apartment with you, you must be mental. I don’t even know who you are anymore! Plus, you made me leave my family behind in all the psychotic bullshit at the church!” I crossed my arms and turned toward the window. My maturity level hit high on the epic scale.
“Elaina, I need to explain to you what’s going on. Just give me a few minutes. If you don’t like what you hear, you can leave. I’m not imprisoning you.”
His statement seemed a bit calculated. I looked out the limo window, ignoring him, trying to piece together what I had just seen.
We passed a car wrapped around a light pole, the driver hanging out of the window with his throat torn out, some psycho lady snacking on his arm like it were a turkey leg. My stomach protested again. I had a feeling I would be safer with Henry rather than out there having Mental Susie eating me for dessert.
“Am I having a nightmare? Please, Claire, pinch me. Tell me this isn’t real.” She reached up and slapped me across the face. “Ouch! Damn it! I said pinch me, not slap me, you bitch! I guess I am awake,” I said, rubbing the newly-minted handprint on my face.
“This is not a dream, Elaina, but it is a nightmare of mega proportion,” Henry said calmly, like it wasn’t a big deal. I looked back at him, confused, as he pulled the car up in front of his apartment building.
He hopped out and ran to the back door, throwing it open. He held out his hand to me. When I didn’t make a move, he squatted down. “Elaina, love…”
“Love? Love?! Really?!”
“Elaina, I am begging you. Please… Come inside so we can talk about this. It’s far too dangerous for you two to be out here on your own.”
“Talk about this? Are you fucking kidding me right now?! You left our families and friends stranded with what looked like crazed, people-eating monsters!” I looked at Claire. She had her arm hooked through mine, and we were squeezing each other’s hands.
“Claire, talk some sense into her. This is important. We need to get off the street and to safety.” Henry spoke with urgency.
“I can’t make her do anything she doesn’t want to do.” Then Claire turned to me, her eyes welling up with tears. “But, Elaina, Marc’s gone, and I’m really scared out here. For me…please.”
I looked back at Henry, wondering who he truly was, then sighed. “I am doing this for Claire, not you.” I pushed his hand away and scooted out of the car. My dress caught on the door latch, tearing it even more. I couldn’t have cared less.
   
Henry unlocked his third floor apartment. I had only been there twice…on those rare occasions he wasn’t walking around my apartment in his birthday suit. Both times were in the evening and he met me at the door, so I didn’t see much of anything.
“Come in. Please, have a seat. I’m going to go change out of these clothes and wash up a bit.”
With nervous energy, I sat and looked around. At first glance, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Everything in there was contemporary, the furniture consisting of light colors. There was not a speck of dust anywhere, not a book out of place. All clean lines, except for the trunk under the front window. It was exceptionally old and looked out of place.
Maybe a family heirloom, I thought.
Everything was much different than my style, namely the shabby chic, lived-in look. Plus, I wasn’t exactly a neat freak and, by looking around, I could see Henry definitely was. I suddenly realized he always cleaned up behind me. I would be drinking the last sip of coffee out of my mug, and he’d grab it to place in the dishwasher.
I looked over at Claire hugging herself. We’ve had previous discussions about Henry’s apartment. Whether he would keep his bachelor pad after we married was always in the back of my mind.
We had planned to seriously look for a house when we came home from the honeymoon. We talked about it for months and looked at several houses. The prices made me choke. Henry kept urging me not to worry about the financial aspect. He said it wasn’t an issue. Just choose what I liked and he would make it happen.
“Claire, I am so sorry about Marc.” I reached over and held her, making her sob again. Her make-up made its way all over my dress.
“I’m sorry. I’m ruining your dress.” She wiped her nose with the hanky I had given her. I looked down at the black mascara all over my dress.
“I wasn’t a fan of it to begin with. Not to mention the giant rip up the side.” I pulled it around so she could see the rip, the Tiffany blue garter midway up my thigh peeking out.
It reminded me of my mom. Kind of an odd statement, but she bought it for me after conceding to the color of my choice. I loved Tiffany, owning more than a jobless person should. I looked down at my engagement ring and twisted it around my finger. I started to get choked up.
My mom drove me batshit crazy most days. However, at the end of the day, she was my mom and I loved her. I couldn’t help but wonder if she were a victim along with my father, my brother… The list goes on and on of all the people Henry made me abandon. There were over two hundred people at our wedding.
I could faintly hear Henry talking on the phone in his bedroom. He sounded furious and… I cocked my head to one side. He was talking with an accent! Curious, I looked at Claire.
“Be right back. I’m going to see if I can find a tissue or something.” Claire nodded. As quiet as I could, I got up and headed toward his voice.
I was shocked. I had never heard Henry shout like that before. He was generally so mellow and in control. And, for whatever reason, he was speaking with a British accent.
   
“I can’t fucking believe this!” Henry yelled into the phone, yanking off his tuxedo jacket and loosening his tie.
Kellan chuckled. “You knew perfectly well that it was going to happen.”
“Fuck you. Now I have to figure out how to explain this to her! She lost a bunch of family today, but that doesn’t faze you head-fucks, does it?”
“Meh… Just collateral damage.” The nonchalant tone in Kellan’s voice infuriated him.
“God, you have no heart. You are a bunch of sick fucks.”
“And there is that bleeding heart Roger spoke about.”
The tie came off, quickly followed by the vest. “Innocent people are dying just so others will stroke your egos! That doesn’t bother you?!”
“Why would it? I always like a good stroking, ego or otherwise.” Kellan was having too much fun.
“What the hell is wrong with you?! Children will die…have died! Jesus Christ,” Henry mumbled, unbuttoning the top three buttons on his shirt.
“Survival of the fittest, yeah?”
“I can’t fucking believe this.” Henry paced the floor of his bedroom, practically wearing a path in the dense, plush carpet.
“Did you think you would have the upper hand by holding the injection hostage? Well, you failed. Miserably, I might add. Did you not think someone, let alone Gunther, could possibly break into your flat? Now that was really stupid. Who taught you those lock picking skills that you excel so well at? It wasn’t dear old mummy.” Kellan knew referring to Henry’s mother would send him over the edge.
“Shut up,” he growled.
“Oh, what’s the matter? Miss your mummy, do you?”
“You shut the fuck up about her right now!”
“Or what?” Kellan’s laughing drove Henry to near insanity. He yanked his hair, seething in anger. He needed to calm himself down so he wouldn’t completely snap in front of Elaina. If she saw him so unhinged, it would frighten her even more than she already was.
“You could have at least informed me when… I could have taken proper precautions.” He took the cufflinks out of his cuffs and yanked the shirt out of his pants.
“Now, Liam, when you saw it was gone, you knew it was bound to happen. Besides, the element of surprise is always fun, yeah?”
“Goddamn it!” Henry raged. He kicked the ottoman in front of his chair. Thankfully, he still had his wingtips on or he might have broken a toe or two.
“Just because we love you so much, we are sending Sophie over. She’s on a plane as we speak. Xander’s already set her up with a truck and weapons.”
“Jesus Christ.” Henry scrubbed a hand down his five o’clock stubble.
“Not quite, although I do appreciate you referring to me in that way. Anyway, she is going to bring you back here so we can have a discussion with a few of your old mates: Mr. Taser and Mr. Brass Knuckles. You remember them, don’t you, Liam?” Kellan chuckled. “If anyone can bring you back, she can. You know how hard it is to resist her. Bloody hell, she is fucking brilliant.” Kellan’s evil laugh made Henry’s skin crawl.
“You leave her the fuck alone! I told you I would kill you if you got near her.”
“Too late. Sounds like you still love her. How can you love two women at once? I’ve fucked two women at once, but love? Nah. That’s for bleeders, like yourself.”
“If I ever see you again, consider yourself dead, asshole!” Henry was full of rage, knowing Kellan took advantage of Sophie and he wasn’t there to stop it. He knew he would have to keep her with him once she arrived. There was no way in hell he was going to let her go back. “She’s not bringing me back. You knew I was done with this bullshit ages ago.”
“Well, guess fucking what? You are to come back here, or I will personally come hunt your cock-up arse down and punish you for not following orders. In reality, I hope I do get to come find you because I want to beat the fuck out of you in front of that woman of yours.”
“Good luck, motherfucker.”
Kellan burst out laughing this time, making Henry angrier. “Oh, Liam. You were always a character.” Then his voice grew venomous. “You know you cannot take me on.”
“Fuck off.” Henry hung up and slammed the phone down on his dresser. He needed to finish changing and get back to Elaina so he could try to work it all out.
   
Henry…if that were his name because I was really questioning it at this point…stopped yelling. When I heard him mumbling, I figured he was off the phone and changing. He growled to himself and pulled open the door, his gun in hand. Being a newly-minted sissy girl, I screamed.
“Damn it, Elaina!” he yelled in his American accent. He jammed his gun in the back of his jeans and grabbed my shoulders. “What are you doing? I told you to sit and wait for me.”
In a second, I made up an excuse. I do admit I was a professional excuse maker. I always had one ready for my parents about why I got fired from job after job. It was never anything I did, of course. I was always an innocent bystander.
“I…I was looking for the bathroom to get a washcloth for Claire.” Then I narrowed my eyes at him and crossed my arms. “But, seeing as I haven’t actually ever been in your apartment in the two years we’ve been together, I wasn’t sure where it was.”
“Stop. Just stop, please. I don’t need this right now.” He held up his hands, walked past me, and flicked on the light to the bathroom. He turned on the faucet, held a cloth under it, then shoved the dripping wet cloth at me.
“Gee, thanks…Henry. If that is even your name.”
He grumbled and turned, heading toward the living room. I wrung out the cloth and walked behind him, sitting on the couch.
“Claire, let me help you.”
“Thanks,” she said as I wiped away her makeup.
Henry sat on the coffee table, staring at us, rubbing his lips with his fingers. “Okay, so… I’m looking for the right words.”
“Just spew it, would you? We need to hurry so we can go back and get our family and friends.” My patience had worn thinner than the see-through lingerie I bought for our wedding night.
“I guess I should just start from the beginning.”
“The beginning? How about you drop the fake accent.”
Henry stared at me in stunned silence. “Bloody hell. I knew you heard me.” I think he meant to say that to himself. “Okay. I’m not American.” And there it was. He said it in the same accent as when he was all angry-shouty on the phone.
“Yeah. I think I figured that one out myself. Just call me Sherlock-Fucking-Holmes.” Claire’s jaw hit the floor.
“Please, Elaina. Let me explain.” A heavy sigh escaped. “I just want to say how much I love you. That’s not fake, no matter what you might think.” I rolled my eyes as he took another deep breath. “My name is Liam Henry Daniels, so I didn’t lie about that. If you want, I can show you proper paperwork to support that.”
I laughed so hard, I snorted. Claire still sat there, jaw to the floor. “Now… Liam, is it?”
“Henry. Please, call me Henry. I don’t go by Liam.”
“Okay, whatever. You are obviously hiding something fucking enormous, so I would say it would be easy for you to just, let’s say, produce fake paperwork.”
Henry shook his head, holding up a hand. “Please, just listen.” I sighed and finished cleaning Claire’s face. “I’m from England.”
“Hello? Remember me?” I pointed at myself. “Sherlock-Fucking-Holmes,” I said in an annoyed tone. “Chalk one up for me because I have this phenomenal skill of placing people in the proper geographical locations based on accent alone.”
“Damn it, Elaina! Please, I need you to listen. We are all in trouble here! I’m trying to be honest, so shut it for a few minutes.”
He won that one, but next time… “Okay, fine.” I bit my lip, trying to prevent another outburst with the utmost maturity, of course.
“When I arrived in the States, I lived with Harold and Margaret, who are also undercover. I don’t have time to get into all that right now. It’s far too complicated.”
I threw my hands up in the air. It never occurred to me that Harold and Margaret weren’t Henry’s parents. They always called him “my boy”. I never would have thought to question it because they seemed to have a very loving relationship.
I remember the first time I met them.
-March 2013-
One weekend afternoon, Margaret called Henry while we lay in bed, recovering from yet another exhilarating sex marathon. She hadn’t heard from him in a while and just wanted to check on him.
When she invited him over for dinner that night, he looked at me. I nodded. He happily accepted her request, asking if he could bring a date. Henry pulled the phone away from his ear. Cheering loudly, she was beyond ecstatic since she had never met any of his girlfriends before.
“Just to forewarn you… She is a bit overzealous.” Henry sounded worried and unenthused.
“It’ll be fine.” I smiled as I got up and sauntered my naked butt to the shower. He jumped out of bed and chased right behind me.
After a round of shower fun, we left the house, pulling up to their quaint home on the outskirts of town about forty-five minutes later. It was cute with perfect landscaping. My mother would have swooned over all the colorful flowers and the manicured bushes.
As soon as Henry turned off the truck, Margaret and Harold burst out of the house.
“My boy! How have you been?” Margaret embraced him in a crushing hug. Henry had about a foot or so on her and I would estimate near one hundred pounds, as well. She had the typical older mom wardrobe: collared shirt with pants that looked like a flood was coming in. Her hair and make-up were perfection, just like her landscaping.
Smiling with pride, Harold shook Henry’s hand. They were the same height, but Harold was thin as a rail. He was bald and had very telling eyes. His attire looked much like his mom’s: plaid button-down shirt and khaki pants.
“Still having circulation issues, I see,” Harold said.
Henry pulled his hand back and looked at it. “Yeah, the doctors are still baffled. You know me. I like to keep things interesting.” They shared a laugh.
“Well… Aren’t you going to introduce us to this beautiful young lady?” Margaret was so excited, she could have given a clapping seal a run for its money.
“Yes, sorry. This is my Elaina.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and smiled proudly. It was so sweet and melted my heart.
“I’m Margaret, and this is Harold.” She came over and hugged me. “This is so exciting! He has never brought a girl home!” When I looked at Henry, he shrugged.
Harold took both of my hands and held them for a moment. I smiled at him. “You are just stunning. Excellent choice, my boy! Haven’t seen him smile like that in a long time.”
“Well, you don’t know me yet. I can be quite surprising sometimes.” I smirked.
“Sounds like exactly what our Henry needs. A little less routine and a little more…dare I say…wild.” Margaret chuckled.
“Oh, Christ,” Henry mumbled. I looked at him and laughed. If she only knew…
“Anyway, please come in. Dinner is almost ready. I made your favorite.”
“Excellent!” Henry smiled appreciatively. Then he looked at me and apologized under his breath. I laughed. “Not funny, love.”
“Oh, yes, it is.” I have never met a more enthusiastic woman in my entire life.
As soon as we walked into the house, which was lavishly decorated for such a cozy home, Margaret had us sit at the dining room table. Harold opened a bottle of wine. “This is a spectacular year. Once I told Henry about this wine, he bought us several cases to keep us stocked up.”
“Well, aren’t you a peach?” I said with a grin.
“That I am, my love. That I am.” We laughed and sipped the delicious wine.
“Is there anything I can do to help with dinner?” I asked Margaret, hoping she would say no.
“Oh no, sweetie. You sit just there and enjoy yourself. It’s almost ready. I just need to dish it up.” She smiled and headed back into the kitchen. Harold, Henry, and I kicked back, enjoying our glasses of wine.
Within minutes, dinner was on the table. She served us salad, beef stew, and buttermilk biscuits. Henry groaned when she placed the bowl of stew in front of him.
I loved that groan. I heard it several times the night before…and maybe a few times before lunch, as well. When I smirked at him, he reached under the table and squeezed my thigh.
“Best ever. I swear.” Without pause, he dipped his spoon in and lifted it to his mouth. Margaret glared at him with a raised eyebrow, stopping his spoon in mid-air. “Yes…sorry,” he said, setting the spoon down and pulling his salad in front of him.
“Still too hot to eat. Salad first, like always, my boy.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered in embarrassment. I laughed. I loved seeing him knocked off his high horse.
Margaret cleared her throat as Henry ate his salad in silence. “So, tell me, Elaina. How did you two meet?”
Smiling, I told her the story of Henry saving me from the flat tire and phone thieves. His parents beamed with pride over his chivalrous behavior. I failed to mention he was practically living with me the very next night.
The conversation carried on throughout the course of the evening, two more bottles of wine consumed. For dessert, Margaret served us French Silk pie and coffee in the living room.
Completely full, I settled in between Henry’s arm and chest. He was so comfortable. Their conversation became more distant as I melted into him. I tried to keep up, but I kept fading out. The next thing I felt was Henry rubbing his cool fingers on my cheek.
“Love… Wake up,” he said softly in my ear.
“Oh god. I’m so sorry!” I sat up with a snort and wiped the drool off my face. When Henry laughed, I glared at him.
“Oh sweetie, it’s fine.” His mother winked at me. “I fed you a rich meal and you had a couple glasses of wine.”
“She told me she didn’t sleep well last night. Something about a nightmare,” Henry said. Nightmare, my ass. I glared at him.
“Oh, really? Henry gets horrible nightmares, too. Like night terrors. I hope it isn’t like those. They used to scare the hell out of us.” I knew all too well about those night terrors. I’ve had to talk him down from a few in our couple months of being together.
I casually swatted my hand through the air. “Oh, it was just a regular old nightmare. I just couldn’t go back to sleep after it.” In reality, neither one of us slept much. We made love three times during the night, and again in the morning. I wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, but he was one horny toad.
“Glad to hear it. You should get this wonderful young lady back to her home, Henry, so she can get to bed.” I was sure sleep wasn’t in Henry’s mind. He was going to try to jump me again. I could tell from the devious look in his eyes.
“Yes, I do believe I should.” He smiled at me.
We said our goodbyes and headed out to his truck. He leaned back in his seat and laid his head back on the headrest, letting out a loud sigh of relief. I laughed at him. For some reason, he didn’t think I was funny.
-October 2014-
“So, what you are telling me is that everything is a lie?” I felt sad and helpless as I stared at Henry, waiting for a truthful response.
“No. Not everything. Remember, I love you so much. I cannot express that enough. I wouldn’t have proposed if I didn’t. You are the first woman in my life who has brought me to my knees. Others were just a fling or a one-night stand. What I feel for you is, without a doubt, real. My love is real. It’s not a lie.” I wasn’t sure if what he said was true, but I wanted to believe that he truly did love me. He paused for so long, I thought he wasn’t going to finish. “But, yes, my life is a lie.”
As angry as I was, I loved him with every fiber of my being. I nodded, letting him know I believed his love for me was real, even though I was unsure.
Claire lay back on the couch, staring at the ceiling, looking completely and utterly lost. I was with her on that. “Can we get to the point? I lost Marc out there to those…whatever they are. I don’t give two shits about your love for one another at the moment! Just get on with it, would you?” Her words were laced with venom and frustration. She was angry, her proper etiquette flying out the window, and rightfully so. I was angry for her.
“Claire, I’m so sorry for what happened to Marc. I considered him one of my friends.” Henry’s apology seemed genuine. He took a deep breath. “I’m an agent for the government. My job is to keep tabs on special diseases. One, in particular.” Henry rubbed his five o’clock shadow. “A few years ago, I relocated to the States to keep track of it and provide necessary action against this disease.”
“What kind of disease?” I hoped curiosity wouldn’t kill this cat.
“In layman’s terms, it’s a zombie virus. Or, as we call them, ‘undeads’.”
“Shut the fuck up.” I sat back and rolled my eyes. “That’s not real. What a joke! That’s just in movies and TV shows. It’s just something that was made up. Something all those doomsday preppers prepare for. No fucking way.” I kept mouthing, No fucking way as I looked over at Claire, whose mouth hung open, as if in shock.
“Yes, fucking way. My job is to keep track of it. Our governments created this bloody virus in the lab, and my government wants to keep tabs on it. It’s extraordinarily dangerous…as you have already experienced.”
I flashed back to Henry taking out our pastor and limo driver. I felt sick to my stomach again.
He continued. “Your government doesn’t know about me. They have no idea England has planted people like me here. That is one reason I haven’t told you the truth until now. If they knew about me, I would be in danger. You would be in danger. Anyone affiliated with me would be in danger. I was just trying to protect you.”
It was a difficult pill for me to swallow. I felt like my stomach was trying to escape out of my mouth.
“Elaina, if this virus gets out of control, we, as a population, would be annihilated.”
“Out of control?” I laughed, knowing what I saw today was the purest example of out of control. “If you’re supposed to be keeping track of it, how did it get out then? Sounds like someone’s going to get fired. And why the hell would they create something like this?” I admit there was a little attitude behind my words.
He ignored my “getting fired” statement. “Well, they created it because they can. I don’t know why they did it. It’s a super virus. The only cure is true death.”
“True death?”
“Yes.”
“Like on that vampire show when they say true death?”
“No…well, yes, sort of, but not vampires. There’s no such thing as vampires!” He sounded offended at my reference.
“But there is such a thing as zombies?!”
“Once the virus enters the body, the body ‘dies’.” He used air quotes. “Then it reanimates. The virus lives in the brain. It’s attracted to the electrical signals and feeds off clean blood. The person could be missing all four limbs, have bled nearly every last drop, and they would reanimate. It drives the body to hunt down more blood.”
“Wait. Are you saying that Marc is out there eating people?” Claire shook all over. I could tell she was going to sob again.
“Yes, my dear, I’m sorry to say.” Henry reached for Claire, but she shoved his hands away. “If he hasn’t had a true death, he’ll be doing the same to others as Pastor Jones did to him. I only gave the pastor and the limo driver true death because they were the immediate threat. I needed to get you two out of there before something happened to you.”
She fell over onto my shoulder and cried. “I can’t believe it. My Marc…”
Henry shook his head. “Once he’s exposed to the virus, he’s no longer the person you knew. It controls the brain.”
Claire curled up into a ball on the couch, her head in my lap.
I didn’t even know how to console my best friend. There were no words that would have made it better for her. Or for me. My family, my friends, his fake family… They all were in danger, or had become the danger.
While sitting there, trying to process all the new information, we heard a high-pitched scream come from outside. Henry jumped up and looked out the front window.
“Shit!” He jammed his hands in his pockets. Looking for keys maybe? “Shit,” he said again as he dashed off to his bedroom, quickly coming back, hopping on one foot as he tried to pull on his boots. Using a key, he unlocked the trunk. There was another, more modern trunk with a keypad inside. He punched in a code, the lid clicking open. I couldn’t believe what I saw.
It was a cache of weapons. There was some serious shit in there, and I couldn’t believe my sweet Henry was versed, or even involved with it. He pulled out a shotgun and loaded it, then jammed extra shells in his pockets. He pointed a finger at me. “Stay here. And I mean it this time. Do not leave the flat, and lock the door behind me.” He ran out, slamming the door. I did what I was told, then ran over to the front window. I covered my mouth when I saw a poor woman being eaten by another…human.
“Should we call the police?” Claire asked, staring out the window in disbelief.
“Uh, I don’t know. Let’s wait until Henry comes back…if he comes back.” My voice shook.
It was official. I, Elaina Leigh Cooper, was scared out of my fucking mind.
I was so scared, I lost my sarcasm. I couldn’t crack a joke or roll my eyes. I was transfixed on Henry—or was it Liam. Henry. Yes, he said Henry.
He was an emotionless machine, like he had been killing these so-called undeads his entire life. He walked up behind the undead and raised his shotgun, pumping it. Just as the former living human turned around, Henry pulled the trigger.
The undead’s brains splattered all over, the body crumpling to the ground. He looked down at the woman who lost her life to this former human. I saw him say something to her as he stroked her cheek gently while she cried. She reached up to him. He touched her hair as he spoke to her. She nodded. He pumped the shotgun again, put it to her head, and pulled the trigger.
Both Claire and I screamed. I whispered, “Oh, my god, Claire.” Tears welled up in my eyes. We had just witnessed a murder. Was it really murder? Would killing a person infected with the virus be considered murder, or humane?
I was so confused. If Henry were who he said he was, he knew what he was doing. He knew that if this woman became undead, we would all be in danger.
“Elaina, I don’t think I can handle all this.” Claire dropped to her knees, crying.
“I am not sure what to even think. Just an hour ago, I was marrying the man of my dreams. We would be at our reception right now, having drinks and dancing like fools. This can’t be real. I can’t believe Henry has been hiding all this from me.”
“It is real, Elaina! Wake up! Marc is gone. Everyone who attended the wedding is gone. We’re all going to die, Elaina.”
I knelt on the floor next to her. “We’re all going to die anyway.” I tried to tuck my emotions away so I could console Claire, but I didn’t always say the right things.
“It’s not supposed to be like this!”
“You’re right. It’s not. I’m sorry.” I reached and grabbed her hands, both of us jumping when we heard pounding on the apartment door.
“Elaina! Open the door!” I got up, walked to the door, and touched the knob, hesitating. “Elaina, please. Open the bloody door!” How could I be sure we were safe from Henry? What if he had been bitten and I let him in? He would kill us both. “Elaina! Claire!”
He kept pounding. I looked at Claire for permission. She looked at me for permission. Then she jumped up and rummaged through the chest, pulling out some sort of archaic-looking double-sided axe. She handed it to me. “Here. Take this.” I felt empowered with this well-crafted medieval-style weapon. I held it up like a baseball bat.
“Elaina! Come on!” Henry screamed.
“How do I know you aren’t bit?!”
“I’m not bit!”
I choked back tears, realizing my life was forever changed. “How do I know you aren’t lying to me, like you have lied about everything else? How do I know for sure?” The crying, girly side found its way to the surface yet again, the tears running down my face.
“Elaina, please. Open the door. I’m not bit. You have got to believe me.”
When I nodded at Claire, she leaned against the door and unlocked it. As she cracked it open, I raised the axe over my head, ready to strike. I stood there in disbelief that, at any given moment, I may have to kill my Henry. But was he really my Henry since my Henry was a lie?
“Slowly, Claire,” I whispered. I could see Henry’s eyes. The same eyes that were full of love whenever he looked at me I took a deep, staggering breath. I nodded to Claire and she opened the door all the way.
“Jesus Christ. I didn’t think you would ever open the door.” I stood holding the axe, ready to strike. He stopped short, putting his hand out in front of him. “Elaina, are you mental? Put the bloody axe down. You are going to hurt someone. Yourself, more than likely!”
“I can’t.” My voice shook.
“Listen to me. I’m not bit. Look.”
He leaned the shotgun against the wall and slowly turned around, holding his hands up, trusting that I wouldn’t strike. He lifted his shirt for me to see his deliciously trim body. He had blood and gore splattered on his clothes, but I didn’t see anything that looked like an injury.
Relief overwhelming me, I dropped the axe and jumped into his arms. I wrapped my arms around him so tight, I could have crushed him. He hugged me back just as tightly. I was so scared, but his strong arms made me feel safe. I had to learn to trust this new Henry. I just had to. What other option did I have?
When I heard the door slam, I looked over and saw Claire standing there, trying hard not to cry. I felt guilty for showing my love for Henry in front of her. She had just lost her longtime beau. I didn’t know if my family was safe. Grief and regret filled me as I pulled back from his embrace.
“Henry, we have to go back.”
“Back where?” he asked.
I looked at him like he had two heads. I knew he couldn’t possibly be that dumb, could he? “The church! We need to go back to the church.”
He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not.”
“Yes.”
He crossed his arms over his chest. “No. It’s far too dangerous. I don’t want anything to happen to you. To either of you.” He looked at me for a while, then looked at Claire. She stood by the door, her head hanging. “Claire, I’m sorry. We can’t go.”
“My family is there, Henry!” My muscles twitched from anger. “We need to go get them to safety! I love them…” My voice trailed off.
“I realize that. I love them, too, but we cannot go back there. It’s too dangerous.”
“I need to go back and see if any of them are still alive. Or go to their homes and see if they are there.”
His sigh was heavy as he stood with his hands on his hips. He jammed his hand through his hair a few times. After pacing around, mumbling to himself, he reached into his pocket. “Here.” He handed me his cellphone. “Before something happens to my signal, start calling everyone you know who was there.”
I realized my bag was still at the church, along with my wallet and phone. What if my family was trying to call me? What if they thought I was hurt or dead…or undead or whatever the fuck you called it.
I called my mom’s phone…nothing. My dad’s…nothing. Nick’s…nothing. I panicked, not knowing what to do. I tried my mom’s phone again. When someone answered, I let out a breath, but it wasn’t my mom.
“Hello? Hello? Help me. Help me, please!” It was a man with a high-pitched voice I didn’t recognize it. “Please help! I’m stuck in the flower shop across from the Heritage Family Worship Church. There are people eating people. Oh, my god! Please!” His words came out rapidly.
Henry grabbed the phone from me. “Hello?”
“Please, help me…” The voice trailed off.
“Sir, where did you get that phone?”
“I found it in the street and picked it up. I was coordinating a wedding at Heritage. The Daniels-Cooper wedding. Do you know them? Please, send help! I called the police station, but they aren’t answering. I can’t even get through to 911. There are people covered in blood trying to get into the shop. I’m so scared!”
Henry covered the phone with his hand and whispered, “It’s Nate, the wedding coordinator.” Nate was this tiny flamboyant man who thought everything he touched turned fabulous. He had an ego bigger than anyone I had ever met. There was never a hair out of place, and he was always in an expensive suit.
Nate didn’t recognize Henry’s real voice. He was yelling when Henry put the phone back to his ear. “Sir! Sir! You have to calm down. I need your help.”
“No, you don’t understand! There are people eating people! I need your help! I’m trapped!”
“Sir, I understand what you are saying. Can you tell me what you see? Do you recognize anyone? Anybody from the wedding party?”
“Uh, oh god. There are so many lying on the ground. Some eating others. Others roaming around aimlessly.” Nate was quiet for a moment. “Wait! I think I see a normal someone.”
“Okay. Can you tell me where you see them? What do they look like?” Henry was so calm and collected. My heart was about to leap out of my chest as I clawed at his arms, trying to pull the phone down to my ear so I could hear, as well.
“There are two people across the way. I can’t make out any features. One may even be trying to attack the other. I can’t even be sure they are normal. There are bloody handprints all over the window. Please! Please, I need help!”
“Sir, you need to try and stay calm.”
“Calm? Calm? Are you serious? Have you any clue what I am facing here?”
“Yes, I do. But it’s best for all of us that you stay calm.” I looked at Claire. Did he mean what I thought he meant? “Tell me where you see the people.”
“Um, they are across the way. Next to Heritage, behind the lot gates.”
“One more question. Are you bit?”
“Bit?”
“Yes! Bit! Did an undead bite you?”
“Undead?”
“Yes! The people eating people.”
“No! Please hurry.”
“I’m not that far from you. I’ll be driving a black Tahoe. Whatever you do, do not leave the shop. I’ll come in to get you.”
“Okay, I will wait here. Please hurry!”
Henry ended the call, then turned to me. “Elaina. I need you to wait—”
“The hell I am! I’m going with you.”
“No. Absolutely not!”
“Henry, it could be someone from my family!” I practically stomped my foot like a child.
“No. I will not let you go.”
Really? “Try to fucking stop me. Let’s go, Claire.”
I turned toward the door, picking up the double-sided axe, as Claire turned the knob. Henry reached out and slammed the door shut. “Don’t be a prat!” I think I saw a vein pulsing in his forehead.
“A prat? What the fuck is a prat?”
“A fool. An ass…” He pushed his hand through his hair, then put both hands on his hips, staring me down.
“Wow. Look who is the prat. Liar.” I wanted to add “liar, pants on fire”, but I decided it may piss him off even more.
“Bloody hell.” Henry rolled his eyes. “Elaina, it’s far too dangerous for you two. You don’t know how to take care of the undeads.”
At that moment, a whole new Claire showed up. “Listen up, asshole!” We both whipped around and saw her pointing Henry’s shotgun directly at him. “My Marc was there. Elaina’s family could still be alive. We are going with you, and you are going to like it. We clear?” Henry swallowed hard. We stood in silence for a few moments.
Henry barked out a few obscenities. “Fine. But before we go, let’s see if I can get you two into different clothes.” Henry looked us up and down, then focused on my bare feet. “And both of you need shoes.” He stopped talking. I looked over at Claire, smirking.
I was proud, like a momma bird watching her fledgling fly for the very first time. I mouthed, Thank you to her and she nodded. Her eyes looked dark and sad, but I could tell she felt empowered.
Henry walked back toward his room. “Come on, the both of you.”
Claire put the shotgun down and we followed behind. He went through his drawers, pulling out t-shirts and workout pants. “Here. They’ll be a little big, but they will be better than those dresses.” Then he headed to his closet and found a couple pairs of boots. “These, too.” I grabbed one pair of boots and Claire, deciding she probably should change out of her heels, grabbed the other.
Then he headed back to the living room. As we changed, I could hear him going through his cache of weapons in the trunk.





CHAPTER 2
GUNS READY, we crept down the back stairs to the garage. We all had backpacks full of weapons. I wasn’t a fan of guns. I had never even picked one up until that day.
Henry gave us both a quick lesson before we left his apartment. It consisted of here are the bullets, here is where you put the bullets, this is the trigger, point and shoot. Henry was like a regular Boy Scout. He liked to be prepared.
We didn’t see anyone: true dead, undead, or human. I couldn’t help but wonder where everyone was on a beautiful fall Saturday afternoon. The quiet felt a bit eerie, my hair standing on end.
Henry stopped in front of the door leading to the garage. Without turning around, he said, just shy of a whisper, “I’m going to cover you. Here are my truck keys. I need you to run to it and drive over to me. I’m going to pick off any I see.”
My stomach roiled. “Okay. But who’s going to cover you?”
Henry turned and grabbed my chin. “Don’t worry about me, love. I’ve got this. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.” He kissed me on the forehead, dropping the keys in my hand. Both Claire and I took a deep breath, looked at each other, and ran like we had never run before. Henry’s boots were clunky and too big for my feet, and the workout pants slipped, heading south. Thank fuck the truck wasn’t that far from the door.
Mid-stride, I hit the unlock button on the fob. We looked back for a brief moment when we heard several rounds go off.
I jumped in the driver’s seat, Claire getting in behind me, catching my bag when I tossed it to her. Locking the doors, I turned the key, the engine roaring to life. I wasn’t used to a vehicle of that size.
I had a compact, craptastic car. Henry kept insisting I pick out a new one, but I didn’t want to accept that from him. He said one day, he was just going to pull up in one and drop the keys in my purse, steal the other car, and set it ablaze in an empty parking lot. I never thought he would actually do something like that…but I wasn’t so sure anymore.
He even had the audacity once to take me out on a date to a car dealership. Days prior, he and the salesman spoke about what he thought I would like and would accept. As soon as I realized what was going on, I refused to even look at the cars he had lined up, ready for me to take a test drive.
Henry apologized profusely to the salesman before we left the dealership without a new car. On the way to dinner, he ranted at me in his own soft manner.
Startled by emergency tones coming out of the radio, I listened to a recording telling everyone to stay inside their homes until further notice. Being the rebel that I am, I ignored the directions and shut off the radio.
A few more shots rang out. I looked in the mirror back at Claire. “Ready?”
“Ready.”
I threw the truck into drive and hit the gas, the tires spinning. I sped over to the door where Henry waited, whipping the truck around and slamming on the brakes. Henry hustled over to the driver’s side, moving like he was in combat. I was still confused as to how he was able to hide all this from me.
“Move over.” He waved at me to move to the passenger side. Oh, there it was again. That bossy attitude that I adored, but would never admit. Was he ever going to learn that I didn’t take directions very well no matter the situation?
I put on my best angelic face. “I can drive.”
He raised his left eyebrow. “I see that, but…just…move over, would you?”
“Fine.” I climbed over the console to the passenger seat as Henry jumped in, tossing his bag to me. I tossed it back to Claire.
“Buckle up, ladies. We’re going for a wild ride. Elaina, I want you to have your gun ready.”
“Just remember, I’ve never shot a gun before.”
“Now is a perfect time to learn. Just don’t shoot me accidentally on purpose.” When he winked at me, I couldn’t help but throw a soft smile back at him. I have to admit that his real voice was a bit sexy. I just wished I knew the real Henry—or was it Liam?
“Hey!” Henry and I jumped. “Look!” Claire frantically pointed in front of us. There was an undead man staggering around like he was looking for his car, but he was probably in search of a meal. He must have been rather new because his suit wasn’t too messy…besides the giant hole in his neck and the bloodstain down the front. I shuddered.
“Oh, bloody hell. Claire, hand me that shotgun.” Henry rolled down his window, put the truck in drive, and gunned it toward the undead man.
My heart tried to escape through my chest. I could hear Claire’s quick breathing. Henry slammed on the brakes and threw it in park. Nothing like a little whiplash to make the day even better. I grumbled and rubbed my neck.
“Keep your windows up. I’ve got this. Hey!” Henry yelled out the window. The undead man looked toward us, snarled, and stumbled in our direction. Henry jumped out.
I panicked and belted out a scream. “Henry! Get back in!”
Without turning around, he yelled, “Shut it, Elaina! I’ve got this!”
“Henry! Henry, please!”
He pumped the shotgun and, without aiming, shot the undead man. He jumped back in, buckled up, and jammed the shifter into drive. He floored it and ran over the newly true dead man. Claire and I screamed.
“What the hell did you do that for?” I asked, shocked.
“Insurance policy. Let’s get the fuck out of here before we attract any more attention.”
As we headed out of the garage, I was a bit baffled by his nonchalance.
   
“Henry.” I became more nervous. I wanted to ask more probing questions, but he was focused on the road.
“Yes, my love?” His voice was calm and soothing, like it used to be, but with his British accent.
“I need more info. I’ve shared my life, my love, my bed with you. I nearly married you today, but now I feel like I know nothing about you. When were you going to tell me about all of this shit?”
“I hadn’t found the right time yet.” He sounded regretful and sad, but that statement made me angry. Big shocker right there.
“Wow. Okay. So, before we went out on our first date wasn’t the right time? You could have told me everything, allowing me to decide if I wanted to have a relationship.”
“I couldn’t tell you! And once I got involved with you, I couldn’t lose you. You know I’ve loved you from the moment I locked eyes with you.”
For real? That was all he could come up with? “Lose me? How is that your decision? And how selfish are you to bring me into this blindly!” Rage burned through my body. I thought about the probability that my entire family had been eaten. “Damn you, Liam!” I slammed my fist on the dash.
“Don’t call me Liam! I’m Henry! Henry, damn it! In case you’ve forgotten, this is not my fucking fault! I didn’t make this. I’m just here to fight it, trying to protect you!” he shouted, full of rage, punching the dash. I was startled. He was used to my outbursts, but he had never reacted to me like that before.
“Why? Tell me why I can’t call you Liam?”
“Never mind,” he muttered, focusing back on the road.
“I want to know! I deserve to know!”
“You do, but now is not the time, Elaina.” He grumbled something, then slammed on the brakes. He cursed to himself and looked at me. “I need to talk to you about a few more things before we go back to the church.”
“Great. Are your mummy and daddy from Neptune?” There. I mocked him in his own accent, but it didn’t make me feel any better. It made me feel like I was two.
He growled. “This is hard for me, too. I wanted to tell you so many bloody times who and what I am, but I couldn’t! I wanted to be completely honest, but I didn’t have that luxury. You have given me everything. I have given you nothing but doubt and anger.” He was upset with himself, his eyes filling with tears.
“You got that right, asshole.” I was pissed. Pissed at everything. Fuck it all.
“Both of you need to stop this! I want to get to the church!”
“Right.” Henry put the truck in park.
“Umm, putting the truck into park is not going to get us to the church.”
“I realize that. Listen, after the church, we need to get back to our place.”
“No! We need to go check out my place and my family’s home!”
“Elaina, please, let me explain.” Henry reached for my hand, but I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “Elaina,” he whispered. “We need to go back to the flat. There’s another agent coming, and she will be here later tonight.”
“She?”
“Yes. Her name is Sophie. She trained with me.” I couldn’t help but laugh. “What’s so comical?”
“A girl trained with you to fight this? She must be more truck driver than I am! Can’t wait to see this chick. Does she rock a mullet?”
Claire’s impatience was very evident from the sounds she was making in the back.
Pursing his lips, Henry shook his head. “No.” He seemed angry with my reference. “Anyway, she’s on her way and we are going to devise a plan for this area. We have other plans in place, but dealing with this area is a priority at the moment.”
“Devise a plan? What kind of plan?”
“I’m not exactly sure yet. That’s why Sophie’s coming.”
I looked at Claire, laughing. “Perfect. The secret agent here doesn’t know what to do.”
“Whatever, Elaina! I don’t have time to argue with you about all this. Can you please ditch the sarcastic attitude for once and just go with the flow?”
I admit that I did feel bad. Kind of. Just a teensy bit.
“Yes. I guess.” I rolled my eyes.
“Thank you!”
He slammed the Tahoe into drive and practically stood on the gas pedal. We rounded the corner, seeing evidence everywhere that the undeads had been around. Crashed cars, pools of sticky blood in the street, body parts strewn about, and let’s not forget the obvious…the roaming undeads.
I was in shock about how rapid the virus spread. Henry looked back at Claire, then over at me. “Listen. I know this is hard to see and understand, but you just have to trust me. I am not going to let anything happen to either one of you. I promise. Remember, I still love you, Elaina, no matter what you think. And Claire, you’re like a sister to me. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do to protect both of you.” Claire nodded, her eyes welling with tears.
I stared at all the carnage, fearing for my family and friends. I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.
Henry weaved around crashed cars and the undeads roaming around, looking for a mid-day snack. We saw more and more abandoned cars just sitting in the middle of the street.
More bodies.
More blood.
More gore.
The closer we got to the church, the more death and despair we saw. My stomach churned. “I don’t feel well.” My face heated, sweat beading on my forehead. Henry looked over at me when I slapped my hands over my mouth, trying to suppress the need to vomit.
“Do you need me to pull over?” I nodded, trying not to puke all over the interior of the truck. “Let me find a safer spot, then I’ll jump out to cover you.”
I tried to hold the lurching demon in. It fought me every step of the way, working to escape. When he finally pulled over and jumped out, I whipped opened my door and dropped to the ground. In seconds, Henry stood over me, his gun ready.
It felt like every ounce of food I had from the past week tried to come out. I didn’t think I would ever stop. Thankfully, it finally did. I sat there on my knees, sweating and shaking.
“You all right, love?” Henry stroked my hair. I nodded, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. As tough as I tried to be, all the blood and guts really got to me.
Henry grabbed my arm and helped me back into the truck. Luckily, we weren’t noticed by any of the undeads. They were too busy snacking to realize there was fresh meat in the area.
“Claire, reach in back there and grab a bottle of water out of that bin, please.”
Claire dug through the bin, pulling out a couple bottles water. “What is all that in there?” She handed me the water. I rinsed my mouth out, then took a long sip.
“Proper supplies we may need. I always keep it in here because you never know what’s going to happen. I’ve got medical supplies, like needles, vials, antibiotics, bandages; food and drinks; extra clothes; weapons; and a variety of other survival items.”
Feeling a little better, I looked at him. “Are you going all doomsday on us?” Henry rolled his eyes as he shifted the truck into drive and continued to the church.
We came up to the street where the church was located. I took a deep breath, trying to prepare myself for what I would see, hearing Claire doing the same. I looked back to her and grabbed her hand. Tears ran down her face.
I kind of understood how she felt. I also lost the man I loved. It knew it wasn’t the same, though. In fact, it was a bit selfish for me to compare the two situations. I had a new Henry to get to know, if I desired, but she didn’t have a new Marc with whom to move forward.
Henry slowed down and stopped. The street was impassable, littered with bodies and crashed cars. The church was still five blocks down. “We’re going to have to walk from here.” He unlatched his seat belt. “Both of you will need your guns.”
“I’m all right. I don’t think I could shoot anyone anyway.” I couldn’t tell if Claire didn’t want to use the gun, or if she was afraid of what she may have to do with the gun.
“Trust me. You’ll want it and will learn quickly. We have to stick close together. I will be in the back, covering you. If you see any undeads, aim for the head. Remember, the only way to kill them is to destroy their brains.” I grabbed my stomach again. “Sorry, love.” He looked over at me and, with a tenderness I was familiar with, brushed my cheek with his thumb. That was my Henry that I knew so well…sweet and apologetic.
I loved that Henry. I hoped that part of him would never go away. If I chose to stay with him, of course. I was still unsure.
“It’s okay,” I said in a nearly inaudible voice. I took another sip of water, hoping my stomach would calm down.
“Ready?” Claire and I both nodded. “On three.” He took a deep breath. “Three!”
Claire and I both narrowed our eyes. What the fuck happened to “one” and “two”? Did they count different in England?
We all hopped out and I ran to the driver’s side, since it was closest to the buildings. My hands sweated. I was so nervous about having a gun in my hand and, more than likely, having to use it on someone I knew.
“Here.” Claire tried to shove her gun at Henry.
“You’re going to need this.” He pushed it back to her.
“I can’t. I can’t do it. I can’t shoot anyone I know.” She looked down at her feet. “Especially if it’s Marc.”
“Marc, as you knew him, is already gone. The virus is running his body now.”
“I can’t!”
I grabbed Claire by the arms. “Do you think I want to shoot my family?” I asked, calmer than I felt.
“No! Of course not!”
“We need you, Claire.”
Henry stopped us. “Shhh, ladies. Listen.” He spoke in a hushed tone, his gaze lowered. “If it comes down to it, I will take care of Marc for you.”
“Take care of him? Take care of him!?” She had become furious, getting in Henry’s face. “It shouldn’t be like this! Because of whatever you do in your secret life, the love of my life is probably eating one of Elaina’s family members!”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to offer you.” Henry turned away from us.
I took her by the hands. “Claire, please. We have to trust him.”
“Why?! Because he said so?! Come on, Elaina! He lied to us…to you! You trust him about as much as I do, and I know you know that!”
I looked at Henry, then back at Claire. She was right. My trust for him flew out the window when I saw him pull out the gun at the church.
“I understand that, but… I don’t know. I have to trust him. It’s all I’ve got to go on. If it weren’t for him, we’d both be undead.”
“If it weren’t for him, all of this may never have happened!”
Claire was spitting mad, and I was getting angry myself. How dare she accuse Henry of the atrocity around us? He would never make something like this happen, would he? I was so confused, but I had to press on.
“This isn’t his fault! He’s trying to protect us! I have to trust him. I’m left with no other options right now.” I could feel the lump in my throat growing larger. I needed Henry. He always knew how to bring me back from the brink of despair.
“How can you trust him when you don’t even know him? You said so yourself!”
“I have seen bits of the Henry I know,” I choked out, holding back tears.
“Enough. I appreciate you defending my honor, Elaina, but it’s time we got down to business.” I looked in the direction Henry stared.
It was like a herd of well-dressed drunk people staggering in our direction. A herd of our friends and family, all in an undead state.
“Gather yourselves and come over here!” He waved us to the rear of his Tahoe. I went to him, Claire reluctantly following. My heart raced as I raised the gun, holding it with both hands. My arms shook as I tried to hold it steady.
“I can’t, Henry. I can’t do it.” Tears welled up in my eyes again. As far as I could tell, everyone stumbling toward us were people I knew and loved.
“Yes, you can. They are no longer who they were.”
“I still love them.” My eyes pleaded with him to free me from the horrific task.
“You love who they were, not who they are now.” My jaw trembled. “This was one reason I wanted you two to stay back at our place. I didn’t want you to have to face this.”
“I couldn’t bear to sit there and wait, wondering if you would come back.” I tried so hard not to cry. I had cried way too many times already.
“I understand, but enough of this. We need to focus. You ladies can do this. I know it.”
I looked up, seeing the first undeads about ten feet away.
It was crazy Aunt Lisa, growling and moaning at the same time. Thick, sticky blood oozed out of her mouth, she had a gaping bite wound on her neck, and her mismatched two-piece suit was torn and bloodied.
“I’m so sorry, Elaina,” Henry whispered. “Please forgive me for what I’m about to do.”
He shot her between the eyes. The back of her head exploded, tissue and matter splattering everywhere. I gasped. Claire screamed. Aunt Lisa dropped like a sack of potatoes, lying motionless on the ground.
My stomach reminded me that it was still there, and it wasn’t about to settle down any time soon. Henry looked over at me. I could see he was torn.
“Be ready, love. There are more coming.” He knelt and looked around the bumper. “Elaina, stand above me for a sec. Claire, cover us and make sure there aren’t any coming up from behind. If you see an undead, shoot to kill.” He looked at Claire giving a slight smile. “I know you can do this.”
Claire shook to the core, but nodded. As much as she didn’t want to do it, she knew it was something that had to be done. With a small hesitation, she turned around and covered us.
“All right, Elaina. I’m going to walk toward them.”
“No, you are not!” I couldn’t understand why he would do such a thing.
“We can’t hide here and wait for them to come to us. We’ll get overrun. We have to go to them. They aren’t as fast as we are. We can take them out before they get too close.”
“No.” My heart said no, as well. I was having so many mixed emotions about Henry, I didn’t know which one to go with.
“Please, trust me. I know what I’m doing.” He stood and walked out into the middle of the street before I could grab him.
Damn it, I thought.
I followed, covering him. Claire looked over her shoulder and took a few steps to her left, toward the middle of the street.
“Ready?” Henry asked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be to kill my own family and friends.”
“They’re already dead. You’re just helping the process along and ending their suffering.”
I raised my gun again, holding it with both hands. The cool steel chilled me to the bone, knowing what I was about to do. I aimed at the next one, my friend Brian. I closed my eyes and pulled the trigger, hearing him drop to the ground. I let out a strangled whimper and lowered the gun to my side.
“It’s okay, Elaina. You did what was best.” The undeads staggered closer. “Fire at will, love.” We both raised our guns. I squinted, tears running down my cheeks.
Next were my cousins, Trish and Julian, Henry’s host mother, Margaret, my Uncle Tim… Then I saw him.
My father.
“No. No. No, no, no!” Henry, aiming his gun, looked over at me. “No, Henry, don’t…please!” I wanted to rush to my father’s aide.
“Elaina, it’s not him. I’ll take care of him.” Henry still had him in his sights.
Memories of my father ran rampant through my head. Playing at the park, reading my favorite books, kicking a soccer ball around in our yard, the way he looked at me as I prepared to walk down the aisle…the fear in his eyes when he saw what was happening in the church. I shuddered, knowing what I had to do.
“No.” I paused. “I will do it. I want to be there for him like he has always been there for me.” Henry nodded and took my waist, keeping me stable.
I brought the gun up, held on with both hands, and put a bullet in my father’s head. It was the hardest thing I had ever done in my life.
Before I could process what I had just done, I heard Claire’s blood-curdling scream come from behind us. Henry and I spun around. Marc, missing part of his arm and dragging his right leg, was about twenty feet away, heading straight for her.
“Shoot, Claire! Shoot!” Henry yelled.
I turned back around to cover us. There were a couple more undeads coming. I unloaded my gun at them, mentally blocking out their identities. When I heard a gunshot behind me, I spun around. Claire was on her knees, holding her gun, sobbing.
“Claire… Claire!” I went to her and grabbed her. Suddenly, she struggled against me, breaking free and running toward Marc. Henry tried to grab her, but she was already too far away. Marc lay in an awkward position on the street, half his head in bits all around him.
“Claire! Don’t touch him! Claire! Stop!” Henry ran to her and caught her around the waist, causing her to drop her gun. She struggled against him, but it was no use. He was far stronger. “Claire, I don’t want you to touch him.” She collapsed against his chest. He held her close while she sobbed. “Come on, love. We have to move forward.”
In between sobs, Claire choked out, “No! I have to go to him!”
“I can’t let you do that.” Henry held her face in his hands. “I know what he meant to you. You loved him and he loved you.” He looked over at me, hoping I would acknowledge he was talking about us, as well. “I know this is hard, Claire, but we have to move forward.”
Claire grabbed Henry’s hands and jerked them away. She stuck her finger in his face. “You bastard!” she screamed. “You don’t know shit! You have Elaina! I have no one!” Then she punched him in the face, Henry stumbling backward.
I ran over. “Claire, stop. You have to stop. You will attract more.”
“I don’t give a flipping fuck if I attract more!” Her body trembled. She took a step back and held her arms out to her sides. “Shoot me.” My jaw gaped. I could never shoot her…could I? I just shot my father.
“No way!”
“Stop being a pansy, you obstinate bitch, and shoot me! I don’t want to live without him.” I couldn’t believe what was happening. It was all too much to process. Everyone was changing right in front of me, whether into an undead or a defeated person. “Don’t you get it, Elaina? You said it yourself. We’re going to die anyway. Why not by our own choosing? Shoot me. I want to die now. I can’t live without him, and I don’t want to turn into what he was.”
She stood with her arms still out, waiting. I looked over at Henry, who still rubbed his face where she had decked him. I was stunned. I wanted to end her pain, but not in that way.
“Yes, you can live without him.”
“No, I can’t. You don’t understand!”
“Understand what? My life has changed today, as well! When I got up this morning, I never thought I would be shooting undeads when I should have been fucking my new husband’s brains out! I just shot my father! I just shot a bunch of my family!”
She put her arms back down to her sides. She turned toward Marc and fell to her knees. When Henry started to go to her, I grabbed his arms. “Let her be for a moment. She needs to say goodbye.” Reluctantly, he walked back to the Tahoe.
I stood in the middle of “Undead Alley” and watched, feeling helpless, while my best friend experienced one of the worst things that had ever happened in her life, aside from the death of her parents.
I wanted to run to her, hold her and console her, but I was so angry. I wanted to wake up from the nightmare we were experiencing. I wanted all the madness to end, but it wasn’t going to. It would only get worse.
Far worse.
Claire wiped her face on her sleeve, then got up and walked over to me. She put her arm around my shoulders. “I’m so sorry. I know it’s hard for you, as well. That wasn’t fair for me to say.” I accepted her apology, even though it was unnecessary. I gave her a tight hug, then we walked away from Marc. “This is just unreal.” She bent over and grabbed the gun she had dropped.
Henry waved us to him and we headed over, holding hands. “Listen, I know this is all very overwhelming, but you have to stay focused out here. Once we get back to our flat, you can let your emotions out.” He spoke like he had no emotion, like a machine.
“Henry, please. We just had to do the unthinkable. We need a minute.”
“I realize that. I have been there, but there’s no time.”
I cocked my head a bit. I have been there… His words ran through my head. I felt like that was the first real piece of information I had gotten about him.
Realizing the gears turned in my head, he said, “We’ll talk about that at another point. Right now, we need to focus. We need to get to the people Nate saw, then go to the flower shop to pick him up.”
Henry opened the back passenger door and grabbed his pack. I opened the lift gate, got a couple bottles of water, and jammed them into the side pockets of his pack. We reloaded our guns, then he set the truck alarm and pocketed his keys.
“So we can hear if anyone tries to break in.” I nodded. The last thing we needed was for someone to steal our cache of weapons and what little supplies we had in there. Or, worse, the truck itself.
We slowly walked down the street. Claire and I were next to one another, guns ready. Henry was behind us, covering. When we walked past my true dead family, I tried not to look at my father. My eyes filled with tears again, but I held my breath and kept my head up as we pressed on. I couldn’t look at him or I would have been right there on the ground next to him.
Henry kept stopping, nudging everybody with the toe of his boot to make sure they were true dead. The closer we got to the church, the worse the streets and buildings looked. I was blown away by how fast it had progressed. Total annihilation. The surrounding area was eerily quiet, but I could hear music playing from the clothing store.
“Henry, do you want to check the stores for people who are alive?” I asked, crossing my fingers that he would say no.
“No. Let’s just keep going.” I acknowledged his request, feeling relief. We looked like vigilantes: calculated movements, heads high, armed to the hilt. The church was a short distance ahead.
I heard a banging sound, like someone knocking. I looked around. It came from the flower shop on our right. It was our wedding coordinator, Nate, pounding on the front windows, pointing across the way. Face contorted with fear, he was yelling, but I couldn’t make out what it was through all the gore on the window. I looked toward the church, where he pointed. I could vaguely see two people behind the gates to the lot.
It looked like my brother, Nick, but I wasn’t sure. He seemed to be fighting off an undead. I started over there, but Henry yelled, “Wait! Let me go check them out. I want to see if they have any bites. Cover me.” I tried to stay calm, but I didn’t think I could bear seeing another member of my family slaughtered.
Claire and I stood back-to-back in the middle of the street, holding our guns, watching for undeads. I almost felt like we were having a Charlie’s Angels moment. I kept looking back and forth between Nate and at Henry. Nate was pressed up against the window, still pounding on it.
There was blood all over the windows and doors of the shops. It had to have been from people trying to escape the madness of the street.
Henry stopped a few feet short of the gate, his gun pointed toward the scuffle.
“Elaina!” he called out.
“Yeah?” I responded, watching Nate carefully.
“It’s Nick and Jenna!”
I whipped around. “Oh, my god.”
As I ran over to him, he turned and held his hand up. “No. Stand down!”
“Why?”
“Jenna is undead and Nick’s trying to hold her off.”
Jenna was my brother’s girlfriend of about two months. He always had a new flame, claiming she was “the one”, but they never lasted more than six months. I swear, he had more girlfriends than Hugh Hefner.
I admit that I did like Jenna, even though I had only known her for a short period of time. She was level-headed and had a great job at a marketing firm in the city. She was beautiful and, to be frank, did seem like marriage material. Nick’s scream snapped me back to reality.
“Did she bite him? Nick! Are you bit?!” I shook all over at the thought of possibly having to shoot my brother.
“No! Help me, please!”
“Henry, let me come over.”
Henry looked back and forth between Nick and me. “All right, but Jenna needs true death.”
“I know,” I said, just above a whisper, the anxiety setting in. “I’ll take care of it.” I needed to help him. I needed to save my family, even if it was just one person.
Henry walked back toward me as I headed toward him. He stopped and put his hand on my face, making me look into his eyes. Those brilliant green eyes looked a bit faded.
“Look him over carefully. If he’s bit…”
“I know.” He kissed my forehead, and I walked to my brother, trying to stay as calm as possible.
“Elaina!” Nick cried. “Please, you have got to help me!”
“Nick, I have to shoot Jenna.” It was a bit blunt and business-like, but there was no time to beat around the bush.
“No. No, please…don’t. She’s the love of my life,” he pleaded.
“I understand that, Nick, but she is gravely ill and won’t get better.”
“What is happening? I don’t know what’s going on.” He was talking between tears and holding Jenna back with a piece of metal handrail from the church.
“I don’t know all the details, but we can explain this later. Now, step back.”
“No, please. Please…don’t! I love her.”
“I have to or she will hurt you or someone else.” I raised my gun and aimed at Jenna’s head. “Back away, Nick.”
“No, Elaina. Please…”
I pulled the trigger and down she went. I was stunned by my accuracy. In my mind’s eye, I saw Jenna drop over and over again. The sound of Nick dropping the metal rail brought me back to the present. He stood silent for a moment, then looked over at me. He had Jenna’s blood and matter all over him.
“Why? Why the hell did you do that?” I stepped closer to the gate. “Stay back!” Full of aggression, he pointed at me. “You are no longer my sister!”
“Nick, please. You don’t understand.” It was my turn to plead.
“I understand perfectly. You shot Jenna! My love, the woman I was going to marry.”
I felt bad, but I had to do it. “Nick, please listen.” I moved closer to the gate, trying to examine his physical state while staying calm. When he leaned down to Jenna, I yelled, “Stay back! Nick, have you been bit?”
“Why?! Are you going to shoot me, too?!”
“She may have to, mate.” The sound of Henry’s calm voice startled me.
Nick furrowed his brows. “Henry? What the fuck? This is no time for games! What’s with the British accent? Quit fucking around, you asshole! Do you not see what’s happening here?”
“Nick, I know what’s happening. I have a lot of explaining to do, but I need to know if you’re injured first.”
Nick paused, contemplating. He was having trouble putting words together, his anger and despair taking over. He gazed at Jenna, crying.
“Nick, I’m only going to ask you once more, and you need to be completely honest. If you have an injury due to an undead, you need to tell us.”
“Undead?”
“Henry will explain more in a bit, Nick.” I tried to be soft and mellow, much like the way mom always was with him. He was a momma’s boy, so I hoped it would calm him down. The thought of my mom made my heart ache. I still hadn’t spotted her anywhere.
“No, I think I’m fine.” He looked at his arms, shaking them out.
“Shrug off your jacket so we can be sure.” Henry wasn’t as calm and soothing as I tried to be. He was demanding and growing impatient. Nick glared at him, then took off his jacket and turned three hundred and sixty degrees. He looked fine. I was so relieved.
Henry walked up to the gate and grabbed something out of his pocket. In a split second, he had picked the lock. I walked closer to Nick as he knelt next to Jenna. “Don’t touch her.”
Nick stood, nodded, and walked backward, still looking at her, holding in the rest of his tears. “I loved her, Elaina. I loved her so fucking much.” He walked over and hugged me.
“I know. I know. I’m sorry for what I had to do.” I looked for the courage to tell him I had also shot our father, but I couldn’t form the words yet.
“Elaina, what’s going on? Where did you get the gun? Where did you learn how to shoot like that? You were always afraid of guns.” His emotions were all over the charts…a bit like mine and Claire’s.
“There’s a quick-spreading virus that makes people undead, but we’ll get into it more later. We don’t have time to talk about this right now.”
“Wait. Undead?”
“Yes, undead. Like a zombie.”
Nick shook his head. “That’s so cliché. And seriously? I thought that was just movie or TV shit.”
“I know, but look at what Jenna was like. And the rest of these people, our family and friends. I felt the same way just a few hours ago. One minute, I was about to walk down the aisle to marry Henry, and the next, Liam arrived.”
“Liam?” He looked at me with bewilderment.
“Yes, Liam. Liam is Henry. Henry is Liam.” Nick seemed as confused as I was. “We will get into that later. Right now, we have to go across the way and get Nate.”
Nick looked around the street. “Holy shit. Look at all those dead people.” He realized they were our family and friends.
“True dead.” Again, he looked at me, his watery eyes full of confusion and sadness.
“True dead? Wait, like that show with vampires?”
It was not the time to make comparisons between real life and a television show.
“Yeah, sort of. I guess. But there are no such things as vampires. At least, I hope not,” I mumbled. I felt like I was experiencing déjà vu.
“Who’s Nate?”
“The wedding coordinator. Have you seen Mom?”
“No, but I saw Dad.” Nick was distraught. “He looked…he looked like Jenna before he bit her. She had tried to help him,” he said in a soft tone. “That bastard,” he grumbled under his breath.
“I need to tell you something.” Nick turned and looked at me. My heart tried to beat out of my chest. I felt guilty. I chewed my cheek, trying to find the appropriate way to tell him while trying to swallow the lump in my throat. “I gave Dad a true death,” I blurted, tears pouring down my cheeks.
He shook his head, turned, and walked to Claire. They embraced. I wasn’t sure if he was pissed at me or pissed about everything. I knew I did the right thing for our father. It was the only way I could help him.
“It had to be done, Nick.” She tried to comfort him as best she could. With all the sadness and pain she had to deal with, I appreciated what she said.
We all walked over to the flower shop, but Nate was no longer pounding on the window. I looked over at Henry, and he raised his gun. “Elaina, slowly open the door and call for him, but stay outside. Claire, you stand guard with Nick.”
Nick marched over and got in Henry’s face. “I don’t think so! You are not putting my sister in harm’s way!” Apparently, I was his sister again. It must have been a one-sided on again/off again relationship.
“Back off, Nick.” Henry spoke through clenched teeth.
“Make me, asshole.” Nick stood inches from his face.
I grabbed him by his shoulder. There was no time for macho behavior. “Nick, please. Don’t. We’ve all been through enough today as it is. Please don’t act like this.”
“He’s trying to kill you! Who is he? He surely doesn’t sound or act like the Henry we know!” Nick still stood in his face, like a brick wall that wasn’t going to fall any time soon. I was nervous something would happen. After what I had seen Henry do, I knew he could take Nick out in seconds.
“He’s not trying to kill me! He knows what he is doing.”
“How do you know?” Neither one of them was backing down.
“Because I have seen him react to this in a much better way than the rest of us would! He seems to be highly trained.”
“Be quiet, Elaina. Step back, Nick.” Be quiet, my ass. Henry appeared very calm, but I could see the anger raging in his fading eyes.
“Don’t talk to her that way!” Nick put his finger in Henry’s face. I grabbed Nick, trying to yank him back. Henry growled. They had been nose-to-nose over me a few times before. I didn’t want it to happen again.
“Get your fucking finger out of my face before I make you eat it. Remember when I choked you? That was a walk in the park, mate.”
I got in front of Nick so he could see me. I couldn’t let them fight. Henry would kill him. “It’s fine. Really. Let’s just find Nate. Once we get back to Henry’s apartment, we’ll explain as best we can. I promise.”
Nick pursed his lips together, then backed up. He walked away, but turned around. “You, my friend, are fucking mental. Take notice that if one hair gets harmed on her head, I will fucking kill you.” Henry smirked, then continued to walk to the flower shop. “I mean it, asshole!” I think Henry may have taken that as a compliment. Nick looked at me, shook his head, and went to stand next to Claire.
“Ready, Elaina? On three.”
“On three, like ‘one, two, three’? Or what you did back at the truck?” Welcome back, Elaina. Glaring, Henry wasn’t amused.
“Just open the bloody door and stand back.” Hesitantly, I touched the handle. I didn’t see Nate anywhere in the front of the shop. I opened the door and bell chimes went off. I stepped back, and Henry pushed through in a lame attempt to block the doorway, but there were large potted plants in the entry.
“Nate?” I called out. Henry waved me behind him.
“Nate, it’s Henry Daniels. Are you still in here?” No answer. Henry put his finger to his lips, walking past the floral coolers and toward the back of the store. “Nate! Answer if you are in here.”
A rustling coming from behind the counter to the right and Henry pointed at it. He raised his gun as we stepped around the counter.
“No! Don’t shoot. Please.” Squatting, Nate fell back against the wall. I would imagine seeing a gun pointed at his face would have been just as scary to him as missing a sale at Barney’s. Although, in his book, missing a sale at Barney’s may have been worse.
“Are you bit?” I tried to stay calm, but my adrenaline spiked. It didn’t come out calm, like when I tried to get through to Nick.
“Bit?”
“Yes, bit! Are you motherfucking bit?” I barely gave him a second before I yelled, “Answer me!”
“Ahh… No, no, I don’t think so.” Don’t think so? I would think that would be something you’d know. Henry still had his gun pointed at him. “Please, don’t shoot me. I’m not ready to go yet.” He choked on the words.
I rolled my eyes. “Oh, for the love of… Nate, just stand up so we can see your physical condition.”
“Is he going to shoot me?” Nate’s voice shook, like he was on the verge of bursting into tears. He trembled as I tried to see any wounds on his miniature body.
“Depends. Get up and show us.”
Hands raised, Nate rose from behind the counter.
“Step around.” Henry directed with the business end of his gun. Nate shook his head. “Step around now, or I will put a bullet in your fucking head!” Henry was spitting mad. This wasn’t what I signed up for. I didn’t want to shoot people out of anger.
“Whoa, Henry. Calm down. Let’s not shoot anyone who is normal.”
“He’s pissing me off,” he ground out.
“Well, we can’t just go around shooting people just because they piss you off!” I snapped. I think I would be on the top of the “Pissing Henry Off” list. Nate looked back and forth between us. Henry grumbled something to himself.
I looked back at the man. “Nate, please, just come around the counter so we can check you out.” Henry backed away a little to give Nate room. He stepped out slowly, still trembling. “Remove your jacket, please.” Without protest, he shrugged it off. “Turn all the way around.” We both examined him, then looked at one another. Henry nodded and lowered his gun. “Okay, come on out. You look clean.” Nate sighed, somewhat relieved, as he put his jacket back on.
“What’s going on?” he said, looking around.
“Where’s the phone?” He dug around the inside of his jacket and handed it to me. “Thanks. It was my mom’s. Did you see her?”
“This is your mother’s? No. When I ran out of the church, I realized I had left mine behind. I saw this one lying on the street and grabbed it, just in case I needed one.”
“So you didn’t see her at all?”
“No. I’m sorry, Elaina. I didn’t.” My limbs tingled like they were going numb. Nate grabbed my arm, whispering, “Please, tell me what’s going on.” He glanced at Henry. “What’s with G.I. Henry and his British accent?”
“Let’s just get back to the truck and head to his place. We’ll explain the best we can when we get there.”
“Nope. I’m going to go home.”
“Yeah… No, you’re not.” My emotional self was numb, but at least I could still rely on my smart mouth.
“I just want to get home, Elaina.”
“Did you see what happened out there?” I pointed toward the window. “Look, Nate. Look at the bloody window. There are true dead bodies in the streets. There are undeads roaming, hunting for their next meal. If you go home, you will certainly become one of them.” Trembling, he stepped back, looking to be absorbing what I had said. I think I nearly scared the piss out of him.
“True deads?” Nate tilted his head to the left. “Like that hot vampire show? I don’t like the sound of this.”
Oh, Jesus Christ. Not again.
“For fuck’s sake!” Henry yelled. Nate jumped at the sound of his booming voice. “No, this is not like some bloody vampire show! No one likes this! Now move!”
“Okay, okay, fine, you brute.”
The three of us left the shop, rejoining Nick and Claire.
“Anything out here?” asked Henry.
“I haven’t seen anything.” Claire sighed.
“All right then.” Henry put his hand up in his shirt and pulled out another handgun, handing it to my brother.
“Nope. Not touching it.”
Henry shoved the gun at him. “Take it. Don’t be bloody stupid.”
“How do I know it’s a legal weapon?”
“What the fuck does it matter, Nick?! Do you see what is out here?” I pointed straight ahead. “Look around!”
Sighing, Nick reached out and took the gun. Henry nodded.
“Think of it this way. You will be protecting Elaina.” He brushed past Nick.
“Wait. If he gets a gun, I want one, too.” We all turned and looked at Nate.
“Sorry, mate. Fresh out.” Henry was curt as he kept walking toward the truck. I knew it was a lie. Back at his apartment, he had put another handgun in his backpack.
I took a deep breath as we passed the bodies of my family and friends, knowing I would relive this moment every time I pulled the trigger. I had to find a way to block out my emotions or I wouldn’t make it. I stopped short.
“Nick, do you still have that flask in your coat?” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a small silver flask. “What’s in it?”
“Does it matter?”
“No, I suppose it doesn’t.” I opened the top and just about drained it, choking a little once I felt the fire rise in my throat. “Holy shit! Tequila?” I coughed.
“Careful. It will kill ya’. Now move. I’ve got the back.”
I tipped back the flask again, emptying it, then wiped my mouth with my arm, handing it back to him. I know… Really girly, right?





CHAPTER 3
MY FEET WERE as heavy as lead weights. Maybe it was just Henry’s boots, but it was so hard to walk past all my true dead family and friends. I tried not to look and stay cool. Again, I managed to get past my father without dropping to my knees by his side. I felt terrible leaving him there, but what was I supposed to do?
Henry unlocked the truck, Nick standing guard while we hopped in. Claire and Nate were pretty petite so the three of them fit perfectly in the back. Henry started the truck and turned the radio on. Nothing, just dead air. He looked at me, lips pursed, and shut it off.
It was a quiet ride back to Henry’s. Undead activity was high, but we needed to get to safety and not use any more ammunition.
“I’m going to park out front where I left the limo. That way, we can get away quickly if need be. I don’t want to risk going back into the garage. Too many places for the undeads to sneak up on us.”
“Do you think someone will steal it?” I asked.
Henry shrugged. “Maybe.” I hoped not. “All right. Are we ready? I will lead. Then Elaina, Nate, and Claire. Nick, you cover behind us. Everyone hurry, but remain calm.”
“What are we, in kindergarten? Single file…boy, girl?” Nick mumbled.
“Nick, can it, would you? I’m sure he has a reason,” I snarled.
“I don’t really. I just felt like being bossy again.” I smirked at Henry as he winked at me. Even though I didn’t know who he truly was, I still loved him. I knew it didn’t make sense, but my Henry had to be in that body somewhere.
   
We made it up to Henry’s apartment without incident. He unlocked the door and waved us all in, then locked the door behind him.
“Damn… Nice place.” I was shocked that Nick actually complimented him since their relationship had been mostly touch-and-go from the beginning. They got along, for the most part, but only for my sake.
When Henry hit the light switch, nothing happened. Perfect, I thought. There was a collective groan throughout the group.
“Thanks, but I can’t take credit for it. I bought it furnished. The only furniture that’s mine is that trunk.” Claire, Henry, and I looked at one another and smirked.
“What’s so funny?” Nate didn’t look amused. He stood there with his hands on his skinny hips.
“Nothing. Never mind.” Henry put his gun down on the dining room table. “All right. A couple rules. Do not open the door for anyone. Try not to be too loud. There’s plenty of food and water here, for now, so eat something to keep up your energy. We are in for a long journey together.” He rattled off rules like we were children at camp.
“Claire gets the spare room, Nick and Nate can flip a coin for the couch. I’m going to go make a call in our bedroom.” He put his arm around me when he said that. “Hopefully, I can still get through. Feel free to fight over the shower. Towels are in the cupboard in the bathroom.”
“Our bedroom?” I was a bit curious, seeing as it was only the second time I had actually been inside his apartment. The only time I was in his bedroom was when I changed out of my dress.
“Yeah. I think of it as ours.”
“Okay.” I shrugged and headed down the hall to the shower, yelling, “By the way, I call the shower first.”
Without me realizing it, Henry walked in the bathroom behind me. I turned on the shower, jumping when I turned around to see him standing there. “Jesus, Henry. What?”
“I have a master bath. You can use it, if you wish.”
“No. I’m good.” He still stood there, staring at me. “Is there something else?”
“I just wanted to look at my beautiful bride again. Alone.”
“In case you missed what happened today, we aren’t married. And we aren’t exactly alone.”
He cupped my face with his right hand, rubbing my cheek with his thumb. “I know, but you are beautiful, and you are still my bride-to-be.” That was my Henry. A soft smile crossed my lips.
I looked over at the mirror and saw a blood-speckled face, dirt, and an unintentional messy up-do. I pursed my lips. “I think I left my beauty back at the church.”
“Nope. You are beautiful to me, no matter what.”
He leaned in to kiss me, but I shied away, all the emotions I had kept at bay flooding me. He pulled back. “What? What’s wrong, love?” Had he missed what happened?
“I… Well, I…I just need to get into the shower and get all this gross off me. Can we talk after?”
Henry nodded and turned around to leave the bathroom. He looked back at me. “I will be in our bedroom making my call. Yell if you need me.”
“Okay.”
When he closed the door, my legs gave out, dropping me to my knees. What was supposed to be the best day of my life had turned into the worst. My chest ached and my stomach twinged with hunger, but I was too nauseous to eat.
I begged silently, Please, wake up from this nightmare. I tried to pull myself together, but I couldn’t hold it back anymore. The girl I was had vanished.
I curled up on the tiny rug and cried like never before. I pulled at the rug’s fibers, letting all the pain out. I pounded my fists on the floor, screaming into the towel. I hoped that neither Henry nor anyone else heard me. I needed that moment to myself. I needed to open the floodgates. Then I realized I had to get in and out of bathroom before anyone worried.
“Pull yourself together, Elaina. This is not who you are,” I whispered. I forced myself up off the floor, then stripped out of Henry’s bloodstained, sweaty clothes. I shuddered, hating the blood and sweat.
I stepped into the hot shower, knowing it could very well be the last one I may take for the rest of my life. It was so hot, but I didn’t give a shit. I was using up the hot water like a selfish adolescent, but I didn’t care.
I picked up a bottle of body wash, opened it, and inhaled. The spicy scent filled my nose. “Henry,” I whispered. It smelled like the Henry I knew. I washed my body, aching for him. I felt like he had died along with everyone else. I was so torn. I loved the Henry I knew, but wondered if that Henry was gone forever.
I finished my shower, wrapped up my hair, and wrapped another towel around my body. I kicked Henry’s dirty clothes off to the side—picking them up was not an option for me—and headed out of the bathroom.
“Shower’s free!” I yelled down the hall.
“All right!” Claire yelled back. As she headed down the hall, I waited for her. She gave me a small smile.
“Be careful in there. The bathroom is some sort of vortex. It sucks out all your emotions.” I touched her arm. She stared at me with her big blue eyes. “Claire…”
“Please, Elaina.” I felt guilty that I used up all the hot water. I could see she just wanted to collapse. Streaks of dried tears and taut lips, her emotional state had exhausted her, the day’s events showing on her face.
I pulled my hand back and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Claire. I wish I could—”
She put her hand up to stop me from saying something that would set her off. “Stop. Just don’t.” Her voice shook. “I can’t handle it right now.”
She walked into the bathroom, the door closing with a quiet click. I stood there for a moment, listening. Her cries were soft, but strong. I had to walk away before it sucked me back in again. I went into Henry’s…I mean, Liam’s…or was it our bedroom? I heard him raging on the phone again.
   
“Liam! So glad you called. I wanted to congratulate you on your wedding day. How did it go? I hope it wasn’t too…eventful.” Roger’s malevolent laughter tore through Henry’s body. He wished he could wrap his cold hands around his throat and watch the life drain from his face.
Someday, he thought.
“I refuse to take part in this!”
“Liam, Liam, Liam… You are to get on that plane and get your useless arse back here and pay for your rogue behavior.” Roger stayed calm, but Henry was close to snapping.
“If you think I’m going to bow down to you ever again, you have another thing coming to you!”
“You are getting back on that plane. Sophie is coming to drag you back to me. I already have your punishment planned.” He chuckled. “You remember your old mate, Brass Knuckles, yeah?”
“Fuck off, Roger. I told you I was done with the program ages ago.”
“You know you cannot leave the program. You’re in it for life.”
“Yeah, thanks to you.”
“Liam, my boy. Come on now. You know you want to come back. I have a special place all ready for you.” A sadistic laugh burst from Roger’s throat.
“Fuck you.”
Roger got pissed with Henry’s insolence. “If you don’t come back, I will personally hunt you down and torture your woman in front of you until you give in. I may even have a little fun with her in front of you. Show her what a real man can do for her.”
Red rage tore through Henry. “I will never allow you to lay a hand on her! Ever! I will slit your throat and watch you bleed out before you could ever think about touching her! Do you hear what I’m saying?!”
“Are you threatening me? You know where threats get you.”
“I don’t make threats. I make promises. I swear, I will kill you and enjoy every second of it! I’m calling the shots now!” Henry paced wildly, wearing a path in the plush carpet.
“Liam, I advise you to get on that plane, or you will pay the consequences!”
   
From the doorway, I watched Henry pace like a wild man, yanking at his hair as he raged on the phone. I wondered who would make him so full of anger and hatred.
“No. I refuse!” Henry paused. “Piss off! I’m not taking orders from you anymore! I told you that months ago! I am through with your program, and I’m not returning. I’m going to do what I see fit. If that means taking out half of the goddamned world, then so be it. You’re a sick son of a bitch, and I hope…I hope you become undead because you can count on me to put a bullet in your motherfucking head!”
He hit the END CALL button and threw his phone up against the wall. It shattered, like everything else around us.
“ARRRG!” he growled, which paralyzed me with fear. I had never seen him like that. I had seen him angry, but he usually stayed in check. This Henry was unhinged, scaring the shit out of me.
He realized I witnessed his rage. “Elaina.” He walked to me and took my hand, guiding me into the room. “I’m sorry you saw and heard all that.” Shaking his head, he looked ashamed, dropping his gaze, after he noticed I was frightened.
“What was that about?”
“Uh, shit. Let’s get you dressed and get clothes for the others first. Then we’ll sit and chat in private before we talk with them. I owe you that much.” I nodded, feeling the same.
I pulled out a couple tees and found a few pairs of workout pants. Thankfully, Henry went to the gym a lot; otherwise, Claire and I wouldn’t have pants. At least we could roll the waistband down to take up the length and tighten it up a bit. It was a far cry from Claire’s usual feminine attire, but it was better than the nasty clothes she had already borrowed.
“Henry, I’m not sure what to do about panties.” My cheeks heated, blushing. I wasn’t sure why. I had never really been shy in front of him before. He’d seen me naked on more occasions than I could count.
“You can wear my boxers,” he said with a smirk.
“Uh, no thanks.” I wasn’t in the mood to get that personal with him.
He shrugged. “Suit yourself. Go commando.”
I set Claire’s outfit outside the bathroom door, then walked back into the bedroom, shutting the door. Henry walked up behind me, pulling the towel off of my head. “Hmm, my black-haired beauty,” he whispered. I blushed again. He tugged at the towel wrapped around my body, but I stopped him. Confusion flashed across his face.
“It’s just not the right time.” He had an odd way of shutting out what had happened. It was a bit bizarre.
“I understand. But I still think you look beautiful.” He smiled at me. I couldn’t help but smile back, even though I still pulled away.
“I need to get dressed.” My words were barely audible.
“Go ahead.” I frowned, then understanding flashed in his eyes. He held his hands up. “I’m sorry. I can imagine you are uncomfortable around me at the moment. I’ll leave and take the others these clothes.” Before I could change my mind, he headed out of the bedroom. He stopped at the doorway before he closed it. “I’ll come back in a minute so we can have a chat.”
“Okay,” I said.
I sat on the bed for a moment and dried my hair with the towel. I quickly dressed, worrying that Henry would come back sooner than I expected. I wished I had a different bra because the strapless one was killing me. As for panties, I wasn’t a commando kind of girl, but I was out of options, unless I wore Henry’s boxers. Not happening.
I wasn’t happy wearing his big clunky boots, either, but they were better than those heels I had on earlier. I had to stop thinking about the wedding. When I saw part of my dress sticking out of Henry’s closet, I paused.
There was a quiet knock on the door. Slowly, I opened it. Henry held out a bowl of fresh fruit and a bottle of ginger ale. “Room service.” He smirked and I smiled at him. I stepped away from the door and allowed him to come in. After all, it was his room.
“Thanks. I haven’t eaten at all today.” Although, I wasn’t so sure my stomach could handle it right now.
“I figured as much. I thought you would like the ginger ale to help settle that belly of yours.”
“Yes. Thank you.” I smiled at his thoughtfulness, heading back to the bed. That was the Henry I knew and was supposed to marry earlier in the day.
He sat beside me and let out a great sigh. “All right. Where do I begin…?” He trailed off and rubbed his perfect, stubbled chin, lost in thought. I nibbled on a strawberry, waiting. “Uh, well… I was just talking to my former boss, Roger.”
“Wait. Who were you talking to before?”
“That was Kellan.”
“Who is he?”
“I’ll get to that eventually. Anyway, Roger recruited me for the program when I was fourteen.”
“Fourteen? Isn’t that a bit young? Weren’t you in school?” My mouth was full as I spoke. As usual, Henry looked past my lack of proper etiquette.
“Not really. I was a troublemaker in school and lived in an orphanage. Roger would take in troubled boys and girls at around the age of fourteen.”
“And he works for the government?”
“Yes. He’s in charge of all this madness. Later, he decided his job would entail combat training us, which he has used against the government, but we will get to that in a minute.”
“Did you know what was going on?”
“No. He said we no longer fit into society. That we were throwaways. He was going to turn us into the men and women that we desired to be.”
I felt sad for him. A throwaway? It broke my heart to hear him say that. And knowing that he believed it made it ache even more.
“Is this what you desired to be?”
It took him a moment to answer my question. “Well, not exactly, but I liked being able to get my anger out on a punching bag. It hurt my hands a lot less than punching a foul prat in the face. We would train day and night. It was a bit like a military academy, except at a higher intensity. We had a few instructors: a weapon specialist, hand-to-hand combat specialist, explosives training. You name it, we learned it.”
“Did you learn how to crochet?” He laughed and I giggled. I had to say it. I couldn’t help myself. As angry as I was at everything, I still felt like I needed to mask it and be the dependable Elaina everyone knew and adored.
“Very funny. Anyway, we trained for a solid two years. No scheduled days off, no holidays. It was relentless. I know now they were trying to break us mentally and rebuild us. They wanted to shape us into fearless, emotionless machines.”
“Do you feel you reached that?”
“For the most part, but I did question a lot of things. Roger wasn’t fond of my curiosity, so I got a few beatings. Well, more than a few.”
“Wow.” I hurt for him and could feel his sadness.
He smiled sadly at me, then continued. “When the group of us turned sixteen, we were accepted into the program.”
“So they moved you out of the orphanage?”
“Yeah, the complex was my home after that, but it was more like a facility than a home. There were labs, scientists, guards, weapons, and a room full of caged animals. It was a cold and sterile environment.”
I sat quietly, listening to Henry pour his heart out. It was overwhelming. I could only imagine how all of this must have made him feel.
“We spent hours rehearsing a new identity, learning the American accent and slang, and training. That went on for a few more years.”
“Wait, rehearsing a new identity? So Liam isn’t your real name, either?”
“No,” he whispered.
“You lied to me again,” I growled. Pissed, I turned away from him, not knowing if I could handle any more of his lies.
“I know I did, but I had to get you to trust me. The only way I could was to lie to you. I know it doesn’t make any sense, but we didn’t have enough time to dig into all of this.” When reached out to me, I pulled away. “Please, Elaina. You have to believe me.”
“How can I believe an ounce of what you tell me?”
“I swear what I’m telling you is true.” I glanced back at him, his eyes welling with tears. I had to turn away again. I couldn’t stand to see him like that.
He swallowed hard, trying not to cry. He was in so much pain emotionally, he pled with me while the tears fell. “Please. I’m begging you. I know it’s a lot to take in. I know it’s difficult to understand, but I need to know you trust me. I need to know we are all right.”
I finally looked deep into those fading green eyes. “I don’t know who you are. I invited you into my home, shared my bed with you, and was going to marry you this morning, for fuck’s sake.” I stood in haste. He grabbed my arms.
“Please, Elaina. You have got to believe me. My love for you is real. I’m telling you the truth.” He wouldn’t let go of my arms, no matter how I tried to shake him off.
“How do I know?”
“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t risk my life telling you all this!” There was a very pregnant pause, and I stopped struggling against him. He let go of my arms, and I sat back down on the bed.
“All right. Go on,” I whispered. “But I want to know your real name before you go any further.”
“Luke. Luke Richards.”
I hesitated, then held out my hand. “Pleased to meet you, Luke Richards.”
He eyed me carefully, trying to figure out if I was being my sarcastic, smartass self.
“The pleasure is all mine, my love.” He took my hand and kissed it. I tried to fight it, but I blushed like a schoolgirl. I hated that he could still do that to me. I felt like such a fucking loser falling for all his flirtations. That was the way it had been since the first moment.
“Go on…” My voice was shaky, obvious still overcome with giddiness.
“Remodeled from an abandoned warehouse, the front of the building looked like a proper office building, just in case someone entered by accident. Harold and Margaret were also part of the program, in a sense. Essentially, they were handsomely paid actors to carry on the façade that I was their son, but they didn’t know the truth. Hence the American accent.”
“So there are more of you here?”
“In this country? Yes. We have coverage in all regions. I’m supposed to work the northern part of the East Coast. So that’s why I’m in New York. I have connections throughout the country to help keep tabs on everything.”
“Do you know where the others are?”
“I used to, but since I busted my phone minutes ago, I won’t have contact with them anymore. Plus, with all that has occurred today, who knows what’s happened to them. And I assume the network will go down soon anyway…if it hasn’t already.”
“Right,” I snipped. I wanted to know more about what was happening than with whom Henry worked. “So where does the undead virus come in?”
“Well, part of our training was on animals.” I looked at him in disgust. “A team came in from the States who knew how to produce the virus, and our scientists would make it and inject the lab animals. They would monitor and study them, then we were forced to take care of matters.”
“What kind of animals?” I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know. My stomach got queasy again. One of my few soft spots was for animals, so the thought of animals doing what I saw today saddened me.
“Everything from rats to chimps.”
I held up my hands, trying to shield myself from his words. “Wow.”
“It breaks my heart to think about it now, but I had been beaten into submission on a consistent basis. I had to have a lack of emotion and be able to remove myself from the situation.”
“Why did you allow it to happen?” I asked, angry with him again.
“I didn’t have a choice! I told you, if I questioned anything, I would get beaten. If I looked at them the wrong way, I was beaten. I was subjected to regular beatings and tasings to make me tougher and obedient. I was on the brink of death on a few occasions, along with a few hospitalizations.”
He looked down at his feet, tears forming in his eyes again. Our range of emotions were off the charts. I felt sorry for him. His memories were obviously painful.
“I’m so sorry, Henry… I mean, Luke.” When I reached for him, he looked at me.
“Please, call me Henry. I can’t have you calling me by my given name. That person does not exist anymore. He’s…” He cleared his throat, “considered dead on paper.”
“Yes, sorry. Were the two countries working together to make this virus?”
“In a way. The States didn’t want their secret program to be discovered on their own soil so, when the opportunity came about, they moved the program to England.”
“Why did England allow that to happen?”
“The States funded England to run the facility. The money helped refuel our economy. Not that it was doing well, but it would have been a lot worse.”
“So they don’t know about you? Who pays your salary?”
“The States, but they don’t know that a portion of the funding goes to pay us. If they knew, they would cut out the funds…possibly the whole program. Not that it would be a bad thing, but I felt obligated to stay faithful to my country. If they knew what England was doing with us, they would pull the program and fund it elsewhere.”
I nodded, sickened about the involvement of the country I loved. It seemed like this program would have happened no matter what.
“Wait. They are paying you, and you’re spying on them? That’s rich.”
“Yeah, you can look at it that way, I suppose. Roger had them convinced we were at the complex to deal with the lab and security. He was convinced the States would try to release the virus behind our backs at any moment. All they had to do was inject one person with a full dose, and boom. It would be like a nuclear bomb going off.
“The States idea was that they would release the virus in a country, contain it at the borders, and it would wipe out the people of that country. A weapon of mass destruction of sorts, without the big boom. I believe it was Roger who wanted the power. He wanted to release it so he would have control and call all the shots. He wanted us to protect his agenda at any cost.”
“So that’s where you came in? Protecting at any cost?” Henry nodded. “Why? That’s horrible. Innocent people would kill and be killed.” I began to get emotional again.
I sick of the new Elaina. The past day’s events raced through my head, making me a bit dizzy. I put my head into my hands. I kept seeing the death all around me.
“Elaina, maybe I should stop for now.” I looked up at him. His eyes still watery, I could see his pain and he could feel mine.
“No, go on. I need to hear this. What countries are on the list to be, essentially, executed?”
“The first one on the list was North Korea. They felt it would be justified because of their crimes against their own people and threats to other countries. The States would be able to get rid of one of their sworn enemies. There was plenty of intelligence North Korea was going to use against the States. They’d been launching what they called ‘weather satellites’, but we knew they were full of shit.”
“So they would kill all the people who are there by circumstance?”
“Yes.”
“But doesn’t that make them just as bad as Roger?”
“Yes. Yes, it does.”
“So where do you fit in with all this now?”
“Well, neither country trusts the other, and Roger doesn’t trust anyone. He has control issues, if you haven’t figured that out yet. He wanted full control, whether or not they wanted to give it to him. As it looks right now, Roger has won. I’m not sure how the virus was released, but I will find out. I do have my suspicions. And, mark my words, I will take care of it. Even if I have to die doing it.” He growled his last sentence.
“How could they trust you if they don’t trust each other?”
“The only thing I can think of is that I was on Roger’s payroll. I barely have an eighth grade education. They feel they can keep me honest by threatening to take away my income. I have no qualifications. I only have life and street skills. That’s not going to get me anywhere. They would expose me, leaving me to my own devices. He had me by the bollocks.”
“But you ran the blood bank.”
“Yeah, I did, and they own it. I can read, write, and understand, Elaina, but I don’t have those important documents that declare me educated. I have spent a lot of my own time, through reading and research, educating myself as best as I could. Hence, all the books in the living room.”
I decided to move away from the education part of the conversation. He seemed touchy about it. He always seemed intelligent to me. I would never have guessed he had a lack of proper schooling.
“So the government probably knows the intent now?”
He took my hands and looked me in the eyes. “More than likely. That’s why what I’m telling you has to stay confidential. If this gets out and your government is still up and running, they will figure out everything, hunt me…us down, and kill us.”
“Right.” I said it so matter-of-factly, it startled Henry. “I’m still not understanding why you’re here, instead of protecting England.”
“So we can contain it. The farther away from our shores, the better.”
“Then how do you think the virus got out?”
“One of the other agents…” Henry swallowed hard. “There are a few possibilities, all very plausible.”
“Perfect.” I became suspicious that maybe it was Henry, but I didn’t let on that I was.
“It’s not me, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Damn it. How did he do that? “I saw the light ages ago and abandoned the program, as you heard when I was on the phone. The day I proposed, I threw in the towel.”
He still hadn’t convinced me. I tried not to think ill of him, but how could I not after what happened?
“Was it the butch chick who’s coming?”
“No. I can trust Sophie with my life. Besides, she was in England. Roger thinks she’s going to make me go back. Not happening. And she isn’t butch. You’ll see.” Excitement ran through his eyes.
Great, I thought, feeling the heat of jealousy flare up in the pit of my stomach.
“So you think Roger sent this agent with the virus in on purpose?”
“Oh, most definitely. It was the only way he could prove a point and feel like he was in control. Why not take out the superpower? He would have the world at his mercy and eating out of the palm of his hand. It’s precisely what he wanted, the ego-driven son of a bitch.”
“I just don’t understand why he would do that.”
“He’s mental. I do wish I had all the answers for you. The only thing I can really think of is that Roger felt like he could get the upper hand. If he could release this virus and have the agents contain it at the borders, then England…or, shall I say, Roger…would essentially have control of the world. Now I need to try to protect the innocent. The virus is here and we need to fight it.”
He took a deep breath. “Elaina, I am so sorry I got you into this mess. This is killing me. Because of me, you have lost most of your family and friends. And you may even lose me, if Roger’s bleeders find me. Obviously, he doesn’t want me to release the program information or his agenda. They will protect their secret at any cost.”
“Henry.” I reached out to him, worrying about his safety. “I believe this would have happened with or without you. If I didn’t have you by my side…” His eyes lit up, “I might be one of the undeads right now. Or true dead in the streets somewhere.”
“I’m not even sure if survival is the best thing. You saw how rapidly it spreads. They are savages. This will change the human race. It may even eliminate it.”
“Right. Well, I’m glad to take on this fight with you.” Henry looked at me with intensity, love for me glimmering in his eyes.
“I hope you don’t regret it.”
“Honestly, I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
He shook his head, then cupped his hands around my face and kissed me.
I returned his kiss, which became more passionate by the second. He tipped me back and positioned himself over me, my body buzzing with excitement. He groaned as his tongue explored my mouth. He ran his lips over my jawline, and placed soft kisses down my neck…
Someone knocked on the door.
“Fuck me,” Henry grumbled.
“Nope.” We both laughed a little.
He got up and cracked open the door. Nick stood in the hall, arms crossed. When I sat up and tried to look casual, Nick looked down and ran his hand through his hair. He was embarrassed, but probably not as embarrassed as I was.
“Uh… I’m sorry if I interrupted anything, but I have been pacing back and forth. I want an explanation. You promised me that.” He stared at Henry.
“Yes. Yes, I did. Give us a moment, please.”
“Sure.” Henry turned back to me. Nick stayed in the doorway. I looked at Nick so Henry knew he was still there. He mouthed, Thank you and kissed me on the forehead. I smiled and we all walked into the living room.





CHAPTER 4
IT WAS a bit of a cold reception for us in the living room. I wondered what they had been talking about. Then again, they were probably wondering what we were talking about…or maybe doing. The thought made me blush. Everyone had cleaned up and was trying to relax. I didn’t realize we had been talking that long. Henry cleared his throat.
“Has everyone eaten something?” he asked.
Nick nodded. “Yes. Thank you for your hospitality.” Henry nodded. “Okay, here’s the deal—”
Henry put his hand up. “Wait a moment. Keep in mind that I’m calling the shots here.”
Nick barked out, “Who the fuck died and made you captain of this ship?!”
“Shut it, Nick,” I snapped. “He’s the only one here right now who is equipped to deal with this situation.”
Nick sat, crossed his arms in front of his chest, and glared at Henry, pouting like a five-year-old.
“Thank you, love. Now, you all deserve an explanation.”
“You’re damn right,” Nick mumbled.
“Nick, we aren’t going to get anywhere if you continue to give me shit,” Henry said in an irritated tone.
“Whatever.” Nick rolled his eyes, turning so he could look out the window.
“Anyway, I’m obviously not American. I’m English. My real name is Liam. But, please, continue to call me Henry. For more reasons than I want to discuss at the moment, I don’t go by Liam. I’m a Special Forces agent for the English government. Check that. I was an agent.” I knew he was purposely leaving out bits of information, but I went with it.
“Perfect. A secret agent.”
I walked over to Nick and got between him and the window. I grabbed him by the shirt collar to get his attention. “You will shut the fuck up and listen to Henry, or I will lock you outside and let the undeads have their merry way with you. Got it?” Nick rolled his eyes and nodded, but he wasn’t amused. “Tell me you understand.” I looked around the room. “I want everyone here to understand. Nobody is going to go all batshit crazy. We’re all going to work together. We’re taking this on together. If anyone wants out, go now…but you’ll go without supplies.”
Nick cleared his throat. I wasn’t sure if he believed my threat, but no one moved. Knowing we had weapons, I had a feeling they would stay.
“Uh… I’m sorry, Henry. You’re in charge and I will follow your orders…humbly,” Nick grumbled, and everyone else agreed.
“Thank you.” I let go of him and went back to stand next to Henry.
“I owe you one, love. Anyway, this is a man-made, rapidly spreading virus that was somehow released into your country. All it needed was one host, and boom… It’s now a bloody epidemic.” Claire shuddered. “I’m not going to stand here and apologize for all that’s happened. We have to move forward and live in the now. If you are here, plan on staying for the duration. We’re a team and I’m in charge. I will do my best to keep you safe, as you will do your best to keep yourselves safe.”
Nate got up and headed toward the door. “Uh… I didn’t sign up for this, so I think I—”
Before Nate could finish his thought, Henry aggressively jumped toward him and got in his face. Angry Henry had returned. “You will sit the fuck down and listen! You’re stuck with us now. Elaina gave you your chance to leave. No one, not even me, signed up for this motherfucking bullshit.” I pulled Henry back before he made Nate piss himself.
“Right. Okay, okay. I’m sitting. Geez, you brute.” Nate readjusted his ill-fitting shirt.
Henry took a deep breath. “Sophie, another agent, is on her way and will be here in a few hours. She will also have a vehicle and a cache of weapons. You will respect her and follow her direction, as she will be second-in-command.”
I really hoped Roger’s behavior hadn’t rubbed off on him. I wasn’t sure if his behavior was for show, or if he was really bonkers. Tentatively, Claire raised her hand, like she was in grade school.
“Yes, Claire.”
“Is there a cure?”
Henry sighed and looked down. “No. I’m afraid not.”
“Then what do we do?” She sounded like she was ready for revenge. I looked over at Henry.
“We fight it,” Henry said.
“Fight it?” Claire questioned.
“Yes.”
“Like what we did earlier? Kill people?”
“They aren’t people once they are exposed to the virus.”
“Do they die when they are exposed? We haven’t seen anyone turn yet.”
“I have,” Nick spoke up. “Jenna lost a lot of blood after she was bit by my father. Then she passed out…or died, I guess. I don’t know. I couldn’t wake her. I held her for a bit, then left to find help. I got about twenty feet away when I heard a moaning growl.” He took a deep breath. “She sat up and I ran to her. Her eyes were this…this lifeless, putrid gray. I went to grab her and she lunged at me, mouth open.”
Everyone was fixated on Nick, who still stared out the window as he told us what he saw.
Claire asked, “What was the time frame?”
Henry cleared his throat, getting our attention. “The change usually happens anywhere from five to fifteen minutes. There isn’t much time between bite, suspended animation, then reanimation. It truly depends on the wound. Plus, it’s very aggressive.”
“And you know all of this because…?” Nate seemed to be questioning Henry’s knowledge.
“Let’s just say I’m experienced with the change.” I almost got the feeling he wasn’t telling us something. Henry clapped his hands together before anyone else could interrupt him. “All right. Well… The only thing left is weapons.”
He walked to the trunk and pulled out his keys. He opened it and displayed his weapons. There was everything from small guns to shotguns, double-sided axes to different types of rifles.
Henry pulled out the shotgun he had used earlier in the day. “This is a twelve-gauge, pump-action Remington. It’s high-powered, has a decent recoil, and holds six plus one rounds.” He checked to make sure it was empty. “I’ll show you how to load it when we need it. You’ll need to take a wide stance and pump.” He put himself in a wide stance and showed us how to pump it. “Take aim quickly, and pull the trigger.” He raised the gun and pulled the trigger. Click. “You will need to pump before each shot.”
Then Henry grabbed a rifle, smiling as he picked it up. He was in his element. “This beauty is one of my favorites. It’s an H&K, and it has the ability to shoot seven hundred and fifty rounds per minute. If you hold down the trigger, you’ll blow through ammo. I ask that no one uses this unless you are experienced. I’d rather not spend my entire cache of ammo in one outing. It will only be used when we need high volume.”
Henry pulled out another rifle, smiling again. I didn’t understand his joy over the weapons. “This is a sniper rifle. An AWS. It’s good for picking off the buggers at a distance. About three hundred meters. I have two of these. Again, I ask you to refrain from using this unless you have experience.”
Lastly, he pulled out several handguns, all identical. “These Sigs are what we will use for the most part. They conceal nicely.” He turned around and lifted the back of his shirt. His Sig was neatly tucked into the back of his pants. “This is what I normally carry, and what I had at our wedding.”
Normally carry? How did I miss that he had been carrying a gun?
He continued. “I have twenty round magazines for each one of them. I do not have an unlimited supply of bullets, though. Until we can hit up a sporting goods store to grab more, we need to conserve as much as possible. That’s why we have these.” He picked up a couple axes and knives.
“Those will make them dead dead?” asked Nate.
“You have to make sure you damage their brains with these. It will make the undeads true dead.”
“True dead?”
Holy shit, not again.
“Yes, true dead,” Henry growled.
“I’ll take that gun, thank you.” Nate reached over to grab the shotgun. Henry reached out and grabbed his wrist with such speed, it amazed me. Nate whimpered in pain. I had a feeling if he squeezed his wrist any harder it would have snapped.
“You do not touch these unless I hand you one.”
“You just said we will get weapons.” Nate breathed out.
“I will hand out what I think you can handle. And you, Mr. Fabulous, will not be able to handle that shotgun. It has a major kick. Got it?”
“How do you know what I can or cannot handle?” Nate snapped.
I sighed. I wished people would just shut the fuck up. I exhaled, at great length, in annoyance.
“I’m highly trained in weaponry. You just have to trust I know what I’m doing.” He handed Nate a handgun. “You can start with this. If I have time, I will train you all on the other ones.”
“Gee, thanks.” Nate shrunk back into the couch with his new, unwanted toy.
Henry glared at him. “Like I said, conserve. It’s late. Everyone try to get a little rest. Sophie should be here in a couple hours. Do not open the door for her. Come and get me, and I will let her in.” Everyone nodded. “Now, Elaina and I are going to get some rest, and I suggest you do the same.” Henry turned and walked toward the bedroom.
Nick sarcastically saluted him.
“Nick, quit your shit.”
“I don’t trust him.”
“Then give me your Sig and take a fucking hike.” I pointed at the door. Nick swallowed hard. I held out my hand, waiting.
“I’m only staying so I can protect you.”
“I can take care of myself, and if I can’t, Henry will.”
Nick slouched, looking defeated. “You don’t need me then.” He dropped his Sig in my hand and walked to the door.
“Wait!” Claire yelled, jumping out of her seat. “Nick, don’t go. She may not need you to protect her, but she needs you here. You two could be the last of your family.” Her words grew quiet. “Besides, I need you. I have no one to watch over me.”
I thought, Really, Claire? I do believe Henry said, not that long ago, that he wouldn’t let anything happen to either one of us. I rolled my eyes.
“Right.” He looked down at his feet. “I’ll only stay if she wants me to.”
I wondered if he was still processing what Claire said or if he ignored it on purpose. I guess that was my cue to apologize, like a good sister.
“Please stay. I’m sorry. You’re my brother and I love you.”
Nick walked over and gave me a short, tight squeeze. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a quarter to determine who slept on the couch.
“Call it, Nate,” he said, flipping it.
“Tails, of course.” Nate smirked.
Nick showed me the quarter. “Darn. It’s heads.” He shrugged. It was tails. Nick was just trying to have control over something.
“Okay. Since all the sleeping arrangements have been made, I am going to bed. Don’t forget what Henry said.”
Claire got up and we both headed to the bedrooms. She put her arm around me and smiled. “Make sure you sleep.” She winked. “Does Henry have any earplugs I can borrow?”
I blushed. “I’m pretty sure we won’t be doing anything like that.”
We said goodnight and I headed to the bedroom where Henry waited.
   
Henry closed the bedroom door behind me, leaving the room lit only by the moonlight. As soon as he locked it, he grabbed me. I didn’t care who he was. I still loved him. His kisses excited me, my nerves tingling from head to toe.
When he pulled off his shirt, I ran my hands down his familiar, cool body. I knew he desperately wanted me. His breath caught in his throat as I ran my hands around the taut part of his jeans, his thickness demanding to make an appearance.
He peeled off my shirt and, in one swift move, unhooked my bra and threw it to the side. He picked me up and carried me to the bed. We dropped down together and he possessively pinned me down, rocking his hips into mine.
He rasped, “Let’s continue where we left off earlier.” He dove onto my mouth, taking complete control. His strong, cool hands ran over my breasts, pausing for a moment. He released my mouth, taking one of my swollen pink pretties between his lips. I moaned as his hands trailed down my abdomen. I took the opportunity to unbutton his jeans. Then, suddenly, he yanked my pants off.
“Henry…,” I whispered in his ear as he kissed my neck. I wrapped my hand around his thickness, and he groaned while I slowly stroked him.
Panting, he looked me in the eyes. “I need you,” he growled. “Right now.”
When he kicked off his pants. I wrapped my legs around his hips, giving him better access. He sank into my begging, slick core. I tried hard not to make a sound, but he felt so good…stretching me, filling me.
He groaned when I sank my teeth into his shoulder. He began his usual assault, pounding into me, making me rise faster than normal. He put his hand over my mouth to contain my sounds as I cried out and fiercely pulsated around him.
I loved his method. He knew exactly how to please me, but then he would slow down to make it delectable, one slow stroke at a time. He knew it drove me crazy, and always had great hopes of forcing me over the edge more than once. He wanted to hear me beg him.
“Henry…”
“Hmm…?” he groaned as he slowly pulled out. His eyes danced in the darkness.
“Please, Henry.”
“Please what, my love? Tell me what you want.” His accent made me buckle.
“More. I want more of you.”
“More?”
“Yes. Please.” He swiftly flipped me over. I made myself as taut as I could as he slammed back into me. He moaned so loud, I was afraid someone would hear.
“Shit,” he said, pausing. He groaned as I kept myself as tight as possible. He thrusted deeper and harder. I gasped as he pounded against my inner limits. I felt like he was getting some of his aggression out on me, but I loved every second of it.
When his breathing changed, I knew he was close. I could picture his face: biting his lower lip, his eyes rolling back, his jaw slack. He looked so goddamn sexy when he’d come.
“Oh god, Elaina… Fuuuuck.” His ragged breath broke with a deep moan. He rested his forehead between my shoulder blades for a second to catch his breath.
After he pulled out, he fell onto the bed next to me. He pulled me into him, spooning, holding me as he fell asleep. His soft snore tickled my ear. That should have been our first time together as husband and wife, but it wasn’t.
Minutes after he fell asleep, his mumbling began. He mumbled a lot in his sleep. Sometimes, he would cry out in pain. After our discussion, I now had a feeling what he had nightmares about. When he’d wake up, screaming, he’d never tell me what the nightmare was about. It made me pause, thinking about the abuse he’d endured throughout his life. I didn’t even want to know how many times he was beaten. He had scarring on his chest, arms, wrists, ankles, and back. Now I knew where they all came from.
I thought back to the first time I experienced his night terrors.
-November 2012-
We had only been together for a couple weeks, and Henry twitched and mumbled in his sleep. Why could he never have a peaceful slumber? His breathing was ragged, and he let out painful moans. I rolled over to see him curled up into a fetal position, holding on so tight, it looked like he was trying to hold himself together. His face was contorted in pain. I had to help him.
I stroked his hair and softly said his name, trying not to jar him awake. “Henry…” I stroked his cheek. He was in a cold sweat and shaking all over. “Henry…”
Then he let out this blood-curdling scream. I jumped off the bed as he launched himself from it, slammed into the wall, and cowered in the corner.
“Henry…” With hesitation, I walked toward him.
“Get away from me!” His face was frozen in fear, and he had an accent.
“Henry, it’s me. Elaina. It’s okay.” I held out my hands and got down on the floor in front of him. “What’s wrong, lover?” His breathing was still ragged. “Talk to me.” I moved closer, being careful not to startle him. His pupils had taken over his eyes. There was only a hint of green around them.
“Get away from me!” He screamed in what sounded like a British accent.
“Henry, I’m not going to hurt you. Look at me.” I reached out and touched his face. He flinched. “Henry…” When I cupped his cheek, his face softened. “Are you okay?” His breathing slowed down and became more controlled. His eyes returned to emerald as they darted around the room, trying to get his bearings.
“Elaina? What…?” He looked around.
“I think you had a bad dream. Are you all right now?”
“Yeah, I think so.” He tried to stand, but stumbled.
“Henry, what’s going on? You’re scaring me. You were talking in a British accent.”
-October 2014-
Oh, my god. The British accent. I just thought it was a weird dream state he was in at the time, but it all clicked now.
I cried about everything he endured throughout his life. It made my whole being ache, picturing him getting beaten to near death. I had to stop myself before I had a complete mental breakdown.
Flopping over on my back, I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw my father in the sights of my Sig. I tossed and turned, rocking Henry’s insomnia for a change. Lying there, I stared out the window…thinking, contemplating. I hoped I didn’t disturb Henry because he didn’t look like he rested too peacefully, but at least someone was getting a little sleep.
As he continued to mumble, I thought about where we should be at that moment. We should be on the beach, enjoying each other as husband and wife. What I wouldn’t give to turn back time.
A knock on the bedroom door brought me back to the ever-growing, agonizing reality again.
“Elaina. Elaina, are you awake?” Claire. I hopped up and pulled on a t-shirt and pants. I opened the door and there she stood, looking like a mess. “I can’t sleep,” she whispered.
“Me, either.” I looked down at my feet and frowned. I glanced back at Henry, who still slept, and stepped out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me. Claire wrapped her arms around me and cried.
“I can’t do this. I can’t. How am I supposed to get through this? Marc meant so much to me. I counted on him to keep me sane.”
“Hon, I don’t know. I wish I had the answers you need to hear.” In the darkness, I held her. The only thing I could do was be there for her. “Let’s go in here.” I flicked on the light switch in the guest room, forgetting the power was out, and we sat on the bed not knowing what to say to one another.
“Has he told you all that he knows?” she asked. I sighed. Getting antsy, I decided pacing was better than sitting. Normally, I didn’t hide stuff from Claire, but I promised Henry I wouldn’t talk about his training and past life. “Elaina, you know more, don’t you?”
“I can’t say anything about it. I promised him. If anything gets out, we could all be in danger.”
“Ha! Open your eyes, Elaina! Have you missed what’s happened?”
“My eyes are wide open. I am trying to protect everybody.”
“You cannot hide stuff from us right now!”
“He gave you the gist of everything. Some things he told me are too personal to share.” I paced around, feverishly. I let out a growl, then said, “He was abused. Horribly. He would be humiliated if I told you everything. I can’t do that to him after I heard what he has endured.”
Claire stood in front of me, her hands on her hips. “I don’t know what to think anymore, Elaina.”
I was doing my best to hold myself and everyone else together. I think people forgot I had suffered losses, as well.
“They beat him near death on several occasions! He was broken, hurt, angry, and scared! He has nightmares and terrors all the fucking time! He was humiliated time and time again. Is that what you want to hear? I can tell you what I can tell you. If you don’t like that, I don’t know what to do about it. I made a promise to him.” I walked to the window.
“Elaina, we need to know what’s going on. You cannot keep secrets from the group. If we’re going to work together as a team, we need to be honest with one another. We can’t trust each other if we aren’t upfront.”
“Here’s the scoop. There’s a virus that somehow got out, people became infected and started eating each other, and now we have to make those with the virus true dead. There you have it. The big fucking secret is out, Claire! I cannot tell you anything else. I don’t even know everything myself.” I tried to whisper, but it came out louder than I intended.
“You can be such an obstinate bitch,” Claire muttered.
I shook my head as I continued to look out the window, watching the sun rise. When I saw headlights coming toward the building, I didn’t think too much about it…until I saw that it looked like Henry’s truck when it pulled up. A chick stepped out.
“Oh, my god…,” I muttered, needing to pick my jaw off the floor.
“What? What do you see? More undeads?”
“I think it might be Sophie.”
Claire rushed over to the window. “Wow. Could she look any more like a hooker?”
“I have to go wake Henry up.” I stormed out of the room, leaving Claire in my wake.





CHAPTER 5
“HENRY! GET UP.” He moaned. “Henry! She’s here.”
He jumped up, forgetting he was naked. “Okay, I’m up. Wait. Who’s here?” He rubbed his eyes.
Who the hell did he think I was talking about? Mother Theresa?
“Uh… Sophie.”
“Shit. Yes!” He pulled his pants on, grabbed his vest containing weapons, then his shirt. It dawned on me that he must have had that on when we rescued Nick and Nate from “Undead Alley” because he had reached up under his shirt to grab another gun for Nick.
He made a mad dash for the living room. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him move that fast before, but I kept pace behind him.
“You could have told me she looked like a fucking hooker.”
He whipped around before reaching the door, glaring at me. It could’ve frozen hell over.
“She is not a hooker!”
Wow. He took that a little too personally.
“Well, she sure looks like one,” I mumbled. Henry stood at the door, waiting for Sophie. It felt like an eternity as he listened and watched through the peephole. When he opened the door, I couldn’t believe what I saw.
Sophie’s leather pants were painted on, she had on a skin-tight bright pink tee and tight black leather vest. Her makeup looked Playboy picture-perfect, even in the early dawn. Let’s not forget the six-inch spiked heels. I looked down at my attire and cringed, but what could I do? Henry wouldn’t let me go and get any of my stuff. Not that my Old Navy and Gap clearance attire was anything fantastic, but it was mine and it fit me.
“Liam!”
I was taken aback. Liam? What the hell? I thought nobody was to call him that, but she could?
“Not funny, Sophie. Come on in, my darling.” Henry waved her in. She jumped at him and hugged him so tight, I thought he was going to pop. Then she kissed him on the lips. I felt an old-fashioned prison shanking coming on. I was practically snarling. She’d better get her claws off my man, or I would put her hooker ass back on the street corner.
Nick and Nate stirred, and I heard Claire take a deep breath behind me.
“Oh, how I’ve missed my bestie!” She kept kissing him on his cheeks. I pretty much wanted to throat punch her.
I just stood there, glaring. Finally, I let out a fake cough. She stopped slobbering all over my man and looked at Claire.
“You must be Elaina. Pleasure to meet you.” She smiled a huge, perfect, toothy grin, like the Cheshire Cat.
“Ah, no. That’s Claire, her best friend.” Henry gestured toward me. “This is my beautiful Elaina.” Sophie looked me up and down with a critical eye. I felt violated, and a bit dirty.
Her eyes were the same color as Henry’s. It was odd to me because I had never seen that color to begin with, then the hooker shows up with the same color eyes? I parked that in the back of my brain for the moment. I knew I would ask about that at another point in time.
“Ah, okay. Well… Hello, Elaina.” She stuck her hand out to me.
I got the feeling she didn’t think I was good enough for Henry, or Liam, or Luke, or whatever the fuck his name was. I just looked at her hand, and she finally put it back at her side.
“And whose are these?” She pointed toward Nick and Nate, like they were belongings.
“Umm, that’s Nick.” Nick lifted his hand, looking at me with a raised brow. I think he understood I was less than pleased about Sophie’s arrival, and I’m pretty sure he felt the same. “And that’s Nate.” Nate gave her a small smile while looking her up and down.
“Relations?”
“Nick is Elaina’s brother, and Nate was our wedding coordinator. Christ.” Henry looked down for a second. I knew he was thinking about the previous day’s events.
“Very good then. Well, hello. I’m Sophie Jackson.” She nodded and smiled. I didn’t like her. She rubbed me the wrong way. “Henry, darling, I need assistance with my trunk and bags.”
“All right. Nick, will you cover us?”
“Yeah, sure.” He got up, put on his shirt, and picked up the Sig Henry issued him. He walked over to me, gave me a pat on the back, and followed behind.
I turned around and looked at Claire.
“Wow.” Claire didn’t seem too amused, either. “Did you see what she was wearing? Totally inappropriate for undead killing.”
“I think her ‘ladies’ were about to burst out of that top.” Nate chuckled at my statement. I admit it. I was jealous. She was beautiful and looked like a Barbie. “Would it be bad to throat punch her? I really wanted to when her hooker ass slobbered all over my man,” I growled.
“No offense, but I think she could probably take you out in a second, especially if she’s trained like Henry.” Claire was always the voice of reason.
“Probably,” I sighed. When we heard gunshots coming from just outside the apartment, I ran to the window. “Shit!” There was a small herd of undeads coming at Henry, Nick, and the hooker. “Should we go out there?!”
“I don’t know,” Claire and Nate said in unison. Then I saw Sophie laughing. That bitch was mental to the maximum. She grabbed something small out of her trunk and tossed it at the undeads.
“I think that’s a—”
The explosion was intense. The window cracked and pieces of glass fell to the ground. The concussion pushed the three of us back and to the floor. It rattled me to the core. Bits and pieces of undeads splattered on what was left of the window.
“Holy fuck!” My stomach decided to revolt again. I almost didn’t make it to the sink before I lost what little food was left in me.
Claire yelled, “Check the door!”
I worked hard to gather myself and stumbled out of the kitchen. “What happened?” I slurred my words a bit as I stumbled past Nate.
“You tossed your cookies,” Nate said.
“Thank you. I figured that one out myself.” He didn’t appreciate my attitude. “Grab your weapon. Claire, let’s do this.” I forced myself to focus.
“Got it.”
“And what do you want me to do?” Nate was even more annoyed.
“Stand there and look pretty?”
“I don’t need to stand to look pretty, honey.” Too bad Nate wasn’t facing me so he could see me roll my eyes from there to Seattle.
The handle on the door jiggled. Claire readied herself to open it.
“Are you bit?!” I yelled.
“What if I am?” Great. It was the hooker.
“I’ll paint the wall behind you with your blood and brains!” My stomach churned, but I was serious. She cackled. Really? She really was mental. “Are you bit?!”
“Elaina, open the door!” Nick yelled.
“Where’s Henry?”
“Open the fucking door!”
I nodded at Claire. I gripped the axe, Nate covering me with his Sig. When Claire opened the door, I dropped the axe. Nick walked in, carrying Henry over his shoulder. He looked to be unconscious. I couldn’t speak. I looked at Claire.
“What happened to him?” She was my voice in the moment because, apparently, I had lost mine. Claire grabbed my hand as she spoke. Nick walked back to the bedroom with quick, long strides.
“He flew backward from the explosion, hitting his head. He’s knocked out.” Nick laid Henry on the bed. In shock, I stood in the doorway and watched Claire check his pulse and breathing.
“He seems to sound okay. Elaina, go get a wet cloth. Like Nick said, I think he’s just knocked out.” I turned around and went into the master bathroom.
Claire’s father was a doctor and she assisted him in his practice many times. She had once aspired to be a doctor, but after both her parents died in a car accident a few years ago, she gave up her aspirations and changed her major to study early childhood education.
Claire had never spoken about it. I didn’t think she wanted to believe it had happened. She visited their home on a regular basis: watering flowers, tidying up the yard. She never went inside, though.
When I came back, the hooker was sitting next to him on the bed, stroking his hair. I handed Claire the cloth. The next thing I did wasn’t exactly the best decision in my life, but I jumped up on the bed over Henry and grabbed the hooker by her vest, which tore. Oops.
“You bitch! What the fuck is wrong with you? You could have killed him!” I had her pinned down, my knees on her shoulders and my hand around her throat. “And you laugh at the door instead of telling us it was urgent?” I felt like a rabid animal.
Nick jumped on me and pulled me off her. “Let go of me!” I flailed around, trying to get free. “She could have fucking killed him!”
“Elaina, calm down. Please. You have to calm down.” Nick held me until I gave up. I cried, then the hooker got in my face.
“Listen, you little piece of shit. Do that again, and you’ll be undead food. Got it?” She tried to adjust her vest so it stayed together.
“Leave her alone, Sophie.” When Henry spoke, he was a bit raspy.
“Henry!” I yelled. Nick let me go and I ran to him. “Henry, are you okay?”
“My head hurts a bit, but I think I’ll be fine. I’ve had worse injuries.” I latched onto him.
“I thought you were dead.” I laid my head on his chest and listened to his heartbeat, just to be sure. He was cool to the touch, like usual. I kept repeating myself. Henry rubbed my back while I held onto him.
“It’s okay, love. I’m fine.” He consoled me while I broke down.
“I thought I lost you…”
“You could never get rid of me that easily. You’re stuck with me forever.” He looked down and smiled at me.
I realized at that moment that it didn’t matter if he were Henry, Liam, or Luke. I still loved him. I was hopelessly lost in the world, and he was the only one who could keep me from running in circles.
“Henry, I want to get married.”
“I know, love. As do I. I promise you, come hell or high water, we will get married.” I nodded at him, the tears running down my face. I was a little embarrassed that everyone saw me in such a weak state. Claire sensed my discomfort.
“Come on. Let’s leave the two lovebirds alone.” Claire ushered everyone out, closing the door behind them. I heard them talking, while Henry and I lay there holding each other. I didn’t think I had ever loved him more before that moment. He played with my hair, like he always did. It was such a soothing feeling for me.
“I love you, Luke…Liam…Henry…whatever the fuck your name is,” I whispered.
“I love you, too, soon-to-be Mrs. Richards-Daniels.” We both let out a quiet chuckle. I nuzzled his nose and gave him a peck on the lips. He groaned a little from the pain.
“Can I get you anything?”
“Hmmm… How about water and aspirin. My head is pounding.”
“I will be right back.” Thankfully, the sun was almost fully up, so I didn’t kill myself tripping over stuff.
When I got out to the kitchen, the others were sitting at the breakfast bar talking amongst themselves. “I don’t think you should be making plans without Henry.”
The hooker sighed. “I’m in charge while Henry is down.”
“The hell you are.” I curled my hands into fists. I had a desire to punch the Barbie right off her face. “You nearly killed him, you crazy fucking bitch!”
“He’s alive, isn’t he?” She sounded bothered by that. If there weren’t a bar between us, I would have jumped on her again. Claire, seeing the situation getting heated, got up and walked around to me.
“Hey, Elaina. Let’s cool down. Okay, hon?” I nodded, still glaring. “I understand why you’re upset, but we all have to get along and trust each other.”
“I thought I lost him,” I said through a clenched jaw, mostly because if I said it with an unclenched one, I would have broken down again.
“I know. We were trying to decide what we were going to do for food today. Since the power is out, we thought about raiding the fridge and freezer. Henry has a grill on his deck. Maybe we could use it.” Claire pointed out the sliding doors just off the kitchen that led to a cute little deck I hadn’t noticed before. She rubbed my arm, looking for my permission.
“Let me go ask him what he wants to do.”
“We aren’t going anywhere.” She flashed me her warm, loving smile.
I grabbed Henry a bottle of water, rummaged until I found the aspirin, then headed back to the bedroom.
   
“You two need to cool it.” Claire looked right at Sophie.
“Pffft. She has her knickers in a twist. She just can’t get over my relationship with Henry. I mean, really, look at me and then look at her.” She chuckled.
“Get over your relationship? What is there to get over?”
“Henry and I.” Then she winked at Claire.
“How dare you? I would spit in your face if I didn’t have manners,” Claire growled. Sophie cackled. “What is your malfunction?”
“She is obviously jealous.”
“I don’t think she’s jealous.”
“Threatened then. I mean, I can’t help it if Henry and I had a ‘thing’…” She put it in air quotes, “before he came to the States.”
Claire’s jaw dropped. “Wait. You and Henry had a ‘thing’ and you aren’t just ‘besties’?” Claire air quoted two times, mocking Sophie. “I’m willing to bet she has no idea about your ‘thing’. And I’m pretty sure he has better taste than you.”
“He was an amazing lay. He really knew exactly what buttons to push to make me scream. Mmm…” Claire made a face like she had eaten a teaspoon of something bitter. “Anyway, he was my protector at the complex.” She leaned back on the stool, like she was reminiscing about the good old days. “I just hope she’s good enough for him. He loved to please me, if you know what I mean.” Sophie winked at Claire again, who shuddered.
“Ugh. Grow up.” Nate and Nick just stood there, watching the exchange. Claire looked over at the two of them. “Nobody mention this to her. Got it?”
“Ha!” Sophie laughed again.
“Yup,” Nick said, Nate chiming in right after.
   
“Hey, lover. How are you feeling?” I said, walking back into the bedroom, trying to put my best smile on and not let on about my interaction with the hooker.
“I’d be better if you got along with Sophie.”
I dropped my gaze. He must have heard us.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I helped him sit up, then handed him the water and aspirin. He took a couple sips and lay back again. “Are you hungry? They are trying to figure out food. Since the power is out, they want to use the grill.”
“I don’t want anyone lingering outside for a lengthy period of time. Let them know they can have whatever they want, just stay inside.”
“Do you want anything?”
“Surprise me.” He smiled.
I left for the kitchen, feeling a weight pressing down on me. Everyone stopped, watching me open the fridge. I pulled out everything that would spoil, mostly fresh fruits, vegetables, and cheeses. For the most part, Henry ate healthy, although he had a pretty bad sweet tooth, especially for candy and baked goods. He was always right there with me, gorging on sweets during my times of need.
“Eat up, but don’t use the grill. Henry doesn’t want anyone outside for an extended period of time.” The hooker sighed. I did my damnedest to ignore her, but I turned around and smiled. I cocked my head to the left a bit. “I’m sorry, Sophie. Does that not suit your needs?” I grinned, mocking her. I was working really hard to get along with her, for Henry’s sake.
“It suits me just fine. Thank you for your concern,” she mumbled.
“Good. Now, I’m going to plate up a few things for Henry and me. We’ll be in the bedroom if you need anything.” I flashed another grin, plated up the food, turned on my heel, and walked back to my Henry.
“I’m going to knock that bitch out,” Sophie grumbled.
“I heard that, Sophie,” I said in a singsong voice, without missing a beat. I got back into the bedroom and Henry smiled.
“Thanks, love.” He reached for the plate.
I waved my finger at him. “Not so fast, mister. I will feed you.”
“All right then.” He smiled, ready to accept my doting. I fed him small pieces of fruit.
“I should hit my head more often. I feel like a king.”
I held a grape to his lips. “Well, sir, you are my king.” I spoke in my best British accent and stood to curtsy. He thought I was hilarious. “Eat up, my lord.”
Henry polished off the plate of food.
“Thank you, love. I’m feeling better.”
“Good.”
“Can you help me up? I want to get out there so we can figure shit out.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Elaina, I’m fine. I’m just a bit sore and have a small headache. That’s all.”
I had the feeling he was trying to play me for a fool because why would he ask for my help to get him up if he were fine? I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do I know you aren’t lying to me?”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake…” He started to get up on his own. Irritated, I reached around and hooked my arm around his. Apparently, he was going to get up with or without me.
“Lean if you need to.”
“I’m good. Thanks.”
He staggered down the hall with his arm out, like he was waiting to fall into the wall. I followed close behind so I could catch him. When he made it to the living room, he sat on the couch, letting out a breath. Everyone gathered around him.
“All right.” Henry sounded a little groggy, but he seemed to be fine. He looked over at the window, eyes widening in surprise. “My front window is destroyed. Perfect. Thank you, Sophie. I paid a lot of money for this place.” She smiled, like she was proud of her accomplishment. He laughed a little.
“You are very welcome, darling. And it’s not like you can’t afford to buy another.” Then she winked at him, kissed her index finger, and pointed at Henry.
I glared at her. If it were any icier, the nipples on her fake tits would have cut through what was left of that leather vest. She felt me glaring so she cocked her head to the left and gave me that fucking grin. Once again, I wanted to throat punch her.
Feeling the tension developing, Henry said, “Anyway…,” He glared at both of us, trying to tame the beasts. “Sophie, is your issued phone working?”
“Until it runs out of juice.”
“Try using it. I want to see if the network is down, as well.” She pulled the phone out of her cleavage. I rolled my eyes. Of course! Where else would you keep your phone?
“These are far more useful than one thinks.” She grabbed her chest, winking at me. I looked down at my chest, which just so happened to be much smaller than hers…so very much smaller. Oh well. Henry seemed to like my ladies. He hadn’t complained or suggested any improvements.
“Please continue, Henry.” Nick sounded quite annoyed.
Sophie looked at her phone and held it up. “No service, darling.” I think she called him that just to get under my skin. Admittedly, it did. I had a sneaking suspicion they had fucked before, which made me grow angrier by the second.
“Shit.” Henry rubbed his hands on his thighs. “Well, I think we have to head to the southeast region.”
“Whoa,” said Nate. “I’m not going anywhere. This area is my home. I have a business to run.”
Henry broke out in hysterical laughter, then he grabbed his head and hissed. “Ah, Nate. You kill me. Did you forget what is happening out there? Are you high, mate? If so, please share. I could really use some right about now.” I stifled a giggle.
Nate was annoyed. “Right.” He sat there scowling, his arms crossed in front of his chest.
Henry cleared his throat. He still sounded a bit scratchy, so I grabbed him another bottle of water. He smiled at me when I handed it to him. For some reason, his eyes seemed rather gray, and there wasn’t much of that emerald sparkle left. I assumed it was because he wasn’t feeling well.
“Gunther Erikkson heads up the southeast region. I think…”
“Um, Henry?” Shy and innocent Claire raised her hand.
“Yes, Claire?”
“Out of curiosity, why should we leave? Wouldn’t that just increase our chances of becoming one of them?” Nick and Nate nodded. Henry looked at Sophie.
“Well, we could stay and fight all the undeads here, I suppose. Then we could lock down the area.”
I watched everyone to see how they’d react. Sophie glared at him in anger. My mind raced, trying to figure out how staying would work. Thinking about how many undeads we would have to kill, I shuddered.
“I like that idea,” said Claire. Again, Nick and Nate nodded. Frankly, I wasn’t sure if I liked that plan, but I just wanted to be wherever Henry was. I couldn’t bear to lose him. He chewed on his thumbnail, a habit he picked up from me, while he thought about the idea.
“I think Claire’s idea is good…for the time being.” Sophie scanned everyone else as she spoke. She didn’t look happy with the idea, but she was playing along. “Anyone else have any ideas? Elaina? How about you? Have you got any better ideas?” And she flashed that grin again. I was fucking sick of her.
“I’m fine with whatever Henry decides. He is our leader.”
“Of course. Right.” She shook her head. “Weak-minded people never have any ideas.”
That was it. I lunged at her, pinned her down, and punched her in the face. Surprisingly, I was quite strong when the wild animal was unleashed from inside me.
“Hey! Stop! Elaina!” Henry yelled. He jumped up to pull me off her. Sophie cackled like a madwoman, which just pissed me off more. I wanted to rip her fake lashes off and pop her fake tits.
Nick jumped up to help Henry. I was a slight handful when in a rage, as we’ve already established. Between Henry and Nick, they were able to pull me off.
“Screw you!” I screamed.
Henry stood between us. “Enough!” he roared, then grabbed his head and bent over for a second. “Shit!” He pointed to Sophie. “You. Back bedroom. Now!” She got up and strolled down the hall. Then he pointed at me. “And you need to calm the fuck down!”
“Fuck her, Henry! Throw her skank ass out to the undeads! She has been nothing but a bitch since she strolled up in here like she owned you, with all of her kisses and ‘darlings’.” Oops. Everyone turned and looked at me. Okay, I just admitted I was a bit jealous. I really needed to keep that in check.
“Just, please, calm down,” he pled. I could see he wasn’t feeling well. “I’m going to go talk to her for a minute. Nick, would you like to witness?”
“Ah, yeah, Sure. I guess.” Nick shrugged and looked at me. It seemed like he was looking for approval. I just shook my head.
“Why him?” Nate seemed to have a knack for asking the wrong questions at the wrong time, which irritated Henry.
“Because! Is that reason enough for you?” No answer. “I asked Nick because I know Elaina would trust him if she wants to know what is said. There is a method behind my madness! Anything else?”
Nate held his hands up, like he was trying to deflect Henry’s anger. “Hey, I was just wondering. Calm down. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
Henry grumbled as he turned and walked down the hall, Nick following. When I heard the door slam shut, I paced.
   
“What the fuck is your issue, Sophie?” Henry ran his hands through his hair while he paced.
“I’m not a fan. Besides, it’s great fun getting her all riled up.” She giggled, then walked up to him, rubbing his chest. “You’re much larger than you used to be.”
Henry backed away. “Cut the shit. We are no longer an item. Got it?”
Sophie backed away, stunned. “Darn.” She made her voice raspy. “I was looking forward to hooking up with you again. You know exactly how to make me roar.” She recovered well. She was used to swallowing her feelings, among other things.
“I love her with everything I have. You know that! And I know why you’re here.” He stepped away from her again, his face stern.
“That never stopped you before.” She chose to ignore his second statement.
“I’ve changed, and I grew up. I live for her. We have discussed that on several occasions.” Henry’s eyes watered and he clenched his jaw, struggling not to pour his emotions all over the floor in front of his former lover.
“I see that. Apparently, you have gone all soft on me, Liam.” Sophie gazed down at his crotch, then winked at him. He shook his head. Nick raised an eyebrow, thinking that was something he would not be repeating to Elaina.
“I’m with Elaina for the rest of my godforsaken life, however long that may be. You need to respect her and my decision to be with her. She means so much to me. Since you and I went through so much together, I would expect that if anything happened to me, you would help take care of Elaina. She will go over the edge if anything happens to me, as you saw earlier. She needs me as much as I need her.”
“I’ve got that handled.” They both spun around and looked at Nick. “She’s my sister, and I don’t trust this…thing as far as I can throw her.” He pointed his chin at Sophie.
“Well… Nick, is it?” He nodded. Sophie strolled up to him and put her finger on his lips. She was so close, he could check her pores. “How about I take care of you?” She tried to be all sultry and sexy, then she winked at him.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sophie. Check your hormones at the door, would you?”
“What? A girl needs a little something every now and again…” She looked Nick up and down, “to keep her going, even in mad times like these.” She turned away from Nick, making sure she walked extra sexy.
“Listen. Just show her respect. Show everyone some bloody respect. Got it? Enough is enough. Or I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I can’t handle it, and I can’t handle seeing Elaina so upset.” It pained him to say it, but he felt he had to. He would never make Sophie leave, but he needed to get his point across. Eyes wide, Sophie looked shocked. She swallowed hard and looked defeated.
“So, we’re done? For good?” She worked up her best pouty face.
“We were done when I left.”
“Thanks for the memo.”
“Whatever, Sophie. We have spoken many times about my relationship with Elaina.” He was ready to get down to business. “Roger sent you here?”
“Yes, kind of. I got the call from Kellan about your host city being infected. I had to run to you.” Her emerald green eyes moistened. “My protector was in trouble and I needed him back.” Henry pursed his lips. “Roger told me I was to bring you back home. He said you went AWOL, which I already knew. He wanted you back for punishment. He said I was the only hope to bring you back home.”
“I am home.” Sophie still looked a bit shocked. “My home is with Elaina. Wherever she is, that’s my home. If you have any issues with that, you need to walk. I’m not going back to Roger. He has caused all of this bullshit.” He held his arms up.
“You know that’s not true.”
“Do I? What do I know, Sophie? Please tell me because, obviously, you know exactly what’s going on in my fucked-up head!”
“Roger is a good man. He would never set the virus free.”
Henry burst out laughing, which stopped her short. “Really? You really think that? Sophie, he has you brainwashed. Remember what he did to us? What he did to you? Do you remember that?” Sophie looked like she regressed in age, chewing her cheek. “Do you remember? Answer my fucking question,” Henry said, more sternly.
“Yes,” she said in a weak voice.
“So is he still a good man? Do you still think he’s incapable of sending out another agent to infect the U.S. so he can have the entire world eating out of the palm of his hand? He’s on a power trip! He thinks he is God.”
“If it weren’t for him, I would probably be locked up somewhere.” Again, her voice was weak. She wasn’t convincing anyone, not even herself.
Henry walked up to her, grabbed her arms, and made her look into his fading eyes. He wanted to shake the shit out of her, but he refrained. “We were prisoners. I am no longer his property. Now that you’re here, you can walk away.”
“I can’t just walk away.” Tears streamed down her face.
“Yes, you can. We have everything we need here.”
“Henry, you don’t understand.”
“What don’t I understand? I took beatings, like you…for you. I understand.”
“No.” She cried harder.
“Sophie…” Shaking his head, he felt bad for yelling at her. “Talk to me.”
“When you left, he took more than a special interest in me. He forced me to be with him time and time again. Him and Kellan both. You were gone, so I was left to my own devices. I fought them off, but they would overpower me. They enjoyed the struggle. When they prevailed, they enjoyed it even more.”
“Jesus Christ. I’m so sorry, Sophie,” Henry murmured. Glancing away from her, Nick couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He felt sorry for her, as well.
“I wish I could have come with you when you left. I was their personal sex slave. Look.” She dug into her cleavage and pulled out a picture of two kids. “These babies are mine and Roger’s…maybe Kellan’s. I don’t know for sure.”
Henry took the picture and stared at it for a moment. He closed his eyes and tilted his head toward the ceiling. He needed a moment to gather himself. Once he felt in control of his emotions, he focused back on her. “Sophie, I’m so sorry. If I knew… Why didn’t you tell me?”
“There’s nothing you can do to fix it now. My two babies will be trained in the program.”
“Not if we can stop this madness.”
“And how do you plan on doing that? He’s way too powerful. The only way to stop him is to go back to the complex and take him out. We need to go back. You and me.”
“No, I’m not going back there. I already said that. I will figure it out.” Henry paced, rubbing his beard that was filling in.
“You know he’s lining the pockets of parliament.”
“I know.”
“They won’t let you do anything to him.”
“I’ll find a way, then we will get your children out. He will pay for everything he has done to us. To all of us. All the hell he put us through. I promise you.” Tears continued to roll down her cheeks. “Until then, you need to cut the shit. Okay?” He lifted her chin.
“I love them, but I barely know them. They were whisked away after their birth. I’ve only seen them a few times. He keeps them from me. I can watch through those bloody two-way mirrors, though. This is all I have had to hang on to.” She clutched the photograph. “They don’t even know me.” Sophie cried in her hands.
“He will pay.” She nodded. Henry held Sophie for a few minutes until her crying settled. “Come on. Let’s make amends with Elaina, yeah?” She nodded again and tucked her picture safely back in her cleavage. Sophie wiped her tears away, then Nick turned around and opened the door.
“After you…” He waved Henry and Sophie out. They headed back to the living room.
   
They came back down the hall. I was still miffed at Sophie. Then she approached me, tears still hanging on her fake lashes. I glared at her, trying to keep my anger contained.
“Uh… Listen, Elaina. Can we have a chat in private?”
I wasn’t sure if I liked that idea. I looked to Henry and Nick for disapproval or encouragement. Neither one gave me a signal. I was on my own. I chewed my cheek for a moment.
“Yeah, I guess.” I have to admit, I was nervous about being alone with her. We walked down the hallway, but before we made it to the bedroom, she turned around and gave me a small smile. I couldn’t tell if she were being sincere. My skepticism was beyond the limit.
“I would like to apologize for my behavior.” She reached for me, and I reluctantly let her take my hands. Hers were so cold, like Henry’s. “I’m pleased Henry has found someone who makes him happy. And I will no longer be a bitch. He and I have been through a lot together, and I’ve missed him dearly, for reasons I would rather not get into right now. A lot of terrible things happened to me while he was gone. He wasn’t there to protect me like he used to be.”
Whoa. I wondered what happened during their little chat. I looked back down the hall and saw both Henry and Nick keeping an eye on us. They seemed to be waiting for my reaction and were ready to pounce, if need be. It took me a few seconds to think about it.
“I accept,” I quietly said.
“Great! Thanks!” She hugged me. It was weird and brought awkward to a whole new level. “Just one thing,” she added. I waited for the jab. “He loves you more than he’s ever loved anybody else. Don’t ever hurt him. It would crush him. He’s less emotionally stable than you think.” Her voice cracked. Great, just what I needed. Relationship advice from someone like her.
She grabbed me and squeezed me tight against her bursting chest. The awkwardness continued. I was a bit disgusted, but I was doing it for my Henry. I kept reminding myself over and over again, Anything for my Henry. He smiled at us hugging. Yay. I was thrilled to pieces.
Thrilled. To. Fucking. Pieces.
“Okay, ladies.” Henry waved us back to him. “Let’s sit and plan.”
Henry turned and headed back toward the living room. Sophie tried to hold my hand as we followed behind him, but I swatted her away. What the fuck was wrong with her? She stuck her tongue out at me, and my lip curled into a snarl. Henry took his seat on the couch, not seeing what transpired behind him.
“Claire, you want to stay here and lock down. Anyone else want to input anything before I continue?” Nate shifted on the couch and looked around. I could tell he wanted to say something, but he was afraid “Angry Henry” would make another appearance. “Well, I guess we can sit tight for a while. We can look for humans and give true death to the undeads. If any of you want to leave, I’m giving you one last chance to walk.” He looked at Nate with fire in his eyes. “You may go now. But keep in mind if you leave our group, you will be unarmed and at the mercy of the undeads.” He looked around at everyone. “Are we all in?” Everyone nodded. “Good. Let me get the map, then we can plan out our day.”
Henry got up and went to the hall closet to grab a map of the area. I watched him as he continually rubbed his neck. He stopped at the kitchen for a highlighter.
After he unfolded the map on the coffee table and everyone gathered around, he rubbed his temples. He seemed to be doing that much more since the grenade incident. I wondered if he had issues he didn’t want to worry me with.
“We are here.” He pointed to the street on the map. “I think we should check the building here, and the three other apartment buildings over here.” Everyone nodded and listened intently as Henry instructed us. He looked exhausted.
“What if we find survivors?” Claire asked.
“We make sure they understand what’s happening. We cannot bring anyone else back here. We’re overwhelmed as it is. We won’t have enough supplies. Let me rephrase that. We don’t have enough supplies. We’ll need to pick some up along the way. This may be tough at first. No one will want to just hand out anything, but if no one is there, it’s fair game.”
Claire narrowed her eyes at him. “You are not suggesting we steal, are you?” Claire was always the good girl.
“I’m not suggesting. I am telling you.”
Claire gasped. “I can’t steal.”
“We need to be in survival mode here. We need supplies to survive. You all need to keep in mind that we won’t be the only ones with weapons. It’s every man for himself. The difference is that Sophie and I are highly trained. When we tell you to do something, you do it without second-guessing. If we run right and tell you to run left, you do it. Got it?”
Everyone sat in silence.
“Let’s gather weapons and get this show on the road,” Henry said, stretching his neck. I was worried. I could see he wasn’t one hundred percent.
We all got our guns and extra ammo. Henry and Sophie both had packs and vests that held a multitude of weapons. He put on a zip-up hoodie, and she threw on a black leather coat over her hooker clothes. Henry pulled on his favorite black ball cap, tight over his eyes, and she readjusted her blonde Barbie locks into a tight ponytail. It was odd to watch, like it was normal for them to behave that way. They were in the zone.
“Everyone ready? We will start up top and work our way down. Sophie, you take the back. The rest of you be ready for us to give you a command.”
I was frozen, which Henry picked up on. “Love? Are you all right?” He walked over to me. I shook my head. “Love, we have to do this.”
“You aren’t well, Henry. You need to rest. I’m worried.”
He looked annoyed and rolled his eyes. “I’m fine,” he grumbled.
“You are not fine. I saw you rubbing your temples and your neck. You could have a concussion, or worse.” He looked over at Sophie, as if he were looking for approval.
Sophie walked over to me. “Elaina, I can understand why you would think he isn’t fine. He’s exhibiting signs of fatigue. But, I assure you, he’s fine. I’ve seen Henry worse and near death many times. He will be fine. Trust me.” I didn’t want to trust her. I didn’t want to know that she knew him better than I did. I didn’t want to know that she understood him better than I did.
“Can we stop discussing me like I’m not here, please? Let’s get moving.” He pushed past everyone and opened the door. We headed for the stairs, whether we wanted to or not.





CHAPTER 6
IT WAS quiet in the swanky five-story building. There were five apartments per floor, Henry’s on the third. We tried to walk as quietly as possible up the stairs so we didn’t attract any undeads.
Henry paused before he opened the fifth floor door, rubbing his temples again. Worry over his health continued to sweep through me. He scanned the hall through the small window in the door. “The coast is clear in this first hall.” He spoke in a loud whisper. “I’m going to open the door and we will enter. We’ll knock on every door and clear the apartments. We will not split up. Everyone understand?” We all nodded.
My legs shook, but I doubted anyone could see them in those huge workout pants of Henry’s. My heart did its best to pound through my chest and expose the fear running rampant through my veins.
Henry opened the door and crept into the hall. Like good little soldiers, we followed. Sophie made sure the door didn’t make a sound when it closed. At least she was good for something besides plucking every last one of my nerves.
The first door was on our right. Everyone’s heavy breathing seemed loud in the quiet. Henry walked up to the door, placing his ear against it. He glanced back at Sophie and nodded, then knocked.
The anticipation was killing me. As second in line, I knew I would probably be the first to shoot. I readied my Sig, everyone else following suit. We heard footsteps approaching from behind the door. Sophie continually scanned around us, watching for undeads or whatever else may creep around the corners.
“Who is it?” a woman said, her voice trembling.
“It’s Henry from three-oh-five.” He spoke in his American accent, which took me aback for a moment. I was finally used to his British accent, so his American one sounded wrong. It didn’t fit him.
“What do you want?”
“My…uh…friends and I are sweeping the building, looking for undeads and checking on survivors.”
“The radio said not to let anyone in.”
“You have nothing to fear if you are not infected.” He raised his hand, signaling for us to lower our weapons.
The deadbolt clicked. The door cracked open about two inches, the tired brown eyes of a middle-aged woman looking out.
“Is there anyone infected in your apartment?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“We are just looking for undeads, seeing if anyone needs help with anything.”
“I’m fine.” She slammed the door shut.
“Well, we aren’t off to a good start,” he sighed.
No one answered in the next three apartments. We made it to the last apartment without coming across any undeads.
Henry pressed his ear up to the door. He looked over to Sophie and shook his head. She tapped Nick on the shoulder and leaned into his ear. “Take over rear cover.” She walked up to Henry.
Undeads, he mouthed. My breath caught in my throat, and I felt as if I would choke. He turned to us and whispered, “Everyone back up a couple steps. I’m going to knock first, just in case. When we get the door open, be ready.” We all nodded.
We stepped back and I swallowed hard, trying to keep my stomach in its proper place. I looked back at Claire. She had a blank expression on her face. Nick gave me a nervous smile.
Henry knocked and, without pause, something slammed up against the door. We all gasped and jumped back. Henry turned around to shush us. He leaned back to the door, then nodded at Sophie.
They had some sort of system already in place, working like a well-oiled machine. Henry shot the handle, and Sophie kicked the door open. I was impressed she could do that in her spiked heels, realizing that was why she wore them. They definitely weren’t just for looks.
The smell of rotting bodies was overwhelming, making my stomach protest. Three undeads came stumbling out. It was a man, woman, and small boy…maybe five years old. He was the first undead child I had seen. His eyes were glazed and a putrid gray color, like Nick described Jenna’s being. I couldn’t stop looking at him. A deep sadness ran through me.
Then I saw all the gore. All three of them had their throats torn out. The man was missing an arm. The woman had a massive gash across her face, exposing her jaw. The child looked virtually untouched, except for the blackened sludge oozing from the wound in his neck.
The woman lunged at me, causing me to fall back into Nate and Claire. The three of us tumbled over. I fiercely tried to crab-crawl backward to get away from the undeads, then felt someone grab my arms and drag me back. The child snarled and grabbed at my feet. I had a feeling, if he had gotten me, I would have been his first meal.
Henry and Sophie shot all three of them. The undeads collapsed onto the floor, half in the hall and half in the apartment, a pile of rotting, oozing flesh.
It seemed like an eternity from the time Sophie kicked in the door to when they shot the family. In reality, it was only about ten seconds. Henry tried to pull the rotting true dead corpses back into the apartment, with little success. Their bodies pulled apart as he tugged them back through the door.
I became overwhelmed with emotion, paralyzed with fear. Nick knelt over me. “Elaina! Elaina!” He shook my shoulders. “Did they bite you?! Elaina!” I couldn’t respond. I just lay there, oblivious to the activity surrounding me. Bile filled my mouth, making me choke. Nick flipped me over and I threw up.
Henry pushed Nick out of the way. “Elaina! Elaina, please, say something.” The business end of a Sig appeared in my peripheral as I started to come to. “Stand down! Stand down now!” Henry screamed, aiming his Sig at someone.
I rolled over and saw Nate aiming his gun at my head. Sophie put her Sig up to Nate’s temple as Henry jumped up. I tried to get up, but my body wasn’t cooperating. I felt like an upside down turtle.
“Stand down now, Nate, or you will regret it.” Sophie had a calm demeanor and spoke with confidence. Nate still aimed his weapon at me.
“It got her. I saw it get her.” He said it so quiet and calm, it was creepy.
Henry grabbed my arm, pulled me up to a standing position, and looked into my eyes to get my attention.
“Elaina. Did one of them get you?”
I shook my head when Claire walk around me, looking for wounds. “She’s clear.”
“You’re just saying that!” Nate yelled, still aiming his Sig at me.
Claire inched her way between Nate and me. “Nate, please listen. She isn’t bit. She’s just in shock. Now, lower your weapon.” Sophie pressed her Sig at his temple. “Everyone, please. Just calm down and lower your guns.”
Claire was so brave, trying to diffuse the situation. She reached out for Nate’s Sig, slowly taking it from him. She passed it to Henry, and he stuffed it into the back of his pants. Sophie lowered her Sig. Nate stood in silence, shaking. Sophie cleared her throat and tucked the stray strands of her Barbie locks behind her ears.
“You do that to her again, and I will kill you!” Henry raged.
“Henry, calm down.” He glared at Sophie. “Well, now, that was the most excitement I have seen in ages!” She waved at Nick. “Come, Nick. Let’s raid.” Mumbling all sort of obscenities and threats, Nick followed her without taking his eyes off Nate.
Henry grabbed me, holding me close. Too stunned to cry, all I could get out was, “It was a child.”
“I know, love. I should have said that we were apt to see a child out here, just to prepare you mentally. I’m sorry. That was my fault.”
“Henry, this is not your fault,” Claire spoke sincerely. It sounded like she had a change of heart.
“I should have prepared everyone more. We have to head back to our place and rethink our strategy.”
Claire stepped over the rotting true deads and headed into the family’s apartment. I heard her relay Henry’s message of heading back to his apartment. Nate still stood in the same spot.
“Elaina, love, say something.”
I opened my mouth for a moment until words started flowing. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
Henry held my face in his hands so I could look into his eyes. “Love, it’s okay. This isn’t exactly a picnic in the park. We’ll go back and figure out something, yeah?” I nodded.
Nick, Claire, and Sophie came back out of the apartment, their arms loaded with nonperishable food, medical supplies, linens, and clothing.
“Check it out, Henry.” Proud of her find, Sophie held up a box of Junior Mints. “Your fave!” Henry smiled at her. I admit, I couldn’t continue to stay mad at her. After all, she did play a role in keeping Nate from killing me.
Henry wrapped my arm around his waist, holding me firm as we walked back down to his apartment.
   
We made it back unscathed, seeing no more roaming undeads. Henry walked me back to his bedroom and sat me on his bed. “Are you all right, my love?” He rubbed my cheek with his thumb.
“I think so. It just scared me. And seeing that child… It was overwhelming.” I stared off, looking at nothing.
“It’s okay, love. I agree. Seeing a child as an undead is heartbreaking. Unfortunately, that wasn’t my first.”
I didn’t want to ask how many children he had seen like that. The thought of children being purposely turned into undeads just for training purposes made my stomach twist into knots. He looked just as upset about it as I did.
One by one, everyone came into the bedroom, Nick holding a bottle of whisky and a small juice glass he’d found in Henry’s cabinet. “Here. Have a drink. It will help soothe your nerves a bit.” He poured me a glass, and I took a few sips. The fire burned my throat, but I could feel it relaxing me. I knew alcohol was not the answer, but Nick was right. I needed something to soothe my nerves.
I managed to choke out a few words. “I’m sorry, everyone. It just took me by surprise.”
Claire sat beside me and stroked my hair, then took my hand. “It’s fine. As long as you weren’t hurt.” When I shook my head, she smiled. “Then that is what matters.”
Henry stood, rubbing his temples and neck. He seemed to still be hurting from Sophie’s idiotic grenade toss. “We need to rethink our plans.”
“We aren’t leaving the area now, are we?” Claire said, brows pulled tight together.
“No. I’m thinking that we should split up.” Immediately, everyone protested. It was like a bunch of angry monkeys pouncing.
“Wait! Please. Shut it, would you?” Henry held up his hands. “This is what we are doing. Three of us will go out to hunt and collect supplies. The other three will stay here.”
Nick crossed his arms. “I don’t like this idea,” he mumbled.
“I don’t care if you like it! This is what we are going to do. We will rotate groups. While one group is out, the other will rest.”
Henry turned and walked to the hallway closet. We all looked at each other in bewilderment as he rummaged around, grumbling to himself.
When he returned, he had a pair of walkie-talkies. “We’ll use these to communicate. Hopefully, we will be able to get reception. They’re military issue so we should.” He handed one to Sophie and tossed the other back and forth in his hands.
Everyone was silent. I continued to sip my whisky, and Nick kept refilling my glass. I wasn’t going to argue. Henry grabbed the bottle and took a long pull from it.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea to drink after your accident, Henry.”
He glared at Nick. “Since when is my welfare any of your bloody concern?” Nick looked back and forth between the door and Henry, like he didn’t know if he should leave or stay. Obviously, his sharp words made him uncomfortable. Henry took another drink. “Can I have some time alone with Elaina before we go back out?”
With hesitation, the rest of the group headed back down the hall. Henry shut the door behind them, then headed back to the bed.
“Hey, love.”
“Hey.”
His eyes weren’t gleaming anymore. I missed the warmth I used to feel when I’d gazed into them. I wrapped my arms around his cool body, and he held me for what felt like hours, stroking my hair and kissing my forehead.
“Listen.” His voice was a little raspy. “I know this is hard on you, but I need you to be that tough girl I know.”
I pulled away from him a little so I could see his eyes. “I don’t know if I can.”
“I have faith in you, love. I do. I think it will help the group to see you as yourself.”
“Henry,” I whispered and wrapped my arms around him. He tried to make me feel whole, even though my heart was shattering. I wasn’t sure if I could lie.
“Love, I’m sorry all this is happening.” He pulled back and held my face. He was so sincere. I truly felt I could trust him. “We will get through this. I promise you.”
“Please, don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
“I know we’ll get through this. Afterward, we will get married, go on our honeymoon, and have some delicious nights to ourselves. Maybe we could even make a baby.”
My mind traveled to the undead boy two floors up, and my breath hitched. The thought of a baby in this fucked-up, chaotic world scared me to no end. “I don’t know if I want to bring a child into this world. I have so many concerns.”
“I can understand why you would feel like that. I just want to make you happy.”
“What if Roger’s assholes get you? Then—”
“Shhh, love. Don’t worry about them. They have nothing on me. I have much more to throw at them than they could ever imagine.”
I wasn’t convinced. He had said he was beaten to near death a few times. I’m sure he was scared, and I had a feeling he was lying to me. “What do you mean? Wouldn’t they be trained like you?”
“Well, yes, but…” He paused. “Most of the time they beat the shit out of me, I was zip tied to a metal chair, blindfolded and gagged. However, we’d sometimes train blindfolded and I beat every recruit there. Besides…” He stopped. He was definitely hiding something.
“What are you hiding from me?”
He flinched. My words stung him a little. Aggravated, he shook his head. “In due time, I’ll share with you.” He scared me, but I needed to fight the tears. He was right. I needed to be strong. I didn’t like that crying girl who kept coming to the surface.
“Tell me about Liam.”
He sighed. “Why do you want to know?”
“I want to know more about you.”
He barked out a nervous laugh. He scratched at the beard that was filling in on his face. “We don’t have enough time in our lives for all the stuff I could tell you.”
“Give me something, Henry. Anything. I think I deserve to know who you are.”
He paused for a long period of time. “Okay. You’re right. I’ll tell you a little bit.”
I wanted to know all of Henry: the good, the bad, the ugly, and the brilliance of the man with whom I wanted to share the rest of my life. I would be thankful for anything.
“When Roger initially pulled me into the program, I continued my life with my given name—Luke Richards. Shortly after my probationary period, Roger assigned me a new identity. Liam Henry Daniels.”
Sighing, I became annoyed because he already told me that part. I wanted more.
“It was difficult for me to accept this change. I wasn’t always in an orphanage. I have some memories of my mum. I can still hear her in my dreams, calling me by my given name. I have carried one picture of her and me for, well…forever, I suppose. Roger never knew I had it. I hid it from him.”
Henry got up and walked to his dresser, pulling a picture from a box in the top drawer. He looked at it longingly for a moment, gently touching the image, as if he could feel her. “Here.” He handed it to me. It was creased and aged.
I was in awe of her beauty, but they looked nothing like one another. I gathered that he must look like his father. “Wow, Henry, she’s beautiful, and you were…are pretty cute yourself.”
He smiled. “She was. I only have vague memories of her.”
Silent for a moment, he fought his emotions. He closed his eyes tight and took several deep breaths. I was almost afraid to ask, but I had to know.
“How did you end up in an orphanage?”
He refilled my glass, then took another long pull of the whisky himself.
“She was murdered…right in front of me.” I gasped. “My father wasn’t around, so off I went.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve tried to bury it in my past, but I don’t want to let the few memories that I have go. Shit.” His voice cracked. “She was murdered on my fifth birthday.” I reached out to him, and he sat next to me. “She made me a cake. She had saved every spare coin she could to buy me a toy truck.” He went silent.
“Go on.”
He cleared his throat again. “So Roger and his goons, our instructors, would beat me and make me repeat my new name. Sometimes, I would just be tied up; other times, blindfolded and tied up. At times, it would be so brutal, I would throw up or pass out from the pain.”
My heart ached for him, seeing that his pain was real. He took another swig from the bottle. He rested his elbows on his legs, dangling the bottle in one hand, putting his face in the other. It took me a minute to realize he was trying to hide that he was crying.
“I’m so sorry you were put through all that.” He looked up at me, his tears flowing steadily from his fading eyes. All the abuse, all the lies, all the bullshit happening right outside the windows tore him apart.
“So, you see, I can’t be Luke.” He choked out a sob. “That boy doesn’t exist anymore, but even if he did, he would be mentally torn up. And I can’t be Liam. If I were, I would be full of aggression and ridiculous amounts of hatred. All I have left is Henry. And you. I’m nothing without you. I needed to separate myself from all of that, shutting off all those emotions.” I reached over and wiped tears from his cheeks. “I was so afraid to tell you any of this. I thought you would run far and fast.”
“I’m here with you now, aren’t I?”
“I’m just so fucked-up. I tried to bury it. It runs so close to the surface, but yet so deep.”
I grabbed him and held him while he cried. I couldn’t believe he hid all his pain from me. I was so furious that he was a pawn in some sick and twisted game of life, power, and greed.
Before all this happened, he was so calm and happy-go-lucky. It was like a levee had broken as he cried in my arms. Seeing him so distraught, and me trying to keep him from shattering was new for us. Henry was always the brave one, but I now saw him differently. Sophie was right. He was fragile. Much more than I could have ever imagined.
Henry was a broken man.
I pulled back, then grabbed his face, like he always did mine. I wanted to bring comfort to him. I wanted to get him through his pain and make him feel worthy.
“Henry,” I whispered. I didn’t know what to say to him so I kissed his salty tears. “I love you so much, Henry Daniels. I love you whole, and I love you broken.”
“I love you more.” He softly smiled through his despair, and I couldn’t do anything but return it.
“Well, I don’t know about that. It’s not a contest.” My attitude made a comeback.
He sighed, a chuckle mixed in. I didn’t want to make him go back out to talk to everyone until he was ready. It would humiliate him for them to see him so upset. We sat in silence and had a few more drinks while he did his best to collect himself.
“Well, we should probably go back out there and figure this out.”
“Yeah, probably.” I kissed him, more passionately this time. I wanted him, but I knew we would get interrupted.
“Mmm…” A soft groan radiated from his chest, then he pulled away. “Hold that thought, love. Later, I’m taking you and fucking you senseless. Deal?” He winked and stood.
“Sounds like a good deal to me.”
He took my hand and the bottle of whisky, leading me out to the living room.
   
I felt so close to him after he shared his true emotions with me. Claire looked up at us as we came into the room. She had a smile on her face, but I immediately felt guilty about Marc, so I let go of Henry’s hand.
“How are you feeling?” Claire asked.
“Much better. I promise I won’t do that to you again.”
She hugged me and kissed my cheek. She looked happy, but I still felt guilty.
“Have a seat, love.” Henry directed me toward the couch, turned around, and set the whisky on the table. Grabbing a chair from the dining room table, he turned it backward, straddling it, crossing his arms over the back. “We’re going to break into two groups.” Everyone protested again, causing Henry to raise his voice. “This is non-negotiable.” The sudden silence was heavy. “I will lead one group, Sophie will lead the other. My group will consist of Nick and Claire. Sophie’s will be Elaina and Nate.”
My jaw dropped. My anger was about to erupt like a volcano. After what we had just shared, he was forcing me to be with her? This was one of those moments I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “Are you shitting me, Henry? Really? You’re fucking joking, right? You want me to be separated from you?”
“I said this is non-negotiable.” His voice was calm as he glared at me. It was like he was a different person than when we spoke in the bedroom.
“But I want to go with you! I want to fight with you!”
He stood and slammed his fist on the table. “Damn it! I said this was not up for discussion!” He grabbed the whisky and took another swig.
I stood and got in his face. “Why? I want to know why right now!” Everyone was silent, their gazes locked on us, but I blocked them out. I didn’t give two shits what they thought. It was like Henry and I were the only two in the room.
“Why do you have to be so defiant all the bloody time?! Why can’t you just do what you are asked for once without a fucking argument?!”
“Let me just back up for one moment. Ah yes. I don’t recall you asking me what I wanted! And if you remember, just a few minutes ago, you wanted me to be the true Elaina, not some sappy, crying, whiny girl! So, here I am, doing exactly what you fucking asked me to do!” I clenched my fists at my sides, considering decking him.
“It’s not always about what you want!” he barked.
When I felt someone’s hand on my shoulder, I whipped around, arm cocked and ready to throw a punch. It was Sophie.
“What the fuck do you want?” I growled.
“He wants you separated from him in case something happens to him. He knows you wouldn’t be able to handle having to give him a true death. That’s why he’s not pairing you up with anyone you love,” she whispered. It made sense when she explained it, but I hated that she was right.
I felt like a fool and sagged a little. Why couldn’t he have just said that in the first place? Why did he have to be all combative and not the Henry I knew? I pushed her hand off my shoulder and stormed past him. I ran down the hall and slammed the bedroom door, locking it before anyone could see me cry…again.
   
Henry sighed and took another drink of whisky. He looked at Nick. “Women. Can’t always make them happy, can we?” He chuckled a bit, and Nick smiled slightly. Feeling the effects of the alcohol, Henry stumbled over the chair as he tried to turn toward the hallway. “I suppose I should go speak with her.”
“No. I don’t think that’s your greatest idea, Henry. I’ve got this one.” Nick headed down the hall.





CHAPTER 7
I BURIED my face in Henry’s pillow and sobbed. I heard someone jiggle the doorknob, then knock on the door. “Elaina, can I come in?” Nick. I didn’t want to see anyone at that moment, no matter who it was. The fucking president could come knocking on that door and I would still have cranked the bird and told him to go the fuck away.
“Go away,” I choked out.
“Elaina, stop acting like a hormonal thirteen-year-old.” He knocked again. “Elaina!” Knowing he wouldn’t stop, I got up and opened the door. “Thank you.”
“I only opened it because you wouldn’t have stopped.” I went back to lay on the bed.
He rocked back and forth on his heels, one hand in his hair and the other in his pocket. “Listen. What Sophie said was right. You could never give us true death if you had to.”
I sat straight up. “I shot our father!”
“I know!”
“I did what I had to do for him. I don’t want to be separated from any of you.”
“I understand.” We were both quiet for a moment. He sat on the bed next to me. “Elaina, I don’t think I could give you a true death.”
“You could if you had to.”
He shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. Look how I was with Jenna.”
I sighed. I hated to admit it, but he was right. I picked at the fabric of the coverlet.
“Henry and I shared a huge moment while we were in here a few minutes ago. I grew to understand him more. I learned so much about who he truly is, and then he treats me like I’m garbage. I felt like I was an inch tall. It’s like he’s two different people.”
“He’s under a lot of stress. This whole thing, whatever the hell it is, rests on his shoulders. He feels he’s responsible. Don’t you see that?”
“Yes!” I yelled just as Henry stumbled into the room, hands in his pockets. It was hard to look at him. He stared at his feet and, from what I could see, his face was flush. Probably from all the whisky.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “My intention was exactly as Sophie said. I don’t think you could take me out, and I know I couldn’t take you out.”
“You would if you had to.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe we are arguing about whether we could shoot one another.” We were all silent for a while until we heard Sophie running down the hall.
“Henry!” she hollered. “Undeads in the hallway.”
“Shit.” Henry and Nick ran out to the living room, me right behind them. Henry grabbed the walkie-talkie off of the table.
I grabbed his arm. “Henry, you can’t go out there! You’ve been drinking! You’ll get killed.”
“I’m fine,” he snapped.
“No, you’re not! You were stumbling.” I looked around at everyone else. “No one is going to say anything?” Henry ignored me, continuing to shout instructions. I glared at everyone. No one was backing me up.
Un-fucking-real!
“Claire, I want you to open the door slowly, like you did before,” Henry said.
“Got it.” She was all business.
“Nick, cover me.”
“On it.” They grabbed their Sigs, Claire waiting for the signal. He held his hand up and listened. When he lowered his hand, Claire pulled open the door.
Sophie stood between me and the door, blocking my view. Two shots rang out, making me jump.
Then Henry shouted, “Claire! Come with us. We’re going to clear this floor.”
Claire and I stared at one another for a moment, then she headed out the door. Fear I would never see any of them alive again ran through my body.
Sophie closed the door, locking it. Pacing between rooms, Nate was silent, not knowing what to do or where to go. As for me, I was lost, emotionally and mentally.
“So we just stand here and wait? I don’t understand why I’m the only one concerned he was drinking!”
“He’ll be fine.” She was a woman of few words for a change. Staring into her eyes, I sensed she was worried about Henry, too.
When we heard Claire scream and two more shots, I ran to the door.
“No! Do not open that door, Elaina.” I looked back at Sophie, trembling with fear. Three more gunshots rang out, then silence.
I listened at the door, waiting for any sign that Henry, Claire, and Nick were okay. All that I heard was my heart pounding in my ears. I looked back at Sophie again. She walked to the door.
“Why don’t you go sit for a moment?”
“Nope. I’m staying here until I know they’re okay.”
She pulled the walkie-talkie off her belt, turning it on. “I hope he turned his on. HD, I need a location on you.” Static. “HD, do you read me? I need a location.” Static. “Damn it, Henry! Gimme a motherfucking location! Do you need assistance?”
“SJ, no assistance needed.” I was so relieved to hear his voice; however, he sounded like he had been running. “Less than thirty seconds until arrival.”
“Gotcha, HD. Be safe.” Sophie looked just as relieved as I was.
That thirty seconds seemed like an eternity before I heard them running up to the door. Sophie pulled it open and jumped into Henry’s arms. I stood there, staring at my brother and Claire.
“Four more adults and…” Henry paused and looked at me, “three children.”
Her face flat and emotionless, Claire looked like she was in shock.
“Claire…,” I said, reaching for her. She walked around me, past the table, and headed down to the bathroom. When she was out of earshot, Henry told us what happened.
“The first two shots were one child and an adult. The rest of the children we found roaming the hall. One lunged at Claire and she screamed. Nick shot one, Claire the other. I saw the door open down the hall. As I took off running toward it, three undeads came out. I unloaded on them.
“When I came back down the hall, Claire still stood in the same spot, pointing her gun at the true deads, completely white, Nick trying to get her to come back here. I stepped in between her and them, grabbed her gun, and we headed back. Elaina, you might want to go check on her. I think she’s having a breakdown or something.”
I nodded and headed down the hall.
   
“Do you think she’ll be okay?” Nate asked, genuinely concerned about Claire’s welfare.
“I don’t know,” Nick answered in a sigh.
Sophie pulled Henry to the side. “I was so worried about you. It was silent for way too long. Next time, give me a status report. All right?”
“Okay.”
   
I knocked on the bathroom door. I could hear her in there, rummaging around. “Claire?”
“Come in.”
When I opened the door, I watched her scrubbing her face, hands, and arms at a feverish pace. Her pale peach skin turned bright red.
“Claire.” I grabbed her arm. “Claire, please stop. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
She pounded furiously on the countertop with her fist. “Does it matter?! Does it?!”
“Claire, please.” Suddenly, she screamed and punched the mirror, shattering it. “Oh, my god! Claire!” She grabbed a large piece of it and held it up to her wrist. “Claire, no! Put it down!” Henry must have heard her scream, or the smashing glass, because he showed up in the doorway seconds later.
“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t! One fucking reason!” Her hand bled all over.
“Claire…you’re bleeding,” Henry said. It was not the time for obvious observations. I turned toward him.
“Get some gauze and antibiotic solution.” He walked to the closet. I could hear him digging through it. “Claire, please, put it down.”
“Why, Elaina?! Why?! So I can continue to kill children?!”
“They were already dead. You didn’t kill them. You allowed their little souls to move on.”
“I put a bullet in the head of a pigtailed girl who couldn’t have been more than five years old!”
“She wasn’t a little girl anymore. The virus had control of her.”
“Ha! You sound like your boyfriend.”
“Please hand me the glass, Claire.” I held my hand out.
“I want a reason! One good reason for me to stay in this fucked-up world!” I didn’t have a good reason. “Goddamn it! Give me a fucking reason!”
Sweating, I panicked, then gave her the only thing I could think of. “Me! You have me!” I couldn’t hold back my tears. I loved Claire like a sister. We had been friends for so long and shared so much together.
“Why? So I can watch you with Henry, but I have no one? I want to choose my own destiny!”
“Claire, please. Put it down.” Nick stood behind me. She gazed at him, swallowing hard. Slipping around me, he walked to her. “You have me, Claire. I’m here for you.” Tears ran down her cheeks as he ran his fingers down her arm. “Just hand me the glass.”
He was slow and calm. He grasped the piece of glass, gently pulling it out of her hand. She collapsed into him. He held her tight and kissed the top of her head, whispering to her. I couldn’t make out what he said. I was too busy trying to clean up the bits and pieces of glass.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here so Elaina can clean up. We have to check your hand.” Holding her tight, he walked her out the door, Henry following.
I heard the distinct sound of spiked heels on tile behind me. With a soft voice, Sophie asked, “Is there anything I can do to help?”
I paused, not looking up. “Uh, yeah. Yeah. Can you grab the trash can and broom from the kitchen?”
“Be right back.” She left the bathroom, coming back soon after. She brought the can in and knelt in front of me.
“Thanks.” We cleaned in silence.
“Umm…Elaina?”
“Yeah?”
“Listen, I know we started off on the wrong foot, and I understand this whole thing isn’t easy for you. It’s not easy for me, either.” She sighed. I listened to her, but I still didn’t look up. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, but…” She cleared her throat. It seemed like she was searching for the right words. “I love Henry. I’ve loved him for years, since we were teens. He helped me through so much. He was my first. He saved me and protected me for years, then Roger pushed him out into the field. I lost my protector. After he left, I was violated time and time again.” Her words were laced with sorrow and hatred.
“What are you trying to say?” My voice was a little cold, but it was all I could offer at the moment.
She cleared her throat again, trying to push back her sadness and pain. “I don’t know… I don’t know what I’m trying to say. All I know is Henry loves you now. He loves you so much, and I want to see him happy. I never made him as happy as you do. We have chatted several times about you during your relationship.”
I narrowed my eyes at her, skeptical. “How can he be happy in this life?”
“There’s so much you don’t know.”
“I’m starting to understand that. I know he’s still hiding stuff from me. I can feel it.”
“He’s just trying to protect you. He’s trying to protect all of us. He has a lot on his mind, the weight of the earth on his shoulders.”
I sighed. “I know. I’ve heard that one before.” I felt ashamed for how I reacted to splitting up. “I just wish he would open up to me more.” When I looked at her, she nodded.
“He will. I know he will. He just needs time to process who he is and what he needs to do. He was treated the worst out of all the recruits, and I never understood why. He was the only one who questioned everything, including the program. He was beaten so severely on many occasions that there were a few times I didn’t think he was going to pull through. He suffered many broken bones, including a fractured skull, several concussions, deep gashes, tasing, whippings, and so much more. Then there was the verbal and emotional abuse, and the murder of his mother. I spent so many nights nursing him back to health, only for him to be beaten down again. I feared for his life. I still do. He was the only person with whom I connected.”
My heart ached for him and, believe it or not, for her. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was just so surreal.
“So you were beaten, as well?”
“Yes, and repeatedly raped into submission.” I looked into her sparkling emerald green eyes, and I was taken aback. I could see the same pain I saw in Henry’s.
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered and looked down, ashamed of my immature, selfish behavior. After all she endured, she didn’t need my crassness.
“Thanks. Can we start over?”
“Sure.” My smile was weak, but genuine. She reached up and touched my cheek, like Henry always did. Her cool caress sent shivers down my spine.
“Henry picked a good one.”
Her words moved me. I had a newfound respect for her. Sophie stood, grabbing the broom. We finished cleaning up the glass and blood in silence.
   
After we finished, I had a new warmth in my heart. I could feel love for my group and for Sophie, which was a miracle in itself. I stood back as Sophie walked toward the table where Nick and Henry tended to Claire. I leaned against the doorway, watching the scene play out in front of me.
Claire sat on Nick’s lap. He held her tight against him, trying to comfort her, as Henry picked glass out of her hand. Even Nate helped, readying a needle and thread. Sophie grabbed a cloth from the kitchen and wiped Claire’s tears away.
It was a brilliant sight. We all had our differences, but we came together in a time of need. They were my family. We had only been a group for a short period of time, but I felt connected to everyone in one way or another.
Henry looked back and saw me standing there. His loving gaze broke me out of my thoughts. I walked up to the table. “Is there any way I can help?” I asked, feeling a little overwhelmed.
“I think we’ve got it, love.” His smile was welcoming. “Maybe you could fix us a meal? I’m pretty hungry.”
I felt pride in the thought of taking care of my new family. Maybe that was how it was supposed to be.





CHAPTER 8
OVER THE NEXT COUPLE WEEKS, we cleared Henry’s building, only finding two other survivors. Neither wanted anything to do with our group. Henry figured they were scared and didn’t trust us. He also said we didn’t need anyone else tagging along with us anyway.
The nights had turned chilly. Fall had settled in for the long haul, and winter was knocking on the front door. During the night, anxiety would rush through me. Every new day was another horrific, murderous drama, and I didn’t want to partake in it. None of us did.
While Henry, Nick, and Nate tried to figure out a new way to secure the front window that broke when Sophie tossed the grenade, I just watched their efforts.
Sophie cleaned the weapons, and Claire quietly placed candles around the apartment so we could see at nightfall. Still lost in her thoughts, but I knew she would come around soon. She was the strongest person I had ever met.
After another physically and emotionally exhausting day, I decided to retire for the night. Grabbing two candles out of the kitchen, I walked to the bedroom, closing the door behind me. I stripped out of my borrowed clothes, finding another clean t-shirt to wear.
Not wearing panties was really starting to get to me. I rummaged through Henry’s drawers and found a pair of gym shorts with a drawstring. I knew I’d have to find clothes that fit soon. Hearing a light knock on the door, I pulled on the shorts and opened it. Henry slipped in without a sound.
“Hey.” It was my old Henry again. His graying eyes looked hollow in the candlelight.
“Hi.” My voice was quiet, the tension thick between us. It rattled me to the core. We weren’t the same as before our wedding day, and it broke my heart.
“I wanted to check on you to make sure you’re doing all right.” He reached out and touched my arm, causing goosebumps to spring up all over my body. I didn’t know if it was his cool hand or if I was missing his romantic touch. “How are you doing, my love?”
I laughed to myself. “Pretty fucking dandy. How about yourself?”
“Ah…there she is. That’s my girl.” He smiled. “Not quite as fantastic as you look, I must say.”
I laughed again. “Really, Henry? I look fantastic? Wow. I didn’t know a ‘free blood donor’ t-shirt and a pair of big gym shorts made me look fantastic.” I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes.
“You look more than fantastic. Absolutely sexy, if you want to know the truth.”
I shook my head, looking down at my borrowed clothes and sighing. I wasn’t prissy in any way, but there was just something about wearing clothes that fit. And I could have used a few pairs of panties. I’d even settle for some granny panties at this point. It was amazing what I took for granted before, but never again.
He grabbed both my arms and made me look into his eyes. They looked so sad and full of anger. I knew it was his past hanging over his head like a fucking black cloud. “Look. Tomorrow, we’ll try to get you and Claire clothes. With everybody borrowing, I’m running out of stuff myself.”
“Okay,” I said, sighing. He pulled me close, humming a song I didn’t recognize. He swayed, holding me tight to his body. My voice was soft when I said, “Henry?”
“Hmm?”
“What’s happening to your eyes? They keep turning gray, then back to green.” He stopped moving, his body stiffening. “They remind me of that undead boy’s eyes.” I swallowed hard, hoping I didn’t upset him. There was no way I could deal with him flying off the handle again.
“I’m just not feeling well. I think I might be catching a cold or something.”
I wasn’t sure if what he said were true. It was just strange to see a person’s eyes go from bright sparkling green to gray dead eyes, then back again.
“Listen to me. I love you so much, Elaina. I can’t even tell you how much.” He quickly changed the subject.
“I love you, too, but…” I stopped. I wanted to ask more about his eyes, more about him, and more about his past.
“But what?”
I tried to find the right words. “I love the old Henry. I still see parts of him in here.” I put my hand on his chest.
“The new Henry is in the old Henry. I’m the same person. You’ve just never seen this side of me. I always kept it hidden, taking out my aggression at the gym.”
“I know. I’m just trying to get used to you wearing your bossy pants.” We both smiled, then he leaned down and kissed me.
I missed him so much. I missed him touching me. He scooped me up and laid me on the bed. He lay beside me, kissing and touching me like he used to. He knew I needed that tender side of him.
Things heated up at an unforeseen rate, and I never felt so close to him. Once we tore off each other’s clothing, we couldn’t get enough of touching one another. I wasn’t going to take another moment for granted. It could very well be the last time we could get that close. I wanted to show him how much I loved him, so I kissed every square inch of his body from head to toe, making sure to pause at all his most sensitive places.
His breath hitched when I got to his pulsating thickness. As I ran my tongue over him, he let out a guttural moan. He grabbed me and flipped me over onto my back.
“It’s your turn,” he growled in my ear.
He assaulted my body with the same type of sensual kisses. He started at my ear, working his way down to just above my waiting core. He kissed, nipped, and sucked on every part of me, dipping his tongue into my flesh, his cool breath causing me to shiver. I threw a leg over his shoulder to grant him better access, fisting my hands in his hair, holding him in place. I let go and slapped both hands over my mouth, trying to stifle my moans.
As he kissed his way back up my body, his hands took over where his lips and tongue had been. I felt a strong pull deep inside as he dipped his fingers into me. I moaned, enjoying his tender attention. He pushed my legs farther apart with his knee as he slid on top of me, teasing me with his tip, driving me insane. I needed him in the worst way.
After a long minute of me frantically grabbing at him and trying to direct him into me, he finally plunged into my desperate body, our breathing in sync.
My Henry felt so good, doing what he did best. Everything except the beautiful, broken man above me disappeared. I didn’t care about anything happening outside that room. I just wanted him to feel my love. Arching my spine, I wrapped my arms under his and gripped onto his shoulders as he worked me to the edge.
“Oh, love. You’re so fucking beautiful,” he whispered. I looked at him with great intensity, trying to read his emotional state.
“I want to be yours forever.”
“You have me. All of me.” He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to mine. I wrapped my legs around his hips as he pumped into me. The thought of him hurting as he did made me want to love him more.
When he opened his eyes, I took his face in my hands. They were still distant, but he was in to our moment. I kissed his jaw and his neck, then ran my tongue back up his throat, meeting his lips. He kissed me just as I felt myself losing control.
“Henry…,” I moaned. He pushed me harder, rocking my hips with every thrust. His thickness ran deep, punching at my body’s inner limits.
“Oh god, love.” His deep, sexy groan tore through my body. He ran his hand down my side and pulled up on my leg. I couldn’t hold out any longer.
I shattered beneath him. He let go of my leg and passionately kissed me, balancing his upper body above me, enjoying me writhing in pleasure beneath him. When I saw his eyes get misty, I took his face in my hands again.
“Henry…what are you thinking about?”
“You. I love you so much. Without you…” He shook his head a little, trying to rid his mind of whatever horrible thoughts raced through it.
“Shhh… I love you, too, very much.” He had never gotten emotional when were together before. He closed his eyes as I wiped away the few tears that had trickled down his cheeks.
He let out a couple long, shaky breaths, trying to get control of his emotions before he started to take me again. He groaned as he continued his slow, sensual assault. In minutes, he had me falling to pieces again.
He bit his lower lip, pushing harder and faster into me. His eyes rolled and his jaw slackened. His body trembled as he tucked his head into my neck. His passion-filled moan rattled through me, then his body went rigid. I grabbed his head and made him look at me.
“Henry, I love you. All of you.”
His worry filled eyes locked with mine as his moment continued. Finally, he let out a shudder and collapsed, his body covering mine like a blanket. That was probably the most stellar lovemaking I had ever experienced with him.
   
We snuggled under the covers as he ran his fingers up and down my arm. We lay there, enjoying each other’s presence. After a considerable amount of time of staring at him, I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.
I drifted off to sleep, only to be woken by a nightmare. I sat quiet, panting, sweating, shaking all over. Henry had those gray, glazed eyes…the same eyes I saw in the undead boy.
Henry sat up when he heard me. “Love? Love, what is it?”
When he reached out to me, I sprang out of bed and grabbed the sheet to wrap around my naked body. I saw my Sig on the dresser and grabbed it, pointing it at Henry’s head.
“Elaina… Elaina, love, please put the gun down. It’s me. Henry,” he pleaded.
“I can’t.”
“Love, can you tell me what’s wrong?”
I swallowed hard. “You were one of them,” I whispered in a shaky voice.
“I was who?”
Could he really be that dumb, or was he just lacking in the common sense department?
“Them! The undeads!” I shouted.
“Shhh… Quiet down,” he whispered through his teeth. “It was just a nightmare, love. I’m as normal as can be.” He started to get out of the bed.
“Stop.”
He held his hands up. “Okay. What do you want me to do?”
“Prove to me you are real.” My arm shook from the weight of the cool, heavy steel in my hand.
“I’m real. Right here, right now. I don’t know how you want me to prove it to you. Tell me how.”
“Get up slowly.”
He did as he was told. He stood before me, naked, completely vulnerable, his hands raised in front of his chest.
“I’m here. Now, what do you need me to do?” He swallowed hard.
“Show me your eyes.”
“Okay.” He looked around the moonlit room. “There’s a flashlight over on the nightstand. Is it all right if I get it?” I nodded, still aiming the Sig at him, following him as he moved about. He picked it up and turned it on. The light was dim, but it was enough. He walked over to me and shined the light toward his eyes.
They were gray, but not the gray, glazed eyes of the boy. I felt relief run through my body. Blowing out a breath, I lowered the Sig to my side.
“Here.” He held out his hand. “Give me the gun,” he demanded with a gentle voice. I handed it to him, and he set it back on the dresser.
“I’m sorry.” I looked down at my feet, embarrassed.
“What happened?” We walked back to the bed.
“I had a nightmare. You were you, but you were partially them.” My voice was shaky. “Your eyes were glazed over like the undead boy’s.” He pulled me close and held me, his cool, naked body pressed against mine.
“It’s all right, love. It was just a bad dream,” he whispered, cradling me in his arms. He kissed the top of my head.
“I was so scared.” We sat in silence for a few minutes.
“Love, let’s not think about it anymore tonight. It scared you too much. Let’s try to get some more rest.” He pulled the blanket up and helped me get comfortable. “I’ll stay awake until you fall asleep.”
For some reason, that made me feel better. I felt like he was protecting me. I drifted off again, hoping I didn’t have another nightmare.
   
I woke up and looked at Henry, who seemed to be sleeping peacefully for a change. I grabbed a bottle of water from the nightstand and headed to the master bathroom. I stood in the tub and poured the water all over me, slow and steady, until the bottle was empty. It was so fucking cold that it instantly woke me up, every nerve standing at attention. Who needs caffeine when you can pour cold water all over your body? I was reminded of Henry’s chilly body against mine.
My mind went to the previous night. I closed my eyes, seeing him, feeling his loving touch, remembering how emotional he’d gotten. I sighed, envisioning him moving deep inside me. I ran my hand down my chest to my hip.
Noises outside the bathroom window snapped me out of my erotic trance. While I towel dried myself, I looked out the window, seeing a few undeads staggering in the street. I dressed in a flash and stormed out of the bathroom.
“Henry?” He was no longer in bed. “Henry?” I said louder as I headed down the hallway. Claire was in the kitchen rationing food. “Claire, where’s Henry?” She looked at Sophie, who was helping Nick and Nate fold up their blankets. “Hello? I’m asking a fucking question here!” My patience had worn thin. “Answer me, damn it!” Everyone just stared at me. I wanted to throat punch all of them until they started talking.
“Um, he…he went, um…” Claire looked down at the food in front of her, crinkling the wrappers.
“Somebody say something before I flip the fuck out!” I screamed so loud, my voice reverberated off the walls. My throat burned. I clenched my fists at my sides.
Sophie walked over to me. “He went out.” Those three simple words turned me into a cornered honey badger.
“What? He went out? What the fuck do you mean he went out?!” I grabbed her arms, causing her to wince. “Tell me! Know what? Fuck you all…every last one of you! I’m going to find him!” I pushed Sophie away, then grabbed a Sig and headed for the door.
“No. You’re staying here.” Nick stood between me and the door.
“Get the fuck out of my way, assface!” I raised the Sig at my brother. Nothing was going to get between Henry and me.
“Sis, calm down.” With some hesitation, he walked forward and took the Sig out of my grip.
“Why did you guys let him leave by himself? He said no one was to go out by themselves!”
“He came out of the bedroom, said he had something he needed to do and he would be back. He left so suddenly, none of us had time to grab him. Not that we could have stopped him.” His voice shaking, Nick didn’t sound confident about the situation.
“Are you fucking with me? Because if you are—”
“He’s telling the truth. Sophie and Claire hadn’t even came out of their room yet. It was just Nick and me.” I glared at Nate.
“Nick, please tell me you didn’t let him go out there on his own!” I ran over to the front window covered with clear garbage bags, remembering the undeads roaming out there. “Oh, my god! He took the truck! He must be going somewhere far away!” I think I would have panicked over a hangnail at that point. I felt warm arms around me.
“Honey, listen,” Claire said. “There was nothing Nick or Nate could have done. He was out of here in a flash. We just have to wait for him and hope he will come back soon.”
I wiggled free, turning around to face my family. “You bastards! He could die out there! He could turn into an undead! He could already be an undead…” I dropped to my knees. Claire knelt and grabbed me by my shoulders.
“It’ll be okay, Elaina. He will be back. This is Henry we’re talking about here. He knows what he’s doing. You have said so yourself. Try to have faith that he will return to you. Okay?” I shook my head.
“He will come back,” Sophie said from across the room. “He’s a stubborn son of a bitch.”
I was scared that the night before was the last time I would ever lock eyes with Henry again. I fought my emotions. I wanted to lash out at everyone, but I also wanted to curl up in a ball and cry until my eyes swelled shut. My nightmare kept creeping into my thoughts. What if it were some sort of premonition?
Time went by so fucking slow. I stood in front of the window like a lost puppy, waiting to see his truck appear. Even Sophie paced, whispering to herself. I didn’t know if she were praying or cursing at him under her breath. Each hour ticked by slower than the one before…then it happened.
In the eerie silence, I heard tires squealing in the distance. Everyone looked toward the window as a blacked-out Tahoe sped around the corner.
“It’s Henry!” Everyone rushed over to the window. He slammed into undeads, running them over. He took out every single one in front of him. There were still a few more wandering near the stores.
He parked the truck and jumped out, standing on the side step. Henry pulled his rifle out of the truck, picking them off with remarkable accuracy. The undeads dropped like flies. He jumped down, slammed the door, and ran to the liftgate of the Tahoe.
“What the hell is he doing?” I said, confused. Henry grabbed bags out of the back of the truck, then made a mad dash for the building. “Sophie! He’s coming in!” Sophie pulled her Sig out and ran out the door.
Within a minute, they both ran back into the apartment, winded. As soon as Henry dropped all the bags, I ran over to him and latched onto his neck. Then I stood back…and punched him in the stomach.
“Argh!” Henry buckled over. “What the fuck, Elaina?”
“Why did you leave? You could have been killed! Or worse! It was so stupid of you to leave on your own and not tell anyone where you were going! What if something happened to you? I’m so mad right now I could kick you in the fucking tomatoes!” Bent over, his hands on his knees, Henry nervously watched my feet.
“Please don’t kick me. Jesus Christ.” He gripped his stomach.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” I yelled as he straightened up.
“I wanted to surprise you.” He pointed at Claire. “Surprise you and Claire. Goddamn, you throw a hell of a punch.” He rubbed his abdomen. I looked back at Claire, who shrugged.
“Surprise us?” I was blown away, and not in a good way. “You risked your life to surprise us?”
“Look.” He pointed down at the bags. They were my luggage, several bags of clothes, bags of food, and medical and beauty supplies. I gasped. Claire came running over. “There are more bags of food and supplies in the truck.”
“Oh, my god, Henry,” I whispered in amazement.
“Surprise,” he said warily.
I unzipped the luggage and rummaged through everything. It turned out to be the clothes I had packed for our honeymoon. It was mostly warm weather stuff, but I could layer.
It made me a little bit sad that they were for our first trip as husband and wife that never happened, but I was so overjoyed with all those clean panties and bras. Not to mention the additional clothes he had grabbed. What could I say? I was easy to please…sometimes.
“Henry? You went to both of our apartments?” Claire was stunned.
“Yes. I figured since they weren’t that far away from each other, I would give it a go. I did find some areas of congestion and had to make my own road a few times.”
I jumped up, hugged him, and planted a big kiss on his cheek. I looked into his eyes. They were brilliant green again. I stepped back, confusion obvious on my face.
“What?” He furrowed his brows.
“Your eyes.”
“My eyes?”
“They’re green again.” I was baffled. Had I imagined that his eyes were turning gray? He glanced over at Sophie. She cleared her throat and walked to the kitchen. “What’s going on?”
“Ah yes, well… I’m feeling better today. I feel more rested.” He winked at me.
Something was off, but I wasn’t quite sure what. I decided to let it go for the moment. I turned to Claire. “Well, let’s go put some clean panties on!” We both grabbed our bags and headed down the hall.
   
Henry looked at Nick and Nate. “Don’t worry. I didn’t forget you guys. There’s more stuff out in the truck. I hit up your flat, Nick. What a fucking sty that was!”
Nick smirked. “You didn’t happen to grab my guitar by any chance, did you?”
“Ah… I didn’t. I apologize.”
“That’s all right. Thanks for doing this. Even though you royally pissed off Elaina, I know you did it to make her happy.”
“That I did. Anything to make her smile. I’d do anything for her.” Nick and Henry nodded at one another. There was a newfound respect between the two of them. “You two want to come out with me to grab the rest?”
“Sure,” Nick replied. They grabbed their guns and headed out. Nate covered Nick and Henry while they unloaded the truck. Luckily enough, there weren’t any more undeads wandering near them.
   
“Well, look at you two. I’m glad you have clothes that actually look good and not frumpy.” Sophie smiled with delight when she saw us. The men came back in seconds later.
“It’s not a fashion show, Sophie,” I said.
Nate balked as he walked by with an armful clothes for himself. “Honey, it’s always a fashion show!” he yelled, heading into the bathroom. We all had the first good laugh since everything started.
Henry walked up to me. “Well, it’s nice to see that fabulous smile of yours.” He rubbed my cheek with his thumb. “Let’s get all this food put in the cupboards.”
We unloaded the bags. There was everything from canned goods to granola bars to shelf stable milk, plus several cases of water.
And let’s not forget all the alcohol. There were several cases of Henry’s favorite whisky, in addition to cases of wine, champagne, and liquor. I thought I caught a whiff of booze on his breath, but I wrote it off as from the previous day’s minor boozy event.
“Henry, where did you get all this stuff?” I asked in awe.
“I may have found a store or two that were empty of the living.”
“Were there undeads in there?”
“Yeah. I took care of them and went on a spree.”
“You didn’t take everything, right? So that other survivors could get supplies if they needed it, didn’t you?”
“Come on, Elaina. Of course I did. You know me better than that.”
I smiled at him, then grabbed a box of cereal and a container of the milk. Claire grabbed canned fruit and we headed to the table. We sat around, eating together as a family. It was a rare moment where everything almost felt normal.
After we ate, Henry’s team went out for a couple hours and swept a neighboring building. As soon as they walked back through the door, I went to Claire, concerned she would react like the broken mirror incident. I took her by the hand and pulled her over to the bookcase spanning the entire front wall of the apartment.
I whispered, “Are you all right?”
“Yes. Yes, I think so.” She had a few splatters on her cheek and speckles on her shirt.
“Maybe we should rethink wearing our clothes to go out undead hunting. We should ruin Henry’s entire wardrobe before ours.” I winked, and she chuckled. “Come on. Let’s go get you cleaned up.” I took her by the hand and we headed down to the bathroom.
When we finished cleaning her face and changing her shirt, we headed back to the living room. Everyone was sitting around, waiting. Henry wanted to chat about where he wanted to go next.
It was getting later in the day, the moon lurking in the sky. I hoped Henry decided it was enough for the day. He grabbed a bottle of booze, cracked it open, and took a long pull from it. Then he opened the map.
“There are three buildings here, like we discussed before. I want to clear the storefronts on the left, or at least as many as we can before the sun sets.”
And there you go. My wish was not Henry’s command. I had to speak up.
“Henry?”
“Yeah, love?”
“I’m kind of thinking we should hang here, going out again in the morning.”
“No. We need to clear areas as soon as we can. The less undeads roaming, the better chance of our survival. We have already wasted too much time.”
I blew out a breath. “Okay. Well, I think our team should go out. You have already been out twice today, and I think you should rest.” Nate looked at me like I was a crazy woman. I had a feeling he just wanted to be protected, but not have to work for it.
“I think that’s a brilliant idea. Sophie, your team will take the next shift. Clear as many buildings on the left side of the street before the sun sets. We’ll do our best to keep an eye on you through the windows. I have a couple sets of binoculars in the closet.” I got more nervous by the second and chewed my thumbnail. “You okay, Elaina?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m just thinking.” Thinking about death, or undeads, or true death. I shivered. Everyone stared at me, waiting for me to freak out again.
“All right. You three make sure your guns are loaded. I want each of you to carry an extra mag and some sort of knife or axe in your packs.”
Sophie and I grabbed our packs, and loaded them up. Nate didn’t move, which Henry noticed immediately. I hoped “Angry Henry” wasn’t going to make a comeback. I wasn’t a fan of that guy.
“Is there an issue, Nate?” His voice was curt.
Shit.
“Uh, well…”
“Yes?” Henry barked. He seemed to be a little impatient. I could feel it coming. The Henry storm was about to hit, and it looked bleak.
“I really don’t want to go out there.” Nate’s voice was quiet.
Henry laughed, really laughed, then grabbed the bottle and had took another drink. Sophie and I looked at one another, then at Henry. We knew what was about to transpire.
“I’m sorry. I thought you just said you really didn’t want to go out there.” Henry jumped up and grabbed Nate by the collar. “Listen here, you little prat…”
Sound the alarms. “Angry Henry” had returned. His face was a mere inch from Nate’s, who looked like he was on the verge of pissing himself. Nick stood there, giggling.
“You will go out there, and you will help Sophie and Elaina! None of us want to be doing this! None of us!”
I decided it may be time to save Nate from his wrath. “Um, Henry?” I nervously grabbed his chilly arm.
“What?!” he screamed, not even turning around.
“Henry, I think we need to calm down just a teensy bit.” I tugged on his arm. “Come on. Let’s go chat for a minute.” Finally, he looked at me and let go of Nate’s shirt, but not without a quick shove first. He shook my hand free from his arm, taking another pull from the bottle. “Come on. Let’s go down the hall.”
Everyone watched with apprehension as we walked by. Henry was so angry, his body trembled.
Once we got to the kitchen, he pulled open the cabinets until he found another bottle of whisky. Then he stormed down the hall. We walked into the bedroom, Henry slamming the door behind us.
“Henry, listen. If he doesn’t want to go, don’t make him.” I tried to keep my voice level. He drank what was left of the nearly empty bottle, then chucked it against the wall, causing me to jump. It dented the wall and shattered.
At some point, we needed to talk about managing his anger. Preferably sooner rather than later since he could no longer go to the gym. He opened the other bottle, taking a long pull from it. Nothing like a Southern Comfort chaser after Walker.
“He can’t just chill here, like he’s hanging with his mates! This isn’t a swanky fucking lounge!”
“Let me finish, please, and keep your voice down. We don’t want him out there if he’s going to put us at risk. You saw what he did when he thought that boy bit me.” Henry took another swig. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to accomplish with drinking.
Whenever we went out, before all of this madness, it always involved booze in some way. I had seen him drink more than everyone I knew. And whenever we had dinner at my apartment, it generally involved a bottle, or two, of wine. He fully stocked my kitchen with booze.
We stood in silence, looking into each other’s eyes for a minute.
“I think you’re right,” he said in a normal tone. I was in shock. He actually agreed with me. “I’ll go with you and Sophie.”
“No! Absolutely not! You’ve already been out two times today!” I was so angry, I forgot about trying to speak in a soft voice.
“I’ll be fine.” He clenched his jaw.
“Henry. Please. I don’t want you to be too tired.” Or drunk.
“I’ll be fine.” He sounded like a machine.
“Then who will lead here?”
“I will put Nick temporarily in charge.”
“You’re not a machine, Henry. Regardless of your training and what they did to you, you are not a goddamn machine. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to shoot you. You’re right about that.” I choked back a whimper.
“If need be, I trust Sophie will take care of me. I’m going, and that’s final.” He moved me away from the door and stormed out, taking another long pull from the bottle. I followed behind, stunned. I don’t like “Angry Henry”, but now I had to deal with the possibility of “Drunk Angry Henry”?
“Sophie!” I yelled. “Henry said he’s going with us. You have got to talk him out of it.”
“I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can’t?” I mocked her accent, causing her to scowl at me. My maturity shone bright again. “He won’t listen to me. You could at least try!”
“Once he makes up his mind, that’s what’s happening. I can’t change it. I’ve never been able to.”
“But he’s already been out twice today!”
“I know!” Worry dripped from her voice. Looking at Henry, I thought how convenient it was for him to ignore our conversation while he readied himself.
“I don’t want him to be too tired. Plus, he has had a lot to drink.”
She touched my shoulder. “Trust me. He will be fine. He’s an adrenaline junkie, if you haven’t figured that out yet. If anyone can handle this, it’s him.”
I didn’t like it one bit, but what choice did I have? It was settled. Henry was going with Sophie and me, whether I wanted it to happen.
“Fine,” I snarled. I glared at Nate, pointing at him. “You win. You get to stay. Are you happy now, Nate? If something happens to him, I will come in here and fucking kill you myself! I won’t hesitate!”
He didn’t say a word. As a matter of fact, he looked terrified. Good, he ought to be. He thought Bridezillas were scary? Well, he had better hope Henry came back in one piece, or he would find out how fucking mental I could really be.
I wasn’t pleased one bit with how it all unfolded. I didn’t intend for Henry to take Nate’s place. I was angry with myself, as well. I needed to learn to keep my big mouth shut.





CHAPTER 9
HENRY, Sophie, and I made it to the front door of the apartment building without incident. He paused, scoping out the area.
“Coast is clear. Stick together, and be ready to shoot.” Sophie and I both nodded. We opened the door and walked out.
The first building was the shoe store just down the street. As angry as I was at him for leaving on his own to get clothes and supplies for us, I have to admit that I was pleased I didn’t have to wear his clunky boots anymore. I hoped we would have time to grab a few pairs of shoes for future use.
Henry stopped about a foot away from the door. Sophie stood behind me, covering our rear. I kept my eye on the street in front of us as he looked through the door. “Two visible,” he said. “Elaina, same routine as when we picked up Nate.”
“Got it.” I took a deep breath, Henry moving to the other side of the door. I put my hand on the handle. Peering over my shoulder, Sophie scanned the street. Sweating, I tugged at my shirt to free it up from my tacky skin.
“Now, Elaina.” I pulled open the door, Henry jumping into the store. He fired once, taking out one. He went to fire again, but nothing happened. “Shit! I’m jammed! Fire, Elaina! Fire!”
I aimed at the female undead coming toward us. Her name tag said “My name is Marion. How can I help you?”
“Damn it, Elaina. Fire!” he yelled again, fiddling with his Sig.
“Sorry. You can’t help me, Marion, but I’m here to help you.” I pulled the trigger, dropping Marion to the tiled floor like a pile of wet laundry. Henry pulled another Sig out of his pack.
“Let’s head to the back room.” He ran toward the door. I stopped at Marion, apologizing again under my breath.
“Is Sophie going to be okay out there by herself?”
“Yeah. She knows how to handle herself.”
   
Sophie stood guard outside the shoe store. The door from the apartment building opening caught her attention. With speed and grace, she hid behind a car in the hopes that whoever it was didn’t see her. She didn’t recognize him, but she assumed he was the man from the first floor. Her nerves prickled in excitement. She needed a fix.
He walked up to a true dead woman Henry had killed earlier and touched her hand. He bowed his head for a moment, whispering something. Sophie tucked her Sig in her pants, then tried to grab supplies from her vest. He was quite vulnerable right then, and she felt she could take advantage of it. She figured she could knock him out, then perform a draw while he was out cold. Easy enough.
“Shit. Thanks for fucking up my vest, Elaina,” she snarled as she tried to pull the zipper apart. She fought with it, but it was stuck.
A warm hand covered her mouth. She let out a small whimper when whoever it was grabbed the gun out of her pants and held it to her temple.
“Well, hello there, Barbie,” the harsh voice grumbled in her ear. “Guess what?” Sophie contemplated a smart ass response, but since his hand was over her mouth, it would have been pointless. “Since that crazy fucker you’re hanging out with killed my wife, I’m going to take care of you. Let’s move.”
He grabbed her arm and pushed her toward the next shop…Gemelli’s, the café. He assumed they’d be heading that way eventually since he saw them enter the shoe store. Plus, he knew if she disappeared, they would look for her. He figured he would just sit tight until they arrived.
Sophie felt uncharacteristically frightened. She tried to decide which way she should attack him, but he was as strong as Roger. She feared that strength, but she knew she had to stay tight. It was nearly impossible, panic settling in.
Henry would save her. He always did.
   
We continued toward the back room, stopping at the door and peeking in. There were shelves and shelves of shoes. Claire would have been in heaven. I thought about bringing her there when all this was over.
The shelving units went up to the ceiling. We couldn’t see past the first row, so I pulled a flashlight out of my pack. “Here,” I whispered to Henry. He shined it down the aisle.
“Clear. Cover me,” he said, stepping in. It was so quiet. No moaning or growling. Relief swept over me. In silence, we crept up and down the ten aisles, finally clearing the store.
We headed back out the front door, Henry stopping short, causing me to run right into his back.
“Sophie?” I looked around him, not seeing Sophie anywhere. “Sophie?!” Henry called out louder. He grabbed the walkie-talkie off his belt. “SJ, location?” Static. “SJ, do you read me? Location!” Worry in his voice, panic ripped through him. “Sophie!” he yelled out. Still nothing.
I worried, as well. I wasn’t her biggest fan, but after we chatted while cleaning up the mess Claire made in Henry’s bathroom, we bonded a little. Henry still cared for her. After all, they had bonded in more ways than one back in the program.
“Do you think she went back to the apartment for something?” It was a stupid question, but I felt it needed to be asked.
“Why the fuck would she go back there?” he snapped.
“I don’t know, Henry. Maybe she forgot something.” In my peripheral vision, I saw an undead staggering off to my right. “Henry, three o’clock.”
He turned. “Got it.” He shot…and missed. He growled.
Missed? I thought. I hadn’t seen him miss since the beginning. I think he was a little shaken up by Sophie’s disappearing act. He dropped the undead on his second shot.
“We’ll find her. Let’s just head to our original destinations. She may have gone ahead into the next store.” Henry nodded, and we moved toward the café. My breath caught in my throat.
Oh, that café brought back some fond memories, but they would be forever ruined. Hopefully, we don’t die going back for another visit.
We frequently went on dates there. It’s where Henry proposed. They had the best cake, and they sold it by the slice. I think I tried every type they served, but the chocolate ones were my favorite. The coffee was pretty tasty, as well.
Henry took me there so much we were on a first name basis with the owners. The cake slices were the perfect size for two people. Although, I had to admit I could polish off a whole one by myself. I proved that after a dress fitting with my mother.
-September 2014-
The afternoon after the dress fitting with my mother, Henry sat me down and went to the counter. He ordered two coffees and a slice of chocolate cake covered in ganache with a raspberry crème filling. It was so indulgent, I ate every last crumb without an ounce of shame. When I put the last forkful in my mouth, I worried that Henry would judge me and my binge. I apologized, making him chuckle. He said he knew never to get in the way of a downtrodden woman and her piece of chocolate cake. Such a smart man.
We hung out at the table for what seemed like hours. He finally had me laughing, instead of grumbling about my mother’s demands and insults.
That day was when I knew I made the right decision to marry Henry. He was mesmerizing. I could listen to him ramble on for hours about nothing. He always knew what to say or do to make me feel better. And his eyes, his brilliant eyes, had some sort of power over me.
-October 2013-
It was the one year anniversary of my flat tire incident when Henry insisted on taking me to the café. We always made fun of all the public cheesy proposals, but what he did fit the bill. It made me laugh, and won me over. It was so cheesy, but so sweet.
I honestly didn’t suspect he was going to propose. We chatted about it a few times, but never had any heavy conversations about getting married.
“Sit tight. I’ll be right back,” he said.
I watched him walk up to the counter, pick out a piece of chocolate cake and order two coffees. I admired his amazing ass. He waited patiently, looking like he was zoning out. He jammed his hand through his hair, messed with the zipper on his coat, rocked back and forth on his heels. It was obvious he had something on his mind. He brought over our slice of cake and coffees, then sat.
“You all right?”
“Yeah. Why?” He smiled. God, he was so damn adorable.
“You look like there’s something on your mind.”
“Oh, just work stuff. Have a lot stressful, pressing shit to get done.” He spun the piece of cake so the frosted outer edge faced me, handing me a fork. “Dig in, my black-haired beauty.”
I smiled, then took a bite and moaned. I closed my eyes, savoring the rich and creamy taste and the feel of the frosting in my mouth. I opened my eyes to fork another bite, seeing him smiling.
“Promise me to make that sound later,” he groaned, looking at me through his long, soft brown lashes.
“Yeah, and many more. I’m going to have to work off these calories somehow.”
He smirked. “I’m quite certain that could be arranged.”
We sat and chatted about nothing for several minutes, and several bites, until I saw something in the cake.
“What the hell? There’s something stuck in here.”
“Really? What is it?”
I stuck my fork around it, realizing it was a huge ring. “Oh, geez. Someone’s ring must have fallen in the batter.” I grabbed a napkin and cleaned off the cake crumbs. “It’s a nice one, too. Christ, it must have cost a fortune.”
“Do you like it?”
“Of course I do. It’s stunning. Looks like Tiffany’s.”
“Good. Let me see it.” I handed it over. He took my hand and made me stand.
“Are we leaving? What are you…?” Immediately, he dropped to one knee. “Oh, my god… Henry…” My body trembled. I looked around, and everyone stared at us in silent anticipation.
“Elaina, you are the love of my life, and I couldn’t imagine one moment without you.” He looked down for a second to take a couple breaths. When he looked back up, he had tears in his eyes. “I know it hasn’t always been perfect with me, but I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”
“Yes! Oh, my god! Yes!”
He jumped up and kissed me, spinning me around. There was an eruption of applause in the café. “Christ, I was so afraid you would say no. I’ve been stressing over this since I bought the ring.” With shaky hands, he slipped it on my finger. Even with chocolate cake on it, the ring was divine.
“Are you kidding me? Of course I would say yes!”
We walked up to the counter and thanked the Gemellis for helping with the surprise. They said they were honored to help, and Henry told them we would be back in a couple months to pick out a cake for the reception.
We got into his truck, and I started laughing. “What?” He gazed at me with that devious smile.
“You are such a cheeseball.”
He laughed. “That’s why I did it that way. I knew you would see the humor in my clichéd proposal.” He knew me all too well.
-November 2014-
“Elaina? Are you with me?” Henry waved his hand in front of my face.
“Uh, yeah. Yes. I’m sorry.” I looked down, spinning that gorgeous six-carat Tiffany cushion-cut ring around my finger. “Let’s go.” I opened the door for Henry. I followed behind, watching our backs.
“Sophie!” I whipped around when Henry yelled her name. Behind the cake display counter stood a mental-looking guy holding a gun to Sophie’s head. His hair was a mess, his eyes crazed. “Easy, neighbor,” Henry said, like he was talking to a spooked horse.
“Henry, who is this guy?” I asked.
“Your downstairs neighbor.” The man had a grin on his face.
“Let her go, Jacob,” Henry demanded.
“Hmm… No. I don’t think so.” Her eyes wide, Sophie looked terrified. I raised my Sig, aiming right at the middle of his forehead. He laughed like a mad man. “Aw… Look, Barbie. It’s your rescue party.” He chuckled, then suddenly became serious. “I don’t think so!” He spit the words out.
“Listen… Jacob, was it?” Henry looked at me when I spoke. “Why don’t you let her go?”
“No!” he screamed, bringing new meaning to batshit crazy. Henry’s breathing became more rapid. “Why should I? Huh? Tell me why I should let her go!”
“You don’t know her.” Henry worked hard to keep his voice even and calm, but he was seconds from tweaking out. “Just let her go, Jacob.”
“Piss off, you sick son of a bitch! I saw you kill my wife. My wife!” His voice was resonant. Oh, Christ. I’d never heard a voice so loud and full of venom. Spastic gestures, Jacob had an exceptional talent for animated body language while holding someone hostage. It was almost mesmerizing to watch. “You ran over her with your truck! Like she was a piece of trash in the fucking street!” He struggled to keep his harsh persona up, but judging by the quiver in his lips, I could see he wanted to shatter into a million pieces on the floor. Henry allowed him to say what he needed to say. “My wife was an amazing woman! You have no idea who she was or what she did for me. For everyone! And now? Now, I’m going to make you watch me kill your Barbie!”
He shoved the gun into Sophie’s temple, causing her to wince. She tried to stay strong through deep breathing, but she had started to slip into the darkness and her tears told me that she wanted to give up.
“If you kill her, I will take you out, as well.” I put on my big girl panties that morning and wore them with pride. They may be all lacy and sexy, but they made my inner “don’t fuck with me” persona come out, ready to dominate the situation.
Sophie looked at me with watery eyes, probably assuming that was the last moment of her life. Jacob laughed again.
“I don’t give a fuck if you kill me! Don’t you see? I have nothing! My wife is dead!”
“Jacob, I’m so sorry about your wife. Can you tell me her name?” Henry asked.
“Mandy…” His voice fizzled out.
“I am so sorry I gave Mandy a true death, but let’s all just calm down here.”
“True death?”
“Yes. True death.” Holy shit. Déjà-motherfucking-vu.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” I hoped he didn’t say anything about that vampire show. Henry would go nuts.
“I can explain, but let’s all calm down and work this out like adults.” He glanced at me. “Elaina, put down your gun.”
“No! Are you fucking kidding me? He has Sophie in a headlock with her gun shoved into her head!”
He clenched his jaw. “I can see that. Just trust me and do as you are told.” There he went again, barking orders, but I knew he was serious. I lowered my Sig, and Henry put his in the back of his pants. “See? We lowered our weapons. Now lower yours.” Jacob wasn’t going to budge anytime soon.
“He’s not complying, Henry.” Henry was stressed, but he was determined to get Sophie out of this.
“How about a deal?”
Jaw meet floor. Floor, this is my motherfucking jaw. I looked over at Henry in shock. “Henry! No!”
“Shut it, Elaina!”
“What kind of deal are you talking about?” The amusement in Jacob’s voice made me think he was very interested, but I was worried. Actually, more like scared out of my fucking mind.
“Since I was the one who killed your wife, why don’t you take me and let Sophie go?”
“No, Henry! Are you out of your damn mind?” I was pissed. I also had an overwhelming fear that was on the verge of taking control of me.
He didn’t look at me, but he snapped like a pit bull. “I said shut it, Elaina!”
“So, you want to trade for the Barbie here?” Jacob jammed the gun into her temple again. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I was about to lose my future husband over a blood-slurping, arm-gnawing undead. Okay, maybe that was a little insensitive. I was about to lose my future husband over what was some serious horrific bullshit!
“Yes. It was me, not her. So take me. Look, I’m putting my pack down and completely disarming myself.” He dropped his pack, then took the Sig out of the back of his pants. He held his hands up. “Okay? I’m going to walk over now.” He took a step toward the counter.
Jacob was focused on Henry, never looking in my direction. I was scared that I was about to watch Henry die. He turned and looked at me.
“It’s okay, love.” I shook with fear. I couldn’t watch him walk to his death. I would be nothing without him. My eyes filled with tears. “You’ll be fine without me.” What? No, I wouldn’t! Was he out of his fucking mind?
He glanced down at my Sig, then back to my eyes again, nodding slightly. Then it hit me. He wanted me to shoot Jacob. Duh, Elaina! How can you be so stupid?
Everything went in slow motion. Henry approached the counter one step at a time. When Jacob released his grip on Sophie, she jumped out of the way. Henry yelled, “Twelve o’clock!”
Before he finished, I didn’t even need to aim. I raised my Sig and pulled the trigger in one swift move, hitting Jacob right in the chest. It was almost natural, scaring the hell out of me. Jacob dropped behind the counter.
Sophie ran out and grabbed Henry’s pack. “Come on, Elaina! Let’s go!”
I stood in stunned silence, my Sig still pointed at where Jacob had been standing. I had just killed a human. I was a murderer. Holy fuck, I was going to go to jail! And to Hell! Yes, couldn’t forget Hell because that’s where murderers go. The devil and I would be total best fucking friends forever.
Sophie tugged on my arm, breaking me out of my trance. Then I heard Jacob moan in agony. I felt some relief that he was still alive. I wasn’t a murderer, so maybe I wouldn’t be going to Hell. Maybe.
“Get her out of here!” Henry shouted to Sophie.
“Come on!” Sophie growled, yanking me so hard, I nearly tumbled over. She was successful in dragging me out of the café.
“No! Stop! What about Henry? Jacob still has a—” Another gunshot rang out from inside. “Oh, my god! Henry!” I tried to break free from Sophie, but she was so much stronger. Plus, her dagger-like fingernails digging into my arms had pretty much paralyzed me with pain. “Let me go, you fucking psychotic bitch! Let me go!”
“Elaina, it’s okay! Calm down.”
“But Henry…” I dropped to my knees again. It was becoming my signature move. I needed to change it up, especially when there was pavement involved.
My heart pounded with such fierceness, it felt like it were trying to escape from my chest. Tears poured down my face. I didn’t want to exist anymore, not without Henry. I was nothing without him. The blackness started to consume me.
“Elaina, listen to me. It’s okay.” She knelt beside me and took my face in her hands, trying to comfort me like she saw Henry do time and time again. “Really. It’s okay.”
“No, no, no…,” I choked out through my tears.
“Honey, listen to me. Please.”
I didn’t want to hear her shit. My heart shattered into millions of pieces all over the dirty, gore-splattered sidewalk.
“Elaina!” Henry came running out the door.
“Oh, my god!” I jumped up and ran to him. He embraced me tightly, lifting me up and swinging me around. I wrapped my legs around his waist. “I thought you were dead!” I had a hard time speaking through my tears.
“I know, love, but I’m not. I’m here. It would take a lot more than that to get rid of me.” He kissed my forehead. I looked him over. He had blood all over his face and drips of blood on the front of his shirt. I dropped my legs and he released me.
“What happened?” I wiped the blood off his lips and chin. He reached up and wiped my forehead. He had an odd look on his face. It was a relaxed, almost high expression.
“Ah…you know. Splatter.” His eyes looked strange, his voice slow and lax. He was nonchalant, but I supposed he had to be, considering his history. “Come on. Let’s go back to the flat. The sun is starting to set.” He avoided my question like a pro, then tossed Sophie the gun Jacob had taken from her.
“But what happened?”
“He’s true dead.” Henry took my hand and looked at Sophie. “You all right?”
“Just bloody brilliant. And yourself?”
“Fucking dandy.” Henry picked up his pace, forcing me to try to keep up with his long, quick strides.
   
We made it back to the apartment safely, only having to stop once so Sophie could take out another undead. When Nick let us in, I walked past him and dropped my pack on the table, heading to the bathroom. I felt so dirty and needed to wash up right away. Plus, I needed a moment alone to think about everything. I walked in, seeing Claire spot cleaning her clothes in the sink. She looked up.
“Hey, doll. You doing all right?”
“Yeah, I think so.” I was stunned, worried there was something going on I didn’t know about. Henry said he would talk to me later about more of the bullshit surrounding us. I would take him up on that offer. “Claire?”
She scrubbed a bloodstain on her shirt. “Yeah?”
“Do you think there’s more to this than what Henry has told us?” I tried to speak in a hushed tone, ashamed that I doubted Henry again.
She grabbed the matches, lit the candles, and reached around me to close the door. She took me by the arms and moved me to the side of the tub, sitting.
“Well, something is odd. I mean, this whole thing is insane to begin with. A short time ago, this city was beautiful and life was normal. Henry was normal, or so we thought. I don’t know how this all unfolded, but things are very odd and, well…not normal. Do you find it strange that they have the same eyes?” Claire whispered at a feverish pace.
I could tell by her verbal diarrhea that she had been thinking about it. She must have been waiting for me to ask so she didn’t feel guilty about implying anything.
“Yeah. It’s kind of odd.” I picked at a small hole in my jeans that must have happened when I dropped to my knees on the sidewalk.
“When our team went out, Henry was in full military mode. The way he acted… It was just weird.” Claire paused. “I don’t know. I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t want to upset you.”
“I don’t know, Claire. I’m not sure what to think. It’s crazy. As we cleared the shoe store, he said Sophie would be fine outside on her own. I didn’t have a good feeling about it. When we headed back out, Sophie was MIA.”
Claire’s eyes widened. “But she’s here.”
“Yeah. I convinced Henry to move forward with our search, telling him she had to be around somewhere. He looked panicked.”
“Where was she?”
“I’m getting to that. We moved to that café next door to the shoe store.”
“Gemelli’s? Mmm… I would love a slice of their red velvet right about now.”
“Yeah. That does sound good.” Let the salivating begin. “Anyway, as we walked to the storefront, Henry called for Sophie, getting no answer, so we decided to go into the café. She was being held at gunpoint by that guy, Jacob, from downstairs.”
“That creepy guy?”
“I guess. I never saw him until the café. He said Henry killed his wife, so Henry worked out an exchange. Him for Sophie.” Claire’s eyes widened again. “As soon as he let go of Sophie, I shot him.” I said it fast, hoping that if it weren’t intelligible, it wouldn’t be true. I put my head in my hands.
“Oh no.” Claire wrapped her arm around me and held me tight.
“I thought I killed him.”
“He’s still alive?”
“No. This is where it gets weird. Sophie ran over to me and started to drag me out of the café. I screamed for Henry, but he yelled at Sophie to get me out of there. When we got outside, I heard a gunshot. I freaked out and thought Jacob shot Henry because I heard him moaning before Sophie dragged me out. She tried to convince me Henry was fine.”
“Obviously, he is. He’s here.”
“Yeah, he came running out of the café, blood all over him…even on his lips and chin.”
“Maybe it was just close range.”
“I don’t know. I just thought it was weird how he screamed at her to rush me out.”
“Maybe he just wanted to protect you, and he didn’t want you to see him finish off Jacob.” She didn’t sound convinced.
“I just got a weird feeling. Plus, he had this…high look on his face.” There was a knock on the door. “Occupied.”
“I need to come in,” Nate whined. I sighed. I got up and opened the door, Claire finishing spreading out her clothes so they’d dry. He pushed us out and slammed the door.
“Geez,” I said. He had such an attitude. He was ungrateful, which pissed me off. He should’ve been kissing our asses for saving his life. But, then again, I should’ve been kissing his. If it weren’t for him finding my mother’s phone, Nick could have been an undead, as well. That was the only reason I hadn’t beaten the little bastard down yet.
I headed to Henry’s bedroom, and Claire went to hers and Sophie’s. When I walked in, Henry and Sophie were chatting in heated whispers by the window. They didn’t see or hear me.
“You have to be more careful. You had blood on your lips and chin.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful.”
“She’s very skeptical. She’ll eventually figure it out, then the jig will be up.”
“I know.”
“Skeptical about what?” I said in a rather obnoxious tone. They both jumped.
I stood in the doorway, my hand on my hip. I noticed his “high” look had disappeared, but I decided to let that slide for the moment. I think I portrayed the attitude pose exceptionally well. I fucking owned it. Neither one of them said anything, looking at each other a few times.
“Okay. Let’s get real here for a moment. It is obvious you two are hiding something pretty spectacular. Let’s be good people and share, shall we?” Concerned, they looked at each other. I walked over to them. “I suspect something is going on here, and you two need to start with, well…the truth would be nice.”
Jamming his hand through his hair, Henry looked nervous, but Sophie didn’t break her stare.
“I’m just trying to protect you.” Henry attempted to put his hand on my arm, but I stepped back.
“Protect me from what?”
He threw his arms up in the air.
“This! This whole fucked-up situation!” Sophie said in a rather loud voice. She continued to stare, which was creepy.
“Hmm…,” I over-exaggerated, tapping my finger on my lips. “Let’s start again. Why do you two have the same color eyes?”
There was a pause. I was impatient, waiting for a truthful response from at least one of them.
“It’s common where we come from.” It was like Sophie was repeating information that was drilled into her head.
“Okay. Well, since we all are being so honest here, I think it’s time we change things up a bit.” I paused. “Claire!” My tone was obnoxious again because I was good at that.
“Coming.” I kept my eyes on the two of them as Claire entered the room, stopping abruptly when she saw me staring down Henry and Sophie. “What’s going on?”
“Claire, I believe these two are lying to us.”
“Elaina…please, love.” Henry reached for me. I stepped back again. “Don’t do this.” Chin trembling, he looked devastated.
“Then tell me what the fuck is going on. Now!” Henry glanced at Sophie. He frowned, and she shook her head.
“There’s so much,” Henry scrubbed his face with his hands. Then he gazed at me again, desperation in his eyes. “It would be all too overwhelming.”
I looked at Claire and rolled my eyes. “Really? How could it possibly be any more overwhelming than what has already happened?”
“You have to trust me.”
“How can I?! I know you are hiding something, damn it! I deserve to know!” Yes, I felt like I was entitled to an answer. I almost married the man, so I felt I deserved some sort of explanation. Henry glanced at Sophie again, almost like he was asking permission. Sophie shook her head again.
“Elaina, now is not the time.”
“Now is as good as any, Henry.” My patience hung by a thread, and even that was fraying.
“Look… It’s getting late,” Claire began. “We should all get some rest. Maybe we will have clearer heads in the morning.”
I whipped around and glared. I wanted to choke the practicality right the fuck out of her. “We need to know what the fuck is going on here. I need to know!”
“I agree, but being this aggressive isn’t going to help. Let’s all just cool off and get some rest.”
I laughed. I admit that it had a bit of a mental tone to it. It was quite fitting for the situation. “Fine. Claire, you’re sleeping in here with me, and Henry can sleep in the guest room with his twin.” I stormed out the door and headed to Henry’s new bedroom.
I grabbed Claire’s stuff and headed out of the room, Henry stopping me. He closed the door and stood in front of it.
“Get the fuck out of my way, asshole,” I growled.
“Elaina, please, don’t do this.”
“Do what? Try to get some truth out of you two? There’s something up, and I deserve to know!”
“You do, and you will. You just have to trust me. I have your best interests at heart.”
“It’s in your best interest to tell me the goddamned truth! Now, get the fuck out of my way!”
“Not until you say you trust me.”
“Okay, fine. I trust you.” I rolled my eyes. “Now move.”
“You don’t actually feel that way. I need your trust.”
“Why?”
“Because!” Frustrated, he slammed his fist into the molding around the doorframe. He took a deep breath. “If I don’t have your trust, this whole group will become divided. We need to stick together for better survival.”
Yes, he made sense, but I wasn’t going to show him I felt that.
“Oh, please. Maybe that would be the best thing. You and your girl, Sophie, can go out there and do…whatever it is you do. The rest of us can hole up somewhere.” I shrugged.
“Please. You have got to trust me. I love you more than anything.”
I felt bad that I was being so bitchy, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I dropped everything in my arms and broke down. He tried to grab me and pull me close.
“Don’t,” I said, failing miserably at choking back my tears. He reached for me again.
“It’s true. I love you so much, and I can’t live without your love. I need you in my life. I need you to trust me and continue to love me. I know this is stressful and, frankly, horrible.”
I couldn’t look at him. “Horrible? This is so much more than horrible. It’s a real-life, low-budget horror flick, Henry! I do love you, I cannot deny that, but you are lying to me. I hate lying. You know that!”
“I do. I know.” His whispers were laden with shame, his green eyes brilliant in the near darkness. A couple tears trickled down his face.
“Then why?” I put my hands on my hips, waiting impatiently for yet another pre-programmed response.
“I have to protect you.” He sounded defeated.
“Whatever. I’m done, Henry. We’re done. I can’t handle the lies and the half-truths anymore. I deserve the truth, and I deserve the respect.” I pulled off my engagement ring and held it out to him.
“Elaina, no…” The tears rolled thick and heavy down his panic-stricken face. I played the stoic, scorned woman. It crushed me to tell him we were done and hand back the ring he worked so hard to buy me. I loved him so much, but I couldn’t allow myself to be lied to another day. He grabbed my arms.
“Henry, let go of me.”
“Elaina, please. Don’t do this. I can’t live without you. You are my everything.”
I couldn’t look at him. I knew if I did, I would have fallen into him, bawling my eyes out. But I needed the truth.
“Henry, let go of me before I scream.”
Taking the ring out of my hand, he dropped his hands to his side. He wiped his face with the back of his hand, but the river of tears still flowed.
“I love you.” His voice shook with every word.
“I understand that. I love you, too, but I can’t do this with you anymore unless you start being truthful.” I picked up the few things of Claire’s I had already gathered. He stepped aside and slid down the wall, his face buried in his hands. He sobbed in silence as I left the room. Claire was at the door.
“Get the rest of your stuff,” I ordered, storming back to Henry’s bedroom. Sophie was still standing by the window.
“Elaina. Let me try to explain…”
I put my hand up to cut her off. “The only explanation I want to hear is the truth. I don’t want to hear another lie or half-truth. Now, get out!”
“Just—”
“No! Go before I do something I’ll regret.” Admittedly, she could snap my neck in a split second, but she should know better than to cross a woman scorned.
“Right,” she said, a chill in her voice. As she left the room, she met Claire just outside the door. “Please, talk some sense into her. He needs her.”
“I don’t blame her for being this angry,” Claire said. “If anyone deserves to know the truth about this situation, she does. After all, she would have been married to him by now.”
Sophie sighed and went into Henry’s new room, closing the door behind her.
I collapsed on the bed and sobbed into Henry’s pillow. Claire sat next to me and rubbed my back.
“I gave him back the ring.”
“Oh no. I’m so sorry, hon. I wish there were something I could do.”
“I told him I can’t carry on with him, knowing he’s lying. He bawled his eyes out, Claire. It cut me deeply to see him that way.”
“He loves you so much.”
“I need the truth.”
“I know. He does need to be honest with you.”
“I can’t believe it’s over…”
Claire grabbed me and held me until my sobs quieted enough for me to breathe relatively normally. I flashed back to the first time we broke up. Today was a killer, much like that day, but I was so much more devastated the second time around. I had more invested in Henry than before.
-February 2013-
We pulled up to my apartment building’s front entrance when we got home from Henry’s gym. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be doing that again. Between me not being in shape and some muscled woman trying to be all touchy-feely with Henry, I wasn’t thrilled in the least. There was shit she just had to tell me, all while wearing a nasty grin on her face.
He put the truck into park and turned to me. “Listen, I’ve got a bunch of work I have to get done, so I probably won’t be coming back tonight.”
“What?”
“My boss has been pressing me for some reports, and I’ve been slacking since I have been with you. He’s riding my ass hardcore.”
“Why can’t you bring your laptop here? Or you could even use mine.”
“Because you would distract me, my love.” He flashed his Prince Charming smile.
“Well, what about me coming to your place? I can hang out in your apartment while you work, then we can be together afterward.”
Henry rubbed his face with his hands. He looked stressed. “That’s not going to work. I may not even go to bed tonight. I have a ton of stuff that I’m behind on.”
“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” My heart was shattering, my hands shaking as I clenched them together in my lap.
“What? No! I told you already. I’m a monogamist with you. Why would you even say that? I love you.” He was angry, but he sounded more hurt that I would make such an accusation.
“I don’t understand why you keep me locked out then.” I felt the unfamiliar telltale lump rise in my throat. Fuck me. “I want all of you, not part of you.”
“You have me. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Then why won’t you let me in to your apartment?”
“Can we not fight about this?”
“I want to know why.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest and looked out the passenger window.
“Elaina…I never had my own space when I was a kid.”
Blah, blah, blah, fucking blah. I thought about the muscled chick at his gym and how she was all up in his grill. She touched him, making me want to use her face as a speed bag.
“What is the deal with Mrs. Muscles at the gym?”
“Who?”
“I don’t know her name. The one who was touching you.”
“Right. Vanessa,” he grumbled.
“For some reason, she felt it necessary to tell me you used to fuck one of her friends. And then, when you broke it off with her friend, she hoped you would take her.”
“Christ.” He rubbed his face again, sighing between his fingers. “I use to see her friend, Rachel. It lasted about a month.”
“And you fucked her?”
“Elaina, I don’t want to get into my past sex life. The only one who matters to me now is you.”
“It fucking matters to me!” Just thinking of him “dipping his wick” into someone else infuriated me. It was somewhat of a double-standard, but what could I say?
“Okay, fine. I was fucking her. Anything else?”
The thought of this faceless Rachel with her hands on him made me furious. The thought of his tongue doing the things to her he now did to me made me want to throat punch him and prison shank that skank whore.
“How many have you been with?”
“I don’t know! I don’t have notches on my bedpost. I have never asked you how many guys you’ve been with!”
“Three, including you! I just want something, Henry. I want you to let me in. You’re locking me out.”
“Elaina…I can’t do this with you.”
“Maybe we need some space then.”
“Elaina…no. That’s not what I’m saying.” I could hear the hurt in his voice.
“I have to go.” I threw open the door and slammed it shut. I bolted into the building, everyone milling around in the lobby staring at me.
“Shit… Elaina! Elaina!”
I heard him yelling my name as I got to the elevator and pressed the up button hysterically, praying it would open before he got to it. Once the door slid open, I hit the “close door” button. As soon as they shut, I sobbed.
“Are you all right?”
I just about jumped out of my skin. It was my neighbor, Melissa.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize anyone was in here.” I wiped my face with my hand.
“I was just coming up from the garage. Is there anything I can do for you, hon?” She rubbed my shoulder.
“No, thank you. I had a fight with my boyfriend.”
“Well, if there is anything—”
When the elevator stopped and the door opened, I bolted off, only to see Henry leaning against my door. For a moment, I was confused. Then I realized he must have run up the stairs.
“Elaina, can we talk about this?”
“Just go, Henry!”
Melissa walked past us, intending to listen to our argument. She was so fucking nosey. My hands shook so much, I struggled to get my keys out of my purse. I couldn’t even unlock the door.
When I finally unlocked it, Henry threw his arm across the frame before I could run in and close the door. “Elaina…I don’t want to lose you over something so stupid.”
“It’s not stupid to me. Now, if you will excuse me…” I tried to duck under his arm, but he moved his big body in front of me. I grumbled in frustration. I was seconds from decking him.
“I just want you to hear me when I say I love you more than you could understand, and I will fight for you with every ounce of my soul.”
He moved out of the way and headed for the stairs. I slammed my door shut. After locking the door and falling to the floor, I sobbed like I had never sobbed before. My chest and sides hurt. Nauseous, I wanted to curl up and die. In that moment, I realized I was hopelessly in love with him. I didn’t want to exist without Henry, but if I had to, I would.
The morning after our fight, Claire showed up to return the movies she borrowed from Henry. She unlocked my door, hitting me on the side as she pushed it open. She screamed. I had a feeling she thought I was dead. I felt like I was. I wanted to die. I had no idea how long I’d been lying on the floor, but I obviously spent the night there.
That was not like me. I wasn’t that girl. I was not the girl who couldn’t live life without her man. Or the one who cried at the drop of a hat, but there was something uncontrollable about my feelings for Henry. It was almost as if I were addicted to him.
“Elaina! What are you doing on the floor? What’s wrong?” She sat next to me. I grabbed her and sobbed into her shoulder. “What’s wrong? You’re a mess!”
“We had a fight…,” I choked out. She was taken aback by my sudden outburst of sobs, something she never really saw from me.
“Oh no. How bad? Well, obviously bad. I mean, look at you.”
“He won’t let me in. He keeps me at arm’s length and I don’t want that. I want all of him. Yesterday, I told him if he can’t open up to me, we need some space.”
“Oh, honey.” She embraced me with the strength I didn’t have, rubbing my back.
“And, on top of that, I think he’s a manwhore.”
“You think he’s cheating?”
“No… I don’t know. But I have a feeling he has been with more women than Charlie Sheen.”
“Elaina, all men are whores. Anyone that good-looking probably has women throwing themselves at him on a consistent basis.”
“Some chick at his gym just had to tell me he used to fuck one of her friends. Just the thought of him doing the things he does to me with someone else makes me want to throat punch him.”
“Elaina, you can’t expect him to be a virgin at his age. How old is he anyway?”
“I have no idea. He told me he doesn’t really celebrate his birthday, so I never asked.” I wiped my nose with my arm. I was a classy kind of girl. My etiquette was stellar. “You should have heard the hurt in his voice when I said I needed space.”
“He loves you more than you realize. I see how he looks at you. He lights up when you walk into the room.” There was a knock at my door. “I’ll get it, just in case it’s him.”
Claire opened the door and gasped. I looked around her legs and saw the biggest arrangement of red roses and pink lilies I had ever seen in my entire life.
“Delivery for Elaina Cooper.”
“Yes. Thank you.” Claire grabbed the flowers and closed the door. “Elaina…these are amazing.”
“Oh god.” She handed me an envelope that read, My Elaina. With trembling hands, I slowly peeled it open. For some reason, I decided to read it out loud.
“My dearest Elaina,

I’m so lost, but all I know is that I love you so very much. My heart aches knowing that I may never hold you again. You are the first woman I have ever cried over. After our fight, I spent the better part of the morning locked in my office, trying to get hold of myself. I’m hoping for the pain to subside in my heart, but I have a feeling it will never go away unless I know you will be mine again.
You’ve made me feel things I have never felt before. You bring me to my knees. You are the first woman I had ever made love to. The first time we were together, I couldn’t believe what I felt after only knowing you for 24-hours. You opened the floodgates for me. I want nothing more than to make you happy. You are everything I need, and I hope you will see I’m everything you need.
I’m not very good at this whole letter thing so I don’t know what else to say, but I’m sorry and I can only hope you forgive me. Please call me. I will wait an eternity for you.

I love you, and I’m lost without you.
Henry”

“Elaina, no man would write that if he weren’t serious about his relationship. You need to go to him.”
“You think he means it?”
“Good god, woman! Yes! Go clean yourself up, get in your car, drive to his office, and make that man’s pain go away. Look at you. You obviously feel the same. I will take care of these flowers and lock up for you. Now go!”
I jumped up from the floor and ran to the bathroom.
After I cleaned my face, I ran out of my apartment and to the elevator. I impatiently pounded on the “garage” button until the doors closed. I was nervous and antsy. The twenty minute drive would be the death of me. As soon as the doors opened again, I bolted out to my car and drove like a lunatic to his work.
When I pulled into the blood bank parking lot, I saw Henry’s truck. I thanked my lucky stars because I had the thought that maybe he wouldn’t be there. I haphazardly parked next to him. I left my car in haste and blew through the doors of the facility. There were a lot of people lounging in the waiting area.
“Can I help you?” Jennifer, the receptionist, asked as she looked at me like I was crazy.
“Where’s Henry?” I asked in a panic.
“In the draw room.” She pointed to the door on my right. “Give me a sec and I—”
I ran as she yelled at me, telling me I couldn’t go in there, but fuck her. I had a man to make up with.
I blew through the hallway door, walking down the hall until I heard his voice. It was like music to my ears. I paused for a minute to try and gather myself.
I walked to the door of the draw room. He was just coming out from around the curtain, taking off his gloves and throwing them in the trash. He paused for a moment, then turned toward the door and saw me.
“Elaina?” He took a hurried two steps and met me.
“I got the flowers and the note.” My voice cracked, then I shattered again. Ugh, only he could do that to me. He grabbed me and held me. “I’m so sorry, Henry. I’m so sorry.”
“Love… Oh, god. I can’t even tell you. I was so afraid…”
“I had no idea you felt that way.”
“I’m sorry. I should have told you.”
“I knew you loved me, but I didn’t know it was like that.”
“I would give my last breath to you, and I’m not just saying that. I mean every last word.” He pulled me so close, I felt like we were one. When he loosened his grip, I looked up at him. He held my face in his cool hands. “God, I love you.” His mouth came crashing down on mine. We heard someone clear their throat behind us and we pulled apart.
“Hey, bossman. I’ve got this handled if you need a few minutes.”
Henry nodded. “Right. Come on. Let’s go talk in my office.” He looked back again. “I’ll let Jennifer know when I’m available.” His employee nodded.
Henry walked me to his office. I had never been there before. It was pretty nice for an office. Nice clean lines, everything neat and tidy, and not one piece of paper out of place. He closed and locked the door behind us.
“So is this what the boss’s office looks like?”
He smiled. “Yup. Pretty swanky, eh?” I laughed. “Give me a sec.” He hit the intercom on his phone. “Jennifer?”
“Yes, bossman?” It made me laugh a little that everyone called him that.
“Hold my calls. I will let you know when I’m available.”
“All right.”
“Thanks.”
“You got it.”
He hit the button and turned to me. “Come here, woman.” I shyly walked up to him. He ran his finger down my cheek. “You know the best part about fighting?”
His voice had that sexy growl that made my inner core come alive, making my panties want to drop to the floor. I shook my head with an innocence I never possessed. Of course I did, but I wanted to hear him say it.
“The make-up sex.”
Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner! That was exactly what I was thinking. He pulled me into him, letting me feel his arousal.
He kissed me with desperation. “I thought I lost you forever,” he whispered into my ear as he kissed his way down my neck. He picked me up and set me on his desk. I stiffened, worrying that I wasn’t the first girlfriend to be taken on his desk.
He stepped back for a second and cocked his head slightly to the left, sensing my recoil.
“I’ve never brought anyone in here before, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
I smiled and reached for him. He kissed me deeper, pulling my t-shirt off. I wrapped my legs around his trim waist.
“Henry…?” I was breathless.
“Yes, love?” He kissed my chest and unhooked my bra.
“They won’t hear us?”
“Not if you can be quiet.”
I pulled off his t-shirt and admired the beautiful man standing before me. I ran my hands down his shoulders, over his arms. For the first time, I noticed he had a nasty scar on the underside of his forearm. I moved to his chest, which also had a few scars on it, and headed for his belt buckle.
“You look amazing,” I whispered, admiring his well-toned physique.
“As do you.” I always blushed when he complimented me. “Let’s try something different. Can I take you from behind?” I nodded. “Good. I have been dying to take you that way.”
There was always a first time for everything. I was nervous about it, but I would have done anything he asked. I’d run naked through the streets of New York if he wanted me to, as long as I knew he would be mine forever.
He yanked off the rest of my clothes and groaned as he looked at me. When looking was no longer enough, he began rubbing my back and my ass with his icy hands. His touch sent a shiver up my spine. He twisted me around, and I heard him drop his pants. A ripple of excitement ran through my body.
With a rough hand, he pushed me down on his desk, twisted my long black hair in his fist, and pulled back on it. I winced, but I liked it more than I should have. After he forcefully pushed my legs apart with his muscular thigh, he leaned over my back and rasped in my ear. “You ready for me, my love?” The coolness of his breath and the grit in his voice tickled my ear.
“Yes, please,” I moaned as his fingers dipped into me.
“You good with a little roughness?”
“Yes,” I moaned again as he explored my core with his fingers. He let go of my hair and pulled out his fingers. He wrapped his large hands around my hips and slammed his thickness into me. I almost cried out, but I bit my lip to ensure I would be quiet. It was torture not being able to scream, but it made the sex that much more exhilarating.
I grasped the edge of his desk while he pounded into me. His breathing became a little ragged, which was so ridiculously sexy. I enjoyed the rough make-up sex thing.
“Fuck,” he growled. He pulled out, making me whimper. “Turn around,” he commanded in a rough voice. I did as I was told and he picked me up. “Wrap your legs around me.” Yes, sir. Anything you say, sir.
He turned and pushed me up against the wall, letting me slide down enough for him to slam himself into me again. I wrapped my arms and legs around him. He grunted into my neck. My body trembled, readying for release.
He looked up at me and pressed his forehead against mine. “Shhh, love. I know you want to scream.”
I threw my head back and bit my lip to keep myself from screaming as my core pulsated furiously around his rock hard, veiny thickness.
“Mmm… You’re so wet now.” He used it to his advantage, digging his fingers into my ass and pounding himself into me at a feverish pace. He groaned quietly into my neck. “Oh god, love. You feel so fucking good.”
His body stopped for a second. I grabbed his face, his eyes rolled back and his mouth hanging open. I let go of his face and his head fell onto my neck. His body shuddered as he exhaled. He spent the better part of a minute trying to catch his breath, his face tucked into the crook of my neck.
Then it hit me. No condom. I tapped him on the shoulder.
“Hmm…,” he groaned.
“You didn’t have one on, did you?”
“Have what…?” He looked up at me, confused for a moment. Then he realized what I meant. “Shit. Sorry. I got carried away.”
He pulled out, and it was like he uncorked me. He pulled on his boxers before grabbing tissue from the bathroom. When he turned away from me to dress, I saw that I had scratched the shit out of his shoulders and back. Oops. He may want to keep his shirt on at the gym for a while. I was kind of freaked out about the no birth control thing, but there was nothing I could do about it now.
Once we were dressed and put together, he walked me back to the front of the office.
“Dinner and a movie tonight?” He tucked my hair behind my ear.
“Only if you take me to that chick flick I want to see.” I batted my eyelashes at him. He moaned and smirked. “Can I pick you up at your place?”
“Yeah.” He hesitated. “It’s number three-oh-five. I’ll let the doorman know you will be coming; otherwise, he won’t let you up. Also, I’ll text you the movie times and you let me know where you want to go for dinner.”
“Sounds good.” He leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.
As I left the office, I looked back to see him watching every step I took, smirking. I wondered if everyone knew what we had just done. I winked at him and left the facility.





CHAPTER 10
-NOVEMBER 2014-
HENRY SAT on the floor next to the door in the guest room, working hard to control his sobs. He rolled Elaina’s ring in his hand. Losing her would kill him. He couldn’t go on without her. He thought about the first time they broke up and how mental he went, and that was only for twenty-four hours.
He remembered how they fought over not allowing her into his apartment. He just wanted to protect her. All he was concerned about was her safety.

-February 2013-
After he left her apartment, Henry bolted down the stairs and yanked open the lobby door. He pushed through the crowd of people lingering, their stares burning through him. He pushed through the front doors and, luckily enough, his truck was still there because he had left it running. At the moment he parked it, he didn’t give two shits if someone stole it.
Henry jumped in and slammed the door. After pounding his fist on the steering wheel a few times, he threw it into drive and sped off, weaving in and out of traffic. People honked at him, flipped him off, and yelled obscenities. He didn’t care.
He flew into the blood bank’s parking lot and screeched to a halt, slamming the truck into park, then stormed through the front doors. Steve, one of the phlebotomists, leaned against the reception desk, chatting and flirting with Jennifer, as usual.
“Running a little late this morning, bossman?”
“Fuck off, Steve.” Henry stormed past them.
Steve looked at Jennifer and shrugged. “I wonder what his problem is.”
“Yeah, he’s never like that. Something is up.” They heard his office door slam. “I’m going to call back and check on him.” Jennifer picked up the phone. It rang about five times before he picked up.
“What?!” he yelled into the phone.
“Hey, bossman,” she said in her normal singsong voice, as if he didn’t just tear her head off. “Just checking up on you. Is everything all right?”
“No. Just leave me be for a while, please. If I get any calls, take a message.” He slammed the phone down.
Jennifer pursed her lips at Steve. “I have a feeling I know what the problem is.”
“Yeah? Glad you do. I’m fucking clueless.”
“Most men are.”
Steve let out a sarcastic chuckle.
   
Henry sat at his desk with his head in his hands. He felt an unfamiliar lump rising in his throat. He realized how bad he had it for Elaina because he had never cried over a woman before.
“Shit,” he moaned, opening the locked drawer in his desk and looking down. There was one of his many Sigs. He ran his fingers over the cold steel as he pulled out the bottle of Walker. He twisted off the cap and tipped it back. After a long pull, he put it away and headed for his bathroom.
Henry wanted to get rid of any evidence that he had been crying. He splashed cold water on his face. Then he looked into the mirror and saw his eyes were graying.
“Fuck me.” He walked out of the bathroom and locked his office door. He went to his mini-fridge, which was padlocked, as usual. After putting in the combination, he opened the door and pulled out a couple vials. He sat at his desk and shook them. After popping off the caps, he tipped them back.
A shudder ran through his body. He hated drinking the blood cold. He always liked it straight from the vein because that’s when he would get his high. For some reason, he never felt as good after cold blood. He would just get a queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
He loved making love to Elaina after he had a fresh intake. Sex was ten times better, and they would go at it several times throughout the night. The thought ran across his mind that he may never get to make love to her again. It would only be “fucking” with anyone else, like it had been before…if he could even bring himself to fuck someone. Panic hit him. He found himself crying again.
“Fuck me,” he mumbled, wiping his tears away.
Henry grabbed his phone out of his pocket and called Sophie, the only person he could talk to about all of his fucked-up bullshit. He hoped she was available.
Since he was calling England, it took a second for the call to go through, but it finally rang a couple times.
“Liam!”
“Sophie…don’t.” He sat with his head in his free hand, leaning on his desk.
“Sorry. How’ve you been, Henry?”
“I need to talk to someone.”
“Shoot.”
“Remember how I told you about Elaina?” He swallowed hard.
“Yeah.”
“We had a huge fight.” He swallowed hard, trying to hold back his emotions. “Sophie, I’m dying here. I’ve never felt like this before. My chest… It hurts like a motherfucker. When I got back to my office, I fucking cried. I still am.” Just as he said that, more tears fell from his eyes and landed on the desk calendar.
His gaze darted around the calendar, landing where he scribbled her name and put a heart next to it. He did that a couple days prior when they chatted on the phone before he left work. He rubbed his thumb over the doodle.
“Oh shit. You’ve got it bad, haven’t you?” She hadn’t realized until then how Henry felt about Elaina. She knew he had feelings for her, but didn’t realize how deep they went.
“I love her so fucking much. I don’t know what to do.” He wiped his face again.
“What happened?” She was concerned because he sounded lost and defeated.
“She thinks I’m cheating on her because I won’t let her go to my flat.” He choked back a sob. “I would never cheat on her.”
“Never stopped you before,” she said with bitterness. When Henry moved to the States, Sophie thought they were still together. He had moved on and had some fun before he met Elaina, but he never officially told her they were done. Sophie still held on to the hope they would be together again. She would do anything to get him back, but she couldn’t bear to hear him in agony.
“Sophie, don’t. I’m dying here. Help me.”
“Have you apologized?”
“Not really. I didn’t do anything wrong.”
“In her mind, you have.”
“But—”
“Don’t try to figure it out. It’s not worth the brain cramp. Send her flowers. Actually go to the store and pick them out, then have them attach a handwritten note telling her how you feel.”
“Do you think that will work?” He had a flicker of hope.
“I don’t know, but it’s a start.” He was quiet for a minute, trying to hide the fact he was still crying. “Henry…listen to me. You are an amazing man. If she doesn’t take you back, she’s stupid.”
“God, I hope she does. I’ve never felt like this before. It’s tearing me up.”
“How’s everything else going?”
Henry sat up straight. “It’s not.”
“What do you mean?” Her voice was overly cautious.
“I can’t do it. I can’t.”
“Henry…”
“I can’t. It’s wrong on so many levels.”
“But he will hunt you down. You know that.”
“I don’t fucking care. He could skin me alive for all I care. All I want is to be with Elaina and protect her from everything. I can’t do it.”
“He’s been ranting over you not reporting back to him. He and Kellan were debating on what to do. I overheard them while he made me wait for him outside his office.”
“Fuck them.”
“Henry…”
Someone knocked on his office door.
“I’ve got to run, Sophie.” He hung up the phone and took a deep breath. They knocked again. “Coming.” He got up and opened the door, Jennifer standing there with her brows raised.
“You look like hell. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“No, I’m not actually.” He looked past her so he didn’t have to look into her eyes.
“You want to talk about it?”
“No, not really. It’s personal.” He looked down at his shoes.
“All right. Well, Sandy is heading out to get coffee. You want anything?”
“Yeah. I could go for a cup. Black.”
“I will get it to you as soon as she comes back.” She started to walk away, but turned around. “For what it’s worth, you are amazing. She would be foolish if she walked away. Flowers do wonders.” When his eyes flooded with tears again, she smiled sympathetically at him.
“Thanks,” he croaked out, then closed the door. Henry wondered how she figured out he was having woman troubles.
   
Jennifer rushed back out to the reception desk, Steve and Sandy waiting for her to come back with the details.
“Wow…” Jennifer shook her head.
“Well, what’s going on?” Steve leaned against the desk.
“Well, it’s definitely something about his relationship. After I asked him about coffee, I told him to send her flowers and the poor guy… He cried.” Steve’s jaw dropped.
“That’s not like him at all,” Sandy murmured.
“I know. He usually keeps his emotions under control. He must really be in love with her. Anyway, don’t say anything to him. I’m sure he is embarrassed about it, or he wouldn’t be hiding in his office.” She looked at Sandy. “Oh, and he wants a black coffee.” Sandy nodded and headed out the front entrance.
   
Henry sat at his desk and pulled out a notepad and pen, his sigh riddled with sadness. He had no idea what to write. He had never written an “I love you. I’m so sorry. I’m an asshole.” note before. He grabbed his bottle of Walker and took another long pull from it. His gaze flickered to his Sig again.
After several attempts, and a few interruptions from his staff, he finally accomplished writing his first apology note. He tucked it in an envelope and sealed it, writing My Elaina on the front.
He walked out to the front of the building and stopped at Jennifer’s desk. “I’ve got to run an errand. I should be back in about an hour or so.”
“All right, bossman. You want me to forward your calls?”
“My office voicemail.”
“You doing all right?”
“Hopefully, after this errand is completed…” He flashed the envelope at her.
Jennifer smiled at him, knowing what he was going to do after she saw who it was addressed to. “See you in a bit then.” He nodded and walked out.
Henry hopped into his truck and drove to the best florist in town. He only knew that because Elaina pointed it out one day when they went to her cousin’s wedding at the church across the street. He walked into the store…and immediately felt lost.
Everything was overwhelming: the colors, the scent of the flowers, his nervousness. He walked past the coolers a few times, chewing at the scar on his bottom lip, clutching the note he wrote. He ran his hand through his hair several times.
“Can I help you?” An older woman came around the counter. She had a soft smile and a comforting feel about her.
“Uh, yeah. I need help…a lot of help.” Wasn’t that the truth? He knew he looked sad and pathetic as he scanned all the flowers and arrangements.
“Well, what are you looking for?”
“Flowers.”
The woman chuckled. He turned and looked at her, trying to plaster on a fake smile.
“Well, I do believe that you’ve come to the right place.”
“Looks that way.” His nerves were out of control, and he continued to push his hand through his hair. The woman knew the look right away.
“Did you have a fight with your significant other?”
“Uh, yeah. Girlfriend.” He closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath. His fears were coming to the surface again.
“Roses are always good.” Henry opened his eyes, feeling a little panicked. He had no idea what kind of flowers Elaina liked, worried he was going to buy the wrong ones. “Does she like roses?”
“You know, I haven’t a clue. I’ve never given her flowers before.”
She looked at him like he had two heads, then rubbed his arm. “Don’t worry. I will make you something beautiful and she will love it. Hmmm…” Scanning the coolers, she tapped her forefinger on her lips. Then she looked back at him. “What are you looking to spend?”
“The cost doesn’t matter. Unlimited. I want something big that makes a statement, though.”
She turned back to the coolers and scanned them once more. She pulled bunches of red roses and pink lilies out, then walked over to the counter and showed him all the vases. He picked out a tall, wide, cylinder-shaped vase. He hoped Elaina would like it.
“I will make it up, then set it in the cooler until morning. With delivery, it comes to two seventy-five.” Henry pulled out a credit card from his black leather billfold. She looked at it for a moment. She didn’t see those too often.
“Oh, can you put this with it?” With shaky hands, Henry handed her the envelope he had been clutching the entire time.
“Certainly, Mr. Daniels.” She smiled at him. “They will be delivered first thing in the morning. My driver is booked all day today. I will make sure yours goes out first since it’s urgent.” She smiled at him again.
“Thank you so much.”
“Have a nice day. And I hope they work.”
“Me, too.” He knocked on the wood countertop.
Henry left the florist and headed back to work, spending the day in agony, worrying that he had lost Elaina forever.
After the long day at work, he went home and ran to the fridge to make sure the injection was still there. Seeing it, he breathed a sigh of relief, deciding to take a quick shower. Afterward, he stood in the closet doorway for what seemed like an eternity, then put on his dark gray suit pants and one of his many white dress shirts. Grabbing the matching jacket, he checked his mug and hair in the mirror, then left the apartment.
Henry pulled up to Cam’s, the swanky bar he frequented. The very same bar he brought Elaina to on their first real date.
He decided he was going to get wrecked. Shitfaced. Completely fucked-up. They were going to have to carry him out of there. He walked in and Philip, the host, was working, as usual.
“Mr. Daniels, pleasure to see you again. Are you alone tonight, sir?”
“Ah, yeah.” The word “alone” made him want to put his fist through the wall.
“Your usual table then?”
“Yeah, that’s fine,” Henry grumbled. He walked behind Philip, noticing a couch full of women staring at him like he were a piece of meat. “Fuck me,” he mumbled to himself. He knew at least one of them would come over to him at some point. That was one reason he loved the small table in the back, near the dark corner. He felt he could hide himself there.
“Here you are, sir. I will notify Mr. Williams that you’re here.”
“Thank you, Philip.” Henry pulled a hundred out of his pocket and palmed it to him. He loved to take care of Philip, who had put up with his drunkenness more times than he would care to admit. As he pocketed the cash, Philip knew it would be another one of those nights.
“Thank you, sir.” Philip shuffled off.
Henry sat in the posh chair and pulled his phone out of his pocket. He pulled up Elaina’s contact picture. Rubbing his thumb over her face, the lump in his throat come back.
“Damn it, woman.” He opened the gallery app and thumbed through the pictures. There were so many of them together, and a few of her alone.
“Henry Daniels!” He was startled by Cam’s booming voice and the firm hand he laid on his shoulder. “Sorry. Everything all right?”
“Ah, yeah. Yeah.” He turned off his phone.
“Where’s that fox?” Henry’s chuckle was laced with sadness. “Oh, I see.”
“We had a major fight this morning, and she said she needed some space.”
Cam sat across from him. “I can see this is weighing heavy on you, my friend.”
Henry nodded. “Yeah. She’s amazing. We’re just not seeing eye-to-eye on a few things.”
“I’ve been there.”
Henry looked at Cam. “I love her. I have never loved anyone like this before.” Henry cleared his throat, worried that he would make a fool of himself and burst into tears right there in front of his friend. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be bringing up my personal business.”
“I never mind listening to you, Daniels.” Cam stood and patted him on the shoulder. “I’m going to go get you the good stuff.” He walked toward the back of the bar.
Henry rubbed his eyes and sat quiet for a moment, his face in his hands. He was gutted, empty, alone. He didn’t want to exist without Elaina.
Hearing the distinctive click of high heels coming up behind him, he grumbled to himself.
“Well, hello, handsome.” A gentle hand swept across his wide shoulders. He shut and rolled his eyes at the same time. “You alone tonight?” He looked up at her as she sat across from him. Henry stared at her. She was cute, but she didn’t compare to his Elaina. No one did. Deep cleavage or not, he wasn’t interested.
She gasped when she saw the sparkle of his emerald-colored eyes. “Your eyes… They are gorgeous.” They were like a drug to women. Times like those made him want to gouge his eyes out or, the very least, wear sunglasses all the time, making him look like a pompous ass.
“I’m not interested,” he muttered, making her chuckle.
“Not into women?”
“Uh, yeah, I am. Very much so. As a matter of fact, I will show you.” He pulled up his gallery and scrolled through the pictures of him and Elaina, finding one of them kissing. “This is my girlfriend. We are fighting right now, so I came to the bar to have a few drinks to sort out my thoughts…alone.”
“Right. Well, I’ll leave you be then. But just so you know, every woman’s jaw hit the floor when you walked in.”
“Yeah. Great, thanks. I don’t fucking care.” He rolled his eyes. Before he met Elaina, he probably would have taken one or two of the women out back and fucked them both. He wasn’t a stranger to that scene. But not anymore. He only wanted one woman.
“Well, if you change your mind, handsome, I will be more than happy to show you a good time.”
“I’m pretty sure he won’t.” The woman glared at Cam as she rose from the chair. He chuckled as he set two glasses and a bottle of the best whisky from his personal stash on the table. “Women drop their panties when you walk past them. You need to teach me that trick.”
Henry looked up at Cam. He pegged him at about forty-five, had thinning hair, a small potbelly, and a few scars on his face, presumably from bar fights before he opened Cam’s. He wore the face of a man who had lived a hard life.
“Yeah, it’s fucking great.”
“Talk to me, my friend,” Cam said, sitting and pouring the whisky.
“Not much to tell. She’s pissed that I haven’t had her over to my place yet.” Then Henry started rambling. “The night I brought her in here was our first real date. She invited me back to her apartment and fucked my brains out. I’ve been hooked ever since.”
“A little bit of pussy can do that to a man.”
Henry took offence to Cam’s statement. “She’s more than that to me,” he snapped.
“All right, I get you.” Cam held his hands up in front of his chest. “I apologize. I didn’t mean anything by it.” Henry slammed back his drink. Cam refilled it right away. “What else is going on with you? You seem really off.”
“Work stress. No big fucking deal. Same old bullshit.” He took another swig.
“You know what you need?” Cam leaned his elbows on the table and took a sip of his drink.
“What’s that?”
“A vacation.” Henry burst out laughing. “What?”
“I’m not that lucky.” He leaned back in the chair, spinning the glass around a few times.
“You obviously have the cash for it, or you wouldn’t be tipping my boys C-notes every time they breathe. You should go take a jaunt across Europe, or even go camp out on a Caribbean island for a month.”
Henry loved the sound of that. A month-long island trip with Elaina would be a dream come true, but it wasn’t feasible.
“Wish I could. You’re right. Cash flow is not an issue for me. My issue is no one can cover for me at work. I can never get away from it.” Wasn’t that the truth? His job would always be the proverbial monkey on his back for the rest of his so-called life.
“I hear that.” Cam sighed and sipped his drink. Henry finished his second.
Cam continued to refill Henry’s glass until the bottle was gone and he was shitfaced, which was exactly what Henry wanted. He tried to stand to leave, almost falling over.
“Whoa, partner. Let me help you out,” Cam said as he got up and grabbed Henry’s arm. “Let’s get you home.”
“Yeah. Good idea.” Henry smiled with heavy-lidded eyes, clapping Cam on the shoulder. “Cam…you’re…a fucking great…friend.” Every word came out staggered and slurred.
Cam laughed. “You’re drunk, my friend.”
“That…I am.” Cam signaled to Philip, then walked Henry out to the valet area.
“You know the routine. Stand here against the building while I get my car. Don’t fall over.”
“Got you.” Henry chuckled.
Cam drove him home, followed by Philip in Henry’s Tahoe. He felt bad for putting them out, but he only lived a few blocks away. He walked home one time, but got into a fight with some punk ass kid trying to mug him. He decided that walking home alone and drunk off of his ass was no longer an option. It would just get him into more trouble than he needed.
Cam walked Henry up to his apartment building, and nodded at the doorman. Soon enough, if Henry kept up his drunken escapades, Cam would develop a tight friendship with him.
The elevator ride was a little shaky. Henry nearly fell over when it stopped at his floor. When they finally made it to his door, he struggled with his key.
“Here. Let me get that for you.”
The next door neighbor peeked out of her door. “Ahh, drunk again, I see.”
Cam shot her a look. “Leave him alone. He has been dealing with some heavy shit.” She slammed her door shut. Henry chuckled as Cam unlocked the door. “You want me to make sure you get to your bed, or are you good on crawling there?”
“I’m fine. Thanks.” Henry stumbled into his apartment.
“Listen. Send her flowers or something like that. Tell her how you feel. You’re a good man. She will take you back.”
“If…you only knew, Cam. I have…a lot of…skeletons.”
“Don’t we all? Go get some rest. Philip’s parking your truck in the garage. I will have him leave the key with the doorman.”
“Thanks.”
Henry closed the door and locked it, then staggered over to his fridge and checked for the injection. Still there.
He weaved down the hall to his bedroom, running into the walls on both sides. He tripped over the ottoman, and laid his jacket on the chair. After he lay on the bed, he yanked his shirt out of his pants and unbuckled his belt.
Henry reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his phone. He debated whether he should call Elaina. He decided it wasn’t a good idea since he was drunk and, more than likely, would probably dig the hole deeper.
After scrolling through the pictures again, the one that struck him the most was of Elaina facing the camera with her hands on her hips. It captured her full attitude as she stood in one of those tight tank tops and shorty shorts that he loved so much. He loved her attitude and her body. What he wouldn’t give to hold her, let alone make love to her again.
“Christ.” The tears stung his dry, whisky-laden eyes, rolling down his cheeks. He slid his hand over his eyes and the sobs poured out of him.
His life, or so-called life, was a wreck. All he wanted was to leave his past in the past and walk forward with Elaina. But he had fucked that up, just as he did everything else. He knew his past was eventually going to catch up to him, but he didn’t know when.
Henry reached over to his nightstand and pulled one of his Sigs from the drawer. His hands shook as the thought of pulling the trigger ran through his mind. It would be so easy to just end it and not worry about anything ever again.
All the horrible things he had done—all the plotting, all the deception, all the hurt Elaina would experience, regardless of whether she decided to stay with him—ran through his mind. If she only knew how fucked-up he really was. He held the gun to his temple and took a couple deep breaths, looking for the courage to end it. One quick squeeze was all it would take.
But there was no courage. Not even a flicker. Only a weak-minded so-called man who lived with many dark secrets.
He closed his eyes, and he pictured Roger screaming at him. Fists connecting with his face. Blood pouring out of his nose and mouth. Degradation and humiliation. Tasings. Beatings. The life-changing injection. Pain, which caused him to vomit. It was all right in the forefront of his mind.
Henry shuddered, putting the gun back in his nightstand.
He fumbled with his phone and pulled up Sophie’s contact information. He hit the CALL button. He had no one else and needed to talk. She was the only one who could fully understand him. She answered as soon as the call connected.
“Henry?” No words left his mouth. “Henry? Is everything okay?”
“Sophie…,” he whispered.
“Henry, what’s wrong?” He wiped his face, a few more uncontrollable sobs embarrassingly sneaking out of his throat. “Henry, talk to me.”
“I can’t…do it.” He wiped his face with his sleeve.
“Can’t do what?”
“End it.”
“End what, Henry? Talk to me.” Her concern was evident.
“This.”
“Henry, have you been drinking?”
“What the fuck does it matter?!” he yelled. If he had the capability, he would have thrown something.
“You’re scaring me.”
“Sorry. Yes, I have been…drinking.”
Sophie sighed. “I thought you put that behind you.”
“I tried, but…I’m weak.”
“You are not weak.”
“I am.”
“Henry… Please talk to me.”
“I tried to…pull the trigger…but I couldn’t.” He continued to cry.
“Christ, I am so bloody glad you didn’t.” There was a heavy silence. “Henry?”
“Yeah?”
“Did you send her flowers and a nice note?”
“Yeah.”
“I know she will come running back to you. You’re a great guy, and she is lucky to have someone like you love her.”
“I’m not that great. Look at all the…horrible things I have done.”
“Don’t do this to yourself. You know your past is not your fault.”
“I love her so fucking much, Sophie.” He wiped the tears still flowing from his eyes.
“I know you do.” She was a little hurt by Henry’s love for Elaina.
“What if she doesn’t take me back?”
“You’ll have to move on.”
“I can’t. I would wait…an eternity for her. I’d rather die…than not be with her.”
“Don’t say that. You are such a sweet man. Any woman would be lucky to have you in her life.”
“Thanks, Sophie.”
“She will come back.”
“I hope so. If she doesn’t…I’m not sure what I will do.”
“Stop talking like that. You need to sleep off that whisky. Let me know what happens.”
“Okay.” There was another long, heavy silence.
“Henry?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.” Sophie’s love for him went far deeper than just as a friend.
“I love you, too.” He hit the END CALL button, then laid the phone on his chest. The whisky wrapped around his brain, making him pass out.
   
The next morning, the alarm on his phone scared the shit out of him. The whisky had a death grip on his brain, squeezing it so hard, he thought it was going to be crushed.
“Damn…” He rubbed his head. Slowly sitting up, he worked up the courage to open his eyes. Once he was able to do that, he took his time to stand. “Fuuuuck.” He rubbed his sandpaper-lidded eyes, tripped over the ottoman again, and just about took out his closet door.
Henry stripped out of his clothes and headed to the shower. He stepped into the spray without waiting for it to warm up.
“Jesus fucking Christ!” he yelled. His spine straightened, his muscles contracting—hello, instant sobriety. He shivered until, finally, the water heated.
He grabbed his shampoo, making a quick job of that. When he reached for his body soap, he realized he had forgotten to grab a washcloth and towel. He squeezed the spicy scented liquid into his hands and rubbed them together. He started with his face and worked his way down. As his hands ran across the relaxed flesh between his legs, it jumped to life.
“No…shit. Bloody hell!” He spent a minute trying to think of everything repulsive and ugly he had ever seen. Didn’t work. “Fuck me.” He washed down to his toes, trying to keep his mind off the rock hard pole between his legs, mocking him.
He sighed and decided to just get it over with. He closed his eyes and pictured Elaina’s beautiful, long, straight black hair running over his body like a silky curtain. He groaned and palmed himself. He worked it slow, running his palm up and down his shaft, making sure he squeezed his tip hard. He visualized her taking him into her mouth. As she ran her hands over his thickness, she sucked the life out of him.
“Fuuuck.” Stroking faster, he leaned against the light blue glass tile wall, pressing the side of his face into it. He swallowed hard and his lips parted. In his mind’s eye, she was naked and kneeling, much like the first morning they woke up together.
“Oh, god…” He stroked harder. He groaned so loud, it was like a quake in his chest.
Elaina mouthed, Come on me, lover.
Henry moaned and cried out her name, coating her neck, chest, and stomach.
Pressed against the tile with his eyes closed, he milked himself dry. When his panting subsided, he still didn’t want to open his eyes. He knew if he did, Elaina wouldn’t be there.
“Get a grip, mate,” he said. He opened his eyes and saw that he had come all over the shower wall. “Perfect.”
Once he cleaned up, he got out of the shower and brushed his teeth. He thought about shaving, but didn’t feel like it. He dressed in a button-down, checked shirt and a pair of dark, distressed jeans. He quickly slipped on his dark gray shoes, and checked his mug in the mirror, adjusting his purposely messy hair. He stared at himself in disgust for a few seconds, then stormed out of his room.
While he drove through the streets like a maniac, Henry hoped the flowers were delivered and the letter would work. A song from Bruno Mars started to play on the radio.
“Fuck me.” He shut it off. He knew any song would remind him of Elaina. He felt self-conscious about the words he wrote. It wasn’t worthy of his Elaina. A letter from the queen wouldn’t be worthy of his Elaina. She was more to him than what he had written, but he had no idea how to put it on paper.
He walked through the doors of the blood bank, seeing several people already waiting. He cringed, knowing he’d have to exchange pleasantries with them, and he was not in the mood. He stopped at Jennifer’s desk.
“You look like shit. How are you this morning?”
“Thanks. Slightly hung over and worried out of my mind.” Henry leaned against the desk. “I drank myself into oblivion at Cam’s last night.” He paused for a moment, then looked her in the eyes. “Jennifer, I might snap if the flowers don’t work.”
“I guess you’ll find out. She’s a lucky woman. I hope she realizes that, but I do have a good feeling that she will come back.” He gave her a sad smile. He wasn’t going to hold his breath waiting for Elaina, though, because he wasn’t expecting the flowers to work.
“Any calls?”
“Actually, not yet. But we could use some help. Steve is backed up already, and Sandy is off today.” She waved her hand toward the seating area. He cranked his head around and looked at the people waiting.
“Right. Let him know I’ll be right there.”
He walked back to his office, dropped his laptop case on his desk, and grabbed his lab coat off the bathroom door. He walked around the back hallway, through the lab area, and toward the draw room. He walked straight to the sink and washed his hands.
“I know you’re busy, bossman, but we’re backed up.”
“Yeah. I’m on it, Steve.” Henry sighed. “Uh, listen, I want to apologize for my behavior yesterday. I’m dealing with some personal shit, but I shouldn’t let it affect me here.”
“That’s all right. We all get a little jacked-up once in a while. Don’t sweat it.” Henry smirked. “Anyway, that’s the pile of the ones waiting.” Steve pointed to the charts.
Henry grabbed the one on top, then headed out to the waiting room. When he called out the name on the chart, a middle-aged, well-dressed woman sauntered toward him. Shit, here we go again, he thought. For some reason, women always threw themselves at him. He never understood it.
“Well, hello, Mr. Phlebotomist,” she purred, looking him up and down. “I think I’m going to come here more often.”
Henry’s face was blank as he looked at her. “Name and birth date.” He had no emotion in his voice. She looked at his left hand for any signs of a ring.
“Dina Emerson, and you know it’s not polite to ask a lady’s age.”
His first thought? Cougar.
“Ms. Emerson, I need your birth date to verify I have the correct chart.” He was all business.
“Oh, fine. 7/12/60.”
“Thank you. Follow me.” He shuddered. He could feel her eyes working their way up and down his backside.
“You know…that lab coat does nothing for you.” And there it was.
“Exactly why I wear it, Ms. Emerson.” They walked into the draw room, and Henry pointed to the chair. “Have a seat and remove your jacket.” Annoyed with the woman, he didn’t want someone old enough to be his mom trying to flirt with him, especially when he only had eyes for Elaina.
He walked over to the supply cabinets and accidentally hit an open container of iodine. It fell over, spilling all over his coat. “Shit.” He gripped the side of the sink, feeling like he was close to putting his fist through the wall.
“Whoa, there. Here.” Steve handed him a bunch of paper towels. “You all right?” He could practically see the steam rolling out of Henry’s ears.
Henry took a few deep breaths. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m just stressed beyond belief.” He peeled off the lab coat, realizing the iodine had drenched his shirt, too. He groaned.
“You have a change of clothes in your office? If not, I have an extra set of scrubs in mine.”
Henry let out a loud breath and ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, I think so. I have a t-shirt, at the very least. I’ll be right back.” He ran out of the draw room and back to his office.
He walked into his bathroom and pulled the white t-shirt off of the door. He realized it was just a white fitted undershirt. “Christ,” he said in a whiny voice. There was nothing else he could do. After changing, he went back to the draw room, pulling out everything he needed to do a draw on the Cougar.
Steve whistled. “Damn, bossman. I see you’re still spending all your free time at the gym.”
“Yeah, and maybe more if Elaina doesn’t take me back.”
“Ohhhh, I see. That bad?”
“I don’t know. I sent her flowers. It’s going to eat me alive until I get a response from her. If I get a response from her,” he mumbled.
His phone vibrated in his pocket. He looked at the number, hoping it was Elaina, but it was Roger. Rubbing his chest, a sharp pain made him feel like someone punched him. He groaned again. He hit the IGNORE button, and went over to the Cougar. It was starting off to be a shitastic day.
“Wow.” She quirked a brow at him. “Looks like you took my advice.” Henry sighed as she tried to make herself look seductive, adjusting the neckline of her shirt to expose her cleavage.
“I spilled iodine on my coat and shirt.”
“Flustered?”
“Nope,” he lied, shutting her down.
“Oh.”
Henry put the supplies on the table, then sat on the rolling stool. He turned away from the Cougar to put on gloves and open the packages.
“Wow. That’s a nice tattoo.”
“Huh?”
“Your tattoo. From what I can see, it looks nice.”
He looked down at his shirt, remembering what he had on. “Right. Thanks.” He powered up the machine. “Ms. Emerson, are you ready?”
“Yes. This isn’t my first rodeo.”
Henry hooked her up, having the machine running in record time. His skin crawled, knowing the Cougar eyed him like a piece of meat.
Peeling off his gloves, he stepped around the curtain…and felt her. Elaina? He looked up and there she was, standing in the doorway, looking like a wreck. Bloodshot eyes and trembling lips, she looked just like he felt. He didn’t spare another second and ran to her.
-November 2014-
The door opened to the guest room. Henry looked up, hoping it was Elaina. The sobs tore from his throat when he saw Sophie.
She sat on the floor next to Henry. He held Elaina’s ring between his fingers, thinking he had lost the love of his life. Sophie held him while the endless sobbing tore through his body.
“Shhh…it’s going to be all right. I’m here for you.” She inwardly smiled, hoping Henry would fall back into her arms. Then she could take him back to the program as originally planned.
“I can’t live without her.”
“Yes, you can. You will be able to move forward.”
“I can’t, Sophie. I fucking can’t! I’m lost without her.” He pulled away. “She’s the only thing that makes me feel good.” His voice was riddled with sobs. “And I couldn’t deal with seeing her move on. I can’t fucking do this!” He dropped his head into his hands. His heart ached. He felt alone and confused. If she moved on without him, he would surely pull the trigger.
Sophie moved away to let him try to collect himself. His sobs jarred his body. Eventually, the tears stopped flowing, but his breathing was still staggered, making his body shake. She sat beside him again. “Well, what do we do now?” She reached over and ran her fingers through his hair.
“I don’t know. She does deserve to know the truth about us. At least about me.”
“She does, but we can’t. You know that. It will compromise everything.”
Henry shoved her hands away. “I don’t give a shit about compromising anything! The only fucking thing I care about is her! You know that I’m no longer continuing with the program. At this point, it’s all about survival.” His eyes swam again. He looked up at the ceiling, trying to keep his tears in, but his efforts were unsuccessful. “I cannot lose her. She’s the only thing that keeps me sane.” Henry jumped up and punched a hole in the wall. “Damn you, Roger!”
Sophie jumped up and grabbed him by the arm, tugging him toward the bed. He sat and put his face in his hands again. Sophie sat and held him, gently stroking his back as he cried even more.
“I know, Henry. I don’t want you to lose her, either. She’s a piece of work sometimes, but I do know you love her. As long as you have love, there’s hope.”
“Hope?” Henry threw his arms up in the air and hysterically laughed. “Hope? In this mess?” He shook his head. “I’m trying to hang on to hope, but it’s dwindling.”
“I know.”
Sophie laid Henry back on the bed so they faced each other. She held him for a few minutes, much like she used to when he was so injured from a beating, he couldn’t move. She stroked his hair, touched his face, and ran her fingers up and down his arm until he settled enough to talk in a calm manner.
“I’m going to need to go back out soon. I wasn’t able to get my fix, and I’m feeling it.”
He noticed her eyes were graying. He was too busy trying to hold himself together and worrying about how to get Elaina back to notice Sophie’s problems.
“What happened anyway? How did Jacob get you?”
“He took me by surprise. When I saw him come out of the building, I hid so I could sneak up on him. I figured I would knock him out from behind, or just cut off his air supply to make him pass out, then do a quick draw. I tried to reach into my vest for my needle, but the zipper was stuck and I couldn’t reach down far enough to grab it. I lost track of him. He came up from behind, put me in a headlock, and covered my mouth with his hand. I raised my leg to kick him in the bollocks, but he grabbed my Sig out of the back of my pants.”
“Jesus, Sophie,” Henry murmured.
“He jammed the Sig up against my head and dragged me to the café. I couldn’t let him give me a true death, then go after you two. He would have taken you by surprise, making things worse than they actually were.”
“Right.”
“I knew you would head to the café eventually, so I decided to stay in check. And that’s when you walked in. It happened so fast.” They both stared at one another. “I assume you were able to get a decent fix, hence all the blood on your face earlier? You were so angry about Nate not complying beforehand, I figured you were past ready.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I did. I think I’ll always have issues staying in check when I’m hanging by a thread.”
“As always.” Henry rolled onto his back, rubbing his face with his hands. “Henry, do you think this has spread down the coast?”
“I think it’s more than a safe assumption to say it has spread across the country by now. Obviously, we don’t have the ability to contact Gunther or anyone else. I wonder how he is faring, the asshole. I hope we can find him.” There was disdain in his voice.
“I don’t know, but we need to get out of here. We have only secured a few spots around us. Roger will be pissed.” She realized what she had said the moment she said it.
“Fuck him!” Henry snapped. “I don’t give two bloody fucks what he thinks.”
“I didn’t mean that.” Sophie recoiled. “I’m still in program mode, I guess.”
“We’re doing what we can with what we have. I should have never rescued Nate and Nick, but I felt horrible for Elaina and Claire. It tore me apart, seeing their pain. I wish I could have just come back, grabbed my supplies, then took off with them.”
“I understand. This is why we cannot get invested in people. They will be with us one minute, trying to put a bullet in our heads the next. It will compromise us. We cannot afford to be taken by surprise by a group of undeads.” Sophie stood and headed for the door, looking over her shoulder at him.
His sorrow-filled face made her heart ache. She wanted to get him back and make him feel loved again, but she knew he would refuse her advances. She held onto hope that he would run back to her at some point.
“Are you heading out now?” His voice cracked.
“I have to. We can’t trust the blood bank now, can we?”
“No. Definitely not. I wasn’t there for a week prior to my wed—” He stopped himself. “Besides, the power has been out for an extended period of time. Any blood would have gone bad.”
“I was hoping to get there and check it out. There must be backup generators.”
“There are, but it’s simply not a good idea. We don’t know if they’re working, or if they held up the coolers. I had electrical issues. I was prepping for a major overhaul to the circuitry on the back end for all the coolers. And we don’t know what’s lurking behind the doors now.” He knew there was no stopping her once she made up her mind, much like himself.
“Tell me how to get there and give me a quick layout. I want to check it out anyway.”
Henry let out a heavy sigh, then reluctantly gave her directions and told her how to navigate through the building.
“Please take Nick and Nate with you. I don’t want you going on your own.”
Sophie nodded and walked out, leaving him to deal with his sorrow on his own.





CHAPTER 11
SOPHIE WENT out to the living room where Nick and Nate sat quietly, staring at each other. Nick’s jaw was clenched, and he cracked his knuckles as he stood, anger written all over his body. He was ready to beat Henry down if need be. “What the hell is going on?!” he barked at her.
Sophie sighed. “Oh, you know. Dealing with love in this crazy, mixed-up world.”
Nick narrowed his eyes at her. That stung, considering he just lost the love of his life. “Seriously. What the fuck is going on? That’s my baby sister. And if he did anything—”
“Ugh, not you, too. Elaina is just having a hard time dealing with everything.”
“Right.” He was worried when he heard her yelling, but he figured it was some sort of quarrel between her and Henry. Unless he knew Elaina was in harm’s way, he wasn’t going to interfere, but hearing her so upset made him irate.
“You are much like your sister, aren’t you?”
“You should have known their mother. Mega-controlling bitch,” Nate said with annoyance.
Nick snapped his head around and his lip curled up in a snarl. He jumped toward Nate and grabbed him, picking him up by the throat. “You little pissant!”
“Ladies, ladies, ladies…” Sophie placed her hands on her hips, watching Nick choking the little bastard. “Let’s calm down a bit, shall we?” Nick glowered at her and let go. Nate fell to the floor, coughing and rubbing his throat. “I need both of you to come with me.”
“Where?” Nick and Nate said in unison.
“Where do you think?”
“Now is not the time for your psychotic games!” Nick yelled.
“Oh my, did I hurt your feelings?” No response. “Good. Get a couple packs. We’re going out.”
Nate didn’t argue. He got up, still coughing from Nick’s hands being wrapped around his neck. They both grabbed the packs off the table, then checked them and the weapons in silence. Sophie put her pack on.
“Okay, boys, off we go.” She headed toward the door and stopped, rubbing her temples.
“Are you all right?” Nick was genuinely concerned. She irritated him to no end because of her run-ins with Elaina, but she had come through when they needed her to.
She shook her head. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just a little headache.”
“Well, let me say goodbye to Elaina…just in case.” Nick started to head down the hall. Nate walked to the door behind Sophie.
“That might not be a good idea. You know she will argue and come up with something like ‘It’s too late’, or ‘You need rest’, or whatever other shit flies out of her mouth.” Sophie needed to get the hell out of there, and she knew if Nick found out about Elaina’s and Henry’s argument, there would be no hope of leaving anytime during the next century.
“Yeah, you’re probably right.” Nick’s shoulders sagged as he walked back toward the door. Once again, he felt like Elaina didn’t need him anymore.
“We’re taking the truck. It’ll be better at night. Plus, we can take out some undeads with it.” Sophie chuckled like it was going to be a good time. Nick and Nate just looked at each other.
“You are one fucked-up person,” Nick muttered.
“Why, thank you for acknowledging my rather fantastic personality.” She curtsied, flashed that big, toothy grin, and they headed out. If she weren’t a woman, Nick would have punched her.
   
“What are we going to do, Claire?” I had buried my face in Henry’s pillow, inhaling his scent like an obsessed teen. He smelled so good. Just one more thing I would miss about him. “I’m so confused. I can’t handle any more of this.”
“I know. I’d love to help, but nothing I say will make you feel better.”
“What do you think we should do?”
“I don’t know. There’s something going on besides the obvious, but I can’t put my finger on it.”
“Right.” I sulked. “I miss my old Henry,” I whispered to myself.
“Oh, hon. I understand.”
I let out a soft laugh, then found the energy to roll over to face her. “Listen to me! I’m so self-absorbed. I should be consoling you! You lost Marc.” Claire sucked in a sharp breath when I said his name.
“We need to be strong for one another.” I could see the pain in her eyes when she gazed into mine.
For some reason, I felt like our situation was my fault. If I had never gotten fired from yet another job, I would have never met Henry that night. Quite possibly, none of this would have happened. At least none of what involved Henry and me would have happened. My stomach knotted, then my thoughts went to our very first real date.
-October 2012-
My phone was at the bookshop, my former place of work. My former hag of a boss told me a smoking hot guy dropped it off, saying he found it on the sidewalk right out front. I thought it was weird that I wouldn’t notice it dropping right there, but whatever. I was just thrilled I could give this Henry Daniels a call.
I ran back out to my car and dug through my bag to find Henry’s number. I stared at it for a minute, breathing rapidly, trying to decide if I should call him or wait a few days to make him sweat it out.
I wasn’t the most patient person on the planet, so I pulled up my phone app and carefully dialed the near illegible number written on an old receipt. That would be my writing. I was sure his would be perfect, like he seemed to be.
It rang about five times before Henry breathlessly answered. “Daniels,” he barked. I was taken aback and didn’t say anything. “Hello?”
“Uh, sorry.” I cleared my throat, trying to relieve the nerves. “Is this Henry?” Oh god. I sounded like such an idiot. He was going to think I was a complete fucking loser, and I would never get a date with a man like him. Why on earth did I think it was a good idea to call?
“Yeah. Who’s this?”
“Elaina Cooper.” I couldn’t believe he didn’t recognize my voice. Maybe it was because it sounded like I had a frog living in my throat. I started to sweat, so I turned on the air in my car before I passed out. I thought I remembered to put deodorant on, but suffering Christ. My pits were dripping. I was sure I looked like a paranoid pothead, looking all around, tapping my fingers.
“Hey, Elaina!” At the sound of his excitement, my heart flip-flopped. “Sorry it took me so long to answer. I’m at the gym. I hoped you’d find your phone and call me.”
My mind drifted to thoughts of him shirtless, his gym shorts hanging low on his hips, sweat pouring off him. I almost dropped my phone and went into a full throttle orgasm.
“Well, I did find it, so I thought I would give you a call and ask if you had plans.” Did I just say that? I was either a brave, brave girl or a very stupid, stupid girl.
“Yeah? I’m so glad you called.” I could hear the smile in his voice. He sounded ridiculously sexy. “So, where do you want to go? Anywhere is fine with me. You choose. Oh, and don’t worry about cost. It’s my treat.”
“Are you thinking casual, fancy, or… I don’t know.” I crossed my fingers he would say casual. I didn’t have proper manners for somewhere that involved fancy napkins and waiters who wore suits.
“Tell you what. How about I pick you up? And be sure you have on a nice dress. I’ll surprise you.”
“I think I can handle that.” Oh god. What? I slapped myself on the forehead. No! I can’t handle that! Fuck me, what have I gotten myself into? “But maybe a skirt? I’m not a dress kind of girl.”
“Really? Hmm… I bet you would look amazing in a dress,” he said in a rather interesting tone. I blushed. I was losing it.
“Thanks,” I shyly said.
“How about I pick you up around five-thirty. We can stop somewhere and have a quick drink first.”
“Sounds good. I live down at Westerfields in three-ten.”
“All right. I know where that is. I’ll see you then.”
“Okay. Bye.”
“Bye.”
I just about died as I hung up. I could not believe a man of his caliber would even look at me. If he could have seen me in that moment, all sweaty and gross, he would have passed on me for sure.
I called my best friend, Claire, to see if she had a dress I could borrow because the only dress I had was from my senior prom. I was pretty sure that wasn’t what Henry meant when he said a “nice dress”.
As soon as I made it home, I jumped into the shower. I washed and shaved everything…twice. I wanted to make sure I felt worthy to be around him because I had no idea why he would want to take me out. I wasn’t some “blonde Barbie, tight dress, give you a blowjob on the first date” kind of girl. Claire let herself in while I was in the shower and laid out an abundance of dresses on my bed. She matched up my shoes to them.
After an hour of trying on outfits and chewing my thumbnail, I ended up going with a basic black dress she picked up a few weeks prior. It was cap sleeved, belted, and had pockets. I put on my strappy, black wedges that, ironically, were purchased the same day Claire bought the dress.
Claire flat-ironed my hair and twisted it up into a clip, then she did my make-up. I was so nervous, my teeth chattered.
“Geez, Elaina. I don’t think I have ever seen you this nervous over a guy. Ever.”
We walked out to my messy living room. “For real. Stay here and meet him. Trust me when I say he is knee-buckling gorgeous. I still can’t believe he wants to take me to dinner.”
“Oh stop, you nut! You are gorgeous.”
Rolling my eyes, I looked at my watch to check the time. Five-thirty on the button. When I heard a light knock on my door, I looked at Claire and mouthed, Oh, my fucking god.
“Go calm yourself in your room. I’ll answer the door.”
I ran to my room just before Claire opened the door. I listened intently while I adjusted everything that had already been adjusted ten times over, reapplied lip gloss that didn’t need it, and prayed that I wouldn’t fuck up somehow.
   
After the gym, Henry spent the rest of the day flitting around work like an absent-minded fool. He made sure to suck down a couple fresh vials so he would be a little jacked-up for his date. Once he was able to skate out of there, he hit every single red light possible. He kept checking his watch, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, pushing his hands through his hair, trying to keep his cool. He didn’t want to be late for fear that she would think he was standing her up.
Henry pulled up to the side of his building and parked. He made a mad dash for the front door, waved at the doorman, and pushed the button on the elevator about ten times before the door opened.
The elevator ride took an eternity. When the door finally slid open on his floor, he ran to his apartment door, his hands shaking as he tried to unlock it. He ran to his fridge and opened it to check the injection, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw it in the usual place. He slammed it shut, opened the cabinet, and grabbed a bottle of Walker. Bottle in hand, he walked through his bedroom to his bathroom so he could hit the shower. He stripped and, while he waited for it to warm up, reacquainted himself with Mr. Walker.
Henry set the bottle on the sink and jumped into the steamy heat. He washed from head to toe, then toweled himself dry. He stood in front of the mirror, looking at his slightly bruised face.
He hated his eyes, his face, the scarring. He hated his tainted mind. About the only things he felt he had going for him were his wild hair and his body. He pulled back his hair and checked his stitches. They still looked good. He grabbed his hair wax and fixed it so they were invisible.
He found himself standing naked in front of his closet, the bottle in his hand. He took another pull and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. After looking through all his suits, he settled on his custom-tailored navy blue two-piece and, of course, a white button-down shirt. He pulled out his unpolished black monk strap shoes from the back of his closet.
Still naked, he pulled open his dresser drawer. He looked at all his boxers, then decided to take a gamble. He closed his eyes and reached in. When he opened them again, he had a pair of low cut, microfiber, black boxer briefs in his hand. He smirked, hoping she would want to see them. He finally let go of the bottle, setting it on his dresser.
Henry dressed, ensuring that his outfit was perfect. He stepped in front of the mirror, still not liking what he saw from the neck up.
“Don’t fuck this up, Daniels,” he said, staring at himself. He took a deep breath and walked to the front door.
As soon as he opened it, his next door neighbor walked out of her apartment. She smirked at him, looking him up and down. He rolled his eyes. “Well, look at you,” she purred. “Looking good. Hot date tonight?”
“Uh…yeah, actually.” He closed his door and locked it.
“Lucky woman.”
“Lucky me.”
He turned on his heels and stormed off toward the elevator. He hadn’t realized she was right behind him.
“I have to admit. I’m jealous.”
Henry jumped when her warm breath ran down his neck. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. That woman hit on him more times than he wanted to think about.
She wasn’t horrible to look at. She was maybe early forties, dark hair, a nice figure, and obviously had some money, but she was far too nosey and just rubbed him the wrong way. He rubbed his eyes and turned around.
“Look, trust me when I say this… I’m not what you want.”
She cocked her head to the side. “And how do you know what I want?” She raised a brow and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“I’m an asshole. I’ve fucked my way around this city, I drink like a fish, and I am just plain old fucking dangerous.” He figured that would throw her off his scent.
“Maybe this girl isn’t so lucky then.” That comment pissed him off.
“Actually, I like this girl, so I will be on my best behavior. This is new for me, and I don’t want to fuck it up.” The elevator door opened and they both stepped in.
“Well, good luck to her then.”
Henry glared at her as she turned and faced the door. As soon as it slid open, he rushed out, leaving his neighbor in his wake.
He jumped in his truck, grabbed a couple breath mints to cover up his discussion with Mr. Walker, and sped off toward Elaina’s apartment.
After the twenty minute drive, he parked in front of her building. He checked his hair in the mirror on the visor. It looked exactly the way he liked it. He looked at his watch and saw it was five twenty-eight. He jumped out of the truck and jogged into her building.
There was a group of people milling around the elevators, like a bunch of goats waiting for a meal. He looked for the stairs, deciding it would be quicker to run up to the third floor than to wait.
Thanks to all the hours spent at the gym, Henry dashed up the stairs without breaking a sweat. He blew through the door and looked for three-ten. Then he second-guessed himself. Had she said three-ten, or was it four-ten, or even two-ten? He stood in front of the door for a second, straightened his jacket and collar, and decided to knock. He looked at his watch. Five-thirty on the dot.
When the door opened seconds later, there stood the ginger mother hen. Maybe they roomed together? He played it cool. “I’m sorry. I think I may have the wrong place…” He looked at the number on the door.
“Are you looking for Elaina Cooper?”
“Yes.”
“You have the right place. I’m her friend, Claire. I swung by for a quick visit. I didn’t realize she had a date.”
“Right.” He smirked, knowing she was here to check out the situation. “I’m Henry Daniels. Pleased to meet you, Claire.” Smiling, he held out his hand and Claire took it. She gasped a little from the chill. “Sorry. I have circulation issues.” He jammed his hands in his pockets. When she noticed his eyes, she caught herself staring at him. He smirked.
“Oh, umm…that’s fine. Come on in.” She smiled. “She should be ready. I’ll go get her.” Before she turned away from him, her eyes danced around his face. He knew she was looking at his bruises.
Henry stepped in the door and took a quick glance around the tiny apartment. The furniture was a bit on the shabby chic side, and Elaina’s organizational skills weren’t the best. He would have to fix that. There was no way he’d be able to tolerate it.
Claire glanced back over her shoulder and took another look at him. As he looked around, he ran his hand through his hair. He sported a five o’clock shadow, which looked far better on him than anyone else she had ever seen with one.
He touched his face, feeling more self-conscious about everything above his neck. Claire rushed off to what he presumed was Elaina’s bedroom. He leaned up against the door and did a quick zipper check. Thankfully, he was together…physically.
   
“Oh, my god, Elaina!” Claire’s whisper was intense. “He is smoking, but what’s with the bruising on his face?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t asked yet. I’m so nervous. I hope I don’t fuck it up.” I chewed on my thumbnail again, and Claire slapped my hand away. “Ow! You bitch!”
“Shhh! You’ll do fine! Now, go out there and get that gorgeous man!” She practically pushed me out of the bedroom. I walked out to see him leaning against the doorframe, his hands in his pockets, looking rather sinfully delicious. I couldn’t remember if I had put deodorant on. I didn’t want to do a pit check right in front of the Adonis in my living room.
Henry looked stellar in his suit. It had to be custom because it fit his body perfectly. His hair was messy, but done to perfection. He had this swagger about him that made him even more attractive to me. And those eyes? They were amazing. I could stare into them for hours.
His eyebrows raised and his lips parted when he saw me. When he realized he was gawking, he stood straight. “Wow. You look absolutely stunning.” He licked his lips, as if he were dying to taste me. If it were up to me, I would have skipped the drinks and dinner, taking him back to my bedroom. Good thing Claire was there to keep me from doing that.
“Thanks. You look pretty good yourself.” I blushed as I walked up to him. I felt like a schoolgirl getting a complement from the hottest guy in class. He smelled good, looked even better, and I was dying to feel his scarred pink lips on mine. I wanted that tongue in more places than one.
“So…the girl who doesn’t wear dresses wears one for me?” His eyes sparkled.
“You should feel special,” I said softly, gazing up at him through my eyelashes.
“Oh, I do. Believe me. You have no idea.” His deep, raspy voice rumbled in his well-defined chest, which could easily be seen through his suit jacket. He reached out and brushed his thumb across my cheek, then kissed it. His cool breath sent chills down my spine. My knees almost gave out. “Ready?”
“Yes.” My voice hitched a little. “Definitely.”
“I’ll lock up for you.” I was startled when I heard Claire’s voice. I forgot she was even there. “Have fun!” She sounded a little overzealous. I hoped she wouldn’t be there waiting up for me when I came home…if I came home. I had a feeling it was going to be one hell of a first date. He offered me his arm and we left.
Henry walked me out to his truck sitting at the curb. It was a completely blacked out, stealthy Tahoe. The windows were tinted so dark, it had to be illegal. The wheels and the police-style push bar were black, as well. It was obviously custom, which had to cost thousands of dollars. I got the feeling he was loaded.
He looked proud to be walking with me, which I didn’t quite understand. He was on a much higher level of sexy than I was. When he opened the door for me, his delicious spicy scent hit me hard. I wanted it wrapped around my body. He held my hand while I climbed onto the leather seat. Looking around the interior, the truck seemed to have every option in it. It was so much different than what I was used to.
“All set?” he asked.
“I’m good. Thanks.” I blushed again. I had no idea what the hell was wrong with me. After he closed the truck door, I watched him walk around the front and get in. He was so fucking beautiful. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I still had no idea why he wanted a date with me.
He started the engine, then looked over at me. “You know, you’re taking your life into your hands riding with me,” Henry said with an impish grin. I laughed, then buckled my seat belt. Maybe I should have started praying.
As he drove, I saw he was nervous. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, bounced his free leg when he stopped at the lights, and repeatedly shoved his hands through his hair. The bruising made me curious, but it was none of my business.
We didn’t talk about much, just the usual nervous first date talk: the weather, the traffic, the night before with my car and the coffee. I thanked him again for his kindness.
We pulled up to this swanky bar, the valet seeming to recognize him. Henry handed him the keys and slipped him some cash, nodding. When we walked in, the host also recognized Henry.
“Ahhh, Mr. Daniels.” He smiled and held out his hand. “Miss.” Then he took my hand and kissed it. I was a little taken aback by his gesture because this kind of place was not me. I needed to be in a bar with peanut shells on the floor, where they served only non-microbrew domestic beers, and there was a bouncer named Bubba milling around at the front door.
“How’s it going, Philip?” Apparently, it was a bar Henry frequented. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.
“Very well, sir. Thank you for asking. Your usual table?” Henry looked at me.
I glanced up at him, thinking I was just going to be the next notch on his bedpost. Just great. I felt like such a fucking idiot! I knew he couldn’t be interested in me as anything other than someone to get in bed. I looked at the décor, trying to distract myself. I felt a little humiliated that I fell for his antics.
“You know what? Let’s change it up a bit.”
I wondered if that was code for “Don’t take me where I sit with my usual Barbie whores who give me blowjobs in the back room.”
“All right, sir, miss. Follow me. I have the perfect spot available.” Henry took my hand and I jumped, the iciness of it taking me by surprise. We walked until we came to a small red couch. “Is this to your liking, sir?” Henry looked at me, and I shrugged. I didn’t care. I would try to find an out pretty soon. At the very least, I was going to get one drink out of the epic disaster.
I felt like such a fucking moron. There I was, swooning over this oversexed, obviously far too up on the social ladder douchebag, only to be looked at as his next notch.
“Yes. Thank you, Philip.” Henry casually pulled his other hand out of his pocket and slipped the man a tip. I wondered how much it was. In such a swanky place, I suspected it was at least a hundred.
I looked around a little more as he chatted with Philip. The dim lighting, the dark floors and walls, the blood-red leather couches, the glass tables with orchids in clear vases, the low music. It was not the usual “get up and dance” kind of bar. As I looked around at all the couples, I wondered if it were some sort of swingers club. I was not doing that!
“Thank you, sir. Miss.” Philip nodded at me. “I will notify Mr. Williams that you are here.” When Philip walked away, Henry waited to sit until I sat. Such a gentleman. I could hardly contain my eye roll.
“Bring all your dates here?” I said in my full blown “I can’t believe I fell for your tricks” attitude.
“No, not really. I have a couple times. This is usually a third or fourth date kind of place for me.” He smiled. Good god, his smile was stunning.
“So I should feel special I made it here on the first date?” I hoped, with every fiber of my being, that he were being truthful.
“I do think you should feel that way.”
A middle-aged man with a small potbelly and wearing a fancy suit approached us. “Mr. Daniels, pleasure seeing you here this evening. It’s been a while.” He chuckled. Henry smirked.
Great. He was probably there the previous evening with some floozy whore making out, then fucking her unwalkable in the back room. We stood to greet Mr. Fancy Pants.
“What’s going on, Cam?” They did the quick man fist, grip shoulder, hug thing.
“On a date?” Henry nodded. Mr. Cam Fancy Pants glanced over at me and looked me up and down. “Lucky man to walk in here with such a fox.” I blushed and looked down. He held out his hand to me. “Cam Williams.” Henry gazed at me and smiled.
“Elaina Cooper.” I took his hand and he gently squeezed it. I tried to be confident and powerful.
“I do feel lucky,” Henry said with pride in his voice. I still didn’t understand.
“You take care of my boy here.” Then he winked. What the fuck did that mean? “Listen, I got that whisky in this morning that you wanted. I’m keeping it for my private stock in the back since, technically, I can’t sell it. Do you want that tonight? Drinks are on the house.”
“Yeah, that would be great. Thanks.”
“And for the pretty little lady?” Cam looked at me with a devious smile.
“I will have a glass of red wine, please.”
“Anything in particular?”
“Do you have a Cabernet Franc?”
“Of course. I have an ’09 that is fantastic. I will send Wesley over with your order.” He walked away.
Good Lord, it had to be the most insanely over-the-top, ritzy place I had ever been to. Henry motioned for us to sit.
“Who was that?”
“The owner. Nice guy. He takes care of me when I need it and, in turn, I take care of his staff with a nice tip or two.” He smiled.
“Friend of yours?”
“Ahh…I suppose. We don’t hang out, per se. Let’s just say I’m a very good customer.” I wasn’t sure what to think of that statement. “Anyway, I thought we could have a drink and chat for a few minutes before dinner.” He checked his fancy watch. I was sure it was worth more than my car. “I made reservations at Christiano’s for six forty-five.”
My eyes popped out of my head. Christiano’s was so far out of my budget, I couldn’t afford to even be on the waitstaff there.
“You don’t have to take me to such nice places.” I was embarrassed. He gazed at me, tilting his head to the side, then laughed. “What’s so funny?” I growled.
“You. Most women want to be taken to stuffy places like this, but I sense you would be happy at a regular bar or a diner.”
“I’m on a PBR budget, not an outrageously-priced whisky budget. I’m not sure if you are trying to impress me or woo me.”
Wesley brought over our drinks and set them on the table. Henry thanked him and passed him a tip. At that point, I was certain he was loaded. It was the third bill he handed out before our drinks. I couldn’t imagine what he would tip at dinner.
“Well, to be honest, I hope to do both.” Oh no, not the deep rasp again. He slid over on the couch a little. I froze as he cupped my cheek in his cold palm. “I had such a nice time chatting with you last night. You know, I haven’t met anyone like you before. You’re honest, spunky and, my god, so beautiful.” I looked down in embarrassment. “I wanted to kiss you so badly last night. I hope I’m not being too forward.” He moved in so close, I could feel his breath on my lips. I swallowed hard. “May I?” he whispered.
I wanted to slap some sense into myself, but it were as if he had put a spell on me. He was hot, a gentleman, and probably a manwhore, but I could look past that for the time being. Chalk one up for me having a run-in with a flat tire and phone stealing fairies.
“Yes…,” I breathed out.
He closed the distance between us and brushed his soft lips across mine. He paused to tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, then tilted his head and began kissing me. I heard him groan softly, which turned me on and made my insides stir. He pulled away, leaving me breathless. He ran his fingers down my neck and to my hand. His gorgeous eyes bored into me, trying to read my every move. I was ready to lay back and let him take me right there, but I decided to act like a lady for the moment.
We finished our drinks, chatting a little about nothing, then left for Christiano’s.
When we entered the restaurant, I looked around at all the luxury. It was hard to see all the people in the dim lighting, but I was certain I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew there. Between the idle chatting and the soft music playing in the background, there was a quiet murmur throughout.
When we reached the table, I was impressed with the setting…the white linens and perfectly placed water glasses, napkins, and utensils. It was much different than the rolled up paper napkin/cheap silverware combo I was used to.
I wasn’t the type of girl who would order a small salad, watching my date eat lobster and steak. I liked to eat, and I wasn’t going to waste an extravagant meal in a place like that. So, after a brief discussion about what looked tasty on the menu, I ordered the same.
He spent a lot of time just watching me. I almost felt like he was studying my every move. I felt somewhat self-conscious, and his constant staring made it difficult to eat.
“I’m sorry if I’m making you uncomfortable. I shouldn’t stare at you so much. I’m just… I don’t know. I can’t believe you would want go out on a date with me.”
I burst out laughing. Funniest…epiphany…ever.
“What?” Brows furrowed, he looked legitimately confused as I took another sip of wine.
“Have you seen yourself?”
“Every damn day.” He still looked confused.
“Let’s just say I was thinking the same thing about you.”
“Really?” He took another bite of his steak, chewing slowly, obviously rolling my words over in his head.
The waiter came over and refilled our glasses of wine for what seemed like the fourth or fifth time. I lost count. Even with food in my stomach, the alcohol hit me pretty hard. What could I say? I was a lightweight. I felt brave and a little less inhibited.
“So how did that beautiful face of yours get bruised up?”
He quirked an eyebrow at me. “You want the truth, or do you want some version of it?”
“I would love the truth. I’m all about being honest.”
“Right. Well…it’s kind of not pretty.” I raised my eyebrow. “You drive a hard bargain, my love.” I was briefly stunned when he called me “my love”, but I had to shake it off.
“That I do.”
“I got into an altercation at the gym.” Again with the eyebrow. “He was an ass. I was defending myself. The ambulance took him away. I wasn’t arrested. The end.”
“Hmm. Well, if it was self-defense…” I shrugged. When he smirked, I could see the relief in his eyes.
As the waiter came back to refill our glasses again, we ordered dessert. We ended up sharing a chocolate pot de crème. If it were just me, I would have inhaled the entire thing without blinking. He confessed he had a horrible sweet tooth, as well.
After the delicious, outrageously priced dinner, we sat back and had a few more glasses of wine, talking and laughing. I felt so comfortable around him. It could have been all the wine, but we connected. Kismet? Quite possibly.
I invited him home with me. I was sure all the wine had something to do with it. It made me more ballsy than usual. Believe me. I never did that. I could count on one hand how many times I had sex, but I couldn’t help myself. He was stunning, and I was in desperate need of him.
The entire ride back to my apartment was full of nervous laughter and small talk. When we made it to my floor, I hoped Claire wasn’t still there. When I opened the door, the lights were off. Thanking her silently, I flicked them on.
As soon as I closed the door, Henry grabbed my face in both hands and began kissing me with a passion I had never felt before. He pulled me close and moaned into my mouth, then broke the kiss.
“It’s getting warm in here.” The rasp in his voice made my knees weak. A slow, sexy smile spread across his lips.
When he shrugged off his jacket and turned to lay it on the chair, I saw the faint lines of a tattoo across his upper back showing through his white button-down shirt. We sat on my couch and he pulled me onto his lap. I straddled his hips. His hands traveled up and down my sides as he kissed me hungrily, then reached up to pull the clip out of my hair.
“I like it down,” he murmured in my ear as my hair swept down around my shoulders. He pulled back and looked at me for a moment. “Jesus Christ, Elaina. You are so beautiful.”
He dove in and kissed me some more. He was an amazing kisser, probably from tons of practice. He must have had to beat the women off with a stick. Still, I was in shock that he wanted me. I hoped I wasn’t the last single woman in the area that he hadn’t slept with yet.
He ran his hand over my small breast. I let out a slight moan and began unbuttoning his shirt.
“Maybe we should head into my bedroom?” I said between his kisses.
“That’s up to you,” he drawled, kissing my neck. I shuddered in excitement. I stood and took his hand, guiding him down the short hall to my bedroom.
I yanked his shirt out of his pants and finished unbuttoning it. He was deliciously fit and, from what I could see, quite aroused. I was a little nervous because he looked a little larger than I had ever dealt with…and he was still in his pants!
I ran my hands down his sexy, muscled shoulders to his cut abdomen, feeling the hardness of his muscles under my small hands. He groaned as he kissed me. I traced the lines of the V directing me to the place I wanted to touch.
“You have an amazing body.” I was almost drooling. He looked like a model.
“Thanks, but I think we need to even up a little here. I need to see you.” He grabbed my hand and gently spun me around. He laid his hands on my lower abdomen, pulling me back into his body. He nipped at my ear, swaying us back and forth, then reached between us and unzipped my dress.
Thankfully, I wore one of my only matching bra/panties sets, just in case. They were black lace, which I thought was sexy. After the dress hit the floor, he spun me around, looking me up and down.
“Shit. You are stunning. Perfectly curvy.”
He pulled me close again, and I felt his thickness swell, begging to be released. I unbuckled his belt and unzipped his pants. He wore a pair of low-cut black boxers that exposed a long track of dark hair running below the waist. When I ran my hand over him, he closed his eyes and sucked in a breath.
My body buzzed with need. Tugging on his arm, I walked backward to my bed. As I sat and leaned back, he laid on top of me, pushing his hips into mine, grinding his hard length against my begging core. He kissed my neck, trailing down to my nonexistent cleavage. He unhooked the clasp on my bra, groaning when he finally saw me. I was thrilled that he enjoyed my body.
He kissed my chest and ran his tongue around my perky pinks. I nearly convulsed. His tongue must have been magical because it made my body do crazy things it had never done before. He reached down and began massaging me, grinding my panties into my heated, wet flesh. I wanted him in the worst way. He looked up at me with those dazzling eyes.
“You are so fucking ready for me. But not yet.” He slowly pulled off my panties, then shimmied out of his boxers. He kissed my abdomen, nipped at my skin. Each kiss felt better than the last. I enjoyed every second of his lips on my body.
Then it hit me. He was about to do a muff dive! I hoped I smelled fresh, glad I groomed in the shower that afternoon. His tongue teased my nub. My hips bucked under him. I moaned so loud, it was embarrassing.
He looked up at me and smirked. “God, you are amazing. You like that, my love?”
“Yes. More,” I rasped.
He teased me, moving his tongue around my folds, sucking and dipping his tongue in as far as he could. It was intense and amazing, and I couldn’t help but move my hips to the rhythm. Then he slid in a couple fingers. He knew exactly where to massage. In less than a minute, I was pulsating feverously around his fingers.
I heard him chuckle a little. “You want more, my love?”
Christ, he was going to kill me.
“I want you.” I reached over into my nightstand and pulled out a condom. Leaning back on his knees, he rolled it over his veiny, heavy thickness. I about died when I saw it, worried that it wouldn’t fit.
Henry crawled over me and captured my lips. I could taste myself on his tongue. He balanced his upper body on his arms, staring at me. His eyes sparkled.
“You are so gorgeous.” He knew how to pour on the charm. He positioned his tip at my entrance. “You sure? We can stop now if you want. I want you, but if you want to stop, I’m fine with that.”
“Please. I need more of you.” I was a hot mess of desire and need.
Slowly, he slid his thickness into me. I gasped as he stretched me and filled me to my max. He groaned and bit his lower lip, pausing. I was thankful for it because I needed a minute to get used to him.
“Oh god, you’re so fucking tight. I can barely handle it.” He looked into my eyes and saw my struggle. “You all right?” My nod was slow. I was still unable to breathe. “You sure?” I nodded again. He lovingly stroked my cheek with his thumb, settling his big body on me.
He wrapped his arms under mine, holding me firmly in place. He breathed deep and began moving his entire length in and out of me. I gripped his shoulders and dug in with my nails. He felt so damn good.
He worked me with a slow, deliberate rhythm. “You want more from me, my love?” The sexy rasp and calling me “my love” was killing me.
“Yes. More,” I moaned. I popped my hips up, and he began an assault like I’ve never felt before. His thrusts were harsh and deep, making him pant. He was above ten on the sexy scale as he fucked my brains out.
“Fuuuuck, Elaina. You feel so good,” he moaned.
I felt my core stirring again. I was close and, judging by his trembling, I had a feeling he was, too.
He pounded into me furiously and I lost it. I wrapped my legs around his body and cried out as waves of pleasure crashed over me. My core exploded, soaking the both of us.
“That’s it,” he growled. “Scream for me.”
Then I demanded something I had never demanded before. “Henry…pound me harder!”
He wasn’t going to argue. I wanted to ride out the last seconds, enjoying his power. When I clamped my muscles down on his thickness, he growled again. I planned to milk him dry.
“Shit, love.” A deep throaty groan escaped his body. He rolled his beautiful eyes and popped his hips into me a couple more times until he fell on top of me, covering me like a blanket. I felt like I had accomplished my mission. I wrapped my arms around his chilled, muscular body while he caught his breath.
He pulled out, being careful that his juices stayed in the condom. He reached over and tossed it in the trash next to my nightstand as he rolled off me. I rolled onto my side facing him.
“Hands down, best sex of my life.” He looked so calm and relaxed. He lazily laid his arm across my hip. I shyly smiled at him. “For real. I’m not joking. That was crazy good. I hope I pleased you.” He pulled me closer and gave me a nice kiss.
“You probably say that to every woman you bed. And yes, you got me good.”
He smiled. “I’ve had my fair share of shitty sex with women who lay there and do nothing or barely moan. I mean, how am I supposed to know if I am working her over correctly if I don’t get a response? I’m telling you, love, no words can describe what we just did. Fucking amazing.”
I liked him saying “love” because it made me feel good. I smiled at his beautiful, slightly bruised face. “I have to admit it was pretty spectacular. That’s the first time I’ve come twice.” He grinned again, then kissed me.
Oh god, he was so sexy. I would’ve had him again right at that moment if he wanted to.
“You going to stay the night, or are you going to run away?” I kind of surprised myself. I wanted him close to me all night, even though I knew nothing about him. For all I knew, he could’ve been a serial killer.
“I’m not going anywhere.” He ran his hand through my hair and kissed me on the forehead. “I would like to stay, but only if you want me to. I don’t work weekends, so I’m available for a slumber party.” He smiled and winked.
My body buzzed again. I could only imagine what staying in bed with him for a couple days straight would be like.
“Well, lucky for you…” I tapped him on the nose, “I just got fired from my job, so I’m free until…whenever.”
He laughed. “Looks like I get to hold you all night and some of the morning then.”
We snuggled up under the covers together, and we may or may not have gone for round two in the middle of the night.
   
I woke up to Henry playing with my hair. I groaned and stirred under his touch. “Good morning, my love,” he rasped. I smiled at him.
“Morning.” I sat up and kissed his amazing lips. “Did you sleep well?”
“Considering that I don’t sleep much to begin with, the sleep I did get was amazing, but it was because I was next to you.”
“You are such a charmer.” He smirked. He knew what he was doing to me, and I didn’t mind falling for his tricks. “I’m going to go start a pot of coffee.”
“Sounds great. Mind if I hit up your shower?”
“Go for it.” I got up and heard him groan as I walked out of the bedroom in my birthday suit. I couldn’t believe I just did that. It was so out of character for me. There was something about him. After only forty-eight hours, he already had a hold over me. He was my drug of choice.
When I got back to the bedroom, he was in the shower. I knocked on the door and asked if I could come in. “Of course,” he said.
I pulled back the shower curtain, seeing him already rock hard. “Sorry. Seeing you strutting off like that… You’re so damn sexy.” I smiled and stepped into the shower. After I pulled the curtain closed, I dropped to my knees. “Jesus Christ,” he whispered. When I took him into my mouth, he grabbed onto the curtain rod, cursing into a moan. I wanted to please him, much like he did me, and I was pretty sure I succeeded.
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“Earth to Elaina…”
“Huh?” Suddenly, I realized I was deep in thought. I hoped I hadn’t made any moaning sounds while thinking about that night.
“Hey, come on. You zoned out. Let’s go get a drink. Remember, Henry brought back that stash of booze.”
I shrugged. “Okay. I guess I could go for a couple drinks. I should really chat with Nick. I am sure he’s feeling awful, just like the rest of us.”
“Yeah, he is,” Claire mumbled.
“Have you talked to him about everything, including Jenna?”
“When you were out earlier, we chatted.” She paused. I could tell she was holding in her emotions. “He cried, Elaina. It was awful to see him that way. I did my best to comfort him, holding him until he calmed. I didn’t know what else to do.”
“I’ve been a horrible sister. I haven’t been there for him at all. He really needs me, doesn’t he? I’m probably the only family he has left.” I had been trying to come to terms with the fact that we would probably never find my mother. Claire didn’t respond, but I think she thought the same thing. I got up and headed out to the kitchen.
Henry sat at the breakfast bar, staring off, clutching yet another nearly empty bottle of whisky. The lit candle near his face flickered, making him glow. My heart skipped as I stared at him. I told myself to cut the shit. I was supposed to be angry with him.
I startled him when I appeared through the darkness. “I’ll go into the other room,” he whispered in a drunken voice, beginning to stand.
“You can stay. It’s your home.”
He looked at me with dead eyes. “It’s not a home without you.” His words cut through me. We locked eyes and my breath hitched, but I made myself snap out of it. I lifted my chin, acting like I was strong.
“We were just going to grab a bottle of booze, then I was going to chat with Nick.” I looked past him, but Nick wasn’t in his usual place on the couch. I turned and looked around. “Where is he?” Henry gazed down, picking at a napkin. “Henry, where’s Nick?” He didn’t answer. Panic hit me. “Claire, go check to see if he’s in the other bedroom or bathroom.”
“Don’t bother,” mumbled Henry. He finished off the whisky.
“What?”
“He isn’t here.”
“Where is…Wait, Nate is gone, too! Oh, my god. Henry, did you send them out at night?”
“No. Sophie needed to go out, so I told her to take them… Shit. Yeah, I guess I did send them out.” He put his hand on his forehead.
I stormed up to him, twisted his shirt in my fist, and pulled him into my face. “You motherfucker! You risked my brother’s life for Sophie?”
“What do you mean needed?” Claire had a knack for listening, unlike me. I missed the “needed” part. I let go of him, waiting for his response.
“I, um…I didn’t mean needed. Okay, maybe I did. Bloody hell.” He scrubbed his tired, drunken face with his hands. I saw the sparkle of my ring on his pinky.
“Now is your chance! Fucking tell me! Spill it!” I was so angry, I was shaking.
Henry looked into my eyes. His were full of sadness, swollen from all his crying earlier. When he blinked, a tear silently trickled down his cheek.





CHAPTER 12
“SO, WHERE ARE WE GOING?” Nick was frustrated, Nate was silent in the back of the Tahoe, and Sophie’s nerves buzzed with excitement.
“To hell and back, darling.”
Nate sighed. “Can we stop with the games?” He was beyond irritated. “You people are a bunch of damn loons.”
“Ha! You are a silly one, Nate. Such a tosser.” She chuckled.
“I don’t understand what’s so funny! We’re driving around at night, looking for God knows what…” Nate pointed out the side window, “and we could be eaten by one of those things at any moment!”
“Detour!” Sophie slammed on the brakes, whipped the truck around to the left, and floored it. Everyone tilted, feeling like they were inside a pinball machine.
“Sophie! What the fuck?!” Nick yelled.
They ran right into an undead, the body splitting in two. His upper torso flew up and over the hood and smashed against the windshield, cracking it. The bottom half went under them, the truck rocking as the body got caught under the wheels. There was blood and gore everywhere.
“Oh god…” Nick wrapped his arm around his churning stomach.
“Woo hoo! Take that, you nasty bugger!”
Nick was disgusted by how proud Sophie was of her achievement. “You really are mental, aren’t you? You do understand that was once a person, right?”
Sophie shrugged. “Meh… Yeah, I guess.”
“Seriously, what if that were your family member? Wouldn’t you want them to be treated with at least a little bit of respect?” She shrugged again. “Seriously?” Nick shook his head in disbelief.
“I don’t have any family, Nick. Never have.” It pained her to say that, but it was the truth. “The only person I’ve ever cared about was Henry, and vice versa. I have to step back from him. Not by choice, but that’s how it’s going for me.” The hurt was evident in her words. She missed Henry. He was all she ever had.
“But isn’t Henry your family?”
“No, not anymore. He’s just a friend now. Elaina is his family.” Sophie brought the truck to a screeching halt. “Look, can we not talk about this anymore, please?”
“Yeah, I guess.” Nick felt a little embarrassed, but he was still irritated by her blatant disregard for the people the undead used to be.
“Look. Let’s go in there and see if there are any supplies left for us to take.”
“A blood bank?” Nate didn’t like the idea.
“Yeah, medical supplies. You never know what we’ll need.”
“I think that’s the one where Henry worked,” Nick said, looking around.
“Haven’t a clue,” Sophie mumbled.
“Whatever.” Nate sighed. “Let’s just get this over with.”
Sophie asked for one of the flashlights jammed in the pocket behind the driver’s seat. Nate passed it to her as she opened the truck door. Cautiously walking to the front doors of the building, she shined the light in, looking for undeads. She heard Nick and Nate come up behind her.
“Stay here, both of you. I’m going to go in and grab supplies.”
“No. Absolutely not,” Nick hissed. “You are not going in alone. I don’t want to deal with the wrath of Henry if something happens to you.”
“Let her go. One less mouth to feed.” The disdain in Nate’s voice was quite evident.
Sophie whipped around and pointed her Sig right between his eyes. “Shut it. Or you will find yourself in a bit of a pickle. Got it?” Nate nodded once. Nick shook his head, wondering when he had hopped on the crazy train.
“Henry will be pissed if we let you go alone. I can’t let that happen.”
“Fine. Nick, you come inside with me. Nate, you stand guard outside the front door.”
“You want me to stand guard…outside?” Nate squeaked.
“I am speaking English, yeah? I know I have an accent, but I do believe Queen’s English is essentially the same basic language as yours.”
“Calm down, Sophie. Nate will stand outside. I think he’s in shock that you trust him with such an important job.”
“Yeah, that’s exactly it.” Nate sighed.
“You do this, Nate, and we will hit up a designer store so you can pick out whatever your little heart desires. Tab is on me.”
Nate rolled his eyes, wondering if she were trying to get Nick alone so she could seduce him.
“Sure. Whatever.” He sighed again.
“Grab your packs and let’s go.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Nick ran back to the truck. Nate, being his typical self, took his sweet ass time.
Sophie tested the door, finding it unlocked. Nick came up next to her. “Does your watch work?” she whispered.
“Yeah.”
“Let’s set a timer for ten minutes. Once the timer goes off, make a dash back to the entrance.”
Nick swallowed hard. He wasn’t keen on splitting up. Henry was adamant about that.
“So many things can go wrong. Henry would want us to stay together.”
Sophie stifled a laugh. “I can handle myself, Nick. You mustn’t forget that I was trained, just like our fearless leader.” He shook his head, setting the timer on his watch for ten minutes. “I’m going to go in, and you follow behind to cover me. Then, once we get in, we’ll figure out which way to go.”
Nick reluctantly agreed, glancing back at Nate, who scanned the surrounding area.
“Henry is going to kick my fucking ass,” Nick grumbled.
“Don’t worry. I will handle him if he goes crazy.”
Sophie and Nick crept into the blood bank, guns ready and flashlights on. There were two doors on either side of the reception area. Sophie stopped abruptly before making it to the desk. There was a putrid odor and a low humming sound in the background.
Sophie turned toward Nick. She pointed to herself, then to the right side of the desk. She motioned him to go to the left. Nick tried to keep his breathing even, his nerves starting to show. He wiped the sweat off his brow.
Sophie stopped before she went down the hall, flashing the light at Nick. He gave her the thumbs up, and they both went down their separate hallways.
   
Nick pushed open the swinging door, wondering what he would face as soon as he stepped through. He worried about going in on his own. His shirt, laden with sweat, was stuck to his body. He feared what would happen to Elaina if he died. She was already on the verge of snapping. Then he thought about Claire.
It was possible one of his last moments with her was him crying like a baby onto her shoulder. It was so embarrassing, but he couldn’t hold his emotions back anymore. He needed to stay strong for Elaina, regardless if she had Henry by her side or not.
He moved his flashlight around the area. The hallway was narrow with offices on both sides. His heart raced and his breathing quickened. He knew that someone or something could take him out at any moment. He stopped to gather himself, pulling in a deep breath.
“Grow a pair, you bitch,” he whispered, forcing himself to continue on.
The farther he crept down the hallway, the stronger the putrid odor became. He put the back of his hand over his nose to try to block the stench. Nick knew the scent of death would never leave him, no matter how much he tried to stop it from creeping into his sinuses. It would dig a crevasse into his brain and neatly tuck itself away. When he least expected it, the stench would tap him on the shoulder, the haunting starting all over again.
Nick debated opening doors to find the source. When he looked toward the end of the hallway, he could see a dim light under the last door. He checked his watch. Seven minutes remaining.
He decided to forego the offices, heading straight to the end of the hall. He lay on the floor, trying to see under the door, but there wasn’t much clearance.
He heard low grunting sounds as a shadow staggered by. It made him recoil. Nick got up and tried to gather himself again. He knew he needed to go in and check it out. His mouth was parched, his breathing becoming more rapid by the second. He cracked his neck and knuckles, then jumped up and down a few times, trying to prep himself for what he was about to see.
He thought about Elaina again, wondering what would happen to her if he weren’t around to watch over her. His thoughts traveled to Jenna, then Claire. He clutched his chest as his heart ached, facing certain death.
“This is no time to think, Nick. Stop being a pussy and go in,” he whispered, positioning his body against the swing door. He counted to three in his head.
   
After seeing Nick walk down the left hallway, Sophie counted out a minute in her head. She then crept back to the front doors. Nate paced on the sidewalk. When he walked out of sight, she opened the door, finding him standing on the corner. Sophie smirked. She walked over and tapped him on the shoulder. He whipped around, his Sig ready.
“Christ! What is your malfunction?” he squeaked.
She smirked again. “I don’t have one.” She grabbed him by the neck and picked him up off the ground, choking him. “You know, Nate, I’m not a fan.”
He kicked wildly, dropping the Sig. Sophie licked her lips. She was more than ready.
“There is something I need from you. A favor, I suppose.” She dragged him over to the passenger side of the truck for some privacy.
“What…are…you…doing?” Nate choked out. Fear poured from his eyes and flooded his purple face.
“Oh, now hush, little Nate. It will all be over in a moment.”
She pushed him against the side of the truck, forcing him to slide into a sitting position. She pressed her hand over his face and knelt on his thighs, pinning him right where he was.
In one quick motion, she launched at his throat and tore it open with her teeth. Nate screamed. She groaned as the blood poured from the gaping wound. She latched onto his neck and sucked in her fill with long, hard swallows.
Sophie rested back on her heels. “Holy fuck.” Her head buzzed, her eyes rolled back, and her inner core stirred. She thought about finding Nick and milking him dry, but decided that wouldn’t be a good idea. “Get a grip.” She wiped off her face, then noticed Nate was officially true dead. “Oops.” She grabbed a vial out of her vest and milked out enough for Henry. After cramming it in her cleavage, she licked the rest of the blood off of her fingers and pulled out her Sig.
For a brief moment, she felt bad, but she needed her fix or things could have gotten bad really fast. He was an easy target and a pain in the fucking ass. And her pain? It was also a pain in the fucking ass so it was justified.
“Hope the pearly gates are as pretty as they describe them. I will never know.” She aimed her Sig, putting a bullet into Nate’s head.
Sophie wanted it to look like he committed suicide after he was bit. She ran out from behind the truck and grabbed his Sig, wrapping his hand around it. She checked her watch. “Shit.” Only a couple minutes left.
She ran back into the blood bank and bolted down the hallway to the door at the back of the facility. She found the storage room, pulled a couple reusable shopping bags out of her pack, and filled them with needles, vials, and bags. Once crammed full, she headed toward the back of the building.
   
Nick tried to swing the door open, but it stopped about a quarter of the way. He slid through and aimed his gun to the left. He had to blink a few times in the dim lighting, four undeads about ten feet away coming into focus. Two of them wore scrubs and were in a horrible state of decay. Bloated, skin torn and hanging, Nick choked back the vomit.
As he looked around, he discovered this was where the sharp odor came from. There were rotting bodies scattered on the floor. He trained his Sig on the closest undead.
“Don’t shoot yet,” Sophie whispered behind him, making him jump. “They’re busy. Come.” She waved him to the right.
“We should make them true dead.” It came out louder than he intended.
“Nick, I know what I’m doing.” She spoke through clenched teeth. Nick looked back at the undeads, who were seemingly undisturbed by their minor disagreement, and decided to do as Sophie instructed.
They stepped over half-eaten rotten bodies. Nick found the sights and smells so atrocious, he almost vomited when he slipped in a pool of sticky blood and rotten flesh, littering the floor. When Sophie turned around to give Nick direction, he furrowed his brows, noticing droplets on her face.
“Is that blood?” He reached up and wiped the thick red liquid off her chin with his thumb. She sucked in a sharp breath, her body still on fire from her ingestion.
Her eyes pulled him in. They were bright in the dim light. His gaze wandered down to her overflowing cleavage. He watched her chest pump up and down with each breath. She begged silently for him to touch her. He held out his fingers, going for the drips, but he stepped back.
“And on your chest?”
Stunned, she looked like a deer caught in headlights. “Ahh, yeah. I stumbled and bit the inside of my cheek. Darn shoes.” She nervously chuckled.
He stared at her for a moment, not sure if he should believe her story. He glanced down at her feet, seeing her still rocking the spiked hooker heels. Then he looked back up and shook his head, thinking those were probably the cause of her never seen before clumsiness.
Fidgeting with the handles of the bags, she seemed nervous, then held them up. “Look. I found a bunch of supplies.”
“Great. Now what do we do?”
“Let’s get out of here.”
“We can’t leave them!”
Without aiming, Sophie raised her Sig and took out all four undeads within seconds. They pushed through the door and ran back out front just as their watch alarms went off. Running out the front door in haste, they stumbled over one another. When he helped Sophie to her feet, she again inhaled sharply. Nick, oblivious to her reaction, looked around for Nate.
“Nate?” Nick yelled. “Nate? Show yourself!” No answer.
Sophie shook her head. “Let’s just go,” she said, straightening her clothing.
“We can’t just leave him out here on his own.”
“Yes, we can. Let’s go.”
“No. He is a giant pain in the ass, but he’s part of our group. And we can’t just leave him. Henry said we have to stick together. He’ll be dinner for one of those freaks.” Sophie flinched at the word “freaks”.
“He’s far from being a part of our group! Now get in the bloody truck!”
“No. We need to at least put forth an effort, Sophie.”
She rolled her eyes, walked to the driver side of the truck, and opened the door.
“Get in, or I’m leaving you, as well.”
“That’s just fucking great! Would you do this to Elaina? Leave her for dead so you can get your claws back into Henry again?”
“Absolutely not!” She was pissed he would imply she would do such a thing, even though she had already thought of it.
“What makes her any different? She’s a pain in your ass since she’s with your Henry.”
Instead of getting into the truck, she slammed the door closed and stormed right up to Nick. “Fuck you,” she growled, jamming her finger into his chest. “You have no idea what I am going through! She has no clue about who Henry really is. I do! We were each other’s first. And if he weren’t forced to leave, we would still be together!”
“Jealous?”
“Just get in the fucking truck, or you’ll have to hitch a ride with one of your undead pals!” She pointed over Nick’s right shoulder. He looked behind him. There were three coming right for them.
“Shit!” Nick quickly headed to the passenger side, stopping abruptly when he saw Nate leaning up against the truck. “Fuck!”
“Get in!”
“Nate is over here!”
“What?” Sophie ran over to the passenger side. There sat Nate, slumped over, his neck torn out. “Shit! He’s going to change! It must have just happened!” Sophie raised her gun.
“Wait!” Nick looked closer. The back of Nate’s head was blown out, decorating the side of the truck. “He’s true dead.”
“What? How?” She hoped playing stupid would be effective.
“Gunshot wound.” He pointed at the truck door. The moaning became louder. Sophie looked up and shot each of the undeads right between the eyes. One by one, they dropped to the ground.
“Get in the truck!” Sophie sprinted over to the driver’s side.
Nick picked up Nate’s gun. Then he pulled Nate’s lifeless body away from the truck, took off his pack, and dragged him over to the sidewalk. He stopped for a moment.
“Nick! Come on!”
“Give me a second!”
“We have to move!”
“I know!” Nick yelled. “God, you are such a tyrannical, psychotic bitch,” he mumbled, returning his attention to Nate’s body. “I’m sorry, Nate. You’re in a better place. I’m sure you will have all the Armani you can handle now.”
He slipped on Nate’s pack and sprinted to the truck. The second he got in, Sophie floored it, throwing him back into his seat.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Nick yelled, his anger boiling over.
“He’s true dead. Nothing would have changed that.”
“If it weren’t for Nate…” He paused.
“I know, but he was a ticking time bomb.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“He was! He never followed orders!”
“This is not a goddamned military camp! When will you get that everyone is human?”
“Not everyone,” Sophie mumbled, her anger burning through.
“Fine. Not everyone. The undeads are no longer alive, but they were at one time! We are all in the same boat here.”
Sophie shook her head, pushing away her tears. The tension was thick. They were silent the rest of the way back to Henry’s apartment.
   
Even though the tears continued to run down his face, Henry didn’t turn away. He put his head in his hands and rubbed his temples. He was shattering. He looked lost, unsure, defeated, and destroyed.
“Henry, what is it?” I felt bad for what I had done. I had ended it, regretting my harsh words. While I had searched for answers, interrogating him, all I did was make him feel even more lost and depressed.
“There is just so much…,” he croaked out.
“So much what?”
“Bullshit. It’s too much. I can’t believe I’m cracking. I’m fucking weak!” He slammed his fist on the counter.
“Henry, you aren’t a machine. How many times have I told you that? You are human. You are going to crack. Look at what’s going on around us. None of us have been able to keep it together. Every single one of us is all over the map with our emotions right now.”
“I have never cracked once! Not even when I was beaten to within an inch of my life.” He pounded his fist on the bar. “Damn it!” he yelled. “I looked them in the face, blindfolded or not, while they beat the piss out of me. I never once showed an ounce of fear.”
He was so angry. I grabbed him in the hopes I could comfort him. He turned into my shoulder. “Elaina…,” he whispered. Good Lord, he was completely shitfaced. “Please take me back. I beg you. I can’t go on without you.” He rested his forehead on the center of my chest. A few sobs escaped him. “I can’t. I love you so much. I can’t…without you…”
“Shhh… I’m here, lover.” I whispered the same words to him that he said to me on many occasions. I tightened my arms around him. I loved him so much. I just wished he would be truthful with me.
Henry looked up at me. He seemed to have pocketed his emotional state for the moment. “We have to get out of here.”
“Out of here? The kitchen?” I hoped he wasn’t implying that we should leave the area.
“No. This area. It’s killing me. I just need to go where I don’t know anyone. I have shot half the people in my building. Your family, my host family, strangers, children…” He paused.
He was reeling from all the blood he thought was on his hands. Convincing Henry to stay would pose a major challenge. I still wanted and needed to see if anyone I knew or loved was still alive out there, even though my hopes were dwindling.
“Henry, this has to be happening everywhere. You said so yourself. If we left, we’d run into the same situation. You know that!”
The slamming of the door made us all jump. Instinctively, Henry pulled out his Sig and aimed it in that direction. I turned around and saw Sophie and Nick. Henry put his gun in the back of his pants.
“Nick!” I ran to him, jumping into his arms. I was so glad to see he was back and safe.
“I’m fine, sis.” Henry and Claire walked up to us.
“I think we should travel,” Sophie murmured as she touched Henry’s face. I glared at her, ignoring her statement.
“Where’s Nate?” Claire asked, then it dawned on me that he wasn’t there.
Sophie cleared her throat. “True dead.” She was so cold about it, almost like it was no big deal. Henry looked at his feet and swallowed hard. “Are you all right, Henry?” She didn’t wait for a response. She dropped her pack and pulled him to her.
“I’m struggling.”
Sophie hugged him. I hated to see her show affection for him. It lit my fuse, igniting a white-hot blaze. I didn’t know why, but my jealousy lingered, even though he confessed his undying love to me over and over again.
“Wait!” Claire yelled. “Will one of you tell us what the hell happened to Nate?”
Sophie sighed. Claire and I looked at Nick for an explanation. “Sophie and I went into the blood bank to check for medical supplies.”
“So you were looting. Let’s just say what it really is,” Claire snipped. I was clueless as to why the idea of stealing still bothered her. It was necessary for survival. To be frank, it had been difficult to get used to.
“Yes. Looting.” He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, Nate stayed outside to stand guard.”
“Why did you leave him? He wasn’t capable of taking care of himself!” I yelled.
Nick looked away from my gaze. “I know. I didn’t feel right about it,” he mumbled.
“Then why did you do it?” I grew angrier by the second. As shitty as Nate acted, I still felt grateful to him. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have my brother.
“I don’t know! Okay?! When we came back out, he was missing. We saw a few undeads roaming about. We went back to the truck, and he was sitting on the ground with his throat torn out. He must have blown his brains out after he got bitten.”
“Wait… I’m confused,” chimed in Claire. “So he was bitten, then shot himself? How is that possible? Don’t they usually feast? And why wouldn’t he shoot the undeads before they got to him?”
“I don’t know,” Nick said, sounding ashamed. We glanced back to get answers from Henry and Sophie, but they were no longer there. We all looked at one another.
“Where did they go?” I stormed down the hallway, yelling for Henry, Nick and Claire hot on my heels.





CHAPTER 13
“SO YOU JUST LEFT HIM TO fend for himself?” Henry asked as he sat on the edge of the vanity, crossing his arms.
“Yeah. I guess it didn’t work out for him.” Sophie shrugged, then grinned.
“Ugh! Sophie! You have to be more careful. Someone could have seen you.”
“Who? There was no one around but undeads.”
Henry threw his arms up in the air. “Nick could have seen!”
“I had already sent him down the hall.”
“He didn’t see you go back out?”
“No. Once I heard the door swing shut, I waited a minute, then hauled arse back outside. Then I took care of him.” She smirked.
“Good god, Sophie.”
“What? I needed to get my fix! I was feeling it. Oh, and I brought you a tiny gift.” Sophie pulled a vial of blood from her cleavage and winked at Henry. “Sorry, it’s a bit chilled now, but not too bad. Drink up. This will help you perk up. Lord knows all that bloody alcohol isn’t doing anything for you.”
Henry reached for the vial. “Thanks. It’s not too cold. Refrigerated is the worst.” He popped open the vial and tipped it back, like he was doing a shot of tequila. Then he recapped the vial and handed it back to her, shuddering.
His eyes rolled into the back of his head as he relaxed a little. Between the alcohol and the donation, he started to drift. He wished he and Elaina were on good terms. He really wanted to lay down with her. Not for sex. He just wanted to hold her like he used to.
“You really need to be more careful.” Henry’s words were breathy. “We need to get out of here. There aren’t enough clean donors around this area. Plus, we need to find Gunther so we can take him out.” His words ended in a growl.
“I know.”
“The trouble is going to be convincing the others.”
   
Once I realized they had disappeared again, I went looking for Henry and Sophie. I listened at the bathroom door and heard Henry say something about convincing us. Why everyone decided to have their private conversations in the bathroom was beyond me. I whipped open the door.
“Convince us of what?”
Henry and Sophie looked at each other. I was pretty sure I startled them again. Obviously, they were up to something. Henry took a slow, deep breath.
“To travel.” Sophie said. “We believe we should travel.”
She grinned, making me want to throat punch her again. I was getting sick of that feeling.
In all honesty, I didn’t know what would be best for us as a group, but I wasn’t convinced traveling would be the greatest idea.
“Why? I think we would find this amount of devastation anywhere we go.” I folded my arms in front of my chest, putting on my best “fuck you” smile.
“Not necessarily. Gunther may have secured a larger area. He probably has better help, too.”
“Really?” I was pissed. I thought I was doing a good job, considering I was the one who shot Jacob so he would let her go. For the most part, I thought we were all doing a fine job, considering.
“That’s not what she meant,” Henry snipped.
I glared at him. “Then what exactly did she mean, Henry? Why is getting to Gunther so important?”
“He has the most experience…and some tools that are quite valuable,” Sophie purred.
I rolled my eyes and looked at Henry. “I thought you were the be-all, end-all of this entire situation.”
“Henry is amazing, as you know.” And there it was again. If she didn’t stop referring to my man in a sexual manner, I was going to snap. I knew she was doing it on purpose, but I was quite sick of it. “And he understands a lot of what’s going on, but Gunther just has that little bit extra that Henry doesn’t.”
Could the conversation have been any more implying? She really seemed to prefer Gunther’s “tools” and “abilities” over Henry’s, which was nothing I would complain about. He had kept me quite happy. I wondered how many of the recruits and trainers she willingly did the “horizontal tango” with.
“I just don’t get it.”
In all honesty, I wasn’t trying to be a hard ass. From the beginning, I got the impression Henry was the best of the best. I wanted to believe that. He had shown signs of weakness, but he was human. Training or not, we would all crack under the pressure he had put on himself. Lips trembling, I felt myself crumbling, chewing the inside of my cheek.
“Well, can Claire, Nick, and I discuss this in private?”
“If it makes you feel better.” I was sick of Sophie’s attitude.
“Yeah, it would actually.” She seemed to forget I owned the attitude around there. She needed to pay me royalties if she wanted to borrow it, even for a moment.
“Any decision made should go through Henry.” She quirked a brow and rested her dagger-clawed hands on her hips. “After all, he is our leader.”
“Yeah, well, I think the three of us should discuss this alone for a minute to see if we’re all on the same page.”
“Ah yes. The great divide. Suit yourself.” Sophie shrugged. She grabbed Henry by the hand and dragged him out of the bathroom, Nick and Claire walking in.
As he walked away, Henry looked back at me, a pained expression on his face. I knew he truly felt like he was losing me forever. I loved him with everything I had, but I wasn’t sure where we were going in our relationship anymore.
I slammed the door closed.
   
“Let’s discuss this quickly and quietly.” Nick and Claire nodded. “Tell me what you think.”
I looked at Nick. “Well, I don’t know. One part of me says what do we have to lose, besides each other? The other part wants to stick around and make our way back to our families’ homes to see if there are any survivors.”
I looked over at Claire. “Elaina, whatever you decide, I will have your back one hundred percent. But let me just say that I think this is it. This is all we have. Our other option is we stay, they go.”
My body went rigid. I was pretty sure I couldn’t handle being away from Henry, regardless of our relationship status.
“Would they just leave us unable to protect ourselves, though?” Nick asked.
“I doubt that.” Claire pointed at me. “Henry loves her dearly. I don’t think he would leave her high and dry. Or leave her period…even if they are, seemingly, on the outs right now.” Nick raised his eyebrow at me, and I looked down. “He’d probably drag her out kicking and screaming.”
“Are you okay, Elaina?” Nick reached out and touched my arm. “Did you two break up?”
“I gave him back the ring.” I held up my left hand. He raised his eyebrows. “I can’t handle his lying anymore. And I know he’s hiding something.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest and clenched my teeth together so that I wouldn’t cry again.
“Wow. I don’t know what to say.” I think he was trying to decide whether he wanted to hug me or kick Henry’s ass.
“Me, either.” It killed me as much as it killed Henry. A part of me thought he would just stay there with me, but the other part feared he would go off into the sunset with Sophie. I was torn.
“We need to decide,” I said. “What’s left here? If anything, we will eventually need to travel to get supplies. I think we looted nearly every building here, except a few apartment buildings.”
“Right.” Nick tucked his hands into his pockets as he spoke. “Valid point. Let’s vote. Majority rules.”
“Is this even a democracy anymore? I feel like King Henry and Queen Sophie are calling all the shots here, and we are the jesters who provide them with entertainment.” Nick and I looked at Claire, jaws open. This whole situation turned even the most proper people into cynical, snarky bitches.
“Do we stay?” I asked. The three of us looked at each other. Nick and Claire were still working it through their heads, much like I was.
“Travel?” There was a pregnant pause, then we nodded at one another.
We headed back out to the kitchen where Sophie and Henry checked over the guns and stuffed the packs with necessities. Henry looked up when he saw us coming down the hallway.
“Well?” he asked, apprehension in his voice. We locked gazes for a moment.
“We will travel.”
Henry dropped the supplies he was about to put in the pack and ran up to me. He reeked of booze. “Really, love? I’m so relieved. You have no idea how worried I was that you would want to stay.”
I wanted to be angry with him. I wanted to punch him. I wanted to kick him in the tomatoes, but my heart just wanted to continue to love him.
I was so scared to lose him, but I was also scared that I would be leaving someone behind. I feared one of our family members was out there, hiding out, waiting for someone to rescue them.
“To be honest, I have mixed emotions about this, Henry. We want to stay, but we feel it is best for our survival to go. We feel like we have no choice in the matter.”
“Elaina…,” Henry whispered, “I understand. Sophie and I just want what is best for the group.” When Nick laughed, Henry whipped his head around, glaring at him. “For all of us. We are a family now.”
It was my turn to laugh, then rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. I’m pretty sure she wants what is best for herself.” I thumbed over to Sophie.
“I thought you two were on good terms?” I looked over at Sophie, who was grinning. That grin aggravated me more and more every fucking time I saw it.
“I have mixed emotions about a lot of things,” I grumbled as he glanced at both of us.
“Right,” he said. “Well, it’s getting late. We should all get some rest. We’ll finish packing up in the morning, then head out.” I wondered if Claire and Nick would change their minds.
“Aye, aye, captain.” I saluted and turned around, heading for Henry’s bedroom.
I was halfway down the hall when I felt his cold hand grab my arm. I whipped around. “Can I help you?” He looked crushed, but I couldn’t help myself. I was still bitter and confused. I loved him, but my emotions got the best of me.
“I, uh… I just wanted to ask you something…” His anxiety was obvious. He couldn’t make eye contact and he chewed his scarred lip.
“And what would that be?”
His gaze stayed down at his feet. I could see that he was unsure of himself. “Can I come back to our bedroom?” he whispered.
I took a deep breath. “I don’t know.” Tears formed, my chin trembling. “I don’t know what to think. I know you’re hiding stuff. My heart wants to be with you, but I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around all of this.” I swallowed hard, trying to choke back that stupid lump in my throat.
“I understand why you feel that way. I wish I could give you more, but I can’t because I’d lose you forever. I cannot risk that. It would crush me. You are my world.” He paused, wiping away his tears. “I will give you your space, but I love you so much. So fucking much. I will always be there to protect you, whether you like it or not. And I will wait for you, should you decide to return to me.”
Before I bawled my eyes out, I turned away and left him standing alone.
   
I was emotionally spent. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. But I wasn’t asleep for long before I woke up because of another vivid nightmare. Drenched in sweat, I shook all over. I looked over at Claire. Thankfully, I hadn’t disturbed her. She was nestled in Henry’s thick blanket, sleeping like a baby.
As I listened to her even breathing, I replayed my dream in my head. My mother walked through the seedy part of downtown, where my apartment was, screaming my name. She was lost and looking for me. Her sobs felt so real, I could feel her pain. I grasped my chest, my heart aching.
I stood and dressed, then looked out the window. Dark, it wasn’t going to be morning any time soon. I headed for the bedroom door. Claire rolled over when I turned the doorknob, but she didn’t wake.
The hallway was pitch black, I had to navigate it with my hands stretched out in front of me. I stopped briefly, thinking an undead was going to jump out at me. When I got to the second bedroom door, I wondered if Sophie and Henry had gotten together. I shuddered at the thought. I hoped they hadn’t. He was still mine, and no one could have him except me. If she even thought about making a pass at him, I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions.
I gathered myself and felt my way to the dining table, the packs still on it. I searched one, finding a flashlight. I glanced at Nick, who was sleeping on the couch. Hoping he wouldn’t wake up, I turned it on. Henry’s keys lay next to what I assumed was his pack. They all looked the same. Without thinking twice, I grabbed the pack and his keys, quietly walking out of the apartment.
I was foolish not to check outside the door before I exited, but I wanted to get out of there and see if I could find my mother. I needed to know if she was at her house. If she were, I could bring her back to Henry’s place and she could travel with us.
I could feel her. I missed her so much. Even if she had been a thorn in my side, she was still my mother and I loved her dearly.
I paused at the apartment building’s main entrance, shining the light across the street, seeing a few undeads roaming around. They looked like lost souls. I felt bad for them, but I couldn’t let my emotions get in the way again. Every time I did, I would freeze up. I needed to be alert.
I whispered to myself, “Breathe, Elaina.”
With the Sig in one hand and keys in the other, I took a few deep breaths and opened the door. The truck wasn’t too far away, so I made a mad dash for it and hopped into the driver’s seat. My nerves danced the jig all over my body. The first thing I noticed was that the truck smelled like Henry. It was that spicy body wash he had. He always smelled so good. I let out a long, staggering exhale.
“Calm down, Elaina…” My heart raced. The air was thick and muggy. It was so uncomfortable, my clothes sticking to me. I didn’t remember it ever being that humid this late in the year. The only thing I could think of was that a storm was coming in.
Looking up to the sky through the windshield, I saw nothing but stark blackness. No stars, no moon… It was creepy. I glanced at the dash, hoping there was enough gas to get out to my parents’ home. I closed my eyes and started the truck.
“Please let there be gas in this beast.” I opened one eye and peeked at the gas gauge. “Less than a quarter-tank.” Shit, I thought. It wasn’t enough, but it was more than I had expected.
There had to be less in Sophie’s. She had driven her truck a few times more than Henry had. I was sure her keys were hidden in her cleavage, where she hid all her other valuables, and I wasn’t about to go hunt them down to check. I wasn’t sure what Henry’s plans were for gas. I assumed he had already siphoned from every vehicle around the area.
I unzipped his pack, checking its contents. “Water, fruit leathers, ammo, knives, bandages…vials? Needles? What the hell?” I paused for a moment, examining the vials and needles before I dug through the rest of the pack. “A siphon still in its package. Boy Scout Henry comes through again.”
I held it up and looked at it. I had no idea how to use one of those things, nor did I have the patience to read the directions. I jammed everything back into the pack and tossed it over to the passenger seat.
I put the truck in gear and crept down the street, avoiding rotting true deads in the road. Nauseated by the smell, my stomach became uneasy, my mouth filling with saliva.
“Calm down. Calm down,” I said. Concentrating on my driving seemed to help.
I made it to the end of the street. So far, so good. Now I needed to get on the highway. I remembered Henry saying he had to make a few roads of his own when he went to mine and Claire’s apartments. The only way I could get to my parents’ home was the highway. I couldn’t wait to get there. After my dream, I just knew my mother had to be there.
Slowly, I inched my way toward the on-ramp. Weaving around undeads, true deads, and randomly parked vehicles in the middle of the road took forever.
Suddenly, huge droplets of rain started to fall. “Shit!” I yelled.
The closer I got to the highway, the harder it rained. The wipers didn’t do a great job clearing the windshield, either. The truck was filthy and the wipers smeared the dirt and undead goo.
“Ugh! Come on! It would be helpful if I could see!” I turned on the washer fluid. Empty. “Of course! Damn it!”
I stopped where I was, turned off the wipers, and let the rain come down on the windshield for a couple seconds. I turned them on again, and it was a little better.
“Stupid fucking cars!” I threw it back in drive and continued creeping toward the on-ramp.
The lightning and thunder happened almost simultaneously. I hated thunderstorms. The lightning always made me nearly piss myself. When I was a kid, the next door neighbor’s house went up in flames in a crazy storm. Ever since then, I had a real fear of lightning.
I tried to pick up the pace, but there was too much debris scattered everywhere. Plus, the rain was making it hard to see.
“Stupid fucking rain!” I yelled.
There were a lot of undeads just wandering about. I will admit that I was scared out of my mind. I worried about what would happen if I needed to stop and get out. Maybe taking off wasn’t such a brilliant idea. I knew I should have thought this through instead of being impulsive. Then I saw the sign for the highway.
“Yes! Wait… What the fuck?” I squinted to see through the windshield. “Oh, my god,” I whispered as I stopped the truck and put it in park.
Both lanes of the on-ramp looked like a parking lot. There were cars backed up down to the street.
“Fuck me! How the hell am I supposed to get to my mom now?” I hadn’t anticipated anything like this. I knew I would have some issues getting there, but I hadn’t thought I wouldn’t even be able to get on the highway.
“Damn it, damn it, damn it!” I pounded on the steering wheel, tears falling. The thunder and lightning was directly on top of me, the rain falling harder and harder by the second. My thoughts became scattered and scrambled.
There was a small group of undeads looming around the cars. I felt hopeless, lost, and confused…like how my mom felt in my nightmare. I put my head on the steering wheel and cried, thinking about giving up.
   
Henry jumped out of bed, scaring the shit out of Sophie. “Are you mental? What the fuck is wrong with you? I’m trying to get some rest here, jackass.” She rolled back over and snuggled under the blankets.
“Something’s wrong.” He pulled his pants over his boxers, then grabbed his shirt and vest, putting them on.
“Something’s wrong?” Sophie propped herself up on her elbows. “What could possibly be wrong in this fabulous fucking paradise?”
“Elaina. Something’s wrong with Elaina. I can feel it.”
“You need to gear up to go into your bedroom?”
Henry bolted out of the guest bedroom and barged into his room. Claire jumped up and screamed. “Shhh! It’s just me.” He grabbed the small flashlight out his vest.
“Good Lord! You scared the shit out of me!”
“I seem to have that effect on women at the moment.” The bed was empty. He scanned the room. “Where’s Elaina?”
“What do you mean?”
“She isn’t in here!”
“Maybe she’s in the bathroom.”
Claire pushed past Henry and ran into the master bath. Empty. Henry ran down the hallway to check the other bathroom.
“Elaina! Where are you? Elaina!”
“What the fuck? What’s all the yelling about?” Nick rubbed his eyes.
“She’s not here!” Claire panicked.
Nick jumped up, suddenly realizing he was just in his boxers and, apparently, having a rather lovely dream. He grabbed the blanket, pulling it over his lower half.
“Ahh… Give me a sec.”
Claire gawked, licking her lips. “Ye-yeah… Okay.” She turned around, blushing. Claire had just seen more of him than she ever thought she would.
“Just get your pants on, boner boy! We have to find her,” Sophie said as she strolled out of the guest room in her spiked heels, pulling her hair back into a messy up-do.
Nick found his pants and shirt, pulling them on. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know! You were in here. You should have heard her leaving!” Henry snapped.
“I was sleeping!”
“Get a pack on,” Henry barked. “We’re going out to find her.”
“I’m going, too,” Claire said.
Henry looked at her. “We can’t risk all of us. You and Sophie stay.”
“No! I’m going, too!” Sophie protested.
Nick blew his top. “What do you fucking care?! You have been nothing but trouble for Elaina since you arrived here!” He pointed to himself. “Her brother…” He pointed to Henry, “and her fiancé are going to go track her down! She means nothing to you!”
Henry flinched at the word fiancé. He wasn’t sure if they were even together, let alone still engaged, seeing as her ring was in his pocket. Nick struggled to get his boots on through his anger.
Sophie clenched her jaw. “Regardless of what you think, I do care about her because I can see how much Henry loves her.”
“Enough!” Claire yelled. “This is no time to argue about who loves her more! If we all go, it’s more eyes looking for her. Now, let’s move!”
“Fine! Whatever. Everyone grab a pack so we can get the fuck out of here.” Henry went to the table, seeing his pack and his keys gone. “Bloody hell!” He pounded his fist on the table.
“What?” Sophie asked.
“My pack and keys are gone.” He stalked to the plastic bag-covered window and peeled part of it back. “Shit! She took my truck! Damn it, Elaina!”
“Where could she have gone?” Sophie asked, genuine concern lacing through her words.
“I don’t know!” Henry snapped.
“Let’s quit fucking around and get out of here!” Nick whipped open the apartment door and stormed out, the rest of them following closely. They didn’t even bother checking for undeads as they opened the main entrance door. As they ran to Sophie’s truck, the rain started to come down hard.
“Toss me the keys!”
Sophie threw them at Henry. They all hopped in just in time to avoid an undead staggering toward them. Before starting the truck, Henry stared at the cracked windshield, then looked at Sophie. When she shrugged, he shook his head.
“Please save your ammo. We may need it.” He started the truck and slammed it into drive, pushing the pedal to the floor. The tires spun on the wet street.
Henry weaved left and right, avoiding cars and true deads. He stopped at the end of the street. “Does anybody know where she might have gone?”
“Clueless,” Sophie said.
“Obviously.” Claire rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe her apartment?”
“No,” Nick said. “Our parents’ house. I bet she’s heading there.”
“Shit. She can’t go that way. Cars are clogging the on-ramp.” Henry gunned it. The rain came down harder by the minute, accompanied by constant deafening thunder and lightning.
“Watch the gas. It was about a quarter tank when Nick and I came back.”
Henry looked at the gauge. Sure enough, it was just a hair below a quarter tank.
“I have a siphon… Shit! She has my pack!”
“Relax, Captain Anxiety. Take your finger off the panic button for a moment. Remember, I have one, as well. The trick is finding a car we haven’t siphoned already.” Sophie dug through her pack.
“Sorry. I’m just worried sick about her. I don’t know what I would do if something happened to her.”
“I know. Just calm down.” Henry nodded. She reached up and tenderly rubbed his ear with her thumb and forefinger. “Deep breath. She needs you to focus right now. We’ll find her.”
   
Tears streaming down my face, I searched for tissues in the front seat of Henry’s truck, not finding any. I needed to carry something if I were going to be fucking crying all the damn time. I pulled up my shirt and wiped my nose on it, thinking how crazy trying to go to my mother’s house was.
Lightning striking all around me, the thunder was constant, vibrating the truck. I turned the truck off so as not to waste gas. I pounded my fists on the steering wheel a few more times, accidentally hitting the horn.
I screamed until my throat burned, which made me feel alive for a brief moment. It was raining so hard, I couldn’t even hear myself. When I felt a thud on the left side of the truck, I didn’t want to look, but I had to.
“Oh, my god!” I screamed, seeing an undead throwing himself into the driver’s door I turned on the ignition again and hit the lock button. “Fuck!” He clawed at the window, leaving nasty bits of rotting flesh on it. I screamed again. Feeling more thuds, I looked around the truck. There were more climbing over one another, trying to get at me.
I froze. I wasn’t sure if I should throw the truck in drive and try to do a U-turn, or if I should throw it into reverse and blindly floor it in the hopes that I didn’t hit anything substantial.
“Think, Elaina!” Scared out of my mind, I decided my little adventure ranked as the number one dumbest thing I had ever done. I felt like giving up again. Maybe I should just open the door. Henry would move on.
No, he wouldn’t. He would die alone. I couldn’t do that to him.
Everything was falling apart. Henry wasn’t my Henry anymore, some hooker-looking ex of his was trying to intimidate me, my best friend was lost emotionally, my brother was no longer himself, and the rest of my family was probably all true dead. I didn’t even want to get into what state the country was in.
The undeads continued to beat themselves against the truck. Seeing a bright light coming up behind me, I thought it was lightning at first. The thunder was so loud, I barely heard what I thought were gunshots. I looked around. The undeads were gone, goo smeared all over the driver’s side window.
I wasn’t sure who was shooting back there, but I wasn’t going to open the door, just in case.
My head spun, dizzy with thoughts and fear. There was a banging on the passenger side window. I screamed as I looked over, eyes widening. “Henry!”
I couldn’t believe it. I had never been so glad to see him. He frantically waved for me to come out the passenger side. I scooted over. As soon as I unlocked the door, he whipped it open and pulled me out of the truck. He held me tightly, spinning me around in the pouring rain. I wrapped my legs around his waist. For a moment, I forgot everything else.
“Elaina! Oh, my god!”
We were both drenched in a matter of seconds. When I slid my legs back to the ground, he held my face, planting a passionate kiss on my lips.
“I love you,” he said, pulling away. “I thought you were gone.” I sobbed. “Why did you leave without telling anybody? Don’t ever do that again!” He couldn’t decide if he were angry or relieved.
“It was real. I felt her!” I raised my voice, trying to speak through my tears and over the storm.
“What was real? What did you feel?”
“My mother… It was real.”
“Love, what was real?”
“I dreamt about her searching for me. I felt her pain. I feel her.” I put my hand over my heart and continued sobbing.
“Oh, love…” He pulled me close again as Claire came running.
“Come on! Let’s get into Sophie’s truck.” She grabbed our arms, and we bolted for the truck.
Nick hopped out so Henry and I could get into the back seat, then he ran to the back and opened the liftgate, climbing in. I shivered, my teeth chattering.
“Nick, there’s a blanket in the bin,” Sophie said. “Grab it for Elaina.” He pulled out a thin blanket and wrapped it around me.
“Thank you,” I said through my sobs and chattering teeth. Henry wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. Claire, sitting in the front, turned around and grabbed my hand, rubbing it with her thumb.
“Elaina, you scared the shit out of us.” She spoke in a concerned tone, but lectured me at the same time. I couldn’t look at her. “Why did you go?”
“I had a dream my mom was looking for me. I felt her. It was so real.” I was ashamed for what I had put them through. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s all right, love. We’re together now.” Henry rocked me, holding me tight. His arms were always a comfortable place to land.
“I had a similar dream…”
I whipped around to look at Nick. “You did? When?” I wiped my nose on my arm.
“Last night. I didn’t want to say anything to you, though.”
I gasped. I couldn’t believe it. I felt the need to convince Henry that we needed to look for my mom. “Henry, it has to be true. If we both had a dream—”
He cut me off. “Listen, love, those are just dreams. It’s just your mind’s way of working out your problems.”
“But what if she is out there, alone and scared?”
“I highly doubt it,” he said, stroking my cheek with his thumb. Gazing down at my lap, I fiddled with my fingers. Henry pulled me to him again. “I want to believe she is alive, but the possibility is slim.”
“If there is a slim chance, I want to try to find her!”
“There’s no way. We barely have enough supplies to get us through the night, and we are severely low on gas.”
I stared at him in disbelief. In my heart, I felt she was still out there. When I looked at Nick for some assistance, he shook his head. I pulled myself away from Henry. “There has to be a way! Please, Nick. Please help me convince him!”
“Listen, I love Mom, but it’s far too dangerous to try to go get her…if there is even a her to get anymore.”
“How is it any more dangerous than all of us leaving and trying to find that Gunther assface you two so desperately want to get to?”
Everyone was silent, looking at one another. Finally, Sophie sighed.
“Henry, take Nick and get into your truck. We are going to go look for their mum.” I was shocked. Henry looked at her, mouth open. “She has a point. Let’s just see if we can get to her home. If she isn’t there, then we leave to go find Gunther.”
Henry glanced back at Nick, then opened the door and readied himself to hop out into the storm. He looked back at me for a moment. I could tell he wanted to say something. Nick put his hand on my shoulder.
“I hope we find her, sis. I hope this is worth it.” Then they both hopped out.
Henry turned and looked at me again before they both closed their doors and ran to Henry’s truck.





CHAPTER 14
THE RIDE to my mom’s was uncomfortably silent as we followed behind Henry. Since we couldn’t get onto the highway from where I had stopped, Henry took us up to the next on-ramp. Luckily, there was enough space for us to squeeze through.
The highway was congested, some cars abandoned and some with true deads in them, but we were able to push the vehicles out of the way. It was a slow process, but the storm eventually passed and the sun rose, which made it a bit easier.
Henry slowed down and pulled off onto the shoulder. “What’s he doing?” Claire asked.
“I don’t know.” Sophie pulled up behind his truck. “Both of you stay here, until I figure out what’s going on.” She glared at me, then hopped out. I had a feeling she was sending me a message. I had no idea why she thought I would do the opposite of what she wanted.
   
“Nick, stay in the truck. I need to speak to Sophie.”
Nick nodded, looking off into the distance. Exhausted, he just wanted a few minutes of peace within the madness.
Henry jumped out and closed the door. He and Sophie walked a distance away.
“What’s up, darling?”
“My head… It’s raging.” Cringing, he tried not to show his pain.
“Are you feeling a little bit of nausea?”
Henry swallowed hard, rubbing his temples. “Yeah.”
“Maybe a hangover?” Sophie crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “I’m sure your drinking isn’t helping, Henry. It’s probably causing it to come on faster.”
“Please, Sophie.” He groaned in annoyance.
“You need to stop with your boozing. We talked about this ages ago. Remember?”
“Leave it alone,” he growled. He rubbed his temples again, then pressed his palms into his eyes, trying to alleviate some of the pressure.
“Shit, Henry. We need to get you a proper supply, or you are just going to continue to crash.”
“I know.” He looked at Sophie and took a deep breath. His eyes had started to gray again. It happened faster than usual, and he knew Sophie was right. His drinking was probably causing him to crash harder and faster. He needed to do something.
Sophie narrowed her eyes at him. “What are you thinking?” He didn’t respond. “Henry… You’re not thinking…? No. Absolutely not!”
“I have to do something, Sophie!” he pleaded.
“We can’t!”
“What do I have to lose?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Your life! My life! They will kill us both!”
He laughed without humor. “I do believe we lost our lives ages ago.”
Sophie looked down and kicked at a rock. The silence was uncomfortable. He rubbed his tired, achy eyes.
“Heard, but we can’t. Not yet.”
“This is so fucking frustrating!” he yelled, then grabbed his head. “I hate this. I really do.”
Sophie rubbed his shoulder. “I know. We’ll think of something. See if Nick will drive for a while so you can rest.”
Henry nodded. “We need to get gas. You’re probably nearly empty, too.”
“The low fuel light came on when I put it in park.”
“The cars around here look virtually unscathed,” he said, looking around.
“Okay. We’ll check them out.”
“Right.” They both headed back to their trucks.
   
“What do you think they are talking about?” Claire asked.
“I don’t know, but something isn’t right.” My skepticism was out in the open, speaking for itself, as usual. “I saw Henry grab his head a few times, like he were in pain. I don’t want to see him hurting.”
“I’m worried,” Claire uttered.
“Me, too.” I took a deep breath.
We sat in silence until Sophie walked back and opened the door. “All right, ladies. We’re going to drive to those vehicles and see if they have gas in them. I want to check them out for any supplies, too.”
“Aye, aye, captain,” I said, staring out the window. Sophie sighed as we drove to the three vehicles blocking the highway.
Henry walked around the cars, securing them. Once he cleared the area, he waved for us to come out as he checked the tank on the first car.
“Bloody hell. This one is nearly empty.” He stood straight and rubbed his neck.
“Henry! This one seems to be about half full,” Sophie yelled.
“Of course it has to be the one in the middle. I can’t even squeeze myself between them to get to the gas door.”
Nick stood next to Henry, his hands on his hips, surveying the situation.
“We’ll just push this one out of the way.” Nick pointed at the car to the right. “Let me see if it’s unlocked. If not, I’ll get it open.” Nick smirked as he held up his fist.
Henry chuckled a little. “I can get it open. I can pick the lock.”
Nick waved Henry off. He walked to the passenger side and pulled on the handle, the door opening. Looking in, he smiled. “I’ve got keys!” He climbed through the car and tried to start it. It took a few tries, but he eventually got it to turn over. There was enough gas to drive over to the side of the highway before it sputtered and died.
Claire and I ran over to the car and searched it for supplies. I popped the trunk. “Water!” I jumped up and down. There were three unopened cases. Claire came running back and jumped up and down with me, clapping her hands.
“Oh, my god! That’s wonderful!” It was the little things, like not dying from dehydration, that made us excited. We unloaded the cases of water and put them in Henry’s truck.
“Nice score, ladies.” Henry smiled as he siphoned gas out of the abandoned car. I smiled back, elated. We were so low on water that we had to ration it out.
“This isn’t it. Just wait and see.” I felt like a kid in a candy store. Claire pulled out cases of different snack food items. There was even a huge pack of quilted toilet paper. I was so excited to see that. What girl wouldn’t be?
“Someone must have hit up the warehouse store before they decided to take off,” Claire said as we cleared out the rest of the car, finding tissues and clean blankets in the back seat. I definitely needed those tissues since I was in touch with my psychotic, hyperemotional, crying side. We headed to the car Henry was siphoning from, finding nothing in that one or the last one.
Henry sat on the road, rubbing his temples again. Grimacing, he looked like he was in horrible pain. No matter what lies he told me, I loved him. I couldn’t shut it off like a switch. Although it would be much easier on the both of us if we could. I walked over to him.
“Are you okay?”
“Uh, yeah. I will be.” His eyes looked cloudy. I knew there was something seriously wrong. Kneeling in front of him, I brushed the hair off his forehead.
“Do you need water?” I whispered.
“Uh… Yeah. That would be fantastic if you could grab me one.” He managed to give me a small smile.
Standing, I spotted Sophie watching our exchange. “I’ll be right back.” I rubbed my hand over his hair again. He sighed and leaned into my touch.
I headed to the back of the truck, Sophie following. “What’s going on with him, Sophie?” I wanted answers.
“I think he’s just dehydrated. He’s been boozing it up quite a bit lately for some unknown reason.”
She was implying his binge drinking was my fault? I felt the urge to smear that snarky bitch’s face all over the pavement.
I gave her my best “fuck off” look, but decided to keep my thoughts to myself. I knew if I said anything, there would be a battle to the death. I grabbed a bottle of water, then walked back to Henry.
“Here.” I opened the bottle for him, kneeling to meet his eyes again. I gently touched his cheek. “Henry, please tell me what’s happening to you.”
He looked away, as if he were ashamed. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about me. Thanks for the water, love.” He gave me another little smile.
I stared at him for a moment. “I can’t help but worry. You’re scaring me. I don’t know if you are sick or what, but I know it’s something. One way or another, I will get it out of you.”
“Elaina, love, please. I’m begging you. Don’t worry yourself over me. I will be fine. We just need to press on.” He reached up and put his hand on my cheek. He was cold…like Arctic tundra cold. I jumped back a little.
“Why are you so much colder than usual? Are you sick? Are you coming down with something?”
“No, no… I’m fine. Trust me.”
“I wish you wouldn’t lie to me. I just want the truth from you for once.” I knew he wanted to tell me what was wrong, desperation in his eyes, but something stopped him. I wondered if he didn’t want to say anything because he was afraid of how I would react.
“Please, I’ll be fine. Let’s just get rolling, shall we?” He stood, grabbed my hand and pulled me up. He took me by the shoulders. “How about you and Nick switch spots?”
I missed my Henry so much. I really wanted to be with him, but I was so unsure of everything right now.
“Please, love? I’m desperate for time alone with you.” He pouted, complete with his bottom lip sticking out.
I rolled my eyes. “Fine.” Sometimes he could really get to me, and he knew it.
I walked over to Nick leaning on one of the abandoned cars, his feet crossed, enjoying an old magazine he found. “Hey.”
He looked up and smiled. “Hey, sis.”
“I just talked to Henry. He wants me to ride with him for a while. Would you mind riding with Claire and Sophie?”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “Only if that’s what you want.”
“It’s fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Apparently, he didn’t think I could make my own decisions. He had obviously never met me before.
“Okay then.”
At that point, Henry spoke up. “All right, ladies and gentleman. Time to take off. Sophie, Nick is going to ride with you for a bit. Elaina’s going with me.” Claire gawked at me, and I shrugged. When she shook her head, I looked down at the road, admiring all the little pebbles. “We’re going to continue until the next exit. It’s about ten miles. Hopefully, it won’t take us long. Depends upon what we run across. Once we get off the exit, we will pull over somewhere that looks safe. Clear?”
“Got it.” Sophie turned and headed back to her truck, Nick hot on her heels. Claire glared at me for a few more moments, then followed. I felt like I needed a shower after all of the dirty looks. Henry grabbed my hand and led me to the passenger side of his truck.
“Hop in, love. Buckle up. It might be a bumpy ride.”
“Great,” I said with not much enthusiasm.
“That’s my girl.” He started to give me a peck on the cheek, then stopped himself. I could see the pain in his eyes. I reached up and brushed my fingers down his cheek. He closed his eyes, exhaling as I slid my fingers over his stubble.
When he opened them again, they swam with tears. His gaze wandered about my face, searching for the answer to the question lingering between us. He looked down, his jaw trembling. He looked up, like he was about to say something, then just stepped back and closed the door.
I had broken his heart. I had absolutely crushed this already broken man. I wasn’t sure if we would ever be able to get back to what we had, and the doubt radiating from him told me he felt the same.
He had secrets. Secrets he desperately wanted to share, but felt that he couldn’t. I didn’t know if it were a trust issue or what. But one thing was certain. It was killing both of us.
It was killing us, period.
My hands shook as I clasped them together in my lap. He climbed into the driver’s seat and rested his head on the steering wheel, trying to gather himself. His pain was not only emotional, but physical. I needed to help him through it.
“Henry—”
“Not now, Elaina. I can’t handle it.” His voice cracked.
“But—”
“Just leave it!” he shouted. I just wanted to help him, offer him some sort of assistance in his time of need. Whatever that need may be, I would do it for him.
Henry jammed the key into the ignition and started the truck. I thought the whole point of me riding with him was so we could talk about everything. It was apparent that talking wasn’t going to happen.
I let out a loud sigh and turned toward the window. I heard him hit the steering wheel in frustration. He put the truck into drive, and we continued on to Unhappyville.
The highway was relatively open after the on-ramp. We still had to weave in and out of lanes, dodging abandoned vehicles, but it wasn’t that bad. I was surprised. Looked like most of the people trying to flee became stuck at the on-ramp.
We were almost to our exit when I turned and looked at Henry. He sensed me staring and gave me a sideways glance, then refocused back on the road. He cringed and rubbed his temples again, grabbing his aviators from the visor and pushing them onto his face. The tension between us was obvious, but I still cared about his well-being.
“Still have a headache?”
“Yeah, still have a headache.”
“Do you have any pain relievers in here? Is it a migraine?”
“No and no.” He rubbed the back of his neck. I was worried. Something was seriously wrong. I worried he had some sort of illness or was about to stroke out. Then I remembered the vials and needles in his pack.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Yeah.”
“What are the vials and needles in your pack for?” He stiffened.
The seconds ticked by. Henry chewed on his scarred lip as he wrestled with his thoughts. When he took a couple deep breaths, I thought he was about to let everything out.
I sat silent, but not patient. I decided to add a few more words to that tangled web of thoughts wrapping around and choking his mind. “My thought is anything in your pack would be for use in the moment. I can’t see why you would carry needles unless you were sick or something.”
“Well…” Then he whispered, “Fuck me.”
He did know how to formulate intellectual sentences, I had heard them before, but he seemed at a loss.
“I must have forgotten to take them out after I found them.” It was a plausible answer, but I had a feeling he was feeding me yet another line of bullshit.
Goddamn it, I wished he would just tell me the truth. He wouldn’t even look at me. Couldn’t he see how much all his deception was tearing us apart? What the fuck was wrong with him?
“There is so much you don’t know, or would not understand. And now is not the time to discuss all of this.”
I was pissed, my attitude about to come to the forefront and stomp all over the conversation.
“When will it be time? You keep saying shit like that, but you never give the information. How do you know that I wouldn’t understand? Do you think you are so far above me intellectually that little old dumb Elaina couldn’t get it?”
“No! That’s not what I’m saying.” He growled in frustration. “Because, Elaina…just fucking because!” He grabbed his head. I recoiled toward the window. “I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “It’s a lot more complicated than you think. I can’t just blurt out whatever it is you are looking for. There is so much to it. It needs a lot of detailed explanation and background information.” He inhaled sharply, then rubbed his temples. His movements were stiffening, his muscles seemed tight, and life had started to fade from his face.
“Henry, please tell me what’s wrong. You’re hurting or sick or something. There is something wrong with you! You’re scaring me!”
“Shit,” he whispered to himself. His struggle, the pain in keeping whatever it was from me. I felt sorry for him.
“Complicated or not, Henry, I deserve to know what is going on with you!”
He cringed. “You do, and I understand that you do. But…”
“But what?”
He began rambling. “If I confide in you, I will break the trust of many people. Many will get hurt or killed, including us and everyone around us. I can’t risk that.”
“The trust of others? Who gives two shits about the trust of others, Henry? And you can’t tell me?” I threw my hands into the air. “What the hell?”
“Ugh! Damn it!” He slammed his fist on the steering wheel again. “Please, just give me some time to figure this out, okay? Just drop it for now.”
“I don’t know if I can.”
“Please, I beg you…” He paused again. “Let’s just concentrate on devising a plan to get to your parents’ house.”
“I’m so fucking worried about you.”
“I know. I’m sorry I’m doing this to you.” Then he choked out, “To us.”
I was incensed that other people knew of his health circumstances, but he couldn’t tell me? I would bet my last sheet of quilted toilet paper that Sophie knew. I didn’t respond to him. I just stared out the windshield.
Henry drove us down the off-ramp, seeing a gas station across from it. He looked around, pulling straight across into the lot. Sophie pulled up next to us. He turned to me after he turned off the truck.
“We will discuss this soon. I promise you. Just know that I love you with everything I have, and I have your best interests at heart right now. I want to tell you, believe me. This is tearing me up.” His voice cracked. “It’s tearing us up.” He looked up and exhaled, trying to hold back his emotions. He wiped his cheeks with his sleeve. “I can only hope that, someday, you will take me back and wear your ring again.” He paused. I knew he wanted to curl up into a ball and cry like a baby because I did, as well. “Please, just stay put for now.” Back to business, I supposed.
“Aye, aye, captain,” I mumbled. I didn’t even look at him. He grumbled something unintelligible, made sure his Sig was loaded, then he jumped out and walked to the driver’s side of Sophie’s truck.
I decided to stay put, doing what I was told to do for a change. I got out my Sig and checked to see how many rounds were left. I looked around, scanning the area for anything living or undead that could possibly be roaming out there.





CHAPTER 15
SOPHIE GOT out and slammed the door. She put her hand on Henry’s back, giving him a quick rub, guiding him away from the trucks. They stepped several feet away, scanning the area while they talked.
“So what’s the plan, Stan?” Sophie narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you all right?”
Henry shook his head. “I’m hurting big time, and we just had another major fucking fight.” His jaw trembled, and he jammed his thumb and forefinger under his aviators and into his eyes to stop the tears from pouring out. “It’s not looking good for us. It’s bad, Sophie. I’m feeling hopeless at this point. It’s killing me, but I’ll still do anything I can to protect her.” After several deep breaths, he looked back at Sophie.
“Henry…I’m so sorry. I can see how much this is hurting you.” In actuality, it thrilled her, but she didn’t like seeing him so upset.
“I love her so fucking much.” He groaned in pain as he spoke.
“Is it your joints? You look like you’re stiff.”
“Yeah. I think every single one is screaming.”
She lifted up his aviators, not liking what she saw. “Shit.”
“Tell me about it. I almost feel like I’m going to fade out soon. It’s becoming unbearable.”
“We need to find you a fix or we are going to be in some serious trouble.”
“Yeah, sooner rather than later would be great. I’d prefer to stay on this side of the earth.”
“Maybe we should tell them. One might volunteer for a draw.”
He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not. You were right before. It’s not the right time yet. Elaina is really pissed and is barely talking to me. Once we get to her parents’ place, I can pull her aside and talk to her about it, get her to understand. Then we can go from there.”
“Well, how do we get to there?”
“About a mile up the road, we’ll come to the middle of the village. The first light is a four-way. We have to turn right and go down about a block. It’s on the right.”
“All right then. I’ll follow.” Sophie looked at the gas station with a rather decent-sized convenient store, as well. “You want to hit up this place first?”
“Sure.”
“Maybe there’s someone inside you can drain.” She let out an evil chuckle.
“Yeah, I can only hope. Sadly, if there is, I’m sure Elaina will refuse to have sex with me later. Christ, it feels like it has been an eternity since we’ve been together.”
“I’m always available.” She winked at Henry.
“You know I won’t do that to her. She’s it for me. It’s Elaina or no one. I don’t want anyone else.”
“Right. Well, I was just kidding anyway.” She wasn’t, but he didn’t need to know that. “Let’s tell them what our plans are.” Sophie walked to the front of the trucks and waved everybody out.
   
Henry walked gingerly behind Sophie, looking to be in a considerable amount of pain, each step causing him more and more distress. I didn’t want to care, so I didn’t show him I was concerned. I was just so angry.
It was pretty quiet outside. I glanced at Claire, knowing she was probably disgusted with me for choosing to ride with Henry. Quite frankly, I was disgusted with myself. All it did was set us back further. The black hole in my chest seemed to get larger by the second.
Stupid fucking love. It’s going to kill me.
I looked down when Claire wrapped her warm, slight hand around mine. Maybe she forgave my momentary lapse of stupidity. I hadn’t forgiven myself yet, though. I shouldn’t have ridden with Henry because it just solidified that our relationship was hopeless. We weren’t ever going to see eye-to-eye on this whole thing. I was going to be lost watching him for the rest of our lives…unless he decided to leave me. He and his girl, Sophie, would probably run off into the sunset together.
“All right, folks,” Sophie said. “We’re going to check this store out before we take off again. Two of us will stand guard outside while the rest of us go in. Then we’ll head to your mum’s.” She looked at both Nick and me. “Volunteers?”
“I’ll go in.” I was still pissed at Henry, so I knew I could take my anger out on any undeads inside.
“In,” Nick said curtly, looking at me and nodding.
“Claire and I will stand guard.” Claire nodded at Sophie.
I glanced at Henry, who leaned against the push bar of his truck, rubbing his temples. Okay, I did care. It killed me to see him in so much pain. I was such a damn softie.
“Henry’s not feeling well.” He gazed at me. “Maybe he should stay in the truck and let us handle this.” The tension in the air was thick. Sophie looked between the both of us.
Henry shook his head. “Sorry, love. Not going to happen.”
I sighed. Always trying to be the hero. I couldn’t tell if he were trying to prove his manliness or if he were just barking mad. I decided to go with the latter.
“Whatever. I was just trying to help you out. You’re obviously in no shape to fight.” I rolled my eyes. They would end up in a permanent roll if I kept it up.
“I understand that, and appreciate your efforts.” Short and precise, he spoke more to be polite than anything else. The entire group looked back and forth between us, like they were waiting for two trains to hit head-on.
Sophie clapped her hands together. “Then it’s settled. Henry, Elaina, and Nick inside. Claire and I will be outside. Let’s do this, bitches.”
Even though I was upset with Henry, we used our usual entering routine. He counted to three, I pulled open the door, and he entered first, hobbling with every step. We each went up and down the aisles separately. I found nothing.
Nada. Zero. Fucking zilch.
Literally. All the shelves had been cleaned out, random empty boxes lying around. There wasn’t even a single stick of gum left. Of course, since I didn’t see any gum, I craved it.
I salivated, daydreaming of that minty flavor in my mouth. I closed my eyes. I could almost feel myself chewing it.
“Elaina!” Nick yelled.
I jumped, my eyes popping open. “What?!”
“Nine o’clock! Nine o’clock!”
I whipped my head to the left, seeing an undead woman about five feet from me. How the hell did I miss her? I panicked. I didn’t even have my Sig out and ready.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!” I looked to my right and, luckily for me, I was in an aisle that ended at the wall. I screamed like the sissy girl I was and ran toward the wall. Thinking fast, I grabbed the shelving unit and pulled, sending it crashing to the floor, taking the undead woman with it.
She growled and struggled, trying to get out from underneath the twisted pile of metal. I looked around… The side door was open. She must have wandered in from there. I heard another moan, then saw Nick lying on the floor.
“Oh, my god! Nick!” I screamed as I ran toward him. He reached up for me when I got to him. The life faded from his eyes. I collapsed next to him, trying to figure out what had happened. Then I saw a nasty bite wound on his arm. Blood oozed out, forming a small pool on the grimy floor.
“Nick, no! No! Please…stay with me.” I looked for something to cover his arm with. He reached his bloody hand to my face, brushing his knuckle against my cheek.
“Elai-na-na…,” he garbled. “Sh-sh-oot m-me.”
“No! Nick, it’s going to be okay. I’ll help you.” I looked around for Henry, but I didn’t see him. “Henry! Henry! Help me! Someone, please…,” I sobbed.
“Elaina!” Claire yelled. “Where are you?!”
“Toward the back! Oh, Nick. Don’t you dare die on me. Do you hear me? You stay with me!” I held my hand over the gaping wound on his arm, applying pressure, trying to slow the bleeding. Claire ran down the main aisle.
“Nick!” Claire knelt next to us in the growing pool of blood. She took his hand, and he smiled weakly at her. His eyes closed, his breathing staggered.
“My Claire…s-s-so…beau…tiful,” he whispered.
“Damn it! Where’s Henry? He can help!” I looked around frantically.
“No, Hen-ry…,” Nick managed to stutter out, then his face went flat.
“It’s too late. It’s too late, Elaina!” Claire said, sobbing on his chest.
“No! Henry can help. Where is he?”
“It’s too late!” she screamed.
“Hold on. Nick, please! I am going to find Henry.”
Claire grabbed my arm just as I tried standing. She pulled me back down to look in her eyes. “Listen to me! It’s. Too. Late.”
“No! No, it’s not!”
“He’s dead! He’s fucking dead! Look at him!” she screamed through her tears, trying to reach me.
I couldn’t look at him. In my heart, I knew he was gone, but I didn’t want to accept it. I couldn’t accept it. I refused to accept it. Claire gazed around.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know,” I cried, resting my head on Nick’s chest.
“You didn’t see what happened?”
“No. We went down the aisles separately. I didn’t even have my gun out. I was in that aisle.” I pointed at the shelving unit lying on the floor. I continued to sob. “This is my fault!”
“Elaina… No, it’s not your fault.” Claire tried to reassure me through her tears. “We have to…you know, since he was bit.”
“No! Leave him be!”
“He’s going to turn! We have to! I’d rather it be us than someone else!”
What was left of my heart felt like it was ripped out and trampled by a herd of elephants.
I was angry that she would even suggest shooting Nick. I closed my eyes, picturing us as kids. He could be my only family member left, and he was gone. My stomach churned when I opened my eyes. The pool of blood grew around Nick’s lifeless body.
“Elaina, please leave. I’ll give him a true death.” She pulled me up.
“Let me say goodbye.” Claire let go of my arm and I knelt back down. I took his limp, cold hand. “I love you, Nick. I promise, I will find Mom. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m so sorry.” I kissed him on the forehead as my sobs choked out of my throat.
Claire put her hand on my shoulder. I stood, my clothes wet with Nick’s blood. She gazed directly into my eyes, tears running down her face. I nodded and headed toward the front entrance.
Just as I reached for the handle, I heard a muffled yell. I stopped. “Claire, did you hear that?”
“Yes. Shh…” We heard it again. It was coming from the back of the store. I ran toward the sound. “Elaina, I have to take care of Nick before it’s too late. Leave, then we can send Sophie in to check it out.”
“I have to find out who that is. It might be Henry!”
“It’s probably undeads in the back room somewhere. Get out of here!”
I crept closer to the back door, disregarding Claire, who was yelling at me. There was a restroom and an employee breakroom door. I listened at both, barely breathing.
Nick’s death loomed over me like a heavy weight. Trying to put him out of my mind, I heard the muffled yell again. I thought it sounded like Henry, but I wasn’t one hundred percent certain.
Without a doubt, the noises came from the breakroom. I looked back at Claire, waving her to the door. She shook her head. I waved at her again with a little more aggression. She let out a reluctant sigh, kissed Nick on the cheek, and walked to me.
I held up my hand, showing her three fingers, then two, then one. I pulled open the door and was met with the business end of a shotgun to my forehead. Claire screamed.
“One more step an’ I’ll blow your fuckin’ brains out.”
I estimated him to be around fourteen. I towered over him, which made it obvious that he hadn’t gone through puberty yet. Henry was tied up on the floor, blood all over his chin and shirt. The only thing I could think was how the hell did this scrawny, punk ass kid get Henry down?
Both Claire and I held our hands up. “Let’s have a chat about this first,” I said.
“There ain’t nothin’ to talk about!”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Have you ever heard that elementary poem ‘Don’t Say Ain’t’?” It probably wasn’t the best time for me to throw out some proper Elaina attitude.
“Shut up! I’ll do it! Maybe I’ll shoot him firs’ and make you watch!”
“Whoa, cowboy. Let’s calm down and chat about this,” Claire said, always the practical one. I thought about kicking the little punk in his little boy tomatoes, ripping the gun out of his hands, and turning the tables on him. But I knew if Claire or I reached for our Sigs, our foreheads would be peppered with pellets.
“Wha’s to chat about?” His skinny little lip curled up into a snarl.
“This, you fucking idiot!” I yelled.
Claire kicked me in the calf. “Shut it, Elaina!”
Henry, a scarf tied around his head like a gag, was scream mumbling on the floor. He yanked his arms, trying to free himself from a rope hog-tying his hands and legs behind his back.
“Let’s just calm down and talk about this. Maybe we can work out some sort of deal.”
Not only was she practical, Claire was diplomatic. I would rather smartass my way out of shit. I couldn’t believe she wanted to make a deal with the prepubescent punk. Then I noticed the offer of a deal got his attention.
“What kind of deal?” he asked, brows lifted.
“We may have something you want. Food or drink?” The kid licked his dry, chapped lips. He was definitely hungry. His shirt hung loose, his collarbones protruded, and his face was sunken in.
“You will trade for tha’ crazy fucker?” He nodded toward Henry, astonished. I wasn’t sure who this kid thought he was, but I was the only one who could call Henry crazy and get away with it.
“Watch your mouth, you hairy-palmed little shit! Don’t you dare speak poorly of him!”
“Screw you! Do you have any idea wha’ he did? Huh? Do you?”
Claire and I looked at each other. “Looking for undeads and supplies?” I cautiously chose my words. The punk started laughing, taking me by surprise. I wasn’t sure what was funny about the situation.
“You have no clue, do you?”
Henry yelled as much as he could through the gag.
“Uh… Yeah, I do. We stopped here to check for supplies.”
“Look around! There ain’t no supplies. I’m all out!”
“Exactly. That’s why we will work a trade with you. We have supplies.”
“That doesn’t change what he was doin’!”
Henry continued yelling through the gag, but I couldn’t make anything out.
“All right, Captain Know-It-All. Why don’t you tell us exactly what he was doin’.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest.
“He killed that dude out there. That other one who was wit’ you!”
I stopped for a moment, taken aback. That dude was my blood. Thoughts of Nick’s death crept back in.
“What? No, he didn’t! That dude was killed by that undead out there! And that dude is my brother! Show some respect, you pissant!”
He laughed again. It was such an evil laugh. There was something seriously wrong with him. Suddenly, he got inches from my face. “Wrong!” He had no idea whom he was fucking with.
“How am I wrong? Please, tell me how I’m wrong!” I was ready to fuck his face up.
“After the dude yelled to you, I saw the crazy one go behind him, cover his mouth wit’ his hand, and put a gun to his head.” He was batshit crazy. There was no way Henry would have done something like that! “It’s true! Then he bit his arm and started suckin’ on it like a vampire!”
“I’m throwing out the bullshit flag on that one! Nick was bit by the undead that’s under the shelving unit out there! You’re just making up shit! And, FYI, vampires are not real!” My heart and mind raced, trying to figure out how to get Henry free.
“I ain’t fuckin’ lyin’! He used the undead, or whatever you call it, as a diversion. I saw him do it! And how do you know vamps ain’t real? Zombies are, so why not vamps?”
Out of the corner of my eye, Claire focused on Henry, visually examining him.
“You really are mental, aren’t you? Hello! It’s fucking daylight, you asshat! Everyone knows vampires don’t come out in the day! They either fry or get all sparkly.” Okay, so I was being a little facetious. There were times I couldn’t help myself. It was in my nature.
“For the last time, I ain’t lyin’!”
I shook my head, thinking how stupid this little twerp was. “Okay, okay. Let’s just say this little fabricated story is true for a moment…” I leaned in even closer to him. “Why would he do something like that?”
“I have no clue! Maybe he’s some sort of freak crossbreed or something…” His words trailed off as he looked between Henry and Nick.
“A freak crossbreed? Because that exists.” I busted out the eye roll again.
“You are really startin’ to piss me off, lady! I’ll shoot your ass! I saw it with my own two eyes!”
“Well, maybe you need to find yourself a pair of glasses!”
Huffing out a breath, Claire pushed me aside. She was going to try to diffuse the volatile situation. Good fucking luck because I was ready to kick his ass.
“Listen, if he did what you said, we will take care of it. Just let us trade him for a little food and water. You can come out to our trucks…”
His eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “Trucks? Like more than one?” He looked amazed at our good fortune.
“Yes. You can come out to our trucks, and grab food and water. You’re obviously in need.”
The kid looked back at Henry, then at Claire and me. “How do I know this ain’t some sort of trick?”
“If there aren’t two black trucks out there, you can come back in and shoot him.”
Henry didn’t agree with her deal, and neither did I. I grabbed her arm, giving her my best “what the fuck” glare. “What? Are you out of your goddamned mind? You can’t just volunteer his life like that!”
“He was going to shoot someone anyway, Elaina.” Claire spoke through her teeth, much like Henry would when he was royally pissed. Glancing over at Henry, I looked at the blood on him. The sight concerned me, but I didn’t show it. I felt a little guilty, using his life as a bargaining chip.
“Fine. Let’s go then.” I turned around and headed back out the door, not worrying about the shotgun twerp still held. Henry screamed as the kid followed behind like a faithful dog. I swear he salivated over the thought of food.
Claire stopped for a moment when we got to Nick’s body, then caught back up to me. In the heat of the moment, we nearly forgot about what we needed to do. My heart and stomach ached. I felt so guilty that I had neglected my brother.
When I heard a garbled moaning, I realized Nick must have started to turn. I stopped. “Claire…,” I whispered. I pulled out the Sig I had tucked away in the back of my pants. Now or never, I thought.
Nick suddenly stumbled to a standing position and staggered to the end of the register counter, holding his arm.
We stepped back a few paces. I blinked a few times, but still had my Sig trained on him. I repeated to myself, That’s not Nick. Nick is dead. He sensed we were there, looking up. His eyes were bright emerald green…like Henry’s.
“What. The. Fuck?”
He coughed and dragged the back of his hand over his lips. “E-lai-na…?” Nick grumbled. I stared at him in disbelief.
“Nick?” No response. “Nick? Are you in there?” He nodded, grabbing his neck and cringing in pain.
“Duuude… This is the most bullshittiest thing I’ve ever seen!”
Apparently, the kid had a way with words. I was at a loss. I couldn’t believe what I saw. My brain didn’t compute what had just happened. And where the fuck was Sophie during all the absurdity?
“Claire, what’s going on? Have I gone batshit crazy or something? Am I dreaming this?”
“If…If you have, so…so have I,” she stammered.
“Where’s Sophie?”
“I have no idea. She said she would stand guard until I came back out.”
I wanted to run over and hug Nick, but I was so confused and, quite frankly, worried he was going to try to eat me.
“I guess you could say we are some sort of freak crossbreeds.”
We all spun around at the voice.





CHAPTER 16
HENRY WALKED TOWARD ME, Sophie at his side. I was confused as to how she was there, realizing she must have come in through the broken side door. I turned back around to Nick, trying to decipher what was going on.
I looked at Henry, then Sophie, then I spun around and looked at Nick again. The same eyes. Oh, my god. They have the same motherfucking eyes! I backed away from Henry. “Oh no. Fuck, no…”
“Elaina, please. Let me explain.” I raised my Sig at Henry, then Sophie, then I swiveled to Nick. I didn’t know what to do, or where to go, or whom to shoot first. My mind raced, my heart pounding out of my chest. I felt a little lightheaded.
“What the fuck is going on?” I swallowed hard. I was trying not to freak out, trying not to faint, and trying not to run all at the same time.
“I had hoped to be able to tell you in due time, and I certainly hoped it wouldn’t happen like this.” He held out his hand and touched my Sig. Ballsy move, motherfucker. I could have pulled the damn trigger. “Give me the gun, love.” I held it with a firm grip, shaking all over. “Please. I promise you no harm. Trust me.” I wasn’t ready to let go of it just yet.
“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” Holy shit. He was an undead. Holy fucking shit. Henry and Sophie just stared at me. I looked at Nick again. He leaned over the counter, rubbing his temples, much like Henry did. Claire had no words, either. The punk ass kid stood there with his mouth hanging wide open, like he was goddamn fly trap.
“Elaina…please. Let us explain.” Henry swallowed. “Then if you want to shoot me, so be it. I will accept my fate. Whatever you want to do, love.”
I looked at Claire and grabbed her, pulling her close to me. I lowered my Sig to my side, but I was still on guard, watching Nick in my peripheral.
“Wha…what do you think we should do?” I whispered to Claire.
“I think we should listen to them, at least to get some sort of explanation.” Quiet and meek, it seemed she wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear their explanation, either.
“I, for one, want to know what the hell is going on.” I turned, seeing Nick resting his elbows on the counter, the heels of his palms pressed into his eyes. His voice was clearer, but he still looked like death warmed over.
“We need to get him blood soon, or we will be in trouble,” Sophie said to Henry.
“We will. Just give me a second. For now, cover his wound.” Henry pulled off his bloodied shirt and tore a section off. He handed it to Sophie, and she went to tend to Nick’s arm.
Henry looked back at me and stepped closer. I stepped back. We repeated the movements a couple of times. It was like dancing.
“Elaina…please. I won’t hurt you. I love you. I’m the same person I was a week ago. The same person I was two years ago. I’ve been like this for years. Sophie, too.”
“Okay then. Explain. But I expect the whole truth this time. No more bullshit!” My eyelid twitched, the last nerve tweaking.
“You have my word, love. I will give you the whole truth. This is what I’ve been struggling to talk to you about. I’m just going to start from the beginning, so bear with me. It will be easier this way.” I nodded. He inhaled and exhaled a long, loud sigh, all while pacing in front of me.
It felt like an eternity before Nick growled, “Out with it.”
“Yeah, sorry. My mother was murdered when I was five. Actually, on my fifth birthday.” That would explain why he never wanted to celebrate his birthday. He looked down and bit his blood-stained lips, then looked up at Nick apologetically. He fought his emotions—swallowing hard, lips trembling—and we hadn’t even gotten to the meat of the conversation yet. Losing his mother before his eyes affected him at an infinite level. He took another deep breath.
“I can still hear her calling me by my given name. Luke. My father was absent from my life, so I was shipped off to an orphanage after her death. I spent my days and nights angry with the world. I rebelled at everything…school, life. By the time I turned fourteen, I had already been in ridiculous amounts of trouble with the law.
“I was approached by Roger, the head of this whole fucked-up program. He told me he ran a military-style university, promising to turn me into the man I wanted to be. So I agreed to go. There were several new recruits when I came in. We…” He pointed between him and Sophie, then shoved his hands in his pockets, “arrived at the training complex at the same time. He told us we were throwaways and society would not want us anymore. He said when we finished the training portion of the program, we would be accepted by society. Little did we know that once you were in, you were in for life.
“Roger was our general, and we were his recruits. There were areas in the complex for training in different skills. We trained for combat day and night, learning different techniques: hand-to-hand, weaponry, explosives. It was relentless. It would go on for hours upon hours, with hardly any breaks for rest, meals, or sometimes even sleep. The trainers’ job was to break us and build us back up to their ridiculously high standards.
“I, being who I was, would question everything. They got sick of me, so I would get tased, beaten, bloodied, and was near death on several occasions. I had countless injuries and concussions, and was hospitalized three times within those two years.”
Claire looked like a deer caught in the headlights. Nick had a similar look, but with more intensity. He had the “Angry Henry” look.
Henry had told me much of this before, but he needed to start at the beginning for everyone else. He kept shifting his weight during the uncomfortable silence. He looked over at Sophie, who swiped away her tears. He licked his dry lips, continuing. “Once Roger was confident we would fit into the program, shit became real.”
Then Claire interrupted. “Wait. What happened to the ones who didn’t fit within the program? Did he just send them back to the orphanage or wherever he picked them up?”
Henry grimly shook his head. “Permanent elimination,” he whispered. We both put our hands over our mouths and gasped. Sophie tried to stifle her sobs. Claire and I suspected they saw many lose their lives to the program…or they were the ones forced to do the eliminating. Maybe they even had to eliminate their friends. Henry continued, working hard not to become too emotional. After a deep breath, he continued.
“The complex was an abandoned warehouse, which they remodeled to look like an office building. It had labs, weapons, guards, scientists, and a huge room full of caged animals. They changed our identities. Luke Richards…” Henry pointed at himself, “is dead on paper. They changed my name to Liam Henry Daniels. Then I shortened it to Henry when I came to the States because I couldn’t be Liam anymore. I just couldn’t be him.” Henry paused, his gaze flickering to Sophie, purposely not giving her given name. He wanted her to decide if she wanted to share that information.
“Anyway, we spent hours upon hours rehearsing our new identities. If we so much as spoke the wrong syllable, we were beaten. Plus given extra training. This went on for few years.”
Claire interrupted again. “So where does this whole undead/true dead thing come into play? Because I really would like to know what the hell you are.”
Thank you, Claire, for asking because there was no way I could formulate a sentence right then if my life depended on it.
Then the punk ass kid bravely interrupted. “True dead? Ain’t tha’ a show or somethin’?”
“Vampires are not real!” Everyone shouted at once, and the kid stepped back.
“Well, if zombies are, why not?” Claire nearly crossed the line by saying that, and Henry worked hard to control his anger.
Nick chuckled. “Good one,” he mumbled, angry and annoyed. I was happy to hear his personality coming out again.
Henry shook his head. “You two are so much alike.” He looked at Claire, then me. He pointed at me. “You are just a bit more vocal.” He pointed at Claire. “And you have a filter…usually.”
“This is one fucked-up story,” the kid mumbled to himself.
Henry snapped and grabbed the scrawny kid by his throat, pulling him close, spitting in his face as he screamed. “This is not a fucking story! This is our lives! This is what we live with day in, day out!”
Sophie walked up to him and touched his shoulder. “Hey, put him down. He doesn’t understand. Believe me, I want to beat the shit out of him, as well.” Henry let go of the kid, and ran his hands through his hair. He continued to eye Nick, watching his every move.
Henry cleared his throat. “So, when all this bullshit started, I was an agent. I’m now an agent who has gone rogue. My government and your government worked together to create this super virus. Your government didn’t know ours would place agents all over their country to spy on them. It was a ‘cover your ass’ deal. Our government didn’t want yours to release the virus and turn back into the superpower they once were.”
Claire tapped her foot, clenching her jaw. Mine dropped wide open, not fathoming what Henry was saying.
“Okay…to the part about why we are the way we are. During our training, they injected us with a small amount of the virus. They wanted to make us immune to it. But, after an incident, they discovered we are not immune. We can still turn into an undead. There were side effects, obviously, and it backfired when they realized what was happening to us. They discovered that if we drank clean blood, it would bring us back.
“With the virus in our system, it changed us. Our eyes, our body temperature, our entire physical and mental state was affected. If we go too long without clean blood for the virus to feed on, we start deteriorating, much like a true dead person. Our joints stiffen, we get these horrible headaches, and we go into a downward spiral. It’s not pretty when one of us does not get the blood we need.” Again, Sophie tried to stifle her cries. Henry whispered, “I’ve seen it happen more times than I want to even talk about.”
I realized this must be what happened to those who didn’t meet the standards for the program. I imagined the recruits who continued on handed out a true death. It sounded like pure torture. My body shuddered. I found it difficult to look at Sophie and Henry. My anger with them was subsiding, being replaced with empathy.
“So the virus starts wreaking havoc in our body and brain, looking for that clean source of blood. If we do not get clean blood in our systems, we will become completely undead.”
“So the cure for someone who has been bitten is clean blood?” Claire asked.
“No. There’s no magic pill that I’m aware of. It’s immune to everything. As far I understand, once the virus is in your system, there’s no getting rid of it.”
“Well, isn’t that…just…fucking…perfect?!” Nick snapped.
“Then why aren’t you like the others?”
“They injected us with a very small amount.”
Claire glanced at Nick. “Oh. Then why is Nick like you and not one of the other freaks out there?”
Henry glared at her, glossing over her freak comment. “Because the amount of virus in us is much smaller than what is out there. Low amounts leave you in a constant state of reanimation, unless you don’t feed the virus. Then you will turn. It’s a much longer, drawn-out process, unlike those who have been exposed to a full dose. Minutes for them. A week or so for us.”
“So what you’re saying is that, essentially, I’m dead?” Nick chuckled again. “This is fucking epic.”
“I guess you can look at it that way.”
Claire backed up from everyone, but seemed oddly calm with all the information. The punk ass kid still stood in shock.
The only thing I could think of was I had been fucking a dead person. Does that make me a necrophiliac? I shuddered. Henry looked at me with concern, his eyes full of sorrow.
“So…I’m talking to a dead person?” I whispered.
“Sort of, I guess,” Henry replied.
Claire narrowed her eyes at Henry and Sophie. “How did it get out there? Did you bite a lot of people?”
“I have my suspicions, and no. I suspect a full amount of the virus was injected into someone. It had to be. It’s the only way the full-fledged virus would be out there. It can annihilate us as a population. It already has.”
“So…Nick is in a state of reanimation?” Claire asked. Nick grumbled something, but I was too focused on my necrophilia to understand what it was.
“Correct.”
“How did you get clean blood from people before?”
“I ran the blood bank. I stole bags and vials all the time. It was a steady supply of clean blood, so I never had to worry.”
“Hence all the shortages you hear about in the media?” Claire’s words were sharp.
“Yeah, I suppose I contributed to that.” Shaking his head, he seemed ashamed for taking advantage of a system for people in need. Claire’s anger had returned. It was the epitome of an emotional roller coaster. I was still trying to process that I had been fucking a dead guy.
“Oh, my god. You were taking blood from dying people? Sick,” Claire growled.
“I understand why you feel that way. I would collect extra vials and say I was taking a sampling of blood for research purposes before a donation. I told them it was a new process. Since I ran the bank, no one questioned it. I had official-looking documentation ready if I were questioned. I have also done some things I’m not proud of. Some really bad shit,” he muttered, scrubbing his face with his hand. I wondered what he meant by that, but at that point, it didn’t fucking matter.
“This is so sick and twisted!” Claire raged.
“We are sick, too, damn it!” Henry’s fists clenched.
Claire backed off. “But now you condemned Nick, as well!”
“For real!” Nick barked and grabbed his head. “Christ…”
“Do you not think I know this? It was a natural reaction and I couldn’t help myself. I was deteriorating. The virus was taking over my brain and body!”
“That’s no excuse!” she snarled.
“You don’t understand! Do you honestly think I want to live this way? I couldn’t stop myself, Claire! I had no idea I even did it until the fresh intake kicked in! It’s like sharks when there’s blood in the water! The virus took over my mind and directed me. The longer I go without a fix, the more the virus takes over. That’s why those people, those undeads, are doing what they are doing! The virus has taken over their brains. They know nothing except they need to get their fix! We are like heroin addicts. It’s no longer a want. It’s a need.” Henry choked back tears. “It pains me to know what I did to you, Nick, and to know I could have done it to any one of you. What if I did it to you, my love?” He had a hard time getting his words out.
“So, to keep the three of you from becoming truly undead, you need a fix, like a heroin addict?” Claire was trying to process all the information without pissing Henry off too much. Still standing a distance back, she seemed to be a little frightened that they would turn on her. I figured if they were going to turn on us, they would have already.
“In a way, but not as frequent. If we can get a large vial about once a day or every other day, and a large quantity once in a while, we would be in as normal a state as we can be in. But that’s not always feasible.”
The punk ass kid had retreated to the corner and sat on the floor to watch the surroundings. I stared at Henry through the few moments of silence.
“I cannot fucking believe I have to drink blood now.” Slamming his down on the counter, Nick was in an entirely unpleasant mood. I can’t say as I blamed him.
Claire chewed her cheek, rolling everything through her mind. His truth was difficult to process. She looked at me, pulling me close. The thought of human beings doing this to other human beings changed my perspective of how dysfunctional the world truly was. I didn’t want to hear any more.
“How did he get you tied up?” Claire pointed at the kid.
“I was weak. He grabbed me from behind and hit me over the head with that bloody gun of his. Which is empty, by the way. I was trying to tell you that. By the time he got me tied up, I started returning back to my normal state. But I was stuck.”
“I’m still lost about your eyes. Why did Nick’s change to the same as yours?” she asked.
“It’s like a chemical reaction of some sort. Since it’s a man-made virus, a lot of chemical components are involved. I don’t have all the answers, but if we change all the way, we would have the gray, glazed eyes like the undeads.” I shuddered. The little boy’s eyes came back to my mind. Then I flashed to my dream about Henry.
“If we see more eyes like yours, they are like you?”
“Yes.”
Tearing up, Claire shook her head at the thought. She was fearful of Henry and Sophie, but it was obvious she felt sorry for them, too. They couldn’t help who they were.
“How many?” Claire shut her eyes, waiting for his answer. I was afraid of the answer myself.
“Before the virus was released, there were ten of us living in the States. There are another ten waiting on standby for assistance, if necessary.” He gestured toward Sophie. “There are an additional twenty recruits currently working through the program.”
“And this Gunther can help?” Claire asked.
“Maybe.” Henry looked at me and stepped forward. The want was in his body language. His eyes spoke volumes. They were so full of love. I didn’t move away from him this time. “Please say something, love.” He reached for my face, cupping it in his cold, almost dead hands.
“I…I…”
“It’s all right, love. Take your time.” His voice was soft and tender.
“I’ve been fucking a dead person,” I whispered.
He raised an eyebrow. “I guess you could look at it like that.” He paused. “Elaina, I am just like you, but sick.”
“Sick…dead…sick…,” I mumbled.
I felt myself going down, then darkness took over.
   
“Whoa!” Henry yelled, reaching for Elaina. She hit the counter and fell to the floor. “Shit! Elaina!” He dropped to her side. “Love! Wake up!” His hands trembled as he shook her. Then he saw blood coming out of the back of her head. “Shit!”
Nick looked down, his gaze focused on the thick red liquid dribbling on the floor. He groaned. Henry looked at him. Nick’s eyes were graying already. “Back off! You’re too fresh. Sophie, grab one of those small coffee cups.” Nick took a couple steps backward, licking his lips.
“What? What the hell do you need a cup for?” Claire knelt next to Elaina.
“The blood. We can collect a little for Nick…before things go awry.”
“Go awry? I do believe we are already past that point,” Sophie grumbled as she headed for the cups.
“This won’t hurt her?” Claire asked.
“No. Do you think I would hurt her?” Claire lifted her eyebrow. “Fuck me. Physically, do you think I would harm her?”
“No, probably not. I would hope not anyway.”
Henry held the cup Sophie handed him under the small gash on Elaina’s head.
“Just let me get about a vial’s worth, then I will take her out and stitch up her head.”
Claire was nervous, watching everything unfold. She worried Elaina was seriously injured.
Nick’s joints and muscles became stiffer by the second. He growled as the blaring headache kicked in. Claire looked up at him. She recognized the symptoms. He looked just like Henry when he struggled with his pain.
“Here, mate. Drink up.” Henry handed him the cup. Nick looked at the contents, swirling the blood around the cup. “Drink it! Trust me, you’ll feel better.” Henry tucked his bloodied t-shirt behind Elaina’s head.
Nick tossed back what little blood there was in the cup. “Fuuuck…,” he groaned, rolling his neck. His face changed from a pained expression to more of a relaxed state. He looked over at Claire, feeling a rush of erotic desire when their eyes met. He felt a stirring in his jeans. Then he exhaled loudly and shook off all his thoughts for the moment. Slowly, his joints and muscles freed up. Then his focus turned to Elaina when she moaned.
“I think she’s waking up,” Claire said.
   
I began to come to, my head pounding. All I could see were emeralds sparkling in front of me. Beautiful green, sparkly emeralds… Wait a second. It was Henry, Sophie, and Nick. I gasped and in a weak attempt, pushed myself back to get away from them.
“Elaina. Elaina, my love. Please, take it easy.” His voice echoed in my head. “You hit your head.”
My vision became somewhat clearer. “Henry?” I rasped.
“I’m right here, love.”
“Are you going to bite me?”
“No.” Frightened, I struggled to get away from him. “Please, you have a small gash on your head.”
I shivered under the cool breath coming at me. Then I saw Claire. She had real eyes. Bright blue eyes.
“Claire?”
“Oh, honey.” She looked so sad. Her eyes were wet with tears. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to get you fixed up.”
“What hap…happened?”
“You passed out. When you fell, you hit your head on the counter.” I wanted to go back to sleep, feeling my eyelids closing. “Elaina, stay with me. You have to tell me what else you’re feeling.” I forced my eyes open.
“My head. It h-hurts. Headache.” The pain was almost blinding. I tried to reach up to the spot.
“No, honey. Save your energy.”
“Will she be okay?” I heard Nick’s voice in the distance, echoing in my head. I looked around, trying to find him.
“Nick…?” I whispered.
“I’m right here, sis.” He knelt next to me. Maybe it was all a nightmare.
Henry said, “Let’s just get you to the truck. After you rest, we will talk more about it.”
“Okay,” I whispered. “Water, please?”
“Sophie, run out and get Elaina water, please, before we move her.”
I heard the clicking of her heels walk past me. It was almost a comforting sound because it was something familiar.
A minute later, Claire raised my head a little so I could take a few sips. I felt myself drifting. “Is there anything else you can feel or not feel?”
“Sleep,” I murmured, drifting off.
   
“Now what?” Claire asked in a mild panic.
“Let’s get her into the truck. We can fold the seats down and try to keep her comfortable.” Henry scooped Elaina up.
Just as he took one step toward the door, they heard the unmistakable sound of a shotgun pump. They all stopped. Henry turned his head, still holding Elaina firmly in front of him, only to see the kid pointing a shotgun at everyone.
“No one is goin’ nowhere!”
“Listen, kid…,” Henry started, realizing he must have had a couple shells stashed in his pockets. He cursed himself for not checking. After he had tied him up in the back room, the kid laughed, showing him that his gun was empty. Henry wasn’t amused.
“I ain’t no kid!”
“Okay, mate. Listen, we need to get her to a safe zone so we can clean her up and stitch her if need be.”
“I ain’t lettin’ you undeads, or whatever the fuck you are, leave!”
“We need to tend to her medically. Let us at least take her to the truck.”
Sophie maneuvered her way behind him, while Henry held his attention. They worked well together because they were so in sync.
“What about my deal? I was supposed to get supplies in exchange for not shootin’ you.”
Sophie grabbed his neck from behind, shoving him onto the cold hard floor.
“ARRRG! Get off me, you whore!” She jammed her knee into him. His protruding spine began to sway beneath her weight.
“Now it’s my turn,” she growled. The kid struggled underneath her. “You listen to me, and you listen carefully. Understand?” There was no response.
Claire looked at Henry. “She has him handled. Let’s go. We need to get Elaina fixed up.” Henry, Nick, and Claire hurried out the door.
“Do you understand me?!” Sophie screamed in his ear.
“Yes! Yes!” the kid choked out.
“We are in charge. You will do as we say, or you’ll end up like us. I surely could go for a fix right about now. You got that?!” Silence. “I said, do you have it?!”
“Yes!” The kid coughed and squirmed as much as he could. “Please, please get off me.” He coughed again. Sophie searched his pockets. He had a couple shanks in his back pocket, shells in his front. She also found what looked to be a school ID.
“Oh, what’s this?”
“Please!” She pushed her knee harder into his back.
“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Oh, you really aren’t photogenic, are you, Thomas Anderson.” Sophie giggled. She couldn’t help herself. “Is that your name? Thomas?”
“Yes!”
“All right, Thomas. I’m Sophie, and I will be your worst fucking nightmare if you do not follow orders. Now, I’ll be taking this, thank you very much.” She grabbed the shotgun from his hand. “When I let you up, you will walk calmly outside those doors, then wait patiently for your supplies and further instructions. You will not argue, fuss, or threaten any one of us, or you will find yourself true dead. Hmm… Maybe we could tap you first. What are you? B positive? O negative?”
The taunting broke Thomas. “All righ’! All righ’! I will do wha’ever you say, just don’ eat me, please!” He was so scared, he whimpered the whole way out to the truck. Sophie kept pushing him with the business end of the shotgun to spur him to move faster.
“Claire, gather up some food for little Thomas here so we can go. And, for the love of God, shut the hell up!” Tired of his whimpering, she swatted him in the back of the head. Thomas recoiled and held his thin arms around his head, hoping she wasn’t going to bite him. Not that he could have stopped her if she wanted to. Claire was a little taken aback when Sophie swatted Thomas.
“What do you want me to give him?”
“Hmm… What are you worth?” Sophie stepped back and looked Thomas up and down.
“All right, Sophie. Enough! Think about this as if he were Samuel.” Henry spoke through the open liftgate. He watched the situation while stitching up Elaina’s head.
That hit Sophie hard. She had forgotten about Anna and Samuel. She needed to stay in check. She didn’t want to give anything away.
“He’s just a boy. You remember what it was like for us when we were that age?” Sophie backed off. “Claire, grab him a few packages of food and about six bottles of water.”
The air was thick with frustration and anger. Claire did as instructed, scared of what would happen if she didn’t comply with the orders. She also wanted to find out who Samuel was, but she dared not cross anyone at that point.
When Henry finished stitching Elaina’s head, he rummaged through the supply box in his truck and pulled out a t-shirt to put on. He helped Nick position her so he could close the liftgate, then he walked over to Claire and Thomas.
“She should be fine. Nick’s tending to her now. She may have a concussion, though.” Claire nodded, relieved. Henry cleared his throat, focusing on the kid. “Now, if I heard correctly, Thomas… Is that your name?” The frightened boy nodded. “Look, we aren’t going to hurt you. We aren’t like them.” He pointed toward the small strip mall. Two undeads aimlessly wandered near a storefront. “I realize what you witnessed earlier, but I promise to do my best to keep my composure.” Henry put his hands on his hips and looked around for a minute. “I’m going to make you an offer. I need an answer right away, though. We’re on a mission, and I would like to continue it before it gets dark. Understand?”
“Ye…yes, sir.” Thomas’s voice shook.
“I can either leave you here with those supplies or we can take you with us.”
“Oh, hell no,” Sophie grumbled. “We are not taking that prepubescent little shit with us!”
Henry looked over at her. “We are not monsters!” he barked. “He has zero chance out here!”
“Have you forgotten so quickly? He tried to kill you!”
“With just cause, Sophie! If I were in his shoes, I would have probably done the same. He is scared! Let’s take him with us. We can always use another pair of eyes.”
“He could go rogue on us!”
“Have you met us? We are rogue.”
Sophie clenched her fists at her sides. “Rogue from the program!” she growled.
“He won’t hurt us.” Henry flashed his million dollar smile. “Will you, Thomas? Or we will just tap him for ourselves.” It was a sadistic, psychological move on Henry’s part.
Thomas’s face went from scared to pasty white and horrified. Then he waved his waif arms in front of his gaunt body. “You have my word. I ain’t gonna hurt any of you.” Surprisingly, he was able to get the sentence out without a stammer.
Henry yanked Sophie away and got about two inches from her face. “How dare you undermine me,” he growled with fury. Sophie jumped, tears welling up in her eyes again. “I am in charge of this group. You knew that from the moment you were instructed to bring me home. He’s going to decide his own fate. He should have that choice, unlike us!”
Sophie looked at Henry as if he had two heads. “What about Nick? What about his fate? You decided that for him!”
“I couldn’t help that! You understand what it’s like!” Henry growled, turned away from Sophie, and stalked to his truck. He cursed out a string of obscenities and kicked the back tire. His main focus was to get Elaina somewhere safe.
“She ain’t gonna eat me when your back is turned, is she?”
Henry stopped, turning to Thomas. “She will not touch you unless I say so. If you decide to go with us, you will be responsible for helping the group. You will not undermine me at all! Do you understand me?”
“Yes…yes, sir. I think I would like to go with you.”
“All right. Claire, you ride with me and keep an eye on Elaina. Nick and Thomas, ride with Sophie.” Not a sound came out of Sophie’s mouth. There was only an icy glare directed right at Henry. “Nick, keep an eye on the kid. Make sure he doesn’t try anything. If he does, enjoy.”
“Understood.” Nick grabbed Thomas by the arm and dragged him to Sophie’s truck. “Here, eat a couple of these, you scrawny bastard, and drink water.” Nick handed him a couple packets of snacks, along with a bottle of water Claire pulled out.
Within minutes, they were piled in the trucks and resumed their journey to Elaina and Nick’s parents’ house. There were several vehicles, their doors and trunks open, pulled to the side of the road. It gave Henry the impression someone must have already looted through there.
He tried to shake the feeling that something was off. A shiver ran through his body. He pressed on, though, wanting to get to their destination, worried about what they might find. On top of that, he was exhausted.





CHAPTER 17
HENRY PULLED into the driveway of the Cooper’s home. It was a grand Victorian set in the small, well-established village. Nick and Elaina grew up in that home.
Since it was late fall, the leaves had changed to the brilliant golds, ambers, and reds, which were quietly drifting to the ground, one by one.
Henry and Sophie got out to scope out the area for any undeads. This left Thomas alone with Nick, a fresh reanimation of his former self. Thomas was jerky and nervous, rightfully so. He drummed his fingers on the door armrest. Nick stared at him, getting used to the small changes in his senses. He rapidly became aggravated with Thomas’s twitchy behavior.
“Enough!” Nick roared, clenching his fists. Thomas almost came out of his skin. Nick felt the pain and stiffness of his new body. The blood he had back at the store wasn’t enough. He tugged at the bloodied strip of Henry’s t-shirt tied around his arm. He now had a good understanding of Henry’s rages.
The craving quickly became uncontrollable, the anger like an ember burning in the deepest part of his body. He couldn’t think about anything but tearing open Thomas’s neck and drinking the elixir of life.
“Fuck!” Nick threw open the door and slammed it shut. Thomas didn’t move, deciding it would be best if he just stayed right where he was.
Henry and Sophie turned around, pointing their Sigs in Nick’s direction. “Christ, Nick! What the hell are you doing? Trying to get yourself killed?” Henry jogged up to him. Claire watched the scene from Henry’s truck.
“I can’t… I can’t do this.” Panic settled in on top of his rage. Seconds from tweaking out, he rolled his neck back and forth, clenching and releasing his fists over and over, pacing like a maniac.
“Listen, I know how hard it is, but we need you. You need to concentrate on the bigger picture right now.”
Nick laughed. Then, out of nowhere, he grabbed Henry by the throat and wrestled him to the ground. Henry easily overpowered him and rolled Nick to his stomach, his wounded arm pinned behind his back. He jammed the muzzle of his Sig into Nick’s left ear.
Claire scrambled out of the truck, then dropped to her knees next to Nick. “No! No! Stop! Please, stop!”
“Do it! Do it!” Nick yelled, laughing maniacally.
“Shut it! You’re going to attract undeads!”
Nick laughed again. “Wake up and look around you, motherfucker. We are the undeads!”
“You listen to me,” Henry growled, slamming Nick’s body into the ground. “You are going to shut the fuck up now so we do not get overrun. We’re trying to see if your mum is here and alive!” He held him down, Nick growling in pain. Henry looked up at Claire. “Can we tap you?”
“Tap me? Absolutely not!” Claire gave Henry a disgusted look, scrambling back.
“Claire, please. He needs blood. If he doesn’t get it soon, he will not be able to control this rage or his drive. You guys will be in danger. Trust me. It will only get worse from here.” Nick continued to struggle. Claire stood, looking at what Nick had become. “If he doesn’t get what he needs, I will have to end it. You get me?”
“This is your fault! He wouldn’t be like this if you could control yourself! Look at him!” The tears poured down her face. “And it’s your fault Elaina is hurt!” That stung. Sucking back a hiss, Henry knew their current predicament was his fault, but to hear Claire spit those words to him hurt on a deeper level.
“Claire, please. I know. I’m fucking sorry. You have no idea how pissed I am with myself right now. I’m full of regret, but I can’t turn back time.” Nick was starting to wear thin beneath Henry. “He needs your help. Can you not see that?” Claire sobbed.
   
I heard the fighting, yelling, and the struggle going on outside the truck. My head was foggy, but I processed what was going on. I sat up, using my hands to hold myself steady. Looking outside, I saw we were in front of my parents’ house.
I took a deep breath, focusing on my family home standing silent in all its glory. Someone had left the truck door open, so I slid out unnoticed. Henry had pinned Nick down, and Claire was a short distance away from them, crying.
“I have no idea what the fuck is going on, but tap me if you need to.” My words were groggy, and my knees weak. I had to hold onto the truck’s door to stay upright because I felt every rotation of the earth. Claire spun around.
“Elaina, love…” Henry’s rigid features softened. “No. Absolutely not.”
Claire ran over to me, helping to hold me steady. “You need to sit.” Claire tried to direct me back into the truck.
“I’m fine.” I was angry at them for treating me like I was fragile. I could hear Nick growling. “Get whatever you need to help him.”
Sophie, still keeping an eye out for undeads, grabbed a pack and pulled out the supplies needed to perform a draw. She stood, waiting for permission from Henry.
“I will not allow this to happen!” Henry snapped.
“It’s not your choice, is it? It’s my body!”
He shook his head, pleading with me. “Elaina, please. You may have a concussion.”
“Okay. Okay!” Claire held her arm out to Sophie.
“Are you sure?” Sophie asked.
“Yes. Do it before I change my mind.” I have to admit, I was relieved Claire stepped up to the plate because I was pretty sure I would’ve passed out again.
While Sophie performed a draw on Claire, I slowly walked, steps staggered, to Nick and Henry. “Henry, let him go.”
“No. He can’t be trusted at the moment.”
“Sort of like you,” I mumbled. I looked at the scene around me, finally able to speak about the nightmare consuming us. “I cannot believe you hid this from me. I can’t believe I have been fucking a dead person. Do you know what that makes me? A necrophiliac.”
“Elaina…”
“Why didn’t you tell me? I had a right to know who I was sharing my bed with. I had a right to know who I was marrying!”
“I’m sorry. Please believe me when I say that I love you so much.”
I looked at him with disgust. I would have slapped him across his face if he weren’t holding my brother. Henry tucked his Sig in the back of his pants. Nick flailed underneath him, trying to get free. “You know why I didn’t say anything.”
“Am I going to get infected now since you stuck your tongue in my mouth? Or since you…?” I looked around, hoping no one was listening to our conversation. I figured Nick was too focused on himself so he wouldn’t even hear me. “Since you released in me?”
“No. No. It doesn’t work that way. There has to be a blood/saliva mix in order for it to infect.”
“So other fluids…?” Blushing, I tried to say it without notice. I didn’t want to say out loud that I wondered if his juice were contaminated. We had a few slip ups, but stayed protected for the most part…until recently.
“No. You’re safe. Otherwise, I would have made sure to wear protection every time. I wouldn’t have risked your life just for sex.”
Nick growled. He was deteriorating, second by second. His eyes were graying, his movements slow and jerky.
“Hurry up, Sophie!” I yelled.
“I’m doing the best I can. I can’t force her blood to come out any faster!”
“I thought you said the process was slower for your kind!” Claire yelled.
“Once we become stable. He isn’t stable yet. It’ll take a few days. He needs a lot at first, then his need slows down. Eventually, he will be able to live on a vial daily, plus a bag every few weeks, like Sophie and me.”
“This is a bunch of bullshit!” Dizzy, I grabbed my head.
“Sophie, get Elaina water and something sweet to eat. Sit down before you fall, love.”
I was happy to. With no grace at all, I plopped my ass on the ground and rested my head on my knees.
“I only have two hands, boss. I’m trying to fill a bag here.”
Henry grumbled. “Shit.” He sat up, then remembered. “Thomas!” he yelled. “Thomas, get your scrawny ass out here!”
The truck door opened, but he didn’t get out. “I’m not comin’ out there wit’ you freaks!” he shouted.
“Get Elaina water and food.” Thomas was frozen in place. “I’m not asking. That was an order!” Henry had a knack for intimidation. He could intimidate Godzilla.
Thomas scrambled to the back, finding the items Henry demanded. He slid out of the truck and handed them to me, keeping a close eye on Henry.
“Thank you, Thomas,” I murmured.
“Uh…yeah. Anytime.” He backed away one slow step at a time, making his way back to the truck. I ate, feeling a little better after drinking water.
Sophie wrapped up the draw from Claire. She filled two vials for her and Henry, along with a partial bag for Nick. “Here. Sit back. I’ll get you something to eat in a second.” Sophie helped Claire sit in the truck, then rushed over to Henry. He helped Nick sit up, but he was still behind him, restraining him in a bear hug.
“Open up.” Sophie squeezed the fresh blood into Nick’s mouth. Once he drank it all, he relaxed. Henry loosened his grip on him, but sat at the ready until Nick calmed down enough to maintain an even temperament.
Finally, when Henry was able to let him go, he came over and sat next to me, leaning against the ailing fence. Sophie handed him the vial she drew for him.
As I watched, Nick rolled onto his back, looking like he was in ecstasy. He lay on the ground, his eyes closed, enjoying what looked like a high. I glanced at Henry, who had tipped back the vial. “Don’t you dare drink that in front of me.” I was angry, but then I saw the shame on his face when he furrowed his brow and pursed his lips. I knew it wasn’t his fault he was that way, but I was so pissed at him. When he started to get up, I grabbed his arm. “Wait. I’m sorry.” Brows furrowed, he gazed at me with uncertainty, then sat back down. “I know this isn’t your fault. It’s fine.”
“Are you sure?” He had hope in his voice and eyes.
“Yes.”
Henry tipped the vial back. I shuddered, my stomach protesting. I fought to keep the food down. His expression turned euphoric. His eyelids slowly opened and closed, lips parted. I had seen that look in more compromising situations. A low groan rumbled out of his chest. “Fuuuck…,” he moaned in that gritty voice that always made my panties hit the floor.
He rested his head back on the fence with his eyes closed for a moment, exhaling at great length. When he opened them up, they were more brilliant than they were before. He looked at me with concern again. “I’m so bloody sorry for all this.”
I wanted to accept his apology, but I wasn’t ready yet. “I need some time.”
“I understand.”
“Can we go see if my mom is around?”
Henry stood and held his hand out to me. I grabbed it and he helped me up, pulling me close so we were face-to-face. I stared deep into his sorrow-filled eyes. He took my face in his hands. “Please understand… I love you. I could never stop. It is you who makes me whole. It is you who makes me want to keep going every single day. Having your love captured in here…” He took my hand and put it over his heart, “means so much to me. You rock my world, love. If you weren’t here at this moment, I would have sacrificed myself long ago.”
His words tore through me like an arrow, digging deep into my heart and soul. My sadness flooded to the surface, causing my eyes to fill with tears. I was afraid to speak, knowing that if I did, my words would come out in between sobs. He wiped my tears with his thumbs, then kissed me on the forehead. “I love you, Elaina Cooper. You have no idea how much.” He let go of my hand, pulled away, and looked around.
I was overwhelmed. I wanted to collapse on the ground, kicking and screaming like a two-year-old. I wanted to curl into my own body and cry. Why me? I looked up to the sky, searching for the answer. Why? Why was this allowed to happen? I wanted answers, but I realized I was on my own and I needed to press on.
“Thomas, get out!” I didn’t like the way Henry barked orders, but I was sure he was still pissed about Thomas tying him up. He scurried out of the truck. “Sophie, how’s Claire?”
“All pinked up and pretty.”
“All right. Nick, you all set?”
He lay flat on his back, as if he were crucified. He opened his eyes. “Yeah. I think so. For now anyway.” His voice was slow and drawn out.
“Have your weapons at the ready.”
“Can I get mine back?”
Henry laughed at Thomas’s statement. “Nope. You stay in the middle. I don’t trust you yet.” We walked single file up to the front porch.
I wasn’t sure if my trembling was from excitement, fear, or my head wound. Henry paused for a second, then quietly said, “No separating. We will search together. Ready, Elaina?” I nodded. After trying the doorknob, Henry knocked a few times, getting no response. He dug into his pocket for his lock picking set.
Nick said, “There’s a storm cellar entrance around back. She might be down there. If not, we can get in and search the house.”
“All right then. Lead the way.”
Nick stepped off the stairs, weaving a little, and headed toward the back of the house. He seemed to be trying to get used to his new self. Everyone stopped in front of the cellar doors. Sophie continually scanned the area for undeads or whatever else could possibly pop up. Nothing would have surprised me at that point.
Henry tried to open the doors, but they were latched from the inside. He pounded on them. “Mrs. Cooper?! It’s Henry! Are you inside?” He spoke in his American accent so as to not confuse my mother if she were down there. When I heard the latch unlock, my heart raced. I knew it! I couldn’t wait to see her. I nearly pushed Henry down. The door creaked as it opened an inch at a time.
I gasped.





CHAPTER 18
A BRILLIANT PAIR of emerald eyes danced in the darkness of the cellar.
“Back up! Now!” Henry shouted to us. Everyone took a couple steps back, except for me. That probably was one of those moments I should have listened, but I had other plans.
“Mom! Mom, are you in there?” I yelled in desperation.
“Get back,” Henry growled, yanking me back by my shirt. He aimed his Sig at the eyes. “Come out! Now!”
“I knew you would get here eventually, Liam.” The voice was deep, rumbling like thunder when he spoke. It made my skin crawl.
“I said come out now!”
An overgrown gorilla of a man climbed up the stairs and hoisted himself up to the ground with zero effort. Henry still had his Sig trained on him. I scrambled, trying to get to the cellar. I needed to see if my mother was down there.
“Elaina, no!” Nick grabbed me and held me tight with his good arm. “I won’t let you down there.” I struggled with an intensity only I possessed, but he was much too strong for me, even in his weakened state.
“Nick, take the others to the truck.” Henry didn’t take his eyes, or his Sig, off the overgrown gorilla. He stood in front of Henry, his hands on his hips, grinning like an asshole without a care in the world. His clothes were filthy, but he looked strong. There was certainly no suffering on his part.
“No! No, I have to see.” I cried. “Please.” I clawed at Nick, begging for him to release me from his unyielding grip.
“Nick, take them away! Now!” Henry had a look about him that I had never seen before. Like he was out for blood, and not in the way that he needed to continue living. Thomas ran to the truck, and Nick grabbed Claire’s arm and dragged both of us with him.
“Ah, Sophie. You are looking especially delicious, love. Come here so I can feel you next to me again. I have missed your luscious body. I could go for a quick one right now just seeing you. You miss me plunging into your fanny, don’t you?” He winked at her. She didn’t move a muscle, working hard not to show her fear.
“Sophie, go! Keep an eye on them.”
“I am not leaving you alone with this piece of shit.”
“I’ve got this. Go. Now.”
“Henry…”
“Go now, goddamn it!” He had never sounded so ferocious. She knew he meant business.
Sophie backed off and headed toward the truck, keeping Henry in her peripheral vision.
“What the fuck are you doing here, Kellan?”
The rage burned deep inside him. He wanted to make Kellan pay for everything he and the rest of the head-fucks had done to Sophie…for everything they had done to both of them.
“On assignment, of course. Why else would I be in this splendid paradise?” They eyed one another, neither one giving in. It was nothing but a contest to see who was more dominant.
“Where’s Elaina’s mother?”
“Downstairs.” He smirked as he thumbed over his shoulder.
“Is she alive?”
Kellan laughed. “Of course she is. How do you think I’m moving around so freely?” He rolled his neck, smirking in a sinister way.
“Go get her.” Henry’s voice was calm, but commanding.
“Well, that might be a problem.”
“Go get her now!”
“Well, you see… What happened? Ah, yes. That’s right.” His sarcastic tone turned explosive. “She’s gagged and tied up! Sound familiar?! I have her tapped. She’s ready for another draw. You needing some?” He stood in front of Henry, his body relaxed, even though there was a gun aimed right between his eyes.
I broke free from Nick and ran past Sophie. She tried to grab me, missing.
“What do you want from me?” Henry asked.
“Henry! Where is she?” I screamed, running up to them.
“Elaina! Get back in the truck!” he yelled.
“No!” I was scared for my mom. I wanted to find her, see if she were alive. Sophie came up behind me, holding me in a bear hug.
“Ah, now, let her stay. We can have some fun. Two is always better than one.” Kellan had an evil grin plastered on his face. “She is quite beautiful. That long, silky black hair would do wonders for me, brushing along my body.” He let out a sinister chuckle.
“Answer my fucking question! What do you want from me, Kellan?”
“Ah, yes, where was I…?” He tilted his head just enough to shade his eyes. He rubbed his chin. “Ah, that’s correct.” He looked up at Henry, his upper lip curled, pure evil on his face. “Roger wants you to come back to the complex.”
“I don’t work for him anymore.” Henry’s words came out in a snarl.
“Right. He said you would say that, but here is the problem.” Kellan stepped forward and pressed his forehead against the muzzle of the Sig. He brought new levels to insanity. “You can never quit working for him. My instructions were that if you did not come with me peacefully, I was to… How did he put it?” Kellan pushed harder, Henry’s arm began to buckle under the strain of his massive weight. “Bring you back in a body bag, which is what I’m going to do.”
“No!” I screamed, still being held back by Sophie. “No! Leave him alone!”
“Well, isn’t this a scene? Did that upset your little whore? She is rather foxy. Oh, the things I could do to her.” Henry’s arm shook, his anger bubbling to the surface. “You cannot outpower me and you fucking know it!”
Then it happened. It was so quick. Kellan pushed Henry to the ground, his Sig went flying in the air, and he was on top of him, raining blows down. He didn’t have a chance. Kellan straddled his huge body over him, pinning him to the ground. Henry struggled, trying to hold Kellan back so he could get a few punches in, but it was no use.
“Nick!” Sophie screamed for him to help. She still had me in a death grip, her dagger-like fingernails digging into my forearms.
“Stay here, you two,” Nick commanded Claire and Thomas. He took off running toward Henry. Sophie tried to look for a good shot while they fought, holding me back at the same time.
Kellan punched Henry so hard, I thought I heard bones cracking. Time moved in slow motion, then everything around me went silent. I could only see the scene in front of me.
“Henry!” I screamed, fighting and clawing, trying to free myself from Sophie’s grip. Nick grabbed Kellan, swinging at him. He landed a couple good punches, but nothing seemed to faze Kellan. He was in the zone, looking to be enjoying every moment of it. He growled at Nick and shoved him off.
Kellan beat Henry to a pulp. I had a feeling this was how Henry was beaten into submission under Roger’s authority. Kellan grabbed him by the throat and brought him up to his face. Henry was covered in blood. “Had enough yet, you worthless piece of shit?” Henry just looked at him, gasping for air, blood running from every orifice in his face. “Was that a no? Good, because I wasn’t done yet!”
He repeatedly pulled him up and slammed his head to the ground. I was paralyzed. Just when I thought this fucker was going to kill him, I heard two shots that echoed deep within my mind. He let go of Henry and swayed for a moment, then fell on top of him.
Sophie and I spun around, seeing Thomas, pale and gaunt, pointing a Sig toward the situation. At that moment, I became forever in debt to the little twerp.
Nick got up and ran over to Henry. He pulled Kellan, wounds to his back and thigh, off him. Kellan lay on the ground groaning, drifting in and out of consciousness.
I could do nothing but watch. My feet felt like they were made of lead.
“Henry! Henry! Come on, Henry. Wake up!” Nick put his ear to Henry’s chest, then felt for a pulse. “Come on, man! Don’t you die on her! Don’t you fucking dare!”
Sophie finally let go of me and ran to Henry. I collapsed on my knees before I could take a step. I was screaming, mixed with sobs, but I couldn’t hear anything coming out. It was like a nightmare, and no matter how hard I tried to scream, no sound came out. Claire grabbed me and hold me close. Everything was still happening in slow motion.
Nick cradled Henry. He looked lifeless, like a ragdoll. I cried so hard, I threw up. Nick opened Henry’s eyelids. Oh god, I was losing him.
Then I had a moment of clarity. I had to make Kellan true dead. I became like a caged wild animal. I scratched and clawed to get away from Claire and to Henry. Gritting her teeth, Claire yelled, “Elaina! Calm down!” Finally, she couldn’t hold me back any longer as I scrambled away.
Nick had his ear to Henry’s chest. “Come on, man. Come on!” Sophie sobbed.
I grabbed Henry’s lifeless, icy-cold hand, shoving Nick away from him. My adrenaline pumped fast and furious through my veins. “Get away from him!” I laid my head on his chest, listening for a heartbeat. I was too panicked to hear anything except my own heart pounding in my ears.
“Henry… Henry, please. Please come back to me!” His beautiful face was such a bloodied mess. His eyes were already bruised and swollen, blood trickling out of his nose and mouth. “Henry! Please! Don’t leave me!” I cried out, beating on his chest. When I laid my head back on it, I heard his heart thud a couple times. It was slow, but it was there. “I can hear his heart beating!” I shouted. I laid my head back on his chest, hearing it beating faster.
Henry coughed, blood misting out of his mouth. He moaned. Nick rolled him on his side to help keep his airway clear. “Lai-na…,” he whispered.
“Oh, my god, Henry.” Weakly, he reached up and stroked my face. Even through all his pain, he was trying to comfort me. He couldn’t open his eyes all the way, and his breathing didn’t sound great. “We need to find him help!” I panicked. Henry needed medical attention right away, but we were in the middle of a motherfucking apocalypse.
“Elaina,” said Nick, “there’s no one around.”
“Love… It’s okay,” Henry mumbled, hissing between his teeth.
“I know there’s no one around! And no, it’s not okay, Henry! It’s not okay,” I cried. His eyes slowly opened and closed as he drifted in and out of consciousness. I held his beautiful, bloody face in my hands.
“I love you so much. Don’t you dare leave me. Please. Henry, please. Can you hear me?” His eyes opened slowly, meeting mine. “I love you. You are my world. My rock. My everything. Please, don’t leave me. Please, I beg you. Whatever it takes. I will do whatever it takes to fix us.”
I laid my head on his chest and sobbed, sick with worry. It tore me up to see my strong, gentle, loving man dying. He wasn’t going to leave the world not knowing how I felt.
“Henry… Henry, please listen. If it weren’t for you, my world would be dark. I would have perished already. I don’t care what has happened, or what you are. I love you. Please! Stay with me. I’m so sorry I doubted you. I’m so sorry I left you. After I gave you back my ring, I regretted it. I love you so very much. Please fight. Fight, Henry. You have to fight for us.”
He tried reaching for my face again, then his eyes fluttered shut.
While he was still conscious, Claire tried to assess him. “Henry, tell me what hurts.” He tried to laugh, but he grabbed his chest. “Your ribs? Chest?” When she pressed down on them with a gentle hand, he cried out. It sent him back into an unconscious state. “He may have cracked ribs. I’m not one hundred percent sure. They could just be severely bruised. I don’t know. All I know is that he must be in a lot of pain for him to keep passing out from it.”
Claire called out for Thomas, but he was in shock, still with the Sig aimed. “Thomas, snap out of it! Go get the bin in the back of Henry’s truck. We need to stabilize his chest.” Thomas didn’t move. “Thomas!” she screamed. “Oh, fuck it.”
Claire started to get up, then Sophie jumped up and ran to the truck. It amazed me how fast she could move in those spiked heels. She ran back with the bin in hand, and dug through it. She found a couple rolls of wide elastic bandages.
“Elaina, I need your help.” I shook my head, still crying. “We need to cut off his shirt and roll him so we can try to stabilize his chest with this bandage.”
Not waiting, Nick leaned down and pulled a knife out of Henry’s pack, then cut his shirt off. He was bruised all over and had many cuts, some deeper than others. When we tried to roll him, Henry cried out in agony.
I was worried what would happen when we started bandaging him. Nick kneeled at his head, his arms under Henry’s back, trying to keep him straight, while Sophie and Claire wrapped him at a feverish pace. Because of the bite on Nick’s arm, he grimaced every time he had to shift Henry.
“What if his ribs poke into his heart or something?” I started to melt down again. All rational thought was gone. All I could envision was all of his ribs breaking loose, swimming in his body, lacerating every organ.
Claire looked at me. “That’s the risk we have to take. We have no other options right now. We’ll try to be as quick and as careful as possible. We need to make sure the bandage is tight.” I was so scared Henry was going to bleed out, or worse. The thought of him turning ate me up inside.
Kellan moaned, drifting in and out of consciousness just a few feet away, the blood from his wounds seeping through his clothing.
Seeing red, I decided I was going to kill that motherfucker. Henry suffered enough pain and humiliation because of all of the shit they had put him through. I was going to dish out some major revenge, and it was going to feel so damn good.
I got up and strode over to Thomas, took the gun away from him, and walked back to Kellan. Everybody was so busy with Henry, nobody noticed. I kicked Kellan in the ribs as hard as I could. He gasped and began coughing.
“Elaina!” Nick yelled, still holding Henry. “Elaina, get away from him!”
“No,” I growled. I was calm and felt at peace with what I was about to do. I knew it was wrong, but I wanted to avenge Henry’s pain, humiliation, and possible true death. Kellan’s murderous eyes watched me. I wasn’t sure if he were conscious or just out of it. I leaned down and spit in his face. Then I put the Sig to his forehead. “Fuck off, you sick son of a bitch.” Kellan smirked. I had just about pulled the trigger when I heard Henry call out to me.
“Elaina. Don’t. I…need…him…alive.” Each word dripped with pain. He yelled out in agony again. He tried to get up, but Nick held him down.
“Henry, you have to stay still or this is going to be worse for you,” Claire said, watching me.
“I need…to get her away…from him. He’s unpredictable. He…will hurt her.” His worry brought him out of his state of shock.
“I understand, but I need to get you stabilized, or you could…” Claire shook her head, unsure of what he was or could be.
I needed to get back to Henry, but I wanted to kill that motherfucker first. Without warning, the ground was pulled out from under my feet.
Kellan had grabbed my ankle and hauled me down. He used all his might to crawl up on me, trying to bite me. I screamed and tried to push him off. He was weak enough that I was able to hold him back, but his sheer size started to overpower me. I was also emotionally, mentally, and physically exhausted.
I still had the Sig in my hand. Holding it to his ribs, I pulled the trigger.
Click. Click. Click.
The gun was fucking empty. You have got to be joking.
Kellan laughed. “Nice try, you foxy thing.” His words poured out of him with a sadistic edge. “I’m going to have you right here in front of lover boy, if it’s the last thing I do.”
I couldn’t believe he was going to rape me, even though he was shot twice. I felt his repulsive arousal against my thigh as he rubbed his hips against me. I wanted to puke.
He clawed at my pants and his. I didn’t panic, remembering I still had the Sig in my hand. I pistol-whipped him across his temple. He fell off me and onto the ground. I got up, breathing hard. The blow knocked him unconscious again.
For a second, I felt that I had conquered the overgrown gorilla. My brilliant lack of judgment had happened so fast, no one had time to react. They were all too busy working on Henry, and Thomas was in his own little world. When they finished, Nick ran to me.
“Damn it! Why would you do that? He could have killed you!”
“I know, but what does it matter!” I yelled. My calm demeanor had purchased a ticket and left on the five o’clock train. I was back in Panicville again. “Huh? Tell me. Fucking tell me! What does it matter whether we die?”
“Elaina, it matters. We’re going to get through this!”
“Nick! Look at you! You are half-fucking-dead!”
He swallowed hard. He wasn’t pleased that I reminded him of his new life status.
“I’m going to the cellar to get Mom.” He turned around, anger rolling off him, and headed toward the cellar opening.
I looked around. There was blood everywhere. Henry was seriously injured and near true death. Claire was trying to give him water and wipe his face, which was something I should have been doing. Thomas was in shock. I didn’t know if my mother was undead, true dead, or alive. Sophie had taken over guarding Kellan, and there I stood, looking like a fool.
I shook all over. Feeling Henry’s need for me, my name a whisper on his lips, I looked at him, seeing him trying to reach his hand out. I dropped the empty Sig and hurried to his side. His eyes were closed.
When I knelt and kissed his forehead, he opened his eyes. They were gray. I had never seen them so lifeless. “No… No, no, no!” I screamed.
“It’s okay, love. You’ll be fine.” He voice was garbled.
“Are you turning?”
He nodded, grimacing. He was in absolute agony. “I need a fix.” He tried to speak in a calm tone, but the pain was getting to him. “I’ve lost too much blood.”
Claire jumped up and ran to the bin of supplies.
“Bite me.” I held my wrist to his mouth.
“No. I won’t let you be like this.”
Claire rummaged through the bin. “Henry, do you have any needles, IVs, or whatever you use?” We didn’t pay any attention to her.
“I don’t care. This is all too much. It’s okay. I will allow you to bite me if it’ll save you.”
“Be s-strong, love. G-get a gun.” His words were staggered. Here he was, trying to comfort me in all his pain, then he insinuates that he wants me to shoot him? I had no words. I felt dizzy again, everything spinning and fading around me. “Elai-na?” I threw up. “Elai-na… Claire, hel-p her.”
“Shit!” She didn’t know what to do. Help me, or try to find something with which to tap herself. Reluctantly, she got up and ran to the trucks to get another pack. Henry reeled, hissed, and growled from the pain.
Sophie yelled at me. “Elaina, you have to lie down! You must have a concussion.” I lay next to Henry. He touched my hand with his icy-cold, stiff one.
“Hurry, Claire! He’s turning! Hurry!” yelled Sophie.
Claire ran back from the trucks, needle and vials in hand. She dropped down next to us. “How do I do this?!” Her hands shook.
Sophie ran over, still watching Kellan. “I don’t think this is a good idea. You already donated to Nick.” She sounded concerned, but Claire shoved the supplies at her. With a speed I hadn’t seen before, Sophie reluctantly tied off Claire’s upper arm, found a good vein, and started filling one of the vials.
Claire’s eyes welled up with tears. She couldn’t bear to see me lose the love of my life, like she had lost Marc. Sophie filled one vial, popped the next one on the needle, turned, and poured the first one down Henry’s throat.
“Come on, Henry. Stay with me. Swallow.” Sophie’s voice broke. “Please…fucking swallow.” His hollow, lifeless eyes stared up at her. Her former protector, lover, and her only friend was on the verge of leaving her again…permanently. She ran her fingers over his throat, trying to get him to swallow. Finally, he did.
Sophie turned back to Claire. She grabbed the nearly full vial off the needle, plugging the next one on. Again, she turned back and made Henry swallow it. She turned back to Claire again and untied her arm. She took the last vial off, then forced it down Henry’s throat. She still cared about him. Proven by her panicked state. His life meant so much to her. Sophie wanted to save him, like he had saved her so many times.
I peeked over at Henry, terrified of what I would see. He moaned, the pain washing away from his face.
“Thank you, Claire. I’m forever in your debt,” I said, knowing I owed so many people for saving Henry. She couldn’t speak. She just stared off into the distance, looking a little woozy.
Nick clambered back up the cellar stairs. He carried Mom, growling in pain from the bite wound on his arm. She looked lifeless. I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see if she were alive or true dead. The world spun at an alarming rate, then darkness took over.
   
“Thomas!” No answer. “Thomas! Get your arse over here!” Sophie was pissed about Thomas’s newfound silence and continual stagnation. As much as she wasn’t a fan of him, she needed his help.
He finally looked over at her when she trained her Sig at his head. “Thomas, so help me, if you don’t get your arse over here, I’m pulling the goddamn trigger!” Everyone had a short fuse. With careful strides, he walked over to Sophie. She leaned over Henry, trying to keep him comfortable, hoping he didn’t change.
“Wha’?” he said.
“I want you to take a gun and clear the house. We need to get everyone inside as soon as possible.”
Nick laid his mother beside Elaina. He checked for a pulse and listened for breathing.
“Is she alive?” Sophie asked, trying to be as tender as she could. She had zero experience in being soft, caring, or compassionate with anyone besides Henry.
“Barely. Claire, please keep an eye on her. I’m going to go with Thomas, just in case. And if this fucker…” Nick kicked Kellan in the side, “even thinks about moving an inch, pistol-whip him again. Just stay out of his reach. I’ll fucking kill him if he lays a hand on you. I don’t give a shit what Henry wants.”
Claire nodded. She was a little surprised by Nick’s comment, but then she remembered that he called her “My Claire” and told her she was beautiful back at the convenient store.
Nick checked his Sig, then grabbed the gun Elaina had been carrying and gave it to Thomas. Realizing both guns were empty, they went to the truck to reload.
Claire scooted over to Maria, Nick and Elaina’s mother. She grabbed her hand and tenderly rubbed it. Maria was cold, her breathing shallow. Her skin was pale, and her eyes sunken in the sockets. Claire carefully pulled out the intravenous connections Kellan had put in Maria’s arms, bandaging her as best she could. There were marks around her mouth where there had been a gag, which Nick must have removed before he brought her out of the cellar.
After Claire’s parents passed away in a car accident, Maria had played the maternal role in her life. She tried to be subtle about it because Claire never wanted to acknowledge their deaths. It hit Claire that she could lose the last maternal role model she had in her life. She kissed Maria’s hand.
“Please, Mrs. Cooper, don’t die on us. Elaina needs you. Nick needs you. I need you,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes. “We should have listened to Elaina and tried to find you sooner. I’m so sorry.” Claire broke down.
   
Thomas stood quietly as Nick searched for more bullets. All the packs were empty of magazines, except for one in Henry’s bag. He realized they never grabbed enough when they left to find Elaina. Plus, they used a bunch while they looked for her.
“Shit,” he growled.
“Wha’s wrong?” Thomas asked.
Nick laughed. “Oh, Thomas. You’re just one funny little fucking prick, aren’t you?” Thomas stepped back a little, eyes wide. “‘What’s wrong?’” Nick laughed again, talking to himself. “He asked what’s wrong. Wow.” Nick whipped around and grabbed poor Thomas by the collar. “You want to know what’s wrong? Do you? Do you really want to know, or are you that fucking stupid?”
Thomas’s lips trembled. He couldn’t speak. Fear rushed over him like a wave.
“Answer me!” Nick screamed, shaking him.
Sophie came running over. “Nick! Nick!” She grabbed him by his arm. “Stop it! Leave him alone.” He grumbled. “Nick. Please.” Nick let him go with a slight push, Thomas falling backward to the ground. “Control yourself, damn it! I know how you feel. You are angry at everything and everyone. I understand, but you need to clear out the house so we can get your family inside! Your mother is dying, for god’s sake!”
Sophie tried to say it quietly, but it didn’t come out that way. Nick looked down in shame, then swallowed his anger. He held out his hand to Thomas, offering to help him up. He accepted, but only because Sophie stood right beside him. It was a change, but he was certain she wouldn’t allow Nick to attack him.
“I’m sorry,” Nick whispered.
“Now, tell me what the deal is.”
Nick held up the magazine, waving it at Sophie. “Last one.”
“Fuck.”
“Yeah.”
Sophie checked her gun. Half empty. She suspected most were that way, if not completely empty.
“I will get this sorted. Just clear the house, and be fully aware of what we have left.”
Nick loaded the magazine into his gun, then swapped out the empty one for the half full magazine in Thomas’s. He let out a great sigh. “Ready?”
“I guess.” Thomas was leery of Nick, with due cause.
“Right. Follow my lead.”





CHAPTER 19
BOTH NICK and Thomas jogged up the front stairs to the porch. Nick looked through the side windows, trying to see if there were any undeads roaming inside. He put his hand on the door handle and sucked in a deep breath.
Suddenly remembering his parents always kept a spare key under a rock in the front garden, Nick jogged back down the stairs, hoping it was still there. After lifting about a half-dozen rocks and garden decorations, he found the key. He headed back up the stairs. Finding himself winded, he wondered if breathing were even necessary for a freak crossbreed like himself. Shaking his head, he unlocked the door. It creaked as he pushed it open. He looked back at Thomas and held his finger to his lips. Thomas nodded.
They crept into the foyer. The formal dining room was to the right, and the living room was to the left. Both rooms were empty of any sign of life, or unlife. It was as neat as a pin, just as his mother had always kept it. Never an item out of place. Never a speck of dust to be seen.
Directly across from the door was the staircase to the second floor. Nick opted to go through the dining room and into the kitchen. Empty. He led Thomas through the family room, which was an addition his parents had put on when both he and Elaina were young.
Memories of his childhood came flooding back. His thoughts were filled with holidays, birthdays, and the joys of everyday life. The first time he met Henry was in this house. He chuckled a little.
-January 2013-
After two months of her “no-shows”, Nick and Elaina’s parents, Maria and Ken, had called Elaina, yet again, inviting her to join them for their traditional Sunday dinner. Nick stood outside on the front porch, listening to his voicemails, and saw a blacked-out Tahoe pull into the driveway.
“Must be a turn around,” Nick grumbled. “Hate it when people… Whoa…” He watched Elaina get out of the passenger side, some buffed out, GQ douchebag rolling out of the driver’s side. “Perfect.” Nick grinned. He realized this guy must be the reason for Elaina’s absence at their family dinners.
He jogged down the porch stairs and met Elaina halfway to the house. “And who might you be?” Nick drawled.
“Cut the shit, Nick.” Elaina was already annoyed. Nick chuckled.
“You can’t just bring a guy up here without forewarning me first.” Elaina rolled her eyes at him. Nick and Henry stared at each other. It was obvious neither one was going to back down.
“Like I need your permission to bring my boyfriend to Sunday dinner.”
“GQ” looked rather uncomfortable. He had his hands tucked into the pockets of his designer jeans, looking between Elaina and Nick. Then he spoke. “Name is Henry. Henry Daniels.” He pulled his hand out of pocket and held it out. Nick just looked at it. “All right then.” Henry put his hand back in his pocket and rocked back on his heels.
“Henry, this is my brother, Nick.”
“Nice to meet you.” Henry slapped on his best, albeit fake, grin.
“Mom’s going to have a field day with this one.” Nick turned around and walked back to the porch. He heard them chatting amongst themselves.
“Shit. Maybe I should have warned them. I don’t understand why my family must act like cannibals sometimes.”
“Do you want me to leave? I can swing by and pick you up later. Then we can go out for a few drinks to settle down.”
“Absolutely not. You are with me, and you are going to eat Sunday dinner with them peacefully, even if it kills me.”
“I don’t want to cause you any stress, love.”
Nick shook his head when he heard Henry say that. He opened the front door and slammed it shut.
“Story of my life,” Elaina said under her breath.
When Elaina and Henry walked into the house, Ken met them at the door. Hanging out in the dining room, Nick listened to the conversation. “Elaina, nice of you to join us for a change.” Ken’s hair was gray, he was slightly overweight, and he and Elaina were the same height. “Who might this be?”
“Henry, sir. Henry Daniels. I presume you are Mr. Cooper?” Henry flashed that million dollar grin again.
“You presume correctly.” Henry held out his hand and Ken took it without pause, unlike Nick. He looked Henry up and down, causing Nick to chuckle. Clenching her fists at her sides, Elaina was getting madder by the second. “Your hand seems mighty cold, young man.”
“I apologize. I have circulation issues.”
Ken nodded. “Now, are you two just friends?” Elaina wrapped her arm around Henry’s waist with confidence. “I see. Well, come on in. Be prepared for your mother. She is none too pleased that you haven’t been coming to Sunday dinner.” He raised an eyebrow at Elaina. She looked down as he walked toward the kitchen, pulling Nick with him. She chewed on her bottom lip.
“Well, this is slightly awkward. I should have thought this through better,” she said.
Nick stood just inside the kitchen door, listening, unbeknownst to them.
“Don’t worry about it. It’ll be fine. I’m in the house. That’s a step in the right direction.” He turned and cupped her face in his hands. “Just don’t tell them I have been staying nights at your place.” He smiled and gave her a quick kiss.
Nick’s upper lip curled into a snarl. He didn’t want any pretty boy taking advantage of his baby sister.
“Yeah, really. They would probably disown me, even though my brother has lived with his fair share, but it’s a double standard since I’m the helpless female.” Henry chuckled.
They walked into the kitchen, brushing past a seething Nick. She introduced Henry to Maria, who was in her usual Sunday gear: sweater and khakis. Her almost completely gray hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. She was polite, telling him to go have a seat in the family room to watch television while dinner was prepared. Henry smiled and thanked her, walking out of the kitchen. Elaina sagged, looking like a lost puppy.
“And where did you meet him?” Maria’s question broke her out of her daze.
“Remember a few months ago when I had a flat, lost my phone, and couldn’t call anyone? Well, he saved me…in a way. And we have been dating ever since.”
Nick rolled his eyes as he leaned back on the dining room table, his arms crossed.
“Well, that’s nice, I suppose. I would think you would tell me about a new boyfriend, instead of just not showing up to Sunday dinner.”
“I didn’t know how long it would last so I didn’t want to get your hopes up.” More like she didn’t want to deal with the criticism.
“Is it going well?”
“Yes, I think so. He’s so sweet and nice to me. Respectful and, well…pretty hot.”
More eye rolls from Nick.
“Good. I’m happy for you. He is easy on the eyes.” She smiled. “Does he know your job track record, and the fact that you can’t seem to hold one down?” And there it was.
She sighed, and Nick smirked. “Yes, Mother, and he doesn’t care.”
“Have you found another job yet?”
“No.” She hung her head, and Maria shook hers.
“We can’t pay your rent forever, Elaina.”
“I know,” she mumbled. “I’m not proud of it.”
“Well, you had better figure out what you’re going to do. But for now, start cutting up those veggies for the salad.” Maria handed Elaina a knife and she got to the chopping.
“He’s offered to take care of my bills until I find a job.”
Nick choked on his own saliva.
“Oh no, he will not!” Maria barked. “Then there would be an obligation.”
Oh, hell no, Nick thought. He’d kill that GQ bastard if he took advantage of his baby sister.
Maria continued. “Besides, why burden him with the stress of your bills on top of his own. Your father and I are happy to continue paying your rent until you find another job.” Maria had a slight change of heart because she wasn’t about to let Henry pay Elaina’s bills and make her feel like she was trapped.
“Mom,” she leaned in close. “He’s loaded. Like, has one of those ‘invite only’ black credit cards loaded.” Maria’s eyebrows lifted. “He refuses to let me pay for anything, including my groceries.”
“What does he do?”
“Runs the blood bank downtown.”
Maria’s face screwed up into a confused stare. “How can he be loaded doing that?”
Elaina shrugged. “Inheritance maybe? I don’t ask. Not really my business and it doesn’t matter, but I do enjoy him spoiling me.”
“Well, hopefully he doesn’t do anything illegal and running the blood bank is just a cover.”
“Oh, for the love of all that’s holy,” Elaina mumbled. “He’s a nice guy and makes me happy. I make him happy. He treats me like a queen. Why can’t that be enough?”
Nick had heard enough and his blood was about to boil over. He made his way past his mother and sister, then stood in the doorway of the family room, glaring at Henry’s back.
Elaina felt a rush of anxiety prickle up her spine. Her stomach flipped when Henry turned around. She wanted to die. Even though she knew he was uncomfortable, Henry tried to look relaxed, his lips twitching as he smiled.
Nick smirked at him. “Can I speak to you in private?” he said in a rather abrupt tone.
“Shit,” Elaina whispered. You could never trust Nick to keep his hands to himself. Plus, Elaina knew Henry was well-versed in kickboxing.
“Certainly.”
As they walked past Elaina and Maria, Henry ran his hand across the small of Elaina’s back. She set the knife down, her hands shaking. The front door quietly opened, then slammed shut.
Nick and Henry walked out onto the front porch. Henry stood still, his hands on his hips, watching Nick pace. He studied his every move, every muscle twitching. Finally, Nick stopped right in front of him. Henry had no expression on his face.
“She has had her heart broken too many times for me to tolerate it happening again. If you so much as make her shed one goddamn tear, I swear to you, I will fuck that pretty face of yours up.” Henry didn’t say anything. He just looked through Nick. “Did you hear me? Or is your hearing compromised?”
“Yup. No need to worry.” Nick grabbed his shirt. “Get your hands off me,” Henry said in a rather calm manner.
“What are you going to do about it?” When Henry smirked, Nick shoved him into the side of the house. “Am I wrinkling your shirt, pretty boy?”
“I couldn’t care less about my shirt. The only thing I care about is Elaina. But I would suggest you remove your fucking hands.”
Nick laughed. “And what are you going to do about it?”
“You have no idea whom you’re fucking with.”
“Full of yourself?”
In a flash, Henry reached up and grabbed Nick by the throat, squeezing just enough to cause him distress, lifting him so Nick was on his tiptoes. Henry pulled him close, only leaving a couple inches between them. “Now, let go of me,” Henry growled through a clenched jaw. “Or shall we tango? Because I’ve got plenty more of this in me all fucking day. How about you?”
Nick let go, as did Henry. “I swear, if you break her heart…” Nick rubbed his throat.
“You don’t have to worry about that. She means everything to me, and I live to make her happy. Understood?”
Nick nodded, completely humiliated, and walked back inside, leaving Henry on the porch. He stormed through the kitchen.
“What happened out there?” Elaina asked, worried.
“We had a chat, man to man.”
“You leave him alone! He was the only one there for me when I had car trouble. Nobody else seemed to be able to get away from their very important bullshit while I rotted on the street.”
“Watch your mouth, Elaina,” their mother warned.
“He was preying on a helpless woman!”
“Preying? He loaned me his phone, then we sat and had a cup of coffee until the tow truck arrived. If you call that preying, he must be doing it wrong! And, just so you know, I’m the one who asked him out on our first date!” She slammed the knife down on the counter and stormed out of the kitchen.
Nick and his mother heard the front door open and slam shut.
“Nick…”
“Don’t start with me, Mom. I don’t want him using my sister, or making her feel like she’s obligated to sleep with him just so he’ll pay her bills! Classic user move, Mom. He’s probably just trying to get in her damn pants,” he growled.
“Stop, just stop. She’s smarter than that.”
“Are you sure? She seems pretty smitten. When women get that way, they’ll do stuff they normally wouldn’t.”
At that moment, Elaina stormed back into the kitchen, ripped open the refrigerator door, grabbed two beers, and stormed back out.
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Their home was always full of laughter…until Elaina became the difficult teenager every parent dreaded. Nick smirked at the thought of his younger sister and her famous attitude. Thomas nudged him, bringing him back to the present.
“Sorry. Just thinking too much, I guess.”
Thomas nodded, still leery that his nudge would drive Nick into having a mid-morning snack.
As they walked out of the family room, Nick could see everyone else outside. He took great pause in knowing that it could very well be the end of everyone he knew and loved. The end of everything. He shuddered.
After all, it was definitely the end for him. He began to wonder why they even bothered. What were they looking for? Why didn’t they just end it? Nick jumped again when Thomas said his name.
“Should we check upstairs?” Strike two, Thomas thought. One more and he was convinced he’d be lunch.
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, let’s go.” They walked through the kitchen and dining room, making their way upstairs, clearing every room.
   
Nick and Thomas walked back outside to bring everyone else in. Sophie sat next to a slightly more alert Henry, trying to make plans of some kind. Nick walked past them and to his mother.
“How is she?” he asked Claire.
“It’s not looking good, but I’m trying to be hopeful.” She looked at Elaina. He followed her gaze.
Elaina had her hands over her face, shielding her eyes from the world that was spiraling into a black hole of nothingness at a rapid rate.
“Okay. I’m going to get Mom into the house, then I’ll come back and get Elaina. Thank you, Claire.” He pushed a thick strand of wavy ginger hair off of her face.
With a hiss, Nick bent over and picked his frail mother up off the ground. Thanks to Henry, his arm still hurt. “Thomas, stay here. I’ll be right back.” He wanted a moment with his mother by himself. He knew Thomas wasn’t going to disobey him.
Nick walked toward the house, taking his mother upstairs to her bedroom. After laying her on the bed as gentle as he could, he covered her up with the throw blanket that was always neatly folded at the end of the bed. He kissed her forehead and kneeled on the floor, holding his mother’s icy hand in his own.
“Mom, we saved you from him. It’s okay now. You will be okay. He can no longer hurt you.” He swallowed hard. His throat swelled as he tried to hold back his emotions. “Elaina’s here, too. We love you and want you to get better. We’ll do everything we can to make that happen.” He paused while he choked back his tears. “But if you want to go be with Dad, we’ll be okay with your choice. I will take care of Elaina. I promise you.” A sob slipped out of his throat. “I love you.” Nick rested his forehead on the edge of the bed and broke down.
After a good cry, lasting several minutes, he thought he felt his mother gently squeeze his hand. He looked up, but she still looked like she was sleeping.
“Mom? Are you in there?” No response. He sighed and wiped his face. “I have to go for a minute. I need to get Elaina in the house. She isn’t feeling well. I wish you were awake. I need to talk to you about Claire. I need help…some advice.”
He didn’t want to let on about his or Henry’s condition, or really anything to do with the misfit group he was traveling with. He stood and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “I’ll be back in a little bit. I’m sure Elaina will come see you. I love you, Mom.” She was still unresponsive. He wondered if her squeezing his hand was just her body taking over.
   
Just as Nick made it back outside, Kellan started waking up. He wasn’t moving too much, just grumbling.
“Is he turning?” I still wanted to shoot the fucker, but I was too dizzy to even open my eyes at the moment. It was probably not a good idea to try and shoot someone in that condition. With my luck, I’d end up shooting myself.
“No,” Sophie growled. “I wish he would so I could kill the bastard.” Sounded to me that we thought alike at times.
“Tell us how you really feel,” mumbled Nick.
“Believe me, you wouldn’t want to hear all of that. I’m relatively sure it would scare the shit out of you if you knew the thoughts that swirled around in my mind.”
“Yeah. Well, can you keep an eye on him…” He nodded at Kellan, “while I get Elaina inside? Wait a sec…” Kellan had attempted to roll over, but failed. Nick pulled out his Sig and grabbed it by the barrel. “Hey, asshole.” Kellan opened his eyes. “I have a nice gift for you.” Nick smashed the Sig into the side of Kellan’s head. Out he went again. “Yeah. Enjoy that. Hope it was great.” He walked back over to me. “I think he’s having a nice rest at the moment, so he shouldn’t be too much of a hassle.” Nick winked at Claire and she smiled.
“All right. Ready, Elaina?” Nick knelt, pushing his hands between me and the ground. I was so fucking annoyed that everyone treated me like glass.
“I’m not a fucking porcelain doll.” I still had my face in my hands.
“Right.” When Nick picked me up, he growled in pain.
“Just leave me. You need rest.”
“Nope. You need to get inside and in bed. Arg! Damn it.” Nick struggled to hold me in his arms.
“I’m not that heavy. Geez, give a girl a complex.”
“How do you do it?” He adjusted my weight so there would be less on his injured arm.
“Do what?”
“That.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” My eyes were still covered. I wasn’t ready to see the ugly world just yet.
“Your sense of humor. How can you make a joke at a time like this? I mean, look around us.”
“I’m not opening my eyes. I’ll puke.”
“Right. Where do you find it in you?”
“My stomach.”
He sighed. “Oh, my god, Elaina…”
“Sorry. It’s the only way I can get through things sometimes. I don’t want to feel anything. If I push it away with a joke or some solid sarcasm, in my mind, I will be okay.”
“Elaina, you have to feel all of this. It’s so fucked-up.” Nick started up the stairs.
I ignored his statement. It was fucked-up. Completely and utterly fucked-up, but how else was I supposed to deal with it? I was sick of crying.
“How’s Mom?”
“Not good. I’m going to check on her once I get you into bed.”
“Let me know.”
“I will.” I slowly opened my right eye when Nick set me in my old bed and headed out. I was still dizzy, but the world felt a little calmer than it did when I was outside. I tried opening my left eye, but it took a moment to build up the courage.
Finally, I grew a pair and popped them both open, afraid of what I would see. It was nice to be able to hide behind my eyelids, but I needed to face my reality again.
My room was pretty much how I left it when I moved out. Pale yellow walls with white trim, white and pink floral quilt. Thankfully, the bed was full-sized because I wanted Henry to stay with me. I couldn’t bear to be without him after what I had just witnessed. I looked over at my white vanity, with my old pictures stuck around the mirror. It made me smile to see all of it again.
“Nick!” I yelled, groaning. He popped his head in the door. “Can you bring Henry up in here with me?”
“Are you sure?”
I felt guilty because of how I had treated him. I could have lost him to that giant fucking gorilla out there. It was a major dose of reality. My Henry had died, but he was clawing his way back from the black abyss of his past one foot at a time.
“Yes. I want to be there for him as much as I can.” He nodded. “Mom?”
“She’s still hanging on. She’s a fighter. I wonder where you got it from.” He winked at me and went back downstairs.
It seemed like hours later before I heard Nick finally coming up the stairs, helping Henry every step of the way. They paused in the doorway so Henry could catch his breath and swallow his cries of pain. I was pissed.
“Why didn’t you carry him?!”
Nick laughed. “Me? Carry him? I think he would rather do it this way…” He motioned his free hand and arm like Vanna White, “than accept my assistance.” Then Nick’s face went dark. “Not that I’m really fond of him right now.” Henry leaned onto the wall, making his way to the bed. “I’m heading back out to help them with Kellan. Any special requests, Mr. Bossman?”
“Tie him up downstairs. I’ll come down and see him when I’m able. I have a few questions I need to ask him.” Nick nodded, leaving the room. As Henry lay back on the bed, he said every cuss word I knew, plus others I had no idea existed. When he finally made it, he breathed a great sigh, then cringed. “Motherfucker…ugh. Shit.”
“How are you feeling?”
“Peachy. And you, love?”
“Fabulous.”
“Brilliant.”
“Yup.” My curiosity burned. I needed to know about Kellan. “Well?”
“Well what?”
“Don’t play stupid. Tell me about Kellan.” Henry’s breath stopped for a moment as he shifted. He was quiet. I lay there, fighting the urge to kiss him, make love to him, beat the shit out of him, cry, sleep, and throw up all at the same time.
“Well, obviously, he’s one of Roger’s head-fucks. One of the VP’s of the program, I suppose. Let’s just call him ‘Vice Arseface’.” I tried not to laugh because it would have probably made me throw up. “He was one of the pricks who used to hand out the beatings, like a fast food chain hands out food laced with heart disease. He always knew exactly where to get me first.” When he stopped, I rolled over to face him.
His eyes were so swollen, he could barely open them. His nose was even more crooked than before. His bottom lip was cracked open in the same place that held a scar. He had dried blood all over him. The bruises I could see were already dark purple, getter darker by the minute.
I wanted to cry. I wanted to make all his pain go away. I wanted to take care of him. I wanted to fix him, but I couldn’t. The only thing I could do at that moment was be there for him emotionally. As gently as I could, I took his hand and rubbed it with my thumb.
“I’m here for you. Please, Henry, talk to me. You almost fucking died out there. I need you not to do that again. It scared the shit out of me. I almost lost you…forever.”
“I heard you.” I looked at him, confused. “I heard you screaming and crying for me. That’s what made me fight to push through the blackness sucking me in.”
“Oh god.” My jaw trembled, and my eyes swam with tears.
“I’ll do my best not to scare you like that again.” He squeezed my hand. “I should’ve killed him when I had the chance, but I had this overwhelming need to control him, like he had done with me for so many years. I’m so pissed at myself about this. I had my chance, but then I… Fuck me.” He closed his eyes and hissed.
“How did he know where you were? I mean, you could have been anywhere by now.”
“I could have. He would have still been able to find me, no matter where I was.”
“How?”
Henry slowly lifted his arm, hissing. “This.”
“This what?”
“You see this scar? I have a tracking device.”
Um, excuse me? Come again? I always thought it was just a scar. I never even questioned him about it.
“Seriously?”
“Do you think I would fucking joke about that?!” he yelled, even though it hurt. His temper was short, but the pain of his past and present were really doing a number on him.
I tried being patient. “I’m sorry. Please tell me.”
“Once they decided I was a fit for the program, one of the grim reapers implanted this chip in me so I could never run. So, obviously, they have been following my movements since I’ve been in the States. Also, without a doubt, they have investigated everyone I knew and every place I went. They knew I would keep you alive and, because I’m such a bloody softie, would bring you here at some point. They must have had everything set up from the start. Even though I spoke with him on his cell, I almost wonder if he were in the area before the release, just waiting for the right moment. How else would he have gotten here?”
I had a brilliant idea. “So, let’s cut the damn thing out.”
Henry tried not to laugh. It pained him too much. “Yeah. That’s precisely what I need right now. More pain. I’m seconds from vomiting as it is.”
“Why didn’t you cut it out before?”
He tried to look at me through his swollen eyes. “To be honest, I didn’t even think about it until I saw Kellan in the cellar.”
“How could you forget something as significant as this?”
“I don’t know, Elaina. Maybe I’ve been too busy trying to keep you, Claire, and Nick alive.” Then he mumbled, “Too busy trying to get you back. Too busy trying to drink away my mental anguish. Bloody hell.”
I knew he wanted to punch something. He thought our situation was his fault. My heart ached so much, it felt like I had been stabbed in the chest. I put all of us in danger because of my asinine behavior.
“I was so scared you weren’t going to come back to me.” My voice shook.
“I’m sorry to scare you like that.” He squeezed my hand again.
“I love you.”
“Love you, too,” he breathed out.
We heard a lot of walking and doors slamming downstairs. I heard Kellan yelling, but it sounded muffled. I assumed Nick had gagged him. Henry’s body went stiffer than it already was. Fear radiated off him. He was absolutely terrified of Kellan. Next to nearly losing me, that was the only time I had seen him rigid with fear.
“Shut up! Shut up now, or I will blow your fucking brains out!” Sophie screamed. I heard him grumble. “Do not tempt me. I have a lot of pent-up anger at the moment. I’m going to ungag you. If you yell once, I’ll do it.”
When I started to get up, Henry refused to let go of my hand.
“It’s okay. I’m just going to stand at the top of the stairs. I want to hear what’s going on.” He sighed and let go.
I stood at the top of the stairs for moment before I walked partway down.
   
Sophie stood in front of Kellan, who sat, ungagged, in a dining room chair. His hands were bound behind him, and his legs were bound to the chair legs. There were chains wrapped around him, secured with locks.
“Do what you want, you whore. Roger knows where we all are. Did you two forget about those?” Kellan nodded to Sophie’s forearm.
“Forget about what?” Nick asked Sophie, who was quiet and still. “Sophie! Forget about what?!”
“Oh, anger. I like anger. Turns me on.” Kellan laughed, seemingly unfazed by his injuries.
“Oh, shut it, you sick fuck.” Nick sounded bothered.
“Tracking devices,” Sophie whispered as she looked at the underside of her forearm.
“What!” Nick reached out and grabbed her arm, running his fingers down the two-inch scar on the underside of her forearm. She clenched her teeth together, fighting her tears.
“Are you going to cry, Sophie? Because if you are, I want to watch every single tear run down that whore face of yours.”
Nick had enough and punched Kellan in the mouth. He spit out blood and a couple teeth on Nick’s shirt. Nick grabbed him by the throat. “If you don’t shut your fucking mouth…” He put his Sig to Kellan’s temple, “I will give you a one-way ticket to Hell. Hmm… Maybe I’ll just let the virus take over. I know that’s what every last one of your kind fears the most. The pain of slowly dying from the inside out.”
“My kind? It looks like we’re in the same boat, mate.” He stared Nick down. It was a jarring reminder of what was now Nick’s life. His arm twinged with pain, reminding him of the virus now living in his brain.
Nick turned back to Sophie. “Tell me about the fucking tracking devices.” Sophie stared at Nick like a deer caught in the headlights. “Tell me now!” He screamed so loud, it almost felt like the house rumbled.
“They implanted us with them when they put us into the program.”
“And both of you failed to mention it?!” Nick grew more impatient and angry by the second. “Damn it all to hell, Sophie! Tell me!” Nick raised the Sig to Sophie’s head. Kellan laughed, blood trickling out of his mouth, enjoying the show. “Shut up! Shut up!” His laughter was like nails on a chalkboard. Chaos ran rampant, Nick losing control of himself.
“Do it!” Kellan roared.
“Okay!” Sophie screamed. She broke down and dropped to the floor, pushed herself back against the wall, and pulled in her knees. She looked like she regressed about two decades. So much had happened to her in Roger’s custody. It was surprising it took that long for her to shatter.
Claire jumped up and ran over to her. She and Thomas had just been watching the scene from the sidelines.
“Aw, now, isn’t that cute? The little princess taking care of the Barbie whore.”
Nick turned around and pistol-whipped Kellan across the temple, knocking him out. He grabbed the gag, tying it taut across his mouth again. He wasn’t even sure why Sophie had ungagged him in the first place, but he’d be sure it wouldn’t happen again.
“Sophie, tell me what the fuck is going on.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Everything! I want to know everything.”
“You know most of it already.”
“I feel like I don’t know anything at all!”
“Nick, calm down.” Claire stood in between him and Sophie. “It’s devastating for her.”
“She could have been leading this waste of valuable air to us the whole time.” Nick motioned at Kellan.
“Come on, Nick. Think about it. Isn’t it painfully obvious? She’s terrified of him! Look at her! She wouldn’t purposely lead him to us.”
Sophie pulled her knees to her chest, resting her head on them.
   
I wanted to intervene, ask questions, but I lacked the energy to go down the stairs all the way. I decided to go check on my mom. When I turned around to walk back up the stairs, I saw Henry leaning against the wall, grimacing.
“What are you doing up?”
“I knew you would try to go down the stairs. I wanted to stop you, but I couldn’t get any farther.”
Claire looked up when she heard us. “Seriously?! You two get back into bed! We have this handled!” She stomped up the stairs and grabbed me by my arm. “Nick, help me get Henry.”
“I can see you have it handled,” I said in my usual sarcastic way.
“Shut the fuck up, Elaina!” Claire’s frustration and anger were evident. I couldn’t believe Ms. Proper told me to shut the fuck up.
I didn’t have the energy to think of a comeback, so I just scowled at her. “Don’t take this out on me!” That was the best I could do. Claire mumbled something as she supported me back up the stairs. I was grateful for her help, even though I didn’t express that to her.
“I’ll try to help.”
I stopped when I heard Thomas come up behind us. “No offense, Thomas, but I don’t think you could move Henry. He’s not a lightweight, like you are.”
“Snippy much?” Claire growled.
Henry braced himself against the wall. His swollen face was contorted in pain, some of his wounds still oozing.
“Well, he’s over two hundred pounds. Thomas couldn’t possibly be more than a buck twenty-five.”
“I’m sick of this shit! Elaina, go. Now!” Henry buckled in pain when he yelled. He started a slow slide down the wall that he couldn’t stop. I turned around to see Thomas’s blank eyes staring at Henry. Just past him, Nick was stroking Sophie’s hair, apologizing.
“I want to see my mom,” I said.
“Fine.” Claire escorted me to my parents’ room, as Thomas made it to Henry and helped him as much as he could.
I stopped in the doorway, seeing my helpless, frail mother quietly lying there. “Mom…?” I whispered, walking to her side. “Claire?” She left her anger at the door and made her way over to the bed. “Please, tell me she’s still alive.”
Claire checked her pulse and listened to her chest. “Yes, but barely. I think she probably needs fluids or she isn’t going to make it.”
“I don’t know what to do. We can’t force her to drink anything. She’s unconscious.” I tried hard to hold it together.
“She needs an IV with fluids. I would imagine a transfusion would be best, but we can’t do that…for obvious reasons. I’m willing to bet that bastard just about tapped her dry.”
“I don’t think Henry has everything we need to give her fluids.” The situation became more hopeless by the second.
“But there’s an Urgent Care down on the main road. I saw it when I came into town.” I looked over my shoulder to see Thomas standing outside my parents’ bedroom.
“Right. Thank you, Thomas.” How could I have forgotten? I stood. Claire grabbed me.
“Oh no, you don’t. You’re staying here. Thomas, you and I will go.”
“Wait! No. It’s too dangerous.” I couldn’t let them go on their own.
“We either do this or watch her die. It’s the best shot that she has.” Claire was adamant. I decided arguing with her wasn’t going to work, so I sat back down on the bed next to my mom. Claire and Thomas walked into my room, telling Henry what the plan was, then they walked by to go to the stairs.
“Claire!” I yelled. She stopped and looked my way. “Thank you. And you, too, Thomas. Be safe.” They both nodded.
They ran down the stairs. I heard them talking to Nick about the plan. He wasn’t happy about it, but he wanted Mom saved as much as Claire did. He knew he spent most of his energy trying to get everyone into the house. Plus, he was still weak from the bite and needed more blood. Someone also needed to keep an eye on Kellan, and Nick was the only one who could handle the task.





CHAPTER 20
CLAIRE AND THOMAS climbed into Henry’s truck. “You ready?” Claire asked.
“Yeah, I guess.”
She handed him Sophie’s gun. “Only shoot if you have to. Remember, we have to conserve.” He nodded. Claire started the truck and they pulled away. “So…tell me about yourself. Are you from around here?”
“No. I’m from ’bout seventy miles north.” His voice was subdued.
“Did you travel alone all that way? On foot?”
“Yeah, mos’ly. I did hitch a couple rides, though.”
Claire was curious. Maybe too curious. “Is your family alive?” After she asked, she wondered if she should have.
Thomas was silent for a moment. “No.” Trying to get information was like pulling teeth. “I killed ’em.”
She gasped. “I’m sorry.”
“They were undeads, or whatever you call them.” He cleared his throat. “My sister, too. She was six.”
Claire teared up. “Oh, Thomas. I’m so sorry.” He nodded. She decided not to probe anymore when he withdrew even more than he already was.
They made it to Urgent Care without any issues. It was far too quiet for their comfort. “Have you raided here yet?” she asked.
“No. I’ve been camped out at the gas station for ’bout a week.”
“Hopefully we can find what we need for Maria.”
“You know what we’re lookin’ for?”
“Yeah. My father was a doctor. I’m not, but I spent many days in his practice with him. I wanted to be a doctor for a while, but I changed my mind after…” She couldn’t finish the thought. If she did, she would have had to acknowledge their deaths, and it wasn’t the time. “Anyway, you ready?”
“Yeah, I guess.” Claire turned and looked to the back seat. She grabbed a shotgun, not knowing if it were loaded. They jumped out of the truck and stalked toward the front entrance.
Thomas stood guard while Claire peered in through the tinted glass, seeing nothing but rotting, partially eaten bodies piled up near the entrance. She knew the smell would be nothing like she had ever experienced before.
“Thomas, do you have a strong stomach?” He shrugged. “You might want to find it. The entrance is blocked by bodies. We’re going to have to break in.”
They both looked around for a large rock of some sort. Then it dawned on her. Claire walked back to the windows and started swinging the shotgun like a baseball bat. It took a little effort, but she finally managed to bust through, the smell hitting her like a truck.
The pungent odor attacked her sinuses and overwhelmed her. It was the worst she had smelled since the whole madness began. She jumped back and bent over, trying to hold in the contents of her stomach, failing. Thomas stood next to her, unsure of what to do while she vomited. He kept a careful eye on the situation around them.
“Umm… Claire?” She held her hand up. “There are a couple tryin’ to get through the broken window.” He said it in such a nonchalant, emotionless way. “I’m gonna shoot ’em.”
Claire wiped her mouth with her shirt. She needed to recover and get down to business. Three were stumbling over decaying bodies, reaching through the broken glass, but they were hindered by the metal rail in front of the windows.
“Let’s play some baseball, Thomas.” Claire grinned.
Exuding confidence, she grabbed the shotgun again, putting it over her right shoulder, and walked toward the three undeads. She raised the shotgun, holding the muzzle in her hands.
“Want to see a home run, motherfucker?” With one quick, vicious swing, Claire took off the heads of two undeads. They were in such a bad state, their heads exploded when she hit them.
The third wasn’t as close to the window as she needed him to be to swing. She never thought all the softball she played as a kid would pay off. Thomas walked up to the third undead, which was still inside, and waved at him.
“Hey, asshole. Le’s do this!”
The undead stumbled closer. Thomas dove out of the way as Claire swung, hitting the undead, his head exploding like the other two. They both screamed, jumping up and down with excitement.
“Anything that looks useful, grab.”
“Yup.”
She could tell Thomas wasn’t new to looting. They both covered their noses with their shirts and worked their way through the broken glass and rotting corpses.
In silence, they powered through the building, sneaking past roaming undeads. They found a supply room that was virtually untouched. It was like hitting the lottery.
There was everything from antibiotics to intravenous supplies, including the fluids they needed. They grabbed everything they could. Unfortunately, neither one thought to grab a bag or box before they left the house in case they did hit the jackpot. Thomas took off his shirt and tied the neck and sleeves closed.
“There. Instant bag.”
Claire smiled at his intuitiveness. They loaded up his shirt with everything they could.
“Good thing you were wearing a huge shirt.”
“Some advantages of losin’ weight and wearin’ too big clothes to begin with, I guess.”
Just before they walked out of the office, they grabbed a couple water jugs, full and still sealed. Somehow, Thomas hoisted one on each shoulder. They made it back to the truck unscathed. As soon as they both slammed the doors, they yelled, “WOOOO!” Claire fist-bumped Thomas. “Now that was awesome. Not a single bullet spent. Pleasure working with you, Thomas.” He blushed.
They drove back to the house. She figured they were gone less than an hour. Claire pulled the truck into the driveway. She shut it off and stared at Nick pacing on the porch, smoking.
“Smoking?” She jumped out of the truck, hoisting the shirt full of supplies over her shoulder. She felt like Santa Claus. “Nick? I didn’t know you smoked. Where did you get those?”
“I’ve smoked before. Mostly weed, but whatever. Although that does sound good right about now. I found them hidden in the garage. My father was a closet smoker. Mom knew, but never said anything to him about it. I figured why the fuck not? What does it matter? I’m half dead now anyway.” He looked sullen, his eyes watery, his cheeks red.
“How’s—”
He held up his hand. He took a long drag, then dropped the cigarette on the porch, putting it out with the toe of his boot. He exhaled fully, releasing the toxic chemicals. He thought about how ironic it was. He chuckled a little, then cleared his throat. He looked at Claire. “She’s gone.” The words almost didn’t come out.
Claire dropped the shirt and it opened, spilling the contents. Thomas scrambled to pick up their treasure.
“No.” Claire shook all over. “No. No. No!” She ran up the porch steps. Nick tried to grab her before she blew through the front door. He ran in behind her.
“Claire! Stop!” Yelling for her did nothing. She stormed through the house. Kellan was alone and awake, but still tied up. He moaned something as Claire fled past him to go up the stairs, Nick right behind her.
   
I heard Nick yelling, then running. I didn’t know who it was. It could have been Kellan for all I cared. There was no way I was leaving my mother’s side. While she passed, I lay next to her so I could hold her hand.
“Elaina, can I come in?” I glanced over my shoulder toward the door. Claire covered her mouth with her hands, Nick behind her. When I nodded, she walked into the room, trying to stifle her cries, and sat on the bed beside us. Nick walked in and stayed at the foot of the bed.
“I want him dead,” I growled.
“Henry wants him alive…for now,” Nick said.
“Fine. I’ll kill him myself.” I got up from the bed. My face was red, my eyes swollen from crying. “Give me my gun.” I held out my hand, waiting impatiently for that cold, heavy piece of steel that was going to be my way of avenging my mother’s death.
Nick thought about it for a moment, then said, “I don’t have it.”
“Where is it.” I wasn’t asking. I was demanding.
“It’s downstairs somewhere.” He knew he wouldn’t be able to stop me.
I turned for the door. Henry stood in my way. I tried to duck around him, but he moved, blocking me again. “Elaina, I won’t allow it.”
“Don’t tell me what to do.” I tried to push around him, and he moved again, moaning in pain. I was surprised at his swift movements, considering the injuries he sustained. Oh, let’s not forget he was on the verge of being true dead himself.
“Please, listen to me. I’m begging you. I need to get as much info from him as possible. Then I’ll let you do what you want to him.” He braced himself in the doorway with one arm, reaching for me with the other. “Come. Let’s go to your room, and we can decide how to bury your mother.” I looked between Henry and my mom.
“We’ll stay here. Henry needs to lie back down. Go with him.” Claire sat with my mom, fussing with her hair. I was hesitant, but she was in good hands.
I reached back to Henry and he took my hand. I put my arm around his waist, careful not to cause him any more pain, and we walked back to my room. He groaned with every movement. I finally got him settled onto the bed. Sophie sat on the stool at my old vanity. She looked sullen and lost.
“You guys have everything covered here. I’m going to go back down and keep an eye on the asshole.” Slouching, Sophie walked out of my room and went back downstairs.
The silence between Henry and I was thick and heavy. He stroked my hand as I leaned back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling. Several minutes went by before he said anything. “Love?” I mumbled an acknowledgment. “How do you want to do this?”
I clenched my teeth together, my throat burning. “I want to stand in front of him and pull the damn trigger. Simple.”
“I know that. Your mum, love.” He was trying to be tender and gentle, taking my hand.
I tried to take a few deep breaths to put out the fire in the back of my throat before I opened my mouth again. I could feel it coming on at a rapid rate and had to let it go. I covered my face and wept.
All the anger, all the guilt, all the frustration, all the sadness poured out. I didn’t know how much time went by, but daylight disappeared and the silence of the night moved in. Henry was a soldier by my side, holding me the best he could with his injuries.
After an eternity, I was finally able to speak. “I don’t know what to do, Henry. She wanted to be cremated, but that’s not an option.”
“Right. Our only option is burial right now.” We decided that, at daybreak, we would bury my mother.
Henry was drifting in and out of sleep when Claire peeked in. “Hey,” she said in her soft, gentle voice.
“Hey,” I managed.
“Thomas and I brought back a bunch of supplies from the medical center. We found painkillers and antibiotics. I was thinking it might be a good idea to get some into Henry.”
“Yes. That’s a great idea, Claire.”
“I’ll be right back.”
As she turned toward the door, I got up and grabbed her. “Thank you,” I whispered in her ear.
“I didn’t get back fast enough,” Claire said in a soft voice.
“It’s not your fault.” She frowned at me and walked away.
Several minutes later, Claire walked back into the bedroom with an armful of supplies. She also had water and a few little packs of snacks. Henry was sleeping, although it wasn’t peaceful. I couldn’t imagine what his nightmares must be like. I begged so many times for him to talk to me about them. I just wanted to help him.
“Since he’s sleeping, let’s take a look at your head.” Claire separated my blood-matted hair. “I’m going to clean it and put a little of this antibiotic cream on it. Okay?”
“Yeah.” I winced several times, shuddering when she washed and applied the cool cream to my scalp.
“How are you feeling?”
“Mentally, emotionally, or physically?”
“Let’s start with physically.”
“Like shit, like shit, and…like shit.”
“Excellent.” She handed me a snack pack of Oreos. “Eat these. Oreos make everything better.” She knew they were one of my favorites. “We found them when we were being opportunistic at the medical center.” She smiled. I couldn’t help but return it. No matter what happened, I could always count on Claire to bring me back.
She reached over to Henry and tried to wake him. He mumbled in his sleep. I leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Hey, Henry. Come on. Wake up.” I stroked his messy hair and ran my fingertips over his ear. He opened his eyes as much as he could with all the swelling. The brilliant green still had not returned to the shiny state they were in before. I wondered when he would need more blood.
“Hey, love.” His voice was scratchy.
“Claire’s going to look you over and give you medicine.” He groaned. I wasn’t sure if it were an agreement or not, but Claire went ahead and checked him. She cleaned him up and, before he drifted back to his restless sleep, asked if he wanted pain killers. He shook his head. Stubborn mule. No wonder we got along so well…occasionally.
   
The next morning, Nick and Thomas dug a shallow grave for my mother, making a cross out of scrap lumber. Sophie helped Henry outside so he could say a few words about her. It was very emotional. I cried the entire time, feeling guilty for all the times I was an awful person to her. I felt like a piece of me got buried with her that day.
Nick managed to get Henry back into bed, then came downstairs again. He sat on the couch directly across from Kellan. They stared each other down. Kellan would say something unintelligible through the gag, and Nick would smirk in amusement. It was a battle of wills.





CHAPTER 21
-NOVEMBER 2014-
AFTER SEVERAL DAYS, Henry was able to navigate the stairs by himself. His injuries seemed to be healing, his face several nice shades of purple, green, and yellow. The swelling had decreased around his eyes, but his lip was scabby and cracked open. His ribs were still bad, so I had to tighten up his support bandage several times a day. I wasn’t sure if it was helping him, but he felt it was.
He made it to the kitchen, Sophie following him in. “We need to address our lack of ammo. If we get attacked—”
Henry held up his hand. “Right.”
“I can take a couple of the others,” Sophie said. “We can go back to your place and get the trunks, plus whatever supplies we can carry.”
Henry stood silent, leaning against the counter. “I could go with Claire and Thomas.”
“No!” Sophie barked. “You are not going anywhere. You’re barely standing, Henry. I won’t allow it.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You won’t allow it…” He repeated the words, trying to process them.
“Exactly.” Sophie folded her arms. “I guarantee Elaina will not allow it, either.”
“I don’t recall either one of you being the leader here. Nor I do recall asking permission.”
“Things change when our fearless leader is injured. You know you aren’t in any condition to go back, so do not even try it. We have to conserve ammo, and there is no way you will be able to fight.”
She was right, and he knew it. Defeat was written all over his face. He rubbed his eyes. Sophie stepped into the family room and waved Claire and Thomas in. “We need to go back to Henry’s flat. I would like the two of you to come with me. After hearing about your batting practice at the medical facility, I think both of you are perfect for this job.”
Claire spoke up. “I don’t know. I was hyped up trying to get what we needed for Mrs. Cooper.” Thomas stood silent, as usual.
“I understand that, but if we don’t go, we could be in dire straits later.”
Claire sighed. She looked at Thomas, who just stared at the floor.
“Can I talk to Nick about it first?” Claire asked.
“If you must.”
   
Claire walked out to the living room, where the staring contest between Kellan and Nick continued. “I need to speak with you.”
“All right.” Nick never took his eyes off Kellan. Claire waved her hand in front of his face, trying to get him to look at her.
“Can we do this without asshole here listening?”
“Uh, yeah.” Nick got up and went out to the front porch, Claire following. He stood where he could watch Kellan through the window.
Ever since the burial, they had spent more time alone together. They hung out on the porch, chatting about anything and everything, growing closer day by day.
“Sophie wants Thomas and me to go with her back to the apartment.” She almost didn’t finish her thought before Nick spoke.
“I’ll go.”
“I knew you were going to say that. This is the issue I see. Sophie is scared to death of Kellan. I don’t know exactly what he did to her, but I gather it wasn’t very pleasant. I don’t think we can leave her alone with him. He might get to her. This is why she needs to go and you have to stay here.” Nick nodded, but he still wasn’t fond of the idea of Claire leaving. “Elaina can keep Henry in check. Can you keep an eye on Kellan?”
He ran his hand over his heavily stubbled face. “Yeah, I guess. I really don’t want you going out there, but I don’t have a choice, do I?”
They stared at one another for a few moments. Nick reached out to Claire’s face, his icy fingertips brushing across her cheek. She closed her eyes. It felt like it had been years since someone had touched her. She reached up to his hand and slid her fingers down his arm. Nick shuddered.
He stepped closer and embraced her, nuzzling his nose into the crook of her neck. He kissed her neck, working his way up to her ear. Her breathing quickened. She felt that familiar stir deep inside, making her feel alive.
She had always had a crush on Nick, but he never noticed her. He was always too busy chasing someone else. She watched him date a variety of girls before he headed off to college. It used to piss her off. She never felt she was good enough for him.
He slid his cool lips across her warm, blushing cheek. Nick whispered her name as he reached up and held her face in his hands.
With wild passion, he kissed her hard, possessing every inch of her mouth. He felt himself harden, thoughts of taking Claire running through his head. He groaned as she ran her hands down his pronounced chest.
At first, Claire returned his hungry passion, then pushed him away, breathlessly. “I’m sorry,” Claire whispered. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.” Nick hung his head, letting out a breath. “I just have so many questions. I mean—”
He held up his hand to stop her. “I understand. When you get back, we’ll see what Henry and Sophie know about, you know…about relationships.”
Nick’s hand trembled as he ran it through his hair. He didn’t want to say anything about being intimate for fear Claire would think that was all he wanted from her. He was desperate to be with her. After all of their conversations, he realized what he was missing in his life.
It was her.
Claire turned around and gathered herself. She straightened her shirt and adjusted her hair before she opened the door and locked eyes with Kellan. In a snap, she was back to reality, a sudden spark of the devil lighting inside her. She laughed in the classic Kellan way. It felt good to make him feel a little off his game, letting him think they were planning something for him. Nick smirked as he walked in behind her. He understood exactly what she was doing, and he thought she was pretty fucking awesome.
   
Claire strolled back into the kitchen to find me heavily protesting their decision. She put her hands up in between everyone. “Enough! Elaina, Thomas and I are going with Sophie, and that is final.”
“But—”
Claire held up her hand, my mouth still hanging open midsentence. “Shut it.” I did. “We’ll be fine. Besides, someone needs to cater to this slightly damaged man right here.” She nodded in Henry’s direction.
She seemed rather jovial for someone who was about to go out into the crazy, fucked up world, minus the comfort of a boatload of ammo.
“Now. Here’s my worry.” I knew it was in that head of hers somewhere. “What if you, Nick, and Kellan need blood?” Henry looked at Sophie. I was a bit curious as to why she was worried about getting blood for Kellan. The only thing I could think of was keeping him unchanged until Henry was stable enough to be able to get information from him.
Everyone stood quiet until Henry spoke. “Well, can Sophie, Nick, and I split bags from Claire and Thomas before you leave? You may be gone for a while.” No one responded. Henry looked around at everyone. “I know I’m asking for a lot.”
“And Kellan?” I asked.
“Okay, here’s what I think.” Oh boy, more words of wisdom from Sophie. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for it. “Nick and Henry get a bag from Claire and Thomas. Then Elaina can provide vials for you two and the arseface…only if there’s no other choice.” I didn’t want to give that asshole any of my precious blood.
“What about you?” Thomas asked.
“I can live on vials for a bit longer. I’ll probably seek out some on our little field trip. Or, if we get back sooner rather than later, I can get one then. Can we all agree on this?” Everyone nodded.
“One more thing.” Henry held out his arm with the tracking device in it. “Let’s cut these out. You can take them with you and leave them at my flat.”
“Wait.” I didn’t like that idea at all. “Having all the tracking devices on them while they fight their way back there could put them all in danger! What if more like him are out there trying to get to us?”
“You have to trust me.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “I’m sorry, but this is not the time for the ‘you have to trust me’ speech, Henry! They can’t do that. What if they get stuck for days somewhere? It will compromise them, seeing that they won’t have enough ammo to significantly defend themselves.” He knew I was right, but I wanted to hear him say it. I glared at him.
“Fine. You’re right.” There. Chalk one up for little ol’ me! He didn’t want to agree, but he did. “Take them with you and throw them out somewhere midway.”
“I don’t like that, either.”
He threw his arms up in the air, immediately regretting it. He bent over in pain. “Fuck!” he yelled. I tried to grab him and support him, but he shoved me away. He leaned over the countertop, and it took him a minute to catch his breath. “What do you want to do, Elaina? Tell me your fantastic idea! Ugh! Motherfucker!” I ached for him again. I did that to him. I tried to grab him and apologize, but he shoved me away again.
“I don’t have any ideas. I’m just worried! Okay?! I’m scared! Is that what you want to hear? There. I said it. I don’t want to lose any of you! You are all I have left!”
I stormed into the dining room and, with the highest level of maturity, put my fist through the wall. I roared and stormed up the stairs.
I paced the floor of my bedroom, thinking of all sorts of great things I should have said, instead of punching the wall. Then I realized there was a warm wetness running down my hand. I looked down. Guess who cut herself while acting like a fifteen-year-old boy? Then I heard a knock on the door.
“Shit.” I grabbed the first thing I saw and wrapped it around my hand. I cracked open the door and saw Henry’s fading eyes.
“May I come in?” I stepped back and pulled open the door. I couldn’t bear to look at him because I was ashamed of my behavior.
“Did you hurt your hand?” He took it and gently unwrapped the cloth from around it. “I see you’re still mad at me, ruining my favorite shirt and all.” I tried not to smile, but it was hopeless.
“Stop. I’m trying to be angry,” I mumbled.
“Well, love, you’re not trying hard enough. Now, let me see this.”
He pulled my hand up and examined it, staring at the blood trickling out of the gash. I could see it was all he could do to hold himself back. He swallowed hard and moistened his lips. I knew he was ready for more. I pushed my hand at him, silently giving him the okay. He pushed my hand away and shook his head.
“Well, it looks like you did a number on it. You could probably use a stitch or two.”
I dropped my hand down to my side and tried to hide it behind my back. I was so embarrassed about my behavior. Plus, I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t take what he needed.
He tore off a strip of his t-shirt that I had wrapped around it. “Here, let me see it again.” With hesitation, I gave him my hand. “Now, let’s go back downstairs and get this cleaned and rewrapped so it doesn’t get infected.” He turned to leave, but I didn’t move.
“Why did you refuse?” I whispered.
He looked back at me and shook his head. “You do so much for me already. I cannot possibly take advantage of you in that way.”
“But I will be giving you vials later on.” I almost sounded whiny, feeling a little rejected.
“Only if it is truly necessary. Besides, giving me a vial is much different than forcing you to live as I do. You don’t have to offer yourself up to me. If I sucked on your wound, you would get infected.”
“But I want you to feel better.”
“I understand, and for you to offer means so much. I can’t explain how much I appreciate that you’re willing to sacrifice your normal life for me. But I can’t do that to you. I already feel like such a prat for turning Nick.” I nodded, feeling wounded as worry swept over me. “Come here, my black-haired beauty.” He wrapped his strong arms around me and held me for a minute. He kissed the top of my head. I pulled away, just enough to be able to look into his eyes. He tucked my hair behind my ears, then cupped my face in his cold hands.
I looked away from his gaze. “I’m sorry for getting angry with you down there.”
“It’s okay.” He kissed my forehead and held me, rubbing my back, giving me the comfort that I should have been giving him.





CHAPTER 22
AFTER HENRY CLEANED MY WOUND, we all sat in the family room and discussed cutting out the tracking devices. Henry looked through all the supplies Claire and Thomas had brought back. Unfortunately, there weren’t any scalpels.
“We’ll just have to use a knife,” he said. “I say we start with Kellan.”
Henry went into the kitchen and grabbed the biggest knife he could find…my mom’s chef knife. When I saw a huge smile plastered across his beautiful, bruised face, I laughed at his amusement.
“This shall do it, yeah? Anyone care to watch?”
We all looked at one another, probably thinking how crazy Henry was acting. He was allowed. We shrugged and followed behind him. I knew he was going to enjoy torturing Kellan, much like Kellan enjoyed torturing him. Then I saw Henry jam his forefinger and thumb into his temples, rubbing with vigor. I grabbed his arm before he could walk any farther.
“Wait. Maybe you should get blood first. You seem a little in need.”
“I’ll be fine. I can get my fix afterward.” I wasn’t sure if that were the best idea, but what other choice did I have?
We headed toward the living room. Henry grabbed another chair and turned it backward, straddling it, facing Kellan with knife in hand. “Well, hello, mate.” Henry grinned, rolling the knife handle in his hand. Kellan looked a little bleak, telling Henry to go fuck himself. Sadly, it was muffled because of the gag. “Well, look at that. Your eyes are quite gray.” Henry smiled. He knew Kellan was getting weak, the virus taking over.
Henry reached over and cut the gag out of his mouth with the tip of the knife. It was bloody from when Nick punched him. Kellan coughed a few times and moved his jaw back and forth.
“Is there anyone else coming?” Kellan glared at him. “I asked you a question.” Henry seemed calm, but I knew it would soon escalate. It was Henry’s M.O. Calm to psychotic in sixty seconds or less.
“I’m not giving you any information,” growled Kellan.
“Claire?” called Henry, his eyes never leaving Kellan’s.
“Yeah?”
“Let’s start a bag.”
“Me or Thomas?”
“Whoever wants to go first.”
“I will.” She was very nonchalant as she grabbed everything they needed to perform the draw. “Where would you like me to sit?”
“Bring a chair over to me.” Claire dragged one of the dining room chairs over. Henry situated it right in front of Kellan. Claire sat, and Henry began the process. Kellan studied every movement. I could almost see him drooling. “Ready?”
“Yes.” Claire crossed her legs, relaxing back into the chair as Henry began the draw.
“You okay?”
“Yes.” She smiled, never breaking eye contact with Kellan. I could tell she was enjoying the control, as well. Kellan rolled his neck and sighed.
“Now, is there anyone else coming?” Kellan continued to glare at Henry, who sat forward, looking at Kellan with disdain. “I know you’re on the brink, Kellan. I can see it. So why not just spill it, then I’ll share this with you.”
He was hearty because of his constant drawing from my mother, but I could tell Kellan was hurting. He hadn’t had any blood in several days, and he was starting to weaken. His voice was gruff. “He said if I didn’t bring you back in a timely fashion, he would send Drew.”
Henry clenched his jaw. I wasn’t sure who Drew was, but I knew he was another one of Roger’s head-fucks. I hoped it were an empty threat because I couldn’t handle any more bullshit.
“He won’t know where to find us.”
Kellan laughed. “Are you that stupid? Maybe all of those beatings knocked you senseless. Not that you had any brilliance to begin with.”
My lip curled in anger. How dare he imply Henry was unintelligent?
“Now, why would you think that?”
“Look at your forearm, you cock-up.”
“I’m curious if your arm looks like mine…,” Henry said in a suspicious, controlled tone. He got up and turned Kellan’s chair sideways. Henry grimaced when he did it, but he was holding in his pain.
Kellan now faced all of us. His arms were tied behind the chair, his hands bound together. Henry had a clear view of where the tracking device was placed.
“Hmm… That is rather curious, yeah?” Then Henry viciously stuck the knife in Kellan’s arm. He screamed in agony as Henry dragged it over the scar, then dug his finger into Kellan’s arm and pulled out the tracking device. I had to look away or there was going to be a rapid evacuation of food from my stomach.
Kellan shuddered in pain, panting and growling. Blood dribbled out of his arm, pooling onto the hardwood floor. We stood in the doorway, watching in silence. I had seen Henry violent before, but he took such pleasure in hurting Kellan. Seeing his hand covered in Kellan’s tainted blood frightened me a little.
“Well, would you look at this?” He rolled the device in his bloody fingers. “Nick?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you know if there is a hammer out in the garage?”
“I do believe there is. I’ll be right back.” Nick ran out the door, a gleeful smile on his face.
Minutes later, he came back in carrying a large sledgehammer. “Do you think this one would work, or do you think it’s overkill?”
Henry smiled. Nothing seemed to be too much at that point. Why not be completely sick, twisted, and demented all at the same time? “Ah, yes. It’s perfect.” He set the device on the floor, right next to Kellan’s foot. “Elaina, my love, would you like to do the honors?”
Fuck yeah, I was totally down with that. I decided to get in on the sarcastic, cuckoo-crazy behavior. After all, it was my signature.
“Why, yes, lover. I do believe I would.” Henry grinned, handing me the hammer. I raised it over my head. It was heavy, and I had a difficult time trying to muscle it, but I was determined to make Kellan pay. I swung down fast and furiously—
Oops.
—missing and smashing Kellan’s foot. His scream was ear-piercing. Still tied to the chair, he bounced up and down. I gave him my very best innocent look, including a healthy batting of my eyelashes.
“So sorry. I missed. I hope you can forgive me for my clumsiness with this heavy thing.” I ran my fingers up and down the shaft of the hammer, like I would caress Henry’s hard thickness. “This tool is rather heavy, and I’m just not that big and strong.” I took a step closer to him, my demeanor changing. I looked into his graying eyes. “That was for Henry,” I growled.
“You whore!” Kellan yelled.
Rage filled me. I raised the hammer again, aiming for his head. Henry stopped me before I brought the tool back down again.
“One moment, love.” I took a step back, and Henry placed himself an inch from Kellan’s face. “What did you call her? I don’t believe I heard you properly.” I couldn’t believe how smooth and in control Henry was. I would have thought he would’ve snapped by now.
“A whore!” he spat at me.
Henry stepped back. “Hit the other foot.”
I wasn’t going to disobey. I smiled and brought the hammer down on Kellan’s other foot. He cried out again.
As sick and twisted as that moment was, it felt so damn good. He tortured Henry, my mother, and countless others. I imagine Sophie was on that long list, too. It was his turn to pay for what he did. Karma. Eye for a motherfucking eye, my friend.
“That was for my mother!” I growled. “And that is what you call vigilante justice.”
I raised the hammer and hit the tracking device with such force, it broke into a couple pieces, denting the floor. I looked up. “Sorry, Mom. I hope you can forgive me.” I looked back down at Kellan. I felt alive again. Adrenaline furiously pumped through my veins. I could feel my blood pressure peaking. My skin tingled, and my heart pounded in my chest. I was ready for war.
“Fuck you,” he growled, then tried to spit in my face again. I raised the hammer above his head. Just as I started swinging down, something stopped me. Henry. Damn that man. He was ruining my moment, and I was less than pleased.
“Hold on, love. I’m not done with him yet, but when I am, he’s all yours. All right?” I nodded, letting the head of the hammer rest on the floor. My breathing was rapid, my body still feeding on the adrenaline.
Kellan worked hard to get out of the restraints, still eyeing Claire and the bag she was happily filling. Henry grabbed him by the throat. “I have one more question. Give me the information on Sophie’s children.”
I dropped the sledgehammer on the floor, startling Kellan. Everyone, except Nick, turned and looked at one another, mouths open.
She’d never said anything about having kids. I found it rather bizarre. I spun around. She hid her eyes with her hands. Kellan quieted down and stopped trying to free himself. He seemed to have conceded, knowing his true death was near.
“They’re safe.” His gaze kept flickering to Sophie, as if he were trying to tell her something.
“You know that’s not what I’m asking.” Henry was stern.
“They’re not like us. The youngest is mine.”
I was surprised about what was pouring out of his mouth. I could only imagine the child was the result of rape, which would explain why Sophie was so terrified of him. And to hear him speak sorrowfully about his child was rather odd. Kellan and compassion were like oil and water.
“Now, tell me where they are.” Silence filled the room. We all waited with an intensity I had never felt before.
“Shortly after Sophie left, he put them in the custody of Anne Richards.” Henry stumbled back. “Roger was sure Sophie wasn’t coming back. He gave it a while, then sent me to collect both your sorry arses.” Kellan rolled his neck a few times. He tried arching his back, but he was bound too tight.
“Did you say Anne Richards?” Kellan didn’t answer him. Henry stepped right up to him. “Answer me, motherfucker!”
“Yes,” he mumbled, acting as if he had given something away that he shouldn’t have. Henry ignored his pain, grabbing Kellan by the throat again. He squeezed so hard, he was having trouble breathing. I had no idea what set him off.
“Where is she?”
Kellan could barely breathe, let alone talk. He struggled to speak. “Safe…house.” He let go of Kellan’s throat, shoving him backward, leaving him coughing. Henry paced the floor, mumbling to himself.
“Henry…who is Anne Richards?” I tried to ask him with a gentle voice because I saw his emotions building. He flailed his arms, grumbling to himself. It was like he didn’t hear me, so I reached out and touched his arm. “Henry…?”
“What!” he snapped, and I jumped back. I really didn’t like “Angry Henry” because he scared me. “Love, I’m sorry.” His graying eyes were wet with tears.
“Henry, are you okay? What’s he talking about?” I stepped in front of him and grabbed his shoulders.
“Anne Richards…” He repeated the name softly several times.
He snapped out of it when Kellan spoke again, a adrenaline rush carrying his words. “She didn’t want you anymore.”
“Shut up.” Henry’s voice was low and coarse.
“Oh, my god,” I whispered, putting my hands over my mouth.
“After your father grew tired of her, he walked away. She needed money.”
“Shut up,” Henry repeated.
“She sold you into the program. It paid her handsomely then, and continues to do so. They staged her death, then dropped your sorry arse off at the orphanage. They offered her safety in case you went after her. So you see… Luke, was it? She knows you are out in this big old evil world somewhere, but she has never once tried to contact you. Delicious, isn’t it?”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Henry’s mother sold him into this life? How could a mother do that to her own child? Kellan laughed through his pain. Henry pushed me out of the way, pulled his gun out of the back of his pants, and crammed the muzzle into Kellan’s ear.
“Where is she?!” he screamed. Kellan looked grayer, life visibly draining from his face. All of us were terrified of what was happening. Kellan grumbled. “Tell me now, or I will kill you.”
“Fuck…” Before Kellan could say anything else, his body slumped in the chair.
“Damn it!” Henry grabbed the end table and threw it against the wall, smashing it into pieces. He growled in agony. I wasn’t sure if it were emotional or physical pain, but he was in agony nonetheless.
“Henry!” I screamed. “Henry, calm down.”
“Calm down? You want me to calm down? Did you miss what just happened here?”
“No. No, I didn’t. I understand what happened. But you have to calm down so you don’t hurt yourself.”
He ran his hands through his hair, over and over again. His jaw started to tremble. Within seconds, he dropped to his knees, leaning onto the sofa and he let go. He let go of it all.
I didn’t know what to do for him. I didn’t know what to say to him. I had never seen him that emotionally exhausted before. I couldn’t handle seeing his agony. It was sickening to watch. The others just stood and watched the horror before them.
With extreme force, Henry rammed the couch into the wall. He raged…throwing things, breaking stuff, punching, kicking, screaming. It was a solid display of raw emotion. My strong Henry had shattered in front of me. I grabbed him, trying to get him to stop.
“Henry! Henry, please! Henry! Stop!” I yelled, trying to grab him while he continued to rage. Panting, he turned around and stared at me, his eyes dark and empty. I grabbed his face with both my hands, whispering, “Henry, I am so sorry.”
“She threw me away. She sold me.” When he fell into me, I brought us down onto the floor. I sat and rocked him, consoling, telling him how much I loved him, that I would never leave his side, that it would be okay and we would find the closure he desperately needed.
Sophie walked over and knelt next to us. When he looked at her, the pain in his eyes cut through me. “Henry.” She took his hands. “I’m so sorry.” She reached for him, looking for my permission to hug him.
I nodded and backed off, allowing her to comfort her friend. Sophie kissed him on the cheek, and whispered in his ear. I couldn’t hear most of what she said, but she did her best to calm him. If he weren’t lost before, he surely was now.
I heard a grumble from Kellan’s direction. I looked over and he had opened his eyes. They were glazed over. He snapped his jaw a couple times, biting the air. Then he snarled.
Claire had removed herself from the IV and now scrambled backward. Kellan sniffed the air, sensing fresh blood close by. His instincts surging, he raged in the chair, pulling and tugging at the restraints.
Nick yelled, “Let’s get him outside!”
Without hesitation, Thomas grabbed the back of the chair, Nick grabbing the front. When they picked him up, Nick growled in pain. His arm still hurt.
“We can switch!” Thomas yelled.
“No, just go!” They ran out the door, Kellan snapping and snarling at the two of them. I headed to the door, but Claire grabbed me.
“Don’t. Let them take care of it.” She was crying.
“But Nick is hurt.” I was worried Kellan would overtake him, even though he was tied up.
“He’s got—” Before she finished her sentence, we heard a gunshot. It was the end of Kellan’s torturous reign over Henry. After all the years of being subjected to his brutality, Henry was one step closer to getting the revenge he sought.
Minutes later, we heard footsteps coming up the stairs of the porch. I ran to the door and pulled it open. Nick stopped when he saw me.
“Are you okay?” It seemed like a silly question.
“As good as I’m going to be.” He walked past me and over to Claire.
Henry had quieted down for the moment. I returned to the floor beside him and Sophie. He was gazing down with a blank expression.
“Hey.” I touched his face. “Let’s get you cleaned up. Claire filled a bag. You’re in need.”
When I grabbed his hand, he winced in pain. On top of the injuries Kellan caused and his stiffness from the virus, there were cuts all over his hands. I guided him to the kitchen, then dragged a chair in. I sat him beside the sink. Claire brought in the antiseptic, bandages, gauze pads, and a bottle of water.
He stared at the floor, lost in thought, hissing through the cleaning. Claire helped me bandage his hands.
I knelt in front of him. “Henry…I love you so much.”
He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me onto his lap to hold me tight. “I love you, too. Please, don’t ever throw me away. You’re all I have.”
My heart ached for him. “That’s not true. You have us all. We are all here for you.”
“I don’t feel worthy. I’m a throw-away.”
“No, you’re not. There must be some reason she did that. It wasn’t because of you, Henry. Maybe they forced her.”
“You heard Kellan.”
“Yes, I did, and I don’t care what he said. You are not a throw-away. You are not trash. You are an amazing, loving, and deserving man.” He shook his head. “Yes, you are. You have to trust me when I say that.” I leaned in and kissed his forehead.
He dug down into his pocket, pulling out my ring. “If I’m so deserving, why did you give this back to me?” His eyes welled up again.
“I was stupid and wrong for doing so. I’m sorry. I was just so angry with the entire situation.”
I held out my hand and he placed the ring back on my finger where it always belonged. He wrapped his arms around me. “I can’t go on without you,” he whispered in my ear. We held one another for a few moments.
“Come on, lover. Let’s get you some blood.” An odd statement, but it was what it was. I got up and headed into the dining room, stopping as I passed Claire. “Thanks,” I said. I grabbed the bag off the table and when I went back into the kitchen, he was rummaging through the cabinets. “What are you looking for?”
“Mugs, cups, glasses…”
After I guided him to the correct cabinet, he pulled out three mugs. I handed him the bag, which he emptied evenly between them. He walked back out and handed Sophie and Nick their share.
“Cheers,” Henry said glumly. He held up his mug for a brief second, then tipped it back. When he set it down, he had to hold onto the table. He leaned over, his head hanging in a temporary state of euphoria. Nick sat and sipped away, enjoying every drop of Claire’s blood. Sophie stood in silence, not even looking at her mug. My stomach protested.
“How can you think that tastes good?” I asked in disgust.
“It’s not that it tastes good. It’s euphoric.” Each word Henry spoke came out breathy and relaxed. I guided him to a chair before he crashed to the floor. He looked up at me and licked his lips. I knew exactly what he was thinking, but we had other matters to be concerned about at the moment.
Without looking at her, Henry commanded Sophie to drink. She broke out of her trance and grabbed her mug. Ashamed and embarrassed, Henry surveyed the damage he had caused. His cheeks flushed through the bruising.
I grabbed his hand. “It’s okay.”
“No. No, it’s not. I destroyed your mother’s things.”
“They’re just things. Since all this started, I’ve learned the only thing that matters is us. All of us. These are just objects. They don’t hold the memories. Our hearts and minds do. Nothing is more important than the love between us. My mother would understand.” His face never changed. I couldn’t tell if he heard what I said.
“I’ll clean it up.”
“I will help you.”
“No. I need to do this.”
Claire cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go lie down for a little while. Nick, can I use your room?” She sounded somber. There were enough bedrooms for her to have her own, so I didn’t know why she needed to use Nick’s.
“Yes… Yes, of course.” Nick sounded a little shocked, but excited. “Is it okay if I come up and speak with you for a minute?”
Claire smiled. “Yes. That would be nice.” I watched their exchange, smiling as they walked up the stairs.
I looked over at Sophie. She twisted her long, bleach blonde hair in her fingers, staring off into space. I didn’t always have the best timing, but I had a question burning me up on the inside. “Why didn’t you tell us you have kids?”
“Elaina, don’t. Not now.” I didn’t think Henry wanted to hear more.
“Now is as good a time as any.”
“Don’t push it. It’s a long story. I didn’t know until she showed me a picture back at our flat.”
“It’s all right, Henry. I really should talk about what happened. It may help me deal with it.” Sophie looked over at me. “When Henry was at the complex, he was my protector. He saw Roger looking at me one day. From that point on, he was my guardian. I ended up falling in love with him.”
Henry shifted in his chair, looking very uncomfortable. He decided to get up and clean the mess he made.
“Shortly after he left, Roger called me into his office. He overpowered me, raped me, then sent me on my way. The whole time his disgusting arse pounded into me, he kept asking where Henry was. I lay there, hoping it would end sooner rather than later.” Sophie choked back a sob, having a difficult time holding back her emotions. “When I made it back in my room, I wept for hours. Every night, he would visit. Some nights were more brutal than others.”
I heard Henry’s sharp intake of breath. I felt like he still had unresolved feelings for her. He grumbled to himself and tossed a book off to the side, hitting the floor with a loud thud. Her story upset him greatly.
“If I refused my vials, I would be beaten into submission, then raped again and again.” She took a deep breath, fighting her tears. “Sometimes Roger would allow Kellan to have me when he was done. A reward for a good beating, I suppose.”
The tears trickled down my face.
“I ended up having two babies. A boy, Samuel, and a girl, Anna.” She pulled a tiny picture out of her bra and handed it to me. “When I got the call that I needed to bring Henry home, I didn’t hesitate for one second. I knew that if I could get him back to the complex, he would protect me again and it would all stop. But he refused to leave you. He loves you so much, Elaina.”
She took my hands in hers. “Do not take him for granted. He never loved me the way he does you. The night you kicked him out of his room and gave him that back…” She pointed at the ring, “he was absolutely devastated. I have never seen him that defeated before…until today.” She leaned in close and whispered, “He feels like he’s nothing without you. He feels he isn’t worthy of anyone’s love.”
I hung my head in shame, feeling like a complete ass. I peeked over at Henry sitting on the couch again, his face in his hands, tears running between his fingers. He pulled his hands away. When he spoke, he was full of sorrow and regret. “I should have taken you with me, Sophie. I am so sorry I let all that happen to you.”
“Henry, it’s not your fault that happened…or what has happened now.” Sophie got up and sat next to him. She took his hands in hers. “Do not blame yourself. I’ve come to the conclusion they would have eventually gotten rid of you somehow.”
“I thought you would be okay, that another recruit would stand up for you in place of me.” He was beating himself up, so I decided to go sit with him, as well. I ran my fingers through his hair, trying to comfort him in any way I could. When he looked over at me, his beautiful eyes were full of guilt.
“Don’t do this to yourself. You cannot rest other’s actions on your shoulders.” He nodded as I wiped his face with my fingers. I leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “You were so noble and strong, doing what you did for her. You risked your own life to defend hers.”
Sophie agreed. “Yes, he did. Thank you, Henry. You did all you could do for me.” She smiled. “Please, forgive yourself. I forgave myself ages ago. I used to think it was my fault, but I now know it was just a power-hungry, disgusting animal who just wanted to assert more dominance over the ones he broke.”
We sat in silence, staring off into space for what seemed like an eternity. Then I had a thought. “Henry?”
“Yeah…?” His voice was soft.
“What if what Kellan were lying? What if he said all that about your mother just to get to you? He knew he was turning. What if he said all that just to get in one last jab?” He looked at me with a blank expression.
“You know… I think she has a point, Henry. It makes perfect sense.”
“I don’t know. What advantage would it give him?”
“This!” I stood and gestured to the mess in the living room. “Henry, listen. What if he did it just to break you completely? What is the one thing they know would tear you apart?” I could see him rolling it over in his mind. “He knew you have never been at peace about your mother. I don’t think you should accept what he said until you can get proof.”
Henry laughed. “And how do you propose I do that?”
“Once this madness comes to an end, we’ll find out the truth. We’ll go over there and find her.”
Henry shook his head in disbelief. “Elaina, are you mental? Do you not see that this madness will never end?”
“It has to! There’s an end to everything. You will see. It will end, and we will find out the truth.” Then I mumbled, “If it’s the last thing I do.”
Thomas, who we had forgotten about, walked in from the dining room. “When do you want blood from me?” he asked.
Henry cleared his throat, trying to rid it of the sounds of sorrow. “Tomorrow morning okay with you?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, thanks.” Henry looked at his forearm. “Let’s cut these things out and rid ourselves of the past. It will give us the freedom we have been craving.”
I got up and grabbed the knife Henry used on Kellan, his blood already dry on it. I took it to the sink, poured bottled water on it, and soaped it up with my mom’s favorite dish detergent.
The lemon verbena smell flooded me with memories of sitting on the countertop, chatting with her about everything while she washed the dinner dishes. Knowing I could never do that again, I sighed, walking back out and handing the knife to Henry.
“Would you like to do the honors?” He tried to hand the knife back.
I stepped back. “Not unless you want me to barf in your face.” Everyone laughed, but I didn’t think it was that funny.
“Actually, we’ll use a smaller knife. This one is a little bit of overkill.” He smirked. I decided to go upstairs while they did what they had to do.





CHAPTER 23
NICK ESCORTED Claire to his room. After he closed and locked the door, he motioned her toward the bed. She sat and rubbed the duvet cover with her palms. She smirked when she realized it was a floral print.
“Are you into flowery décor, Nick?”
“Of course. Every man enjoys a pretty floral print on his blankets.” He winked, then sat beside her on the bed. She fiddled with her fingers.
“Listen,” he started. “Can we talk about what happened down there with the—”
Claire interrupted him. “Wasn’t it awful?”
Nick looked confused. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize my kissing was so awful. I suppose I could work on it.”
Claire slapped her hands over her mouth. “No! No, I mean Henry. What happened with Henry.”
“Oh.” Nick chuckled a little.
“Your kissing was…nice.”
Nick smiled with relief. He leaned close to her, but she backed off. “What’s wrong?”
“I, um…” She wanted to form her words so she didn’t hurt or offend him in any way. “I’m afraid.”
“I understand.” Nick got up and headed toward the door.
“Wait!” He stopped, but didn’t turn around. She got up and grabbed his hand. “I don’t want you to leave.” She walked him back to the bed. “I’m just saying that I’m afraid. I’m afraid of loving and losing. I’m afraid of this world. I’m so afraid…” Claire’s voice cracked. Her throat tightened and she was on the verge of tears.
“Shhh…” Nick pulled her close and held her. “I’m afraid, too,” he whispered.
“I still can’t believe all of this is happening. One day, I’m happy as a clam. The next, my world as I knew it had fallen apart.”
He made her look at him. “Claire, I want to make you happy again.”
“Oh, Nick. I want to be happy again, too, but… How can any of us be happy in this madness? How is that possible?”
“We’ll figure it out.” He played with her hair and touched her cheek.
“What if we decide to make a go of this? What if we fall in love and something happens to one of us? What if we eventually decide to marry? And children? What about children?” Her questions came out rapidly.
“Claire.” He positioned himself so he could look her in the eye. “Listen to me. We can’t live on ‘what ifs’. We have to live in the now. We just have to. There’s no other way. We can’t take a single day for granted, thinking we’ll wake up tomorrow. I don’t know what my future is, none of us do, but why not try to make the best of our situation? Why not try to live in the now?”
She quickly realized what Nick said was true. No one knew what would happen in five minutes, let alone ten years. She was so used to having everything planned out, it was hard for her to live spontaneously. Nick was absolutely right. There was no other way to live right now.
“Kiss me,” she whispered. He didn’t waste a second. He kissed her passionately, and Claire returned it. The chill of his lips and tongue as he stroked hers made her shudder.
Nick pulled back. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, yes. Please, don’t stop…” She leaned into him for more. Nick kissed her neck.
Then she thought of Marc. She gasped and jumped back. “What’s wrong? Did I do something?” Claire sat there stunned for a moment, staring at him. “Claire?” He touched her cheek.
“Do you think they would have wanted us to move forward?”
Nick took a deep breath. “I think they would want us to be happy. So, yeah, I think they would want us to move forward.” He frowned, but he knew Jenna would want him to move on.
“I think you’re right.”
Claire dove back into Nick’s embrace. He laid her down on the bed. Things between them heated up, even though Nick’s body stayed cool. Her body prickled with his every touch.
When he pulled back enough to soak her in, his eyes dazzled her. “You are everything a man could ever want, and so damn beautiful. I don’t know why I never—”
“Shhh…” She kissed him again, pulling him down. She loved the feel of his weight on her. He felt so much different than Marc. It wasn’t that she hadn’t enjoyed Marc, but being with Nick was something she had yearned for. She let out a moan as he reached down and pulled her leg up.
“I want to kiss you all over.”
“Please…,” she whispered.
Nick placed a kiss on her forehead, then moved to her right ear, nipping her earlobe. Claire let out another soft moan. She held onto his hips as he ground them into her. He circled the outer edge of her ear with his tongue, then slowly worked his way down her neck, leaving a trail of kisses.
The deep V-neck t-shirt Claire wore exposed what little cleavage she had. Nick was glad she hadn’t noticed him staring at her every chance he could. He kissed her collarbone and down to her chest, touching her shirt.
“Baby…this needs to come off.”
“Yours, too.” She wanted to see his fit chest, never imagining that she would be able to touch it.
Nick pulled back, pulling his t-shirt over his head, as Claire wiggled out of hers. She had one of her only bras on, which just so happened to be emerald green lace that matched Nick’s eyes.
“Jesus Christ, Claire.” She smiled as his eyes darted around her body. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
She laughed. “You are just saying that to get into my pants.”
He smirked at her. “Baby, I don’t need to compliment you to get into your pants. My good looks do it for me.” Claire burst out laughing, Nick chuckling.
“Keep going,” she said, grabbing his hair and pulling him back down to her lips. “I want more kisses.”
“No problem, baby.” He kissed her lips, then nuzzled his way across her chest and pulled her right breast out of her bra. “Let’s just take this thing off, shall we?” She sat up. He reached around behind her and, in the snap of a finger, her bra came off. He dropped it to the floor.
He ran his thumbs over her nipples. She let out another moan as he played with one and licked the other, then kissed his way down to her navel.
“Nick…,” she moaned.
“Yes, baby?” he breathed as he left another kiss on her abdomen.
“I need you.”
“I’m getting there. I want to savor this moment.” He nipped at her firm stomach. “Jesus, baby,” he spoke into her pale skin. “You’re so fucking sexy.”
He unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans, inching them down. He kissed her hips and across her lower abdomen, running his cool finger just under the edge of her lacy panties. He wondered if her hair was just as ginger south of the border. He closed his eyes, imagining what she looked like and what it would feel like to be deep inside of her. He climbed back up her body.
She slid her hands down from his chest to the waist of his pants. Once she unfastened them, Claire pushed her hand inside. Nick threw his head back and groaned when she stroked him through the soft cotton of his boxers.
“Oh god. I can’t wait to feel you around me.” He kicked off his pants, then pulled hers the rest of the way off. “Fuck me…,” he said, sitting back and gazing at her.
“What?”
“You. Holy fuck, look at you. So damn perfect.”
“I am not.”
“Yes, you are, and don’t you dare say you’re not in front of me. Don’t ever put yourself down. You are absolutely perfect, Claire.”
She glanced off to the side. Marc was never as generous with the compliments. He would say she was beautiful, but Nick made her feel beautiful. “Thank you.”
He looked down and licked his lips. “Those need to go.” He reached down and yanked off her tiny panties.
“Yours, too.”
He shimmied out of his boxers and stood, his hard length standing out proudly. Nick grabbed Claire’s hand and pulled her up from the bed. After one twirl, she was in his arms again, his length rigid against her abdomen.
“Would you let me taste you?” he asked. Claire nodded into his neck. He sat her on the edge of the bed. “Put your legs over my shoulders.” He kneeled in front of her. She held her knees together, looking at him with worry. “Don’t be shy. You’re beautiful. Do what I ask, and you won’t regret it. I promise you.”
Claire allowed herself to relax. He kissed the top of her slit, making her moan. Then he went lower and dragged his tongue up, making him groan against her heated wetness. The vibration made her gasp.
“Nick…,” she panted, his tongue repeatedly flicking at her swollen nub. He dipped into her wet folds. She felt her peak coming on, fast and furious. She tensed up.
“Relax, baby. Just relax.” His cool breath tickled her heat. She inhaled deeply and exhaled at length. “That’s it.” He ran his tongue around her once more before he crawled up her body. He shifted both of them so they were lying on the pillows. She panted when pressed his tip onto her entrance. He kissed her gently, looking into her beautiful blue eyes.
“Are you sure?” he asked, a sexy grit in his voice.
“Yes. I want this.”
Nick closed his eyes as he pushed himself into her an inch at a time. Her body opened to him as he entered her. He took her away, making her feel like nothing was wrong in her world. Their bodies moved as one.
Never had sex felt that way to him. For the first time in his life, he felt like he was making love, not just having sex. It was more than just physical. It became secure in his mind that Claire was the one for him. At that moment, he made the decision to never be with another. She was all he ever needed.
They looked deep into one another’s eyes, studying each other’s face. He ran his hand down her side, slowly passing over her breast. She moaned in pleasure. He nuzzled her ear, planting soft kisses down her neck and over her jaw.
“God, baby… You’re so fucking beautiful.”
She smiled as he picked up his pace, making sure to fill her completely each time. She gasped as he touched her inner limits. She loved the feeling of him inside her.
“Faster, Nick…”
“Anything for you.”
He picked up the pace, making her moan in ecstasy. She dug her nails into his back. The sounds coming from her turned Nick on more than he thought possible. When her muscles tighten around him, it nearly pushed him over the edge.
“Oh fuck, baby.” He was breathless. The stirring in her core intensified. She shifted her hips as her body was ready to explode.
Claire’s eyes rolled as she reached her peak and drenched Nick in her silky moisture. He watched her face as she enjoyed her moment. It thrilled him that he could make her feel so good. He kissed her again, working one long stroke at a time.
“Oh fuuuuck…,” he groaned in pure pleasure, bracing himself above her.
With he closed his eyes, Nick pounded his hips into her. Suddenly, he stopped moving and breathing. Then he dropped his head, his body shuddering from head to toe. He inhaled sharply. He moaned her name as he filled her, pulsing a few more times before he collapsed. He lay on top of her for a minute, trying to catch his breath. She smiled, rubbing his back with her fingertips.
They lay there, quiet and still, entangled in one another’s arms. That was the most relaxed Claire had felt in a long time. She felt safe in Nick’s arms, even if he was only partially alive.
The darkness of the night crept in. While looking into her eyes, Nick drifted off to sleep. Claire listened to his deep breaths, enjoying every moment.
She wasn’t ready to sleep, even though she knew she should, but Sophie, Thomas, and she would be traveling back to Henry’s apartment soon. Claire untangled herself from Nick’s lean, muscled arms. She covered him up, then dressed.
Before she left the room, she looked back at him in his quiet slumber and smiled. She felt at peace with what they did, feeling the love for him building inside her. She knew he would be all she ever wanted.





CHAPTER 24
AS I LAY IN BED, I heard a string of obscenities from both Henry and Sophie as they cut out the tracking devices. When Claire walked past my door, she stopped and backed up, stepping into the doorway.
“What’s going on down there?” she asked.
“They’re cutting the tracking devices out.”
“Maybe I should go down there and see if I can help.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, probably. Where’s Nick?”
“Oh. He fell asleep. Are you all right?” Claire didn’t make eye contact. She played with the hem of her shirt. I narrowed my eyes at her. I had a feeling that they had sex, but I parked that thought for the moment.
“Yeah. I just feel so bad for Henry. He’s gone through so much. I hope what Kellan said about Henry’s mother weren’t true. It breaks my heart. How could a mother do that to her son?”
“It’s awful.”
I needed to change the subject before I cried again. “Claire, what’s going on between you and Nick?” She shrugged, then walked out of the room. I knew it.
I lay there for a moment, thinking about Henry’s situation, thinking about Nick and Claire, thinking about Sophie’s children. I was spent. I felt my exhaustion taking over, so I curled up into a ball and drifted off.
   
Henry padded into the dark bedroom. He was glad to hear Elaina’s soft, deep breathing. He had no energy to even say hello, let alone talk about anything, especially what had happened with Kellan.
After setting a bottle of whisky he had found while rummaging through the cabinets in the kitchen, he tugged off his t-shirt and stripped out of his pants. Quietly, and with extra care so he didn’t wake her up, Henry crawled into bed next to the love of his life. Exhaling at length, he resisted the urge to touch her. He wanted her, but she needed to rest, as well.
Henry put his arms behind his head and stared into the blackness. Memories of his past rolled in. He sat up and grabbed the bottle, took a few long pulls, then set it back on the floor next to the bed. He figured if he was going to reminisce about the good ol’ days, he was going to do it with one of his best friends, Mr. Walker.
The first memory that came roaring back was of the last time he remembered seeing his mother alive.
-May 1991-
Luke sat on the threadbare throw rug at the end of the couch. “Mummy, thank you! I love it.” He held up the new car his mother bought him for his fifth birthday.
She smiled at him while she cleaned up the kitchen. She had baked him a cake. Her silky brown hair was loosely tied back, and her tattered apron covered her worn clothing. “You are very welcome, my beautiful boy.”
The side door slammed open. His mother screamed. A man Luke only remembered seeing a few times ran over and grabbed him by the arm, dragging him toward the door.
“No! You leave him alone!” His mother ran toward the man.
“He’s a whiny little prat! He needs to be turned into a man!” the man screamed while Luke flailed around, trying to escape his harsh grip.
“He has done nothing wrong! Leave him be! He’s just a boy!” His mother fought off the man.
“I told you that if you didn’t take care of what I needed, I would take him away! I’m here to collect what I’m owed.”
“No! Please. Please leave him alone. He’s an innocent boy!”
Luke cried hysterically, trying hard to pull away.
“I’m going to turn him into a man! Listen to him crying like a girl! Shut up, you little lass!”
His mother grabbed at Luke, but the man backhanded her. Blood splattered across Luke’s face and torso.
“Mum!” When the man pushed him away, Luke crawled under the kitchen table.
“You whore! You could never obey, so now you will pay!” Luke watched as the man punched his mother over and over again as she lay on the floor, trying to fight him off. When she finally stopped fighting, he kicked her in the back. Luke was so terrified, he wet himself.
The man rolled her over, yanked up her skirt, then unzipped his pants. Luke didn’t know what was happening, but he knew his mother was being hurt. He found enough courage in his tiny five-year-old body to run out the door and into the woods behind their shack.
Luke stayed out there tucked, between two large trees, through the night, terrified the man would find him. He didn’t sleep, but listened to every sound around him.
When dawn came, he walked back to the house, hoping to see his mum making eggs and toast for him, like she did every morning.
The shack was empty. There was a large bloodstain on the rug where he saw the man hurt his mother. Luke sat in the chair at the small, beat-up dinette set. He saw his new car broken into pieces on the floor. The tears flowed from his eyes, thick and heavy. He was alone and didn’t know what to do. There was no family or friends for him to go to.
There was a soft knock on the door. Luke was terrified, but when he looked through the window and saw it wasn’t the man from the night before, he decided to answer the door.
“Hullo, sweet boy. I heard I might be able to find you here. Are you alone?” Luke nodded at the gentle woman, wiping his face. “Why don’t you come with me? I have a nice place where you can live. We have nice soft beds, clothes, and lots toys for boys like you.”
“But my mum…”
“Oh, sweet boy, she isn’t coming back.” The woman held out her hand, and Luke looked around the shack. “Come on now. We don’t want to miss out on that nice soft bed, do we?” He looked at the woman, then back at the kitchen. With his mother gone, there was nothing left for him. Before he left with the woman, he grabbed the only picture he had of him and his mom off of the refrigerator. He jammed it into his pocket as he grabbed the woman’s hand.
-November 2014-
Henry lay still, staring at the ceiling. He fought his emotions because he knew that if Elaina woke up and saw him upset, she would want to talk about it. That wasn’t something he wanted to do. He took another long pull from the bottle of whisky, then placed his hands under his head again.
As the scene played out in his head, he could see why he thought his mother was murdered, but he wasn’t so sure anymore. He shook his head, his memories jumping to the first time he met and defended Sophie.
-June 2000-
All the recruits stood in a line against the white concrete brick wall, including Luke. Roger inspected everyone Gunther had brought in from the orphanages and picked up off the streets. He stopped at each individual recruit and commented about their physique and structure.
When Roger stopped in front of Luke, his lips curled into a malicious grin. “Well, well, well. Glad to see you decided to show up.” Luke stared right back at Roger. He chuckled. “Oh, I can’t wait to work with you, Luke. I have been waiting for this for a bloody long time.” He let out an evil laugh, then proceeded to the next recruit. Luke worried that he had made the wrong decision. The man seemed like pure cruelty, and he pissed Luke off.
“Fuck you,” Luke growled.
Roger stopped and turned back around. “What did you say, lad?” Roger waited a mere second before grabbing him by the throat, dragging him to eye level. “I asked you a question!”
“Fuck…you,” Luke growled again. Roger threw him against the wall. He wasn’t afraid, though. He had been in enough fights to know that he could take on some big contenders. He knew he was probably in over his head, but he didn’t care. What did he have to lose?
Roger got in his face again. “I will say this once, and once only. We clear?” Luke didn’t respond, continuing to glare into Roger’s cold, dead eyes. “You will obey, or you will pay for your trespasses against me. When you disobey, I take it personally.” When Luke didn’t respond, he walked on to the next recruit.
Luke stood tall, staring down Gunther, who stood off to the side. His eyes bored through him, but he refused to look away. Gunther’s jaw was tight, the muscle twitching along his snarled upper lip.
A girl’s scream broke the icy river forming between the two of them. They both looked down the line. Roger had a young, tall blonde girl pressed up against the wall, his hips pressed into hers. She fought him, trying to turn her head as he held her face.
“I’m going to enjoy this one, Gunther. Well done. You shall be rewarded.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” Gunther replied in a monotone voice.
The sight of a girl about to be abused set Luke off. He instantly remembered a man beating his mother.
“Back off, you fucking psycho prick!” Luke yelled, venomously.
Roger looked at him. “I thought we had an understanding, Luke. You’re to keep your mouth shut, or you will earn a day tied in a chair, getting your arse beat.”
“If that’s what it takes to keep you away from her, you sick son of a bitch!” The girl looked at Luke like he was mental. “Leave her be!”
Roger chuckled, walking up to him. “You trying to play the hero here, lad?” Roger stepped into Luke, but he stood strong and tall against the disgusting man. “You feel you failed when your mum was in the same position, so now you need to step up? Such a bleeder.”
“You don’t know shit!”
“I don’t? You have no idea how much I know. I would suggest you keep your filthy mouth shut, just like your mother should have!”
Luke hauled off and punched him. He clipped him pretty good, causing his lip to split open wide. Gunther strode up and grabbed him, throwing him against the wall.
“Get him out of here. Now! Take him to the room and tie him up. We will have a chat a little later!”
“Yes, sir.”
Gunther dragged a wild, flailing Luke off to a dimly lit room. There was a large, window-sized mirror on the wall across from a metal chair. He wondered if it were a two-way mirror. Why else would there be a mirror like that in a room?
Gunther tied him to a chair good and tight. His wrists were bound behind him with plastic zip ties, his ankles bound to the chair legs. They were biting into his skin, causing him to bleed.
Luke continued to stare into the mirror. He wasn’t going to give up. If there were any chance Roger was behind that mirror, he was going to stare at him until he could no longer.
Next, Gunther tied a bandana around his mouth, gagging him. Luke bit down on the rolled material. Gunther stood in front of him and smirked. “I suggest you keep your mouth shut from now on. I’m sure this will teach you a hearty lesson.” He wrapped another bandana around Luke’s eyes, tying it so tight, he saw stars in the darkness.
Luke sat seething, but unafraid.
“Take care, Cock-up.” Gunther patted him on the shoulder, then left the room.
About an hour later, Roger came in and beat him semi-unconscious. When he was finally done, he ordered Gunther to take him to his dorm room.
Gunther cut his ties and dragged him to his room. He tossed him through the door, then slammed it shut. Luke lay on the floor, unable to move. Then he heard bare feet walk up to him.
“You all right, mate?”
Luke groaned. He felt large, warm hands untying his blindfold and gag. Once he could move his mouth, he coughed up all the blood that had collected in the back of his throat. His eyes couldn’t focus yet, leaving his vision useless.
“Christ, mate. They beat you good.”
“Yeah,” Luke choked out.
“Let me help you to the loo so you can get cleaned up. My name is Gabriel, by the way. We’re roommates.”
“Luke.”
“I gathered that from earlier.”
Luke groaned as Gabriel helped him to his feet. “I’m going to be sick.” Gabriel quickly ushered Luke to the stark, white bathroom so he could throw up.
After several violent vomiting cycles, Luke passed out on the cold, white tile floor.
-November 2014-
Elaina moaned in her sleep, bringing Henry back to reality. He rolled over and curled up behind the love of his life.
“I love you so much,” he whispered in her ear. She moaned again, snuggling into him. He would do anything to keep her safe and unharmed, no matter what pain it caused him. He wished he could have done the same for his mother. He nestled his face into her long black hair, closed his eyes, and drifted off to sleep.





CHAPTER 25
I WOKE up at dawn with a cool body wrapped around me. I opened my eyes, seeing Henry’s bandaged arm around my waist. I smiled. He was so relaxed and seemed to be resting peacefully, which was unusual for him. I had no idea how he survived on such little sleep. As I lay there watching him, I couldn’t think of anything else, except that I had my Henry back.
He had removed the bandages from his hands. They looked sore. I ran my fingers over his fingertips. He groaned, gripping me tighter. For one enjoyable moment, I forgot about how crazy my world…our world had become.
When I rolled over, I looked at all of his wounds and scars…the bandages around his arm and chest, his bruised face, the crooked nose, the cut on his lip. I stroked his face. He battled valiantly for us. Knowing I almost lost him made the hair on my body stand up on end. Or maybe that was his chilled body pressed against mine.
I felt closer to him than I had in a long time. And now that I knew his and Sophie’s stories, my love for him had grown even stronger. He had done amazing things, having terrible things happen to him in return. I could never let this man go, ever…even if he was a crazy, fucked-up, crossbreed freak.
He opened his eyes, and the sparkle of emerald green took my breath away. I was a sucker for such brilliance.
“Good morning, my black-haired beauty,” Henry said in his sexy, raspy voice. He reached up and stroked my face with the back of his fingers.
“Morning, hot stuff. Your eyes… They’re really green again.” I smiled as he leaned in and kissed me. Oh, how I missed his lips brushing across mine. I couldn’t believe I had pushed him away for so long. I returned his soft kiss with a more aggressive one. I placed my hands on his muscular chest, rolled him over, and pushed his lips open with my tongue. He hissed and pulled back, grabbing his lip.
“Oh no! I’m so sorry!” His cut had opened again. “Shit. Am I going to get infected now?”
“Is it bleeding badly?” He ran his tongue over it. I got a closer look at it, careful not to touch it.
“No. It looks like maybe it’s just a crack in the scab, but I don’t see any blood. Let me get something for you.”
I jumped out of bed and ran into the bathroom. I opened the cabinet and found a tube of lip balm, then ran back in and sat next to him. I rubbed his lips with it, taking care that I didn’t hurt the already sore part.
“Thanks, love. That helped.” He sat up.
I checked his wounds. His body was ravaged by Kellan not that long ago. It was beyond difficult to watch. I was thankful Thomas had the wherewithal to shoot the son of a bitch.
Henry claimed he was feeling better, but I knew him better than that. Physically, he was trying to play the tough guy role, but I knew that, emotionally, he was an absolute wreck. I was glad Sophie volunteered to head back to Henry’s apartment to grab the rest of the supplies. Hopefully no one had broke in and took everything we scavenged.
Leaving in the dead of night, without telling anybody, was simply not a brilliant move on my part. I had no idea why I thought it would be a great idea to leave on my own, but felt I had to at the time. Although, in some ways, I was glad I did it because I was able to hold my mother and do my best to comfort her through her last breath.
There was a soft knock on the door. I jumped up out of the bed and opened it. “Hey,” I said to Sophie. Henry waved her in from the bed, holding onto his lip.
“We’re almost ready to leave. Thomas is drawing now.” Then she furrowed her brows, tilting her head to the side. “What happened in here?”
I blushed a little. “I kissed him a little harder than I probably should have.”
“All right then.” She blushed. “So… We’ll be waiting downstairs.” Then she waltzed off, still in those high-heeled shoes.
“Well, we should probably go down and say goodbye to them. And you, my sexy man, need to get another fix.” He tried to smile, but winced. I kissed him on his cool, stubbly cheek. His gaze danced around my face.
“I’ll be down in a minute,” he said.
“But they’re leaving soon, and you really need to—”
“Love, I can’t go down like this.” Confused, I looked at him, then noticed where he was pointing. When he pulled the blankets back, I saw his soldier standing at full attention. “Still thinking about your kiss,” he smirked. “And much more.”
“Oh, my god, Henry!” I threw his pants at him.
He was still laughing when I walked out of the room.
   
“Morning, sunshine.” Claire turned and smiled at me as I jogged down the stairs. I ran over and hugged her, then cried. “Hey, hey. It’s fine.” She pulled back. “We’ll be fine. You’ll see.”
“I hope so.”
“Try not to worry too much.” I nodded. “Is Henry coming down?”
“Yes.” I sniffled. “He’s still a little slow in getting up.” I tried to put his rather personal issue out of my head. The more I thought about it, the more it tempted me. I needed to control myself, though. With no birth control around, we needed to be careful. It wouldn’t be wise to bring a baby into the world we now lived in.
If we did get pregnant, would our baby be like Henry? Was it just luck that both Sophie’s kids were normal? There were so many questions, but I was unsure if Henry or Sophie had the answers I needed. How could we move forward without having any sort of real answers?
“Hello? Are you in there?” Claire waved her hand in front of my face.
“Uh, yes.” I blushed. “Sorry. Lost in thought.”
“I asked you if you wanted something to eat. I found a great stash of goodies in the cellar. I forgot your mom canned so much.” My heart ached again.
Claire held up a basket overflowing with jars of tomatoes, peaches, salsa, pickles, my mom’s famous apple butter, and a huge box of crackers. My mouth watered.
“There is a ton of stuff down there. The cellar is packed.”
I looked up and smiled, mouthing, Thank you. In all the madness, we completely forgot to go down and see if there was anything useful. To be honest, I didn’t want to go down there. I didn’t want to relive seeing my mother in that state.
Henry came down the stairs, partially dressed, carrying a half-empty bottle of whisky, and headed straight over to me. I wondered where he found that. He wrapped his cool arms around my warm body. He looked beautiful, even when he was bruised, battered, and bandaged.
“Better?” I asked him in a sassy way.
“Mmm…,” he groaned in my ear. “Not until later.” He kissed me on the cheek, uncapped the whisky, and took a swig.
“I meant your lip.” I shook my head when he took another drink from the bottle. I couldn’t understand why he wanted to drink so early in the morning.
“Oh, right. Yes. That’s better for now…until later.” He winked at me. I had to change the subject.
“Here. Let me help you tighten up that bandage, then with your shirt.”
He hissed as he held his arms out, still clutching the bottle in his hand. I took off the metal clips and unwound the bandages. The bruising on his chest varied from shades of yellow to dark purple. He frowned when he saw me shake my head. I rewrapped him, then helped him put on his t-shirt.
“Oh, look!” I showed him the array of deliciousness Claire had found. “I have no idea why we didn’t think to go down to the cellar. I forgot she canned like a prepper. I’m so glad Claire thought to look. I was getting tired of cheese crackers and cardboard-flavored chocolate chip cookies.” Henry smirked, then looked at the jar I held in my hand.
“Is that her apple butter?” He set the whisky bottle on the table. Everyone looked at it as if it were an elephant in the room, but no one said a word.
“Why, yes, it is!”
He snatched the jar out of my hands and popped it open. Sophie walked over with a spoon, smiling. He dug into it, not even waiting for a cracker.
“Mmm. Oh, love, I forgot how good this is.” He winked at me. Was he insinuating something? It had been a little while since we had been together, but it hadn’t been that long. I raised an eyebrow at him, tossing him the box of crackers.
He chuckled a little. “Not exactly toast, but it will do.” He sat at the table.
“It’s nice to see the two of you back to your old selves.” Nick stood in the kitchen door, smiling and sipping on his mug of Thomas’s blood like it were a cup of coffee. I smiled, then shuddered, knowing he wasn’t drinking coffee. Henry nodded at Nick.
I wanted to move away from him, but since I had decided Henry and I were in it for the long haul, I needed to learn how to deal with the blood intake, no matter how much it grossed me out.
“Gather around.” Henry waved everyone over. “Let’s get the plans finalized. Give me what you have already.” I cracked open a jar of tomatoes and a jar of peaches. We gorged ourselves on my mom’s hard efforts as we talked. It was as if she were still taking care of us from the grave.
“We’re going to go back the way we came.” Sophie leaned against the table next to him. “The highway was mostly clear going back into the city. I have a feeling most people were fleeing the city, not going into it.”
“Right.” He sipped on his mug of blood. “Make sure you take the full magazine.”
“No, you need that,” Sophie insisted.
“Listen, you might run into some serious shit out there. Nick and I have it covered here. We have a wide variety of cutlery to work with.” He grinned.
“Not funny.”
“I’m not trying to be funny. I’m just saying.” He smirked again, tipping back his mug to get every last drop. I shuddered again.
“I will have you know that when Thomas and I went to the medical facility, we did a pretty good job taking off some undeads’ heads with the handle of a shotgun. We didn’t use a single bullet.” Claire stood with her hands on her hips, proud of herself.
“Yes, quite impressive for a proper girl such as yourself.” Henry grinned.
“Feisty this morning, aren’t you, Henry?” I said with a smile. We all laughed.
It died down when Sophie, the buzzkill, said, “Anyway, once we get back to the apartment, we will load up with as much as we can. Depending on when we get there, we may spend the night.”
Henry nodded. “I want you to make sure you take some proper provisions with you. Food, blankets, water, et cetera.”
I was even more nervous than before. I didn’t want to think about the danger they would face the moment they walked out that door.
“What’s the time limit before we go and look for them?” Everyone looked at me. “What?” I shrugged. “I’m just concerned. That’s all.”
“You have such little faith in me, do you?” Sophie placed her hands on her hips, waiting for a response.
I sighed. “No, Sophie. I just want to make sure we have a plan in place, just in case.”
“Right…” It was long and drawn out. “Give us five days.”
“All right,” Henry said.
“Fantastic. Let’s load up, shall we?”
On Sophie’s cue, everyone hustled around the house, gathering items were necessary for the trip back to the apartment. The supplies we collected may have been a little excessive, though. There was no way they needed so many blankets for just the three of them.
The closer it got to the time for them to take off, the more my stomach sank.
Once the truck was loaded, Henry had a few last details for Sophie. “You know those vehicles that were pushed off on the side of the road on the main road here?” She nodded. “Check to see if you can siphon from them, and see if they have any extra supplies.” He handed her all the tracking devices. “Leave these somewhere. I want them to think we’re holed up somewhere else.”
“Okay.” They stared at one another, love in their eyes. Henry grabbed her hands. I couldn’t help but feel a small spark of jealousy when I saw the way they looked at each other.
“Listen, I just want to say thank you for everything you have done for us…for me. I promise we’ll find your kids soon and get them away from that fucker.” Sophie’s eyes filled with tears. “Take care of yourself. I know you’ve got this.” She nodded. Henry pulled her close and hugged her.
“Thank you.” She smiled.
“Oh, grab my iPod off the counter. I have the car charger in my truck already. It would be nice to ride with some music.”
“Can do.” She kissed him on the cheek.
A little more than a flicker of jealous rage ran through my body, but I tried to remind myself of her words to me. He loves you so much, Elaina. Do not take him for granted. He never loved me the way he does you. They had a tight bond because of their history together, not because they were once lovers.
I tapped Henry on the shoulder, as if we were at a dance. “May I cut in?” He turned around and smiled. Sophie’s smile vanished. “Um… Shit.” I wrapped my arms around her, surprising her. We hugged for a minute, then I pulled away. “As we have already established numerous times, we started off on the wrong foot. So, um… I just want to say thank you.”
She gave me that grin that I hated so much at one time. “That means a lot to me.” She leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Take good care of him.”
“I will. I promise.” We pulled away from one another. I turned around, seeing Henry with a huge grin. He was thrilled I had finally accepted Sophie. I walked past him and went to Thomas, who had been quietly watching everything around him.
“Thomas, you scrawny little pissant.” I winked at him. He smiled and looked down. “Take care of yourself. I’m glad we met. The circumstances were a little on the shady side, but you saved Henry when you shot that fucker. For me, that made up for holding Henry hostage.”
Thomas smiled. “Thank you,” he whispered. I gave the boney little twerp a hug.
I walked over to Claire, getting a lump in my throat. I would be devastated if anything happened to her. She was like the sister I never had. She grabbed me and we hugged, both weeping uncontrollably. Then we looked at each other and laughed.
“Don’t worry. We’ll be back before you know it.”
“I hope so. I love you, Claire.”
“I love you, too.” She gave me another quick hug, then they all headed to the truck.
“I’m going to walk them out.” Nick ran out after them. He went to the passenger side and opened the door for Claire. They spoke for a few minutes, then embraced. He kissed her on the cheek and helped her in, closing the door. Sophie started the truck, and they drove off.
When Nick came back to the porch, I met him at the top of the stairs, my hands on my hips. “What?” he said, an innocent smile on his face.
“Unbelievable.”
“What?”
“You!”
“What did I do?” He had a ridiculous smirk on his face.
“You have the hots for Claire, don’t you?”
He brushed past me and into the house. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“Nicholis Cooper! You better tell me what’s going on!”
“Nothing. Nothing at all.” He plucked a book off our dad’s bookshelf, sat on the couch, and flipped through it.
“Nick! You two had sex, didn’t you?”
“Shh, baby sis. I’m reading.” He smiled and chuckled.
“Ugh!”
I stomped through the kitchen, finding Henry standing in front of the fireplace, looking at our family pictures. I lingered in the doorway between the kitchen and the family room, enjoying the view of the beautiful man in front of me. When he realized I was there, he said, “You had a beautiful family, Elaina.”
“Yes, I did.”
“It pains me, knowing what has happened to them.”
“Me, too.”
“I hope we can have a family someday.”
I smiled. “That would be amazing. I think you would make a fantastic father.”
“Really?”
I walked over to him and wrapped my arms around his waist. “Yes. But we need to talk about this a bit more.”
He frowned. “Right.” He turned around, sounding disappointed.
“We can’t have a baby any time soon.” I tried to keep my voice down so Nick didn’t hear our conversation.
“I agree.”
“So we’ll have to be careful.”
“Ahh, yes. That.” Realizing where the conversation was going, he said, “Right. Of course.”
“Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.” I nestled my nose into his neck. Even his funk smelled good to me. He kissed the side of my neck and moved up to my ear, licking and nipping. My nerves danced all over my body. I touched and caressed his cool, battered body. Then I pulled away.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“We can’t.” He looked annoyed. “Did you forget the conversation we just had a few moments ago?”
“Hmm…yes. I must have some sort of short-term memory loss. Too many concussions, you know.” I rolled my eyes as he winked.
“Plus, I have questions.”
“About?”
“You, and what you are.”
“All right.” He guided me over to the sofa. “Ask away.”
“Sophie’s kids… They aren’t like you?”
“I don’t know exactly. I can’t imagine he would have lied about that.”
“If you’re infected, wouldn’t you infect me?”
“Like I said before, there has to be a blood/saliva mix in order to contaminate you.”
“So the injection that they forced into you was made with saliva?”
“A small amount of the virus was mixed with saliva, then injected into my blood stream.”
“So the full-blown injection was made with saliva, as well?” I was disgusted.
“Yes, but it was highly concentrated.”
I chewed the inside of my cheek for a second. “Right.” I paused again. “I’m just worried, you know, if I get pregnant…”
“I’m sorry. I wish I knew how it all worked, but that was never explained to me. But, like I said, that fluid is clean.” He looked at me in a bit of a sinister sort of way. Then he wiggled his eyebrows up and down. He sighed when he realized it wasn’t working.
“Is it safe to assume Roger is not infected?”
“Correct. He would never allow it. We were his guinea pigs for this virus.” He tucked my hair behind my ears, smiling. “You do know that, no matter what, I will love you always.”
“Even if I kick you in the tomatoes?”
“Hmm… That might be the deal breaker.” We laughed a little, holding one another, leaning back on the sofa.
“How did I manage life before all of this craziness?”
“That’s simple, my love…” He tapped me gently on the nose with his index finger. “You’re mental, but everybody else is now, too, so no one notices it as much.”
“Henry!” I punched him in the shoulder. He jerked away and hissed. I had forgotten about his ribs. “Oh no! I’m so sorry!”
“No biggie. Just a bit of pain. Nothing I’m not used to,” he grumbled.





CHAPTER 26
SOPHIE PULLED out of the driveway as Claire stared out the window at Nick waving goodbye. “Looks like Nick has a new crush.” Claire turned to Sophie, her glare so icy, it could have cooled a volcano.
“That’s none of your concern.” She wasn’t ready to give up any information about her and Nick yet.
“Right.” Sophie chuckled as she turned onto the main road, suddenly noticing something interesting. “Well, would you look at that?” She seemed excited, grinning and pointing off to the right. Thomas and Claire followed her direction and saw a black Tahoe, identical to hers and Henry’s, parked at the takeout window of a fast food restaurant.
“Is that—” Thomas started to speak, but Sophie interrupted.
“Yes, yes, I do believe that is…was Kellan’s truck. Let’s go investigate, shall we?” She pulled up beside it.
“Why wouldn’t he bring it to the house?”
“I have two suspicions. Number one, he was trying to lay low. Or number two, he ran out of gas.” Sophie opened her door. “Let’s be aware, please.” She hopped out, Thomas and Claire following. Sophie tried the handle, but it was locked. Claire looked in the back window.
“There’s a trunk back here!” Claire yanked on the handle, hoping they would find everything they needed in Kellan’s trunk so they could get back to the house sooner rather than later. It took her a couple seconds to realize the door was locked.
Sophie and Thomas came around to the back. Claire looked for a rock or something to break the window. When she heard glass breaking, she turned around. Sophie pounded out the driver’s side window with the butt of her Sig. She reached in and unlocked the truck, Thomas pulling open the liftgate.
“How are you gonna open this? You don’t have the code, do you?” Thomas asked.
“There is an override keypad underneath. Tip it back.” When he did, Sophie pushed a series of buttons. “I’m not supposed to know this. I discovered the code while snooping in Roger’s office one night.”
“Snoopin’?” After everything he had heard about Roger, Thomas felt a bit shocked that Sophie would even take that risk. “Weren’t you afraid of wha’ would happen if he caught you?”
“What did I have to lose?”
Thomas shrugged. “Nothin’, I guess.”
“Exactly. In the middle of one of his special ‘training’ sessions with me, there was an emergency in the complex that he had to respond to. He left me alone in his office for a bit. I used it as an opportunity.” Sophie pressed one more button on the keypad and the trunk unlocked.
“Yes! Get down. Just in case it is rigged.” Thomas jumped out of the back of the truck. Sophie opened the lid of the trunk. She didn’t seem all too worried about her own welfare. “Motherfucker…”
“What?” Claire stood on her tiptoes, trying to see what was in the trunk.
“Empty,” Sophie muttered. She got out and leaned over the gas tank, tapping on it. Empty. “That arse! He left us with nothing! Where did he hide all the weapons? Fucker!” Sophie spent the next several minutes tearing apart the truck, looking for anything they could use for supplies.
Looking around, Claire spotted a small herd of undeads staggering toward them. “Sophie, we have company.”
“Shit. Come on. Let’s get out of here.” Sophie jumped out of Kellan’s truck and they all got into hers. She started it up and threw it into gear just as Thomas and Claire closed their doors. She took off back to the main road.
“Shouldn’t we take care of them? What if they wander toward the others?”
“I don’t think they will make it that far. They’ll get sidetracked before they make it down that way.”
Claire was uneasy about leaving them wandering, but Sophie was the boss when Henry wasn’t around. She didn’t want to cause any waves so soon into their trip back to his apartment.
Sophie drove like a maniac back to the highway. The proverbial white knuckle ride with swerving and hard breaking. Everything looked the same as it did when they had passed through there the first time. Across from the convenience store, where they found Thomas holding Henry hostage after he bit Nick, was the off-ramp. Sophie decided to get on the highway by going up the ramp.
“What are you doing? This is the off-ramp!”
“Do you think I don’t know that?”
“You can’t go up this! It’s against the law!”
Sophie cackled. “Against the law?! Who’s going to stop me?” Claire let out a noise of frustration. “I’m going to get on the highway and cut across the median between the north and south lanes.”
“Great.”
“What are you worried about?”
“Getting hit by another car!”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “I don’t think we’re going to see anyone, Claire.” Then she pulled onto the highway and drove a little ways down until she found a division. She drove the truck onto the right side of the highway and headed back toward the city.
   
It took most of the night, but they finally made it to the exit to get to Henry’s apartment. There were a few traffic jams they had to push through. Some moments were scarier than others, but for the most part, things went well, considering the circumstances.
The nighttime was eerie, dark and quiet. With nothing but the moon and their gore-covered headlights lighting their way, it was difficult to see. Thomas and Claire hung out the windows of the truck, looking for any signs of life…or unlife. The chilly autumn air cut through them.
Slowly, Sophie navigated through the city streets, dodging several herds of staggering undeads, finally making it to the street Henry’s apartment was on. It looked just as they left it…corpses rotting in the street, cars pushed aside, the limo parked right in front of the building.
When Claire saw the car, she flashed back to Marc getting bitten at Elaina’s wedding. Her mind went through all their moments together. Everything from the day they met until his very end.
She felt guilty giving herself to Nick, wondering if she had properly mourned Marc. It had been only a few weeks since his true death, but it seemed like an eternity.
She had given up on her fantasy about Nick and her…for the most part. It was always alive in the deepest parts of her heart. After she met Marc, Claire envisioned a life with him. She wanted to marry Marc, have his children, have a happy life doting on the very man who saved her from falling into a deep depression when her parents died. If it hadn’t been for him, she would never have gotten out of bed again.
Then she flashed forward to the moment Nick first kissed her. It made that flicker of life stir deep in the pit of her stomach. She’d always had a crush on him.
Claire and Elaina became friends in middle school. The first time she went over to the Cooper’s, Nick was lounging on the couch, playing his guitar. She remembered being lost in his rhythmic movements. He sang with his eyes closed, not knowing he had the attention of one girl, who quickly became smitten with her friend’s older brother.
She would never forget the song. “Going to California” by Led Zeppelin. Nick played it with such ease, such talent, such grace. When the song ended, Claire softly applauded, jolting him out of his somber trance. He looked at her with a soft smile. Then Elaina grabbed her arm and pulled her upstairs to her room so they could do what fourteen-year-old girls did best…gossip.
From that moment on, she had a yearning for Nick, but she couldn’t confess her feelings, fearing he would reject her. Every time she saw him with his next fling, a jealousness would run through her body. Claire could never understand why Nick only saw her as Elaina’s friend and never as more.
After Nick’s graduation, he went away to college. Claire’s feelings simmered down when she didn’t see him several times a week. Then, in her senior year, she ran into Marc…literally. She bumped into his car with hers in a parking lot. Once he saw her, he forgave her.
They began dating. A few years later, she stood, daydreaming, in front of the church for Elaina and Henry’s wedding. She hoped Marc would ask her soon. Then Pastor Jones staggered out and tore Marc’s throat open, taking all her hopes and dreams with him.
Claire let out an ear-piercing scream.
“What! What is it?!” Sophie yelled, shaking her shoulder. Claire realized she had been in her own world. She cried and shook all over. “Claire! What’s wrong?”
“Marc… I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
“Who’s Marc?” Thomas asked.
“Claire’s boyfriend, well… Christ. He’s true dead now,” Sophie mumbled. They sat in silence for a moment. Thomas decided he wasn’t about to ask any more questions. “Claire, you have nothing to be sorry for.”
“I do!” she shouted with excessive emotion, clenching her fists.
“No. No, you don’t. You did what you had to do.”
Claire wondered what Sophie knew. She wondered if she knew everything. She was sure Henry must have mentioned what happened to Marc. How could he not?
“You don’t understand,” Claire muttered.
“Me? I don’t understand? You do realize what I am, right?”
Claire nodded, then said through her river of tears, “I betrayed Marc’s memory.” She put her face in her hands.
“What could you have possibly done to betray his memory?” Sophie tried hard to be kind and understanding, which wasn’t exactly her usual M.O.
Brows raised, Claire looked at Sophie, trying to relay the answer without having to say it out loud. If she said it, it would be true. It was like her parents’ death. If she doesn’t acknowledge it, it never happened.
“Ohh, right. I understand.” Sophie took a deep breath.
“Please don’t say anything to anyone. I’m not ready to be open about it.”
Sophie nodded. “You can trust me.” She touched Claire’s cheek with her icy fingers. Claire never imagined she would bond with Sophie. “Now come on. Wipe those tears away. We need to get up to Henry’s flat.”
“How do you do it?” Claire whispered.
“Do what?”
“Watch Henry and Elaina.”
“Ah, yes. That. Quite frankly, it is rather difficult. I loved him, and I still carry a torch for him. But I have to step aside. I originally thought that once we reunited, he would forget about Elaina and be mine again. Henry is amazing, and we were great together. I know there’s a picture of him next to the definition of insane in the dictionary, but there have been some extenuating circumstances. Now I have to wonder if maybe we had just fallen together because of our situation. We could relate to one another. Convenience, yeah?” Sophie took another deep breath. “Anyway, enough about that. We should go.”
They all got out of the truck, scanning their surroundings. Since Sophie had the only fully loaded gun, she went first. Claire and Thomas followed closely behind.
They made their way up to the third floor, not a single undead in their path. Sophie scanned the floor through the little window in the door before opening it. Getting to Henry’s door, she put the key in the lock. Before she turned it, she took a deep breath, readying herself for anything that could be waiting for them. Then she opened the door, quickly scanning the front of the apartment. Everything looked the same as when they left.
They all breathed a sigh of relief. Sophie stalked off and cleared the rest of the apartment. She came back and met both Claire and Thomas in the living room.
“Look, I’m tired. I’m going to get some rest. When daylight hits in a couple hours, we will pack up.” Sophie walked back toward the bedrooms, leaving Claire and Thomas to fend for themselves.
“Well, where should I sleep? Here?” He pointed at the couch. When Claire nodded, he grabbed the blanket off the floor. Exhausted, she headed back to Henry’s bedroom, ready for a few hours sleep herself.
Claire lay down and snuggled up under the bedding, wishing she could snuggle up to Nick. Sophie was right. She had to move forward. When she and Nick talked about Jenna and Marc, they both thought they would have wanted them to move forward. They could understand what the other was going through, so maybe they could learn to cope with it together.
It was chilly in the apartment. She made a mental note to grab Henry’s winter clothing. Oddly enough, she hoped they could head south shortly after they got back to the house. Staying in the north would just make matters worse. The snow would arrive soon, and they were ill-prepared for it. Heading south just made sense.
   
When the sun came streaming in the window, Sophie groaned. She wasn’t ready to get up. She rolled over, pulling the blanket over her head, opting for more rest.
“Sophie?” Claire peeked into the room, and she groaned again. “Sophie, come on. Thomas and I have got nearly everything packed.”
She jumped out of bed, forgetting she was just in her bra and panties. “Why didn’t you wake me up?” She raced around, getting dressed and packing at the same time. Claire noticed how fit she was. She had some serious abs, and her arms were cut, as well.
“I thought you could use the extra rest.”
“I don’t need extra rest!” Sophie snapped. Instead of a rebuttal, Claire turned around and stormed out of the room. “Claire! Shit…” Sophie finished grabbing all her possessions and quickly walked down the hallway.
“Hey.” She was a little out of breath. “I’m sorry.” With her lips pressed firmly together, Claire looked at her with disdain. “I’m sorry.”
“Whatever, Sophie. I thought I was doing you a favor, but I see now how silly I was.” She was irritated. She thought they had bonded the day before, so to get attitude was unexpected. “Anyway, what should we pack from Henry’s room?” While waiting for a response, she searched the hall closet for a couple more pieces of luggage and duffels.
“I’ll help you.” Sophie felt horribly guilty. She wasn’t sure if Claire was her friend, or if she even wanted to be. She never really had a friend before. Henry was the closest she had to a friend, and that was compromised years ago when they moved into a relationship.
Claire followed her down the hallway. Sophie stopped in the middle of Henry’s room, looking around for a minute.
“Let’s start with his dresser.” She opened the top drawer, seeing the wrinkled picture of Henry and his mom. She held it up, wondering if she should bring it after what Kellan said. Then she tucked the picture in her bra right next to the picture of her “babies”.
Sophie went through the rest of his drawers, pulling out clothing that she thought he would want, handing them to Claire. Her hands lingered over his low-cut micro-fiber boxers. They were all either white, black, gray, or navy blue. She laughed to herself. Typical Henry. She missed that side of the relationship with him. She always enjoyed looking at his body.
They moved to the closet. When Sophie opened the doors, Claire inhaled with a loud gasp. On the floor were his tuxedo, Elaina’s wedding gown, and her bridesmaid dress. All three were torn, dried blood all over them. Sophie slammed the door shut.
“I can do this if you want to go,” Sophie offered.
Claire blew out a breath. “No, I have to do this. I have to be able to face it.”
“Are you sure? I don’t want you to get upset.” Sophie touched Claire’s arm, then guided her to Henry’s bed. “You sit here, and I’ll toss stuff out to you to pack.”
Sophie went through Henry’s extensive wardrobe, none of it ostentatious. Again, typical Henry, she thought. He always wanted to blend into the crowd, be unnoticed and elusive. Every shirt, sweater, sweatshirt, and pants were navy, white, black, or a shade of gray.
Once she pulled everything out, she noticed a stack of journals on a shelf in the back. Claire saw her stop, curious.
“What? What do you see?” She stood. Sophie picked up the journal on the top. Against her better judgment, she opened it and read the entry out loud.

“October 24th, 2012

Dear Mum,

I met the most amazing woman tonight. My intentions were not good at first, but she took my breath away. Her hair is as black as night. Her eyes, the color of the sky, bring me to my knees. I feel alive for the first time in a very long time. She is just absolutely the most fantastic woman. She was parked on the street next to a bookshop that I visited. Her entire physical self was frustrated. Then I saw her dump her handbag on the ground, looking through everything. I squatted next to her and asked if she needed help. She gazed into my chemical-laden eyes, looking just as mesmerized as I was with hers. Mum, I fell in love at that moment. I knew then that she was who I looked for. I invited her to have coffee with me at a café near my flat. I was so pleased she accepted. It was such fun chatting with her. I gave her my number, so I hope she calls. If she doesn’t, I will find her. I do fear the moment when she finds out about me, my true self. It is such a burden, making me feel alone and lost. I don’t even want to tell you what I did. I’m ashamed of my behaviour.

I love you. I wish you could meet her.
Luke”

Sophie and Claire were silent for a moment. Sophie had no idea Henry kept journals, let alone entries that were letters to his mom. A tear fell from Sophie’s eye and hit the page.
Sophie flipped through the books. Written in every single entry was Dear Mum… I love you, Luke. It was a painful reminder of what he needed. He wanted acceptance and the unconditional love a mother gives her son.
Sophie wished she had a mother to guide her, too. She grew up in cold and sterile environments, having no idea how to behave without the use of all the skills she was forced to learn at the complex. His entries hit home for her.
“I had no idea,” Sophie whispered, wiping her tears away. “He never told me about this. It looks like he has been journaling for years. So many entries. Wait, listen to this one.”

“March 7th, 2010

Dear Mum,

I’ve left for the States, and am on the plane as I write this. I have a job to do. It was difficult leaving Sophie. I fear for her safety. I think she’s in danger there. I’m hoping another recruit will protect her like I have. She’s the only friend I have. I ask you to watch over her. I’ll be fine. She needs the strength more than I do. Wish me luck. This job will be dangerous.

I love you.
Luke”

Sophie and Claire looked at each other. Claire’s lifted her brow in suspicion. “Did he know about the release?” Sophie just stared back. “Sophie, please tell me he didn’t. Tell me it wasn’t him.” The silence was long and heavy while Sophie contemplated her response.
“He knew it was going to happen, but didn’t know when. He had the virus in his refrigerator the entire time he lived in this flat. That was one of the main reasons he wouldn’t allow Elaina to come here. He was to form an army, so to speak. Every recruit was to become established within their community. A pillar, of sorts. They were to make friends, acquaintances, and lovers. When the release happened, the community would fight alongside him to keep it at bay.” Claire was about to interrupt when Sophie held up her finger. “When Henry met Elaina, he was doing his job.”
“Holy shit. So he was with her so she could help do his job?”
“No! No. Absolutely not. Elaina showed Henry such love, compassion, and devotion. She made him feel things he had never felt before. He spent the first year of their relationship fighting with himself. Henry fears Roger and the power he has, but he loves her so much. Can you not see that?”
“I don’t know anymore.” Shaking her head, Claire was concerned for Elaina.
“I corresponded with him quite regularly. The night before he bought her ring, he told me he was going rogue if she said yes. But he was still going to make it look like he was doing his job. I secretly hoped they would break up and he would get back into the program. I needed him to protect me again. But he had made a decision that could have gotten himself and others killed.
“He didn’t want to drag Elaina into it. Because of the program, he feared committing to her. But once he decided that he couldn’t picture his future without her by his side, he asked her to marry him. He’s completely smitten. He would do anything to protect her. He would fight to the death for her. He would slit his own throat for her, if need be. Elaina is everything Henry has wanted in his life.”
“Does she know?” Claire softly asked.
“No. She thinks it was happenstance.”
“Wait…”
“He had seen her in his area. He felt she looked physically strong, and she was strong-willed.” Claire’s jaw hit the floor. “He did whatever it took to establish a connection between the two of them.”
“You have got to be kidding me. He slashed her tire and stole her cell phone!”
“Listen to me.” Sophie grabbed Claire by the arms. “Henry’s initial intention was to recruit Elaina. But the moment he looked into her eyes, he knew he didn’t want to do this kind of work anymore. The next day, he talked to me, saying he was seriously considering going rogue. Over the next year, he saw the beauty in things. He saw the beauty in living a true life. It was secured in his mind that the program was unethical and disturbing. When Elaina accepted his proposal, he was done. He was desperate for a proper life, and he felt Elaina could give that to him.
“He misstepped several times. Missed calls, didn’t turn in reports, and he refused to release the virus. Roger made Gunther fly up and try to intimidate him. He stalked him for ages. Eventually, Henry had enough of his threats and physically fought him.”
“The bar fight…” Everything fell into place. “He got into a bar fight with some built, older guy. Elaina and I were there. Henry had taken us out for some fun. Marc was out of town on business. Was that him?”
“Yes.”
“The bartender just threw them out.” Claire filled in the missing details. “He begged her not to call the police. She made him stay at her place that night.”
“The next day,” Sophie continued, “Henry came back here. Gunther broke in. The only thing missing was the virus. Gunther stuck around and tracked Henry, following his every move. And then, on their wedding day, he injected someone.”
Claire’s hands shook, tears streaming down her face. “That sick son of a bitch! He killed Marc!” Claire felt a rage she had never experienced before.
“That’s why he wants to find Gunther. And when he does, Gunther will beg Henry for his life. You can count on it.”
Claire was in shock…and fuming. “If Henry doesn’t kill that fucker, I will. And you can count on that!” She stormed out of Henry’s room, leaving Sophie in her wake. She finished packing up in silence, then headed out to the living room where Claire and Thomas sat waiting for her.
“All right then. Do we have everything?” Sophie looked around the living room, dropping the journals in a box. There were a lot of bags and small boxes full of supplies. Luckily, they were able to put all the weapons and ammunition in one trunk. It was a little unorganized and was a tight fit, but they got it to work.
“I wish we could go back to mine, Nick’s, and Elaina’s apartments. There are a few things I would love to get for the three of us.”
“Well, let’s get loaded up.” Sophie wasn’t ignoring Claire’s request, but she also wasn’t going to say yes yet. She didn’t know the area, and wasn’t sure if they would be able to find the gas they needed.
Claire stared at her for a few seconds, wondering if she was going to give her a response.
“I’ll stand guard. I want you and Thomas to bring the stuff down. We’ll put the trunk in first so we have access to it, if need be.” They grabbed the trunk and followed Sophie out the door. She made sure to lock it, just in case.
About a half-hour later, they were all ready to go. Sophie looked at the back of the truck. It wasn’t completely full, so they could definitely squeeze in more stuff. “Claire?”
“Yeah?”
“How far is it to the three flats?”
“Nick’s and Elaina’s are in the same building about ten miles from here. Mine is a few miles past that.” Claire was getting excited, but she didn’t want to show it.
“On a normal day, how long would it take to get there?”
“Well, in crazy traffic, it takes about twenty or so to get to Elaina’s, and another fifteen to get to mine.”
“Oh, fuck it. Let’s try it.”
Claire grabbed Sophie and hugged her. “Thank you! Thank you so much. You have no idea what this means to me.” Sophie smiled. Thomas wasn’t thrilled, but he had no choice.
“Claire, you sit in front so you can navigate. We will need to stop for gas soon, so be on the lookout for possible sources.”





CHAPTER 27
IT TOOK about an hour before Sophie, Claire, and Thomas turned on the street to Elaina’s and Nick’s apartment building. Excitement raced over Claire’s skin, making it gooseflesh. There was one thing in particular she wanted to get from Nick’s apartment.
“There! Right there!” Claire frantically pointed at the plain, brown brick building that resembled a dormitory. Sophie pulled up to the front entrance. They sat there for a few moments, looking around the area. It seemed relatively untouched, but they knew better than that.
“Thomas, get out the sniper rifle.” Claire and Thomas both looked at each other, worried about what Sophie had in mind. “Claire, where are the flats?” She pointed. Elaina’s was on the third floor, Nick’s was a basement apartment. “Okay. Here’s the plan. I’m going to sit up on the roof of the truck and pick them off as I see them. You two will go inside. You have ten minutes per flat. Any longer than that, I may have to leave you. Come out after each one.”
“Heard,” Claire said. She and Thomas loaded their guns.
“One of you take an axe and a flashlight, as well. Spare your ammo.” They all got out and Sophie hoisted herself up to the roof of the truck. “And no more strays!” she yelled as they marched off into the building. Claire waved at Sophie without turning, acknowledging her command.
   
The front door was unlocked. Claire wondered if Henry left it that way when he came out to get supplies several weeks prior, or if the residents did. The front lobby was clear. Claire looked at Thomas.
“Ready?”
“Can I say no?” he said nervously.
“What?”
“I’m jus’ scared.”
Claire smiled at him. “Remember the medical building? You were awesome there.” Thomas nodded. “Come on. What do we have to lose?”
“Nothin’, I guess.”
Claire stepped through the door and crept past the elevators. Thomas followed behind, watching their backs. Before they made it to the door of the stairwell, they heard a couple shots fired outside. Claire grabbed the handle and paused, turning back to Thomas.
“Be ready.” When Claire pulled open the door, the stench of death wafted out, filling the air. Before she vomited, she let go of the handle, allowing the door to slam shut. Thomas handed Claire the axe, then pulled off the long-sleeved button-down shirt he borrowed from Elaina’s father’s closet.
“You think she’d be mad if I tore this up?”
“I doubt it.”
Thomas tore off the sleeves. He helped Claire tie one around her nose and mouth, then Claire helped him tie one on himself. She opened the door again. The smell was still nauseating, but the shirt helped filter it. They only needed to go down one flight of stairs, but it was pitch black. Claire clicked on the flashlight and screamed.
“Shh!” Thomas hissed.
“Sorry…,” she said. There were two true dead bodies rotting at the foot of the stairs. The blood on the walls was dry. Their entrails pulled from their abdomens, resembling ground meat. Judging by their decayed state, Claire estimated that they had to have been there for a couple weeks. “How do we get past them?”
“We jus’ have ta step over ’em.”
Claire shuddered. Bile threatening, it took all her might to keep it down.
They descended the stairs and Claire pulled on the door. She could barely get it open far enough to squeeze through because of the oozy, decaying bodies blocking it. She flashed the light down the hallway, then grabbed Thomas’s arm. There were a half-dozen undeads roaming, bumping into each other at the other end of the hall.
“We need to go to the end.” Her voice dripped with fear.
“I’ll get ’em.” Thomas handed Claire the axe, pulling the gun out of the back of his pants. He pushed past Claire, making it about halfway down the hall before shooting all of them one by one, not missing a single time. Claire shined the flashlight on them to make sure they were true dead.
“Nice work!” she shouted, giving him a high-five.
When they got to Nick’s door, Claire turned the knob, hoping it was unlocked. No such luck. “Shit. Now what?”
Thomas tucked his gun in the back of his pants, then grabbed the axe from her.
“Stan’ back.” He raised the axe, bringing it down on the door handle. The metal on metal sound was deafening in the heavy silence around them. He hit the doorjamb a few times before the door popped open. Quickly, he pulled out his gun, and Claire pointed the flashlight around the apartment.
“Good god. What a slob. We’ll have to talk about this,” Claire said as they stepped inside, Thomas looking around at the mess. Moldy dishes, piles of dirty clothes, and at least a dozen pizza boxes stacked on top of one another littered the floor.
“He left it like this?”
“Looks like it. There’s one thing I want to find. Be on the lookout for an acoustic guitar.” They slowly worked their way through the tiny, chaotic apartment. “Looks like a tornado ripped through here.”
“There!” Thomas pointed over by a barstool.
“Yes! That’s it!” Claire couldn’t wait to see the look on Nick’s face when she showed up with it.
“Is tha’ all?”
“I don’t know. Maybe we can get—”
They heard the telltale click behind them. They turned around and saw a man pointing a gun at them. Claire and Thomas both raised their guns in response.
“I suggest you put that down.” The voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it.
“This is my boyfriend’s. I’m bringing it to him.”
The man laughed. “Your boyfriend’s? I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that one over the past few weeks.”
“Listen, asshole,” Thomas growled. “Do you really think we’d go through a pitch black stairwell, walk down a pitch black hallway, shoot six undeads, and bus’ open this particular door just to steal a fuckin’ guitar? Don’ you think if we really were just lootin’, we would have just hit the apartments closest to the fuckin’ entrance?” Claire couldn’t believe her own ears. She was pretty sure that was the most Thomas had said in her presence.
“Thomas, shut up!”
“Claire?”
She hesitated, not knowing if she should even acknowledge that he knew her name.
“Yeah…?”
“Holy shitballs! I can’t fucking believe it!” The man came closer. They still had their guns up. “It’s David!”
“David!” Claire wasn’t too sure who he was, but she was going to play along.
“Who the hell is this?” David asked, looking at Thomas.
“He’s a friend of mine. We’re staying together.”
“Are you…?” He pointed back and forth between Claire and Thomas.
“Oh. Oh no! He’s a little too young for me. Family friend.”
“Right. Are you still with Marc?” It hit her then. David was one of Marc’s co-workers.
“Uh…” There was an awkward silence. “Well, our ride is waiting so we’ll get going now. It was nice to see you, David. Glad you’re faring well.”
Thomas still had his gun ready and watched David carefully as Claire started walking toward the door.
“Wait a sec. You said the guy that lived here was your boyfriend.”
“Uh, yes. Yes, I did.”
“But I thought—”
Claire snapped. “Marc’s dead! Okay! Is that what you want to hear?” Claire’s voice rang out, echoing in the darkness. “He’s fucking dead! I had to shoot him!” She collected herself. “Is there anything else you need, David?” Clare stood stiffly, holding her cries in.
“No. I’m, uh…sorry to hear that. Marc was a good man.”
“Thank you,” Claire choked out. “Let’s go,” she directed Thomas, but David wasn’t finished talking yet.
“My girlfriend’s gone, too. She lived three doors down. I came here to find her, and she was one of those…things. A zombie. I’ve been hanging around here, wallowing in self-pity. I haven’t left her apartment in a week because those zombies in the hall appeared, so I guess I owe you a thank you. I only have two bullets left.”
“I’m sorry for your loss.” Claire was all business. She took another step toward the door.
“Uh, can I ask one last thing?” Claire stopped and took a deep breath. “Do you have any smokes? I haven’t had a smoke in weeks, and I really could use one.”
“I don’t smoke, but Nick does. Feel free to look around, take what you want. I’m sure he won’t mind.” Hoping it would get David off their backs, she was happy to allow him to loot Nick’s apartment.
“Oh, cool! Thanks, Claire. I hope you, well… I hope you survive.”
“You, too, David. Come on, Thomas.”
They calmly walked out the door, stepped over the fresh true deads, and ran down the hallway. Thomas opened the door to the stairwell and they stepped over the bodies, ran up the stairs, and back out the front entrance. They stopped once they got to the truck, Sophie jumping off the roof.
“Who was tha’?” Thomas’s breathing was still labored.
“I have no idea, but we need to get out of here.” She opened the truck door and pushed the guitar in the back, deflecting the question. She just wanted to get home to Nick. Sophie and Thomas looked at one another and shrugged.
“What about Elaina’s flat?” Sophie asked.
“Bad idea. Let’s just go back to the house.”
“Skipping yours, as well?” Sophie asked.
“Yes! Let’s just go!” insisted Claire. Everyone got in the truck, Sophie slammed it in gear, and they sped off.
   
They had driven for about ten minutes and Claire was still acting rather odd, chewing her nails, whispering to herself. Sophie thought maybe she could get her to talk about it.
“So what happened back there?” Claire dissolved into a puddle of tears. Sophie looked back at Thomas, and he shook his head. “Claire talk to me.”
“We ran into someone in Nick’s apartment. It was David Tasker. He was one of Marc’s co-workers, and a royal asshole. Marc said he was shady…a smooth talker and a scammer. I just wanted to get out of there, in case he tried to pull something.” She pulled off the shirtsleeve, which was draped around her neck, and covered her eyes with it.
“Did he say something unkind? Because we can go back and I’ll take care of it. I’m quite ready for a fix.” Sophie had a sadistic enthusiasm that only she could pull off.
“No! Jesus, Sophie. He asked me about Marc. I don’t want to talk about it, all right!” She covered her face and put her head against the window, trying to block out her thoughts.
“All right then.” Sophie gripped the steering wheel. “I still need a fix,” she mumbled.
“Dammit! Thomas, give me her pack!” Thomas grabbed Sophie’s pack and tossed it up to Claire. “Thank you!”
“Sure, no problem.” He was leery of the attitude in the front of the truck. Claire pulled out the needle and vial, tied off her arm, and began a draw on herself.
In less than a minute, Claire tossed a vial at Sophie. It was as silent in the truck as it was outside on the streets. She pulled the vehicle over and threw it into park. After she tossed back the vial, she laid her head back on the headrest, closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and let the mini high whisk her away for just a moment.
“We had better get moving. It’s going to be dark soon.” Sophie popped open her eyelids and she looked over at Claire, eyes shiny and bright. Claire thought of Nick when she saw them.
“Right. So much for that high,” she drawled. Sophie thought that if they didn’t sleep so long, they could have completed the travel that day. “I’m not too keen on driving through the night again.”
“We need to get back. I don’t want them to worry so much that they leave to try to find us.”
“Claire, I’m not driving through the night. Period.” Claire was ready to throttle her, curling her hands into fists.
“Okay, Queen Sophie. Where are we going to camp out then?”
“I don’t know!”
“Well, maybe your royal bitchyness should fucking decide!” Claire really wanted to get back to Nick. She wanted to feel his cool arms around her body, wanted him to whisper in her ear that everything would be okay, even though she knew it was a lie.
“Really, Claire? Are we going to get snippy?”
Thomas looked between Sophie and Claire.
“Yes! Yes, I will get snippy if I damn well want! Has it ever occurred to you that maybe I don’t want to do this anymore?”
Sophie laughed, then grabbed Claire by the collar. “Has it ever occurred to you that you have a choice, and I don’t?! This is my life! So shut the fuck up before I kick you out on the curb!” Sophie let go of her shirt, shoving Claire back into the seat.
“I can’t believe you think I have a choice.” Claire crossed her arms.
“Fine, we’ll do it your way.” Sophie slammed the truck into drive and roared down the street. She was easily going sixty miles an hour through the city. Thomas cringed, covering his head with his arms. Sophie swerved around herds of undeads, hitting a few in the process.
“You know, you have a blatant disregard for these people!” yelled Claire. Sophie didn’t respond verbally but, instead, accelerated. When Claire looked at the speedometer, it hovered over eighty. “Will you slow down?! You’re going to kill us all, you crazy bitch!”
Sophie laughed. “Kill us all,” Sophie said to herself. “I’m already half-dead!”
“I’m not, and neither is Thomas. And we don’t intend to be any time soon!” Sophie stood on the brakes. The truck screeched to a stop. She threw it in park, opened the door, stomped to Claire’s door, yanked it open, and wrestled her out of the truck.
“You are a goddamned maniac, Sophie!”
“Drive!” Claire glared at her. “I said drive!” Sophie bellowed. Claire turned and strolled to the driver’s side. Sophie jumped in the passenger side and buckled up. Thomas was barely breathing in the back, seriously considering about walking back to the house.
Claire got in, put on the seat belt, adjusted her mirrors, and casually put the truck in gear.
“All right then. You decide. Lead the way, princess,” Sophie snapped.
Claire accelerated, acting oblivious to Sophie’s demand that she was now the leader. Anger rolled out of every pore in Sophie’s body. Claire continued to drive casually, which made Sophie even angrier. Claire smiled. It was something Elaina would have done.
“Just fucking drive!” Sophie bellowed.
“Aye, aye, captain,” Claire said, jamming down the accelerator.
As the night rolled in, so did a thick, heavy fog. Claire had difficulty seeing what was in front of the truck, forcing her to drive about twenty miles per hour. Sophie had calmed down for the time being. She and Thomas leaned out the windows as two extra sets of eyes for Claire.
She held on so tight to the steering wheel, her arms shook. Finally, she asked, “Should we pull over?”
“I think that might be a good idea. We can’t keep fighting through this fog just to risk crashing.” Sophie did her best not to say “I told you so”. “We’re close to the on-ramp. Let’s pull over near it and wait for the fog to lift.” Claire nodded and eased the truck over, even though she was unable to see the side of the road. She was trying to hold it together. Not knowing what could be five feet or less in front of them terrified her.
Claire turned the truck off to conserve gas. “I’ll take first watch. I’m too jacked-up to rest.”
“All right. Thomas, hand me one of those blankets, please.” Sophie curled up against the passenger door, shutting her heavy eyelids.
“I’ll stay awake wit’ you.” That was the first thing Thomas had said for a while.
“Thank you, Thomas.” Claire sat quiet for a few minutes. “You know, when we first met you, I wanted to knock you out, but you have turned out to be an amazing person.”
“Thank you,” he said with a bashful smile.
“What do you miss the most? Besides your family, of course.”
“Hmm…music. I really loved it. Music was my escape.”
“Once we get the iPod to Henry, he’ll have music in his truck.” Looking in the rearview mirror, she asked, “Did you play an instrument?”
“No. We couldn’t afford that.” He frowned, his lips pressed tight together.
“Well, Thomas, if it makes you feel any better, I tried and failed miserably.” They both laughed a little.
“So, Nick can play the guitar?” He ran his fingers over the strings.
“Yes. I can’t wait until we can give it to him. Over the years, I heard him play many times. He’s amazing. And he can sing with the best of them. He has a real gift.”
A rush of warmth ran through Claire. She knew she was making the right decision to fall into Nick’s arms. It just felt like it should be that way. Like it always should have been that way.
Claire and Thomas talked for hours while Sophie slept. Claire hoped she would sleep off her bitchyness.
   
The morning sun began to burn off the fog. When the warm rays broke through and settled on Claire’s face, she woke with a start, not even realizing she had fallen asleep. She looked at the passenger side. Empty. She whipped her head around, seeing Thomas asleep, lying across the back seat.
“Thomas! Wake up!”
He jumped up, nearly knocking himself out on the back of the driver’s seat. “Wha’?” he mumbled.
“Where’s Sophie?”
“Huh?” Thomas rubbed his eyes.
“Oh, my god! Henry is going to kill me if we lose her! We have to find her!” She opened the truck door and jumped out. The fog still lingered, but it wasn’t nearly as dense as it had been overnight. She wasn’t sure if she should call out to her.
Thomas got out, gun ready, standing next to Claire. Her breathing was rapid and loud, so he held his finger to his lips. They both stood still. Suddenly, Thomas held up his hand, signaling he heard something, slowly creeping in the direction of the noise. She was worried he would run into something he couldn’t handle. The sounds became louder and closer. Thomas held up his gun, ready to shoot. When Sophie appeared out of the fog, she let out a short scream.
“What the fuck, Thomas? Are you trying to kill me?”
“No. You shoulda told us you left!” He was angry, scared something had happened to her.
“You were both sleeping.” Claire glared at her. “I had to pee, okay? Geez. A girl can’t piss in these mad times without nearly getting shot. Bunch of bloody mentals.” Sophie continued to mumble unintelligibly as she walked to the driver’s door. Thomas and Claire exchanged shrugs, getting back into the truck.
“If either of you care, there are a shitload of cars about fifty yards that way. Somehow, we missed them. Oh, and I found these.” She pulled out a handful of mini chocolate bars. Claire’s eyes lit up. “Should we share them and not tell?” Sophie’s smile spread wide into a devious look.
“Divide ’em up!” Thomas said, grinning. Sophie passed them out and they sat back, enjoying them. Their tension lifted.
“Mmm… Oh, you know what this makes me think of? S’mores.” Claire smiled, thinking about camping when she was a child, making the sweet treat over the campfire.
“What’s a s’more?” Shocked, Thomas and Claire looked at Sophie. “What? Sorry! I don’t know what that is. I ate rubbish food most of my life, and the stuff back at the complex was bland and nasty.”
“You roast a marshmallow over a fire, then put it in between a chocolate bar and graham cracker. It’s an ooey, gooey, super sweet treat.”
“Huh. That sounds like it would be good. Maybe we can find the ingredients at some point and make it.”
“Yes! That would be amazing.” Claire popped the last piece of chocolate into her mouth, moaning as she chewed it.
“Christ, Claire, no need to carry on over there. It’s only chocolate, not a dick.” Claire gasped, deciding to ignore her.
“But it’s been so long since I have had anything like this. I was dieting like crazy so I didn’t look like a chunk for Elaina’s wedding.”
Skeptical, Sophie looked her up and down. “I find it hard to believe you could possibly look like…a chunk, did you say?”
“I had a small pooch. I’ve just lost a bunch of weight since…well, you know.”
“Yeah, I was two hun’red pounds before this whole thin’ happened.” Both Sophie and Claire looked at Thomas and laughed. He smiled as he popped the last piece of chocolate into his mouth.
“Thomas, you wouldn’t reach two hundred pounds if you were carrying me on your back!” Claire said. All three of them laughed, enjoying a normal conversation for a change.
“Well, it looks like the fog is lifting enough for us to drive on,” Sophie said.
“Onward, captain! I’m ready to get back to Nick!”
“All right then.” Sophie started the truck and navigated to the on-ramp. A prickle ran through Claire’s whole body. Her excitement was endless, running from her head to her toes. She beamed, thinking of the ways Nick would react to her getting his guitar for him.





CHAPTER 28
SOPHIE, Claire, and Thomas still hadn’t returned. I tried to keep myself busy by reading a few of the books that were once my mother’s. Lightweight, written in a box, soft core romance novels… Barf. Nothing erotic about these kissy-kissy, lovey-dovey things. I wanted something with a shifter or vampire and some rather interesting scenes. I tossed the book aside.
Nick was driving me crazy, pacing the floor and constantly looking out the windows. He still hadn’t admitted that he had a thing going on with Claire, but I could see he was worried about her. He was crushed when Jenna became true dead. He loved her so much, but he was always one to quickly move on.
I hoped he and Claire were becoming an item. She had carried a torch for him for ages. Even though she loved Marc, Nick was always in the back of her mind. I thought she would be good for him. Maybe even get him to settle down and do something with his life.
Henry stared out the windows, like a dog waiting for his owner to come home. I had a feeling he was working out travel plans, ready to move on. He wanted to get to Gunther but also, he wanted us out of the impending winter weather.
“Snow will be rolling in soon. We need to figure this out.” And there it was. He sat next to me, rubbing his eyes.
“There’s a little wood stacked out in the garage. I saw it when I was looking for something to tie Kellan up.” Just hearing Nick say his name made me shiver all over.
“Just a little?” The worry was written on Henry’s face, his brows lowering.
“Yeah. Probably a week’s worth if we had a fire 24/7.”
Henry stood with more ease than I had seen since his brutal beating. “Well, let’s go cut down a couple trees.” He rolled his neck back and forth.
“Henry, are you okay?”
“Yeah, why?”
“Are you hurting?”
“I’m fine,” he snapped. I knew he needed a fix. He forgot that I knew the signs, and “Angry Henry” was about to break through. I would give him a vial, but I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t ask. He had to know I would do anything for him, like I knew he would do anything for me.
It was brisk and still early. According to the tacky bird-themed thermometer my mom had on the window to the front porch, the needle hovered around the mid-forties. The ground was covered in yellow, amber, and red leaves. It was actually quite stunning. Henry and Nick both grabbed a couple of Dad’s old flannel shirts, then went outside to gather wood.
   
As soon as Nick closed the door behind him, he looked at Henry. “Why didn’t you tell her you were in need?”
“I don’t want her to think she has to provide for me every time.” He sounded gruff, angry.
“There’s no one else around.”
“I know. Just let me deal with it. If it gets too bad…”
“I understand. I really don’t want to take any from her…or anyone else, for that matter,” Nick mumbled. Henry stared at him, frustration and guilt building. They continued to the back yard.
“I don’t know what else to do for you. I apologized a dozen times. There’s no way I can make it right, but I do regret what I did.”
“I know. But, to be honest, I don’t think I will ever forgive you for this.” He pointed at his arm.
Henry dropped his gaze. “I understand. Again, I apologize. I hope you never get as crazed as I was at that moment because there is no way to control yourself.”
They stopped abruptly when they saw Kellan’s rotting corpse lying on the ground, still bound to the dining room chair. “Do you think we should bury him?” asked Nick. He stood over him, his hands on his hips.
“Bastard doesn’t deserve a proper burial,” Henry growled.
“I agree, but what if one of the girls comes across it?”
“Hmm… How about a tarp? I don’t think I’m up to burying and chopping wood today,” Henry said, rubbing the back of his neck.
“More than likely, there’s a tarp somewhere in the shed.” He took off in that direction.
Nick rummaged through the shed and found a tarp, a chainsaw, a long-handled axe, and a splitting wedge. They covered Kellan and weighted the edges of the tarp down with landscaping bricks from his mother’s flower beds.
Afterward, they spotted a dead tree toward the back of the property that looked good for firewood. In silence, they walked over to it. Nick didn’t have much to say to Henry, and Henry wasn’t sure what to even say to Nick. An awkward situation.
After they cut down the tree, they decided to drag sections of it toward the house and cut it into smaller pieces there. They got halfway back to the house, dragging the larger portion of the tree, when they heard a high-pitched scream. They looked at one another.
“Was that Elaina?”
“I think so.”
They dropped the trunk. Henry broke out into a full sprint, axe in hand. He grimaced the whole way since his ribs were still out of sorts. Nick followed right behind him. Henry ran past the back of the house. “Elaina! Elaina!”
   
I walked out of the house to meet Henry and Nick because I wanted to help them stack the wood. I jogged down the front porch steps, not paying attention to my surroundings. Then I heard the familiar sound…the signature grumbling, snarling sound an undead makes.
There were four of them clambering up the driveway and yard. After I expeditiously patted myself down, I realized I was unarmed. I didn’t even have a knife. I froze, thoroughly convinced this was the end of me. Elaina Leigh Cooper, the unwed, newly-crowned necrophiliac, shacking up with a half-dead, crossbreed freak. Then I did what every other scared girl does. I screamed like a banshee.
Turning to run, I fell. My legs decided to fail me completely, not allowing me to get up. They were just useless limbs, kicking up leaves, unable to find the stability to stand.
“Elaina! Elaina!” I heard Henry yelling as he came around the house. Then I felt hands grab me and drag me to the side. I looked up. Nick. When I looked back at Henry, I saw him wielding an axe, swinging it at the undeads.
“Help him, Nick!”
He ran into the house, coming back out with the wrought iron fireplace poker. Henry already had two down, but they weren’t true dead yet.
“Crush their heads!” he yelled.
Nick jammed the poker into the undead’s head and drove it right down through its brain, repeating this action several times until all four were true dead.
The axe made a dull thud when Henry dropped it on the ground. He fell to his knees, trying to catch his breath. Finally, I was able to summon enough strength to run over to him. “Henry! Are you okay?”
He held up his hand, taking a couple deep breaths, trying to gather himself. He stood straight and rolled his neck, rubbing his temples. “I’ll be fine. Just still a bit sore in the chest.”
“Let’s just get inside before any more come staggering out of nowhere.”
I put my arm around Henry’s waist and helped support him on the way into the house. Nick grabbed both the tools, put them by the door, and slammed it shut. Henry and I both spun around.
“What the fuck, Elaina?” Nick yelled. “Don’t ever leave the house unarmed again! You could have gotten yourself killed!” Livid, he pulled at his hair and screamed at me like I was a child. “What the hell were you thinking?!”
“I thought I would come out and help you guys stack the wood since both of you are in need of a fix and refuse to ask me for a vial!” Standing with my hands on my hips, I wasn’t going to allow him to yell at me for what happened.
“You shouldn’t have fucking left the house in the first place!”
“Go fuck yourself, Nick! I was trying to help you!”
Nick mumbled something under his breath. Henry quietly watched the exchange until he became fed up. “All right! All right!” he roared. “Stop fighting like two women at a shoe sale, grabbing for the same pair! Christ!” He was pissed. Both he and Nick were getting moodier by the second.
I stormed upstairs to the bathroom, grabbing the supplies needed to perform a draw. When I came back down, Henry was sitting in a chair, bent over, rubbing his neck and temples.
“Here.” I shoved the needle and vials in his face. He looked up at me. Before he could say anything, I said, “I insist. Both of you are bitchy. Before long, you’ll have major PMS, and I’m out of Midol! I can’t deal with it anymore.”
Reluctantly, Henry took the supplies and drew two vials from me. He handed one to Nick, and poured one back himself. Eyes closed, he sat back in the chair and enjoyed his short-lived mini high.
I watched his face go from harsh angles to a softer look. His breathing went from rough to smooth. The stiffness left his body. Henry was back.
The wind picked up, howling around the house. We all went to the windows, looking up at the darkening sky. I was worried there was a storm rolling in. Henry glanced at Nick. “Let’s get back out there and get some of that wood done. We need to bring it inside.” Nick agreed. I ran my fingers through Henry’s hair, and he put his hand on my waist.
“I’m worried,” I said.
“I know. I am, as well. If a storm blows in—”
“Please. Don’t say it.”
He kissed my forehead. “Thank you,” he whispered.
“Anytime. You just have to let me know.”
He kissed me on the forehead again and pulled me into one of his strong hugs, then they walked out of the house to get the firewood.
I watched through the window this time. They moved the true dead corpses behind the fence, out of sight. When they finished, they chopped the wood.
Over the next couple hours, I paced back and forth, watching the sun lower in the sky and the temperature dropping. I tried sitting and reading again.
The distant rhythmic sounds of an axe stopped. I jumped out of the chair and ran to the front window, seeing Nick jogging up the front porch. He smiled as he came inside and headed to the family room. Then he opened the window and removed the screen so Henry could pass the wood into the house.
“We’re going to stack the driest wood in here and put the rest in the garage. Hopefully, it’ll dry out faster in there. Can you grab a basket or a box? We need something to put kindling in.”
“I’m on it,” I said happily, finally having something to do to keep my mind off of Sophie, Claire, and Thomas.
I knew exactly what I was going to get. My mother had a large collection of baskets, all different shapes and sizes. I never understood why she kept buying them because she never used them. When I picked up the large empty basket from the living room, I whispered, “Thanks, Mom.” I ran back and passed it to Henry through the window.
“That’s perfect, love.” His smile was warm, making me blush. Sometimes I felt like a teenager with a crush, not a woman in love with the most beautifully brilliant man who ever existed. Okay, that sounded pretty lame, but what could I say? I was ass over tits in love with him. He laughed at me, so I stuck my tongue out at him.
The familiar crunching sound of tires on the driveway caught our attention. I stuck my head out the window and saw Sophie parking the truck. Henry dropped the basket. I grabbed Nick and we ran out the front door. Claire immediately leapt toward him, and Henry hugged Sophie.
“Nick!” Claire squealed. She planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “Come. I have something for you.” She was so full of enthusiasm, she just about pulled his shoulder out of the socket. Thomas stood by the door of the truck.
“Glad you made it back,” I said to him.
“Me, too. There were a few moments when it was questionable, but we got loads of stuff.”
“Great! Thank you, Thomas!” I hugged him, which startled him. His poor body felt so thin and frail, I was afraid I would crush him.
“Let’s get this stuff unloaded before it gets really dark.” Henry walked to the back of the truck and opened the liftgate. He, Sophie, Thomas, and I began carrying the supplies into the house.
   
“Close your eyes…,” Claire said softly to Nick. She lifted his hands to cover his eyes.
“What are you doing?” He laughed.
“Just do what you’re told.” She reached into the back seat and pulled out his guitar. She put the strap over her neck and shoulder. “Open up!”
He dropped his hands. His jaw slacked, his eyes looking to have grown to the size of baseballs. He stood in shock, staring at Claire.
“Well? What do you think?”
“I…I…Claire…,” Nick whispered, his eyes filling with tears. Claire took off the guitar and set it back in the truck.
“Nick…I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought you would be happy to have your guitar back.”
It took him a minute to speak. “I can’t believe you would risk your life over a guitar. That wasn’t the best idea, Claire,” Nick scolded. She thought he would be happy about it. Hot tears burned her cold cheeks.
“I just wanted to bring you a little happiness after all you’ve gone through.”
“You could have gotten yourself and everyone with you killed!”
“Don’t you think I know that?! I realized it was a mistake after we got there.” The situation with David Tasker popped into her head again. Chills ran down her spine. She looked down at her shoes.
Nick knew what Claire had done was from her heart so he grabbed her shoulders. “Listen. This is the most amazing thing anyone has ever done for me. I can’t thank you enough. I’m just overwhelmed. The idea that you could have been killed over something for me…” He could barely croak out the words before the tears poured down his cheeks, collecting in the stubble on his face.
Claire smiled at him. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck. He placed his forehead against hers, and she was drawn into his bright emerald green eyes. They were so much more mesmerizing than his original baby blues.
“I just wanted to do something nice for you. I know how much you love that guitar, and I always loved listening to you play.”
Nick kissed her. She smiled against his lips, then pulled away and grabbed the guitar again. He took it from her hands, ran his fingers over the strings, and smiled. To see him genuinely happy made Claire’s heart skip a beat.
“This was really stupid, Claire,” Nick said, smiling. “Really fucking stupid.”
“I know.”
   
“Will you two love birds cut the shit and help us unload this beast?!”
Smiling, but I was full of my usual attitude. Claire blushed. She hurried to the back of the truck and grabbed the next box of goods.





CHAPTER 29
ABOUT A WEEK HAD PASSED, all the boxes and bags lined up in the entryway. Henry’s clothes were a community grab bag. We picked a couple things out here and there, but we didn’t want to unpack the supplies quite yet. Not until we figured out what our plans were.
Henry and Nick sat at the dining room table, pouring over the maps, trying to pick a route to get down to Gunther in North Carolina. The winter weather had started coming in hard and fast, the temperatures dropping significantly over the past few days. Henry was desperate, worrying over the weather.
“We can’t travel through Pennsylvania,” he said. “There’s no way. The highway has to be torn up. It always is. There has to be insane traffic congestion. I say we go through New Jersey.”
“I say you’re stupid. What if a Nor’easter blows through and we get stuck somewhere? We can’t risk that!” Frustrated, Nick ground his teeth together. “The best way is through Pennsylvania,” he exclaimed, tapping the map.
“But the highway will be congested!”
“We need to stay inland, Henry!”
“In case you have forgotten, it snows in Pennsylvania, too.”
They sounded like kids bickering. I walked up to them and stood behind Henry. “Am I going to have to put you two in separate corners?” They both glowered at me. “Umm…okay. Well, I’ll just go back to my womanly duties then.”
I headed back into the kitchen to help Claire fix everyone something to eat…which meant we popped open a few jars and opened another box of crackers. We pulled out a pouch of jerky from our stash, as well.
“They are getting a little grumpy out there,” Claire said in a hushed tone.
“Yeah. I think it’s time for another fix.” I rolled my eyes.
“It’s Thomas’s turn.” Claire looked down at her arm, the bruising from her last draw still evident. Embarrassed, she tugged her sleeve back in place. I walked into the family room. Thomas was cozied up by the fireplace, thumbing through an old magazine.
“Thomas, after you eat, the bitchy men out there need a dose.” I nodded my head toward the dining room. He got up and followed me out, finding a spot that wasn’t too close to Henry or Nick. His thin body tensed, he feared what might happen if they couldn’t control themselves.
They were still grumbling over which way we would go. “Henry! Listen to me. I’m telling you, the coast would be far too dangerous,” Nick insisted.
“We’re traveling the coast. And that’s final!” Henry barked.
“Listen—”
Henry slammed his fist down on the table. “I said we are traveling the coast. If you don’t like that idea, you can stay here!” Henry stood so quickly, he knocked his chair over.
“Henry…”
He whipped his head around to me, his fists clenched at his sides. His eyes were graying, his jaw set, his breathing short and rapid. He hadn’t had a big dose of blood since the bag he split with Sophie and Nick.
“Just calm down. Have a seat and eat this.” I set a jar of peaches and one of apple butter on the table. “You know what? Let me get you a drink.” I turned around. Claire stood in the doorway of the kitchen, her eyes wide. I whispered, “It’ll be okay, Claire. I’ll handle it.” I grabbed a couple glasses and the open bottle of whisky off the counter, then went back into the dining room and poured everyone, except Thomas, a drink. Seething, Henry still glared at Nick.
I admit I was worried there would be some sort of altercation. His lip twitching, Henry was doing the best he could to push down his anger. I also knew he could kill Nick in a heartbeat, so I had to keep a close eye on the situation.
“Henry! Sit your arse down!”
We all looked toward the stairs. Sophie was coming down, carrying the supplies needed to perform a draw. Henry grabbed his chair and sat, grumbling the whole time.
Sophie went to Thomas and hooked him up, Claire and I sitting next to our men. I was getting more and more used to blood being passed around the house like a two-dollar tramp.
Henry still glared at Nick.
“I’m not going to sit here and be the recipient of his anger.” Nick stood and stalked off into the family room.
“Nick. Nick! Come back.” Claire got up to chase after him, but before she made it to the doorway, she pointed at me. “You need to control your man!”
“Control my man?! Do you see marionette strings anywhere?!” I was absolutely floored she would even say something like that.
“He needs to learn to respect others and their opinions! He can’t be Mr. Ego all the goddamn time!” Claire stormed off after Nick.
“You know, she’s right, Henry. You need to control yourself.” Sophie was trying to be the voice of reason.
“Oh, shut the fuck up, Sophie. You get all pissy, too.” I got up and ran upstairs before anyone could see the tears running down my face. I didn’t understand how Henry’s outburst was my fault.
“Elaina, wait,” I heard Henry say. “Jesus Christ, this is all I fucking need right now!”
“Henry, sit your arse down. Leave her alone. You need to wait until you’ve had your fix.”
Henry ignored Sophie’s demand, following me up the stairs. “Elaina!”
I made it to my room, slammed the door shut, and leaned up against it, trying to suck back my emotions.
He knocked softly. “Elaina, can I come in?” I didn’t move. “Elaina… Come on. Open the door.” I heard a light thud against the solid wood. I had a feeling it was his forehead. “Elaina… I’m sorry. Please, let me in.” I couldn’t be mad at him. It wasn’t his fault.
I whipped open the door and yanked him inside. After slamming the door again, I forcefully pushed him up against it.
“Love, I’m sorry. I know I need to control myself better. It’s just—”
“Shut up,” I rasped, losing all control of myself. My beautiful man, or whatever the fuck he was, stood before me, looking sad and guilty.
I felt my core stir, aching for him to pound himself into my deepest depths, releasing the tension in my body. I grabbed him and kissed him on his lips, then his neck. I rubbed my hands all over his cool, trimmed body. I wasn’t going to waste a moment.
“Elaina, stop…” Henry tried to push me away, but I knew, from the obvious visual signs, he wanted me as badly as I did him. “Elaina…please…” I pulled off his shirt, then worked my way down to his navel, nipping his taut skin. He shuddered and his breathing deepened. “Elaina, please. You said we can’t. Don’t do this to me. It’s not right.”
I stood and put my finger on his lips. “Shhh,” I growled. I unbuckled his belt and reached for what I desired. He moaned loudly and his head thudded against the door as I took him in my hand. “Shhh, I said!” I growled at him again. Damn it. He was going to follow my orders for a change whether he wanted to or not.
“Yes, ma’am.” He undid the button on my jeans as I stroked him. He kissed me with a ferocious appetite, grabbing me and pushing me up against the wall. He pulled off my jeans and lacy panties, then yanked off my shirt and bra in record time.
Everything drifted away. I didn’t care what had happened, I didn’t care if anyone heard, and I didn’t care about anything except the man who could make my body pulsate in a fury of passion. I wanted to be one with him.
He roughly grabbed my face, his tongue invading my mouth, then he ran his teeth over my jawline. I got an unexpected thrill from the danger of it. One nip too hard and I would be like him.
His cool breath tickled my ear. Slowly, he sunk to his knees, touching and kissing every square inch of my body. When he dipped his fingers into my wet heat, I let out a quiet moan. I wanted more. I wanted all of him.
“More, Henry…” His tongue worked me over to the point of near ecstasy. I pulled on his hair. “Henry…please. I need you.” My body ached to release with him inside my begging core.
He stood, lifting me up against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist. He slowly slid me down and entered me. His groan was deep and throaty. It was a delicious sound that I relished. I loved knowing I felt so good to him.
“Oh, fuuuuck, love,” he moaned. “It’s been too long.”
“Henry…,” I gasped as he pushed me to my limit.
He grabbed onto my ass and thrust himself into me over and over again, rough and desperate. He buried his face into my chest, and his cool, throaty breath tickled my skin. I wrapped my arms around him as I began to rise. I bit my lip and threw my head back.
My delicious moment came quickly over the intense passion. After I spilled myself and melted into him, he carried me to the bed. He positioned himself behind me and took me again.
Again, his thrusts were hard and deep. His uncontrolled breathing wild and intoxicating. Henry was coming apart at the seams. I made him stop so I could roll over. I wanted to see him come. He thrust himself back in and pounded into me.
“Oh god, love. I’m going to… Fuuuuck,” he growled. I held his head in my hands and watched my beautiful man explode above me. His eyes rolled, his jaw relaxed, and he groaned deeply as he filled my core. He pumped his hips into me a few more times before he lost his ability to hold himself up.
He collapsed on the bed next to me, unable to breathe. I was still stuck in the euphoria of it all. Then he curled up next to me and his familiar, sweaty, cool body brought me back to reality.
A crying jag hit once again. I tried to hide it, but there was no hope. I really hated that weak side of myself. Henry pulled me close into his chest and stroked my hair, whispering, “I’m sorry, love.” I looked into his graying eyes. “I’m so sorry about everything. I love you so much.”
“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I whispered.
He wore a guilty expression on his face, his eyes watering, too. “I know. Neither do I.”
“I just want everything back to normal, where I worried about where I left my cell phone, or if I remembered to set my DVR for a Real Housewives marathon.” I nestled my head into Henry’s chest.
He didn’t say anything. I could feel his sadness. I knew he thought the whole situation was his fault, but it wasn’t my intention to make him feel that way. He stroked my hair and ran his fingers down my back.
“Elaina, I wish I could change what happened so you and I could try to live a somewhat normal life, but let’s face facts here, love. If it weren’t for all this madness, we probably would have never met.” He was right.
When his stomach growled loudly and interrupted our emotional moment, we both laughed.
“Come on. Let’s go eat and get you a fix. Also, you need to behave yourself, Henry. Stop with your attitude. I don’t want the fighting anymore.” I gave him my best stern look. I stood, grabbed our clothes, and tossed his at him.
“Yes, ma’am.” He smirked at me as we dressed, then he pulled me into a quick embrace. “By the way, that was fucking brilliant. I love angry, spontaneous sex with you.” He gave me a kiss and opened the door.
When we got back downstairs, Nick and Claire were at the table. Sophie had divided up the bag Thomas gave, and both she and Nick were sipping on it. Henry walked straight to Nick. I hoped he was going to stay in control.
“Nick, may I speak with you in the other room?”
Nick looked around at everyone. “Yeah, I guess.” He sounded worried. I couldn’t say as I blamed him. Nick got up and walked into the family room, Henry on his heels. I stood in the kitchen doorway, just out of earshot, but I could still see the interaction. I was ready to pounce if a brawl broke out.
   
“I would like to apologize for my behavior,” Henry said. “You’re correct. I need to listen to everyone else’s opinions. It was completely out of line. I know you’re still angry with me about the whole…well, you know. So, please, I beg you to accept my apology.” Henry held out his hand. Staring down at it, Nick looked amazed.
“Wow… That must have been some talking to from Elaina.” Nick took Henry’s hand and shook it.
Henry smirked. “You have no idea, mate. She was bloody brutal.” Henry ran his hand through his hair. “Let’s go back in there and make plans. I would like to leave soon so we can beat the weather.”
   
When Henry and Nick made it back to the dining room, I had already eaten a half jar of tomatoes while watching them. Henry sat and downed his cup of blood, like he usually did. He folded his arms on the table and rested his head on them.
I grabbed my glass of whisky and drank a few sips. After a minute or so, Henry picked up his head, his eyes sparkling with a brilliance I hadn’t seen in a while. They even looked a bit happy. He smiled at me and stood, then dug through the boxes and bags.
“What are you looking for?” Sophie asked.
“I was wondering if you grabbed all the maps that were—” He stopped. Holding up what looked like a notebook or a journal, he whipped his head around to Sophie. Lips pursed, her face was full of fear and sadness.
“Why didn’t you tell me you brought these?!” Sophie looked at him, speechless. “Did you read any of these?” Still no response. “I asked you a fucking question!” He dug down into the box and found a stack of similar notebooks. “Answer me, damn it!” He was furious, and I had no idea why.
“Henry, just calm down. I’m sure Sophie or somebody…” I looked at Claire, “will explain.” I stood and walked over to him. I reached my hand out to take one. He took a step back, pulling the notebooks into his chest. “What are they?”
“His journals.” Sophie’s voice was soft and melancholy.
“Aww, cute!” I said excitedly, ignoring Sophie’s tone. “Can I see them? What kind of juicy details from your past do they hold?” I reached out for them again. Henry pulled away with haste and dropped a couple by my feet. Before he could grab them, I bent and picked one up. He tried to snatch it out of my hands, but I had a death grip on it. I started reading as he hung his head.

“August 4th, 2014

Dear Mum,

I was nearly caught yesterday. Gunther showed up at a bar I was at with Elaina and her friend, Claire. He told me that Roger said I needed to get back to work, but I refused. Then we got into a physical altercation. I am so lucky the ladies didn’t hear what he said to me. He told me that if I didn’t inject someone soon, Roger would drag me back to the complex for punishment. I didn’t care. I want nothing to do with the program anymore. I’m worried he will bring harm to Elaina, though. When I arrived back at my flat today, Gunther had broken in and stolen the virus. I’m really worried. Our wedding isn’t that far away. I have to protect her. I need advice…I’m lost. I wish you were here to help me.

I love you.
Luke”

I looked up at Henry. Blind with rage, but my voice was calm and quiet. “You knew?”
“Elaina, please, let me explain.” The fear on his face was evident.
“There’s nothing to explain. It says it all right here, Henry! You were supposed to inject the virus into someone!”
Sophie sat with her head in her hands.
“Why didn’t you tell me you grabbed these?!” Henry screamed at Sophie.
“I forgot,” she cried. “I’m sorry.”
“You forgot?! You’re sorry?!” Henry laughed with a frightening aggression. Stunned, I read revealing entry after revealing entry. “I can’t believe this. Well, it’s all out there now, isn’t it, Sophie? Thank you for not allowing me to tell her in my own time.”
“Don’t you dare put any blame on Sophie!” Claire stood. “She thought she was doing something good by bringing you your journals.”
“So you knew, too?!” I bit out. “What the fuck?!” I didn’t know what to think. My best friend didn’t tell me about them, Sophie was crying, and Henry was scared, but raging.
“Tell her, Henry.” Claire crossed her arms. “Tell Elaina about your initial mission.”
Henry spilled his guts, finally telling me every last gory detail. I couldn’t believe what I heard. “Elaina, I tried to fight him off. He stalked me for months. There were so many times I unraveled over his presence. I didn’t want to do it. Yes, I originally intended to use you, but I fell in love with you from the moment our eyes locked that night. Look… Look here.” He opened his journal to October 24, 2012. I read his entry and fell apart. I didn’t know if I should be pissed or happy.
“I’m so confused right now.” Henry tried to embrace me, but I pushed him away. “Don’t touch me!”
“Elaina, it’s right here. Look!” He was desperate to show me, to prove he threw it all away just for me, instead of using me. “Look, please. I didn’t want this to happen. I went rogue. I didn’t want to inject anyone. I knew it was wrong.” His voice cracked. “I thought that by holding the injection hostage, I could prevent this, but I failed at that, as well. I’m such a screw up.” My heart ached. I was hurt, but I could see how broken Henry was. I wanted to take him away from all of it.
“So when you actually met me, instead of continuing to stalk me, you decided you couldn’t go through with the program anymore?”
“Precisely. I didn’t want to do it anymore. I love you so much.” Hand reaching out, he was looking for permission to get close to me. I wiped my tears on my sleeve. “Elaina, you mean everything to me. You’re the only person who has kept me sane in this entirely mental, fucked-up life of mine. Please…” His words caught in his throat.
“I need to say a few things.” Henry nodded. “I’m so angry and hurt right now. I always knew you were hiding stuff from me. I mean, why would you never let me in to your apartment? I only ever knew a part of you. I’m…”
Desperate, he was going to fight for me tooth and nail. “Love, please. I love you so much. I was just protecting you by not letting you completely into my life and home. I would die for you. I would fight to the very end for you. Haven’t I proven that?” I nodded. “I know I should have told you all of this, but I was afraid you would leave me. I was so scared that I would lose you. But you have every right to leave me. If you want me to, I will leave right now. I’ll pack a small bag and leave you with the truck, along with a majority of the weapons. I will walk out that door if that’s what you want, but you have to understand. I will fight until the very end to have you in my life. You’re the only thing that makes it tolerable. I beg you not to walk away from us.”
I couldn’t take it anymore. I grabbed him and latched on. “Stay. I can’t live without you. I can’t.” I didn’t think I had ever held Henry that tight before. I needed to hold him together. I didn’t want him to shatter all over again.
He kept whispering apology after apology. He was broken because he had been through so much abuse. His entire body trembled with fear. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sophie approach us.
“Henry…I want to apologize.” He looked at Sophie, who was shattering, as well. “I realize how much I’ve hurt you. Please forgive me.” I was hesitant and afraid of how Henry would react.
He glared at her for a moment, then embraced her. “Thank you.”
“Thank you?” she questioned as she pulled away. He wrapped his hands around the nape of her neck and held her face in his hands.
“Yes. Thank you for helping me get it all out there. I was just kidding myself. I would never have been able to build up enough courage to tell her. I’m glad she knows, and I no longer have to live with the burden and fear.”
Sophie didn’t know what to say, her lips trembling. She broke their embrace, turned around, and ran up the stairs.
   
An uncomfortable silence filled the house. Henry finally sat back down at the table. It was Nick’s turn to glare. He stood and pointed in Henry’s face. “Just because my sister forgives you, doesn’t mean I do.”
Claire grabbed Nick’s arm. “You have to forgive him. If Elaina wants us to continue to accept Henry, that’s what we have to do. We cannot be divided. It will only cause us to fall.” She turned to me. “Elaina, please accept my apology. I shouldn’t have gotten angry with you earlier.”
“I accept,” I quietly said.
“Okay. Well, let’s make some plans,” Claire said with a genuine smile. I think she realized how broken Henry was. She had witnessed so many of his outbursts of self-loathing misery as of late.
“Shouldn’t Sophie be involved?” I asked.
Henry cleared his throat. “I think she needs time.” He poured us all more drinks, then unfolded the maps, pointing out the different routes we could travel. Between Henry, Nick, Claire, and I, we ended up finishing that bottle of whisky, then we killed one more.





CHAPTER 30
I WOKE UP WITH A GROAN, feeling the sun coming through the window, creeping up on my body. There was no way I was getting up. I heard Henry yawn. I tried opening my eyes, but they were not cooperating.
“Morning, my sexy love.” His voice had that rasp that I loved so much. I felt his naked body against mine, which made me realize that I was naked, as well. He was aroused, as usual.
I was hung over, and I think I did things with Henry the night before that I wouldn’t normally do. My entire nether region was a little achy. I got up the courage to open my eyes as I rolled over to face him.
“Is the wild beast tamed within you?” I squinted at him. “If it isn’t, maybe I can try to tame it again?” He had an evil grin plastered on his face, and he started to kiss my neck.
“You are so not funny right now, Henry Daniels.”
He laughed. “No? I kind of like that untamed beast that lives deep down inside of you. Quite frankly, it’s fucking sexy as hell.” He stretched in a very cocky manner. I continued to squint. “What do they say? ‘In wine, there is truth’? Maybe, in this case, in whisky, there is revelation. It surprised me. We discovered new things that you fucking loved.” He grinned with pride.
“Oh, my god, Henry.” I smacked his chest. He laughed again. “We should get up and get going.” I tried sitting up, but my head wanted to split open. “How can you drink so much all the time? You rarely seem to get a hangover.”
“Lots of practice conditioning the liver.” He kissed my forehead. “Just rest. I’ll take care of it.” Henry crawled away from me and got out of bed. I peeked at his body while he dressed. I couldn’t help but smile. Pulling his shirt over his head, he headed toward the door, but he looked back at me once more.
“Just so we are clear. Even if you don’t remember our little adventure last night, I do, and it was absolutely brilliant.” He winked at me and left the room.
I was so embarrassed, I pulled the covers over my head. I only remembered bits and pieces, so I wasn’t even sure what he was talking about. What adventure? I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to know.
Reluctantly, I rolled out of bed to get dressed, discovering another sore spot that I would rather not discuss. I felt mortified.
While trying to shake off the whisky fuzzies and wandering thoughts, I glanced out the window, shocked at what I saw. There had to be at least six inches of snow out there, and it was still falling at a heavy rate.
“Shit!” I stumbled over my shoes. I ran out of my bedroom and pounded on the doors. “Get up! Everyone up! There’s snow on the ground!” Mumbles and groans came from inside the rooms.
I ran downstairs while tugging a sweater on. Henry stood with his hands in his pockets, looking out the window in the dining room.
“Well, at least we have four-wheel drive.” He turned around. Everyone else filed down the stairs, all gasping over the fresh and continuously falling snow. “Let’s dress appropriately for the weather and pack up.”
Henry rummaged through the bags and boxes that Sophie, Claire, and Thomas had brought back from his apartment. He pulled out his ball cap and found his winter coat. He tossed an extra coat to my brother. I watched Henry meticulously load up his vest and put it on over his shirt.
I ran upstairs and dug through my parents’ closets, pulling out a couple heavy coats, along with hats and gloves. I searched for boots and winter clothing, as well. Luckily, my mother and I wore the same size. Sadly, our styles were on opposite ends of the spectrum. I wasn’t an Ann Taylor kind of girl. More like an Old Navy kind of girl.
When I heard someone at the door, I glanced over my shoulder. Claire stood just inside of the room. “Claire…Here.” I tossed the clothing at her.
“Thanks,” she said. “I’m going to go search through the rest of the closets and see what I can find. Extra linens and such. Nick is going to go to the garage to look around for anything we need.”
“Okay.” Claire turned around to walk away. “Claire, wait.” She stopped and looked me, brows raised. “Thank you.”
“For what?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.
“For a lot of things, but specifically for making Nick happy.” She smiled. “You both deserve happiness.”
“Yeah. A little happiness in this crazy, fucked-up world is hard to find, but I think we have.” I laughed. Claire sounded so funny when she swore. I was pretty sure I would never get used to hearing her say it.
I grabbed what I could and headed back downstairs, then passed out items to everyone. Henry and Nick were already outside getting things together. We all looked somewhat funny in my parents’ expensive coats. Sophie grabbed the fur, of course.
“Fitting, yeah?” She twirled around. “Oh, is there a muffler to go with this? I definitely think it needs one.” I threw one of my father’s plaid wool scarves at her. “Oh no, love. This absolutely does not go.”
I rolled my eyes and continued passing out items. Then I got myself all bundled up and headed out the door.
It was a heavy, wet snow. I paused, then grinned, thinking about all the snowball fights and sledding trips Nick and I had taken. Mom and Dad would take us skiing in the Catskills. We would stay in a lodge, roast marshmallows, and drink hot cocoa. I felt a sudden playfulness rush through me.
I bent down and made a nice heavy snowball, squeezing it tight, smoothing any bumps. Then I threw it, hitting Nick right in the back of his leg as he helped Henry load the truck.
“Hey! What the…?” They turned around and saw me grinning. “You little bitch!” Nick yelled. He and Henry made snowballs and started throwing them at me while I dodged them, running behind the big maple tree in the front yard. Every time I peeked out, one of them would just miss me.
“And you call yourself a sharpshooter, Henry?!” I shouted playfully from behind the safety of the tree.
“Quit being a chicken and come out!” Henry yelled.
When Claire and Thomas come out of the house, I waved Claire over and she ran to join me. Naturally, Thomas joined Henry and Nick. Both Claire and I got pelted left and right. We didn’t care. We laughed so hard, our stomachs ached.
Sophie finally decided to grace us with her presence. She walked across the yard in my mother’s best fur, not a single snowball hitting her. It was like she parted the seas. She joined us in our pursuit of defeating the men.
Henry stopped, turning an ear to the sky listening. He held his arm up for the rest of us to be quiet. Then I heard it. “Is that a plane?” I asked.
We all looked up. It was hard to see with all the snow coming down, but the sound got increasingly closer. I felt a moment of excitement.
“Henry! Maybe there’s help coming! Maybe there are other places in the States that aren’t infected! Maybe we should drive to the airport!”
“No. That can’t be it or they would have flown over ages ago.” Henry listened closely. “That’s a military jet.”
“That’s good news then, right? Maybe they’re looking for survivors.” Claire tried to sound positive but judging from the worried look in her eyes, she felt the same unsure feelings Henry did. Then we heard an explosion, the ground rumbling. Another plane flew overhead.
“Come on! Let’s roll! We need to get the hell out of here!” Henry and Nick ran around, getting the trucks packed.
I ran to him. “What’s going on?” I said, panicking.
“They’re bombing!”
“What?”
“Whoever is flying those planes is bombing!”
“But what about survivors?”
Henry grabbed my arms, shaking me. “They don’t care, Elaina! Now move! We need to finish getting packed so we can get out of here!”
My heart pounded as we heard more planes and felt more explosions. I stood frozen in place. My feet wouldn’t move, my muscles stiff. Fear had taken over my body.
“Elaina! Come on!” I watched everyone running around, trying to pack up. “Elaina! Snap out of it! We need you!” Henry ran past me with the trunk of weapons and ammo.
Finally, I was able to move. I ran into the house and collected what I could, then ran to the truck. Nick brought stuff out of the garage: axes, chains, and a carrier for the roof of the truck. He fastened it to the top of Henry’s Tahoe and loaded it with the dry wood.
Claire ran past me with extra blankets. Thomas carried out boxes of food. Everyone moved at warp speed. More explosions sounded in the distance, but closer. The ground continued to rumble.
Finally, the house was cleared of everything we thought we needed. I ran into the living room and grabbed the photo albums. Nick came flying down the stairs with his guitar and a couple other treasured childhood items from his room. I ran upstairs and paused at my parents’ bedroom.
I am not a praying kind of girl, but I grabbed my mother’s gold cross necklace. She treasured it. Her mother gave it to her on her sixteenth birthday. I stuffed it in my jacket pocket. Knowing that could very well be the last time I ever saw my family home again, my jaw trembled.
“Elaina! Where are you?! We’re leaving!” I heard Henry running up the stairs, coming up behind me. “Love… Do you have everything you want to bring with you?” His voice was calm and smooth. I nodded, crying. Henry rubbed my shoulders with his gloved hands. “Hey, hey, hey. Listen. If we can, we will come back. Okay?” He pulled me in tight.
“It’ll be too dangerous, and probably burned to the ground by then.” We heard another explosion closer than the last. It felt like an earthquake.
“We have to go.” He grabbed the photo albums out of my hands and we ran out to his truck.
Thomas had already taken a spot in the back seat. There was just enough room in there for him. Sophie was siphoning gas out of her truck to put in Henry’s. I got in on the passenger side, then hung the cross on the rearview mirror. Henry got in and touched it curiously. Then he gazed at me.
I looked down, fiddling with my gloves. Henry engaged the four-wheel drive, then put the truck in reverse. I couldn’t look at the house anymore. It was the last piece of normalcy I had.
“Turn on the walkie-talkie. It’s in the glove box.” I didn’t move. “Love…?” He touched my leg, making me jump. “Can you grab the walkie-talkie out of the glove box and turn it on?” I nodded and did as I was told, handing it to him.
“SJ, you got me?”
“Loud and clear, HD. We’re ready to roll out.”
“Follow me. If we can’t get through, listen for further detail.”
“Copy that, boss.”
Henry drove as fast as he could in the weather conditions. Not only was there snow on the roads, there was still a significant amount falling, as well as black clouds of smoke in the background.
Could it possibly get any worse? I was doubtful.
As more planes dropped bombs all around us, my hands shook. I unzipped my coat. I couldn’t tell if I were sweating from fear or just from being overheated.
“It’s going to be okay, love.” Thomas laughed, obviously having a different opinion. “Shut up, Thomas!”
Henry reached into his pocket and pulled out his iPod. He opened the center console, pulling out the car charger. “Can you plug this in?” I took it from him. The first track was from The Killers.
We drove about twenty miles, only the iPod breaking the silence. Thomas had nodded off in the back. I shook my head, having no idea how he could sleep. I was too jacked-up. We suddenly came upon a congestion of cars. It was still snowing like crazy, and we could hear the planes and explosions off in the distance.
“Bloody hell,” Henry grumbled as he reached for the walkie-talkie. “SJ, do you copy?”
“Loud and clear.”
“In about three hundred meters, there’s congestion. Going to pull over and see what we can do.”
“Copy.” Henry pulled up close to the vehicles, and Thomas stirred.
“Have your weapons at the ready. Thomas, you come out and cover. Elaina, stay put.” I frowned at him. “You’re to stay put unless I say differently.”
“Fine.” I folded my arms and looked the other way.
“Christ, Elaina. Cut the shit,” he grumbled, opening the door and hopping out.
“Be careful,” I mumbled. He grumbled something, then closed the door. I watched him and Thomas walk toward the cars. With all the snow still falling, they disappeared. Then Sophie walked past, still in my mother’s fur. She waved at me as she went by.
   
Henry treaded through the snow, Thomas following obediently behind him, watching their surroundings. Moments later, Sophie caught up.
Henry held up his hand, listening for those horrible, familiar sounds. All he heard were the two trucks running, the snow hitting softly all around them.
He approached the first car. With some hesitation, he wiped the snow off the driver’s window with his gloved hand. He breathed a sigh of relief. Empty. Sophie knelt and tapped on the gas tank, finding plenty in it. Henry tried the handle. Finding it unlocked, he opened it, searching for a trunk release. When he found that, Sophie searched it and pulled out a gas can.
“Check it out! Got us a gas can.” She pulled the siphon out of her pack, which she had on under the fur coat. She siphoned out as much gas as the can would hold.
“I’m going to walk ahead a bit, see how far this traffic jam goes.”
Thomas looked between the two, wondering if he should follow Henry or stay back with Sophie.
“Go with him. I’m fine. I’m going to fill our tanks, then check this other car.”
Thomas walked off, catching up with Henry, as Sophie headed back to the trucks. As she put half the can in each truck, more planes flew over, dropping bombs in the distance.
“Keep close, Thomas, so we can see each other,” Henry commanded.
“All right.” Thomas was right up on him when Henry stopped, running right into his back. Surprisingly, the little waif almost knocked Henry over.
“Christ, Thomas! Not that close!”
“I was doin’ wha’ you said.”
“Shit.”
“Wha’?”
“The road. It looks like the traffic goes on forever. Fuck!” Henry kicked the car next to him, hearing an intense growling from the inside. When Henry swiped the snow off the window, he and Thomas both jumped back.
“Bloody hell!” There was an entire family of undeads inside the car, pawing at the windows.
“How the…?”
“One must have been bitten, and they were probably trying to take them somewhere, maybe to the hospital. There’s one off the exit up ahead.”
“Do we shoot them?” Thomas nervously asked. Henry raised his gun. Four shots later, all were true dead.
Sophie heard the gunshots in the distance. She stopped what she was doing. “Henry!” she called out. No answer. “Henry!” she yelled louder. Still no answer.
Sophie decided to follow their tracks. She walked faster and faster until she ran into Thomas, his Sig aimed right at her head.
“What the fuck, Thomas?!”
“Sorry, I thought you were—”
“Yeah, I got it. Henry, what’s going on?”
“Took out a couple.” He sighed. “The traffic is backed up. If we plan on continuing on this path, we’re going to have to push through. Otherwise, we have to turn around.”
Sophie looked around. “Well, there really isn’t much of a choice, is there? Let’s head back to the trucks. We can rotate pushing.” Henry nodded.
   
Henry opened the door of the truck and hopped in. He threw his gloves and aviators on the dash, pulling his ball cap off before running his hands through his hair.
“How’s it look?” I asked with concern.
“Not great. A lot of traffic. We’ll have to push through.” I didn’t like the sound of that. “A couple of us will push if we can’t do it with the truck.”
“This isn’t a good idea. Someone will get hurt.”
“We’ll be fine. We just have to be cautious.”
“Right,” I said, skeptical.
“It will be fine, Elaina. Trust me.” I laughed, and he glared at me.
He put the truck in drive and crept through the middle of the road. We barely fit, metal scraping on metal. Henry cursed, and I decided to sit with my hands covering my eyes. It was just easier for me that way.
I felt us come to a stop.
“Thomas, I need you to hop out.” Then Henry got on the walkie-talkie. “SJ, we need a push up here.”
“Copy.”
I removed my hands from my eyes. Henry jumped out, clearing the cars of undeads. When Thomas and Nick pushed the cars off the edge of the highway, he got back into the truck.
The snow seemed to have lightened up, but still came down at a steady pace. Visibility was quite bleak. Henry impatiently drummed the steering wheel to a Calvin Harris song, watching and waiting for Thomas and Nick to clear enough space for us to continue.
After several minutes of continuous finger drumming, I smacked Henry’s hand.
“What?” he snapped.
“You are driving me batty!”
“Sorry,” he mumbled.
Finally, Thomas and Nick rushed back to the trucks. Thomas rubbed his hands together, trying to warm them.
“We thought we heard some undeads, but we ain’t sure. It’s still hard to see out there.” Thomas’s teeth chattered while he talked.
“Thank you, Thomas,” Henry said, all business. It sounded like “Program Henry” was back for a visit. Oh, the joy. He put the truck back in drive, slowly moving forward again.
We couldn’t have moved fifty feet before we saw them. There was an enormous herd roaming back and forth on the highway. I couldn’t see how many exactly, but there were more than I had ever seen…more than I ever wanted to see.
“SJ, we have company,” Henry said into the walkie-talkie, like it wasn’t a big deal. It was creepy when he used his “business” voice.
“How many?” Sophie barked back.
“Hmm…maybe fifty? Not sure. The vehicles and snow make it difficult to see.” When he said fifty, bile rolled up in my esophagus. I could see them, but just hearing the amount made me want to flee.
“I’m stopped directly behind you. I’ll hop up on top and pick them off. Wait for my cue.”
I trembled. There were so many, a few of them bumping into the front of the truck. They looked partially frozen.
“Copy,” Henry said, then looked over at me. “Hey. It will be okay.” He rubbed his cold hand down my cheek. “We’ve got this.” He always tried to be so reassuring, but I knew he was just as scared as I was. “Thomas, pass me the sniper rifle.”
“HD, I’m up.”
“Copy. I’m going up, as well. You kneel, I’ll lie down.”
“Copy.” When I looked back, Nick reached out the window and grab the walkie-talkie from Sophie.
“Henry, no! They’re too close. They could get you while you are trying to get up there. And what about the carrier?” I didn’t like the plan at all.
“Love, I know what I am doing. Now, once I’m out, roll up my window. You’ll be safe in here.” He rolled down the window, opened the door, and climbed up it like a ladder. I would have fallen on my ass.
I pulled the door shut and rolled up the window just as an undead tried to reach in. Thomas had his gun ready. He was breathing heavily, and I could feel his fear.
“Elaina, pick up.” Claire’s voice was shaky. I almost dropped the walkie-talkie on the floor because my hands shook so much.
“I’m here.”
“I just wanted to say…” Static.
“Claire?”
“I’m sorry.” Claire was crying. “If we don’t get out of this, I just want to let you know how much I love you, how much I appreciate what you and your family have done for me over the years…” She paused. “You know, since my parents died.” I fell apart as the sounds of gunfire surrounded us.
“I love you, too, Claire. You’re my sister in every sense. Nick…?”
“I’m here.” Even Nick’s voice shook.
“I love you.”
“Likewise.”
I turned to Thomas. “Thank you for all that you have done for us, Thomas.” His eyes wet, trying to keep the tears from rolling down his cheeks, he nodded.
The gunfire continued. It seemed to be more than fifty rounds, but I wasn’t counting. A second later, Henry scrambled off the roof, but he didn’t get back into the truck. He took off toward Sophie’s truck.
“Elaina!” Claire screamed over the walkie-talkie. “Sophie’s hurt!”
“I have you covered,” Thomas said as he opened his door and began shooting the undeads still trying to get to us. I got out of the truck. Nick came up to help Thomas hold them off. I ran as fast as I could in the snow-covered road to Henry and Claire squatting over Sophie’s lifeless body.
“What happened?!” I yelled.
“She fell. She must have slipped.” Henry cradled her bloodied head in his arms. “Jesus, Sophie… Come on! Sophie, wake up! Please…”
Claire peeled off my mother’s fur coat and her pack. I gasped. Sophie’s body was awkwardly positioned. Her upper half was bent toward the right, her bottom toward the left. When I looked at Claire, she shook her head. Even if she did survive, she would be paralyzed.
Losing it, Henry held her tightly. “Sophie… Sophie! Damn it, Sophie! Why did I allow you to go up there? Why? I should have told you no…” Henry broke down, stroking her hair.
Claire listened for breathing and checked for a pulse. “Henry…,” she whispered. Henry rocked Sophie, the tears freezing on his stubble. “Henry… She’s gone.”
“No!” He was adamant.
“Henry, we have to—”
“No!” he growled at Claire.
“She’s going to turn, Henry.” Henry was in such despair. He held Sophie close to his body, rocking her. “Please. We have to—”
“Go!” he barked at Claire and me. “Go, both of you! Get in the fucking trucks!”
Claire slipped the pack straps over her shoulders and walked to Sophie’s truck. One slow step at a time, I walked backward, watching him. I heard him whispering to Sophie, then he got up on his knees and picked her up. He carried her lifeless body to the side of the road.
By then, Nick and Thomas had stopped firing. Thomas opened the door for me. “Is she okay?” As soon as Nick said the words, we heard Henry’s gun go off.
Henry dropped to his knees, his entire self exposed. Every emotion poured out of him, reminding me of when Kellan told Henry about his mother. Instead of getting in the truck, I ran to him. “Henry! Henry!” I grabbed his arm, but he wrestled me off.
“No!” he screamed, immediately focusing back on Sophie’s body. “I’m so sorry, Sophie. I’m so sorry. I should have protected you better. I’m so fucking sorry.” He shook all over. He kept telling Sophie how sorry he was, that he would find her babies, that he would make Roger pay.
I tried to grab him, but he shrugged me off again. “Henry… I’m so sorry.” He turned and looked at me, fire and rage in his eyes. “Henry, please. You’re scaring me.”
He stood and pushed past me. “Get in the fucking truck!” He wiped the frozen tears off his face as I ran after him. “Nick! Drive Sophie’s truck…and if you so much as put a dent in it, I will kill you.”
Nick looked back at her already battered truck. The cracked windshield, part of the grill missing, and countless amounts of scratches and dents. Nick looked at me curiously as Henry shoved past him. I scurried into Henry’s truck, along with Thomas.
Henry threw open his door and jumped in, slamming the door with such intensity, I thought the window would shatter. He sat in silence for a moment with his head in his hands, clutching his hair, then he screamed, “Fuck!” He punched the dash and steering wheel a few times. I didn’t know what to do or say because nothing would make him feel any better.
Quietly, he pressed his forehead against the steering wheel, taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself. I went to take his hand, seeing blood trickling out of the wounds.
“Henry… We need to take care of your hand.” When I took it, he hissed. “I think it may be broken.” It had already started to swell. He continued to look forward, lost in thought. “Do you want me to get Claire to look at it?” He didn’t respond. I glanced over my shoulder at Thomas, looking for an answer. He shrugged. “Henry…?”
“Can you just wrap it up for now?” he asked in such a soft voice, it took me a moment to figure out what he had asked.
“Of course. Whatever you want me to do. Thomas, grab me something.”
Thomas dug around for a minute, then passed me an already torn up t-shirt. I tore another section off it and carefully wrapped Henry’s hand, trying to be as gentle and as tender as I could.
“Henry, I’m so sorry about Sophie. I know what she meant to you. I love you.”
He swallowed hard, his brilliant green eyes filling with tears again. His breath caught in his throat. It took him a minute to swallow his immense sorrow. He cleared his throat. “I love you, too. Tell Nick we’re ready.”
I picked up the walkie-talkie as Henry put the truck in drive, keeping his foot on the brake. I could feel the agony radiating off his body. I knew he didn’t want to leave Sophie there, lying on the side of the road.
I touched his arm. “She’s here with us, inside of us. You are not leaving her behind.” He nodded once. “She would want you to keep going.”
Then he took his foot off the brake and inched the truck forward, bumping over the many true deads littering the highway.





CHAPTER 31
BY THE TIME we crossed the New Jersey border, the snow had let up a great deal. Surprisingly, we had made good time. Henry turned off the highway, looking for a place for us to camp for the night. I couldn’t deny that I was worried.
It seemed to be an area where we could encounter a lot of undeads. He turned into a subdivision of townhomes. It looked deserted and a little run-down, trash blowing around the street.
“Henry, I don’t think this is a good idea. We should try to find a home in the country or something. Too many things can go wrong in an area like this. I’m not getting a good feeling.”
“I’m going to knock on a few doors.” Before I could stop him, he dragged his sorrowful, battered body out of the truck. I sighed.
He proceeded to the first house. No response. He went to the next couple houses, also peeking in a couple windows.
Either no one was truly alive in the neighborhood or we were being watched. The latter made more sense to me. Henry walked back to Nick. They talked for a minute, then he came back to the truck.
“What did you find?” I tried not to have any sort of tone in my voice. I knew if I did, he would flip out.
“That one’s empty, like the people moved out. So we are going to camp there. Nick and I are going inside to clear it first, just in case.”
“Be careful.” He forced a slight smile and touched my hand. He pulled out his Sig.
“Thomas, keep watch over the girls.”
“I will.”
“Thank you.”
Thomas jumped out, looking around like his head was on a swivel, as Henry and Nick stalked off. I watched him pick the locks, while Nick looked through the windows. Henry opened the door, and they went inside.
By the time they emerged, I was antsy. Henry jumped in the truck and pulled up into the driveway. When he shut it off, he said, “It’s not a palace, but it will keep us dry for the night.”
“As long as we’re safe.”
“As long as I am around, you will be safe. Don’t you worry about that. We need to unload the trucks.” That seemed like a daunting task. I sighed. “There may be looters around. We can’t risk losing everything we have.”
We got out and went to the back of the truck. Claire waved me over. Keeping my eye on Henry, I walked to her.
“How’s he doing?” she asked quietly, looking around.
“I…I don’t know. He’s not really talking. He went nuts when he got into the truck afterward. I think he may have broken his hand. It’s really swollen.”
“Nick said he saw his hand bandaged, but he wasn’t sure why. I’ll look at it when we get unloaded.”
“Thanks.”
Claire smiled, handing me Sophie’s pack. I hesitantly took it. “Put this in a safe place…for Henry.” I put it on my back. It was as safe there as it would be anywhere else.
I looked at the mound of supplies. Everything was haphazardly thrown in the trucks when we left, trying to escape the bombing. The thought of the destruction made me cringe. I really hoped my family home was unharmed but, deep down in the recesses of my mind, I knew it was probably gone.
Luckily, we hadn’t heard anything as the night began to swallow us. I think it was safe to assume they stopped for the time being. I grabbed a box of supplies and headed into the empty townhome.
   
“All right. Let me take a peek at that hand of yours.”
Henry leaned against the side of Sophie’s truck while Claire untied the scrap of fabric. She held his hand with both of hers and pushed down on the back of it with her thumbs. He hissed. She looked up at his face, but he had turned away.
“I’d imagine it’s broken. I would like to put some antibiotic cream on the cuts. I think you might need a course of anti-inflammatories, as well.”
“No pain meds,” he mumbled, still looking away.
“It hurts, yes?”
“Of course it does.”
“Then…why not?”
He turned and looked at her. “The pain… It makes me feel alive.” His voice cracked. “I need to know I’m still alive.” That broke Claire’s heart.
“Henry… It’s not just for pain. It helps with the inflammation.” He looked down at her hands. She still held his, gently stroking it. His brilliant, sad eyes tore through her. Even though he had exploded on a few occasions in front of her, that was the first time she could actually feel the intensity of his pain. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck. He was a little surprised by the embrace, but he accepted it. “I’m so sorry, Henry. I’m so sorry for all that you have gone through.”
“Thanks,” he whispered, a tear trickling down his face.
“Let me get the cream, then I’ll wrap it back up.” Henry nodded. She turned around and walked back to his truck, wiping the tears from her eyes.
   
I walked upstairs. All the bedrooms were about the same size as the one in my apartment. I laid out a few blankets and pillows on the floor for Henry and me.
“Hey. Can I come in?” Claire stood in the doorway, looking defeated.
“Sure. Are you all right?” She had been crying, her eyes red and puffy.
“Yeah, I guess. I don’t want to talk about it right now. Anyway, I think we should try reorganizing and repacking everything to be more efficient.”
“Good idea.” I rubbed my arms, thinking of how heavy some of the boxes were. “I think we should eat first, though. Henry wants to find gas, as well.”
“Right,” she said. Something was off, but I would get it out of her eventually.
We both walked down the stairs as Henry rummaged through boxes, looking for food. My stomach was more than ready. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I saw the box of granola bars. Not that they were something amazing, but it was better than nothing.
“Here, love…” He looked at the box. “S’mores?” he said, questioningly, handing me two granola bars. “What’s that?”
Claire sat on a box and suddenly fell apart.
Nick knelt beside her, taking her hands in his. “Babe, what’s wrong? Talk to me.”
“We had a conversation about s’mores with Sophie when we went to get supplies from Henry’s apartment. At the time, it was a meaningless.” The sound of her name made Henry clench his jaw. Nick reached out and took Claire into his arms.
Thomas grabbed a bottle of vodka out of one of the boxes, passing it to Henry. He removed the cap and lifted the bottle. “To Sophie,” he said quietly before taking a long pull from it. He passed the bottle around, and we all followed suit. When the bottle made it back to Thomas, he nearly put it to his lips when Claire grabbed it from him.
“You aren’t old enough.”
“What does it matter? There ain’t no laws.”
“Maybe not, but I won’t condone drinking at your age, law or no law.” Claire had seemed to forget all the parties we went to in high school, but I wasn’t going to bring it up.
“I agree, mate…,” Henry said. “Not until you are at least fifteen.”
We all looked at each other and had a good laugh. We needed it. It had been tense between all of us since Sophie’s passing. Thomas sat on the floor and pouted while he watched us pass the bottle, bypassing him several times.
Henry said, “You know, the first time I got to actually converse with Sophie, she was, quite frankly, off her rocker.” Henry looked down at his boots as he pushed around the matted, stained carpeting with his toe. “The innocence in her pale blue eyes was what drew me to her.”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear about his feelings for her because I felt like he was talking about a lost love. I suppose, in a way, he was.
“She was the only girl recruit in our grouping. I felt the need to step up and keep an eye on her. Roger tried to hurt her the first time he laid eyes on her, so I had to step up. I won’t tolerate seeing a woman abused after what I saw with my mum.” He took a deep breath, shuddering as he released it. “I hope she knew how much I cared for her, how much I wanted to help her, even when she was strong. We had a common thread…her pain ran as deep as mine.” He cleared his throat, trying to hold it together.
“Elaina, I know you guys didn’t get off on the right foot, but she was really happy for us. She confessed that she still loved me and wished we would have gotten back together, but she knew how much I loved you,” he finished, pausing to look at me. The quiet was uncomfortable, and I felt the need to say something.
“She told me something like that.” I remembered our conversation when she said Henry never loved her as much as he did me.
“It’s going to be hard for me to move forward without her. I have some things I eventually need to take care of for her.” He continued to take sip after sip out of the bottle. I knew “Drunk Henry” was just around the corner. I got up and put my hand on the bottle as he put it to his lips again.
“I’m kind of tired. You want to go to bed? It’s pretty late.” I had to stop the train wreck before it happened. His drinking worried me. I pulled the bottle out of his hands and capped it.
“Yeah. I guess.”
We said good night, then I grabbed his good hand and led him up to the bedroom. I shut the door, sealing his sorrow in with us. The moon lit the room just enough for me to see Henry’s face. I reached up and stroked his cheeks with my hands.
“What did Claire say about your hand?”
“Probably broken.” Henry paused, then whispered, “You know, I couldn’t do this without you.”
As I put my arms around his neck, he put his around my waist. We swayed a little, as if there were soft music playing around us. He pulled me in tight and rested his forehead against mine. “If I didn’t have you, I would have put a bullet in my head right next to her.”
I stepped back. “Henry! Don’t say shit like that!”
“What would I have to live for?”
“The cause!”
“Trying to stop this madness?” He laughed. “I doubt I’m the man for the job.”
“No! You can do this. We can do this. I have faith that we can.” He shook his head. “Henry, without you, we would all be dead.”
“Without me, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”
“Don’t do this to yourself again. This is not your fault. You have got to stop blaming yourself for what Roger did.” A look of disgust ran across his face when I said Roger’s name. “This would have happened with or without you. You were an innocent boy. He took advantage of you.” He let go of me and ran his hands through his hair, pacing back and forth. “You cannot change what happened, but you can change the outcome.”
“My outcome will never fucking change! Why do you not understand that?! And why do you have so much fucking faith in me?!”
“Lower your voice! And don’t you dare get angry with me. I am trying to help you,” I snapped. “And I do understand your personal outcome will never change. Why would you think that I don’t get it?” I stepped closer to him. I poked him in the chest with my finger. “Against all the odds, you are a decent man. I know I’ve had my share of doubts, but some good has come out of this situation.”
“What the hell could that possibly be, Elaina?”
“You know how to fight this! He never bet on you going rouge. He always thought you would be too terrified because of everything he put you through. He believed he had you trapped, but you have risen up. You have taken control of your own self as much as you can. He no longer owns you, Henry. You are your own man. You can control your own destiny now.”
“I’m only one man. I depended on Sophie to help me. She is…was an important role in fighting this. Now it’s just me, and I have to keep all of you safe. I have to fight Gunther alone. I’m not sure I’ll make it through that on my own. He’s so much stronger than I am, as you know.”
I thought of how Kellan ravaged his body, then thought about Gunther kicking his ass at the bar.
“You don’t have to do it alone! You have me, Claire, Nick, and Thomas! We may look a little bit like riff-raff, but I think we have done relatively well…considering the circumstances.”
“You don’t have the training, the power.”
“Then teach us. Train us. I will always fight next to you, no matter what. I would die for you, as you would for me.”
“Elaina, I’ve already put you in too many bad spots. I can’t do that. I can’t burden you.”
“Why?” I put my hands on my hips. “You don’t think we can do it? You don’t think we have it in us? Are we not worthy of the big fucking training secrets?”
“I can’t. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I can’t have anything happen to you.” His voice cracked more than once. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.
“What would happen if we lost you? You would leave us high and dry. We need you to lead us.” Glancing away, he pursed his lips. He was rolling these words over in his head. He knew I was right, but he would never admit it. “At least train Nick, for fuck’s sake.”
“He doesn’t even want to be in the same room as I am, let alone train for a mission he didn’t ask for.” He turned around and stared out the window. “I screwed him over, Elaina.”
“That wasn’t your fault.”
He spun around to face me. “When is something going to be my fucking fault?! I’m the cause of some of this insanity around us! Why do you not understand that?! If I weren’t such an asshole kid—”
“You weren’t the beginning of this! You are just a part of it. And you will be the one who ends it!”
“As long as I’m half-alive, it will never end.” He walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
“Shit…,” I said, then ran out of the room and down the stairs. I knew what he was going to do. “So what are you going to do, Henry? Drink yourself into oblivion? You think that’s the answer? You think the answer is at the bottom of that bottle?”
Clutching the bottle, he unscrewed the cap of vodka and took a long pull. “No! But it’ll numb me until I fucking find it!” Again, he took another drink.
“The only thing you will find at the bottom of that bottle is sickness! What if something happens in the middle of the night tonight and you’re passed out?”
“We can’t live on ‘what if’s’, Elaina. Besides, if I get completely pissed-up, I won’t think, feel, or hear!” He took another long pull from the bottle.
“Henry, please, listen to me. Damn it, give me that!” I snatched the bottle right out of his hands as he brought it to his lips again. “This isn’t going to help you. When you wake up, everything will still be here. All your feelings, all your emotions, all your pain! It will still be here! Plus a hangover.”
“She’s right.” Claire whispered, startling us. “My parents died because of my father’s alcoholism.” I was stunned. That was news to me. Wait… Was she saying Henry was an alcoholic?
“Claire… I had no idea,” I said, thinking about whether Henry was an alcoholic.
“No one did. He hid it well. My father was drunk while driving home, and my mother was stupid for letting him drive. They crashed into a tree at around eighty miles an hour.” Besides the small obituary on the newspaper’s website, that was the first time I had heard anything about Claire’s parents’ death.
“Claire… I’m so sorry.” I grabbed her, pulling her into a hug.
“It’s okay. I’ve been trying to come to terms with it. I haven’t wanted to talk about it because I was too embarrassed. Dr. James, one of the best doctors around, couldn’t control his drinking.” She pulled away from me. “Henry, I don’t want anything to happen to you. You see, no matter what kind of shit you pulled or shit you are in, Elaina’s love for you is so strong. We can’t sit here and watch you drink yourself into a coma. I love you like family. I want to keep what family I have left around me. I know Elaina wants the same. She would be lost without you.”
Henry’s face went from angry to sorrow as he fell to his knees. “Elaina… She’s gone. She’s gone,” he choked out.
“Henry.” I rushed to him and knelt in front of him, grabbing his face and looking him in the eyes. “I’m so sorry you lost her…”
“I can’t even give her a proper burial. She deserves one. I was all she had.” He fell into my arms. Henry was in a million pieces, scattered before me. Putting him back together would prove to be the largest task ever. My mind worked at a feverish pace, trying to find a way to piece him back together. I wasn’t sure I was the one for the job.
“You’re right. She absolutely does. Listen…” I grabbed his face again. “Look at me.” His beautiful eyes met mine. “Once we find a place to settle down, we’ll have a proper memorial for her. Okay?” His tears pooled in my hands. “We will honor her.”
“Her kids… They will never know her.”
“We will find them and tell them all about how amazing their mom was. They will know the truth about Sophie. How much she wanted to be there for them, how strong and resilient she was.”
“I have to get them for her.”
“We will. If it’s the last thing we do.” He nodded and wrapped his arms around me.
I don’t know how long I held him while he cried, but it seemed like hours. He needed it. As much as I hated to admit it, Sophie was the only one who truly understood Henry. And, goddammit, that hurt.





CHAPTER 32
CLAIRE WOKE UP, the sun shining on her face. She rolled over, realizing Nick wasn’t there. She stood, forgetting she was naked. Then she smiled, thinking about how Nick took her to places no one ever had. She thought about their encounter the night before and how amazing his touch made her feel.
Then fear rushed over her. With agility, she ran around, dodging all the blankets and supplies, putting her clothes on. She had to find him. Claire whipped open the bedroom door. “Nick! Nick! Where are you?” Her body prickled with panic. “Nick!”
   
“It’s all right, Claire,” I yelled up the stairs. “He and Thomas went scavenging for gas.”
She bolted down the stairs, pulling her shirt over her head. “Gas?”
“Yeah. There are a few cars around, so they went to siphon as much as they could.”
Claire took a couple deep breaths, trying to calm down, nodding. “How’s Henry?”
“A wreck doesn’t even begin to cover it. He’s still sleeping. I didn’t want to disturb him yet. The sun had started to rise before I could even talk him into going to lie down…” I trailed off. “I haven’t even gone to sleep yet.”
“Do you think he’ll be okay?”
“Claire, he’ll never be okay. He cried himself to sleep, like a child. I’m so worried about him. It kills me to see him like this. There are moments when he’s so strong and amazing, but then there are moments, like now, when he’s like a lost boy. His toughness is just a front to hide that scared little boy that resides inside him.”
“He’s gone through some pretty awful shit.”
“Yeah.” I looked away from her gaze. “I can’t wait to get my hands on that fucker. I’m going to torture the bastard. He’ll pay for what he did to Henry.” My body surged with hatred. Claire put her hand on my shoulder and rubbed it, smiling sadly.
“Well… Shall we try to organize this atrocity?” She waved her arm at the disarray of boxes and bags. I was dreading it, but it had to be done. We knelt on the floor and emptied everything, repacking it as orderly and as neat as we could.
When we heard a couple gunshots off in the distance, Claire and I both stood and ran to the grimy windows. Nick and Thomas were in a full sprint, running toward the townhouse. I opened the door, and they launched into the house. They were both bent over, trying to catch their breath.
“What happened?!” Claire grabbed Nick.
“Survivors…” He was breathless. Thomas reached around and locked the door. “Shooting at us.”
“What’s going on? I heard gunshots.” Henry jogged down the stairs, buttoning his jeans. Claire and I looked out the window again.
“There are a couple…survivors down there,” Nick said. “We were getting gas…and they shot at us.”
“Uh, guys. They’re here,” I said. An older man beat the shit out of Sophie’s truck with a huge wrench, screaming for us to come out. “And there’s one pointing a gun right at the door.”
“All right. Be right back.” Henry ran upstairs, coming back down in seconds with his vest on, several weapons stashed in it. He quickly put on a hoodie and his ball cap.
He glanced at me, shoulders back. “They have no idea who they’re fucking with. Everyone stand back. Nick, get the sniper rifle and go upstairs. I’m going to go out there. If anything happens, put some lead in them.” That was a little blunt. I didn’t like the plan one bit because it wasn’t well-thought-out…not that any of our other plans were ever well-thought-out, either. He was too much of a loose cannon for me right now, though.
“You got it, boss.” Nick grabbed the sniper rifle and extra ammo, then ran upstairs to the front bedroom.
“Henry, you can’t go out there! He’s aiming right at the door.”
“Elaina… I’ve got this. Trust me.” “Crazy Henry” had arrived, and I knew not to fuck with that Henry. I backed off because there was no way that I could change his mind. If I tried, he would just explode. We didn’t need any more of that for the time being.
“I love you.” I had a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.
“As well.” He kissed me on the forehead. I grabbed Claire and pulled her into the kitchen so we could watch out the window. Thomas ran upstairs with Nick.
We heard the door creak as Henry slowly opened it, making us hold our breath in anticipation. He stepped into view, then came his booming voice. “Is there an issue, gentlemen?”
“Oh, god…” I covered my eyes, but dropped them just as quickly.
“An issue? Of course there’s a fucking issue,” said the mangy-looking guy holding the gun. “Two of your people stole gas from vehicles we’ve already claimed.”
“Ah, I see. A simple misunderstanding then.” Henry smiled. The mangy man with the gun didn’t return the gesture.
“It’s more than a simple misunderstanding. You see, this is our neighborhood. And it was fine until you waltzed in here and thought you were going to move on in.”
“Actually, we were only staying the night. We can be out of your hair in the next hour. Then you can have your precious, rundown neighborhood back.”
The older, grubby man with the wrench smashed the passenger window of Sophie’s truck. The muscles in Henry’s jaw twitched.
“Oh shit, Claire. Oh shit. This is going to end badly.” I could almost hear Henry’s teeth grinding together.
“Please. Stop doing that.” Henry was doing his best to be calm. “I’ll give you back your gas, then we will leave.”
The man with the gun shook his head and laughed maniacally. “Nope. You will give us everything you have, including that truck.” He pointed at Henry’s truck.
Brows lifted, Henry seemed surprised by this man’s brazenness. Then his face shifted, “Program Henry” taking over. “I don’t think so, mate,” he said in a low, gruff voice.
“What makes you think we’ll let you go alive?” The guy with the wrench laughed like a lunatic. “What makes you think you’re the only one who has attempted this, then attempted to walk away?”
“You have no clue who you’re fucking with,” Henry growled. The two men laughed, but Henry’s gaze was strong and icy. He was ready to strike, like a waiting rattlesnake. One more jab and it was on.
“Do you have the queen on speed dial?” said the mangy younger man, mocking Henry’s accent. They laughed again. Henry’s face was flat, emotionless, unreadable.
“Claire…,” I whispered, my entire body trembling.
“I know. Trust him. He knows what he’s doing.”
Then the older man with the wrench continued smashing Sophie’s truck. We heard a whistle, and the man with the gun looked around.
Henry saw his opportunity and jumped him, putting him in a headlock. He wrestled the gun out of his hands, tossing it behind him, and pulled out a knife, pressing it to the man’s throat. He struggled, but Henry was far too strong.
“Now. Let’s renegotiate, shall we?” He glared at the older man.
“Let him go, or I’ll fuck you up.” Shifting his weight, the older man seemed a little nervous, even though he spoke as if he weren’t. I assumed the one in the headlock was his son. After all, they both had a similar mangy look about them.
“We can’t let him do this!” I grabbed Claire before she ran out.
“What happened to ‘he knows what he’s doing, and we have to trust him’, Claire?”
“We can’t go around killing people!”
“Lower your voice! He hasn’t killed anyone yet.” I focused my gaze outside.
“With what? Your plumber’s tool?” Henry chuckled, stopping in an instant and focusing on the father. “You have fucked with the wrong people. I have a highly-trained band of individuals in the house that, with one signal, will come out in full force. I have a sniper up top, and one in each window. If you try anything, it will be your last day in this cruel world. Do you understand? Or do I need to speak slower?”
The one Henry had in a headlock was on the brink of unconsciousness. He stopped struggling.
“I don’t believe you.”
“Oh, fuck.” I saw it coming before it happened. I closed my eyes. Claire struggled against my hold.
“Shoulder!” Henry yelled. We heard a single gunshot, then the father fell to the ground, writhing in pain. “Now, I suggest you get your ass away from my people and our belongings, or you will have a leg injury, as well.”
Henry let go of the son and pushed him away. He bent over, coughing, and rubbed his throat, checking for blood. He grabbed his father, who was on the ground, bleeding, and stumbled as they ran off. Henry turned around, grabbed the gun the man had dropped, and stormed back inside, slamming the door.
“Henry!” When I got to him, I saw his eyes graying before my eyes. “Henry?”
“I need a fix. His blood gave me a craving.”
“Okay. Okay. I’ll have Claire hook me up.” I opened the box containing the draw supplies and found what I needed to fill a bag. Nick and Thomas rushed downstairs.
“Nice work, Nick.” Henry smirked.
“It was Thomas’s idea to whistle. I was just going to pick them both off.” Thomas shifted uncomfortably. He probably wasn’t used to getting compliments.
Henry patted him on the shoulder. “Brilliant. No sense in killing the stupid. They’ll end up killing themselves before long,” Henry said, seemingly amused by his own statement.
“Henry, Nick, stop. They’re just scared. After all, they said it was their neighborhood.” Claire jammed the needle into my arm.
“Ow! What the fuck, Claire!” I yelled.
“Sorry,” she whispered, then finished her thought. “They’re just protecting what they feel is rightfully theirs. We can’t behave like animals. We need to try to act proper.”
“Proper?” Henry and Nick said in unison.
“Yes. Proper. We have to treat people like we would like to be treated.” I rolled my eyes and sighed. “We can’t just rush into a neighborhood and think no one will be upset with us.” She turned and stood in front of both Henry and Nick, hands on her hips. Thomas, as always, stayed silent and watched from a far.
“All right, Claire.” I became nervous about what may come out of Henry’s mouth. He was craving and cranky. “If you think you can handle these situations better, the next time someone comes knocking on the door with a gun, wanting to kill your boyfriend for stealing what was supposedly their gas, then…have…at…it!”
Henry pulled off his hoodie and vest. He picked up the gun he took from the moron. After he removed the magazine, he laughed.
“What?” Nick said. Henry tossed the gun at him.
“Empty.”
“See! You have to control yourself a little more. Maybe we should have given them some supplies, or their gas back. Now that guy could bleed to death or get a nasty infection because you shot him!”
Henry sighed in disbelief. Maybe she missed it, but he had tried giving them back their gas. They weren’t in the negotiating mood. He gave up and sat, drumming his fingers on his knee, waiting patiently for his half of the bag.
Then Nick looked at her. “You seem to have forgotten they shot at us first!” He was angry. She decided not to say anything else, seeming a little upset that Nick yelled at her. I figured it was probably because he was craving, too.
   
After our lovely, rather eventful morning, we readied ourselves to continue our journey. Henry stared out the front window.
“Hey,” I murmured, rubbing my hand up and down his muscular back. He sighed, his brilliant, emerald eyes filled with agony. “Is it Sophie’s truck?”
He nodded. “What do you think we should do with it?”
I was surprised he asked for my opinion. He was more of a “his way or the highway” kind of guy. I was hesitant to answer, but he needed help.
“I think we should leave it. It’s not safe with the side window smashed out.”
He nodded again. “I think you’re right.” He turned and gazed at me, his tear-filled eyes breaking my heart. “Can you help me clean it out? I want to make sure everything of hers is out of there.”
“Of course.” When he smiled, it was so sad. He fought the sorrow that was near the surface. “Claire?” I yelled.
“Yeah?”
“I’m going to go help Henry clean out the truck. Thomas, can you stand guard? Nick, help Claire consolidate our supplies even more than we already have. We’ll all be riding in Henry’s truck.”
I put on my big girl panties and stepped up to the plate. Henry needed help, and I was going to be his rock for a change. Thomas grabbed a gun, and the three of us headed outside.
   
Nick touched Claire’s cheek. “Little bossy, isn’t she?”
She stared up him, still a little upset that he yelled at her. Then she sighed. “Well…someone has to fulfill the role of Sophie. I guess, naturally, it would be Elaina. Besides, Henry needs extra support right now. It was obvious he had unresolved feelings for Sophie.”
“I hate to even think that. Does that make him not fully committed to Elaina?”
“No, I don’t think so. I think his love for Sophie was, more or less, situational. They developed a bond because they understood each other’s issues. He’s very much in love with Elaina. I don’t doubt that.” Claire talked and reorganized.
“If he breaks her heart…,” Nick growled.
Claire gazed up at him. “He has broken her heart many times during this insanity. And I’m sure it won’t be the last time, either.” She walked over to him. “We all have had our hearts broken in one way or another.”
“Yeah. You’re right.” He pulled Claire close, kissing her. “But they can be mended sometimes.” Claire smiled at his effort, but pulled away. “What? What’s wrong?”
“It’s just hard. I still have feelings for Marc, and I know you still have feelings for Jenna.” Nick dropped his gaze to the floor. “It’s true. We both know it.”
“Yeah,” he mumbled. “But, like we discussed before, they would want us to move forward. I know it’s quick, but I can’t help the way I feel. Don’t question us.”
“Can I be completely honest?” Claire fidgeted with her sleeves.
“I would hope you would be.”
“How do I know you aren’t just sweet-talking me to get sex?” Nick put his hand over his heart and rubbed for a moment, a grimace on his face. “That was always your M.O. You always moved on quickly, and I don’t even want to guess how many women you have hooked up with.” She was embarrassed to even say that, but she felt it had to be brought up at some point.
“Claire…” He grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to look in his eyes. “I understand why you would feel that way, but it’s different with you. I feel like it’s supposed to be. You are amazing, and this should have happened ages ago. Don’t you wonder why I never settled down? Don’t you see? We are supposed to be. The first time we were together, I knew you were what was missing in my life. I knew you were the only woman I ever wanted to be with again. It’s you, and that’s it. I can’t imagine feeling that magic with anyone else.” Claire thought about every word Nick said. “What brought this on?”
“I don’t know. It’s just something I feel hanging over us.”
“Well, you put away those fears. As long as I’m alive, and you’ll have me, I will be here and only here.”
“I needed to hear that,” she whispered. Nick pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “We should work on this mess. I have no idea how we are going to fit all this in Henry’s truck.”
Trying to still his reaction to her, Nick sighed at the mountain of supplies, pushing his hands through his hair. “We may have to leave some supplies behind.”
“I have no idea what we could do without. The good thing is we’ll only have to worry about gas for one truck.”
Nick and Claire sat on the floor, elbow deep in the mess.
   
Henry lingered just outside of the doorway, staring at Sophie’s truck. “I don’t know why I look at this truck as an extension of Sophie. It’s a company-supplied vehicle. It’s not like it was actually hers.” I didn’t say anything.
He walked to the vehicle, watching the surroundings. Thomas leaned against the house, covering us. Henry opened the driver’s door and immediately stepped back. I stood strong next to him.
“I can do this if you want.”
“It’s just hard. I feel like she’s just going to come around the corner, you know?” He continued to stare at the driver’s seat.
I reached in and checked every compartment and place she could have possibly hidden things. Henry walked around to the back and opened the liftgate.
There wasn’t much in the truck, just a few needles and a couple bullets. Both would be useful. We didn’t find any personal effects. I think Henry hoped to find something he could hold on to besides the one piece of luggage with her clothes and her pack. Something that would always make him think of, and feel, Sophie.
“I’m sorry we didn’t find what you were looking for.” He didn’t say anything as he got in the driver’s seat and started the truck, checking the gas gauge.
I watched him work diligently. He shut every emotion out. Every move he made was methodical. It was sad to see him still so programmed. I didn’t think he would ever be able to just relax and let his guard down.
Once he finished, he put both sets of keys in his pocket, then grabbed my hand and we went back inside, Thomas following right behind. I opened the door, finding Claire and Nick on the floor, organizing supplies.
Claire looked up and frowned. “Elaina, I have no idea how we’ll fit all this in one truck. It’s nearly impossible. We need to decide what to weed out.”
We all sat and went through everything until we had our supplies down enough to fit in the truck. I was surprised when Henry said we should leave Sophie’s clothes behind.
Once we were satisfied, we loaded up and got the hell out of there. I didn’t want to spend another minute in that townhouse. It was just one more place with bad memories.
With a deep breath, a calming silence filling the inside of the truck, Henry safely navigated back to the highway. We continued toward our destination, where I presumed we would make more bad memories.





CHAPTER 33
-DECEMBER 2014-
IT HAD TAKEN us well over a month to get to Virginia. There were a few times I didn’t think we were going to make it between coming close to running out of gas, the undeads, congested roads, and other survivors trying to take our supplies. Henry got into a few fights. The last one, I had to have Nick pull him off the douchebag before he killed him.
We spent about half our ammunition. Henry was worried we wouldn’t have enough to get us to Gunther. The meeting point was supposed to be at one of the ports in North Carolina.
I was almost hoping Gunther wouldn’t be there. I didn’t think I could handle another Kellan situation. I had already seen Henry and Gunther duke it out once, and it wasn’t pretty. Gunther was bigger. Henry’s speed gave him a run for his money, though. I snapped out of my thoughts when I realized Henry pulled the truck over to the shoulder of the highway.
“Nature calls. Nick? Thomas?” They both decided to go with him. I gazed back at Claire, who was biting her bottom lip not making any eye contact.
“Don’t worry. They’ll be back in a minute.” I tried my best to be comforting. I wasn’t very good at it, but I had to keep trying.
“Oh. Yeah.” She fiddled with her fingers. There was something really wrong.
“Claire, what’s going on? Did you and Nick have a fight?” She shook her head. “Tell me. I can see you’re upset.” There was a long silence.
Just when I thought I was going to die from curiosity, she said, “I think I might be pregnant.” Her voice was so quiet, I thought I misheard her.
“Pregnant?”
She nodded. “Even through all this bullshit, I’ve been on time. I was supposed to get it two weeks ago.” I didn’t say anything. Frankly, I didn’t know what to say. “I don’t know what to do, Elaina.”
“You have to tell him.”
“I know, but we can’t bring a baby into this crazy, fucked-up world! We’re barely surviving ourselves.” The tears flowed down her cheeks. She put her face in her hands, and I reached back and rubbed her knee.
The three men came back, relief written all over their faces. Nick opened the door and saw Claire crying.
“Claire? Hey. Hey. What’s wrong?” He pulled her close, and she pushed her face into his chest. He looked at me with his eyebrows raised.
“She’s just worried.” I turned around and faced the front. I took a deep breath, hoping Nick wouldn’t ask me anything.
“Claire… Tell me what’s going on. Please. You’re scaring me.” I knew he had to be truly worried because he would never admit to being scared. When she shook her head, Nick opened the door. “Let’s go outside so you can talk to me in private.” He guided her out of the truck and walked her to the back.
   
“We’re alone. Sort of.” Nick grabbed her shoulders and forced her to look into his eyes. “Whatever it is, I want to help you. I love you. Now, please, talk to me.”
Claire leaned against the bumper of the truck, tears running down her face. “I think…” She had to take a deep breath. “I think I might be pregnant.” She stood in silence, wiping her tears on her sleeve. Initially, Nick was stunned, then he paced.
“Are you sure?”
“No, I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I’m two weeks late. I’ve been feeling sick to my stomach for the past couple days.”
“Shit…” He stopped in front of Claire and put his hands together in front his mouth. After a couple of deep breaths, he stepped closer to her and pulled her into him. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get through this.”
“A baby will be a burden on the group,” she cried.
“They will just have to accept it.”
“I’m sorry. We should’ve been more careful.”
“Well, we can’t turn back time, so we just have to move forward. Okay?” He tipped her chin up and wiped her tears off her face. He smiled. “You are an amazing woman, Claire. I can’t imagine doing this with anyone else.”
“It’s going to be immensely difficult. I don’t know how we’ll clothe, or diaper, or even feed the baby. I can’t imagine I would produce enough milk with the lack of nutrients I’m getting.” Her fear and worries broke his heart.
“I know. We’ll take it day by day, one step at a time.” He rubbed her shoulders. They heard the truck door open and Henry rounded the back.
“Ahh… Sorry.” He pushed a hand through his messy hair, hoping he wasn’t intruding. “I hate to break this up, but we need to get moving. It’ll be dark soon, and we need to find a place to stay.”
Claire wondered if Elaina had said something to him.
“Yeah. Sorry. Come on, babe.” Nick touched the small of her back, guiding her back to the truck.
   
“Are we all set?” Henry asked.
“Yeah. Let’s go.” Nick held Claire, who was sniffling, close to him. Thomas and Henry stayed quiet, not asking any questions about what was going on.
“You know, we’re close to a military base. I heard rumors before all this mess began that there is a massive cache of weapons at this particular one.” Henry waited for someone to respond. It didn’t look like that was going to happen. “Fantastic,” he quipped. He was really catching on to my sarcastic ways.
“Yes… Fantastic, Henry,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I don’t think it’s a great idea. It’s military.”
“Correct,” he replied in a rather cheerful tone. “That means they have bigger guns and bigger ammo.” He grinned. I had no idea why the thought of weapons made him so giddy. It was kind of creepy.
“I don’t know, Henry. It just seems too risky. What if they are in operation and we try to steal from them? We’d all be undead food. Besides, the military has to up and running with the bombings up north.”
“If you hadn’t noticed during our small expedition, there have been bombings here, as well.”
“Henry… I just don’t see this as a good idea.”
“We’re running low on ammo, and I want to be sure I have enough to take out Gunther and whatever army he has gathered.”
“I understand that. It just seems dangerous.”
Henry laughed. “Look around us, love! It’s dangerous everywhere.”
“Don’t be an asshole,” I grumbled.
Nick spoke up. “Maybe we could just drive past it and see what it looks like.”
“I guess that would be fine,” I mumbled. “I just want us to be careful.”
“Love, have you forgotten with whom you are riding?” A wide grin spread across his face.
“Oh, my god, Henry,” I groaned.
“Oh, love, I know you enjoy me thoroughly, but to call me a god? That’s a little excessive, don’t you think?” I crossed my arms and looked out the window. I suffered from a range of emotions: anger, embarrassment, and irritation.
“Don’t flatter yourself, Mr. Daniels.”
“Oh! Burn!” Thomas yelled with a laugh. Sometimes I forgot we weren’t alone.
“Shut up, Thomas!” Henry quipped. There was an eruption of laughter throughout the truck. Even from Claire. “We’ll just have to see about that next time, my love.” He put his hand on my thigh and squeezed it.
A loud sigh escaped my throat. “Keep it up, and there won’t be a next time.”
“I better shut up then.” He chuckled.
   
As dusk arrived, Henry pulled the truck up to what looked like an abandoned farmhouse. The grimy gray paint, which was probably white at one time, needed refreshing, the porch tilted to one side, and the front windows had cracks in them.
It was a chilly night. The south had been somewhat warmer than the north, obviously, but it was still pretty damn cold.
“Thomas, come with me. Nick, protect the women.” Henry and Thomas checked their guns, then headed to the house. From inside, someone drew the curtain back enough to peek out.
“Nick, there’s someone in there.” I rolled down the window. “Front left window!” The curtain fell back across. “Nick, what if they get hurt?”
Once again, my nerves took over. My stomach cramped when Henry knocked on the front door. I hid my face. I couldn’t bear to watch him get shot…or worse. Sometimes having faith in Henry just wasn’t good enough. Nick reached up and held my hand.
   
Acknowledging the yell from the truck with a wave, Henry approached the house carefully. He held his arm out, indicating to Thomas to stay behind him, then knocked on the door.
“What do you want?” came a woman’s voice from inside.
“Ma’am, my name is Henry, and this is Thomas. My crew and I don’t want to hurt anyone. We just need a place to stay for the evening.” There was a long silence.
“I don’t have enough food and water for everyone.” He could hear the contemplation in her voice.
“We have food and water. We can give you some of our supply as payment for allowing us to stay.”
There was another long minute before Henry heard the lock click. A worn, middle-aged woman peered through the opening. He pressed his hand to chest. “Hello, ma’am. Thank you. I appreciate this.”
“I didn’t say you could stay yet.” She glanced past Henry and looked at the truck. “How many are there?”
“Five in total.”
“I have one spare room. The rest will have to sleep on the sofa or the floor.”
“That’s fine, ma’am. We would be grateful just to have a roof over our heads. It’ll be just for one night. We’re traveling to North Carolina to meet family. Well…hopefully meet family.”
“Your family?”
“Yes. Extended.” She studied at Henry and Thomas, debating whether she should take them in for the evening. “Like I said, we won’t hurt you or use any of your belongings.”
“Can I meet everyone first?”
“Certainly.” Henry jogged back to the truck.
   
“She wants to meet everyone first. Proper behavior please…Elaina.” He raised his eyebrow at me. I snarled. I couldn’t understand why he would say that to innocent little me. The three of us got out and walked up to the front porch, Nick watching our surroundings.
“This is my fiancée, Elaina; her best friend, Claire; and that’s Elaina’s brother and Claire’s boyfriend, Nick.” We all put on our best smiles. She looked all of us up and down several times.
“Y’all be gone around daybreak?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Henry was really working the charm.
“Okay then. But I assure you, I can defend myself if need be.”
“Without a doubt.” Henry smiled again. “Can we bring in all of our belongings? We can’t afford to have any of it stolen.”
“Yes.” She stepped back from the door and waved us in. Claire and I went inside as Henry, Nick, and Thomas went to unload the truck.
“Thank you for allowing us to stay the night. We are so very grateful.” I looked at Claire, wondering if she were impressed by my wonderful and polite words. She raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, thank you. I didn’t catch your name.” Claire was as sweet as pie.
“Addie.” She was curt and all business, her stare heavy. I could tell she wasn’t pleased with us being there.
“Well, we should probably help the boys get our things.” As Claire turned to head back out the door, I grabbed her shoulder.
“Why don’t you sit and relax? I’ll help.”
“I can help.”
“I just…” I noticed Addie watching us. “Okay.” We both went out to the truck, only for Nick to pull Claire aside and whisper to her.
“Stop treating me like I’m helpless!” she growled.
Nick grabbed her arm before she could turn away from him. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself or the—”
“Let…go…of…me.”
“Just let her help,” I said. “There’s no sense in fighting her and getting her all riled up.”
“Fine.” He let go of her arm and handed her a couple blankets.
It took us about fifteen minutes to unload everything and bring it into the house, Addie directing us to drop our belongings into a corner of the living room. Henry opened the box containing our dwindling food stock, handing her a couple jars and bottled water.
“I apologize that I can’t spare more. We haven’t had much luck finding more food as of late. We hope that, once we get settled somewhere, we’ll be able to plant a garden.”
Addie hesitated. “Why don’t you keep these then? I have a garden out back. I also have a couple chickens, and by the looks of y’all, I think you could use a nice meal.” My mouth watered.
“Oh, that sounds fantastic!” I couldn’t control myself.
Henry glared at me. “Now, love, we’re asking a lot from her already. Let’s not put her out any more.”
“No. No. It’s fine. I insist. I miss cooking for a crew.” Addie smiled at us for the first time. “Would one of you girls like to come with me and keep an eye out while I slaughter the chicken?” I shuddered.
“I’ll go.” Thankfully, Claire volunteered because I might have thrown up. I had gotten used to the blood being passed around in front of me, but I really didn’t think I could handle slaughtering a chicken.
“All right. Follow me.” Nick handed Claire his gun. Addie grabbed the supplies she needed from the kitchen, and they went out the back door. I was a little nervous with Claire out there by herself. I wasn’t sure if Addie was packing heat, besides the giant butcher knife she took with her. As I chewed my lip, keeping an eye on the situation, I felt Henry’s presence behind me.
“She’ll be fine,” he said in a hushed tone as he wrapped his cool arms around my body. He nestled his face into the side of my neck and placed soft kisses on it, letting out a groan that tore through my body.
“Henry, stop!” I swatted at him.
“You tease me all the time. The way you walk when you know I’m behind you. The way you flip your hair. The way you purposely bend over in front of me, swaying your ass. It kills me. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gotten hard just watching you.”
I smirked. “I would never do that.” I tried to sound as innocent as I could as he swayed back and forth. He moved his hands up and down my sides in a sensual manner.
He groaned again and whispered, “I want you so very badly, my black-haired beauty.”
The rasp in his voice could make me buckle at the knees. He traced his tongue up my neck to my ear, his cool breath making me shiver. He pressed his hips into my lower back so I felt his arousal. I had to pull away before I dragged him somewhere and released my tension.
“Quit distracting me!” I swatted at him again. “I’m trying to keep an eye on Claire. Go sort your socks or something.”
He smirked at me, then slapped my ass. “Later, love.” I turned around and gave him a dirty look. He laughed and left the room. I turned back out the door, watching Claire, who watched for undeads, chatting with Addie.
All of a sudden, she swayed then collapsed. I burst through the door without even thinking. As I ran to her, I pulled out my Sig, ready to take out whatever hurt her.
“Claire!”
   
“So, Addie, this is your home?” Claire tried to make small talk while watching for undeads in all directions.
“Yes. I’ve lived here my entire adult life.”
Claire heard the sickening whack of the butcher knife. Swaying on her feet, an intense wave of nausea rushed through her. With her stomach being off, she was afraid the slaughtering of the chicken would send her over the edge.
“You okay? You look a little peaked.”
She put her hand over her mouth, but couldn’t hold back any longer. Claire fell on her knees and heaved. Addie ran over to her and grabbed her hair, pulling it back.
Once Claire finished, she sat back and cried, her hands covering her face. “Sweetheart, it’s all right.” Addie stroked her hair and face.
“No. It won’t be all right.” Claire continued to cry into her hands.
“How far along are you?”
Claire pulled her hands away from her tear-streaked cheeks. “I’m not even sure if I am.”
“I have a knack for these things. Between your family there treating you like a delicate flower, your rosy complexion, and the fact that you just vomited, I have a good idea that you’re with child.” Claire gazed into Addie’s warm eyes and broke down. Addie wrapped her arms around her. “Shhh… It’ll be okay.”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be burdening you with my problems.”
“You’re not burdening me. I have a daughter who’s missing. Now you know one of my problems.” Claire smiled through her tears. “She would have been seventeen.” Addie smiled, trying not to show any signs of weakness. “Does he know?”
“Yes.”
“Is the baby his?”
“Yes.” Claire wiped the tears off her cheeks.
   
“Claire! Claire!” I ran as fast as my legs would go, which had improved since this whole thing started. “Get away from her or I will kill you!” I screamed at Addie. Hands raised, she stood and backed away.
“Elaina, stop! It’s fine. Put the gun away.” Claire stood. I looked between her and Addie. “Really, Elaina, it’s okay. I was just sick. That’s all. Addie was trying to help me.”
I felt my face flush in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I thought that…”
“It’s fine. I understand. I really should get back to this chicken so I can get y’all a nice meal before it gets too dark.” Addie went into the barn, coming back out with a basket. “Here, Claire. If you feel up to it, can you go gather vegetables from the garden?” Claire took the basket and walked to the garden twenty feet away. I followed Addie back to the barn, staying at the door so I could keep an eye on Claire.
“Please accept my apology. Here you are, opening your home to us, cooking us a meal, and I nearly blow your head off.” My voice was low, riddled with shame. Addie looked up from the chicken.
“I understand. It’s crazy out there, and no one knows who is trustworthy.” She refocused, continuing to pluck the feathers from the chicken. When I heard someone running toward us, I walked out of the barn and aimed my Sig in the direction it came from.
“Jesus, Elaina! Don’t shoot me!”
“Sorry, Nick.” I put the gun back down.
“What’s going on out here? I heard yelling.” His breathing was a little labored.
“Claire got sick. I saw Addie over her, so I made the assumption…” Nick’s body language said it all…throwing the head back, the eye roll, the hands on the hips. “Look, I know, and I apologized.”
Addie yelled from the barn. “Yes, she apologized, and I accepted! Everything’s fine!” Addie walked out with two buckets, a bunch of feathers clinging to her clothing. “I’m going to rinse this at the pump, then we’ll get started.”
“Yes, thank you,” Nick said politely, glowering at me. I felt a little self-conscious under his scrutinizing gaze. “Go back inside, you trigger-happy nut. I’m going to go check on Claire.”
I took the walk of shame back into the house. I sat at the kitchen table and pouted. Henry came in and sat with me, a bottle of vodka in hand.
“We have to be careful, Elaina. You can’t be threatening everyone.” I rolled my eyes. He had no room to talk. He took a long pull from the bottle, which was becoming a regular thing with him. I wondered what he would do when he ran out.
“I’ve already been lectured by Nick, so I don’t need to hear it from you, as well.” I crossed my arms and turned away from him. “I thought she did something to her.”
“Why would she let us stay the night and cook us dinner only to kill us?” He had a snicker in his voice.
“Shut up, Henry.”
“Is this five-year-old Elaina that I’m speaking to?” I grabbed the dish towel from the table and threw it at him. “Apparently so.” He laughed. I wanted to throat punch him.
Addie, Nick, and Claire came back inside. Addie put the chicken on a cutting board. Nick set the basket of vegetables on the counter, then guided Claire to a chair. “Sit for a while. You need anything? Water?”
“Water would be great. Thanks,” she said in a low voice. Nick grabbed a bottle of water from our supplies. Thomas had followed Nick back in and sat at the table.
Claire looked a little green and exhausted. When she moaned, Henry glanced at her, then glared at me with a raised eyebrow. I felt it coming.
“Elaina, may I have a word with you, please?” Shit, I thought. I couldn’t lie to Henry. I suck balls at lying, not to mention I was totally against it. I’d avoided the whole conversation by not saying anything at all. I glanced at Claire.
“I know it’s about me, so I might as well fess up. Since everyone is here…” She paused, taking a sip of water while searching for the words. “There’s a really good possibility I’m pregnant.” She picked at the label of the bottle.
Henry choked on the mouthful of vodka. He swiped his arm across his mouth, collecting the dribbles. “How many of you knew?” He looked around at all of us. I meekly raised my hand like a scared kid on the first day of kindergarten. Nick and Addie followed my lead. “You told a perfect stranger, but didn’t think that telling me, your leader, was important?!” Oh boy. It was not a good time for “Captain Henry” to make an appearance. Or “Angry Henry”, or even “Drunk Henry”. Oh, Christ, what the fuck did it matter?
“Obviously, I just found out. She was sick outside, and I put two and two together.” Addie went back to cutting the chicken into pieces.
“But you knew…” He stabbed a finger at me, then at Nick, “and you knew?”
“Yes,” I said, my voice shaking.
“And neither one of you felt compelled to tell me?” When no one said anything, he threw his arms into the air. “Brilliant! Absolutely fucking brilliant!” It was a combination of “Angry Henry” and “Captain Henry”. I didn’t think I liked this new “Captain Angry Henry”. He drank more. I crossed my fingers that “Drunk Captain Angry Henry” wasn’t barreling in from around the corner.
“Watch your mouth, young man!” Addie scolded. “In my house, we do not use language like that. And I would appreciate it if you took it easy on the bottle.”
I snatched the vodka away from him and capped it.
“I apologize,” he said, cheeks flushing.
“Accepted.”
“I’m not one hundred percent sure,” Claire continued.
“Whether you’re sure or not, I would think that someone would have said something to me.”
“Henry, calm down. Let’s not show Addie your temper. After all, she’s being a gracious host.” I scolded him like he did me.
He stood, grabbed the bottle, pushed past Thomas, and walked out the front door. I turned back to Claire, who had started to cry. Nick, furious, stood.
“Nick, sit back down,” I growled. I refocused on Claire. “Claire, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think he would act like that.” I rubbed her hand.
“I knew this would be a burden. I’m such an ass for letting this happen.”
“What?” Nick stared at her, his mouth hanging open. All aboard an emotional train. Our tickets may say Happyville, but watch us pass directly through Pissyville, and let’s not forget the all too important Melancholyville. It was odd to me that Addie just stayed at the counter, prepping dinner, while our little soap opera unfolded before her.
“I didn’t mean it that way. I meant the baby. We should have been careful.” The tears flowed fast and heavy. I picked up the towel I had thrown at Henry moments before, handing it to Claire.
“And how were we supposed to be ‘careful’? There isn’t exactly a twenty-four-hour quickie mart open that I can drive to and buy a box.” Oh yes, we were now passing right through Bitterville, as well. I had to put a stop to it.
“Okay. Nick, stop. You’re just upsetting her more.”
“Well, she’s making it sound like she regrets our relationship.”
We quickly approached Whinyville. When would I get off the fucking train?
“That’s not what she’s saying,” I said. “She’s worried. Worried about the ifs, whens, and whats.”
Addie walked over and took a seat at the table. “Listen, I can tell you this. No matter what, a baby brings joy into the hearts of everyone. The circumstances may be a little different here, but y’all will get through it. I promise you that. Giving birth without the help of a doctor or a midwife will be difficult, and I’m going to be real here and tell you the pain is nothing like you’ve ever had, but you will get through it. The best thing that y’all can do is get along, stop fighting, and work together for the sake of your family. They may be all you have left.”
“I don’t want to be a burden on anyone.”
Addie grabbed Claire’s hands. “Sweetheart, please listen to me. Times will be tough. There’s no doubt about that. The baby will cry when you don’t want it to, which was true even in the days of convenience. With all the hurt, anger, fear, and death in this world, a little life will bring hope. We all need a little hope, don’t we?”
I wish Henry had been there to hear what she said. I probably should have taken notes so I could repeat it back to him, then maybe he would feel guilty about behaving the way he did. I heard the front door open and close.
“It’s just me,” Henry announced as he came back into the house. Shoulders slouching, he looked defeated…and drunk. “I would like to apologize to everyone for my behavior. Sometimes I can be a real prat.” Not one person said a word. He stood quiet for a moment, looking at everyone but me, then he focused in on Addie. “Is there anything I can help you with for dinner?”
“You know, I could use someone to watch my back while I grill. I think there’s enough propane left to cook.”
“Sure. I can handle that.” Henry walked through the kitchen, without a glance in my direction, and went out back to check for undeads. Great, he was pissed at me. Just perfect.
Addie pulled out seasonings from her cabinets. “Would you ladies like to make a dressing for the salad while I cook the chicken?”
“Yes, of course,” I said with mild enthusiasm. I admit that I was no Julia Childs, but putting together a dressing would be easy enough.
“And you boys can set the table. Everything you need is right in this area.” She waved her hand in front of the cabinets and drawers. Addie took the platter of chicken and headed out back.
   
Addie opened the door as Henry started the grill. “Oh goodness. Thank you.”
“It’s the least I can do,” he said apologetically, flashing his charming smile.
“You need to take it easy on that girl. You’ll cause a divide within your group if you choose to keep acting the way you are,” she lectured.
Henry hung his head like a child. “I know. I’m ashamed of my behavior.”
“You need to be a little easier with that bottle, as well.” Henry looked off to the side. “Speaking from experience, it can damage relationships.”
“Sorry to hear that.” Henry didn’t know what else to say. He knew he was becoming more attached to the booze, needing more and more every day, but he wasn’t ready to shake it yet. Nor was he ready to admit anything. He also knew that Elaina watched his intake. The silence grew even more uncomfortable.
“I’m not going to holler at you about it because it’s none of my business and you know what you’re doing to yourself, but just understand that breaking the habit is a difficult road.” Addie cleared her throat. “Well, enough of that. So, tell me, where in England are you from?” she asked, placing the chicken on the grill.
“The east end of London,” he said, careful not to elaborate or speak too much of the truth.
“I’ve always wanted to travel to the UK. But, because of one thing or another, it just wasn’t in the cards.”
“Family?” He was genuinely curious.
“Yes. I was married. My husband passed two years ago. He was ill for a long time. He was an alcoholic.” Henry let out a loud exhale and shied away from Addie. Then, in a sad tone, she said, “I had a daughter, as well.”
“I’m sorry.” His voice was gentle and full of compassion.
“It’s kind of nice to have a group of people around. It’s been a little while. My daughter used to bring her friends over all the time. We always had a houseful. But it’s been lonely, as you may have figured out.”
“Did your daughter…?”
“I don’t know. I’ve looked for her every place I can think of, but I can’t find her.”
“Where was she last?”
“At school.”
“And you’ve been to the school?”
“I have driven past, but there were a lot of those…zombies, I guess you would say.”
“We call them undeads.”
Addie pushed the chicken around on the grill. “Right. Well, there were a lot of undeads roaming around so I couldn’t get into the school. Then I went to all of her friends’ houses, which took a while. I saw things I didn’t want to see. I have done things that may not be forgivable at those pearly gates.”
“I understand. I, too, have done unforgivable things. A lot of unforgivable things.” Henry could commiserate. He knew all too well what it was like to do things that were unforgivable, and the emotional baggage that came with it. “Is the school close by?”
“Oh, about three miles down the road there.”
Henry began plotting in his mind. He walked around a little and scoped out the area, surprised at the lack of undeads roaming. Then he came up to a large pile of decaying bodies, all of which bore the obvious signs of being undead.
“Henry! Dinner,” Addie yelled out. She didn’t see him, so she headed back to the house with the chicken.
   
When Addie walked back in, the mouthwatering scent of grilled chicken was the best thing I had smelled in a long time. Canned tomatoes and peaches were getting a bit boring. Not that I was complaining because it was better than no food at all.
“Oh, this smells divine,” I said. Claire looked a little greener than she did before.
“Are you going to be able to eat this? You should at least try.” Addie was insistent as she plated up the chicken. When Henry came strolling in, he flashed a slight smile at me, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready to smile back.
We polished off the entire chicken and the salad. Well, not everyone. Claire just picked at her meal. Nick took her plate and divided up the rest of her food between himself, Thomas, and Henry. I was too stuffed to ingest another morsel. It felt amazing to have a full stomach. That hadn’t happened in a long time.
“Thank you so much for this meal.” I relaxed back into the chair in an almost euphoric state.
Henry stood, and I heard him rummaging through the boxes. He came back with a jar. “It’s the last one. Is it okay?” he asked me.
“Yes. I know how to make it. Someday, maybe, I’ll be able to make it for us.”
Smiling, Henry handed Addie the very last jar of my mom’s apple butter.
“Oh, I can’t accept this.”
“Yes, you can, and you will,” Henry said, his stern voice.
She smiled. “Well, I can’t eat it all myself, so we will have it with breakfast. I have fresh eggs I can make.” She stood and began picking up the dishes.
I got up to help. “Oh… No, we can’t accept another meal,” I said. “You’ve already done too much for us.”
“I insist. You need a good meal to start your day before you head out.” There was no arguing with her. We were staying for breakfast.
   
Seeing as we were all exhausted, we went to bed not too long after dinner. Claire and Nick took the spare bedroom, Thomas took the comfy couch, and Henry and I cuddled up on the hard floor. I lay there for a long time, trying to listen to the outside noises, but Thomas’s snoring drowned it out.
“Are you asleep?” Henry whispered. I rolled over and faced him. “I saw a pile of undeads out back. I would assume she made them true dead.” When I shuddered, he snickered.
“Not funny.” I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Oh, but it is. I would think you would be used to it by now. Anyway, her daughter never came home from school. She said she couldn’t get into the school to see if she were there. She checked all the homes where she thought she could be.”
“Henry…,” I said in a warning tone.
“What?” He pretended to be innocent, but he didn’t play that card very well.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“I have to at least try.”
“It’s way too dangerous, and we don’t have a ton of ammo left. Or gas,” I whispered, louder than I should have.
“Shh… Keep your voice down. I have to try. I’ll take Nick and Thomas, and—”
“No. No, you won’t.” And then the tears arrived…because I was that girl.
“You can stay here. She said it’s only about three miles down the road.”
“No.” Tears ran down my cheeks. “It’s far too dangerous.”
“We have to try to help her. Look what she has done for us. I’m not asking for your permission, love. If they don’t go with me, I’ll go alone.”
My breath hitched. “Henry…” He kissed me on my forehead and wiped my tears off my face. I curled up into him. “Please. I can’t handle you being out there on your own. What if something happens?”
“Love, I’ll be fine.” He was adamant, and I was a giant mess. No matter how he acted, there was no way I could live without him. “Is there any way I can draw a couple vials from you first thing in the morning?” I nodded into his cool, firm chest. He kissed the top of my head. “Thank you. I love you so much. I can’t express that enough.”
At that moment, I needed to be one with him. I snaked my arms up around his neck and pulled his lips to mine. I knew Thomas was there, but he was sleeping. I could be quiet. I just hoped Henry could, as well.
He returned my soft kisses with more passionate ones. I reached down under the blankets and grabbed his hardening length. A small groan escaped his throat. I slithered my way under the blanket and pulled down his pants. I dragged my tongue up his thick shaft.
“Fuck,” he barked out as quietly as he could. He fisted my hair with both hands as I took him into my mouth. I dragged my teeth up him and he growled, “Christ.” He grabbed me under my arms and dragged me up to his face. “You have no idea what you do to me.” I smiled. Oh yes, I did.
Henry rolled me over, reached into my pants, and pushed his palm against my heat. He kissed me while massaging. After a minute, he grabbed my pants and pulled them down.
We skipped most of the foreplay we normally enjoy. He pushed my legs apart with his thigh, then settled himself in between my legs and eased himself into me. I wasn’t quite ready for him, so I latched onto his shoulder, biting into his cool skin, trying to stifle any moan or groan that could have escaped.
Henry rocked me to the edge, working at a steady, quiet rhythm. The intense pressure to be quiet made it that much better.
Right at my peak, he pulled my head into his chest, trying to keep me from waking Thomas. My body pulsated furiously around him, and the feeling sucked him in. He let go, his face contorting in pleasure. His jaw slacked and his eyes rolled. He fell on top of me, trying to catch his breath, before he rolled off. I drifted into a deep sleep, while Henry held me and played with my hair.





CHAPTER 34
I WOKE UP WITH A GASP, sitting straight up. Henry jumped up. “What? What’s wrong?” Before I realized what was going on, he had already put his pants on.
“Nightmares,” I whispered, seeing the sun had started to rise. There was so much sadness in my nightmares, I couldn’t even speak about them anymore. I shook them out of my mind.
He kneeled next to me. My anxiety kicked up and my heart skipped a few beats. Henry stroked my cheek.
“Love, it’s going to be all right. Soon enough, we’ll settle down and get married somehow. Okay?” I nodded as he rubbed my jaw with his thumb. “I’m going to wake Nick, then we can go out to the truck and perform a draw.” I nodded again. I would have given Henry my life if it meant saving his. I sounded like one of those sappy love songs. Barf.
I looked over at Thomas when I realized I didn’t hear him snoring anymore. He was awake, staring at the ceiling. “Thomas?”
“Hmm?”
“How come you hardly ever have anything to say? You’re just so quiet all the time.”
“No one ever asks. Besides, I’m only fourteen. No one would listen to wha’ I have ta say.” He rolled over and looked at me.
“Did you have a bad childhood?”
“No. It was all righ’. Nothin’ special. Just typical, I guess. I kinda always been quiet and stuck to myself.” He had a nice smile. I could see the love in his heart as he reminisced about happier times. He really was a good kid.
“I’m happy you had a nice childhood. Leaves good memories for you.”
Nick and Henry came back into the living room. Nick rubbed his eyes and wasn’t quite steady on his feet yet. Henry pulled his pack out of one of the boxes, looked at me, and motioned his head to the door. I got up and followed him out. Nick stayed inside, trying to wake up before he followed behind us.
“Get in the passenger side.”
“Did you tell Nick what your plan was?”
“Yeah.” We both got into the truck. He opened his pack and pulled out the necessary equipment.
“He’s fine with it?”
“He said he’s fine with it. He thought it was a good idea.” Henry stuck the needle in my arm and I winced. “Sorry, love.” I sat back, allowing the blood to drain from my body. I closed my eyes, trying to relax and not think about what was about to happen.
“How did Claire take it?”
“About as well as you did. Maybe a little worse.” I heard him groan. “And here she comes now. Shit.” I popped my eyes open, and saw Claire on the warpath, stomping toward us.
“Henry! Get out here now,” Claire growled, pointing to the ground. She was spitting mad. He got out of the truck, but maybe I should have warned him not to. He met her halfway between the front porch and his truck. “How dare you!” Then she punched him in the mouth.
I should have gotten out to defend his honor, or maybe I should have joined in. I was still a little conflicted over him trying to find Addie’s daughter. Anyway, I couldn’t get out and risk Addie seeing me hooked up for a draw.
“Arg! What the fuck, Claire?” He spit out what looked to be a mouthful of blood. Just what I wanted to see…more blood.
“You don’t just go around making decisions on your own! You have to speak with everyone. Didn’t we agree that you needed to listen to everyone’s opinions?!”
Henry wiped his mouth with his bandaged hand, then I looked down and saw the vial was nearly full. I was brave, popping it off and plugging in the next one.
“Keep your voice down!” Blood sprayed from his mouth when he spoke.
“I will speak in whatever volume I damn well want to!” She crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“I’m trying to do something for Addie. I want to see if I can find her daughter for her.” Henry spoke with his jaw clenched, blood dribbling down his chin. Nick joined them.
“Hero Henry saves the day again. However, all the while, you’re putting others in danger!”
“That’s not what I’m trying to do!” He clenched his fists at his sides.
“Can I ask why you’re snarling at Claire?”
Mouth hanging open, Henry looked stunned that Nick was questioning his reaction. He pointed at his mouth. “She punched me in the mouth. Knocked out my tooth!”
“You probably deserved it.” Nick winked at Claire, smiling.
“Fuck off. Both of you.” Henry turned around and walked back to the truck. I was surprised to see the amount of blood all over his chin and shirt. He pulled off his shirt, using it to wipe his chin off, then got back into the truck.
“Look!” He pointed at his jaw. “She knocked out my fucking tooth!” He grumbled something unintelligible as he reached over and unhooked me.
“I’m sorry, but I can understand why she’s mad.” He glared at me. “You can’t understand it?”
“What do you want me to say?” He grabbed the two vials, drinking one. He contemplated drinking the second one, but summoned Nick over instead.
“She doesn’t want you to risk Nick’s life, and probably Thomas’s and yours, as well!”
“You don’t understand. I need to do this.”
“Why? So you can get a hero’s welcome? If you want a pat on the back, I’ll surely give you one for getting us as far as you have.”
“No! That’s not why I want to do this!” He held the shirt to his mouth, trying to stop the bleeding.
“Henry, don’t start with the ‘this is all my fault’ bullshit again.”
Nick opened my door. “What?” Nick growled. Henry handed him the vial. “Thank you,” he snapped.
“I could’ve drank that, and you would have had to beg Thomas for your dose.” Speak of the devil… Thomas came strolling out. “Oh, what the fuck? Everyone get in!” Henry yelled out of the window. Claire wandered over at a snail’s pace. Henry was steaming mad as everyone hopped into the truck.
“First of all, thank you, Claire. I’m now missing a tooth.”
“You’re welcome,” she said with a self-satisfied grin.
“Thomas, I talked to Nick and thought we could go to the school and look for Addie’s daughter. She has checked everywhere she can think of. The last place she was at was school, but Addie couldn’t get in there.”
“We, as in…?” Thomas asked.
“The three of us.”
Thomas didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then nodded. “I’m in.”
“Thank you. So you see what I’m trying to do?”
“Yeah. Addie helped us, and you wan’ to give back. I don’ see anythin’ wrong wit’ that.”
Claire sighed.
“I don’t mind going.”
“What?!” Claire looked at Nick, stunned.
“I’m not going to let them go on their own. No one will be able to change his mind, so we might as well go.” Nick was one hundred and ten percent correct.
“Nick, this is foolish. You three may not come back!” Claire was really pissed, her voice screeching.
“I’ll come back. I promise you that. I have a lot to live for, and I won’t give up.” He laid his hand on her stomach.
“Addie is looking out the door,” I whispered.
“After breakfast, the three of us are going. You two girls stay here and pack our stuff so we’re ready to go when we get back.”
“Aye, aye, captain.” Claire wasn’t going to let up. We climbed out of the truck, one by one, and silently walked back up to the front porch.
“What happened to you?” Addie grabbed Henry by the arm and dragged him inside.
“I’m fine. I tripped over something in the lawn, knocked out a tooth.”
“Why are you so cold? Are you getting sick?”
“No, ma’am. I’m fine. I’m always cool for some reason.”
“All right. Well, come on then. I can get you cleaned up and check out your mouth.” Henry looked back at me and shrugged.
“Addie? Would you like Claire and me to start breakfast?”
“Sure, that would be nice. Go ahead and slice up the vegetables in the basket. Once I get Henry taken care of, we can start a fire so I can cook.”
As soon as Claire and I made it into the kitchen, I slapped a pepper into her hand.
“I shouldn’t have done it,” she said.
“You think?” I didn’t look at her as I sliced another pepper.
“I’m sorry. I’m just a little on edge right now.”
I slammed the knife onto the old butcher block countertop. “That’s no excuse!” I tried to whisper, but it didn’t come out that way. “How many times have you yelled at him for losing control? But there you are, socking my man in the face! Which is not the first time, I might add! You are being a fucking hypocrite!” Tears formed in her eyes.
“I can’t lose Nick, too. Especially because…of the baby.” She said it under her breath, and I wondered if she wished it weren’t true.
“Do you think I’m overly thrilled about this? Do you think I could handle losing Henry or my brother? No, I can’t, and I don’t want them to go, either. But I have to accept it because that is Henry. This is what he does. This is how he is. There’s no changing him.”
“He’s putting the others in jeopardy.” The tears rolled down her pink cheeks.
“Everything is dangerous, Claire. Picking veggies is dangerous. What can we do? This is it. This is what life is right now, and we have to learn to deal with it.”
“I don’t want to.”
I threw my arms up in the air. “Me, either, but I don’t have a choice. He has enough guilt stacked on him. If he doesn’t try, it would add more weight, eventually crushing him completely.”
“It’s his choosing!”
“Some of it is. Claire, he’s a mess. Haven’t you figured that out? He is a goddamn mess. If it makes him feel good about himself, then he needs to do it. I don’t want him to, but I can’t stop him. Do you have any idea what he said to me back at that townhouse in Jersey when he melted down about Sophie?” My voice cracked.
“No…”
“He told me that if he didn’t have me, he would have put a bullet in his head right next to her. I have a feeling he almost did, and that’s why he screamed at us to get back to the trucks.” Because of what he carried on the inside, I felt guilty for being so hard on him. I picked up the knife and continued cutting up the vegetables in silence, tears running down my face. Claire had nothing else to say after that.
   
Addie dragged Henry into the bathroom. She opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed gauze pads. “Have a seat and put this in your mouth. I’m going to go get saltwater for you to rinse with.” Henry pushed the shower curtain to the side, settling on the edge of the tub.
When Addie walked out of the room, he thought, Is this what having a mother felt like? He tried to remember a moment like this with his own mother. All that he could see was his mother getting beaten and raped. It sent a chill up his spine.
Addie came back in with a cup of saltwater before his downward spiral of self-loathing began again. “The girls are practically at each other’s throats. They didn’t even see me go into the kitchen.”
Henry chuckled when he took the cup from her. “What’s new? We all fight way too much. Probably because we all spend way too much time cooped up together.”
“Y’all should remember that each day alive is a blessing. Tomorrow may never happen.”
“You’re correct about that, Addie.” He flashed back to seeing Sophie true dead on the side of the highway. He shivered again.
“Let me have a look.” Henry stood and bent over at the sink with his mouth open. Addie looked at him with a curiosity that made him nervous. “Your eyes are really green. They almost sparkle. I wonder why I didn’t notice that yesterday.” She was able to pull herself away from his gaze. “Well, anyway, I’m sure that’s how you won over Elaina. A handsome man with those eyes and your accent…” Henry smiled, relieved that she didn’t question him. “It looks okay. Just be careful with it for a day or two. Keep rinsing with saltwater after you eat anything.”
“I will. You know, I surely didn’t win Elaina over with my stunning personality.”
“Aw, come on. Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a nice guy deep down. I can see that.”
“I try. It’s hard for me. I have been through a lot.”
“Yes, as have we all.”
Henry looked at her. “We were supposed to be married the day this madness started. The pastor… We’ve lost…” Henry shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t want to talk about it.” His face flushed, fearing he might become emotional.
Addie put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“Addie… I want to help you.”
“With what?” She furrowed her brows.
“I want to go to the school and see if your daughter is alive.”
Addie’s mouth opened, then closed. She shook her head. “No. Absolutely not.”
“Yes.” Henry gave her tone right back to her.
“Henry, you haven’t seen the school. It’s overrun. I’m sure she must be one of them.” Her voice got quieter as she spoke.
“Addie, listen, I understand what’s out there. You’ve helped us by opening your home and feeding us. I want to help you. I’m going to go, whether you want me to or not.”
She chose to ignore him for the moment. “How did you hurt your hand?” Addie picked up his bandaged hand. Henry swallowed hard. He didn’t want to relive Sophie’s death once again.
“I broke it,” he said in a near whisper.
“How?”
“I was angry.”
“You have to learn to control that. You’re going to tear yourself up if you keep letting all that rage fly around.”
“I know. But… I don’t want to talk about it.”
Addie unwrapped his hand. Gazing into his eyes as they watered, she could see how much emotional pain it caused Henry. She found his reaction confusing, but she knew there must have been a good reason. She was as gentle as possible, but he winced when she touched it, tender, but the bruising was gone.
“There’s swelling. I’m going to rewrap it with a different bandage, and hopefully it will help.”
“Thank you,” Henry muttered. The pain in his hand reminded him of how his emotions exploded when he made Sophie true dead. It also continued to remind him that he was alive.
Addie left and came back to the bathroom in less than a minute.
“By the way, I saw Claire punch you.” Henry looked down at his bare chest. There were a few drops of blood on it. “I heard what she said. And some of what the girls were carrying on about in the kitchen. Your wanting to help me is causing tension. I don’t want this to divide you.”
“I’m sorry you witnessed that. I’m going to help you, whether Claire is happy with it.”
She finished wrapping his hand. “Well, get yourself cleaned up and dressed. I’m going to go make breakfast.”
Addie turned and left Henry alone with his thoughts. He looked into the mirror, staring into his eyes, clenching his jaw. The bitter feeling ran through his body like a shower of hot sparks. He had an intense desire to punch the reflection, but he controlled it. He growled and walked out of the bathroom.
   
Addie walked into the kitchen. “Well, if someone would like to start a fire out in the grill, that would be wonderful. I’ll prepare the eggs. I’m out of propane, so we’ll need a regular fire. There’s dry kindling just inside the barn.”
“I’ll take care of it.” Nick was leaning up against the counter next to Claire. She touched his hand, showing affection. Nick smiled at her, his hand grazing across her lower abdomen. Addie handed him a box of matches. He pulled his gun out of the back of his pants just as he walked out the door.
“I know it’s not my place, but I think you girls need to be easier on Henry. He’s in a lot of turmoil.”
“Believe me, I understand that better than anyone,” I said with confidence, but I still felt ashamed for my past behavior. It bothered me that she thought she knew enough about his situation to comment on it. No one knew the extent of his turmoil like I did.
“Well, he’s hurting.” I crossed my arms. “I can see it in his eyes. He doesn’t know how to get it out, other than aggression and the bottle.” She pointed at the empty vodka bottle sitting in the sink. What we didn’t know was that Henry stood right outside the door, listening to the conversation.
“His pain goes way back, well into his childhood, but you don’t really know too much about his situation, so I ask you to leave it, Addie. Please”
“You’re right, Elaina. I don’t know much about him, but I can tell you Henry depends on people, on you, to keep him right.” That made a little sense. “He needs you, and he needs this group to stand together to keep him on the straight and narrow. And, from my own personal experience, division isn’t what an emotionally weak person needs.” I bit my lip, trying to keep my own emotions at bay. Addie took my hands. “It’s going to be okay.” I couldn’t look at her for fear that I would cry. I wanted my old strong exterior, which shattered ages ago.
I heard Henry’s heavy footsteps come into the kitchen. I glanced his way. His face was relaxed, and his eyes, his beautiful emerald eyes, sparkled. I ran to him and wrapped my arms around his neck. He pulled away, and I could feel that he was uncomfortable being in the same room as Claire.
“Henry, I would like to apologize to you.” He looked at her with a blank stare. “I shouldn’t have punched you like that. I was upset, feeling like you were taking everyone’s life for granted so you could be the hero…yet again.”
“Well, that was a backhanded apology,” I mumbled.
“I don’t want to be a hero, Claire. I didn’t ask for this. It’s a burden that I carry, and I want to help Addie. It’s the least I can do for her since she has helped us with a place to stay and food. It’s my job, as the leader of this crew, to help when I see fit.”
“You barely know her!”
“Umm, Claire, she’s standing right in the room with us.”
Addie grabbed the bowl with the eggs in it and walked out the back door.
“Why are you so resistant?” Henry asked, trying to control his temper. His good hand was clenched to the point that it shook.
“Have you forgotten what’s happened over the last couple months? You can’t save the world, Henry!”
“Yes, he can,” I murmured.
“Really, Elaina? Do you really think Henry can save the world?” I whipped around and glared at her. I swallowed hard, trying to push away the tongue lashing I wanted to give her. I was unsuccessful.
“How dare you!” I glowered at her. “If it weren’t for this man right here, we would be dead. Do you not understand that?!” I tried to keep my voice even. “If you don’t want to keep going, by all means, go back. I have my doubts and worries, but he’s what keeps me going. I want to marry him. I want to have a stable life with him. And I want a family with him.”
That made Claire pull in a sharp breath. “Do you think it’s easy, knowing I could be bringing a baby into this fucked-up world? Do you think I’m excited to be playing house with someone?” The screen door closed. Nick walked in, the hurt in his face evident. He looked at Claire for a long moment, then stormed out of the kitchen. “Nick, wait! I didn’t mean it like that!”
He turned around when he got to the door and faced Henry. “I’m ready whenever you are.” Henry nodded, and Nick stormed out the front door.
“Nick, please! Wait!” Claire stopped when the front door slammed before she could get to it. She cried. I wanted to run to her and comfort her, but she had been a hormonal bitch to everyone. I had trouble forgiving her for being a hypocrite. My heart broke for my brother.
“I better go talk to him,” I said to Henry.
“Okay. Be careful.” He brushed my cheek with his lips. Claire dropped to the floor in front of the door with her head in her lap, sobbing. Thomas sat on the couch, looking unsure as to what he should be doing or where he should be looking. As I opened the door, he got up and guided Claire to the couch.
   
Nick sat on the dilapidated front steps, picking up tiny pebbles and throwing them toward the old country road.
“Mind if I join in?”
“It’s of your choosing,” he mumbled.
I sat beside him. There was nothing across from Addie’s house but an empty wheat field. I searched for pebbles to throw. We were silent for a few minutes. I didn’t want to push the conversation. I wanted him to lead it.
“Elaina, where have I gone wrong with her? I don’t understand.” His voice wavered, sounding heartbroken.
“I think she’s scared to death. When that happens, sometimes shit flies out of her mouth.”
He shook his head, fighting the ache filling him. “When Jenna died, I was crushed. But interacting with Claire made me realize that what I truly wanted had been in front of me for years. I thought my insecurities were put to rest when she came back with my guitar. She risked her life just to see me smile. I don’t understand where I went wrong.” He beat himself up for no reason.
“I don’t know what’s going on with her. She’s subconsciously pushing us all away. Her hormones are probably all out of whack or something.”
Nick smiled and shook his head a little. “You have a way with words, Elaina. What am I going to do? Am I ready to be a father in this madness?”
“You’re going to be an excellent father. I can’t imagine it any other way. I’ve never seen you in so deep with someone. You can’t let her push you away. She needs you.”
“I don’t know how to bring her back to me. She wouldn’t even talk to me this morning after Henry barged in, telling me what we were going to do. Then when she came out and decked Henry…and, might I add, that was a killer punch…” I smiled, “I thought she was all right with me. That she accepted my fate, you know?”
“Yeah. I don’t know what’s going on inside her head. I can’t take any more of this arguing and division, though. I can’t, Nick. I need Henry as my husband, you as my brother, Claire as my best friend, and Thomas, well…as a younger brother. I just want us to be a happy family, being there for one another without all this bickering.”
“I want to work toward that again. It’s just so difficult with all these fucking things.” He pointed to an undead staggering toward us. I sighed. Nick held up his Sig and took the poor savage out. We continued talking, like shooting a former living person was no big deal.
“Do you feel sorry for them?” I asked.
“Them?”
“The undeads. Do you feel sorry for them?”
“For the most part. They didn’t ask for this to happen to them.” I waited for it. “Like me.” And there it was.
“I know. It’s killing Henry inside. It really is. I’ve been woken up in the middle of the night by him talking in his sleep. He’s so tortured, apologizing to everyone, calling for his mother, sometimes crying… I can’t imagine living with what he does. He’s like a nuclear bomb waiting to go off, a finger hovering over the big red button.”
“I understand, but he officially changed my life.” He grabbed his arm where Henry bit him.
“Does it still hurt?” I touched the spot.
“Sometimes. I try to ignore the pain. I have better things to think about.” The door opened behind us, Henry stepping out onto the porch.
“Uh, sorry to interrupt. I heard a gunshot. Everything okay?” He saw the undead lying in the middle of the road. “Ah. Addie said breakfast is ready.”
“Thanks.” I smiled at him, the worry rushing through me. He shut the door quietly behind him. I looked at Nick. He saw the flood coming.
“Hey…Hey. Listen. He’ll be fine.” I couldn’t speak as my tears pushed their way through. “Elaina, listen to me. I’ll do everything I can to protect him, as he would me. I don’t want you to lose him. As much as he pisses me off, I know how much you love each other.” He embraced me. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”
I nodded, still unable to speak. He helped me stand.
“Lainy…” That was the first time he called me that since we were kids. He guided me to the door. “Take a few deep breaths.” I did. The first breath burned, but I managed to get a few in before I put my hand on the door handle. It took all of my strength to open the door.
I walked in, seeing Claire sitting on the couch, staring out the window. “Go on. Go sit at the table. I’ll be there in a few.” He gently pushed me off toward the kitchen.
   
Nick sat next to Claire. She looked down at her intertwined fingers in her lap. He watched the tears drip from her eyes, landing on her hands. After several long seconds of silence, Claire whispered, “I’m sorry.”
“Saying ‘playing house’… It was like a knife in my heart, Claire. I don’t know what I have to do to prove that my heart is with you. I thought you felt the same.”
“I do,” she whispered again.
“Then why say such hurtful things? You’re pushing everyone away. Do you realize that?”
She nodded. “I do now.” Her voice was so soft, it was almost inaudible. Nick grabbed her face with his chilled hands, forcing her to look into his brilliant eyes.
“I cannot walk this earth knowing that you wish us…this…” He gestured between them, “didn’t happen. I live for you and our little one.” He rested his hand on her stomach. “I know this is scary, but I’m here for you. I’ll do my damnedest to stay alive to make this work.” He pulled her chin up. “I refuse to give up on us. I don’t care if there’s a war going on. We must walk through the fire together, hand in hand. It doesn’t change because of what’s happening right now, at this moment.”
“But it could. At any moment, you could be ripped from my arms. And with a baby… How am I going to do it?”
“We will make it work, okay? Please, Claire, you have got to stop pushing everyone away because of your fears. We have to live in the now, and try to look forward. It may look bleak, but the sun will rise for us again. It has to.” He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Come on. You need to eat. You have barely eaten lately.” He took her hand and walked her into the kitchen.
   
Everyone stopped eating and looked at them. Nick pulled out a chair for Claire, making her sit. Addie started to stand, but Nick motioned her to sit. Claire sat still, quiet and full of shame. He fixed Claire and himself a plate of food, then quietly sat between her and Henry.
Tension filled the room. The only sounds were forks clinking against plates and chewing. I pushed my eggs around my plate.
“Addie?” Henry was the first to break the uncomfortable silence, “I was wondering if you had a small picture of your daughter that we can take with us.”
“Henry, I don’t want you to do this.”
“I know, but I’m going with or without your blessing.” Addie sighed as she rose from the table and grabbed a small picture off of the fridge. “Thank you.” Henry placed it next to his plate and studied it for a minute. “She’s beautiful.”
“Thank you. Her name is Rosa. Rosa MacEntyre.”
“I will do my best to bring your Rosa home to you.” Addie nodded. When Henry took the last bite of food on his plate, I dropped my fork. Everyone looked at me.
“Sorry,” I mumbled. When Henry stood, I inhaled, but couldn’t exhale.
“I’m going to go rinse my mouth out really quick, then get everything ready that we will need.” He picked up his plate and put it on the counter. He walked out of the kitchen, and I finally exhaled.
Nick watched me as he chewed his food. “Lainy, eat,” he demanded, pointing his fork at me. I nodded and continued to pick at my food. Thomas finished and got up. It was happening sooner than I could handle. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Thomas headed out to help Henry.
“Claire, eat,” Nick said in a firmer tone.
I looked at Claire, who was picking at her food. I took a bite of mine before Nick could say anything else to me. Claire took a couple bites, then pushed her plate away. I stood.
“Thank you, Addie.” I picked up my plate and set it on the counter. I walked out to where Henry and Thomas picked through what they thought would be useful.
Henry held up a long-handled, double-sided axe and smiled. “Remember this? You nearly took my head off with it.” He gazed up at me. I was far from smiling, not reacting to his attempt at humor. He set the axe down and walked to me. “You all right, love?”
I shook my head. “This may be the last time I get to look at you.” To me, there was no one else in the room but the two of us.
I picked up his broken hand and kissed it. I lifted his arm where the tracking device used to be, and ran my finger down the jagged, pink line. I slowly moved my hands up his chest, remembering what Kellan did to him. I touched his lip where it split open over and over again. I put my hands on his cheeks. I wanted to soak in every ounce that I could. Every cut, bruise, flaw…everything.
He grabbed my wrists and placed them around his neck, pulling me close. His cool touch made me shiver. His scent traveled into my nasal passages, and I tried to commit it to memory.
I closed my eyes, picturing him happy and smiling. I pictured us together, his hands running down my body, making love to me all night long. I pictured us with a family, in a house with a white picket fence. Our children would be beautiful, much like he was. I pictured everything from the past, present, and the moments I wanted to share only with him. It was all I could do and all I had left.
Henry kissed the top of my head, then whispered in my ear. “I love you, Elaina. My life, my everything. You make me whole, no matter how much I fall apart. Thank you for everything you have given to me.” Pain ran through my heart and tore through my insides like a dull, rusty knife.
He couldn’t be saying goodbye. Please, don’t be saying goodbye, I begged him silently. My river of tears wet his shirt. I couldn’t look at him again, but he forced my head up.
“If I don’t—”
I shook my head. “No, don’t say it.” My voice cracked.
“Say what?”
“Goodbye. Please don’t say it,” I whispered, my voice full of sorrow. He knew, as well as I did, that this could be the last time we ever saw or touched one another. The last time we could hold each other. Our time together could be up.
I felt like our moment was a ticking time bomb. He put my hand to his heart, feeling it pounding with love…and fear. He dragged my hand to his lips. His jagged, cool breath ran between my fingers. His gaze bored through me and I drowned in his beauty.
“I love you.” He kissed me in such a gentle way, his lips trembled, like a butterfly fluttering over my lips. He willed himself to stay in one piece for me, but I was shattering before him.
   
I found myself unable to move, Claire standing beside me, experiencing the same turmoil. Several minutes before, we had watched Henry, Nick, and Thomas pull out of the driveway. Our feet felt like they were in hardened concrete. We missed them already. Unexpectedly, I felt a warm arm wrap around me.
“He’s gone,” I whispered.
“He is, but they will be back.” Addie’s voice was comforting, soothing my frightened soul. “Come. Let’s get you girls inside.” She took both of us by the hands and made us go into the house. I collapsed on the couch and curled up into a ball. I had zero intention of moving, or talking, or even breathing until I knew Henry was safe and back in my arms.





CHAPTER 35
THEY WERE QUIET. When Henry, Nick, and Thomas got about a mile-and-a-half down the road from Addie’s house, they hadn’t seen a single car. However, there were plenty of rotting bodies roaming around, looking for their next meal. Henry skillfully weaved around them.
He came to a four-way stop sign. Across the way was the school where Addie’s daughter was presumed to be. The building was large and surprisingly modern for the rural area. He stayed at the stop sign for a minute, scanning, contemplating his first move.
“What do you think?” Henry asked. “Should we pull right up front?”
“Might as well. Can’t be any worse there than anywhere else,” Nick sighed.
“All right then.” Henry drove forward, pulling into the bus lane in the school parking lot. “Let’s use our guns sparingly.” Henry shut off the truck and got out, Nick and Thomas following.
All of them put on packs with minimal supplies. They each put a Sig in the waistband of their pants. Henry and Nick grabbed the double-sided axes, Thomas grabbed a machete. Then Henry decided to grab a rifle just in case.
“Sparingly,” Henry reminded them with a quirked brow. He looked around for the best entrance point into the school. “I guess the front door is just as good as the others.” Henry and Nick walked forward, then realized Thomas wasn’t following. Henry turned around. “You all right, mate?”
Thomas stood still, then he spoke quieter than normal. “Kids. We’ll be killin’ kids my age.”
Henry walked over to the scrawny, gaunt boy, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Thomas, you know they are no longer themselves. It’s just their body being controlled by a virus. We are helping them.”
“I know. I killed my sister.”
Henry put his hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “Thomas, I need you. Can you swallow it for now and move forward? When we get back into the truck, you can let it all out.” Thomas nodded. Henry rolled his neck. “Are you ready?”
“Yeah.” Henry and Thomas joined Nick at the front entrance, looking in the window.
“Anything?” Henry approached with little sound. Nick glanced at him. When Henry saw Nick’s frightened face, he peered into the window. “Holy shit…”
“I think we may be outnumbered,” Nick whispered. For a small moment, he regretted coming on the mission. There were hundreds of undeads tripping over one another in the front entrance alone. “This must be why Addie didn’t want us to come.”
“All right, new plan. Let’s find another entrance point.” Henry walked toward the left side of the building. The cafeteria. He looked through the windows. “Bloody hell.”
Nick came up behind him. “Christ. There must be twice as many of them in here.”
“Uh, Henry? We have company.” Thomas was just shy of rounding the corner when he saw about a dozen undeads. They sniffed the air, then staggered toward them.
Henry ran forward, swinging the axe, Nick following close behind. One by one, the undeads’ heads were hacked off their bodies with one vicious swing after another. Thomas stabbed the machete through their heads to ensure a true death. Henry looked down at the carnage around him and shook his head. Without another thought, he wiped the axe off on the pant leg of the true dead at his feet.
As they traveled farther around the school, they saw another door. Henry ran up to it and peered through the window. The hall seemed to be empty, but he knew better.
“I’ll take the lead. Nick, bring up the rear.”
“Okay.”
Thomas stood behind Henry, who grabbed the handle. Henry took a long, deep breath, trying to calm his nerves, then pulled the door open.
The smell of death hit him hard, almost knocking him over. Both Nick and Thomas gagged behind him. Henry closed the door in haste. He bent over, trying to rid his nasal passages of the aggressive odor.
“Okay. That has to be the worst yet.” Nauseated, Henry shuddered as he stood straight with the back of his hand over his nose. He slipped off his pack and tucked the axe into the largest compartment, the handle sticking out. He pulled off his shirt and tore it in to strips so they could have some sort of buffer between their mouths and noses and the horrific funk that would soon permeate every pore of their body. Once his pack was on his back again, Henry put his hand on the door handle. He inhaled every ounce of fresh air he could before he pulled the door open.
The first hallway only had a few rooms. They opened each door, hoping to find Addie’s daughter right away. Henry would call out for her in every room they entered, but not a single sound greeted him.
When they made it to the end, he saw it would lead them either left or right. They decided left because they figured the right would lead them to the front where there were hundreds of undeads.
They cleared room after room, hall after hall, until they reached a staircase. There were true dead bodies piled up on the stairs, almost like a barricade. To Henry, that was a sure sign that some people must be, or had been, alive.
They clambered over the decaying corpses. After he slipped several times on the black sludge oozing around them, Nick had to stop to vomit. The true deads were piled all the way up to the third floor.
They made it to the landing and stopped for a moment to look around. Henry tried to pull open the door, quickly realizing it was chained from the inside.
“Shit!” he yelled, punching the door, not thinking about his broken hand. He growled in agony, shaking it at his side. His frustration was at a boiling point after climbing over piles of true deads. He put his hands on his hips and sighed. When he looked up, he saw two small windows at the top of the door. Nick glanced up.
“Henry, let’s break those and push Thomas through. He’s the only one thin enough to fit.”
Henry looked back over his shoulder at Thomas and shrugged. “You up for that?”
“I guess bein’ scrawny will actually come in handy for a change.”
Nick smashed the windows with his axe. Once he cleared it, he had Thomas climb up on his back.
“What do you see?”
“Nothin’. I don’ hear or see nothin’.”
“All right. I’m going to bring you down.” Nick squatted, and Thomas got off his shoulders. They worked out a plan to get him over and shoot the locks, if necessary.
Once Thomas got through the window and landed on the floor, Henry and Nick backed away from the door and pressed up against the side wall. Thomas shot the padlock, then opened the door. They scrambled in and wrapped whatever chain was left back around the handles, just in case.
The floor plan looked to be a square, rooms all around the outer perimeter and again around the inside. There was another door, like the one they had just entered, at the end of the corridor. It, too, was chained and padlocked. They decided to start at the end where they were, going through every room until they circled all the way around.
They were halfway around when they heard several soft footsteps. Henry put his finger to his lips. Nick stayed in the back as they shuffled toward the faint sounds. Henry stopped at the corner and peeked around it, catching a glimpse of a younger girl. When she saw them, she ducked back around. Henry signaled for everyone to remove the shirt scraps from their faces.
“We’re here to help, sweetheart,” Henry said loud enough for the girl to hear, but not so loud as too attract attention.
She peeked out from around the corner again. He got a good look at her and knew right away that she wasn’t Addie’s daughter. She was too young.
“Listen, sweetheart, we’re here to help. We’re looking for a particular girl. Rosa MacEntyre. Do you know her, or where she is?” She continued to peek around the corner, but didn’t come any closer. “I’m going to come to you. I promise my friends and I will not hurt you.” Henry led Thomas and Nick down the hall, toward the girl.
They could hear her breathing. Henry stopped about five feet from the corner. “It’s okay. I promise you no harm. Can we talk, please? Here…” Henry reached into his pack and pulled out a bottle of water and a protein bar. He set them on the floor and pushed them to the terrified girl.
Her face and hands were filthy, like her clothing. She was so thin, close to being emaciated, her bloody and gore-stained clothes hung on her, much like Thomas’s. Henry pegged her to be about seven or eight. She looked at the offering for a moment, then scurried over like a wild animal, snatching them and tearing open the bar. She ate and guzzled the water like she hadn’t had a thing to eat or drink for days.
Henry, Nick, and Thomas watched her while she drank nearly half the bottle of water, then took several deep breaths. Henry dug into his pocket and pulled out the small picture of Addie’s daughter. He held it out to the girl. She examined it, then looked up at Henry.
“Have you seen this girl?” he asked. She nodded once. “Is she alive? Can you take us to her?” She nodded once again. She slowly walked backward, still facing Henry, Nick, and Thomas.
She continued down the hall until they reached what looked like a storage room. She tapped on the door in a calculated rhythm. The door creaked open, and a couple pairs of eyes peered out through the darkness.
“Rosa MacEntyre?” Rustling. “Rosa, I know your mum, Addie. I’m here to take you home.”
In a scratchy, weak voice, a girl replied. “How do we know you’re telling the truth?”
“I have a picture that she gave me. She has been looking for you, but she hasn’t had the wherewithal to get into the school until my crew showed up on your doorstep yesterday. She desperately wants you home.”
“What’s your name?”
“Henry Daniels.” He pointed to the others. “This Nick Cooper, my fiancée’s brother, and this is Thomas Anderson. He’s a family friend.” There was a long pause. “We can help you all. Please, come out. We want to take you back to your mum, Rosa. We don’t want to hurt you in any way.”
“I don’t know any British guys.”
“I know you don’t know me.” Henry was flustered. “Shit,” he said under his breath, running his fingers through his hair.
Nick watched him carefully, hoping his temper would stay in check, then pulled out bottles of water and more protein bars. He set them down at the door. The little girl snatched them up.
“Hey,” Nick scolded in a gentle manner. “Those are for them, too. I know you’re thirsty and hungry, but so are they.”
Reluctantly, she set them back down. A pair of hands came out from the bottom of the door and grabbed the water and bars. Wrappers crinkling and the sounds of water being guzzled filled the quiet.
“Rosa, please, come on out,” Henry pleaded. “We haven’t harmed this little lass here.”
The door opened an inch at a time. There were three teens crammed in the tiny storage room. One by one, they exited into the hallway. Henry smiled.
“Thank you. Can we sit and chat?” Rosa nodded. Everyone sat on the dirty tiled floors, leaning up against a bank of metal lockers. Rosa glared at the three of them. “It’s going to be difficult getting all of us out of here. We’re parked out front.”
“I know. We saw you pull up,” Rosa mumbled.
“There are hundreds of undeads roaming down there. You all are pretty brilliant, I must say. Piling up the true deads on the stairs as a barricade.” The kids all smiled at Henry’s complement. “Now, if this is a high school, I’m curious to know—”
“My mom was a teacher. I was helping her in class on that day,” the youngest girl said, picking at the holes in her worn cotton pants.
“What’s your name, little love?” Henry’s voice dripped with sweetness. She looked up at him with worry, fear, and some relief.
“Julianna.”
Henry smiled at her. Then looked at the boy next to Rosa.
“I’m Justin, and this is my sister, Shay.”
“I’m glad to meet all of you. Obviously, the circumstances aren’t quite ideal. Quick question. Why was Julianna out by herself when the three of you were tucked away in the storage room?”
“We cleared out this floor several weeks ago. She tends to want to be by herself, and when we heard the glass breaking in the doors, we scrambled into there. Julianna was nowhere near us. Where were you anyway?” Justin looked at Julianna, waiting for a response. She blushed.
“I was sitting in Mrs. Hanely’s room, imagining what it would be like to be in school again.” Rosa put her arm around Julianna in a loving manner.
Shay seemed to be much like Thomas. She stayed in the background, watching what was happening in front of her. Henry cleared his throat. All the kids looked to him.
“All right. I say we go back the way we came in. Do you all know the school quite well?” They nodded. “If we run into trouble, I’m going to rely on you…” He looked at Justin, “to help navigate.” Everyone glanced at one another, their fear saturating the air. “What kind of weapons did you have?”
Justin got up and went into the storage room. He came out wielding a couple baseball bats and a few metal bars that could have been chair or desk legs.
“Aren’t they zombies? You called them undeads,” Justin said.
“Well, yes, I guess you could call them zombies. We just—”
Nick interrupted. “I think we should get moving.” Thomas nodded with a grunt.
“Is there anything else you have stored up here that you want to get? We won’t be coming back.” Henry gazed at the kids, who all looked at one another.
“We have some food and juice left. Not much at all. We’ve been limiting it to one of each per day.” Rosa went into the storage room for a few moments. They could hear her rummaging around. She struggled with a large backpack as she came out of the room.
“Ready?” Henry asked.
“I would like to get Julianna to her mom’s classroom.” Rosa stood strong, much like her mother, even though the backpack seemed to weigh more than she did. Justin grabbed it off her back and put it on himself.
“Where is it?” Henry asked as he rolled his neck, rubbing it. Nick and Thomas glanced at one another.
“The second floor,” Rosa said with fear.
“Have you cleared that floor?” Henry asked. Rosa shook her head.
“We just tied the door handles together. All the bodies on the stairs came from up here and on the landings.”
Henry pulled Nick and Thomas aside. The kids watched intently while the three of them whispered back and forth. They walked back over.
“Here’s the plan. We’re all going to go at once. I don’t want to have to backtrack, unless we absolutely have no choice. I have a few rules, though.” Justin rolled his eyes. “You may not like that but, I can assure you, I’m well-equipped for this.”
“What are you? Some sort of comic book freak zombie fighter?” Justin’s words dripped with sarcasm.
“You would get along well with my fiancée,” Henry added, smiling.
“Whatever, dude. I just want to get the fuck out of here.” Everyone looked at Justin. “What?”
“Anyway…,” Henry piped up. “We’ll be going in this order, and we do not break our order unless I instruct otherwise. Nick is second-in-command. I will be first. Rosa will follow me, then Julianna, Shay, Justin, Thomas, and Nick. Are we clear?” Justin and Rosa looked at one another and nodded.
“Yes.” Justin passed out the weapons they had been using.
“We’ll stick together. We mustn’t separate. Oh, and one more thing…” He grabbed his torn shirt from his pack and tore off sections for each of the kids to put around their mouth and nose. “It doesn’t help much, but it’s better than nothing.”
They began their slow descent down the stairs to the second floor. It was exhausting climbing over the rotting, oozing corpses. They stopped once for Shay to throw up. Rosa ended up carrying Julianna so she could hide her face from the gore.
They made it to the second floor landing. Rosa set Julianna down, but kept her face tucked into her abdomen. Henry pressed his ear up to the doors, then looked at Nick. “Thomas, hop up on my shoulders.” Henry squatted and lifted Thomas up. Henry grimaced, even though he was a lightweight. His body aches were getting worse.
“Holy shit,” Thomas said, an edge of panic in his voice. That was all Henry needed to hear. He lowered him back down.
“Have your guns ready. On three, people. Be ready because they won’t hesitate.” Fear hung heavier than the smell of death in the stairwell. Henry rolled his neck again.
“You okay?” Nick asked, touching Henry’s shoulder.
“I’m fine!” he snapped, then realized the venom in his words frightened the kids. “Sorry. Yes, I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”
Henry took a couple deep breaths, then pulled off the chain that held the door shut. When he placed his left hand on the handle, he gripped his Sig in his right. A sharp pain ran up his arm. Thinking he must have injured his hand further, he switched his gun to his left.
Henry knew he had been trained to shoot with his left as well as he did with his right, but he had some doubt of his abilities. It was not the time to let a flicker of self-doubt enter his mind, though. He closed his eyes briefly, then reopened them, forcing himself into program mode. Instinctive behavior was a survivalist’s best friend, and Henry was in form.
He counted. “One, two…” He paused momentarily, worrying that he was putting these kids in jeopardy. Stop thinking, he thought to himself, pulling himself back into program mode. “Three!” he yelled. Henry whipped open the door and forced his way in. There were several undeads staggering toward him. Julianna and Shay screamed as he shot all of them. They dropped to the floor in awkward piles of gore and grimy fabrics.
“Stab their heads!” Thomas yelled at Shay as he handed her his machete. He shot the undeads rounding the corner. Shay, paralyzed with fear, held the machete in midair. Justin snatched it and stabbed every one of their heads. He stood over them, bat in one hand and sludge-covered machete in the other, his chest pumping with adrenaline. Henry had already moved forward.
Nick yelled, “Henry! Three o’clock!” Henry spun and shot the two undeads. They fell into a crumpled mess. Again, Justin jammed the machete through their soft, rotting flesh. Julianna pressed her body up against Rosa, who protected her the entire time.
They battled for what seemed like hours. When Henry ran out of bullets, he grabbed the bat from Justin. Every undead he hit exploded, the others retching behind him.
Then Nick yelled, “Six o’clock, six o’clock, six o’clock!”
Henry turned around. Another herd narrowed in on Nick. He pulled the rifle out of his pack. All five went down with close range shots.
“Julianna!” Henry yelled. “Which one was your mother’s room?!” He waited a split second for her response. “Julianna!” He turned around, seeing her standing in front of a classroom door.
An undead woman clawed and bit at the window in the door. She worked hard to open the door, but undeads had a serious lack of coordination. Henry ran up to Julianna.
“Is that her?”
She stared at the woman, tears flowing down her filthy face. “Momma,” she whispered.
Henry knelt in front of Julianna and grabbed her shoulders. “Sweetheart, I need you to listen to me carefully. That may be your mum’s body, but that is not her. Your mum’s soul left when the virus took over. She’s already in heaven, little love.” Julianna shook her head. “Julianna, did you hear what I said?”
“Yes,” she choked out.
“I’m going to help her. Let’s go back to Rosa.” She grabbed Julianna and dragged her away from the door. “Thomas! Do you have anything left in your Sig?” Thomas handed him his gun.
“Jus’ a couple, I think.”
Henry nodded. He looked back at Julianna. Rosa held her close, nodding at Henry. He grabbed the handle and swiftly pushed the door open, trapping Julianna’s mother between the door and the classroom wall. He reached around, jammed the muzzle of the Sig to her temple, and pulled the trigger.
Julianna screamed. “Momma!” She struggled against Rosa while she tried to comfort her.
Henry let the door swing back just enough to allow Julianna’s mother to fall to the floor in a grotesque pile of blood and rotten flesh. He paused. His heart ached for Julianna because he understood how she was feeling.
He swallowed hard, his body filling with rage. Henry worked hard to keep the demon at bay. He walked his aching body into the classroom and cleared it, then grabbed a sweater hanging on Julianna’s mom’s chair.
Rosa brought her inside the classroom, shielding her from her mother’s rotting corpse. Henry handed Julianna the sweater, helping to wrap it around her slight body. She went to her mother’s desk and opened all the drawers.
Julianna looked back at Henry. He walked over to the desk and saw a large stash of snacks and candy. He pulled off his pack and unzipped it. Julianna loaded up his bag, then grabbed the picture of her and her family off of the desk, holding it close to her body.
“Is there anything else you would like to take?” Henry softly asked. Julianna went to the closet in the back of the classroom. “Wait. Let me open it.” He swung open the door in haste, but it was more like a pantry. There were cases of water on the floor. Henry looked around and saw a couple backpacks hanging on desk chairs.
“Thomas, empty those packs and give me a hand.” He filled the backpacks with the bottles Henry handed over.
Looking around the closet for anything else that would be useful, Henry grabbed a few more items, paper products and jackets, that were left by the students.
They gathered their goods and headed back to the hall to make their way down the stairs. Julianna stopped just short of the door and turned around, giving one last look at the classroom.
“Come on. We have to go.” Rosa gently tugged Julianna away from the doorway. She resisted, but knew it was time to move on.
Before they made their way to the first floor, Justin stopped them. “Which way did you come in?” he asked Henry.
“Off to the side, behind the cafeteria. The front entrance was blocked with undeads.”
Justin nodded. “If we can’t get through that way, know another way we can go.”
Henry began the slow climb down the stairs again, careful not to slip on the sludge of decay oozing all around the true deads. They made it to the bottom without incident.
Henry led them into the corridor, his muscles and joints aching. He shook it off for the time being. The hallway seemed to be clear, so he signaled everyone to advance. The bat was ready for action, resting on Henry’s shoulder.
He stole a glance around the corner. He held up three fingers, indicating there were three undeads. Nick walked up to Henry. They nodded at each other, then Nick walked out and shot all three of them. The outside door was at the end of the hall. Knowing it was a straight shot to the door, Henry whispered, “Let’s haul ass.”
All of them sprinted toward the door. Henry pushed it open and pulled the shirt from his nose and mouth. He bent over, catching his breath, grabbing his ribs. He dropped to his knees, the pain unbearable.
“Henry?” Nick knelt in front of him. His eyes were graying. He whispered, “I’ll drive. Let’s go. We need to get you back now.” Nick dug around in Henry’s pockets and pulled his keys out.
“Is he okay?” Justin asked, staring at Henry.
“He will be,” Nick said. “He just needs to rest. He’s been injured for a while and is still in the process of healing.” Supporting Henry, Nick led the crew back toward the truck.
“Broken ribs?” Rosa asked, seeing Henry wrap his arm around his chest.
“Not one hundred percent sure, but it was a nasty injury. It’s been a difficult recovery since we always seem to be fighting or running.” Nick unlocked the truck and helped Henry into the passenger side. Rosa, Julianna, and Shay sat in the back seat. Thomas and Justin jumped into the very back.
“I can’t believe this,” Rosa whispered. “I never thought we would get out of there.” Justin put his hand on her shoulder, and she reached up to his hand and grabbed it. She was in awe that she was outside, let alone going home.
“Hurry, Nick,” Henry grumbled, laying his head up against the window, hugging his ribs. Nick started the truck and threw it into drive. He floored it, and they left the school parking lot like a bat out of hell. Nick had to get Henry back before he was in real danger of turning. Then he realized his neck and spine were aching, as well. He pushed the truck harder, hoping they would make it.





CHAPTER 36
ONCE AGAIN, I put my big girl panties on and forced myself off the couch, only to continually pace the floor. It seemed like hours since they had left. That was the moment I wished I had a working watch. Not that counting the seconds would’ve been helpful, either.
Addie was crocheting like a wild woman. I wasn’t sure what she was making, but she surely made good use of her time. Unlike me, who was starting to wear a path in her floor.
Claire had gone to lay down, her fatigue catching up to her. I had a feeling she was just feeling guilty for the way she had been acting, too. I decided that I should go and check on her.
I knocked on the door. “Come in,” Claire said, barely audible. I opened the door with hesitation.
“Hey.”
“Hey.”
“Can we talk?”
“Yeah.” Claire sat up in bed. Her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks tear-stained. The lack of eye contact made me see her remorse. I sat on the end of the bed, not saying anything for several minutes. I tried to form my thoughts together into logical, sarcasm-free sentences.
“I just want to say I understand you’re worried and full of fear, but don’t push us all away. We all love you, and we want to help you. We don’t think you will be a burden. I’m not saying it won’t be difficult because it’ll be like going into hell with an iced beverage and expecting it to remain chilled.” I sighed. “My point is, we want to be here for you, to help you. You’re my best friend and I can’t live without you…” My last words faded as I said them. I continued to look at the door of the bedroom, hoping Henry would burst through at any moment. Claire got up and wrapped her arms around me.
“What if the baby is like him?” she whispered.
“I don’t know. Henry said it doesn’t work that way. It has to be a blood/saliva mix.” When I heard a vehicle pull into Addie’s driveway, I jumped up. “Henry!”
Claire and I ran out into the living room. Addie swung open the door and we all sprinted out. She screamed with joy when she saw a girl, who must have been Rosa, open the door and jump out. They embraced each other, sobbing and collapsing to the ground. I looked back at the truck, seeing Nick jump out of the driver’s side.
“Oh no. No!” I ran to the passenger side. “Henry!”
“He needs you. Let’s go.” Nick took on the task of pulling Henry out of the truck. I grabbed his right side, and Nick was on his left. “Claire, we’re taking him to the bedroom.” His eyes were slits of gray, and we had to practically drag him into the house. He grimaced in pain the entire way. I was so focused on saving Henry, I was oblivious to everything else.
We got Henry to the bed and I shouted, “Claire! Go grab his pack.” Her eyes wide, she stared in shock. “Claire! Now! We don’t have much time.”
   
“Henry, stay with me. I’m here.” I stroked the top of his head, pushing his grimy hair from his eyes. “It’s all right, lover. You stay with me. I’m going to give you what you need soon.” Henry clenched his jaw, growling. “I know you’re in there. You have to fight it.” He took short, quick breaths through his teeth. “Nick, what the fuck happened?” Claire slammed the door shut and ran to the bed, then hooked me up.
“I don’t know. I saw him rolling and rubbing his neck. He hurt his hand again, then when we ran out of the building, it was like he reinjured his ribs or something. I took one look at him and his eyes were graying.”
With Henry incapacitated, having Sophie around to answer questions would have been helpful. My breath hitched and tears formed in my eyes. Henry rolled around in the bed in agony.
Claire reached for him to try to stabilize him. “Henry. Henry, I need to know where it hurts.”
“Ev-ery-wh-ere,” he groaned.
“I’m going to try to assess you. Please don’t fight me.” I watched Claire tending to my ailing Henry. I looked down at the needle with the bag attached, willing my blood to leave me faster. I moved closer to him and held my wrist over his lips.
“Bite me.”
Claire looked at me like I was insane. “No! No way! I am not letting him bite you! Are you out of your fucking mind?!”
“No. He could be dying! He needs me. I have to save him. Henry, it’s okay.” He cracked his eyes open, tears running down the sides of his face. Then I felt a pair of strong arms yank me back. “Ow! What the fuck?!”
“I will not allow it,” Nick growled.
“You are not the boss of me!” Then I saw his eyes graying, as well. “Nick! What happened in there?” He stood in silence, fighting himself. A near constant growl came out of Henry. We were running out of time. “Where’s Thomas?!” Nick opened the door. Thomas was right outside. He grabbed him by the shirt collar and dragged him in, slamming the door.
“Here,” Nick growled.
“Claire, set him up for a vial. This is taking way too long. Nick’s in need, too.” Claire pulled out what she needed from Henry’s pack, then hooked up Thomas. I scooted up the bed and tried to comfort Henry as much as I could.
When there was a knock on the door, everyone went silent except Henry, who continued to writhe on the bed. Claire jumped up, went to the door, and cracked it open just enough to see Addie standing there.
“Is everything okay in there?” Claire bit down on her lip, searching for the words.
“Umm, yeah. He’s just injured, and tends to be a big baby about it.”
“Oh. Okay. Well, if you need anything, I’ll be just out in the kitchen with Rosa. Please, thank him for me.”
“I will. Thanks.” Claire slammed the door shut, making sure to lock it. She ran over to Thomas and swapped out his vials. She handed me the first one.
“Henry. Henry, try and sit up.” His whole body was trembling and rigid. He cracked open his eyes again. “It’s going to be okay. Here, open up.”
He parted his chapped, scarred lips, and I poured the vial down. He swallowed hard, continuing his harsh breathing. I stroked his face gently with my fingers. “Shh… It’s going to be okay.” He seemed to have started to calm down, turning his face toward me, but not enough.
Claire pulled off the next vial and tried to hand it to Nick. He pushed it away, nodding toward Henry.
“But Ni—”
“He needs it more than I do right now!”
“But—”
“Give it to him!” She handed it to me just as I handed her back the empty vial. I gazed at Nick, worried. “It’s okay, Elaina. I’ll be fine until you’re done with that.” He slouched against the wall. Claire unhooked Thomas as I poured the last vial down Henry’s throat.
Within a couple minutes, Henry’s breathing had slowed to a more normal pace. His muscles were no longer contracting, and his growling had ceased. Relief swept over me, but he still needed a good dose. Those vials were just a Band-Aid to a larger problem.
“Open your eyes, Henry.” He cracked them open, the faintest green coming through. “Henry…” I grabbed his face to kiss him, ignoring the fact that I was filling a bag. “Ow! Claire, help me!”
“Thomas,” Claire said as she unhooked me. “Go and get a cup or something.” He ran out of the room.
   
Addie and all of the kids were sitting, talking and eating, when Thomas flew into the kitchen. Addie stood. “Is everything all right?” The flurry of activity surrounding the group had left her concerned.
“I…I jus’ need a cup or somethin’ like tha’.”
She tilted her head to one side and looked at him, brows furrowed. “Why on earth would you need a cup?”
“Water. Jus’ some water. He’s havin’ a hard time wit’ the water bottle at the moment.”
“Oh, okay.” She reached into the cabinet, cautiously handing him a small juice glass. “Is there anything you need me to help with?”
“No!” Addie stepped back. “Sorry. No, ma’am. We’re fine. Like Claire said, Henry’s jus’ a big baby.” Thomas turned, ran back to the bedroom, and slammed the door.
   
Thomas tossed the cup to Claire, who filled it for Nick. He didn’t sip like he normally would. He dumped it back like he was doing a shot at the bar, passed it back to Claire, and she filled it for Henry. The cup of blood nauseated me more than the vial. I hesitated.
“Take it! Give it to him!” Claire insisted, shoving the cup at me.
“Okay,” I said, with a meekness I rarely possessed. I stroked his face. “Henry…” I held the cup to his lips. “Drink up.” He cracked open his eyes again. I was careful not to spill a drop as I tipped it, and he drank at a slow and steady pace until the glass was empty. I wiped his lips, then handed the cup back to Claire. “Henry?” I whispered while holding his face. “Are you in there?”
“Yeah…?” he drawled out with a harsh rasp in his voice.
“Oh, Henry!” I wrapped my arms around his neck, weeping into his chest.
“Hey… Hey…” He tried to console me. “It’s all right.” He rubbed my back with his unbroken hand. “Love, it’s okay. I’ve got you.” Each word sounded better than the last. He looked at the rest of our little family. “Thank you,” he said, everyone nodding once. “Oh, and thanks for telling them I’m a big baby.” Henry smirked, as everyone laughed in relief.
“I’m going to go rinse these out.” Claire held up the vials and cup.
As she walked to the door, Thomas warned, “Go out the front. They’re in the kitchen.”
“Thanks.”
   
Claire crept through the house, then quickly headed out the front door. Addie, deciding she was going to the bedroom again, left the kitchen. She listened at the door before knocking with a heavy fist.
   
“Open this door!” Addie yelled. I crammed all the tubing and needles into Henry’s pack. Just as I zipped it up, Addie opened the door on her own. “If you don’t tell me what is going on in here, I’ll throw every one of you out! First, I hear Henry yelling in agony, then laughing? Then I see Claire sneaking out the front door!” Leaning forward with her hands on her hips, she looked ready to take action. Nick raised an eyebrow while staring at me, wondering what my response would be.
“Well, Henry was injured several weeks ago. He got into a nasty fight with some jerk who tried to steal our ammo and supplies. Let’s just say Henry fared better than the other guy.” When I looked back at Henry, he was staring out the window, trying to avoid eye contact. “We think his ribs were fractured or something when the guy planted his boot into Henry’s side. I’m not a doctor, so I can’t tell you for sure.”
“What happened to the other guy?” I looked at Addie with a quirked brow. “Oh. Right.”
“Nick said that once they sprinted out of the school, he buckled over in pain. We think he may have reinjured them and his hand, too. He has a few other nagging issues that haven’t healed yet, due to him trying to be the hero all of the time,” I said with attitude. Addie came over and picked up Henry’s hand. He hissed and yanked it back.
“I think we should splint this for more support.” Addie sounded concerned, rubbing her thumb gently over his hand. “I have just the thing. Be right back.” She walked out of the room, all of us breathing a sigh of relief. Nick gave me a thumbs up. I helped Henry sit up and lean against the headboard.
Cramming a candy bar into her mouth, Claire came back in with water and an armload of snacks. She passed everything out, then handed me the clean glass.
“Where did you find that?” I asked with an absurd amount of excitement, my mouth watering because I had a major weakness for anything candy. I poured water into the glass for Henry.
“Back of his truck,” she said around a mouthful of chocolate and caramel. “There’s food in his pack, as well.” Apparently, I didn’t notice while I was trying to cram our draw supplies back in.
Addie came back in, holding a couple short wooden rulers and a roll of medical tape. She looked at Claire with a raised eyebrow, watching her chow down on a small bag of potato chips. “Why did you run out so fast?”
Claire chewed and swallowed, trying to have some manners. I would have just spoken with my mouth full.
“Oh, he kept asking for more water. Plus, he said he was hungry.”
“Y’all just cater to him like he is the king, huh?”
“Oh yes. My King Henry.” I winked at him, and he smirked. I sat beside him and opened up the pack of crackers with peanut butter sandwiched in the middle. I held the cup to his lips, letting him sip, then handed him a cracker. He ate it in one bite.
Addie sat on the bed and unwrapped Henry’s injured hand. He hissed as she turned it, examining. “Oh geez. You really banged it up good.” Nick and Thomas chuckled a little. “I see,” Addie said when she heard them laugh. “So you punched something.”
“Yeah. It was a moment of stupidity. I have several of those on a daily basis.”
“Ms. Addie?”
I spun around with my Sig out, pointed at the door. The girl screamed.
“Who are you?” I demanded.
“Elaina…put away your gun,” Henry demanded. “Julianna. Come in. It’s okay. She won’t harm you. I promise. Well, she might if you try to steal that chocolate out of her hand.” He softly smiled at her. Julianna took a hesitant step toward the bed.
“I just wanted to see if Mr. Henry was doing all right.”
“Thank you, sweetheart. I’m doing better. Elaina, this is Julianna. She was at the school with Rosa. And that’s Justin, his sister Shay, and that, of course, is Rosa.”
“Hi. Sorry. I just got startled,” I mumbled over my embarrassment.
“It’s fine,” Rosa said, wrapping her protective arms around Julianna. She was very much like Addie with her mothering mannerisms.
As Addie finished splinting and rewrapping Henry’s hand, she said, “I cannot thank you boys enough for rescuing my daughter…and these wonderful kids.” Emotional, Addie walked up to Thomas and hugged him, then Nick.
Addie worked her way around the room, finally getting back to Henry. It was difficult for her to speak. “Thank you so much.” She gently hugged him. “I thought she was gone.”
She wobbled as she stood straight. I rushed to her side before she collapsed onto the floor. I held her tight in my arms while she wept. After a few minutes, I guided her toward the bed.
“I thought I lost her,” she said over and over again. I understood her anguish. I gazed over my shoulder at Henry. He curled his lips into his mouth and turned away from me.
Rosa sat next to her mother, taking her hands. “Momma, we tried to get out.”
“I tried to find you. I went everywhere, even Justin and Shay’s house. Their whole family…” Rosa grabbed her and pulled her close. I heard small cries, realizing that they came from Shay. Justin took his sister’s hand and held it tight, like he was never going to let her go. I looked over at my brother, who nodded, knowing we felt the same about one another.
All the sadness began to overwhelm me. In my head, I kept seeing my father coming at me on the street near the church. Then Jenna trying to kill Nick. Nate. Henry turning Nick. My mom dying at the hands of Kellan. Sophie taking that awful fall.
Then Henry and the pain he lives with every single day of his life. It tore me up, so I got up and excused myself. I ran out the front door to try to collect myself. I sat on the porch stairs, wrapping my arms around my legs, shaking, trying to hold myself together. I was afraid if I let go, I would fall apart.
Several minutes passed before the door opened behind me. I didn’t even look up, feeling his cool body sit beside me. A pain-filled sigh saturated the air around us.
“Hey, love.”
“You should be in bed.”
“I’m fine right now, but Addie said only for a few minutes. Any longer than that, she said she’d drag me back to bed, whether I wanted to or not.” He mocked Addie’s southern drawl and attitude. We both laughed. He wiped my tears away. “I have to say, she’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a mother, even though I’ve known her only twenty-four hours.”
I put my face in my hands again, muffling my words. “I thought you were going to turn, Henry. I can’t handle seeing you that way. I don’t think I can handle another loss, especially if it were you.”
“I know, love. But look. I’m all right.”
I shook my head. “Henry…you will never be all right.”
“I know.” He pulled me close, hissing in pain.
“What happened in there? Why were you so bad when you came back?”
“There were a lot of undeads. Hundreds, Elaina. Hundreds. Most of them were kids. I have never seen so many in one space. I was already hurting when we got there. I don’t understand why I’m turning faster than I used to.”
“Maybe it’s because of all your recent injuries.” I looked up at his eyes…beautiful, breathtaking.
“I don’t know. I’m so glad you didn’t come with us. It was terrifying, even for me. The smell was off the charts. Even Nick got sick. The kids had piled up the true deads on the stairs all the way up to the third floor. It was a brilliant move in order to protect themselves, but it was hell trying to climb over them to get up there. I don’t even want to get into the gore.”
“Yes. Please don’t.”
The door opened behind us. “All right, Henry. Come on now. You need your rest.” I stood and helped Henry up. I watched him walk into the house and head toward the bedroom, then started after him. “Uh…no.” Addie stopped me, waving her finger at me. I stared at her with bewilderment. “He needs his rest. I know what y’all will do if you are left alone.”
I blushed so much, my face felt as if it were ablaze. “But…I was just going to get him comfortable.”
“Promise?” Addie zoned in on me.
“Yes! I would never do that in someone else’s home, especially during waking hours.” I huffed and pushed past her. Henry chuckled then held his ribs. I closed the door behind us. “We aren’t teens, for pete’s sake. She does know we were supposed to marry, doesn’t she?”
I knew he thought it was hilarious because he took me the night before, but I didn’t find it humorous. I carefully helped him out of his shirt and unbuttoned his pants as he sat at the edge of the bed. I realized he was missing one essential article of clothing. As I gawked at his body, Henry said, “Hey. Are you trying to get me in trouble?”
“Oh, come on! You’re setting me up!”
“Setting you up?”
“Yes!”
“Because I didn’t wear boxers on purpose this morning because I knew this exact moment would happen?” He rolled his eyes.
“Don’t roll your eyes at me!”
“How do you like it?” He swung his legs around to lie down in the bed. I pulled the covers up to his waist, admiring his battered body. He still looked beautiful to me. I sat next to him and reached out, touching his chest.
His skin was so smooth and cool over those nasty bruises and scars. I gently touched each and every single one. Every bruise and scar happened because he battled someone, somewhere, at some point. Henry grabbed my hand.
“Hey. It’s okay.”
“It’s not okay. This is not okay. None of this is okay.”
“I understand that more than most, but we don’t have a choice.” He placed my hand over his heart. “This beats for you. Whether life is shitty or grand, my heart is always beating for you.”
I smiled sadly and kissed him on the forehead. “You need rest. I better get out of here before Addie drags me out by the collar.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me down. “Henry…please.” He held me close and kissed me as he pushed me down onto the bed. “Henry…stop. I have to go,” I mumbled between kisses.
“I don’t want you to go,” he said in that deep, sexy rasp that worked for me nearly every damn time. Then he nuzzled my neck and ran his fingers under my shirt around my waist. “Take off your shirt. I want to see my black-haired beauty,” he whispered.
“Henry… No, I can’t.” I pulled away.
“Why? I want you.” He grabbed my hand and rubbed it over his thick and heavy manhood. “Feel what you do to me.”
I yanked my hand away. I knew if I lingered, it would be over. He knew what he did to me and was trying his best to make it happen.
“You can’t always have what you want, when you want it. Besides, you’re in rough shape right now. You need to rest.” He grumbled. “I’m sorry.”
“Pain or no pain, I think I can manage.” I glared at him. “I’m going to get you sooner or later.” I would buckle at some point. With that devilish look in his brilliant eyes, I knew I couldn’t resist him forever.
“Is that a threat, or a promise?” I added my own wicked look to the mix.
“Consider it both, my love,” he rasped. For good measure, I made sure I swayed my hips on the way out of the room. “Tease,” he mumbled. I snickered as I walked out the door.





CHAPTER 37
I WALKED out of the bedroom with a huge, cheesy smile on my face, along with quite a stirring deep inside. I headed into the crowded kitchen, immediately greeted with five pairs of curious eyes. Feeling self-conscious, I tugged at my tattered clothes, then fiddled with my fingers.
“Ahh… Well, maybe I will just go out there with them.” I thumbed over my shoulder and turned around to leave the kitchen, but Addie stopped me.
“Not so fast, young lady. Come back here and sit.”
I let out a great sigh because I knew questions were coming. Addie was going to try to drag the truth out of me, even if it were the last thing she did. Time to put my game face on.
I turned around, facing all those prying eyes once more. The sound was deafening as the chair scraped across the kitchen floor when I pulled it out.
“Now…give me your time frame.”
Say what? She wanted a time frame for us to leave? Fan-fucking-tastic.
“Well…” I paused and played with a string at the cuff of my sleeve. “I have to speak to Henry about that first but, obviously, he needs his rest right now. He’s the one who makes most of the final decisions.” That sounded good…I hope.
“Yes. About Henry… What’s his deal? Something is off about him.”
And there it was. We had barely gotten into thirty seconds of the conversation before she tried to worm all of Henry’s dirty secrets out of me. I sucked in a deep breath and let out a slow, long exhale.
“Henry has had a very rough and traumatic life. He would kill me…” They all looked at me wide-eyed. “Not literally…” I felt I needed to make that clear since Addie had witnessed some of Henry’s milder outbursts. “I meant, if he knew I was telling you this, he would be upset. His mother was murdered in front of him when he was five, and he was placed in an orphanage because his father was nonexistent in his life. He moved in and out of a number of foster homes up until he was a teen. He was a bit of a troublemaker, as you could probably guess. Then they decided to try one more home before they gave up on him. Well, this home was a horrifying experience for him.”
I jumped when I heard Nick’s voice behind me. “Do you think you should be saying all of this without Henry in the room?” He gripped my shoulder.
“It’s fine, Nick. Addie needs to understand what’s going on with him. Anyway, once he made it to the last home, he was severely mentally and physically abused. When I say severely, that’s a mild statement in comparison to what happened to him. He’s scarred, inside and out. He worked hard to save money and, eventually, ran away to the good ol’ U.S. of A. He did what he had to do to get dual citizenship by working his ass off and proving he could be a productive member of this society.”
“Where did you get all those weapons from?” Addie asked.
“We acquired most while traveling. Plus, he and I had a few prior to the outbreak. He’s a weapons enthusiast. A hobby, I guess.” I crossed my fingers under the table that she would buy it. Addie nodded. All the kids stared at me like I was some sort of freak.
“How did you meet?” Rosa asked.
I laughed. “Well… That’s a funny story.”
“So tell it!” Julianna said, full of enthusiasm. “I like funny stories.” She was so excited to hear it, but I had a feeling I would disappoint.
“Okay. Well, I was fired from yet another job, which was not a shocker for me. Then, when I got out to my car, I saw I had a flat tire. I’m hopeless around cars. I’m lucky I can drive one. So, I searched frantically for my phone to call my father. And…surprise, surprise…I couldn’t find it in the bottomless pit of my purse. I squatted onto the sidewalk and just about dumped out my purse when the most amazing creature knelt in front of me and offered assistance. Not with the tire, but with a phone. I was drawn to him. His eyes melted me. He let me use his phone and, of course, my wonderful brother here blew me off because he was out on a date.” Behind me, Nick sighed. “Henry offered to take me to the coffee shop down the street to wait there until a tow truck showed up. So I accepted.” I stopped speaking, everybody’s eyes still focused on me.
“I don’t understand what was funny,” Julianna whispered.
“Well, it’s more an adult humor kind of thing. I guess you wouldn’t really think it was that funny unless you knew us and how typical the incident was,” I added in a very nonchalant tone. Addie sat in silence, staring at me obviously running over the story in her head. I sat quiet, staring back, hoping her bullshit meter didn’t spike.
“And the day you were supposed to get married, all of this craziness began?” Addie asked. I tried to swallow my stomach back down. I gazed up at Nick, who had his head in his hands.
The tears rose to the surface. I could still see, hear, smell, and feel everything from that day. It still felt so fresh. Then I felt gentle hands on my shoulders. Claire whispered, “That day was very devastating for all of us. In the matter of few minutes, we all lost so many people we loved. That’s another reason Henry is the way he is.”
It killed me hearing that because it was the truth. I wilted and rested my forehead on my arms. Hearing her say that made me want to take all Henry’s pain away. Every last fucking bit of it.
“It runs deeper for him than most,” Claire continued. “That’s why, when he gets injured, he acts the way he does. It brings him right back to the moments when he was beaten near death. Like a flashback. I just said he was a big baby to avoid having to tell you all the gory details. Elaina has been trying to get him to seek therapy. We all believe he has post-traumatic stress disorder.”
I sat straight, my face wet with tears. I reached up and touched Claire’s hands. Nick still had his head in his hands. I knew that he was crying, as well.
“Well,” Addie said, “I see that life has been difficult for Henry, as it has been for all of us as of late. He seems to have had much more to deal with than we have, though. He’s a sweet man. You should treasure each and every day with him. Don’t take him for granted.”
Was Addie in the room when Sophie said that exact phrase to me? She paused, trying to work through her own pain.
“My husband and I used to take one another for granted, and now he’s gone. I’ll never get to apologize or see him again. So, please, go take care of that man. He needs you.” When Addie smiled, the relief washed over me. “Feel free to stay as long as you need. It will be cramped, but we will get through it.”
“I can never thank you enough. You have been amazing to us already.” I was so thankful, so relieved that our half-truths were good enough for Addie. I did feel a little guilty, but we couldn’t afford to tell her the truth.
“He brought me back my little girl. It’s the least I can do.” Addie stood and hugged me, Claire, and Nick. “It’ll be okay. Y’all are strong. It will be a long, tough road, but you will persevere.” She grabbed Nick by the cheeks, then gasped.
Shit, I thought. I looked at Claire, hoping she could come up with some explanation sooner rather than later.
“Your eyes…” Addie stepped back. “They are the same as Henry’s. I have never seen eyes that color before.”
“Oh.” Claire swished her hand through the air and let out a soft laugh, acting like it were a non-issue. “It’s pretty common up there. I’ve seen them all around.”
“It’s just so odd.”
I softly laughed. “Yeah, we’ve gotten that all our lives growing up. Mostly, people would say ‘Oh, how sad for you to not have the same eyes as your brother’. I have such ordinary blue eyes.” Addie still stared at Nick. “Well, I think I’m going to go check on Henry.” I swiftly walked out of the kitchen, touching Claire’s arm, hoping she understood I was grateful for what she had done.
   
I knocked on the door, getting no answer. With caution, and a little bit of fear, I pushed open the door. I relaxed when I saw Henry asleep, curled on his side and facing the window. I smiled for a moment until I heard him talking in his sleep, crying out for Sophie.
My heart broke. He relived the nightmare, night after night. I got into bed and snuggled up against his sweaty body, stroking his muscled arm with my fingertips. Then I focused on his hair. It was pretty much out of control by that point, much longer than he ever would like. The brown waves went in directions that defied the laws of physics.
Henry stirred slightly beneath my touch. He rolled over, slow and careful so as not to make himself hurt more than he already did. He opened his eyes, and they grabbed me, pulling me in.
“You were having a bad dream.” I reached up and brushed his hair off his forehead. He glanced away with a shyness that made me feel the warmth within his heart, then he looked back up at me and stroked my cheek, a soft smile crossing his face. It was moments like those that I cherished with him. That was the real Henry.
That Henry was my absolute favorite. He seemed content. I smiled at him when he wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close. Henry’s cool breath sent chills throughout my entire body, stopping at my core, leaving me begging for him to touch me.
Without warning, he pushed me onto my back and rolled on top of me. He pressed his lower body against mine, letting me know what he wanted, knowing I could no longer resist his advances.
I reached down and helped him out of his pants, then he helped me out of mine. He pushed my legs apart and settled between them, our kisses strong and hungry. He balanced himself on his right elbow, interlacing the fingers of his left hand with mine. In one thrust, he was in me.
I fought valiantly to stay quiet. I pressed my face into his chest, hoping my voice and heavy breathing would be muffled. Henry buried his face at the crook of my neck and into the pillow. We rocked each other to ecstasy. It took every ounce of strength from both of us not to cry out as we came together.
Emotionally spent, I cried immediately after. He lifted himself off me, a stunned look on his face. “Are you all right? Did I hurt you?” I held my hands over my face, trying to hide the tears streaming down the sides of my cheeks, settling into my ears. “Love, please… Talk to me.”
Frantically, he forced my hands off of my face, then pulled me close and held me. He comforted me as best as he could, without knowing why I was such a goddamn mess.
“Love, tell me what’s wrong. You’re worrying me,” he pleaded.
My words didn’t come out with ease. Every single one of them broke through my sobs. “I’m just so tired. Tired of it all. Tired of worrying about you; worrying if we will get to where we need to go; worried what’ll happen when we get there; worried about us, about everyone…” Henry tightened his arms around me. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. I worry so much about you. There’s only Thomas and I to supply you and Nick now. Food is slim, safe housing is limited…”
Henry pulled back, resting his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry. I want to make you happy, and I will not stop until that happens. I know I’ve been weak lately, but I promise to provide more strength for you to lean on.” He brushed my long, tear-dampened hair away from my face, drawing me into his gaze. “I’ll start training Nick and Thomas, if Addie will allow it. I understand your fears and I want to give you some reassurance.” He kissed my cheek.
Of course, someone had to knock on the door during one of my weaker moments. Panic ran through me. I didn’t want anyone to know I was crying my eyes out, or find out we were naked. I tried to make my voice steady.
“Hold on. I’m helping Henry put his shirt back on.” There were a lot of quick hand motions between us, pointing at our clothes and one another. I hate charades.
Claire shouted through the door. “I just wanted to tell you Addie wants everyone outside so we can tend to the garden and figure out a meal.”
“All right. We’ll be right there. I just need to help him.” Henry blotted my face with the water and rag that Addie used to wipe down his broken hand. We both dressed.
“It’s going to be okay.” I nodded as he pulled me into yet another one of his healing embraces. “Come on, my black-haired beauty.”
“Addie said we can stay as long as we need to.” Henry smiled, nodding, then he took my hand and we walked out together.
   
As Henry and I made our way out to the others, he held me firmly against his side, doing just as he said he would. Holding me up with his strength.
Everyone stood around in the garden. When we finally arrived to the outer edges of Addie’s massive garden, he eased his body away from mine, making it look as if I were assisting him. He knew exactly what I needed. That’s why I loved him so much.
“Mr. Henry!” Julianna rushed to him. She clutched Henry around his waist. “You’re okay!” Henry squatted to his newfound admirer. He grinned at her, taken in by the affection Julianna showed him.
“Hello, beautiful princess. I’m doing much better. Thank you.”
“Mr. Henry, I pulled a sweet potato out of Ms. Addie’s garden for you.”
“Wow! That’s brilliant. Thank you. Is it all right if I share with the others?”
“Yes, of course!” Julianna skipped away from us.
Henry stood, smiling at me. “She’s a doll.”
“You’re going to be an amazing father someday.”
   
“How are you feeling?” Nick asked Claire as he sat next to her on the threadbare couch in Addie’s living room. She was relaxing after eating a decent meal for a change.
“I’m fine. I’m just really tired, physically and mentally.” Nick embraced Claire. She pulled away. “Can you play me a song?” Nick looked at his guitar propped up against the wall near the door.
“Of course. Anything for you.” He walked over and picked it up, then returned to the couch, sitting on the edge. He ran through a few chords, tuning it. That alone drew a crowd. All the kids peeked out of the kitchen, but Nick was clueless. When he began playing, he went into the zone…the same one Claire saw him in the first time she heard him play.
Run by Matt Nathanson passionately poured out of him as he delivered the piece with finesse. Again, she was drawn to him like a moth to a flame, her heart skipping a beat.
When Nick finished, there was an eruption of applause from the small crowd.
   
“I had no idea he could play like that,” Henry said into my ear.
“Yeah, he’s a natural. He had a lot of lessons when he was young, but he grew bored and decided to continue on his own.” I felt like I was bragging about my own child. Singing and playing guitar was one thing Nick had always done well.
Nick stood and bowed. “Thank you. Thank you. I’ll be here all night, taking requests.” Everyone laughed.
We all sat in the candlelit room as Nick continued to play. It was one of those very few moments we could forget about everything happening outside that front door and enjoy a blissful moment.





CHAPTER 38
SEVERAL WEEKS WENT BY. We had attempted to leave, but Addie insisted we stay a little longer, concerned about our welfare. It was nice to have someone who wanted to watch over us, instead of kill us. Also, I think she enjoyed our company.
It was growing more difficult to perform draws in the packed house without being noticed. There was always someone wandering around somewhere. We used to do it in the truck, but it was difficult getting out there alone.
It was the crack of dawn when I felt Henry running his icy fingers up and down my arm, which made me shiver.
“Hey, love,” he whispered in my ear. I cracked open my eyes, and there he was, his nose touching mine while we snuggled on the floor. I smiled at him, even though his breath smelled like booze. It wasn’t the first time I noticed his boozy morning breath, and I was quite certain that it wouldn’t be the last. “You want to go watch the sunrise with me?”
“Yeah.”
We quietly got up and snuck out the front door, blanket in tow, trying not to disturb Thomas and Shay, who were also sleeping in the living room.
Through the frosty grass, Henry and I trudged out to the barn. We climbed up the rickety ladder and opened the upper doors. We snuggled up, the blanket wrapped around both of us, enjoying the view of the sun beginning to peek through the trees. I felt him staring at me.
“What?” I said without looking at him.
“I’m admiring your beauty.”
I laughed. “Maybe you should be admiring the beauty of the sunrise. There may be a day when we won’t get to see it.”
He stroked my tangled locks. “And there may be a day when I don’t get to admire your lovely face.” He pulled me closer. “I’m thinking we should take off in the next day or so.”
I had to admit I was enjoying the home life dynamic. Even though it was cramped and we had to sleep on the floor, it felt so good. Also, I was glad to avoid Gunther for as long as possible.
“I want to make a run for supplies and gas today.” Then he added, “Plus, we need a bag.” He sounded ashamed.
Worry swept over me. “Henry… I don’t want to go find Gunther. I mean, what good would it do? You’re just going to kill him, but then what?”
“I’ll have the upper hand.”
“The upper hand of what? There’s nothing out there.” I motioned toward the old cornfield.
“What happened to saving the world? All that positive talk from you?”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Killing Gunther means I’ll take out another one of Roger’s main men. We already got rid of Kellan. If we get rid of Gunther, I’ll be able to show Roger I’m not fucking around with this, that I mean business. He has to be freaking out seeing that Kellan’s tracking device isn’t signaling to the satellite anymore, mine and Sophie’s stagnant for ages.” My sweet Henry spoke like he was a killing machine.
“How will he find out? It’s not like there is any way to communicate with him.”
“He’ll find out at some point, and when he does, it will be a kick in the bollocks to his program.”
“Please excuse my stupidity, but I don’t understand how it will hurt Roger.”
Henry was becoming flustered, the muscle in his jaw twitching. “Look, with Kellan gone and when I get rid of Gunther, I’ll only have one more person to go through to get to Roger.”
“But what about the other recruits? Will they all side with you?”
“Probably not, but it’s not anything I can’t handle. Trust me. I have it all worked out up here.” He pointed at his head.
I didn’t have anything else to say. My worry would have just taken over completely and we would have gotten into an argument. I didn’t want that, so I looked back out at the sunrise and took it all in.
“I’ve been thinking. I want to rise up like you encouraged me to do. Get people together. Rally up. Maybe we could form a new society.”
I whipped my head around at him. “Are you out of your fucking mind?!” I snapped. “You do understand that you would be killed if they found out your life status, right?”
“But if I can prove that we won’t harm them, that Nick and I will continue drinking only donated blood, maybe I stand a chance. Maybe I can live freely with what I am and not hide anymore. I’m sick of living in secrecy, sick of worrying about what the reaction will be if someone finds out.”
“Finds out what?”
Henry and I both jumped up, our Sigs drawn. “Julianna! You cannot sneak up on people like that,” Henry scolded her. “And eavesdropping on other people’s conversations is terribly rude!”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Henry.” She looked deflated, her shoulders sagging.
I kneeled. “Does anyone know you’re out here?”
“No,” she murmured.
“You shouldn’t wander around outdoors alone.” Henry quirked his brow at her. Her eyes filled with tears.
“We need to get you back inside before someone freaks out.” I grabbed her hand as Henry went down the ladder first.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Elaina.” Julianna descended the ladder. I followed and took her hand again. “What did Mr. Henry mean when he said ‘living in secrecy’?”
I stopped abruptly, and Julianna almost fell over. “I don’t want you repeating anything you heard! You have misunderstood what Mr. Henry was saying.” I was as angry as he was, but I tried not to scare her, although I think that I did, judging by her watery eyes.
Henry grabbed my arm. “I’ve got this.” I nodded and let go of her hand. Henry knelt and looked in her eyes. “Julianna, listen, there are some things that are not to be heard by children. To be honest, Ms. Elaina and I were speaking of troubles in our relationship. It’s hard to understand, and it’s been hard on us. We hope to work out all of our problems before we are to marry.” Henry smiled tenderly. “So I would greatly appreciate it if you wouldn’t say anything. I don’t want anyone to worry about us. Okay, little love?”
“Okay,” she replied shyly.
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
“Pinky swear?” Henry held out his pinky. Julianna examined it momentarily, then hooked her delicate pinky finger around his, smiling. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he stood, carrying her toward the door.
Then she said, “I wish you were my daddy.” Henry was taken aback, as was I. My heart skipped, feeling guilty for scolding her. “You’re nice, like my first daddy was.”
“Now that is very sweet.” Henry tapped her on the nose with his index finger. Julianna giggled. Henry set her down and took her little hand in his, then they walked back inside the house. It was the sweetest thing I had seen in a long time.
Rosa met us at the door, looking completely frazzled. “There you are!” she shouted. “I was worried sick!”
Shay and Thomas, who were still sleeping, woke with a start.
“I’m sorry, Rosa.” Julianna hung her head in shame.
“You cannot go outside by yourself! It’s too dangerous! Thankfully, Mr. Henry and Ms. Elaina were there to bring you back.”
“Take it easy on her. She was just being curious,” Henry said.
“Take it easy on her? Have you ever heard the phrase ‘curiosity killed the cat’? Do you have any idea what I did to save this child? Any idea?”
“That is enough, Rosa. You do not disrespect adults,” Addie sharply added as she walked out from her bedroom. “I’m sure Henry and his group have gone through a lot to stay alive and save others.” Check and mate, Rosa.
Henry, trying to control his temper, whispered, “Just so you know, not that it’s any of your concern, I had to put a bullet in my best friend’s head. I had to kill members of our families, and also children and teens, much like yourself. Did you forget what we did to rescue you?”
“We held down the fort at the school. Did you notice the stairs, or did you forget that?” Rosa retorted.
“I did notice, and I do believe I commended you and your group’s bravery and brilliance of the situation, did I not? But if we didn’t get in there, you guys would have ended up starving to death.”
I tugged on Henry’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get you a bite to eat. Sorry. He tends to get grumpy when he’s hungry.” As I pushed him toward the kitchen, I heard Addie scolding Rosa. Words like “ungrateful”, “arrogant”, and “apology” were used several times between the two of them.
I directed Henry to a chair at the table. I started chopping up fresh veggies and putting them in a large bowl. It was a minute or two before I could bring myself to say anything.
In a harsh whisper, I said, “Henry, you have to control yourself.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I’m in need,” he mumbled, sounding truly sorry for his outburst.
“You can’t keep using that as an excuse. She’s just a child, much like Julianna.” It felt odd saying that since I wasn’t that much older than Rosa, although I did feel many years wiser. Life experience speaks for itself.
“I know. I’ll apologize.”
“Just eat something, then we’ll take care of your other issue later.”
I placed the bowl in front of him as Addie brought Rosa into the kitchen. Rosa scowled as she leaned against the counter, her arms crossed, while Henry quietly ate. I continued chopping until there was enough for everyone. Addie took the seat next to Henry.
“I think I’m going to go hunting for supplies and gas today.” Henry didn’t even look up as he talked. “We’ll be leaving in the next day or so.”
“Now, if you are leaving on account of my daughter’s behavior, please reconsider.”
I laughed. Addie raised her eyebrow. “I’m sorry, Addie, but if I can’t change his mind, no one can.”
“I understand that, but I don’t want your group to be put at risk because of something she said.”
“I’m in the same room, Mom,” Rosa growled.
“Look. I don’t want any fighting. This is what I’m doing. I’m going to have a private meeting with my group at the truck in a few minutes, then our plans will be finalized.”
“I wish you would stay. My main concern is Claire and the baby. What if something happens and you don’t have a place for her to rest comfortably?”
“Addie, there are things I have to do. I’m sorry. I greatly appreciate all you have done for us.” He took her hand. “You’re amazing, and will forever be in my heart.”
Shortly after we all ate, Henry gathered our group and we went out to the truck. He drew a bag each from Thomas and me while we chatted and discussed our plans. Nick and Henry drank, then we headed back inside to relay our plans to Addie.
“Nick, Thomas, and I will go out to hunt for gas and supplies. Can you give me a location close by?” Henry leaned on his elbows on the table.
After a full bag, he always felt pretty high. I worried Addie would suspect something. Nick was having trouble keeping his euphoria at bay, as well. Claire stroked his cheek, trying to make it look like he was giddy over her.
“I would like to go.”
I turned around, seeing Justin standing at the doorway.
“You will not!” Rosa bit out.
“Why not? I held my own when we left the school. And I could be an asset. I know my way around here.”
Henry nodded, agreeing with Justin. It did make sense, but I was leery.
“I won’t let you go with them!”
“Are you being for real, Rosa? I didn’t realize you were my mom.”
Oops. I had a feeling it was going to get nasty. I wished we had electricity so I could pop a bag of popcorn for the show that was about to begin.
“Maybe we should get out of the line of fire,” I whispered to Addie.
“I think you may be right. Let them duke it out.” Addie had a smirk on her face.
I grabbed Henry’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go out in the living room and give them a little privacy.” Claire and Nick followed behind us. When we rounded the corner, we saw Thomas and Shay kissing on the couch.
“Well, maybe we should go outside,” Henry said, nudging my shoulder. Addie laughed. Thomas and Shay pulled apart.
Henry directed me straight through the front door and down the porch stairs. He held my arm and guided me into the barn. I climbed the ladder, and he followed. I had a feeling what was going to happen.
As soon as he made it up the ladder, he grabbed me, pushed me down on the floor, and kissed me with intense passion.
Breathless, I pushed him away. “Henry, we can’t. Not here.”
“Why not? Here is as good a place as any.”
“We shouldn’t. Everyone is up, and we could get company. I’m sure someone saw us come out here.”
He grumbled and rolled onto his back, adjusting his arousal. I felt that stirring deep within when I saw him do so. He propped up on his elbows, smirking at me. His eyes sparkled in the sunlight.
I sighed. “Henry…?”
“Yes, my love?”
“Why must you do this to me? You have this power over me.”
He grinned. “I know,” he rumbled. “Now get over here so I can fuck your brains out.”
“Well, look who thinks he put on his bossy pants this morning.” I crawled up, straddling him, leaning down to kiss him. He groaned as he ran his icy-cold hands up my shirt. I broke into a violent shiver.
“Sorry, love.” He dropped his gaze.
“I don’t mind it.” I softly smiled. “It’s exhilarating.”
He returned my smile and ran his fingers down my sides. I shivered again, pulling my shirt over my head. It was so cold outside, and with Henry having such a low body temperature, my nerves sparked. I shook my head a little and my hair lay over my exposed breasts. Henry sharply inhaled.
“Love…you are so goddamn stunning. I could stare at you all motherfucking day.” I pulled his shirt off him and ran my hands over his stellar body. His breath caught in his throat. “Your warm hands feel so good against my skin.” I ran my fingers around his waist, teasing him every time I got near the button of his jeans.
He finally reached down and unbuttoned them himself, a good portion of his arousal springing free. He smiled as he watched me gawk at him.
“See anything you like?” he murmured, pulling me down on top of him.
“I see a lot of things that I like.”
“Maybe you should kiss all of the places that you like.” He had a devious smile on his face.
“It could take a while.”
“I have a little time to spare.” He put his hands behind his head and settled in.
I started at his ears and worked my way over his lips and down his neck, making sure to press my chest firmly against his. He groaned as I kissed his chest and ran my tongue over his abdomen.
Henry’s breath hitched when my chest brushed up against his arousal. He moaned my name in between the pants coming through his parted lips. I looked up at him, seeing his eyes closed, waiting for me to take him in. He licked his lips, and I licked mine. I ran the backs of my nails over his wide shaft. He twitched and let out another moan. The anticipation was killing him.
Finally, I gave him what he wanted. I wrapped my mouth around him, raking my teeth up and down. His body relaxed but only a few minutes into it, he propped himself up on his elbows.
“Holy Christ, Elaina… Stop.” His breath was ragged. “If you don’t stop…” Smiling, I crawled up and kissed him. He grabbed me and flipped me over. “My turn.”
He ran his cool lips all over my skin. His gentle kisses made my nerves stand on end. From my neck to my chest, he left me squirming with every kiss. He focused on my breasts for a little while, knowing he was driving me crazy. He ran his tongue over my abdomen, much like I did his. I reached down and unbuttoned my jeans, and he pulled them down, watching me run my own hands across my body.
“God, love. You’re so fucking amazing.” He kissed my hips and thighs, then traced his tongue around my tiny swollen bud. I gasped as he assaulted my body. He groaned, knowing I was close. He dipped his fingers in, teasing me. He would get me right to the edge, then stop.
“Henry…”
“Tell me what you want.” I could barely speak. My breath hitched every time he brushed his tongue against me. “Come on, love. Tell me.”
“You. All of you.” He flipped me over so I was on my hands and knees. With precise movements, he placed one hand around my abdomen and sat back on his heels, bringing me with him. Then he grabbed my hips and pulled me down onto him.
“Oh fuck, you feel so good.” His voice was gritty as he suckled on my earlobe. He was in deep, slowly lifting and lowering my hips, making me climb closer and closer to the edge with every stroke. He wrapped his arm around my waist, assaulting my front while he rocked me up and down.
I was seconds from exploding and feared he wouldn’t let me release. He knew exactly where I was. He firmly gripped my sides and began slamming himself into me. I lost it. I yelled out, spilling myself onto him. He groaned in approval and continued to hold me firm, keeping myself wrapped around him entirely, moaning each time I pulsed. He pulled out and spun me around.
“Finish me.” I looked up as I kneeled before him. He was breathless as he pleaded for me to treat him. “Please.” He stood and leaned against the wall of the barn. I did as he asked and, seconds later, he let go. He grabbed my head, forcing me to stop moving, as he held his breath and bit his lower lip. Then the sounds that came from him were gritty and deep. His whole body trembled as he rocked into my mouth a few more times, milking himself dry.
I sat back as Henry dropped his head against the wall, trying to catch his breath. I stood and leaned against him, stroking his face. I brushed my lips across his. He opened his eyes and gazed into mine.
“Love…that was absolutely, fucking brilliant.”
“Anything for my Henry.” He smirked.
“We should probably get dressed before someone realizes we’re MIA.” Just as we were putting on our shoes, we heard Nick calling our names from outside the barn doors.
“Lainy! Henry!”
Henry laughed a little. How was that for timing?
“Be right there!” I yelled down. Nick walked into the barn just as I descended the ladder, Henry following.
“What were you doing up there?” I blushed and looked away. “Oh god.” He glared at Henry, who had a satisfied smirk on his face. “What’s with you two? God. Exhibitionists or something? Anyone could have gone up there and seen… I don’t even want to know what!” Henry laughed. “You seem to forget that’s my baby sister.” Nick was a little miffed, pointing a finger at Henry.
“You seem to forget we’re getting married, and I practically lived at her flat. It wasn’t me who took her innocence.” Henry glared at Nick.
“Like you and Claire aren’t on each other all of the time.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest. How dare he judge us!
“Actually, right now, we aren’t. She has been too tired and nauseous. My shit’s all up in a knot. And why am I discussing this with you?”
So sad for him, I thought, rolling my eyes. “You started it. And yes, you can stop at any time,” I said, annoyed.
“Anyway, I just wanted to let you know Justin is going with us. He and Rosa had it out pretty good. She ended up walking away from him and slamming her door in his face. It was a little awkward to witness. Kind of like when you two fight in front of everyone.”
I rolled my eyes. Wait… Were Henry and I that bad?
“All right. Let me get supplies packed. We’ll head out in a few.”
Henry took my hand and we walked back to the house. He guided me to the couch and had me sit. He knew I would have a meltdown if I watched him pack.
Justin approached Henry. “Did Nick tell you I’m going with you?”
Henry looked up at him. “Yes. Have you fired a gun before?”
“Yeah. I used to go hunting with my dad.”
“Oh yeah? Were you any good?”
“I think so. I used to use a thirty-thirty pump. Got a few good-sized bucks.”
“Brilliant! You handled the recoil well?”
“Yeah.”
Henry fist bumped Justin. “All right then.” Henry grabbed another rifle out of his cache. He handed Justin a portion of the supplies he wanted to take, telling him to start loading the truck. He was more than willing to help.
Justin seemed like the typical seventeen-year-old boy. Not quite a man yet, but he was ready to prove he wasn’t a boy, either. I understood why Rosa was angry. She didn’t want to lose him. I knew that feeling all too well.
Once everything was loaded, including the elusive pack, Henry spoke to Addie as she busied herself around the house. “I’ll take care of him and bring him back,” he said in a gentle tone.
“I know you will. Take care of yourself, as well.” Henry smiled and turned away to face everyone else.
“You boys ready?”
“Justin, don’t lead them toward any of the big box stores,” Addie instructed. “It’ll be a mess there. Head out to the area where Vicker’s General is.”
“Gotcha, Mrs. Mac.”
Addie rubbed his shoulders. “Go say goodbye to Rosa. She’ll be upset if you don’t.” Justin nodded and walked down the hall toward Rosa’s bedroom.
Henry hugged Julianna and kissed her on the forehead. Then he looked over at me. I was sitting on the couch like a lost puppy, and they hadn’t even left yet. Henry kneeled in front of me.
“Don’t say it,” I whispered. I couldn’t look at him.
“I’m not, and I won’t.” He grabbed my face, forcing me to look at him. He kissed each of my cheeks and ran his thumb across my lips. “I love you so much. I want you to remember that.” I could hear the fear in his words as he worked to speak through his emotions. He was afraid he wouldn’t come back to me, but it was the first time he ever showed it.
“I love you, too.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he held me for a minute or two. “Tell me you’ll come back,” I said quietly into his ear.
“Have faith that I will.” He kissed me again and stood. As he walked to the door, Nick and Claire broke their embrace. She sobbed as he knelt and kissed her stomach. It was such a sweet and loving gesture to witness.
“Everyone ready?” Justin said as he walked out of Rosa’s bedroom. She stood in the doorway of her room, watching everyone. Henry gave her a slight wave, then turned around to open the door. He took one last quick peek at me and left.
I got up and watched them through the window. Henry saw me as he hopped into his truck. I put my hand up to the window, and he held his up, as well. He started the truck then backed out of the driveway and drove off.
“Ms. Elaina! Ms. Elaina!” Julianna pulled on my shirt. I looked down at her, tears running down my face. “What’s wrong?”
I kneeled and whispered, “I miss Mr. Henry already.”
“Me, too. I like him a lot.”
I smiled. “Me, too, Julianna.” I hugged her. “Me, too.”





CHAPTER 39
THE TRUCK BARRELED down the country road until they got to the same intersection that the school was on. Justin sat shotgun, navigating. “Take a left. That’ll take us to the smaller stores.”
“Let’s check the parking lot at the school for cars with gas first. I wanted to do that when we rescued you guys, but that didn’t work out so well.”
Henry pulled across the road and into the parking lot. He started with the row of cars closest to the road. They were in luck. Most of them were untouched, so he figured they’d have a ready supply of gas.
After topping off the tank and scavenging for anything useful, they headed out. Justin seemed rather giddy to go on this little adventure. His smile spread across his face, his eyes glimmering. Henry glanced over at him, seeing his excitement. He chuckled.
“What?” Justin asked. Henry laughed again.
“It’s funny to see how excited you are to go scavenging.”
“I was cooped up for quite some time with three girls, one of whom was my ex.”
“That must have been awkward,” Nick said from the back.
“Not really. We were still friends after we broke up. I still love her.” He looked down at his hands.
“Ah, yes, puppy love. Been there myself, mate.” Henry smiled as he thought of how his heart fluttered the first time he saw Sophie. Then he took a deep breath, reliving her true death once again. He cleared his throat and yelled back to Thomas. “How about you, Thomas? Been in love recently?”
“Shut up,” he mumbled. Henry laughed.
They continued to drive until they came up to a town with a couple small storefronts. “I feel like we’ve turned back time a little here,” Henry murmured.
He was amused by the vintage feel the town had. He slowed down when an undead staggered across the road in front of them. When Henry decided he would just park right in the road, he saw a small undead herd staggering around on each side. He pulled his hunting knife from his vest.
“Everyone ready? We’ll start on the left and move to the right.” Justin took a deep breath. “You all right, mate? Regretting your decision?”
“No. Just a little nervous.”
“Follow my lead and you’ll do fine. You were brilliant at the school.” Henry patted Justin on the shoulder, then jumped out and slammed the truck door.
Immediately, the undeads sniffed the air and turned toward them. Henry whistled, and they staggered forward. He tilted his neck from side to side, making it crack. Then he smiled and shifted into program mode.
“I’ve got this,” he said in a monotone voice.
Henry made a run for the undeads. Justin started to go, as well, but Nick grabbed him. “What?”
“Just watch and learn from the master.” Justin watched as Henry approached the first undead male, who swatted at him.
“Is that all you got?” Henry yelled. The undead swatted at him again, and Henry dodged him. Then the undead lunged, Henry coming back with a knife to the skull. There was a sickening crunch and the undead hit the ground.
“He’s fucking batty, isn’t he?” Justin was stunned. Nick and Thomas laughed.
“Just keep watching.”
Henry ran to the next one. Her clothes were torn and she dragged her mangled leg. He drove his knife into the female’s head. He yanked it out, then took off after two that were staggering together.
They had to have been in that state for quite some time because both were missing chunks of flesh. They were a putrid gray, the smell of death heavy around them. Henry jammed the knife into one while delivering a roundhouse kick to the other. The body split in two, mid-chest.
“Oh shit!” Nick yelled. The sound of rotting flesh and organs hitting the ground made Justin retch. Henry dropped to his knees and jammed his knife into the head of the undead man. “Eleven o’clock, Henry!”
Henry got up and jumped over the gory piles of the true deads. He threw the knife, landing it in the side of the undead man’s head. Henry stood there for a moment and surveyed the corpses on the ground, making sure they were all true dead. He walked over to the one he just finished off and, with a shudder, yanked the knife out of the man’s head. He slipped back into reality.
“Shut the fuck up,” Justin muttered. “How did he do that?”
Nick laughed. “He’s a badass. What can I say? Hey, Daniels!” Nick shouted. Henry looked at him. “You got those…” Nick nodded toward the other side of the road, “or do you want us to get them?”
“Go for it.”
Nick didn’t hesitate, Thomas and Justin following behind.
Henry picked the lock at the general store, while the others finished off the undeads. He opened the door, the smell of death hitting him hard. He bent over from the sudden onslaught. He felt his stomach lurch, and he started coughing. He let the door shut.
Nick ran over. “You all right?”
Henry wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “It’s bad in there. Really fucking bad. Worse than the school.”
“If you think it’s bad…”
“Yeah. I’m not sure I can go in there.” Henry straightened and looked at the storefront. “But I don’t really have a choice. If there are food and drinks…”
Thomas pulled off the scarf around his neck. “Here.” He handed it to Henry, who tied it around his nose and mouth. He took a couple deep breaths, jumping up and down to get his adrenaline pumping before he opened the door again. The pungent odor rolled out of the store, taking his breath away.
Henry was in the shop for about five minutes. Nick waited at the door, watching him run up and down the aisles, grabbing whatever he could. Henry stopped at the back of the store, his whole body sagging. He stood there for a moment, shaking his head, then he blew back out through the door, ripping the scarf from his face. He fell to his knees…and vomited.
That was a first for Henry. He had seen a lot, done a lot, but never once had he thrown up. He had felt queasy or gagged a few times, but never vomited over anything but pain or drunkenness. Nick helped Henry up, walking him over to the Tahoe. He opened the door so Henry could sit.
“Thomas, Justin, gather what he brought out and put it in the back.” Then Nick focused his attention on Henry. “You all right? Let me get you a bottle of water.”
Nick reached into his pack and grabbed his only bottle. Henry reluctantly took it and rinsed his mouth out a few times.
“Let’s head back. You don’t look so hot.”
Henry nodded and turned to the steering wheel. He lay back in the seat for a moment before he started the truck. The others secured the supplies in the back, then hopped in. Henry was still lying back in the seat.
“What happened in there?” Justin whispered.
“A fucking gory mess. That’s all I’ll say about it. I need a drink,” he mumbled.
“But what—” Justin began.
“Just leave it!” Henry yelled, startling everyone. He put the truck into gear and headed back toward Addie’s.
   
It was nearly nightfall by the time Henry pulled the truck into Addie’s driveway. Claire and I ran out of the house as he slammed it into park and turned it off. Nick patted him on the shoulder and hopped out. Henry rested his forehead against the steering wheel.
“Is he all right?” I asked Nick as he rounded the front of the truck.
“I don’t know. He saw something in the store, but refuses to speak about it. When he made it out of the store, he vomited. He never does that.”
I walked up to the truck door and opened it. “Henry?” He didn’t turn my way. “I’m glad you’re back.” I stepped up on the side step and brushed my fingers through his hair. He looked at me with bloodshot eyes. “Hey.” He swallowed hard. “Want to talk about it?” He shook his head. “Henry… It’s obvious something is really bothering you. Please, talk to me.”
I waited for a few seconds before I took his hand and guided him out of the truck. I decided to just take him somewhere he could have privacy, just in case he had another one of his epic meltdowns.
We sat in the barn, watching the rest of the sunset. I lay with my head in his lap. He played with my hair, staring blankly off into the distance. I wondered if it comforted him as much as it did me. It was quite some time before he even said anything.
“I’ve seen a lot of shit, Elaina, but today…” He swallowed, “today tops it.” He covered his eyes, pushing the heels of his palms into them, his body shaking as the silent tears poured out. I sat up and grabbed him. Holding him, rocking him, loving him.
“Henry, tell me what you saw.”
“I can’t!” he cried. “I can’t.” His shoulders shook as his silent cries turned into sobs.
“Shh…” I ran my hands through his hair, trying to comfort him. “I’m here for you, lover. I’ve got you.” I held him tight while he sobbed into my shoulder. It was difficult for me to witness. I hated it when he was so upset, he couldn’t string more than two words together.
Eventually, he calmed down enough to look me in the eye. What a mess he was. His eyes were red and swollen. He had bits of vomit and gore on his shirt. I held his face in my hands.
“Talk to me,” I whispered, then took his hands. “I want to help you through whatever is going on.”
“It was the most horrific, gruesome scene I have ever witnessed.” He looked down at our hands. I held both of his, gently rubbing my thumbs across them. “I’m not sure if they were related, but…” He shuddered. “Not that it matters. There were several woman, and so many children. Babies,” he whispered. “Lots of babies and itty-bitty children. All dead. Shot in the head. They were executed.”
“Oh god…”
“I don’t know why they were in the store, but they were piled up like livestock. The doors were locked. It was like they purposely did what they did.”
“That may be the case. They may not have seen another way around it.” I rubbed his shoulders, and he looked up at me. “I love you so much.”
He wrapped his arms around me. “I love you, too.” We quietly held one another.
“Come on. It’s cold out here. Let’s get you inside so you can clean up.” I stood and held out my hand. He curled his lips into his mouth and accepted my help. As we left the barn, Nick and Addie headed our way.
“We were getting worried,” Addie said. “How are you doing?”
“He saw something today that really affected him.”
Henry looked around, scanning the area, trying to avoid everyone’s stares. Addie took Henry by the shoulders, forcing herself into his field of vision.
“Anything you need to discuss?” He sucked in air, his breath shaking as he let it back out. He shook his head. “Are you sure?” His eyes filled with tears. “Oh no. Please don’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you more upset.” She hugged him, holding him for a minute.
It made me tear up, seeing someone who was old enough to be his mother, but barely knew him, wanting nothing more than to comfort that wreck of a man I called mine. When she pulled back, he wiped the tears from his face with his bandaged hand. She took at his hand and saw the gore on the bandage.
“Let’s go change this.” He nodded. I watched Henry and his surrogate mother go inside.
Nick put his arm around my shoulders. “You all right, Lainy?”
“He didn’t tell you?”
“No. I didn’t dare ask after he nearly bit off Justin’s head. He ran out of the store and fell to his knees, vomiting. After he finished, I escorted him to the truck. Whatever he saw really fucked with him.”
“Don’t say anything to him about it again. Ever.”
“What did he see?”
I wasn’t sure if I should say anything but, after a few seconds, I decided to. “Promise me you will never ask him about it after I tell you.”
“Of course I won’t.”
“He said there were a lot of women, children, and babies…all shot. Executed. And they were stacked up.”
“Holy shit.”
“It really hit him hard. He cried for so long, I didn’t think he was going to stop. I hope I comforted him, but I don’t know. He’s a mess.”
“I’m sure. Let’s go inside so you can check on him.”
When I walked into the house, everyone stared at me like I had a rooster perched on my head. I looked toward the bathroom, but I didn’t see Henry or Addie.
“Where are they?”
“Spare room,” Claire whispered. “He’s having one of his Henry-sized meltdowns.”
“Shit.” I ran toward the door and listened. He was crying again. I knocked while swinging open the door.
Henry sat on the edge of the bed, his head in one hand and a bottle of booze in the other. Addie rubbed his back. She gazed up at me, her face full of concern. I kneeled in front Henry.
“Lover… Please don’t do this to yourself.”
He took a sip from the bottle. “It’s tearing me up.” He took long pull.
“I know. Believe me, I can see that.”
Another long pull. “It’s my fault.” I worried how much he told Addie. He took another sip. Before I knew it, half the bottle was gone.
“Henry, you know that’s not true.” He just looked at me, and my heart bled for him. The anguish and sadness ran deep. He was so fucked-up. I had so much rage directed toward Roger and his motherfucking program. The cruelty of it all was what really made me angry the most. I turned to Addie.
“I don’t know what’s going on, but this man needs some sleep. He said he doesn’t sleep very well.”
“He has a lot of nightmares and night terrors so, to avoid them, he doesn’t sleep.” Another long pull. I grabbed the bottle. “Henry, you have got to stop drinking.”
“I can’t,” he said, his eyes lifeless. “It’s the only thing that makes all this bullshit tolerable! If I drink enough, it makes everything quiet in my head.” He tried to snatch the bottle back, but he was already off-kilter.
“Henry… Henry, look at me!”
“I can’t do this anymore, Elaina. I can’t.”
“Henry, you know that’s not an option. Let Addie change your bandage, then I’ll get you settled in bed. Okay?” He nodded. I got up and walked out of the bedroom. As soon as I shut the door, I shook all over. I knew what I had to do.
I went through all of our stuff, grabbing every bottle of booze I could find. Claire hurried over when she saw what I was doing. There were dozens and dozens of bottles, plus a lot of empties. Oh god, so many empties. I had no idea he was drinking that much. I cried when it hit me.
I turned and looked at Claire. “He’s an alcoholic… Claire, my Henry is an alcoholic,” I said in a hushed tone as the tears poured from my eyes.
Claire put her hand on my arm. “I know. I saw the signs a while ago, but I didn’t want to say anything more than I was already implying. People get defensive when you make a statement like that.”
“Oh, my god, Claire. What am I going to do?” My hands shook as I covered my face with them.
“There is nothing you can do. He has to want to stop.”
“He can’t. He just said he can’t. I don’t know what that means. What does that mean? Does it mean he’s tried to stop, or does it mean he doesn’t want to stop? I don’t know what it means, Claire! I don’t know what it means! What do I do?”
“You just have to be there for him. Support him. That’s all you can do for him right now.”
“I am! Every damn day I tell that man what he means to me. He’s everything to me. I can’t handle watching him abuse himself like this.”
“Let’s take this out back before he comes out,” Claire said. Nick and Thomas jumped up and helped us.
By the time we walked the bottles out to the barn and came back, everyone else had settled down for the night. Addie had made up our beds, and Henry was already shirtless and passed out, face-first, onto his pillow, lightly snoring. I stood there for a moment, staring at the tribal wings tattooed on his back rise and fall at a slow tempo. I worried they would become real.
Then I joined everyone in the kitchen. Addie leaned up against the counter. “How long has he been drinking?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Since I met him, he’s always had a drink in his hand. Sometimes more than others. There were several occasions he would stay at my apartment because I didn’t want him to drive home. Now that I think about it, he always drank a lot. More than anyone I knew. I thought he was just having a drink, or had a high tolerance, you know?” I shook my head. “He’s been through a lot, Addie. I can’t even get into it all, but it’s really bad stuff.”
“I understand.”
“I don’t know how to help him.” I wiped the tears away with my sleeve.
“You can’t help him. He has to work through this himself. Hiding the booze won’t help him.”
“I thought about dumping it, but maybe you could use it to barter with if you needed to.”
“I appreciate that. You’re a very sweet girl, Elaina. All of you are good people. I adore each and every one of you.”
“He looks at you like a mother. He said you are the closest thing he has ever had to a mother since—”
She held up her hand. “Thank you,” she choked out. “I appreciate the compliment. I’m going to go to bed. See you in the morning.” She reached out and cupped my cheek with her hand, then hurried out of the kitchen. I followed behind.
I lay down next to Henry. He moaned and rolled over. I snuggled up against him, spooning him, holding him tight.
I wondered why I never realized he was an alcoholic, but I could understand why he would want to drink himself into oblivion, or even death. He just wanted a moment to forget, to not remember the war within himself.
My sweet, sweet Henry was so full of agony.





CHAPTER 40
I WOKE as the sun began to rise. When I realized I was alone, I sat straight up, wondering where Henry was. Thomas and Shay were asleep, and the house seemed quite still. I got out of bed and looked out the front window. The grass was frosty. I headed to the back window in the kitchen, and I didn’t see him out there, either.
My heart raced. I ran back into the living room and grabbed one of Henry’s hoodies, then put on my fraying, gore-speckled sneakers. I grabbed my Sig and made sure it was loaded and snuck out the front door. I worried that he had done something stupid because he was so upset the night before.
It was so cold, my teeth chattered when I stepped out of the house. Panicking, I looked around, my gaze landing on the barn. I ran into it and called his name.
“Up top,” he said. My body slumped in relief, knowing he was still alive. I worried he had put a bullet in his head.
I climbed the ladder, seeing him sitting with his knees pulled into his chest, watching the sunrise. He had his ball cap on, hiding himself. My heart sank when I saw an empty bottle next to him. Immediately, that lump rose in my throat. I tried to swallow it, sitting next to him.
Henry didn’t say anything for the longest time, then he softly spoke. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” I managed to croak out.
“Love, don’t cry over me. I’m not worth it.”
That felt like ten thousand daggers in my heart. I clutched my chest, the tears pouring down my face.
“How long have you been drinking?”
“In general? Or like I am now?” I looked over at him and noticed he had another bottle sitting between his legs. “I guess it doesn’t matter, does it?” He sighed. “I started drinking when I was sixteen, after my first really severe beating. I was hospitalized for a while. The pain killers weren’t doing a damn thing, so I tried booze.”
“Where did you get the alcohol?”
“Stole it.”
Of course, I thought. How else would he have gotten it?
“My heavy drinking started about a year later.”
“So you’ve been doing this for about a decade, give or take?”
“Yeah, I suppose so.” He shrugged. It was like it hadn’t occurred to him he had been boozing it up for so long.
“Henry—”
“I tried to shake it a few times. One time, I went about six months without a drink. Sophie used to plead with me to stop every time she would find me passed out in weird places. She gave up, figuring I would eventually stop.”
“Where would she find you?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know the answer.
“Closets, benches in the courtyard at the facility, the weight room, her bed…,” he mumbled. “When I moved to the States, I would think about why I was here. It’s the only way I could get myself not to think, cloud my thoughts, quiet my mind. Before I met you, I would hang out at Cam’s bar quite often, drinking and picking up women.” He tipped back the bottle. A hot streak of jealousy ran through me. I knew he slept with other women besides Sophie, but I didn’t want to think about them.
“Henry, it’s so early for you to be drinking this much.” He set the bottle down. “I want to help you, but I don’t know how. Tell me how.”
He chuckled a little. “There’s no help for me, Elaina. This is my life.”
“I don’t like this.”
“I don’t like it, either.”
“Then stop!” The anger rushed through me.
“I can’t!” Shaking his head, his frustration radiated off him as he tipped the bottle back again. “I drink more than you realize, Elaina. Sometimes I get up in the middle of the night. Mornings before you wake, like today…”
“You’re going to kill yourself with this! Maybe this is why you have been starting to turn quicker than before.”
“It could be.” He had zero concern in his voice.
“You’re killing yourself! How can you be so nonchalant?” He didn’t respond right away. I looked at him. His jaw was clenched, the muscles twitching. His eyes grew wetter.
“How else am I supposed to look at it? What do you want me to say, Elaina?”
“I don’t know. I just want you to be better. You’re a mess. You have anger issues, you have health issues…you have drinking issues. I don’t know how to deal with it all!” I hid my face in my hands.
“Love, please don’t cry. I beg you.”
“I can’t help it. I love you so much. I can’t live without you.”
“You could, you know. You can be one tough bird at times.”
“Are you trying to kill yourself?” He sat silently, staring at the sun. “Henry… Please tell me you want to get better.”
“I’m not ready yet. You just have to live with that for now. When I am ready, I’ll shake it.”
“Don’t punish yourself for everything. It’s not all your fault!”
“Elaina… No offense, but you have no idea what the fuck I go through every single day. My body is riddled with pain. My brain aches. My joints ache. My muscles ache. My thoughts are dark. My memories are even darker.”
“I’ve come to the conclusion that the Henry I initially met was a phony.”
“No, don’t say that. I did fall in love with you the moment we locked eyes. I couldn’t believe it. It was an amazing feeling. That man is in here somewhere.”
“I want that Henry back. Your explosive behavior is hard to deal with.”
“I know. I’m so sorry for dragging you into my fucked-up mental state.” He looked at his bandaged hand, ashamed.
“I see glimpses of the real Henry. When we make love, you take me places. I feel like I travel to a place of no worry, no sadness, no despair. But when it’s over, it’s over. I feel like I’m only connecting with you in that way now.”
“I’m glad I can make you feel whole sometimes.” He turned and looked at me. “Please understand that my heart beats for you. I love you so much. You accept me.”
“That’s what love is. Unconditional. I may not love everything you do, but I love you so goddamned much. You are amazing. You just haven’t realized it yet.”
“Then give me some examples of this amazing Henry who you think you see glimpses of.”
“Look how you are with Julianna. She adores you.”
“I saved her. Of course she does!” He turned back to face the sunrise, taking another drink.
“Stop it! She adores you because you are sweet and caring. You treat me well. You try to make me feel better if I’m sad or upset. You love me with everything you have.”
“You’ve taught me that,” he mumbled.
“Regardless… You’re so tender and loving. When we make love, I feel like you are so in tune with me and my body.”
“That’s because I love you so much. I want to make you feel amazing, beautiful, loved, and cherished.”
I sat quietly for a moment. “Can I just say that you are pretty amazing in that department?” He smiled shyly. “I’m not kidding, Henry. I don’t know where you learned everything, and I don’t want to know, but you really rock me.”
“Every guy likes to hear stuff like that.” He put down the bottle and turned to me. “Elaina, I’m so sorry for doing this to you. I’ll stop at some point. I’m just not ready yet.”
“I guess that’s all I can go on right now.” He leaned into me and kissed me. I ignored his whisky breath as I grabbed his hat and chucked it. “I hate that thing. It hides your beautiful face.”
He crawled up on me as I lay back. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why I needed him right then, but my body ached for his touch. I almost thought it would help him if we connected in that way. His hands were frantic, pulling off my shirt and then his. He tried to get our jeans off at the same time. I rolled him over and yanked mine off, then his.
I made him sit up against the barn wall. As I straddled him, he directed himself into me. I groaned as his length went deep and his thickness stretched me to the max. I kissed the beautiful, fucked-up being sitting beneath me. His cold hands cupped my breasts, my body shivering. I wanted to make him better, and the only way I could comfort him was by taking him. I rocked my hips and he tipped his head back, breathing hard. I only saw the whites of his eyes.
“Oh god, Elaina… You feel so fucking good,” he rasped, wrapping his arms around me, pulling me in closer, rocking with me. We were one once again. I cried out as I reached my peak. I was breathless as I gazed down at him. He had a smile on his face. “I love watching you release. You look so beautiful.”
“It’s your turn.”
“No. I want to see you let loose again.” He reached down and started massaging my little swollen nub. Instantly, my body reacted to his cool, pleasurable touch. “Come on, love. Give it to me again,” he whispered, kissing his way around my neck.
“Henry…,” I moaned.
“I want to fuck you.” He pulled me off him, making me feel empty for a moment.
When I lay down beneath him, he slammed himself into me, pounding me with fury. I screamed as I peaked again. How was he able to do that to me? He groaned. I knew he was getting close. I could feel the slight tremble building in his body.
He stopped himself.
“What?”
“I don’t want it to end yet.” He kissed me softly and passionately, moaning as I adjusted my hips to pull him in farther.
He pulled out and picked me up, carrying me to the wall of the barn. I watched his face as he eased himself into me while he held me up. His jaw slacked, his eyes rolling. He groaned so deep, his chest vibrated against mine.
“Jesus Christ… Give it to me, Elaina,” he said with such a rasp, I couldn’t wait for him to get me there again. He rocked in and out of me, panting with each slow, torturous stroke. “Come on, love… Again.”
He ran one hand down my body and reached around, grabbing my ass. He ran his fingers over all of my sensitive places. I was exhausted, but I wanted to fall apart just for him. I wanted to make him happy.
He pulled out again and dropped to his knees. His tongue ran all over my heat. I fisted his hair and pressed his head into me deeper. I wanted more and more, and he did just that. I exploded again, screaming in ecstasy.
Henry lay me back down and gently took me again. I couldn’t handle much more of his torture. My body was so fatigued, and I could see he was getting spent himself. He rocked me, bringing himself right to the edge. His body convulsed and his face twisted as he hissed.
Oh no, he was hurting. I didn’t want him to hurt. I wrapped my arms around him tightly, pulling him closer to me. Then he stopped and lay limp on top of me.
“Henry?”
“I’m sorry.” He pulled out.
“But you didn’t—”
“I’m in need. Badly.”
“So bad you can’t finish?”
“I want to, but it hurts too much.”
“Please. I want you to finish. I’ll take you.”
Reluctantly, he sat up against the wall and I straddled him. He moaned as his slicked arousal found my core. With just a couple good rocking motions of my hips, he struggled to stay afloat.
“Let yourself go, lover,” I said in his ear. Just as I instructed, he exploded into me.
“Fuck!” he shouted, hissed, then growled through the pain. I wrapped my arms around him and held on for dear life. He cried into my shoulder.
“Lover…”
“I hate asking you. I hate needing. I fucking hate it all! The only thing that makes me feel good is being with you. Even then, my body betrays me.” I hushed him. “I can’t escape the pain. It will harass me until the very end.” I didn’t know what to do for him, except to sit there and hold him.
Then, out of nowhere, he shoved me off him.
“Henry!”
“Just go.”
“No!”
“Elaina, leave me alone. Please, go.” He grabbed his clothes and dressed quickly. His eyes were graying. I sat there stunned. He tossed my clothes at me. “I said go!” he raged. He grabbed the bottle and sucked down a good amount while he paced. He had made a decision, and he wasn’t going to tell me what it was.
As the sun rose higher, a path of light reflected off a metal object where Henry sat before. His Sig. Then it dawned on me. “No, because if I walk back inside the house, you are going to kill yourself. I can’t let you do that. I won’t let you do that!”
“Elaina, go now!” he screamed at me and threw the bottle at the barn wall, causing it to shatter. I didn’t want to walk away from him, but he was getting explosive, and that Henry scared the hell out of me.
I dressed hastily and practically jumped from the second floor as I went down the ladder. Through the windows of the house, I saw everyone milling around as I ran up to the porch.
“Nick!” I yelled, blowing through the front door. “Nick, I need your help.”
He came running out of the kitchen. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Henry.”
“Where is he?”
“The barn. Be careful. He has a gun.”
“Okay.” He looked confused for a minute, then looked at Claire. She nodded.
“I need to get his pack.” I rummaged through our belongings as Nick ran out the back door. My whole body shook. “I need his pack. I have to find his pack!”
“Elaina, you have to calm down,” Addie said.
“No! You don’t understand.”
“You being this upset isn’t going to help the situation.”
“He’s going to put a bullet in his head! You have no idea what he’s going through, or what I’m going through right at this moment!”
   
Nick ran outside and sprinted into the barn. He climbed the ladder, skipping a rung with every step. Henry sat against the wall, the Sig to his temple, his body shaking.
“Hey, my brother.” Nick tried to speak in a calm, soft manner. The tears ran down Henry’s face. “My baby sister is in there crying her eyes out because of this.” Henry didn’t respond, but his lips quivered. Nick knew what he said affected him. “She loves you beyond reason. Why don’t you give me the gun?” Nick held his hand out.
“Go so I can do this.”
“No. That’s not going to happen. I won’t allow it.” Nick sat in front of him. Henry’s eyes ticked back and forth, watching all of Nick’s movements, knowing he may try to snatch the gun from him.
“I can’t do this anymore. I can’t fucking do it.” Henry’s hand shook as he gripped the Sig.
“You don’t have a choice. She will shatter without you.”
“How can I hold her together? I can’t even take care of myself half the time!” Nick eased closer. “Don’t get any closer!” Henry drove the business end of the Sig into his temple.
“All right. All right. I’m backing up.” Nick pushed himself back about a foot. “Listen, I can’t claim to know or understand everything you’re going through, but I can say that I feel the pain. It’s only been for a short time, so I can’t imagine how you’ve lived this long with it. You are strong.”
“I’m weak,” Henry spit out.
“No. They said you were weak. You, my brother, could move mountains if you put your mind to it.”
“Just leave me. Please, I beg you.”
“No. If you pull that trigger, I’m going to sit here with you while you do it.”
“I can’t burden you with anything else so, please, just go. I just want to get this over with.”
“No. My sister needs you. I have to protect her needs. Before my mother passed, I promised her I would protect her. I think this would fall into that category. Now, why don’t you hand it over?” Nick put his hand out again.
“Back off!” Henry growled. His hand continued to shake as he held the gun to his temple.
   
I ran back out to the barn as fast as I could, leaving Addie in my wake. When I heard Henry yell at Nick, I hurried up the ladder and saw him sitting there, the Sig to his head.
“No!” I screamed. I ran to him, but before I could reach him, Nick grabbed me.
“Sit,” he commanded.
“No! He is—”
“I can see what is happening here. I have two working eyes.”
“Please, both of you, just leave me alone.”
“No. Nick, tap me.” I dug through the pack and pulled out what I needed.
“No, Elaina. I will no longer accept your blood.”
“Henry, you have to.”
“I don’t have to do anything.”
“No, you don’t. Nor do you have to do this. I am begging you. I wish you could see the good inside you.”
“I have done so many bad things. So many. Some I can’t even tell you about because they are so awful. I don’t want to burden you with it.”
“I understand, but you have to move forward.”
“You don’t know everything, and there is no forward. It’s now or backward. I want to choose my destiny.”
“You taking your own life is not an option. I’m taking that right off the table.” Henry watched as Nick tapped me. He licked his lips. I could almost see him salivating.
“I can’t have a life if I am not living!” he growled.
“You are living. Your heart is beating, you breathe, you laugh, you cry, you make love to me. They can’t do any of those things.” He swallowed hard, then it dawned on me. “You only did that earlier as a last moment with me, didn’t you?” He slowly nodded, acknowledging my epiphany. My body shook, I was so angry. “You asshole!” I screamed. “You did all of those things to me just so you could have me one last time?! If I didn’t find you, you would have gone through with it!”
“You don’t get it. It wasn’t for me. Remember, I stopped myself. I did it for you. You were the one who begged me to finish. I didn’t want to. It hurt too fucking much.”
I felt guilty because I forced him to feel the pain. Nick glared at Henry while he took off one vial and popped on another. I hoped he wouldn’t ask any questions. I had a feeling he didn’t want to know, and I wasn’t about to elaborate on any of it.
He held the vial out to Henry, who didn’t acknowledge it. He sat and stared at me. Time for a new strategy.
“Henry! You are to drink that now! It will make you feel better.” He smirked at me. “What’s so funny?”
“You think it will make me feel better.”
“Physically, yes, it will.”
“Not up here, Elaina.” He tapped the Sig at his temple. “Not fucking up here.”
“I know you don’t want to do this.”
“You don’t know what I want or don’t want.”
“Yes, I do.” Nick popped off the next vial. “Take them, please,” I begged. He held out his injured hand, and I laid the two vials into it. He dropped them in his lap. “Henry, please. I am begging you. I need you. I can’t walk this earth without you next to me.”
“You will find a new love, one who isn’t a bloody leech.”
“You are not a leech. I’m fine with giving you my blood because I love you and I want you to live. What happened to rising up and forming a society? What about a memorial for Sophie? What about a family? What about us?” The moment my voice cracked, his jaw trembled. I inched closer to him. “Henry, I want to have a family with you. I want to give you a child. I want to make a home with you. I want to marry you. I want to help you. I want to take care of you. I want you to be by my side every day.” His body slacked. I reached up, fingers trembling, and grabbed the Sig out of his hand, sliding it across the floor to Nick.
I grabbed the vials and straddled his lap. I popped the cap off one. “Come on. Drink this for me.” I held it up to his lips. He parted them slightly, and I poured it into his mouth. When he swallowed, I felt relief wash over me. I opened the next one and made him drink that one, as well.
“I’m going to leave you two alone.” Nick got up and went back down the ladder. I held onto Henry. I held him tight so he couldn’t shatter. I wouldn’t let it happen.
He wasn’t crying anymore. He just sat silently with one hand around my waist, accepting my love. I turned and looked at his face. He had his head tipped back against the barn wall, his eyes closed. He jumped when I ran the backs of my fingers over his stubbly cheek.
“Where would I be without you?” he whispered.
“I don’t want to think about it.” I kissed his lips. He parted them, his cool breath making me shiver. Then he opened his eyes, those beautiful emerald eyes that stole my heart years before. I pressed my forehead against his as he wrapped his arms around me.
“Thank you,” he whispered, feeling the small, temporary high kick in. He rested his head back against the wall again, and I watched my Henry melt into the background.
I will freely admit that I was really scared out of my damn mind that he was going to pull the trigger. I knew he didn’t want to, though. He needed me in his arms as much I needed him in mine.
We sat there for a long time, just holding each other. I didn’t want to let him go. No matter how fucked-up he was, or how fucked-up the world was, I loved him with everything I had.





CHAPTER 41
NICK WALKED BACK into the house, Claire meeting him at the door, panic written on her face. “Is he…?”
“No. She talked him off the ledge, thankfully. I left them alone. They needed the time together.” He pulled out Henry’s Sig from the back of his pants. He pulled out the magazine, then chuckled.
“What?”
“Empty.” He checked the chamber, and it was empty, as well. Nick laughed a little more, then slammed the gun down on the table. “Damn him! He is such a fucking manipulator!”
Claire grabbed his arm. “Maybe he didn’t know.”
“Are you serious, Claire? Henry? Leave the house with an empty weapon? I will lay it all on the line that he has the fucking bullets in his pocket.” Nick snatched up the gun, tucking it in the back of his pants. His clenched his fists at his side, pacing out to the living room. “He is manipulating us! Her! Goddamn him! My baby sister… That motherfucker! I’m going to beat the shit out of him!”
“Nick, calm down. Please.” Claire grabbed his arms. “Remember, he’s probably drunk.”
“Yeah, he is. God, he pisses me right the fuck off,” he growled. “Sometimes I wonder what she sees in him.” He kicked a box of their supplies at the front door.
“Now, Nick, calm down.” Addie stepped into the conversation.
“Addie, I’m sorry, but you have no idea what he has put Elaina through.”
“I know I don’t, but she loves him.”
“He’s playing mind games with her! He has this sick obsession with control!”
“He is a damaged soul. He doesn’t know any better.”
Nick laughed. “Why does he always catch a break? I don’t get it. Poor Henry, beaten and abused his entire life. No one understands what he has put her through. He hurts her so much! I can’t stand by and watch him continue to tear her heart out, stomping on it like it’s trash!”
“Nick, be quiet before you say too much!” Claire cautioned, Addie looking at her curiously.
“His explosive behavior is enough to cripple my sister. It already has!” Nick ran his hands through his hair. “I’m going to go beat his motherfucking ass.” He took two steps toward the door before Claire grabbed him again.
“No! You know how he is.”
“Are you saying I can’t hold my own? Thanks for the confidence boost. I’m pretty sure I can beat down a drunk.”
“You listen to me…” Claire jammed her finger into Nick’s chest. “Do not tell Elaina that the gun was empty. Do you understand me?”
Nick just glared at her. “I feel like I’m betraying her by not telling her the truth.”
“You can talk to him about it in private without her around. Don’t say anything to her. Please. It will completely crush her.”
“I agree,” Addie said. “Some things are better left unsaid. It’s not your place.”
“That’s my baby sister he’s messing with! I have to protect her. I’m all she has left.”
“Not from my point of view. She has you, Claire, Thomas, and Henry, even though he is out of sorts.” She was right, and Nick knew it. They were all family. “Just let it rest. You can speak to him about it at another time.”
Elaina opened the back door and ushered Henry to the table. Nick nearly became unhinged when he saw his face.
   
Because his stomach was grumbling, I finally talked Henry into going inside and eating. He jumped off the ladder, landing next to me on the barn floor. I took him by his good hand and led him in through the back door.
“Sit and I’ll get you something to eat.” He sat at the table, laying his head on his forearms. I went to our supplies and pulled out the last jar of peaches. Nick stormed past me and into the kitchen. I heard something slam on the table. When I looked up, I saw it was Henry’s Sig and magazine.
“Here.” Nick pointed furiously at Henry’s face. “The next time you fuck with her like that, I will do it my goddamned self.” Henry jammed the magazine back into the Sig, then put it back in his jeans. “You hearing me, asshole? I fucking mean it! I will take you out back like a lame horse. Do you understand me?”
“Fuck off.”
“Is that your answer for everything? Someone gets under your skin, figures out your manipulative ways, and you tell them to fuck off? Is that all you got, GQ?”
I stood in the doorway, watching the exchange. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I saw it coming. Henry started to stand. Drunk or not, he could kill Nick in a split second.
“Henry, sit down!” Slowly, he lowered himself back to his chair. “Nick, why are you threatening him?”
He kept glaring at Henry. “Because he’s cashing in on your emotional support, and I don’t fucking like it one bit.”
“Can I ask what brought this on?” I was still lost.
“You can ask him. He knows exactly what I’m pissed off about.” He pushed past me. A few seconds later, the guest room door slammed shut.
“Henry…” He gazed down at the table. “What’s going on?” I handed him the jar, a fork, and a bowl. He popped open the jar and poured the peaches into the bowl. He poked at them for a minute before taking a bite. “Henry…”
“Just leave it for now,” he mumbled, taking another bite. He chewed slowly and methodically.
I felt warm hands wrap around my arms. I turned around to see Addie, a touch of sorrow in her eyes. “I think it may be a good time to leave.”
I nodded. “Yes. I think we’ve overstayed our welcome. I apologize.” Henry sat in silence, eating his peaches. “I’m going to start getting our ssuplies together.” I left Henry with Addie.
   
“How are you doing?”
“Had better days, I suppose,” Henry mumbled, poking at the last peach in the bowl.
“I just want to say something to you. Some motherly advice, but take it how you wish.” Henry looked up at her. “Don’t play with her heart and mind. The only place it will get you is alone.” He nodded. “She loves you with everything that she has. There is no need to test it.”
“I didn’t intend for it to be that way.”
“Then what was your intention?”
“I wanted to see if I could pull the trigger. I’ve tried many times. Obviously, I was unsuccessful.”
“And what did you find out?”
“That I can’t.” He choked on his words. “I love her too bloody much to do that to her.” A couple tears trickled down his face. He wiped them away with his bandaged hand.
“Keep that in mind next time you think about it. Make sure you pull Nick aside at some point and explain it to him.” Henry nodded. She reached out and touched his hand. “I’m going to help Elaina. Just sit and relax.”
   
I went out to the barn and collected all of the boxes of booze, carrying them back to the truck. I was angry with myself, but I knew that if we didn’t bring them, he would be sick. I wasn’t ready for detox. I went to get the last box as Addie walked up.
“Are you sure you want to bring those?”
“Yes. I’m sorry for offering them to you. I shouldn’t have. He has to have them or he’ll be sick.”
“I understand. Let me help you pack.” Addie stacked the boxes in the truck as I handed them to her. I had a feeling she wanted us to get moving so the kids wouldn’t witness anything more horrendous than they already had.
I walked back inside and folded our blankets. Nick and Claire came out of the bedroom.
“We’re leaving. Pack up.” Eyes wide, Claire looked a little stunned as she turned back around to go back to the bedroom. Thomas helped me gather as much as he could, then ran it out to the truck.
   
Addie went back into the kitchen and sat with Henry. “Are you guys good with food?”
“For now. I found a bunch of stuff at that store.”
“Okay.” Henry looked down at his bandaged hand. “How’s it feeling?”
“Better,” he mumbled.
“Let’s take a peek at it one more time.”
She unwrapped his hand and examined it, making him hiss a few times. Addie sighed. “It’s not healed yet. It will, though, in due time, as long as you keep it wrapped and you don’t do anything else to it. All right?” He nodded as she rewrapped it.
“Thank you. I’m sorry I screwed it up for everyone.”
“It’s just time for y’all move on. Thank you for taking part in bringing my daughter home, no matter how ungrateful she acts.” Henry softly smiled. “Come here.” Henry stood, and she held him tight. “You take care of yourself and that beautiful Elaina. Make sure you get to someplace safe before Claire has that baby.”
He nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I will.”
“I want you to put forth an effort to quitting your drinking soon, as well.”
“I will.” She cupped her hands around his face and smiled. She kissed each cheek, then let him go. Henry felt a little overwhelmed with the motherly love that Addie showed.
   
Henry walked into the living room, watching the busy work happening before him. Every time Nick walked by, he glared. I really wished I understood what happened, but I didn’t want to ask. Henry helped carry the rest of the supplies out to the truck.
“Keys?” He held his hand out to me.
“I don’t think so. I watched you drink a little too much. I’ll drive until you, well…until I’m too tired.” I wanted to say “until you sober up”, but it could take months for that to happen.
Everything was packed, we were ready to roll. Addie hugged every one of us. Then Rosa held her hand out to Henry, offering an apology. He accepted. Justin thanked him and, of course, Shay just walked past him. Julianna ran up to Henry. He kneeled.
“Thank you, Mr. Henry.”
“You are very welcome, my little love.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.
She hung on to him until he set her down. “I have a job for you.”
Her dark brown, watery eyes grew bright. “A job?”
I watched the exchange, choking up. Even in his darkest days, such innocence could put a smile on his face. I felt hopeful for him.
“Yes.” Henry held out his pinky. “Now, you pinky swear that you will help Ms. Addie with everything you can. You have to help in the house, out in the garden, and you are not to leave the house alone. Understood?”
She nodded and smiled, wrapping her tiny pinky around Henry’s. “Pinky swear. Will we ever see each other again?”
“I sure hope so, little love. I sure hope so.” He hugged her again. I took his good hand in mine. He looked at me, the tears flowing down my face.
I heard another sniffle and looked over at Thomas. He held Shay while she cried. I had a feeling the two quiet wallflowers connected more than we all knew.
After we all piled into the truck, I turned the key, put it in gear, and backed out of the driveway. We drove south for about an hour before anyone said a word. I was dreading getting to North Carolina. The whole Gunther ordeal made me have terrible anxiety since I knew we were closer than I wanted to be.





CHAPTER 42
IT WAS another two months or so before we made it to the border of North Carolina. I wasn’t exactly sure of the timing, but it was an eternity. We couldn’t believe it took so long, but we ran into so many crazy things. Between undeads, survivors, bombed roads, and having to hunt for gas, food, and booze, I thought we would never get there…not that I wanted to get there.
When I saw the “Welcome to North Carolina” sign, it seemed quite bizarre that it was still standing. That was the first welcome sign I had seen since we started traveling. Most were either taken out by vehicles or the bombings.
Claire was starting to show a cute little pooch. I liked to touch it, hoping to feel the baby kick. Thomas spent most of his time staring out the window, probably thinking of Shay.
Nick still wasn’t thrilled with Henry, but they took shifts driving so Henry could feed his addiction. I spent a lot of my days crying over it when he wasn’t looking. I just had to keep reminding myself that he was sick.
I hated bearing witness to it, but there was no way he could detox on the road. He needed to have a place to rest and relax before he could even think about it. There were a few times he came dangerously close to running out of booze. He was near full-blown panic mode, but we found a few liquor stores and bars that were untouched.
There were also several times we were almost overrun by a massive herd or two. We all fought with fury, even Claire, against everyone’s wishes…but we didn’t have a choice.
Henry and I had yet another major fight on the road when he was seriously low on booze. I really thought it was going to be the end of our relationship. It was the worst one yet. He was tweaking out, knowing he was close to the end of his supply. His hand shook as it held the last partial bottle.
“Maybe we should just not look for any more,” I mumbled, sitting next to him in the middle of the back seat. He whipped around and glared at me.
“I need it,” he snarled. “Why would you say that?”
“I hate it.”
“Do you think I enjoy this?”
“Sometimes I wonder.” I crossed my arms and leaned toward Thomas.
“Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Oh, the joys of “Drunk Angry Henry”. Claire turned around, feeling the tension.
“No, I’m not! I’ve seen you get all giddy and act like you’re enjoying yourself.”
Dead silence.
“Pull the truck over, Nick.” Henry’s voice was calm and scary. Nick looked at me in the rearview mirror, asking for approval. I nodded. Before he could put the truck in park, Henry jumped out and grabbed my arm. “Come on!” he demanded.
“No!” I resisted, yanking my arm away from his cold, clammy hands.
“Yes! Let’s have this out right fucking now!” he yelled with grave intensity.
“Fine,” I growled. He stormed off, walking toward the tall, grassy field. As I got out of the truck, I heard Nick and Claire exchange a few words.
“I swear to you, Claire, if he hurts one hair on her head, I will fucking kill him.”
“He won’t. He would never hurt her physically. He may hurt her every other way, but he would never lay a hand on her.”
Henry stopped about a hundred feet away from the truck and waited. I followed with my arms crossed, ready to deflect anything he was going to throw at me.
“What the fuck is your problem?!” he yelled when I was close. He was pretty much spitting mad, as was I.
“The bottle… That’s my fucking problem!”
“How many times do I need to explain this to you?! How many, Elaina?! Please, fill me in so I can cross them off each time we have this discussion!”
“If you don’t stop, I won’t stop!” I stepped right into his chest and gave him my angriest glare. Fucking asshole. Raging loony or not, I wasn’t going to stand there and take his venom.
“I can’t fucking help it! I need it or I will be even sicker. I will hurt more! I can’t hurt more… I…can’t…do…it.” He grabbed at his far-too-long hair and pulled, looking a little panicked. Maybe he was thinking about the pain that was to come when he did have to stop.
“Do you realize what you are doing to us?”
He snapped his head back around to me. “Yes! Don’t you think I see what my fucked-up self is doing? Don’t you think I know exactly what’s happening?”
“Sometimes I wonder!” We were both shouting with our arms flailing around. He took a deep breath and stepped back, looking down at his feet, obviously ashamed.
“I’m not ready to stop.”
“When are you going to be ready? When you die?” I poked him in the chest. “I don’t want this for you!”
“I don’t want it, either! It’s not as easy as putting a cap on it and walking away!” He was screaming at me once again. The next thing that I said hurt me as much as it hurt him, but it needed to be said.
“Every time you lift that fucking bottle to your lips, you take one step farther away from us.”
His body sagged. “Elaina… I love you.”
“You surely have a great way of showing it!” I clenched my fists at my sides.
“I’m so sorry.” He looked as if he were about to cry. I had to turn around because the pain in his eyes damn near killed me. I felt his body get close to mine. He rested his hands on my shoulders. I wanted to step away, but I couldn’t. “I’m sorry I ended up like this. I’m sorry that what you want from me is something I can’t give you right now. I’m sorry about it all. God, I love you so much. It kills me that I’m doing this to you.”
I covered my face with my hands. He wrapped his arms around me and turned me into his chest. For a few moments, I resisted his affection, but then wrapped my arms around his waist.
“I’m so sorry, love.” His voice cracked, and he rested his chin on the top of my head. He took a deep breath and his body shook. “I don’t fucking deserve you one bit.”
We stayed in that position for a few more minutes before heading back to the truck. I jumped into the back seat in my usual spot when Henry wasn’t driving. He got in next to me and closed the door, turning his big body toward the window. We were so close, but so far away from one another.
“Are we ready?” Nick asked cautiously, and I nodded.
He started the truck and we drove off into the late afternoon. Luckily for Henry, we found a bar that was untouched, and he loaded up the truck with his drug of choice.
   
We pulled up to another house that looked abandoned. It was in a subdivision so, of course, I flashed back to the mangy wrench-wielding douchebags in New Jersey.
Since Henry was passed out, Nick and Thomas got out to check the house. They knocked, getting no answer. Nick tried the handle, but it was locked. He walked back to the truck.
“Wake him up,” Nick demanded. “We need his lock picking skills.”
“Okay. Just give him a minute, though.” I sighed, knowing that trying to wake him in the middle of a drunken slumber could get ugly.
He had pulled a gun on me one too many times for Nick’s comfort, let alone mine. It wasn’t that he was pissed with me for waking him, but he was usually startled, which caused him to instantly go into program mode.
I got out of the truck, walking to the passenger side. I took a deep breath before opening the door. Before I attempted to wake him, I slipped off his ball cap, which was pulled down over his face. I stroked his beautiful bearded face with the backs of my fingers. He moaned and stirred a little under my touch, then crossed his arms in front of his chest, twisting away from me. I decided to try the nice approach.
“Henry,” I whispered in his ear. “Lover… Wake up.” His eyes flickered and he groaned. “Come on, Henry. I need you to wake up.” I reached up and rubbed his shoulder and back.
“What?” he mumbled, still facing away from me.
“We need a professional lock picker,” I said with a playful tone, kissing his ear. He swatted at me like I was a bug.
“Then call one,” he grumbled.
“Henry…”
“Please, Elaina…,” he snapped. “I’m so fucked-up right now.” His words were little more than slurs.
Nick paced impatiently, mumbling to himself. I heard several obscenities strung together with a whole lot of name calling mixed in…directed at Henry, of course.
“I know. I can see that. But we need to get inside for the night, and we don’t want to break any windows.”
“Fine.” After jamming the heels of his palms into his eyes, he opened them. He reached into one of the pockets in his jeans and pulled out a little tool set. Grabbing his hat and putting it back on, he slowly climbed out of the truck and staggered up to the door. I tried to help keep him stable.
Once we made it to the door, we were inside in about two seconds. Apparently, his skills transferred over through his drunken state. Nick and Thomas cleared the house, then brought in all our stuff. It was getting tiresome loading and unloading the truck.
Henry pulled a throw rug against the wall, sat on it, then started in on yet another bottle of wine. Thankfully, my boy scout had a corkscrew in his pocket tool set.
“Can you at least share that with me?” I asked, holding out my hand.
“Are you going to dump it?” he asked, clutching it.
“No. I promise. I would just like a sip or two. Maybe I can relax.” He reluctantly passed the bottle over, and I took a few sips. It was pretty good. I looked at the bottle, realizing it was a pricey one. “Sad that this is being wasted like this, and not on a special occasion.”
“Yeah, really,” Henry mumbled when I passed it back to him. He pulled me close, positioning me in between his legs. I leaned back, and he played with my hair.
No matter how pissed his drinking made me…or him, for that matter…I still loved him and wanted to be close to him. He had moments where I wanted to kick his ass, but for the most part, I just wanted to be in his arms. He was still affectionate, even if he were in a drunken stupor.
“Let’s get some food into you. You haven’t eaten today yet.” His body showed signs of his own abuse. He was losing muscle tone, drinking more than he was eating.
I felt such a heavy sadness for him because he used to take great pride in his physical fitness. He was always proud of his physique. Before the whole bullshit started, he spent a minimum of two hours in the gym nearly every single day, even weekends.
I got up and hunted down the bag of pretzels and jar of peanut butter we found earlier that day. We all sat around, munching. It definitely wasn’t what I wanted, but it filled my stomach.
“Well, folks, it’s been a pleasure hanging out with you all. I think Claire and I will be going to bed.” Nick stood and helped her up. He grabbed their bedding and picked out a room. I heard the lock click. I didn’t even want to know what his agenda was after I heard Claire giggling.
   
Claire and Nick laid the linens on the bed. Every time he walked around her, he would breathe lightly on her ear and kiss her neck. His cool breath tickled and made her giggle. After he adjusted the last blanket, he placed his hands around Claire’s hips.
“Finally alone…away from the drunk,” Nick mumbled as he pulled Claire close. “I’m sick of him being so damn drunk all the time.”
“Just remember he can’t help it. He’s sick.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“I feel bad for Elaina having to put up with him.” He shook his head, feeling like he wanted to kick Henry’s ass once again.
“She loves him. You have to accept that.”
“Whatever. Enough about him.” He began kissing her, brushing his lips across hers. When her lips parted, he took advantage of it and pushed his tongue in, stroking hers. She moaned into his mouth. “Come on.” He guided her to the bed, making her sit at the edge. He kneeled in front of her. “It’s been so long. I need you. I’ve been aching for you. You feeling up to it?”
“Yeah, I think so. Just take it easy.”
“Oh, I’ll be easy. Don’t you worry your pretty little self.” She smiled at the devious glint in his eyes.
“I don’t know about little. Have you seen this thing?” She pointed at her stomach. “I swear it gets bigger by the second.”
He smiled. “Yes, I have, and I quite like it.” He helped Claire lay down and crawled up next to her. Nick lay on his side, rubbing her stomach, and smiled.
“Can you feel the baby moving?” He stopped rubbing as she directed his hand.
“Yes! Holy shit! I felt a little wiggle.” He held his hand there for a few seconds, then felt around her stomach, searching for more fluttering. She smiled at his obvious joy.
“What do you think? Boy or girl?”
“Hmm… I’m thinking a girl,” Nick said.
“Me, too. I’d like to name her Willow.” Claire smiled.
“I like that, but let’s keep it between us. Just something for the three of us.” He returned her smile, leaned down, and pulled up her shirt enough to expose her stomach. He kissed her where the baby danced around. Claire ran her hands through Nick’s dark hair. He crawled up, his eyes bright, but mischievous.
“You up for some sexy time, my beautiful ginger?” he said in a gritty voice.
“Maybe,” she teased.
He leaned down to her face and kissed her again, carefully balancing himself so he wouldn’t put his weight on Claire’s growing belly. He nuzzled her ear, his cool breath sending chills down her body. He groaned when he felt her shudder under him.
Instantly, her breasts perked up. He ran his hand down her sides, his thumb brushing across her overflowing cups. She moaned under his tender touch. He helped her out of her shirt, then sucked in a deep breath when he saw her.
“Wow.”
“What?”
“You are one sexy momma.” She blushed. He unhooked her bra, tossing it aside. When he pulled his shirt off, she ran her hands down his chest, stopping at his belt buckle. He watched her hands work feverishly, trying to undo his belt. He chuckled a little. Finally, his pants slid down, exposing everything he had.
“Wow,” Claire said with a smile.
“What?”
“I like what I see.”
“Yeah?”
She reached down and ran her hands over his arousal. He quaked from her slow stroking. His eyes rolled, and his breathing became ragged. “Oh, babe. Christ…” He grabbed her hand to make her stop. “Be careful. It’s been a while for us.”
“Sorry,” she said, full of guilt.
“I’m fine with it.” He ran his thumb over her lips. “You’ve been busy baking my little Willow.” She smiled.
The thought that they finally were together and had made a baby out of love filled her heart with joy, no matter how frightened she was. He leaned down and began nipping at her smooth, pale skin. Then he yanked down her black yoga pants.
“Sweet Jesus… Look at you. You look like a goddess.”
“Oh stop! I do not!” She flushed, trying to cover herself with her arms.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” He forced her arms to her sides. “All that beautiful, long, curly ginger hair, your pale skin, smallish swollen tummy, creamy legs… God, babe. I could look at you for hours. Look at what you do to me.”
Her eyes glanced down at his obvious excitement. He pushed her knees apart and settled on her, being careful not to lay on her bump. He kissed her with passion, nipping at her lips and running his tongue around her jawline. She moaned with desire.
“Nick…,” she whispered in his ear.
He slowly rocked himself into her. She fought not to cry out. Nick took her face in his hands, waiting for her cue to continue. She panted, and every time she breathed, Nick could hardly handle it. She was so tight around him. He loved her so much, he wanted to make her feel his love for her.
He groaned a little too loud as he moved with long, slow strokes. She shushed him. He laughed a little and apologized, then began pumping his hips into hers.
He threw his head back and his breathing went ragged again. His heart raced in pleasure. Claire raked her nails down his back as he dipped farther into her. She clenched down around him.
“Oh god, babe. I’m close. Fuck!” he barked out. “You drive me crazy.” She pulled him close to her and shifted her hips, instantly hitting her spot. Within seconds, she shattered beneath him.
He tried like hell not to pound into her, but he couldn’t control himself as her body gripped on to him. She grabbed his face so she could watch him come. His face twisted, then his jaw fell open as he hit his peak. Nick moaned out her name, and she smiled. After he collapsed on the bed next to her, breathless, she rolled over on her side, still smiling. She interlaced her fingers with his.
“I love you,” she said in her soft voice.
“I love you, and Willow, so much, Claire.” He ran his palm along her jaw. He was so in love with her and the baby, and when he saw her eyes fill with tears, he knew she felt it, as well. He kissed her once more. “As much as I want to chat, babe, I need some sleep. I’m spent.”
“You can go to sleep, as long as you cuddle with me.” He pulled the blankets up over them and snuggled up against her body. He sighed happily, then fell asleep.
She lay there for a moment, thinking about holding his child for the first time. She rubbed her belly as the baby danced around. Claire’s eyelids began to feel heavy and she drifted off to sleep, smiling, her heart full of joy.
   
“Well, looks like three bedrooms, Thomas,” I said. “Luckily for you, you get a bed tonight.” He smiled and shuffled into his temporary bedroom.
I sighed when I heard noises from Claire’s room. Gross, I thought. I hurried away from the hallway, but dragged my feet as I went back out to the living room. It was time for the hardest part of the night.
Dragging Henry’s drunk ass into bed.
He was passed out against the wall, a bottle in his hand. My heart broke for him. My poor Henry was such a beautiful wreck.
I missed Henry so much. Sometimes I wondered if I was ever going to get him back. I stared at him, listening to him quietly snoring. I put my hands over my face to try to push back the flooding emotions. I choked out a few cries.
I needed to gather myself. I needed to help my beautiful lover who, seemingly, was trying to make himself forget everything that had ever happened to him. I knelt in front of him and pried the bottle from his grip.
“Lover…” I took his cold hands. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was dead. How ironic does that sound? “Hey…” I touched his face. He moaned and swatted at my hand. “Henry. Come on. Let’s go to bed.” He moaned again. His eyes flickered opened. The brilliant green sparkled, even in his half-lidded, drunken state. “Come on. You have to help me. I can’t carry your butt all the way in there.”
He chuckled a little. At least he wasn’t always angry when he was drunk. He started to get up. “Whoa…” He fell back down to a sitting position.
I sighed, irritated. “What’s wrong?” I was afraid to ask, but I had a feeling I knew what was coming.
“I’ve got a…serious case of…the spins.” That was just what I wanted to deal with. I was so tired and just wanted to get to bed. Every time Henry got the spins, it was usually followed up by a round, or twelve, of puking.
“Perfect. Are you going to be sick?” He laughed again. I rolled my eyes. “I mean puke, Henry. Are you going to fucking puke?” I was quickly becoming angry.
“Quite possibly.” He hiccupped.
“Great. Come on. You can’t puke in here. Let’s go outside.” I dragged him up, and we stumbled out the front door. He fell to his knees in the front yard. He retched for what seemed like hours while I sat on the front steps, watching the area, a Sig in my hand.
When I heard the familiar snarling close by, I darted my gaze around, looking for the source, but it was pitch black.
“Henry, hurry up!” I said in a loud whisper. “There’s one around. I can hear it!” He stood, trying to balance himself, then staggered toward me. “Oh god. You stink.” He was still ten feet away, but I could smell the regurgitated wine/pretzel/peanut butter stench.
“Sorry,” he said, full of shame as he rushed toward me. I grabbed him and pulled him inside before we became a midnight snack. I slammed the front door closed, locking it. I dragged his ass down the hall and pushed him into our room, closing and locking the door behind us. He staggered to the bed and fell on it, passing out.
   
I woke as the sun was rising. It was normal for me. As soon as the sun thought about rising, my eyelids would pop open, no matter how late I went to bed. I turned over, seeing Henry wide awake, smiling at me.
“Hey, my black-haired beauty.”
Could it be? Was he really not wasted for a change? And he smelled good. Even his hair was clean. I was so pleased that he cleaned himself up.
“Hey, lover. You sleep at all?” I snuggled up to him, discovering that he was naked. Big shocker.
“Maybe an hour or so. I don’t know exactly. I woke and cleaned up. Then I wanted to snuggle with you.” He reached out and played with my hair. He trailed his hands down my spine, tickling me as he went. He chuckled when I squirmed. I didn’t find him very funny, so a smacked him on the chest.
We lay there, silent for a while, staring at one another. Then I asked, “Do you miss it?”
“Miss what?”
“Being more sober than drunk.”
He sighed. “Of course I do. I miss all the moments with you.” His voice was sad. I looked up at him. His eyes weren’t brilliant anymore. They were fading. “Most of my time is spent drunk or passed out. I’m already feeling the need. I hate it.”
“Then stop. I hate it, too.”
“I can’t. You don’t understand. I crave it. My body needs it. I feel sick without it.”
“But you’re sick with it.”
“I can’t explain it. I don’t want to argue about this again. I hate arguing with you. It makes my heart ache because, more than likely, it’s my issues causing you such sadness.” He shook his head and covered his eyes. I ran the tips of my fingers down his chest. His body stiffened.
He rested against the headboard, my head ending up in his lap. I rolled over so I could see him. He gazed down at me with a deep sadness. I reached up and touched his bearded face.
“I love you so much, Henry. I just wish you would stop doing this to yourself.”
“I know. I will. I need some time and a place with stability first.”
“I feel like you’re making excuses.” My eyes filled with tears.
“Love, stop crying over me. Come here.” He pulled me up, and I straddled his lap. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight, his face nuzzled into my ear.
“I can’t help it. I’m so worried about you.”
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. He gently kissed my ear, then nuzzled his nose in the crook of my neck. He traced his tongue up my neck, nipping me as he went. I briefly wondered if he would tear my throat out at some point. He kissed my jawline, working his way to my lips. My breath shuddered every time I exhaled.
He deftly pulled off my tank top, exposing my breasts to the cool air. As he ran his hands down my sides, he kissed and touched me all over. My breathing grew quicker and heavier. I let out a slight moan as he continued to work his hands all over me. I wanted him so badly, my insides ached.
At that point, my hair was so long, it hit my elbows. He grabbed it, twisting it in his hand, and yanked my head back. He ran his tongue up my throat.
“Henry…,” I whispered. He groaned as I adjusted my body over his hardness. He reached down into my panties and massaged me. In an instant, my insides screamed for him to be in me.
“You are so wet and ready for me,” he whispered in a raspy voice. He tipped me back, lying on top of me. He ripped off my panties and tossed them to the floor. He held himself up as I helped guide him. I moaned as he slowly filled me, inch by inch.
No matter how deep his sickness ran, he still felt good to me, and I could never get enough of him. That was the only time we could connect like we used to. I needed to feel that again.
Slowly, Henry slid in and out of me, watching my face. I bit my lip as I locked eyes with him.
He continued his slow, torturous rhythm. He knew I craved more from him. He just wanted me to tell him.
“More,” I moaned. He smirked and began a quicker pace. Each thrust was harder than the last. I was popping my hips up, trying to get every inch of him.
“More,” I moaned again.
He began a punishing rhythm. His body pounded into mine, pushing us toward the end of the bed. He groaned, topping it off with that sexy growl I loved. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down. He gripped onto the end of the mattress, pounding himself into me so hard, I cried out, not caring how loud I was. The pain felt so good. I felt like I was releasing pent up anger and frustration. I wondered if Henry felt like that at times. My body trembled. Out of nowhere, he stopped. I opened my eyes.
“No, I’m not done…”
He slid off the side of bed. “Turn over,” he demanded. I paused. “I said, turn over.” That was not my sweet, loving Henry. His eyes were vacant, but I did as instructed. He pulled my hips toward him. “You want more?” he growled in my ear as he leaned over my body.
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” He pushed my back down with one hand, which tilted my hips just right, and slammed into me. I bit into the blankets, trying to stifle my cries.
“More?” he asked with a quiet growl.
“Yes.” He pulled out and slammed into me again.
“More?” he asked with venom. I looked back at him and saw the hollowness in his eyes, his jaw clenched.
“Yes! More. Please, give me more,” I said in frustration. I needed him. I needed to release. He held my hips firm in his hands and repeatedly slammed into me.
I groaned in pleasure. I wanted it to hurt. I wanted to feel the pain…his pain. I reached down and ran my fingers over myself, enjoying all the sensations brewing deeply within.
“Oh fuck…,” he growled.
He continued his onslaught, and my body bucked wildly. I furiously pulsated around him as he continued slamming into me. My body screamed in agony, but it felt so goddamn good. I grabbed at the blankets again to muffle my cries.
“Fuuuuck…,” he groaned, then exploded in me. He stayed still for a moment, his sweaty forehead resting on my back. His hands were on the mattress on either side of me, the blanket twisted in his fists as he tried to catch his breath. Then he fell down on the bed, grabbing me and curling his body around mine.
I lay there in his arms and cried.
“Love…I’m sorry.” He tried to soothe me, but it wasn’t working. “I got carried away. I thought you wanted it like that.” His eyes were telling and his facial features had softened. He was baffled. He wiped the tears off my face. “Love, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“I did. I wanted to feel some of your pain.” I buried my face into his chest and sobbed. “I wish I could take it away from you.”
“Jesus Christ, Elaina.” He held me tight, trying to comfort me. I felt his body shake. “I love you so much for saying that, but I never want you to feel my pain. Never.” His voice shook. He grabbed my face and made me look at him. “Do you understand me? Never!” He was angry, maybe even in disbelief that I would do something like that. He held me for a long time before we heard a knock on the door.
“We’ll be out in a few,” I hollered. I sat up, realizing I was bleeding. His face went paler than normal.
“Jesus. I hurt you.”
“It’s fine.”
“No, it’s not! I went too far. Shit!” His face shifted from concerned to panic in the snap of a finger. His hands trembled as he jammed them into his hair. He looked around for something for me to clean up with. He dressed quickly, then ran out into the living room where the supplies were.
When he came back in, his eyes graying. He handed me tissues and a selection of girly products.
“I’m not sure if this is what you need.” He stood in front of me, terrified.
“It’s fine. Relax. Just sit and relax.” He sat on the bed, facing the wall, for which I was thankful. Even though we had shared so much together, I didn’t want him watching me clean up.
“No. I can’t relax,” he grumbled, starting to tweak out. “I’m feeling it.”
“Go get your pack then.” He ran out again. I finished cleaning up, dressing as he came back in. I sat against the headboard, and he began a draw for a bag. He paced back and forth, pulling at his hair, cussing.
“I’m sorry, Elaina. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. I will never forgive myself if I hurt you.”
“Henry, it’s fine. I’ll be fine. Sometimes stuff like that happens.” His pacing grew quicker by the second. It was driving me batshit crazy.
“No, I hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want you to hurt like me.”
“Henry, you have to calm down. Yes, it hurt, but I wanted it to. It’s my fault for telling you to do it that way.”
“I don’t want you to hurt because of me. I’ve caused you enough pain as it is.” He was still running his hands through his hair.
“Henry.” He continued his pacing. “Henry Daniels!” I yelled. He stopped in his tracks. “You sit the fuck down and shut the fuck up!” I snapped at him.
He cleared his throat, then slowly sat at the end of the bed with his back to me, his head in his hands.
“Come up here.” I spoke gentler than before. He looked at me over his shoulder, his eyes gray and watery. “Henry… Please come here.” He got up and walked to the side of the bed and sat. He slid up against the headboard next to me.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked while looking down, fiddling with the blankets.
“Yes. I’m fine.” I kissed his cheek. He shyly smiled. “If you want to be upset, be upset with me.” He licked his lips and looked at me. I smiled.
He leaned back and relaxed a little, waiting for his fix, drumming his fingers on his knees. I wanted to yell at him to stop, but he was emotionally weak, and any more yelling could set him off. So I decided to suck it up and deal with his quirkiness for the moment.
   
Once Nick and Henry had their fix and had come down from their high, we packed the truck and hit the road. Henry drove until his body couldn’t go without a drink anymore. Nick and Claire took the front, and Henry sat with me and Thomas in the back. I snuggled up against him while he drank himself into oblivion once more. The closer we got to our destination, the more anxious I became.





CHAPTER 43
I HAD NODDED off with my head tucked into Henry’s chest. I had no idea how long I slept until I was rudely awakened by the sound of screeching tires and being thrown forward into the dash. Claire screamed, and Henry grabbed me by my waist before I flew out the windshield ass over tits.
“Christ, Nick! What the fuck are you trying to do?” Henry yelled. Nick sat in the driver’s seat, breathing heavily, his eyes wide. I crawled back next to Henry. I was shaken up and my forehead burned like a motherfucker.
“Holy shit,” was all Nick could manage.
“Oh, love. You’re bleeding.” I put my hand up to my forehead, and the warm, sticky wetness ran all over it.
For a moment, he licked his quivering lips and gazed at the steady stream of blood coming out of my fresh wound. Suddenly, Henry sat up and dug through the supplies, finding a couple gauze pads. “Here, press this on it for a moment. I’m going to get out and check out what the deal is.” My head throbbed, and I cringed as I touched the gauze to it. Henry jumped out of the truck, walked to the front, and stood there for a minute. I saw him shake his head, yell something, and angrily march back. He yanked open the door.
“What’s going on?” I asked wearily.
“There is a fucking crater in the road. You could fit a double-decker in the bloody thing.”
“Sorry. It snuck up on me.” Nick was in shock as he looked at Claire, who was hugging her belly. “Are you all right?”
“I think so. I’m having a few pains, though.”
“Oh no.” Nick got out and grabbed a bottle of water from the back, then ran to Claire’s side of the truck. “Here. Drink a little water, and let’s lean the seat back. Just try to relax.” Her eyes were full of fear. “It’s going to be okay, babe.” He helped her lay the seat back. Thomas sat in silence, as usual, watching what was happening.
Henry got back in the truck and pulled the gauze pad away. “Jesus, love. You need stitches. It’s a nasty gash.”
“Sorry,” I mumbled. He reached back and grabbed a bottle of vodka. “What are you doing?” I couldn’t believe he was going to drink while my head was split wide open. Hello! I needed some medical attention here.
“I’m going to clean it.”
“Oh, right.” I sagged back into the seat for a moment. Then it occurred to me. “Wait!” I sat straight up. “No way. That will burn!”
“It’s better than an infection!” He pulled a kit out of his pack that contained a tube of super glue.
“Super glue?”
“Yes. It’ll seal it. We just need to stop the bleeding first, and make sure it’s dry. Lay back.” He held a fresh gauze pad on my head for a few minutes.
I was listening to Claire, hoping the baby was fine. She was panicking, but Nick did a great job calming her down. Once she relaxed, her pains subsided. I breathed a sigh of relief. Henry pulled the gauze pad away from my head.
“Looks like it’s good.” He grabbed another gauze pad and poured vodka on it. I took a few deep breaths. “Here. Hold my hand and squeeze, if need be. Just don’t break it.” He smiled. Asshole. I took his hand and closed my eyes, wincing. “I haven’t even touched you yet.”
“I know. It’s the anticipation.”
As he dabbed my forehead, I hissed, squeezing the shit out of his hand, growling in pain. That wasn’t the worst part, though. After he dried off the gash, he held the skin together and ran a line of superglue over it, pinching the wound until it dried. It stung so much, I nearly pissed my pants.
“Ow! Damn it, Henry!” I wanted to kick him in the tomatoes.
“Sorry, love.” He held it for a little while longer, then let go with a smile. He seemed quite pleased with himself. “All better.” He kissed my cheek. “Just be careful, and don’t furrow that forehead of yours. Or make any faces at me behind my back.” I couldn’t help it. I had to laugh. Then I stuck out my tongue at him for good measure. He cupped my face with his hand and kissed me. Then I turned my attention to Claire.
“How are you feeling, Claire?”
“I think I’m okay. The pains have gone away. Maybe it was a mix of stress and dehydration.”
“Just try to relax the best you can.”
She laughed at me. “Yes, Mother. I’ll do my best.” I smirked. “How’s your head?”
“Hurts like a bitch.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Henry drinking from the bottle of vodka. Perfect. I rolled my eyes. He took a few pulls before he capped it and set it on the floorboard.
“I’m going to head out and wander a bit, see where we’ll be able to cross over. Looks like this area was heavily bombed.” He rubbed my hand and jumped out. He pulled out his Sig before turning back around to us. “Thomas, keep an eye on the women. Nick, come on.” Nick hesitantly left Claire’s side, but not before he kissed her cheek and touched the baby bump.
Thomas stepped out of the truck and walked around with a rifle in his hand. I watched Henry and Nick walk away toward the crater and walk along the edge until I couldn’t see them anymore. The sides of the roads looked like grassy fields with tall brush close to the road.
I fiddled with my fingers, bounced my knee, played with the frayed edge on my hoodie sleeve, and twisted my hair in my fingers until I saw them walk back to the truck.
Henry opened the door and grabbed the bottle. He had a hearty drink, then proceeded to tell us where the crater ended, that we should be able to navigate around it using four-wheel drive.
Obviously, Nick drove. Henry didn’t like relinquishing control, but he wanted to help navigate from the passenger seat. He felt two pairs of eyes were better than one, even if his looked through “vodka goggles”.
We settled Claire into the middle of the back seat, her head in my lap and legs across Thomas. She was so worried about the baby, I could feel it radiating off her. I played with her hair and tried to be reassuring.
Nick put the truck in four high and we headed to the left of the crater. He slowly and carefully drove us around it. There were times Henry made him drop it into four low because some of the terrain was treacherous. It looked like a grassy area, but it was quite unlevel.
When we finally made it back on the highway, Nick decided he would drive slower. I figured it was a good decision on his part because if he went any faster, I probably would have throat punched him.
Knowing we were much closer to our destination, my anxiety kicked in again. I was afraid Gunther was going to jump out at any moment. My head throbbed.
“Henry?”
“Yeah, love?”
“Pass that back to me.”
“Pass what back?” He looked back at me with confusion.
“The bottle, you moron. My head is killing me. Maybe it will numb me.”
“Speaking from experience, I can assure you that it won’t. Maybe you should try to get some rest.” I glared at him, eyebrow raised. He sighed and passed the vodka back to me.
I noticed half the bottle was gone already. I anticipated another puke-fest. I surely wasn’t in the mood to help him through that. I tipped the bottle back and let the liquid pour down my throat. As I pulled the bottle away, the burn hit. I looked at the label. “Ugh. This is the cheap shit.”
“Would you like me to put an order in for the good stuff, straight out of Russia, to arrive at our next stop?” he said with great sarcasm. Asshole. How dare he? He knew that was my thing.
“Of course. Maybe you can have them stop in France and grab some Dom Pèrignon, as well.” He smirked at me as I handed him the bottle. Feeling the desire and need to change the subject, I asked, “So, where exactly are we going?”
“Near the port.”
“Why there?”
“It’s where I’m supposed to meet him.”
“So you know exactly where we’re going?”
“Of course.” I sighed. He was hiding something again. He knew how I felt about that. I decided to let it go for the moment and sit quietly, hoping that the vodka would kick in soon. So far, no luck. Henry kept glancing back and checking on me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to.
At some point, I must have nodded off because when I woke up, it was dark. We were stopped in front of this creepy, dilapidated house.
Henry was passed out, as well as Claire. Thomas and Nick got out to investigate. I sat waiting, keeping my fingers crossed that we were alone. Several minutes later, Nick came back to the truck.
“Looks good. It’s empty. No beds or furniture, though.” I sulked a little. He rolled his eyes at me. “Cut the shit, Lainy. What did you expect? A fucking five-star hotel?” He slammed the truck door and went to the back to start unloading. Grumpy much? I knew he was really worried about Claire and the baby, so I cut him some slack. He wasn’t sleeping well, either. There were times I would wake up in the middle of the night, seeing Nick and Henry chatting.
Henry stirred, and Claire sat up. I began the daunting task of waking Henry from his drunken slumber. Once I got him inside, I helped unload the truck. I was so fucking sick of loading and unloading. It was getting beyond ridiculous. I couldn’t wait until we found a place where we could stay for a while. Hopefully, a more permanent place. I just wanted to be able to call someplace home again.
   
When I woke up the next morning, Henry and Nick had the maps open on the floor. I wondered how long they had been at it, noticing a couple candles melted on the floor. They were quietly discussing different routes we could take to get to where Henry needed to go.
Nick wanted to get somewhere that would have some sort of bed for Claire. She was growing increasingly uncomfortable. Plus, her legs and feet were swelling. Every minute of each day, she became more and more worried about the baby. She was having contractions, which worried me. She tried to convince me it wasn’t a big deal and it happened, but I could see the fear in her eyes. It was far too early for her to go into labor.
After he spent a good portion of that morning trying to console Claire after another crying jag, Nick made an executive decision that we would stay a few more nights in that run-down house. She needed to get rehydrated, and we needed to convince her to eat more than she had been.
All of us gave up close to all of our bedding and linens to try and make her as comfortable as possible. We had a long-winded argument over it because she worried we would get too cold, but we told her we would pile on the clothes. I wasn’t worried about Henry because, more than likely, he would keep warm with whatever bottle he was currently nursing.
Approximately a week later, we left that house and headed the direction Henry and Nick planned out. Once again, Nick drove, Henry navigating from the passenger seat, a bottle of booze clutched in his hand. We were getting extremely low on essential supplies, but had plenty of booze for some reason.
   
It was roughly another week before we finally made it to the approximate area where Henry was to meet Gunther. As we drove down a country road, there were signs of what we thought were bombings. The few houses we saw were either burnt to the ground or dangerously close to collapsing. There were only a couple that looked like they could have still been inhabitable. It was so sad to see all of the destruction. As we drove past each house, we were all silent, one question lingering around us.
Were there any survivors?
I hoped we would run into some, just to talk with. The conversation between us pretty much consisted of Henry’s drunkenness, Thomas’s silence, Claire crying, Nick grumbling angrily, and me throwing out some sarcastic, witty comments here and there, which may or may not have been directed at the drunk in the truck. Needless to say, conversation had become quite dull.
As we continued down the seemingly abandoned road, we came up to a clearing.
“Well, would you look at that…?” Nick muttered in amazement. I sat straight up and looked out the front of the truck. I couldn’t believe what I saw.





CHAPTER 44
“IS THAT A SCHOOL?” I asked in astonishment. It looked untouched. The building was brick, one-story, and was a decent size. Not too big, but big enough for all of us. We saw a large parking lot off to the right side, and a playground toward the back and to the left. Farther back, there was a wooded area that looked untouched, as well.
It wasn’t the same for every other building around the school, though. Some were just charred remains, others falling down. There were a few left untouched. The grass all around was burnt, but that would grow back eventually. The destruction looked very random. As we came to a stop, I thought some of the damage could be from storms, but I wasn’t quite sure.
“Kind of looks like a school,” Henry replied. A few undeads, in various states of decay, staggered about. “I’m going to take care of them.”
Henry checked his Sig and tucked it into the usual place. Then he pulled out his favorite long-bladed hunting knife. He always had a “don’t fuck with me” glimmer in his eyes every time that knife made an appearance. After seeing how he could wield the thing, I wouldn’t fuck with him.
He threw open the door, the undeads attracted to us. They collectively staggered toward the truck. Henry jumped out and slammed the door. He marched right up to the closest one and shoved the knife right into his forehead. I shuddered. As many times as we had seen him in this manner, it was still impressive…although I was pretty sure I would never get used to it.
At first, I watched between my fingers, but then we all watched in amazement as he took the undeads down in record time. In a twisted way, it was a little bit of a turn-on, seeing him slay them with such power and ease. Nick sat on edge, his hand on the door handle, just in case Henry got into trouble. As usual, he didn’t. Once they were all true dead, Nick and Thomas got out and carried the already decaying bodies off into a ditch across the road.
Claire and I watched them in silence while they scoped out the school. They peered through the dusty windows as they walked around the building. I hopped out of the truck as Henry came back over to us. He had a little gore on his face. I wiped it off and, surprisingly, I didn’t gag. Go me!
“Thanks, love,” he said, tucking a rogue strand of hair behind my ear.
I leaned into him and whispered, “You looked quite hot out there showing off your mad slaying skills.” He groaned loud enough for only me to hear. He pushed his body into mine, pressing me against the truck.
“I have some other skills I would like to show you later…if you will allow me, of course.” He felt insecure about our relationship, just as much as I was. I had hope, once we settling down somewhere, we would work on getting back to the Henry and Elaina that I missed.
He leaned closer and nipped at my ear. Instantly, my body was ready for him. I was putty in his hands and he knew it.
“I may entertain your offer.” I looked up at him through my thick, black lashes. He smirked, then stepped back.
“We’re going to check out the inside of the school. The windows are papered over so we can’t really see much. I’m hoping it’s abandoned. So get loaded up, love.” I wilted back against the truck. He reached for me. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. I just wish we had people to do this for us.” He laughed. Apparently, he thought I was kidding. As he walked away from me to the front of the truck, he yelled for me to grab an axe. I didn’t want to play that game anymore. He then hollered for everybody to come up to the front of the truck. Captain Henry was back, and he was about to lay it all out for us.
“All right, ladies and gentlemen. Here’s the plan.” I felt like I was on a plane, listening to the takeoff instructions from the flight attendant. “We are going to clear the school. Use your bullets sparingly. Try to use an axe or a knife first.” Then he looked at Claire. “I don’t want you to do anything. Once we find a room where you can hang out while we check out the rest of building, I want you to try to rest as much as you can.”
“I’ll try.”
“I want you to lock the door and try hard,” Nick demanded. “You’re exhausted.” When Claire’s eyes watered, he ran up to her. “Babe…” He grabbed her and held her. She sobbed into his chest. “Talk to me,” he murmured.
“I’m sorry. I just don’t feel well. I keep having contractions. I’m tired, I’m scared, I’m worried about the baby, I’m worried about you.” She curled her free arm around her stomach, as if she were holding the baby, comforting it. It broke my heart.
“I know. I’m sorry.” He brought her chin up so he could look into her eyes. “This may be a good place for us to settle down and have the baby, all right? We’ll see what we find.” He gave her belly a comforting rub, then wiped her tears away. It gave me the warm fuzzies seeing their interaction with one another, regardless of the situation. They loved each another on an amazing level.
Henry jumped back into the truck and drove past us. He backed it up against the building so it was out of sight from the road. We all stood near the side entrance, waiting for him. He came around the corner with a rifle slung over his shoulder. My nerves danced and my throat felt tight as my master locksmith fiancé picked the lock on the side door. He opened it with caution and we all stepped back, hands over our noses, waiting for the stench of death to hit us.
Surprisingly, there was a lack of the essence of death, which was good because I really feared that smell. My poor stomach didn’t appreciate the onslaught of the horrific odor. We entered the school and, with quiet footsteps, walked through the hall.
We immediately spotted a sign that said CLINIC. Henry held up his fist, signaling us to stop. He touched the door handle. Locked. He pulled out his trusty tool set and, within a couple seconds, the door popped open. He cleared it and nodded at Nick.
“Claire,” Henry whispered and waved toward the door. She hesitantly approached it. “Stay in here and lock the door.”
“It’ll be okay, babe.” Nick put his hand on the small of her back, urging her inside.
“But… What if something happens to you? How will I know?” He didn’t have an answer for her. She grimaced as the silence continued. He grabbed her arm.
“Claire, please. You need to rest, and you need to stay safe. I don’t want anything happening to you or my little one.” He touched her belly. She nodded and looked down, a few tears escaping. Nick kissed her on the forehead. “I will be back for you.” Just before she closed the door, I blew her a kiss. She flashed me a sad smile as she shut the door and turned the lock.
Nick put his hand on the door and his head sagged as he choked back tears. I touched his shoulder, and he shook his head. He fought valiantly, trying to not allow his emotions get the better of him.
“It’s going to be okay. I have a good feeling about this.” His jaw trembled as he took a few deep breaths. We heard Claire sobbing and it tore at him. It took him a moment before he could pull himself away.
We cleared the majority of the school. We didn’t look into every closet and room, but we were confident all was clear. It was small, but it was beyond grand to us. We discovered a lot of useful supplies under a layer of dust. The impression that we got was that it was deserted.
Standing in the doorway of the cafeteria, I watched and waited for Henry. He looked ridiculously sexy standing there with his hands on his hips, scanning the room. He turned around and smiled when he saw me.
“Well, let’s bring in our stuff. As long as no one barges in on us, I say it’s ours for the time being.”
Nick jogged down the hall to get to Claire. Thomas, Henry, and I walked behind him to go out and start unloading the truck.
Once we had brought in everything, we locked the doors of the school. We chose to live in the first wing of classrooms because they were located in the central area. Our rooms were spaced out a bit from one another so we could have some sort of privacy. I was so happy that we wouldn’t be right next to one another for a change.
The three men went back to the gym and carried all the mats to a bunch of the rooms. It wasn’t quite a bed, but better than the hard floor. They set up Nick and Claire’s room first. She needed to lay down and relax…or try to.
Henry and I decided to go check out the pantry in the cafeteria, surprised to see it was fully stocked. Some of it was unusable, unless we channeled our inner colonist. There were hundreds of cans of soup, fruits, vegetables, and meats, and crazy amounts of prepackaged snack foods, juice boxes, and water. I almost felt bad taking it, but we were in a time of eat or be eaten. I chose to eat.
Henry said he believed that the people from the area must have figured they were coming back at some point. Either that, or they didn’t have the ability to take the supplies with them. Whatever happened, I was pleased with our find.
I grabbed a couple packages of snacks and water, then headed to see Claire. She needed some nourishment. Henry, Nick, and Thomas went off to find locks and chains for all the outside doors.
I knocked. “Claire? Are you up? I have snacks for you.”
“Come in,” her voice weakly called from behind the door. I opened it, seeing she was only in one of Nick’s t-shirts. “Sorry. The pants were getting to me, and I wanted something baggy on for a change. I’d go naked, but I don’t want anyone to walk in on me.” She smiled. I had to chuckle over it. I’d known Claire for many years, and walking around naked would be one of the last things she would do.
“That’s fine. You do as you need.”
I helped her get situated with the mats and her linens. Finally, she sat on her new bed and leaned up against the wall, sighing.
“Finally, someplace I can rest comfortably. Let me just say that being pregnant during an apocalypse sucks. Squatting was not working for me, and now that we have a real bathroom, I’m ecstatic. But we still need an abundance of water to flush the toilet. I have to pee, like, nine hundred times a day.”
Nodding, I handed her the bottle of water and the snacks that I thought she would like. She leaned back against the wall and rubbed her expanding belly.
“I’m sorry that you don’t feel well,” I said as I sat in one of the chairs.
“I feel awful. Like, really awful. I have headaches, and all this swelling.” She looked down at her feet and legs. Something didn’t seem right. Then she tipped her head back with a wince.
“You all right?” I started to get up.
“Just stretching pains. They suck. My entire area is achy. She’s wreaking havoc on my body, the little booger.” She let out a soft smile.
“She?”
“Yeah. We think the baby is a girl.”
“Oh, I hope so! Then we can even up with the boys!” We both laughed, then chatted while we ate. Afterward, I decided to leave her be for a while so she could get that much-needed rest.
I headed into the room Henry picked out for us. It was just across the hall and a few doors down. I loved that each room was equipped with a tiny loo, as Henry called it.
He stacked desks and chairs to clear out an area for us to put a bed together. I watched him work. He was so efficient. Every movement was calculated and pre-determined. It was kind of sad, actually, but that was how he was. There was no letting go or just casually doing something. It was always going to the max, and with much precision.
“Hey, hot stuff.” He turned around and smiled at me while he straightened out the bedding on the stack of mats. “All of the doors taken care of?”
“Yeah. We found chains and key locks in the maintenance room. Plus, we’ll lock our room doors when we sleep. It’s not a perfect way to keep everyone out, but I think we’ll be fine.” I knew what he implied, but I didn’t want to think about it.
“Good.” I smiled back at him with that look. The one that meant I needed him right then. He knew the look, taking a few long strides to stand in front of me. He took my breath away. Then he slammed his mouth down on mine, grabbing my hands and wrapping them around his neck.
“I want you so desperately.” He ground his hips into mine. “I haven’t stopped thinking about fucking your brains out since earlier. You prove to be quite a distraction for me, my love.”
“I like the sound of that…fucking my brains out.” I smiled, and he stole another hard kiss. He groaned as our hips rubbed together.
“You like the sound of that?”
“Yeah.”
“Mmm…,” he moaned. He dove in for another kiss, scooping me up at the same time and carrying me over to our new bed. When he laid me down, I could see he was ready for me. In haste, I yanked off his shirt. His body wasn’t as trim and fit as it used to be, because of his lack of proper exercise and drinking to excess, but he still looked hot to me.
I grabbed his shoulders and pushed him over and onto the bed. I ran my hands down his chest, followed by my tongue, which caused him to moan deeply. I made it to his belt, making quick work of it. I slid down his cargos and exposed all of him, thick and heavy. I felt a little empowered, since he was naked and I was still fully clothed.
I ran my tongue up his inner thigh, and he groaned in pleasure. He was becoming unhinged and we hadn’t even gotten to the good stuff yet. I slowly made my way up, nipping and kissing, then ran my tongue up his shaft.
“Oh fuck, love…,” he rasped. I worked my way around, kissing, sucking, licking. He was panting and moaning non-stop.
It had been so long since we had been able to properly be together. On the road, when he wasn’t passed out or when I wasn’t ready to beat him down for his drinking, we would try to grab a quickie when the others were resting, but it just wasn’t the same.
I looked up at him, to see he watched my every movement. When I licked my lips, a wicked grin crossed his face. “See something you like?”
“I’d like to see more of it.” He put his hands behind his head, watching as I stood and did a little strip tease for him.
He watched contently, a wild fire burning in his eyes. He always made me feel good about myself. Even if I didn’t have a perfect body, he made me feel like I did.
“Christ, love, you are so fucking hot. Come here…now,” he growled. I sauntered my way over. “Hurry up! Don’t make me come and get you.” Once I was within reach, he grabbed my arms and pulled me down on top of him, then kissed me with a ferocious desire. “I’m going to make you come…a lot.”
“Is that a threat, or a promise?” I asked, full of the devil.
“Both. You ready?”
I nodded and smirked. “Silly question, Mr. Daniels.”
He flipped me over and kissed me around my ear. He trailed gentle kisses down my jawline, and nipped at my lips with a soft growl.
“I love what this mouth does to me. You have no idea how good that felt.” I blushed. “Don’t be embarrassed. It was amazing, and I hope you do that to me more.”
I had kept my oral sex offerings to a minimum. To be honest, the only experience I had with it was with him. I never knew if I was doing it right, or if it was exactly how he wanted it. Before me, I was sure he had a lot of experience in the receiving department.
He ran his tongue down my neck, kissing my collarbone as he made his way down to my nonexistent cleavage, which seemed to be getting smaller and smaller by the day. He grabbed one breast with one hand and dove into the other, wrapping his mouth around my nipple. He went to work, pulling, tugging, pinching, nipping, sucking, licking. I was getting close just from all of the intense attention on my chest. He ran his hand down my abdomen, reaching the most desired point. He slid a couple fingers into my begging body.
“Bloody hell, you’re so wet. I need a taste.” He pulled his fingers out and gave them a lick. “Mmm… So sweet.” He moved to my lower half and gave me the kind of tongue lashing that made me cry out in pleasure. I reached my peak in seconds, my entire body was rocking from it. He pulled himself up to my face.
“How was that?”
“Oh god, Henry… Amazing.” I couldn’t speak above a whisper. He smugly grinned at me, going back down again. He kissed and nipped my inner thighs, then dragged his tongue back up to my soaked core. He groaned as he kissed me there. I was at his mercy. I had no control over my body as my legs fell open for him. I was limp and already exhausted from his assault.
He massaged my little nub while he dipped his tongue in and out. I shattered again. I heard him let out a soft chuckle. I opened my eyes, seeing he was up near my face again.
“How was that?” Did he have to ask? Could he not tell?
“I need you,” I moaned. I wanted him in me. I wanted to feel him in my deepest parts. I ached for him.
“You want this?” He grabbed my hand and made me stroke him. He breathed out a moan as I slid my hand up and down his soft, silky skin. “Jesus Christ…,” he whispered.
I decided he needed more attention. I pushed him over onto the bed, and I went in for the kill. He let out a loud gasp. I hadn’t seen him that sexually undone in a long time. He propped himself up on his elbows. His jaw was open, his head tilted back. Then he grabbed my head and made me stop.
“Keep it up and it will be your loss.” He prowled forward as I leaned back. He settled himself between my thighs, teasing me with his tip. I was desperate to have him in me. I tried pushing him in. He chuckled a little.
“How bad, love?” he asked with grit.
“Oh god…so bad,” I moaned, struggling to grab at him.
“Tell me how bad.”
“I want you to fuck my brains out.”
“That’s my girl. As you wish…”
He thrust himself into me, the sound escaping his throat pure ecstasy. He pounded into me, hard and fast, just the way I needed it. His passion was evident.
My body began to quake beneath him. I was so fucking close. I grabbed his hips, holding him firmly in place. I cried out as my core grabbed onto him and held him tight. He bucked his hips into me a few more times, pushing us across the mat and slamming into the wall. He went silent and stiff when he emptied himself into me. He let out a significant groan, then went limp on top of me.
There was nothing better than having his sexually fatigued body melt over me. After a few minutes of trying to calm his breathing, he looked up at me and kissed me on the lips.
“Good?” he asked with a prideful grin.
“Oh, my god. Good doesn’t even cover it. Not even close. I can’t even think of a word to describe it because you abso-fucking-lutely fucked my brains out.” He laughed and rolled off me. Henry stood from our bed and headed toward the pile of our personal belongings. I knew what he was doing, and my heart sank.
Anger coursed through my veins as he turned back around, a bottle to his lips. He took a long pull as he walked back toward me. My eyes burned with angry tears. I rolled over so I couldn’t see him. We just had the most amazing session of lovemaking, but he ruined it. He sat beside me and pulled the covers up over his lower half.
“Elaina—”
“Don’t,” I bit out at him.
“I’m sorry. I promise you I will stop. I just need time.”
“Whatever, Henry,” I mumbled, and he sighed. I heard him swallow again. Fucking asshole. I was so pissed that I could have decked him.
“Love—”
“Just leave it!” I snipped at him. He got out of bed and I listened to him dress.
“I’m going to go explore the building,” he muttered as he walked out the door, bottle in hand.
“Thanks for ruining it, asshole,” I grumbled. I knew he wouldn’t hear me, but I felt the need to say it anyway.
Once again, we had only connected through sex.





CHAPTER 45
HENRY WALKED out of the room, cursing himself. With heavy feet, he trudged down to the cafeteria. Nick was in there playing his guitar, so he decided to settle down and kick back instead of aimlessly wandering throughout the building, trying to rid his mind of the dire situation his relationship was in. He knew he had fucked it all up, and he wanted to drown himself in the bottle of whisky that he held.
Once Nick realized he had an audience, he stopped playing.
“Don’t stop on account of me. I was enjoying it.” Henry tipped back the bottle.
Nick looked past him to the door. “Where’s Elaina?” he asked with mild curiosity.
“She’s pissed at me.”
“Why now?” Henry held up the bottle, and Nick nodded.
“How’s Claire feeling?”
“She’s exhausted and worried and, frankly, so am I. She’s worried something is going to happen to the baby.” Nick set down his guitar and scrubbed his hands over his face. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table.
“Well, with a place to rest for a while, I’m sure she will start feeling better.”
“That’s what I keep telling her. She is just… I don’t know.” His voice trailed off. Henry could hear the worry in it.
“I understand. Just have to take it one day at a time.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Henry settled back into his chair and drank some more, propping his gore-covered boots up on another chair. He held up the bottle to Nick. He looked up, staring at it for a minute.
Then Nick grabbed the bottle and took a long pull. The two men sat, silently sharing the bottle for a while, until Thomas wandered in. He had found a couple decks of cards in the teacher’s desk in his room. They all played a few games, sipping from the whisky bottle as the night began to settle in.
   
Someone knocked. “Hold on!” I shot up off the mat, grabbing my clothes. All I needed was Thomas or Nick to see me naked.
“It’s just me!” Claire shouted from the hall. I ended up just grabbing a blanket and wrapping it around myself as I headed for the door.
“Hey…,” I said, standing in the doorway.
“Hey. Can I come in?” I opened the door all the way for her.
“How are you feeling?” She didn’t look any better.
“Okay, I guess. The usual. Hungry and bitchy. I thought I would come see if you wanted to venture down to the cafeteria with me.”
“Yeah, sure. I just need to get dressed. I can’t go in my nice clothes.” I posed, and she smirked at me.
“Had some hot sex, did we?” She wiggled her eyebrows.
“Yeah,” I said, uneventfully. She furrowed her brows when I sighed. “Right afterward, he jumped up and grabbed a bottle, sucking it down. It made me so fucking angry, it hurt.”
“Oh,” was all she could muster.
“Yeah. It was like he let go, then hopped up, grabbed the bottle, and sat back down with me, like I was just going to cuddle up with him and Jack…or whatever the fuck he’s drinking.” Claire turned around as I dressed. “He said he’ll quit. I have half a mind to dump every last bit of it.”
“You should,” she muttered.
“I don’t know if I can. He needs it. He would be sick without it. I have dumped some when he hasn’t been looking, but he keeps finding more.”
“He has to detox at some point, hon.”
“He does, for sure. I’ll have to think about it.”
We continued to chat about Henry’s drinking as we headed out the door to go to the cafeteria. “I can tell you one thing. Nick is sick of it, as well,” Claire said. “I’ve had to talk him out of kicking his ass on more than a few occasions. He said he sees what it’s doing to you and how much it upsets you. Plus, it stresses him out. A lot. He feels like he has to do the work for two.” I hung my head. She wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “You’ll get through this, and you will get him through this. I know it.”
“I hope so. I can’t take much more of this insanity.”
When we made it to the door of the cafeteria, my anger hit the boiling point. I clenched my fists at my sides, and I was quite sure I had steam coming out of my ears.
Henry and Nick were drunk. It looked like Thomas was, as well. They were laughing and carrying on like they were at a local bar. Nick was trying to teach Henry how to play the guitar. Thomas just sat there, laughing so hard, he was in tears.
“Oh, dear Lord,” whispered Claire. She was far too motherfucking polite. I was going to put all the bullshit to rest once and for all.
“Henry!” I yelled. They all whipped around, nearly falling out of their chairs. I was going to eat him alive. I stormed in and he stood…barely. All three of them chuckled as he stumbled over the chair. I didn’t find him funny in the least.
“Hey, love…,” he slurred, then grinned at me like a drunken fool. I hauled off and slapped him across the face. He stumbled back, tripping over that same chair, then his eyes went dark and hollow as he stood straight, his fists and jaw clenched.
“What the fuck was that for?!” he barked out.
“You are drunk! And so are they! What are we going to do if we get invaded in the middle of the night?! I expected it from you, Henry! But you…” I pointed at Nick, “and you?!” I pointed at Thomas. I couldn’t believe they allowed him to drink. He was far too young to indulge.
“I jus’ had…a few sips,” Thomas said, pushing the bottle toward the middle of the table. A few sips, my ass. His eyelids were drooping.
“Do not touch another bottle, Thomas! You are too young!” Then I refocused my fury on Henry. “Are you shitting me right now?! Are you fucking for real?!”
“We were just loosening up. We’ve been stressed, and it’s safe here.” He needed to just agree and move on. His examples of why they were drinking surely weren’t good enough to jeopardize our safety.
“Loosening up?! Safe here?! You’re fucking joking, right?!” Furious, I was seeing red…blinded with rage. If I hadn’t already slapped him across the face, I would have decked him. Then I saw his face shift into a blank look.
“Elaina, can we do this in private?” he asked in a low voice.
“No!” I yelled in his face. “They know all about your issues so maybe they should hear this, as well!”
He turned away and hung his head, humiliated. “Elaina…please. I am asking for you to do this in private. You can scream and rage and punch the shit out of me if you wish. Just in private.” He swallowed hard.
“I do believe I said no, or is the booze affecting your hearing, as well?”
He swallowed hard again, his teeth clenching. “Please… Stop yelling at me.” His voice had gone monotone.
“No! I can’t fucking believe this! You need to stop this shit right now!”
When he turned and faced me again, his eyes were scary. “I told you, I fucking will!” he barked.
“When?! After your liver explodes?!”
“I will stop when I’m ready!” he shouted.
“And when will that be? Huh? When?” I poked my finger in his chest.
“I don’t fucking know! Just leave me alone about it. I need to work it out in my head.”
“How can you even have any sort of clarity when you are drunk all the goddamn time?!”
“I’ve gotten you this far, haven’t I?”
“With help!”
“So fucking what!” He threw his arms in the air. “You expect me to carry everyone on my bloody back and still power through it all?” His words were more precise and clipped. He was beginning to sober up from the adrenaline rush alone.
“No…”
“Then what, Elaina? What? Tell me!” He stood in front of me with his hands on his hips. Everyone in the room watched us, and I felt every flicker of their eyes as they looked back and forth between the two trains that were colliding right in front of them. Then I had a spark of brilliance.
“If you don’t stop…we are done.” I crossed my arms and turned away from him like the immature teen that I emulated with such preciseness. I could feel his eyes boring through me.
“Excuse me, please, Claire,” Henry mumbled. He stepped around her and stormed off.
“Elaina…that was a little harsh,” said Nick.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Was it, though?” I snapped. “I do believe you’re tired of it, as well! Do you have any idea how many times I’ve had to drag his sorry, drunk ass from somewhere so he could puke or pass out? Enough is enough! I will guarantee you that he is chugging another bottle right now! He doesn’t care about himself, or me, at all. He only cares about when he’s going to get his next drink!”
“Are you even hearing yourself?” Nick shook his head.
“Perfectly clear. The excuses need to stop, and he needs to step up to the damn plate and be the fucking man he is supposed to be!” I stomped over to the pantry and began a frenzied search for something that was meal quality. Claire followed behind me.
“Elaina…maybe you shouldn’t have humiliated him like that. He can’t help it. He’s sick. You know that. Don’t let your emotions get the best of you.” Great, I was starting to feel bad. “Yes, what they did was wrong. I’m not saying otherwise. Maybe you should go to him and apologize. You know you don’t want to leave him. He needs reassurance. What he doesn’t need is to be completely cut down and degraded in front of all of us.”
I couldn’t help but think, What have I done?
“Maybe I do. I just can’t take his drinking anymore. I can’t stand by and watch him kill himself.”
I stopped for a second, the sight of him holding a gun to his head in the barn running through my mind. That was one of the worst things I have ever experienced. It was possible that he would go through with it at some point, I almost expected it. My hands shook as I put them over my face when I visualized him pulling the trigger.
“Oh god, Claire. What did I do to him?”
“You hurt him with your words, much like he was hurt by those assholes. Look at all that has happened to him. And who knows what else happened to him that he hasn’t told you about yet. Or can’t bear to tell you because he may be too ashamed to admit it. They were monsters who did inhumane things to a boy. He could have been sexually abused, as well. Screaming at him and humiliating him is not the way to get him to sober up.”
I looked over at my brother, who had his head down on the table. I was so fucking wrong, and Claire was so fucking right. I needed to apologize to him before he did something stupid. I sprinted to our room.
   
Henry stormed out of the cafeteria, jogging down to his and Elaina’s room, cursing at himself the entire way. His hands shook, his anger at the surface, and he needed to get it out. When he made it back to their room, he grabbed the first thing he saw and chucked it at the wall. “Fuck me!”
He grabbed an unopened bottle of scotch and sat in an old metal chair. The whole situation was completely overwhelming. Never could he imagine Elaina would humiliate him like that. He knew he needed to quit his drinking. He was just looking for the right time, but he never thought Elaina would throw it all out on the table like she did. He was so ashamed of himself, and chugged about a third of the bottle. The insults starting flying around in his head.
Cock-up. Useless. Loser. Unlovable. Freak. Unwanted. Weak. Throwaway.
All the insults Gunther, Kellan, Drew, and Roger used to throw at him on a consistent basis for years. Then they would beat the hurtful words into him with their fists.
Tears formed in his eyes as he chugged more of the scotch. There was nothing more he wanted in that moment but to forget his lifetime of humiliation. He drank half the bottle before the sobbing hit him.
He just couldn’t even grasp why Elaina would humiliate him like that in front of others.
Her threatening to leave tore through him, opening that black void in his chest again. He felt like he was filleted like a fish. He almost fell to his knees and pleaded with her right there, but he couldn’t further humiliate himself. He already felt he was two feet tall as it was.
Henry sobbed, the bottle of scotch sitting between his legs. His face was in his hands, his fingers grasping chucks of his out-of-control hair.
Then the door opened with such haste, it slammed up against the wall.
   
“Henry…” When I saw him sitting hunched over in the chair, it killed me.
“Just leave me the fuck alone. That’s what you want anyway!” he sobbed. What the hell had I done to him?
“Henry… I’m so sorry.” I sat in front of him.
“Just go. You want to go anyway. Now is as good a time as any. Just get it over with.”
“Henry… Please forgive me. I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that in front of everyone. This is all on me. I should have respected your wishes and talked to you about it in private.” My voice cracked. Hearing him sob broke me. “Watching you do this to yourself is killing me. I need you by me, but you won’t be if you continue down this path.”
“I told you I will stop.” He still hadn’t looked up at me.
“You’ve told me that a thousand times.” He quieted down, then looked up at me. His face… I could see all the pain, all the hurt, all the abuse right in that moment.
“You fucking humiliated me, Elaina. My entire life has been one humiliating experience after another. Between the beatings, the insults, this bloody sickness…” I tried to touch him, but he pulled away. He rested his hand over his chest. “You have gutted me. In a thousand lifetimes, I never thought you would have done that to me.” He looked back down, avoiding my eyes.
“I know. I’m so sorry for doing this to you.” I reached for him again, but he shoved me away. “Henry…please. I’m so sorry.” I began to sob. His anger toward me was deserved and justified. “It was wrong and hurtful for me to say those things to you.” I sniffled and wiped my nose on my sleeve. “But I need you to be more understanding from my point of view. Your drinking is scaring the hell out of me.”
He looked up at me, red-eyed and tear-streaked. The hurt in his eyes drove it home for me. After several long moments of his pain filtering through me, he reached out and grabbed my hands, pulling me up on to his lap. He wrapped his strong arms around me and pulled me into his chest.
“I will stop. I promise you. But, please, just give me some time.” I nodded into his chest. “I can’t bear the thought of you leaving me, especially considering that we would still be stuck together if you did. It would kill me to see you doing your own thing, or if you eventually met someone else. It would, Elaina. I would curl up into a fucking ball and just waste away. I never want to be with anyone again. Just you.”
“I’m sorry.” My words were quiet. He lifted up my chin and kissed me. After all the terrible things that I said to him, I didn’t deserve his lips on mine. I shied away. “I don’t deserve for you to be kind to me.”
“Yes, you do. I know it’s been hard putting up with me, and I’m sorry I’m doing this to you. I can imagine I’ve been a chore, between all the puking and passing out. Then having to put up with my anger and sickness on top of it all…” He cleared his throat. “Can we cuddle up in bed? I just need to hold you.” I nodded.
He picked me up as he stood, walked us over to our bed, and laid me down. He curled his body around mine and held me as I drifted off.
   
The next morning, I woke up alone. I felt deflated and got emotional. I worried that he decided to leave me because I was so cruel to him. He never said that he forgave me for my harsh words.
Panic rose through my body. I needed to find him and talk to him about what was said. I jumped out of bed like a maniac, grabbed my Sig, and ran to the door. Just as I stuck my hand out to grab the knob, it swung open, nearly knocking me over. I pulled out my Sig, aiming it straight ahead, and screamed like a banshee.
“Whoa, love… It’s just me. I apologize for scaring you.” He closed the door as I tucked my Sig safely back in its proper place. He grabbed me and held me to his chest while I hyperventilated.
And then, of course, I cried.
“Hey… Hey. Calm down. What’s wrong?”
My words were muffled, coming through the fabric of his hoodie. “I thought you left me.”
“Why would I leave you?” He sounded confused.
“Because I was so cruel to you yesterday. I humiliated you.”
“Did you not hear me when I said I only ever want to be with you? I meant that. I would wither away without you, regardless of our arguments and occasional lack of rational thought.”
I looked up at his bearded face. “Where did you go?”
“I woke up early and cleared the storefront across the way. I brought over everything they had left, then stored all of my booze over there so it’s out of my field of vision. I’m not sure it will help, but it’s a start, I guess.” I looked up at him, and he curled his lips inside of his mouth. I was disappointed when I smelled the booze on his breath, but I didn’t show it. “You want to go get breakfast?”
“Yeah. I’m starving.” He held me close as we left our room and walked down the hall to the cafeteria.
   
More than a month had gone by. I decided to start keeping a tally of how many days we were there. Finding an empty notebook, I put a tally mark in it every morning. I hoped I could fill the thing up, plus many more.
We had settled into a routine. I worked hard at trying to be nicer to Henry about his drinking, but I admit that I would dump bottles when I saw them lying around. Sometimes I would find them in odd places. I would play all innocent when he asked if I had seen them anywhere.
I was beyond nervous that Gunther was going to pop up at any time, scared of what kind of group he had gathered. I was scared that he was going to kill Henry. And I was scared that, because it was our luck, he would show his face when Henry was completely shitfaced, passed out, and drooling on himself.
Henry asked us not to go outside alone at all. If we did need to go out for any reason, we were to go in pairs and be loaded up with weapons. Nick wouldn’t allow Claire to even get near the doors. At that point in her pregnancy, she wouldn’t be able to outrun a turtle, let alone an army of headhunters.
To keep us occupied during waking hours, Henry and I would go work out in the gym for extended periods of time. Lord knows, I could use the exercise, and he realized what the 750ml presses were doing to his body.
There were a few times that our workout sessions turned erotic. There was just something about seeing him shirtless, sweating his ass off, his gym shorts barely hanging onto his lean hips. It drove me right into a sexually frustrated mess, and he knew it. We were lucky that no one ever walked in on us. I think we christened every wall, corner, door, and speck of floor in there.
On the way out of the gym one morning, Nick and Thomas approached Henry and asked if they could go out and explore the town center. They were bored and wanted to look around. Henry agreed, but only if he went with them. Nick asked me to keep a close eye on Claire.
“She’s been having a lot of contractions today… More than ever. She’s very uncomfortable. I’m not sure what to think. I hope she isn’t going into labor. It’s too early.” His eyes full of worry, the silence following his statement said it all. “I don’t want to be away from her, but she said I’m a giant pain in the ass because I am constantly up hers. I’m just so worried. If she wants me away from her, I need someone to keep an eye on her.”
“Of course I will. I’ll take good care of her. You know that.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
We walked back to our room so Henry could change his clothes and gear up. Nick and Thomas geared up, as well, then they met up and took off. I decided to go get Claire to see if I could get her to come out of her cave for a while.
After several minutes of convincing, I was finally able to get her to come out to the cafeteria with the book she was reading.
“How’s that?” I grabbed her a chair to prop her horribly swollen feet up on. She looked exhausted, but sleep was far from what the baby had planned. She said the little one danced on her bladder all night long.
“That’s good. Thanks.” She smiled, but I could see she was still really uncomfortable.
“Are you sure? I can run back and grab your pillow, or a blanket?” She sighed. “Claire…just tell me what you need. I am more than happy to get it for you.”
“A pillow would be great.” She smiled.
“I will be right back.” I ran my hand across her shoulders, then left her for a moment, knowing I should have stayed with her.
   
“Both of you stay outside. I’m going to go in and grab a drink really quick before we explore a little.” Nick sighed, pissed. “I’m not going to apologize for it anymore. I promised Elaina that I’ll stop, and I will.” He turned on his heels and headed into the store where he kept the majority of his booze.
Nick looked over at Thomas. “Can you believe him? Sometimes I want to punch him in the fucking face,” he grumbled. “Elaina keeps saying I have to be patient with him, but Christ! How fucking patient do I need to be?”
Thomas just nodded. That was one great thing about him. Unless asked, he usually kept his opinions to himself. He tended to be a great sounding board for everyone. He wasn’t a huge fan of it, but if it helped everyone out, he was willing to accept his fate. Nick paced around, continuing to grumble over Henry and his drinking. Thomas scanned the road, seeing something…or maybe someone.
Two someones.
“Nick,” he whispered. He didn’t respond. He was far too deep in his loathing of Henry’s drinking. “Nick!” he whispered louder.
“What!” He turned around.
“Look…” Thomas pointed down the road.
“Shit… I wonder if that’s him.” They both ran and hid in the bushes in front of the school. “Just be quiet and watch.” Thomas nodded.
They watched as an older, fit blonde man and a young girl, who was barely legal, walked into the town center, as if they were on a mission. They heard him speak to the girl.
British.
Nick looked at Thomas with huge eyes, mouthing, Gunther. Then, of course, they walked into the store Henry was in.
“What do we do?” Thomas nervously asked.
“Just sit tight for a moment. If they’re in there too long, we’ll go in.” Each second that ticked away seemed like an hour.
Nick’s entire body was on alert. He hoped neither Elaina nor Claire came outside. The situation was far too dangerous. He didn’t want to go in and warn them, just in case bullets started flying.
The man they presumed was Gunther came out of the store. Shaking his head, he looked pissed and defeated. He looked around the area, then took a few steps toward the road.
But then something odd happened.
The young girl stepped out of the store, and said something to him. They couldn’t make out what it was, but the man rushed back in.
“Here we go. Give it a second or two, and we’ll go in.” They both swallowed hard, sweating those last couple of seconds.
   
Henry heard the door open to the store. He was in the small back storeroom, polishing off a bottle of scotch. At first, he thought it was Nick and Thomas, but he knew they would have called out to him.
He screwed the cap back on the bottle and set it down on the shelf, careful not to make a sound. He flattened himself up against the wall and slithered his way to the door of the storeroom.
Two voices filled the store.
“Fuck,” a male mumbled. It was all Henry could do to control himself and keep hidden.
Gunther.
Henry’s body filled with rage, his hands shaking. Then he heard a female. She sounded young, maybe a teenager.
“That was a great trip. Nothing better than walking fifteen miles for nothing.” She was full of attitude which, coincidentally, was very familiar to Henry.
“We had to try,” Gunther snapped. “There are three little ones who need to eat.”
Little ones? Since when does he have children? Henry thought. Not surprising, though, since the douche is a fucking manwhore. He would dip his wick in anything that is breathing…or barely breathing.
“I know,” the female muttered.
Then he heard the door open and close. Henry crept around past the storeroom, surprised to see the short, scrawny female alone in the store. An evil smirk spread across Henry’s face. Show time, motherfucker.
He snuck up behind her. When he saw his moment, he grabbed her, covering her mouth with his cold hand.
“Don’t scream,” he said gruffly into her ear.
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CHAPTER 1
EMMA
I HAD my baby six weeks ago, and today’s the day for my checkup. I’m waiting to get the okay for some hanky panky with my hubby when he comes home. Well, it won’t matter if I have a doctor’s note or not because my husband is back from overseas with his unit. He was able to come home for a week when the baby was born, but he won’t be home for good anytime soon.
As I lay waiting in this flimsy little gown for the Gyno doctor to come and check me out, I hear a commotion out in the hallway.
Loud whispers and hurried footsteps down the hallway make me get up and tiptoe to the door in my bare feet. Cracking the door open, I look toward the reception area, but all I can see is a stack of papers floating to the floor.
“What in the world?” I glance back to make sure Pierce, my baby, is still resting comfortably.
Hearing a scream from somewhere toward the front, I decide the best thing for me to do is to get out of here. Flicking the lock closed, I get dressed in record time and collect my stuff as I head back to the door.
Opening it cautiously, I don’t see anyone at all, so I sling the diaper bag over one shoulder and my purse over the other. Placing my phone in my back pocket and my keys in my hand, I hook my arm through Pierce’s carrier and walk out into the hallway, ready for anything.
It’s eerily quiet. There are no voices or sounds coming from the reception area that had been filled only a half hour ago.
As I proceed out through the now empty building, I wonder what could have caused an evacuation.
Opening the front doors, I’m hit with sunshine.
“Shoot, I forgot my sunglasses.” Placing the baby down at my feet, I start to dig through the diaper bag when I notice a sound at the side of the building. Looking up, I see a man walking toward me.
Wait, walking is a broad term for the way he’s dragging his feet and lumbering toward me in a very aggressive manner. That’s when I notice the blood dripping from his chest.
It now makes sense. There must have been an emergency outside of the building, so the staff came out to deal with it. While I would love to help, I have a new baby to protect and this guy is creeping me out, so I grab the carrier and make a run for the car.
Punching the button to unlock and open the van’s sliding door, I’m tempted to just place the carrier inside and buckle Pierce in a few blocks away, but it’s already so ingrained, the need to secure him, so I go ahead, even though it will take a few seconds longer.
Sure enough, the bloody guy is following me to my car, so I close the side door, open the driver’s side door and jump in. Hitting the locks, I pray he doesn’t have a gun on him.
I place the vehicle in drive and screech out of the parking lot, which I’ve never done before because it takes the tire tread off, and that’s just wasteful.
As I head home, I realize there’s a lot of traffic out on the road, and people looking really panicked.
The highway is congested and I’m getting a really bad feeling about this, so I decide to take the back roads to my home, which is thankfully about ten minutes away.
   
My phone starts to ring as I pull into my driveway. I hit the connect button when I see it’s my hubby.
“Hey, hon. Why are you calling at this time of day?” Normally, he calls late in the evening, which is in the morning for him, before he goes out on duty.
I navigate into the garage as I anxiously await his answer.
“There’s been a situation and I need to make sure you’re safe.”
“Well, of course I’m safe. I just got back from the doctor’s office and I’m pulling into the garage. What’s going on?”
I put the van into park and turn it off as I look around the garage. Brad’s voice is making me nervous, so I push the button to close the door.
“We’re not allowed to say much, but you need to get my gun box out from under the bed and grab what food you have in the house. You have to head to the mountain where Nana and Pop live.”
“Brad, what the hell is going on? I hate that you have to carry a gun, but I don’t want to start carrying one too.”
“Emma, do you want to protect our child?”
Realizing that he can’t see me nodding, I say, “Yes, of course.”
“There’s something going down in the next few days and you have to make sure to stay out of populated areas.”
“Are you going to be okay?” I wait, but he doesn’t respond. “Honey, are you still there?”
“Yeah, babe. Look, I don’t have long, but you have to get to the mountain, then go to the store and buy enough stuff to last several months. You’ll need to take the handgun from the locked case and all the ammo you can find. I’ll try to call you later, but remember, I love you. Don’t go anywhere without your gun.”
Static fills the line after his voice fades out.
“I love you, too,” I say out of habit, the words lingering in the silence.
I remain in the van, trying to decide what to do about Brad’s instructions.
I don’t know why I’m sitting in the car waiting for an answer. I already have one.
Most people would assume I don’t have any brains, or that I couldn’t do anything without his approval. Brad is a marine, and while I do enjoy the occasional alpha male role in the bedroom, I know he has information others are not allowed to know. So, if he says to pack and leave, then that’s what I’m going to do.
I take Pierce into the house and place his carrier in the portable crib so he can continue to sleep while I load the van.
Sighing deeply, I figure I need to get the worst part over with first: loading my weapon.
I know how to use it, and I even have a thigh holster for it, but I don’t like the idea of using it on a human being.
Pulling out the locked box, I lay it on the bed and stare at the key in my hand.
“Geeze, Emma, you can do this.” I give myself a little pep talk as I open the lock and pick up the 9mm Luger. “Carrying it isn’t the same as shooting someone, and I wouldn’t want anyone to harm me or Pierce.”
I load it with determination and check to make sure the safety lock is on since that’s the number one reason accidents happen.
Brad had mentioned the gun trunk under the bed, which I haven’t moved before because I thought it was really heavy.
On my knees, I look underneath the bed, hoping to locate a handle to gain a better grip. Seeing one on each end, I tuck the dust ruffle out of the way and pull with all my might.
The trunk shoots out from under the bed, causing me to land on my hiney.
Either I have more muscles than I thought, or the trunk doesn’t have all the guns inside.
I recover and get back on my knees in front of the trunk. I’m really dreading this, but I open the lid and discover a letter with my name on it in Brad’s handwriting.
“Babe, I know how much you hate guns. If you are opening this, it means that terrorists, war, or the apocalypse have happened and you need to move quickly to a safe place with a small population.
“Nana and Pop have a fairly good stockpile and a defensible position. Take our baby there and wait until you hear from me, in case the worst happens. If I don’t make it back to you after six months, Nana has a letter to give you. It’s not the end because you are my rock, paper, scissors, and I can’t live without you.
“I love you, so use the guns for the protection of our baby and stay safe until I can be there and take care of both of you. Now, hurry!”
I swipe the back of my hand to stop the tears running down my face.
If Brad thinks I can do it, then I will.
My gun box is right there on top so I open it and slip the loaded clip into place, but leave the safety on as I place it carefully on the bed.
I fold the letter and slide it into my back pocket while standing up. The trunk’s lid shut and locked securely gives me a sense of peace as I open my dresser drawer and withdraw the leg holsters Brad had bought me shortly after our engagement.
The holsters were made as a gift for him so that he wouldn’t worry about where I would try to carry a loaded firearm, since I was known for being clumsy.
The straps fit around the top of my thigh with a second set securing the bottom, but mine were custom made to include a knife holder on the backs.
While guns make me nervous, a knife is something I can balance easily and play around with without hurting myself. I have pretty good aim, so I’d chosen it as my weapon, but we had compromised on my holsters, having both available to me.
I throw an empty suitcase on the bed, then go to check on Pierce before I get started on packing.
As a new mom, I’m constantly checking the poor baby to make sure he’s still breathing. Sometimes, I even take a chance on disturbing his sleep to make sure his little chest is still moving.
A car barrels down our quiet street and zips past the front window in the living room.
I glance down to make sure Pierce is still asleep and peek out the window.
All up and down the street, neighbors’ homes that are normally empty at this time of day are buzzing with people, talking in little groups.
This is not good.
Everyone else will be trying to leave as well, and then we’ll all hit the evacuation routes at the same time, which could take hours before we’re truly away from danger.
The gun trunk isn’t that heavy, so I drag it through the house and make it into the garage. I wave my foot under the bumper and scooch back so the trunk can open.
Bending at the knees, I lift with my arms and heft it into the cargo area. Thank goodness, I didn’t have a cesarean, or loading the van would be much more difficult post-baby.
Every time I walk past the baby, he’s still sleeping so I try to work and pack as much into the van as possible before he starts crying. I have a feeling I won’t be coming back in the near future.
Diapers…check.
Wipes…check.
All the clothes from his drawers fit into two large suitcases…check.
Bottles from the kitchen…check.
Oh, I’m going to need my stuff from the bathroom, but what can I put all my clothes in? All the suitcases have been used for the baby’s clothes.
Boxes from all the baby’s large items will be perfect to pack my shoes, clothes, and our wedding albums.
I’m not really worried about how neat everything is packed because I need to leave soon. Several trips later, I only have the pantry to box up.
The only problem with this is that the big boxes will get really heavy with canned goods, so I have to spread them out over several boxes, making things take a little longer.
With the last box finally in the trunk, I move my foot under the bumper again to close it.
A whimper alerts me that my little man is awake.
“Hey, baby boy. Let’s get you fixed up,” I coo as I unstrap him from the car seat.
I hum while changing his wet diaper, then settle into the rocker with him.
The plan had been to nurse him until his first birthday, but with the current situation, he’ll have to switch over to formula.
I’ve been giving it to him occasionally, but there’s no guarantee that in the coming weeks I’ll be able to keep milk pumped or refrigerated, so my baby will have to get a little older much faster than I had planned.
Sadness settles in as I look around the room and realize that the time we’d spent getting ready for the little guy in my arms, he won’t be able to enjoy it in the near future.
Pierce bangs his little fist on my chest, indicating that he’s finished eating.
His fuzzy head absorbs my kiss as I readjust him over my shoulder to burp him. The walk through to the living room is full of memories with Brad and family friends.
With Pierce content for the moment with sucking his thumb, I hurry to close up the pack and play. One last check through the house and we’re ready to pull out and head toward Nana and Pop’s place.
   
There are people gathering all over the neighborhood, and I’m curious as to how people had managed to leave their daytime jobs and rush home.
Everyone seems skittish and stops talking to stare at my van as I pull up to the stop sign.
Unnerved by my neighbors’ stares, I pull out into moderate traffic, which thins out as I cross town and out onto the highway leading to Tennessee.
The outskirts don’t seem to be congested yet as I pull into a gas station, thankful they have a pay at the pump. I hate the really small towns where I have to unbuckle Pierce and take him into the store with me.
There are so many things I’d never considered before I had a child. The small things take so much longer because I have to strap Pierce in and out of the van. I can’t imagine having several small children to take on multiple errands.
My stop doesn’t take long, and while I wait I look around, but no one seems to be in a hurry. In fact, there doesn’t seem to be a panic on this side of town at all.
Was the man I’d seen at the clinic the problem? Had he been shot?
I walk around to clean the passenger side window and realize why my neighbors had been staring at my van.
There’s blood all along the side with a handprint visible at the start of the smear.
The man who had been shot must have found me and tried to get in the van as I drove away.
I quickly use the wiper cleaner to scrub off the blood; I don’t need the police stopping me for an explanation about where the body might be that belongs to the blood smear.
The pump stops and I hurry over to disengage and replace the handle. I don’t worry about the receipt. I just want to be back on the road and in the safety of Nana and Pop’s home.
Hoping the radio won’t wake Pierce, I keep it low, but I need to have something to keep my mind off the world and focus on something else.
The local country station is playing and I breathe a sigh of relief, that is until the news comes on at the top of the hour.
“We are still investigating the strange events at a doctor’s office this morning. The witnesses who are still alive and weren’t harmed have told us exactly what happened. Marcia, do you have the report?”
“Yes, Bill. Standing in front of me are the witnesses. They’re saying the doctor was taking a smoke break by the back door when suddenly, he was attacked by a man walking by. The man used his fingers to scratch at the doctor, and then proceeded to bite him. Before he could harm anyone else, a bystander who was carrying a gun shot him. The paramedics arrived to help the wounded man, but he attacked them as well.”
“Marcia, how many were wounded in total?”
“Bill, we don’t actually know what the total is because we had to relocate into the van and drive a few streets over. Those who found safety with us were able to give us some insight into what happened, but so far, most of it is just conjecture at this point. We should be able to have the full story by the evening news…excuse me, Bill. We were just told to caution people in the area to refrain from helping anyone who seems to be injured or sick. Dial 9-1-1 and let the professionals handle the situation until we know how these individuals have become sick.”
“Be careful out there. Well, ladies and gentleman, you heard it here. Some kind of incident that sounds, well, almost too crazy to be true. Stay tuned for updates as our investigative team finds out more about the situation.”
The station resumes playing music.
I honestly don’t know which is more disturbing: the fact that my baby was near this illness, or that they don’t know what exactly is happening to people.
Considering Brad had called me, this isn’t just a single case. It has to be happening overseas as well, or they had gotten orders, but couldn’t say because it’s top secret.
He wouldn’t have been able to call if it was classified, but knowing my husband, if it would save mine and baby Pierce’s life, then he would break any rules necessary.
There’s only about an hour and a half left until I make it to Nana and Pop’s.
“Oh, crap. I forgot to call them and let them know I’m coming.”
Not that they really need to be warned we’re on the way, but a heads-up would be a nice gesture.
“Dial Nana.” The van fills with the tones of the phone dialing, but it goes straight to a busy tone.
I hit the disconnect button on the phone more forcefully than I intended. “Dial Nana’s cell.”
“All circuits are busy at the moment. Please try your call again later.”
“Well, baby, I guess we made it out of the city just in time. We’ll try them again when we get a little closer.”
The towers nearer to Nana’s might not have the city’s overflow, and we might be able to use that the further into the mountains we go.
I try to comfort myself with the thought that they’re still playing music and not an emergency alert. Maybe things aren’t that terrible yet.





CHAPTER 2
TRISH
“MOM, did I do good at the dentist?” Six-year-old Nicole asks, hoping she’ll get a treat.
“Yes, dear. Everyone gets a treat this evening at dinner.”
“Even Trevor? He screamed when they were cleaning his teeth.” Nicole asks, concerned he might get something he doesn’t deserve.
“Sweetie, Trevor is only two. It was his first visit to the dentist.” I smile in the rearview mirror at my little guy. “He will do much better next time since he knows what to expect. Won’t you, Trev?”
He simply nods his head around his sippy cup of Kool-Aid.
The doctor’s complex isn’t hard to navigate, but suddenly, there seems to be a traffic jam leading out of the area.
Nicole chooses that moment to shove her sister, Joy.
“Mom!” Joy exclaims, holding her elbow. “She pushed me into the car seat again.”
I try to ignore the situation, but with the SUV sitting still in a line waiting to exit, I turn slightly.
“Nicole, keep your hands in your lap and don’t touch your sister.” Holding up a finger to ward off Joy’s protests, I continue. “Nicole, you need to apologize to your sister for hurting her. Girls, we have too much traffic—”
A shrill scream erupts from Nicole’s side of the car. I twist around to see a face pressed against the window.
I start to lower my window to speak to the person, until I notice the blood covering the side of him…or her. Oh, it’s definitely a her. I can see the big hoop earring on the normal side of her face.
I hate to leave someone in need, but I can’t take a chance that whoever did such a thing to her would find us.
My protective nature takes over and I throw the SUV into gear and pull out into the incoming lane, screeching my tires, leaving the poor woman stumbling after us in a crazy, weaving manner.
Carson, my son, is speechless because I never drive like this. I always caution him to drive safely to avoid accidents. At the moment, I don’t care who or what is in my way; I need to get us out of the complex in a hurry.
Others seeing my quick exit have followed my example, and suddenly the road is filled on both sides with people trying to leave.
I manage to pull out into a slightly empty space, but realize the holdup is from the cars out on the main roads, managing to bring everyone to a standstill.
There’s no way I’ll get stuck again with three children crying and one scared silent, so I cross over into the turn area and nudge my way right into the neighborhood across the way.
Every neighborhood has a front entrance, and at least one back entrance to them. I’m betting there will be less traffic on the other side. I don’t bother with stop signs or going only thirty miles an hour. This is an emergency.
“Mom?” Carson questions in fear. “What’s going on?”
“I’m not sure, honey, but we need to get home quick.”
The back seat has gone quiet as the seriousness of the situation sinks in, and the children watch in amazement as their mother tears through the neighborhood toward their home.
   
“Listen to what I’m going to tell you, kids, it’s very important. When we arrive home in a minute, I want you get out of the car and go straight to your rooms. Joy, unbuckle Trevor and make sure he gets to his room. Does everyone understand?”
Four heads nod in unison.
“All right. Once I get us in the house, I’ll make a few phone calls. I need you to find a backpack and fill it with clothes. Sturdy clothes, Joy.” Knowing how she always tries to wear flip flops to the gym, it needs to be said as a reminder. “I’m going to call your father and see what he thinks is going on and what we should do.”
I pull into the drive and stop quickly. All four children get out and hurry into the house while I try to calm my nerves.
Maybe I just imagined the person was injured, and my overworked brain was simply seeing things.
Prying my fingers from the steering wheel, I glance up to see Carson standing in the doorway, waiting to make sure I make it inside okay. He’s going to grow up to be such a gentleman.
Psyching myself up, I get out and close the door, only to find the handle covered in blood from the person smearing it all over my car.
I walk into the house and Carson shuts the door behind me as I head for the sink.
“Carson, could you please bring me the bleach from the laundry room and pour it over my hands?” I manage to ask calmly.
Blood doesn’t normally bother me, but this is from someone who’s not related to me, and I’m still a little freaked out.
“Should I just pour it over your hands?” Carson asks cautiously.
“Yes, and turn the water on as hot as it will go.”
I rinse my hands. “Honey, you can stop. Now, take the soap bottle and cover my hands with it.” Seeing his evil grin slip into place, I say, “Only my hands and nothing else, young man.”
“Aw, Mom. How did you know?” Carson grins.
“I’m the mom.” I grin back. “Go outside and hose down the car so the younger kids don’t see that, okay?”
“Sure thing.” Whistling, he goes toward the door, but stops to look back. “Do you think that was just an isolated incident?” Shaking my head at him, I try to keep my fears from showing through. “Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of. I’ll be careful out there, and if I see anything I’ll run inside.” The door closes behind him, and before I can gather my wits, Joy and Nicole come into the kitchen.
“Hey, Mom?”
“Yes, sweetie?”
“We’re both packed and Trevor’s asleep. I packed him a bag of clothes as well. Do you know where we’re going?”
“Not yet, honey. I still have to call your dad and see what the news has to say about what happened. Why don’t you both take a soda into the playroom and watch something until I find out if we need to go?”
Subdued, both girls quietly go to the playroom without any argument.
Astonished, I think the world must have just ended because that never happens.
As I try to figure out where Carson would have put my purse, the phone starts ringing with the Imperial March, my hubby’s own tone. “Hey, Honey—” I begin, but I’m cut off by a high-pitched voice that can’t possibly be my husband.
“Umm…I’m headed home as quickly as I can. I’m not sure what you’ve heard, but downtown is in rush hour traffic as the entire workforce is trying to leave all at once.”
“Why on earth would everyone come home in the middle of the day?” I question, but I have a feeling that the situation at the doctor’s complex isn’t the only one in our area.
“There was an incident, and everyone is in a panic because while there’s only one here, they think it will spread all over the country in the next twenty-four hours.”
“Are we going to stay here, or should we try to make it out to the farm?” I don’t want to make the trip, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.
“Babe, I’ve gotta go, but pack up the house and kids. I’ll call you back in a few.”
Looking at the phone in my hand as it goes silent, I slide to the floor in frustration as the situation sinks in.
The end of the world is here, and not all of us are going to make it.
   
Cooper

The idea of getting out of here seems to diminish by the minute. Another car forces its way into line as everyone creeps along toward the exit from the five levels of cars, all in a hurry to leave.
I don’t see this going anywhere, and once I hit the street level, the chaos will be worse as the entire downtown tries to squeeze onto the already narrow streets.
Yanking the idling car from the line going nowhere, I head back up to the roof where no one is at.
Sitting here, I consider the dumb move I just made by leaving the line. Already the air smells better, though, and I can think without the enclosed honking of horns echoing in my ears.
I have an overnight bag in my trunk, and the refrigerator in the lunchroom will have enough food to last me the night. While I hate the idea of leaving my wife and children to fend for themselves, they have a much better chance of leaving town now, and I can catch up with them later.
Not seeing much choice at the moment, I climb out of the car and head back downstairs, knowing the elevators will still be full of people trying to leave. There were always the last ones who were determined to finish their paperwork before the world ended.
I work for a company that develops programs. Some for data entry, being the simplest programs, and then more complex programs that are classified. If the world is truly over, then we’ll only have computer access for a short while.
I cross through the now empty cubicles strewn with meaningless papers and reports, waiting for their owners to return. The silence is completely deafening in a place that rarely sleeps, which only intensifies the fact that it’s over—the world has ended.
Resisting the urge to right overturned chairs, I head straight for my office in the corner. It’s one of the few enclosed spaces on the entire floor, so that those in charge can see who isn’t working hard enough.
A door slams behind me. I’ve just come from there and I crouch down, not really understanding the instinct to hide.
I can hear the words they are speaking as they get a little closer to where I’m hidden from view beside the water cooler. As the footsteps approach, I scramble to move further back into the corner where the older file cabinets collect dust, but provide a better cover.
“I’m glad that everyone believed those reports we fabricated. Now the entire downtown will be empty and the police will be busy running to answer all the calls about possible zombie sightings instead of securing the buildings.
“I know, dude. I can’t believe our good fortune. All these classified documents just waiting to be uploaded, and we walk out of here free men.
“I hope the other groups are having the same kind of luck. Otherwise, it will all be for nothing.”
My phone starts to vibrate and I reach in my pocket to silence it.
Bypassing my office, they move into my boss’s office and turn on his computer.
I can barely see into the other room, but both guys have machine guns and are wearing ninja suits, so there won’t be a way to identify them.
Holding my breath and staying quiet seems to be the best course of action until they get what they’re here for. I don’t have any weapons nearby.
If I could get to my office, there’s a gun hidden at the bottom of my files, but these guys move like they’ve had military training, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything against them. Probably wearing Kevlar material under their ninja suits, I try to convince myself not to act as our secrets are stolen right in front of me.
“Ugh! Coward. Why couldn’t I be one of those guys that race into danger instead of away from it?” I groan out loud, then clap a hand over my mouth. “Of course I’m the idiot that gets caught and dies as well.”
Thankfully, they didn’t hear me, or if they did, they’re too engrossed in stealing to care.
I peek out from my hiding place to see them both bent over my boss’s desk, gesturing to each other. The taller one grabs the USB and makes for the door as I duck back behind the file cabinet.
“Gary, there’s no need to cover our tracks. They won’t even know what hit them when they realize the world isn’t ending.”
“I get that, but there will be a huge investigation, and I don’t want to take a chance of that coming back to haunt us. After all the work we did this morning, putting the makeup on those guys to be realistic zombies, the only thing haunting us will be the videos of the chaos embedded in history.”
“Still, can you wipe the keyboard down again?”
“Steven, you are such a worrier. We’re wearing gloves for God’s sake. Let’s go. We still have another building to hit up.”
“I have the urge to leave something behind. You know, when you steal from one house, then leave it at the next in place of what you stole?” Gary is interrupted when a loud noise erupts from the break room.
“What the hell is that?” Both men take off running toward the source of the sound.
Deciding to take advantage of their distraction, I crawl the few feet to my office door and around the desk before I stop to listen for sounds that either man had seen me.
The sound of a gunshot rings out and I slowly slide the drawer out and reach below my files for the pistol at the bottom. Trying to feel around in the semi dark room without making noise is more difficult than I thought.
The voices drift closer again, just as my hand makes contact with the cold metal of my gun. Carefully lifting it out, I pull the clip taped to the bottom of my desk. I barely make it into the knee hole before the door opens.
“All clear in here,” Steven calls out.
I can hear the other doors being opened and shut throughout the complex.
“Look, we’ve gotta go. The timeframe on the other building being empty is getting shorter. The actors can only keep it going for a certain amount of time. There was only the one in the break room and we took care of her.” Gary begins to walk back toward the main stairway exit door.
“I just have the feeling we’re being watched. I’m sure it’s nothing. Even if there was someone, we covered our tracks, and who’s going to believe them anyway.” Steven glances around the cubicles, hoping to dismiss his fears.
Even when the doors slam closed, I wait at least ten minutes before pushing the desk chair out. Stealthily checking from the window to make sure there’s no movement, I cautiously open the door and step outside.
The office is once again silent, so I head toward the break room, dreading what I’m about to see. I know one of my co-workers is dead, but I really thought everyone had left already.
“Crap!” Startling myself when it slips through my lips, I survey the bullet hole in Judith’s forehead. There was nothing I could have done to save her, but now I need to make sure these guys don’t hurt anyone else.
Running a hand through my hair, I start pacing outside the break room until it dawns on me what is going on with this surreal situation.
They were after the prototype for the Protection Project. It would be a great coup to make it to the market before our company did, and we would probably only allow governmental agencies access. If these guys took it to the next level, they could have private bidders from all over the world ready for any kind of major disaster or potential company takeover.
They hadn’t locked my boss’s office, so I think to confirm my suspicions before I call in help.
Not only is the computer on, but there’s a paper sticking out from under the keyboard with file names and passwords for quick access to those specific files.
That means my boss, Jack, knew they would be coming to find stuff on his computer because the only passwords written are for the Protection Project. None of our other projects with high security are listed.
“Crap. Double Crap.” My children aren’t around to hear me, and this is serious. I have no idea how far up the chain of command this breach goes or who I can trust.
I go to turn on my phone again and see the missed call from Trish. What in the world am I supposed to tell her? I don’t want her to stay at the house, but I’m not sure anything will be safe if this is true.
“Trish, sorry. I got tied up for a minute and couldn’t call you back. I really think you should go ahead and pack up. I’ve had an emergency come up with all that’s going on, but I think you’ll be much safer at the designated safe house.”
“So you think this stuff is real and we’re fixing to have zombies running around attacking us?” Trish asks, with real fear in her voice.
“No, babe. It never hurts to be cautious, though, especially since we have children. We don’t want to be unaware, and being in the country for a few days will be a great way for the children to spend Spring Break next week.”
“So you’ll meet us there?”
“I don’t know when or if that will be possible because we’re about to go on lockdown. I won’t be able to use the normal means to communicate with you. If I’m not there by Sunday, then you should probably worry, but I’ll try to send you an update if I think it will last longer than that.” I really hate to lie to her, but hopefully, she understands the code to only use the prepaid phones. I’m pretty sure our phones are monitored by the NSA or an affiliate.
“Well, I wish you could be with us, but be careful, and know that I love you.”
“I love you, too. Tell the kids to behave, and maybe we can still go on our trip next week. Bye.” Our call ends on such a final note, but I’m not going to let our eighteen years of marriage end like this.
Instead of calling someone higher up in the company, I go and get my prepaid out and send a coded message to the only co-worker I trust.
Cooper: Code Red at work. Zombies not real. Project Protection copied and stolen. Still at site. Please advise.
Martin: Are you certain?
Cooper: Judith has a bullet through her head as proof, and Jack had the password for only one project under his keyboard.
Martin: Arm yourself. Go to the security room and copy the cameras. Will meet you at prearranged spot in one hour?
Cooper: Better make it two because of Zombie scare. Take care.
Martin: Two. Stay safe.
Now I know we’re screwed. If Martin believes me, then all our backup protocols need to be acted upon.
The blinds in my office are already closed with the door locked, so I go to the back corner and move the two-drawer filing cabinet. Pulling up the floorboards, I find the large duffle bag.
Opening it, I take out the off-network laptop and power it up. While it’s loading, I take out everything of value to me and put it the duffle bag.
The small locker type closet where we keep an extra set of clothes holds my go-pack with extras hidden inside. My ankle holster for the right side and a thigh holster to hold my knife will provide the backup that won’t be arriving anytime soon. I know I’ll need to blend in with the many civilians leaving town, and a man in a suit will draw too much attention, so a T-shirt and jeans with my jacket is what I put on before heading outside.
As the computer finishes, I plug in the connecting USB cable and proceed to start a download of everything on the system. While it’s transferring all the files, I tentatively open the office door with my gun in hand.
Nothing stirs as I make my way to the security closet, sandwiched between the restrooms. Most people assume it’s the janitor’s room for cleaning supplies on this floor, but there’s a panel that holds access to the security circuits.
A few buttons later, everything is sent to my computer.
Most of the people who work with us are simply civilians working on different and varied pieces of a very large puzzle, but there are some that know a little more, and who might have a gun stashed in their cubicles.
Donning a pair of gloves in case nothing comes of any of this, I make my way through file drawers and check to see if anything is taped to the undersides of every desk.
Back at my office, I hold in my hands six guns and ten clips with bullets, three cans of pepper spray, and a smoke bomb.
How on earth did we overlook this when we searched for listening devices and bombs every month?
I divide everything between my backpack and the duffle, and glance up when a beep sounds from the computer to signal it’s finished with the download. Quickly unhooking the USB cord, I hit the special key code on my computer to start a full self-destruct of all the computer systems in the building.
Unfortunately, there’s a mainframe where all information is uploaded daily, but it’s in Nevada so my access is limited. Shutting down the laptop, I place it into my protective case in the duffle.
Doing a check to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything, I slip the backpack on and throw the duffle over my head, settling it onto my shoulder. With an extra gun in my holster and one in my hand, I proceed to head for the inner staircase most of the building uses for taking a smoke break.
The roof provides an amazing view of the city, but my goal is to get rid of my last traceable item. My work and private cell phones would be a perfect way to find out not only where I’m heading, but held contact numbers for several important people to the Protection Project. The sim cards aren’t traceable outside of a phone, but I don’t have any way to dispose of them at the moment.
I haven’t played baseball since my younger days, but I pitch the phones as if I’m about to win a huge game with the bases loaded. They don’t make any noise when they land, so they should be in a few dozen pieces. I stand for just a second longer before starting my long trek down the fourteen floors to the main lobby.





CHAPTER 3
TRISH
I HANG up the phone after talking to my husband. During our entire marriage, we’ve never had to use the safety measures put into place when he had taken the job.
“Kids, come here for a minute.”
When all three children are standing in front of me, I take a deep breath and dive right in.
“Remember when we had those drills every so often with Dad?” Joy and Nicole both nod, looking intrigued, but Carson’s face loses all of its color.
“It’s time to put all that practice to good use. We have to pack the car and be on the road in thirty minutes. Now hurry and grab your stuff, but leave all the electronics on the counter.”
“Ah, Mom.” The protests begin, but Carson takes up for me.
“No, listen. If we weren’t in danger, then Dad would never have said to do this. We’ll get them back, they just have to stay here while we go on our trip.” Carson’s eyes meet mine with understanding, and in this moment, I know he’s just taken a step closer toward adulthood.
“Grab the bags from under the beds and bring me your backpacks while you load them in the car. Please, hurry so we can tell Dad we did it faster than our record.”
I run to our bedroom and pull the two duffle bags from underneath the bed and the two go-bags from the closet with all our important papers. The last thing I need is in the garage.
The girls are gathering the food stuff and placing it in the bins, while Carson carries the filled one out to the back of the SUV. I follow him out and place our bags on the ground by the open trunk.
“Help me get the trunk from the rafters. Dad is always here when we practice and I know it’s too heavy for me by myself.”
Carson pulls the ladder over and scales it with ease.
Arms raised to catch the trunk in case it slips, I almost miss his whispered question.
“Mom, is Dad okay? Will he really meet us later?”
“Sweetie, the plan is for him to meet us, but anything could happen. All we can do is get to the meet point and hope he shows up.”
I wait for him to finish climbing down the ladder and help carry the trunk.
“The girls don’t need to know what’s going on, and I’ll make sure to protect them. We can do this, Mom.”
Smiling slightly at him, I give him a quick hug. “Where’s your pack?”
“In the front seat. Why?” Carson frowns, not following my train of thought.
“Take your dad’s pack. It has two guns and several clips. Put one of them in your pack, then put his back here with mine.”
“Mom, thanks for believing in me. I’ll be safe with it.”
“Just know that your Dad and I are proud of you. Hopefully, all those mornings at the gun range with him will pay off in the next few days. Let’s finish this and get on the road.” Carson shakes off the moment and goes to help his sisters with the pantry.
Since I don’t want anyone helping themselves to our stuff, I wait until he’s on his way out before I go back in to bring another load out.
“All finished, girls?” Seeing heads nod, I continue. “Good. Run to the bathroom, and then get in the car. Got it?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Taking the seriousness of the situation to be obedient for a change, they both run off to do as I’ve asked.
The last tub makes it outside and I wait until the girls are back before going in to wake up a very tired little boy.
Trevor is asleep on his side with his thumb stuck in his mouth, clutching his blankie in the other hand. I collect his stuff and get a new Pull-Up out to change him while he’s still asleep, if that’s possible.
He must have been out because he simply rolls over and lets out a snore.
I suppress a giggle and have him changed in record time. Leaving him there while I do the walk through, I use the potty myself. I want to make sure we haven’t left anything on or forgotten any of the stuff we’re supposed to take.
As I lift the sleeping baby, I glance at the clock. We’d made it in twenty minutes from start to finish. I pull the door shut behind me and set the alarms.
Carson hits the garage door button as I buckle Trevor into his seat.
Sliding into my seat, I glance behind me to make sure we’re all in place and I haven’t forgotten anyone. The neighborhood is a little busier than normal, almost like it’s was five p.m. instead of three in the afternoon.
“I guess the word is out that the zombies are here,” Joy observes from the back seat.
“Seriously, Joy, everyone knows there has to be an outbreak somewhere and we’ve been watching the news. They didn’t say anything about a disease that could cause this. There has to be another explanation,” Carson patiently explains to his sister.
“Joy, your father might be able to shed some light on this when he meets us. If you want to call them zombies for your own piece of mind until he tells us otherwise, I’m fine with that. Just don’t be scaring everyone with stories you’ve read or seen on TV, okay?”
Shooting Carson a gleeful look, Joy agrees. “Yes, ma’am. Zombies,” she whispers in amazement.
“The kind they have on Scooby-Doo?” Nicole questions her older sister.
“Yeah. Where’s the mystery fighting gang when you need them?” Joy sighs in frustration as she goes back to looking out the window.
Fighting back a grin, I slide the kid’s music CD in and head for the highway into town, hoping we weren’t followed as we go against traffic.
Our safe house isn’t actually in the country as I’d led the children to believe, but on the other side of town.
   
Thirty minutes later, we pull up to a small dilapidated house. While it isn’t in a wonderful neighborhood, the house was cheap, and the back faces a wooded park.
Every six months or so, I come over and clean the house and make sure there aren’t any unwelcome furry friends who had managed to find us.
Cooper had bought the house for next to nothing and had updated the security so the outside looked as rundown as the other houses, but the inside was a safe place for our family to stay. Now it was only missing him to complete it.
There’s no garage but a carport on the side, meaning we would have to carry everything around the front to the door.
“All right, kids, everyone out. Grab your own bags and I’ll help Trevor. Once we get inside, nobody comes back out again. In case the house is being watched, we don’t want anyone to get hurt or lost.”
“Roger that, Mom.” Carson gives a mini salute as I put the SUV in park.
Once everyone is safely inside, I lock the door and with Carson’s help, unload the tubs and trunk into the small storage shed at the back of the property.
It’s almost five p.m., but there’s not a soul to be seen anywhere on the street. Evidently, people are taking the threat of zombies very seriously.
The door shuts behind us and I use all three dead bolts and the cross bar to make sure anyone trying to get in would have a real problem. There’s a special knob that Cooper could turn that releases the board, but if you don’t know it’s there, then you’d never find it.
The kids are huddled nervously on the couch. Even Trevor is just sitting still, watching everything.
“We’re safe for the moment. If you hear anything, I want you to come into the bedroom right away. Come on.”
The solemn little troop follows me into a room with four bunk beds.
Their faces light up, but turn back toward me to see if they’re actually going to sleep here.
“Yes, you girls can have the top bunks. Carson, you can have the other bottom bunk.” I lift Trevor into my arms. “And you, mister, are going to sleep with Mommy until Daddy gets here, okay?”
“Tay.” Trevor snuggles his head into the crook of my neck.
“If there are any problems, pull up this rug. Carson, or Joy, lift the door and scoot underneath the floor. You can’t make any noise or the bad guys will hear you so put the plug in Trevor’s mouth.”
They crowd around, looking into the hole at the bottom of the floor.
“Crawl to the edge of the house and follow the bushes out to the shed. Carson, you know what to do from there.”
Nicole looks ready to burst into tears. “Oh, sweetie. This is just in case something happens, but we won’t let anything happen to you.”
I pull my scared group into a one-armed hug. “Always remember, even when Mommy and Daddy aren’t around, we love you. Now, enough of this sad business. Let’s go see what’s in the refrigerator because I’m hungry, and I did promise a treat tonight, right?”
I stand and head back to the kitchen, hoping my little angels won’t have to grow up too fast.
   
We spent the rest of the evening unplugged from the world on the couch watching DVDs, waiting for word that it was safe to return to normal.
I had the kids sleep in their clothes, simply because things happened in the middle of the night in the movies.
When morning arrived and Cooper hadn’t, I put on a cheerful smile, knowing his chances of survival had been cut in half.
“Mom, when is Dad going to get here?” Nicole asks innocently around the breakfast I had thawed from the freezer.
“I’m sure he’ll be here as soon as possible. We’re going on an adventure later this afternoon,” I say, trying to stay positive.
There’s no way I can call him since it could compromise the position he might be in. I have to be patient, and I’m horrible at it.
Thankfully, I have four distractions to keep me busy and not focused on what the outside world looks like at the moment.
At noon on the dot, I round everyone up and we make sure there’s nothing to show that we’d been in the house.
The children are super excited because we’re going to use the underground tunnel to get to the shed.
Carson goes in first, then Nicole, followed by Trevor. As Joy is climbing in the hole, I go to un-barricade the front door, just in case we need to come back in a hurry.
The door closes over my head and the short crawl with only a light shining to show the way is very claustrophobic. I make it to the end and find all four children watching the entrance worriedly.
A huge grin lights Carson’s face as some of the responsibility rolls off his young shoulders.
“Now what, Mom?” Nicole asks, looking around at the tight quarters.
“This way.” Carson walks to the back wall and pushes a button.
All the boxes in one stack are moved, revealing a staircase down into a well-lit area.
“Cool.” Joy and Nicole say at the same time. “Jinx, you owe me a coke.” Giggling, they almost scream it. “Double Jinx.” Then they realize we’re just watching them in horror at the noise they’re making.
“Girls, that can never happen again. It could have gotten us killed. We can’t make noise. It should be all whispers unless I give you the all clear.”
Nicole bursts into tears and Trevor, sensing his sister’s distress, begins to whimper.
“Hey, now. It’s okay. Nothing happened this time, but we have to be more careful.” Kneeling in the dirt, I hug her tightly until Trevor, not to be outdone, squeezes his head up between us so that he’s sandwiched in the hug, making us both laugh.
“All right, everyone. We can keep going. Shh.” I hold my finger to my lips and they copy it. Carson takes the lead again, only this time, we walk for what seems like forever until we reach another staircase leading upward.
The door at the top opens up to a broken-down garage with a large, super cab truck waiting for us.
This might all seem like a lot of overkill for an event that might never really happen, but the stuff my husband has been working on for the past fifteen years or so is top secret. Only a few people have access to the information he has in his brain. Not to mention, the computer files he backs up religiously.
Carson and I had loaded most of the stuff into the truck this morning, but I double check to make sure it’s all tied down under the tarp in the bed of the truck.
We keep two gas cans full and ready in the back of the truck, just in case we have to drive a long time without stopping.
The truck starts perfectly, but I quickly realize we haven’t prepared as well as we thought when the first question is voiced.
“Where are we going?”
“Crud.” There are no CDs or electronics to take the kids’ minds off their current trip.
“Well, we’re going to your Aunt Jessica’s.” Then comes the next set of questions in rapid fire from their astonished little minds.
“We have an aunt? Where does she live?”
“Does she have children?”
“Why haven’t we heard of her before?” Carson asks cautiously.
“She’s my sister, and I didn’t know she was alive until a few years ago. My grandmother gave her up for adoption when she realized she couldn’t take care of two children by herself, much less three when my mom got pregnant again.” I meet their gazes in the rearview mirror.
“She’s younger than me and has two children. They live on a farm about two hours from here, and I think we should be safe there until Daddy catches up to us. He knows where we’ll be,” I answer their unspoken question.
Trevor’s already trying to keep his eyes open as we hit the outskirts of Charlotte, NC, but that’s where the traffic starts.
I’d avoided the highway, choosing the less traveled back roads, but it seems that the less panicked people are taking the same path. The road filled with cars continues to move steadily, but slowly until the true county roads give more options for travel.
Even though they’re trying to be really good, I still hear one question that I never want to hear again.
“When are we going to be there?”
Thankfully, the three in the back seat finally drifted off, and that’s probably the only reason I kept my sanity. Because what should have been a short two-hour drive, wound up taking close to four hours.
One pit stop at a country store, where we were able to empty our bladders and refill the tank with gas easily, thus proving the panic hadn’t hit the rural countryside yet.
The further out we drove, the fewer cars and people that were around us. I made sure to come to my sister’s farm from the back direction so no one in town knew we were there.
Since it was a small town, I’m sure people would find out eventually, but it would buy us some time.
   
With the first steps down from the truck, I try to remember how old I really am because I feel eighty. Regaining some movement in my legs as I gently wake the children, I’m almost back to my normal self, until I see my sister.
Then the tears I had been holding in for the past twenty-four hours manage to slip out and make their way down my cheeks.
Jessica runs down the steps and throws herself into my arms. It’s only been a month since we last saw each other, but it feels like years after what we’ve been through so far.
Pulling myself from her embrace, I say, “Kids, this is your Aunt Jessica. Roxanne and Drew are your cousins.” I gesture to the two redheaded kids standing on the back porch, unsure of what is going on.
“Jessica, may I present my children, Carson, Joy, Nicole, and Trevor.”
“It’s so nice to meet you for the first time. Why don’t we go into the house and see if I have some fresh cookies and milk for a snack,” Jessica says, knowing the way to a child’s trust is to give them a sweet.
Four heads nod politely.
“Roxanne, can you take Joy and Nicole with you to see if the cookies can come out of the oven?”
“Sure, Mom. Follow me, girls.” Seeing the approval on their mom’s face, they hurry inside, afraid the invitation will be withdrawn if they linger.
“Well, I guess that means we get to pour the milk and get the chairs ready. Wanna join me, guys?” Drew offers to Carson, unsure if Trevor should be included or not.
“Come on, big guy.” Carson picks Trevor up with ease and carries him up the porch steps to where their new cousin holds the door open.
With her arm still slung over my shoulder, Jessica turns toward me. “How ya holding up?”
“I’ll make it. What’s the news saying?”
“Other than a quick report yesterday afternoon, there hasn’t been anything. It’s like the whole city just vanished off the map.”
“Anything but. The lines to leave the city were worse this morning. Mostly because people stayed home last night, then realized the city wouldn’t be safe if this thing is real.”
“Is it though?” Jessica asks as we walk up the porch steps.
“Cooper never showed up, so I won’t know what he was talking about until he’s here to explain what he meant about actors posing as zombies. I hope it’s some big hoax and we’ll all talk about how crazy people got.”
“The country tends to ignore things that happen in the big city, and only when it starts to look serious do we batten down the hatches.” Jessica pokes her head into the kitchen as she walks past to make sure the children are all behaving.
“I’m so glad you let us come and stay for a few days. I had no way to keep the kids entertained cooped up in that house. We were all so worried, and cabin fever would have gotten to us way before any zombies could eat us.” I settle into an arm chair. Slipping my shoes off, I curl my feet underneath me.
“So, you’re pretty sure this is related to his job?” Jessica questions as she sits across from me.
“I don’t see how it couldn’t be. He’s always working on classified projects, and now that he’s the second in command, the chances go up a lot.” I always knew this was a possibility, but I try not to dwell on it.
“You’re more than welcome here until he catches up with you. Heck, I don’t care if you just move in with me, but the kids might have a few problems with it considering they just met. They’re just emotional because of the divorce. When things calm down and they see the world hasn’t ended, then they can make up for lost time with their cousins.”
Jessica smiles, knowing it’s not going to be that easy for her kids to bounce back. “Thanks for trying to make it seem better. They’re both old enough now. They understand when Dad shows up to visit with a girl who’s barely legal that he isn’t thinking about them anymore.”
“Remember what I said last time I was here, that not all men are like that. Who knows? Maybe this zombie thing will bring all the good guys from the city out here to visit the country girls and they’ll want to find a wife.” I wink suggestively at my sister, hoping to lighten the mood.
“Whatever, crazy lady. There are plenty of guys around, they’re just taken or have been married several times.”
“Exactly my point. If they were great guys, they would still be married so they’re not on the available list.”
For the first time in the past few days, I feel I can relax and be myself. There’s no one chasing us, and the zombies are just a figment of my imagination.
The screams, though, are real as they erupt from the kitchen when an oven mitt gets too close to the coils and catches fire.
Snack time is officially over as we send the children outside to see the barn kittens.
“Roxanne, Carson!” I call them both over as the others make straight for the barn. “We may be perfectly safe out here, but if you see anyone around, or if anything doesn’t seem right to you, bring everyone straight inside.”
“No problem, Aunt Trish. We can watch out for everyone.”
“I’ll make sure Trevor doesn’t leave my sight, Mom.”
“Thanks, kids. We’ll call you when dinner is almost ready so you can wash up and set the table.” Jessica shoos them out of the house.
“I hate the fact that Carson is having to take on so much responsibility lately. He’s trying to be the man of the house, but he’s still only a baby.” I take the chicken from Jessica to start rinsing it in the sink.
“Hey, we have to let them grow up, sis. It’s much better to allow them to have some responsibility now so when they’re adults, it won’t be such a shock to them. Maybe that’s why so many men aren’t great husbands or fathers; they just weren’t ready when the grown-up stuff hit them,” Jessica wisely advises as she pulls out a fry pan and other ingredients to place onto the counter.
“I guess. I just feel like I’m letting them down. I should be the one doing all this stuff, like the oven mitt. If I’d been in here instead of sitting and relaxing, that wouldn’t have happened.” Shaking my head at my ineptitude, I begin to dice the chicken.
“Now I know you’ve gone crazy. You’re not always going to be there. They have to learn how to handle problems and what to do in an emergency. We were both here in case they needed us, but they didn’t.” Jessica comes around the counter to stand beside me, shaking her finger in my face.
“Don’t let others tell you how to raise your kids. They got the chance to deal with a potentially dangerous situation and they had the fire out before we could even get in here. Don’t be so hard on yourself either. You kept it together during a very crazy situation.”
“You’re right. I just feel so lost without Cooper. He’s always there when we do the drills, and everyone did a great job. I just miss my partner, and when he didn’t show up like he was supposed to, well, I’m terrified that he won’t make it to join us.” The large knife in my hand continues to dice while my heart is far away from what I’m actually doing.
“We’re going to eat dinner, then put the kids in the living room to watch a movie while we sit on the porch with a glass of wine. I don’t know about you, but I don’t plan to face the zombie apocalypse sober.” Jessica tries to say it with a straight face, but we both burst out laughing.
“You’re right. Drunk zombie fighting hasn’t been done on TV yet. We can create a new show. I think it’s the perfect plan for the evening.” Just what I need to keep my mind off of Cooper and our future.
   
The children had crashed watching a movie after hours of fun with water balloons and a water hose, leaving us moms a few hours to relax before we crashed as well.
As the screen door slams, we shoot up from the chairs we’d fallen asleep in.
“Who’s there?” Jessica calls out, grabbing the riffle from over the mantle.
I move slowly behind her as she makes her way toward the door as the person on the other side tries the door knob.
“You open it while I cover them,” Jessica whispers to me, keeping the gun aimed chest high at the door.
I yank the door open and the person on the other side falls through to land on the floor.
“Don’t shoot!” I yell. “It’s Cooper.”
“Glad to see me, babe?” he asks as blood drips from a cut on his forehead.
“What happened?” I demand as I survey his bruised and battered body.
“It looks like you’ve been through a war,” Jessica says helpfully as she lowers the gun. “Why don’t we get you into the kitchen and I’ll get some coffee started.”
“I need a shower first. I’ve got to get the blood off of me,” Cooper whispers.
“Trish, take him into my room. I’ve got some of Billie’s clothes left he can use.”
We both help him up as he groans from the pain all over his body.
Twenty minutes later, the three of us gather in the kitchen so he can tell us what’s going on.
“You’ll never believe the things I’ve seen in the past twenty-four hours.”
If his body is any indication, things weren’t going to be safe for our family for quite a while. Now that he’s here and alive, I can face anything, even a zombie horde, with him by my side.





CHAPTER 4
EMMA
THE SUN IS JUST SETTING as I pull into the mountains, thankful that my drive is almost over. I tried to dial Nana’s number again, but got the same message, “All servers are busy. Please try again later.”
Knowing cell service is spotty in the mountains anyway, I don’t worry about it because I’ve been driving for hours now. I keep expecting Pierce to wake up, but the little guy is still asleep. Hopefully, that doesn’t mean a long night for the two of us.
The roads narrow as I pull off the highway to travel the last few miles into the country. I turn the lights on as the trees grow thicker, and the daylight fades into darkness.
Nana and Pop live a few miles from town, but only a short drive from the highway. I let out a relieved sigh as I spot the sign over the drive announcing their farm, The Home Place.
Even though I slow down as I go over the cattle guard, Pierce lets out a cry, announcing his consciousness. “Hang on, baby. We’re almost there.”
The tree-lined drive winds on until it suddenly opens up to their home with a small view of the lake that can only be seen in the daylight.
The porch light flips on as Pop comes out to investigate. The farm dogs surround the car so I roll down the window. “Hey, Pop. It’s Emma and baby Pierce,” I announce, because out here in the mountains, most landowners have a tendency to shoot first and ask questions later. It’s not terribly late in the evening, but spring tends to come late in the mountains so dark covers things around five in the evening.
“Nana, its Brad’s Emma. She’s done brought the baby.” Pop walks out between the dogs. “Girlie, it sure is good to see you. We got a message this afternoon from Brad, but didn’t know if you’d make it out before morning.”
I turn the car off and open the door, knowing that the dogs won’t hurt me as long as Pop is standing here in such a friendly manner.
“When he called me, I packed and got out of the city. I tried to call, but the phones haven’t been working since this afternoon.” I groan as the blood rushes to my legs after two hours of sitting still.
Pierce lets out another wail.
“Who’s pinching that sweet baby boy?” Nana walks past both of us and opens the van door to get Pierce. “You knew Nana was nearby, didn’t you?” She unbuckles and cradles him as she has many grandchildren before him.
“I’ve got him. Emma, you bring his bag in and then you can help Pop unload your stuff into the shed.” Nana doesn’t even look back to see if we follow her instructions.
Shrugging it off, I move to do as she said, because nobody leaves Nana hanging for long. I sling the diaper bag over my shoulder and collect my purse and phone from the front seat.
“Looks like you were prepared for trouble,” Pop comments, looking at the empty holsters strapped to my legs.
“I took them out and put them in my purse while I drove so I didn’t hurt myself. I’m still not used to carrying weapons around.”
“That might be changing if the rumors turn out to be true.”
“Now, Pop, you stop that. There’s no need to scare Emma or talk that way in front of the sweet baby.” Nana frowns until she turns back to face Pierce. “This boy needs a new diaper and some love from his Nana.” She takes the diaper bag from me and disappears down the hall, toward the spare bedroom.
“I’m never going to see my baby again, am I?” I grin over at Pop, who simply shakes his head and goes back outside to start unloading my vehicle.
The sorting doesn’t take long, and Pop carries the few things inside that we need immediately, but I don’t want to unload things into the shed because this might be a false alarm, and I can go back to the city after a long weekend.
“Why don’t you just drive into the barn? It will keep any unwelcomes out until you decide what you want to do about things,” Pop suggests kindly, seeing the tired lines on my face.
“That would be wonderful. I didn’t realize how relieved I would be to get here. Your farm just seems to exude safety. I also haven’t slept in over five weeks since Brad went back overseas.”
“A new baby will do that to you. Why don’t we get some supper in you, and then you can take you a little nap while we get reacquainted with the little man.” Pop finishes locking the barn up after I drive my van inside.
“It’s an offer I can’t refuse.” I smile wearily.
   
My eyes open to sunlight peeking through the window and I jerk upright.
Where is Pierce? Frantically looking around, I spot the crib in the corner and a contented baby looking over at me. Whew.
“You worried me, little man. I can’t believe I slept through the night and didn’t hear you. I must have been exhausted.”
The only answer I get is the contented thumb sucking of my beautiful new baby. Since he seems to be happy, I’m going to grab a quick shower.
I dig through the box of my clothes we had brought in last night, but stop when I hear voices out in the hallway.
“That poor child, doing everything by herself with a new baby just wore her out. We won’t wake her until we have to.”
Nana’s voice fades as she and someone else move down the hall.
Unable to resist a look, I crack the door open and catch the back of another woman walking toward the kitchen with Nana.
“They said you were sleeping.” An accusing voice startles me. I look down and see one of Brad’s nephews standing in the room across the way.
“I was asleep, but now I’m going to take a shower. Is that okay with you?” I ask the boy, crossing my arms over my chest. How old is he, four? Five?
“Don’t bother me none if you want to waste your time in the shower. Me, I’ve got more important things to do. You do what you’ve got to.” His little face seems so serious.
“Levi,” I call out as I remember his name.
“Yeah?” he responds with all the attitude inherited from his older brother, Owen.
“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking out loud.
“Hmph. Well, don’t go around saying my name if you don’t need nothing. Can’t have you crying wolf.” With that parting comment, Levi leaves me to shower.
Assuming that more of the family had arrived last night, I hurry through my shower, wishing I could take my time. I’d already rudely slept through the evening and needed to pull my weight with breakfast. I don’t want them to feel like I’m being a mooch.
I shouldn’t have worried, though, because by the time I get done and change Pierce, the table is set and all the adults are gathered around the kitchen, waiting for any last instructions from Nana.
“Let’s sit down before it gets cold,” Nana announces, and the rush for everyone to take their seats begins.
Two of Brad’s sisters are there with their husbands and children, but the rest of the family live nearby and would stay in their own homes unless things got really bad.
“Ah, there she is with the baby.” Nana doesn’t even ask if she can have him as she scoops Pierce from my arms and starts talking to him.
“Go ahead and say the blessing, Pop. I’m gonna hold onto this little bundle for a while.”
I can’t say I complained too much. I haven’t eaten a hot meal since Brad left. The adults pass the baby around the table through the meal so that no one person is missing out on their meal.
I’d seen some of this while Brad and I had been dating, but didn’t realize the amount of help it really provided to have a large family, and this isn’t even half of them. I might have to rethink living in the city after this experience.
   
After breakfast, the rest of the local family start arriving and making their way into the large family room that can hold at least thirty adults comfortably.
“If you’re a youngin’ under the age of thirteen, you need to make yourself scarce while the adults talk,” Pop commands as the family continues to gather.
“Aw, Pop. I’m big enough to help kill some zombies. I can shoot rabbits or a coon from just as far back as the adults,” Owen whines.
“Now, none of that, son. If things get bad we’ll need your gun skills, but for now, you can go play with your cousins and enjoy a day free from school.” Allen, Owen’s father, admonished him.
Within minutes, the children are playing outside, oblivious to the issues that are being discussed. I’d grabbed the diaper bag so that I wouldn’t have to leave the conversation.
“I’ll take him back from you now.” I stand in front of Nancy, Allen’s wife, extending my arms to take Pierce from her. “He needs to eat, and this is the perfect time.”
“Just give me the bottle and I’ll feed him,” Nancy pleads.
“I didn’t feed him all night and really need to do it the other way.” I motion at my boobs, hoping the other adults won’t overhear.
“Oh, yeah. I can’t do that, but when you’re done I’ll be glad to take him back.” Nancy places Pierce in my waiting arms. “We would love to have another one, but it just hasn’t happened yet. So, I’m going to steal yours so I can get my baby fix.”
“I think that can be arranged.” I smile at her as I walk to sit in the corner, behind the recliner, trying to block most of what I’m doing from view.
Pop calls the meeting to order. “I believe everyone is here that lives close enough, so let’s get started. What do we know?”
“Not much yet. The news here in Tennessee is reporting things as usual,” Allen informs the group.
“I believe our extended family are the only ones not at school today,” Nancy adds.
Kellie, Brad’s other sister, chimes in. “So are we just crazy?”
“Emma, what did you see out there yesterday?” Kathryn, Brad’s mom, turns the room’s attention on me.
I adjust the blanket to make sure I’m decent, and think about how to answer such a loaded question.
“My doctor’s appointment was yesterday and the nurse checked me in, telling me the doctor would be right there, but he never came. I waited about twenty minutes and things got almost eerily quiet.”
Everyone is still staring at me, and while I’ve gotten used to Brad’s big family, it still bothers me to be stared at, but I continue. “There was no one in the building. I grabbed baby Pierce and headed out to the parking lot, but didn’t see anyone at first. This guy came around the corner, walking kind of funny, and then I saw the blood on his clothes. I took off running to the van, got Pierce buckled in and got out of there. It wasn’t until I was on my way here and got gas that I saw he had followed me and smeared blood on the side of the van.”
“Did he attack you?” one of the men asks.
I’m still not sure who everyone in the extended family is, so I answer him as best I can.
“Once I got in the van I didn’t see anything, and he was moving too slow to really say that he attacked me. He did follow me, which really freaked me out when I saw it at the gas station.” I take a deep breath and squeeze Pierce a little closer to my chest.
“There wasn’t anyone around panicking or screaming. In fact, you would have thought it was the weekend because the complex I was in was completely empty. If it hadn’t been for the unlocked building, I would have thought I was imagining things.”
Pierce makes a protest at the way I’m holding him, so I try to fix him without being obvious.
“Honestly, I wouldn’t have worried or come out here if Brad hadn’t have called. Stranger things have happened in the city with shootings and stuff, so I didn’t think much about it,” I assure them. “Brad just didn’t want to take a chance with it being just me and the baby.”
“Sweetie, I appreciate that you’re trying to downplay this, but if Brad thought it was worth a call from overseas, then we can’t take this lightly,” Kathryn states.
“Grandma, I’ve been monitoring social media and the less monitored black sites. Everyone is scared. The only real events have been in large cities here in America: Salt Lake City, Utah, Springfield, Missouri, and Charlotte, North Carolina,” Andi explains while fiddling with a tablet.
“There’s nothing in those cities. Why would they have a zombie scare? Doesn’t make sense,” Pop grumbles loudly.
“Actually, Pop, these cities all have one thing in common that we know of; they’re all international flight cities or have major national flights going through them at any given time.” Andi turns her tablet to face the room. “Major cities, but not big enough to cause a national panic. The only cities that have gone on lockdown are these three. All the other cities are anxiously awaiting to see if there are any more outbreaks, or if there are any reports of “zombies” wandering the streets.”
“Well, if Brad called, then that means the government is preparing for it to hit America in full force. Could there be instances occurring overseas and the news stations just aren’t covering them?” I pipe in. “On the way here, there was a brief mention, and then the station went back to playing music. What if there’s a blackout on actual news so that people don’t run through the streets screaming and bring the “zombies,” or whatever after them?”
Now that I’ve spoken in front of everyone, it seems I can’t stop making comments.
“So you didn’t run into any problems on the way over here from Knoxville?” Pop questions Kellie and Clayton.
“The roads were clear, even though we left early this morning. People were getting ready for a regular day. There hadn’t been any school cancelations or closings.”
Dawson and Haley, Andi’s parents, walk into the room. “Great, it’s the ’rents. Yo, what’s up?” The simple head nod explains so much as to the reason Andi had come to Nana and Pop’s instead of heading home to her dad and stepmom’s house in Charlotte.
While everyone in the room waits their turn to get a hug from the newcomers, I finish nursing Pierce and place his tiny head on my shoulder to burp him.
The room slowly settles down again, and everyone waits for the newcomers to fill us in on what the world looks like.
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense. I haven’t got that many years left. What’s happening in Charlotte?” Nana prods her youngest son.
“The congestion is terrible. Worse than hurricane weather because everyone is leaving the city. Normally, the biggest die-hards stay with their homes and plan to weather it out, but I believe the entire city was trying to evacuate,” Dawson informs the group.
“But Dad, did you actually see anything that could even be considered a zombie?” Andi looks up long enough to glance at her dad, then returns to the tablet she’s working on.
“By the time I got out of downtown, the reports were saying it was a hoax, but then screams would erupt and people would run past with wounds dripping blood. So I’m going to say that it’s really happening.” Dawson’s face pales as he recounts what he had witnessed.
“Right. So I’m going to check off the box ‘didn’t see a zombie,’” Andi mumbles sarcastically.
Haley was obviously used to Andi’s comments. “The few times I saw someone who had been hurt last night, there weren’t any “zombies” following them. The box store I work at got really busy last night around seven, when most people got home from their jobs. Instead of the normal items we run out of like batteries, bread, and milk, the customers really cleared the store out. I haven’t seen it that sold out except on Christmas Eve, or from the Black Friday sales.
“We knew there would be lines out of the city last night, so we decided to get started in the daylight. At least we could see if the world was going to end,” Dawson jokes, but turns serious as he continues. “This morning, we woke up to helicopters circling the city. They were focused on the downtown area and the hospital districts. As we left, the military was already downtown doing sweeps. They were closing off roads and sending people back to their homes.
“I was scared that they would force us to go back, but they were more focused on keeping people out of the off-limit areas. When we went on an overpass and got to the top, you could see the line of cars leaving in all directions, but there was a long line of Humvees headed into the heart of the city.”
“We were barely able to make it out of the city, blah, blah, blah.” Andi snickers.
“Adrian! Be respectful,” Pop admonishes.
“The military presence tells us that Brad was on the correct track. This is coming into the cities and spreading. Unlike some of the movies you’ve seen, this illness isn’t turning people into “zombies” as soon as they’re infected. Even if they can contain the ones who have been infected, I don’t think we’ll have to worry immediately because it will take a while for people to really head to the mountains,” Mason, Brad’s dad, speaks for the first time.
“Mason’s right. We need to act like this is the end of all time and build up our mountain.” Pop’s head nod includes his six children that are present. “Dawson, Allen, and Clayton should go into Gatlinburg and bring back supplies that we can use to fortify the fences in the lower areas where people are bound to come.
“Girls, I need a few of you to go into town and grocery shop for things that will last a while like canned goods, boxed goods, and I want you to stop at the seed store and order the list of plants I’ll send with you. They can deliver them for us and the rest of us can get the fields ready for them.” Pops puts his family army together. “The rest of you are dismissed to watch over the kids and meal prep. Also, we’re going to need someone to organize the medical supplies and make a run to one of the bigger cities tomorrow.”
“I can reroute some of the larger trucks so that we can go hijack them.” Andi volunteers.
“No, ma’am. We are not going to start robbing people. The world hasn’t officially ended yet so let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Pop draws the line in the sand as to where the family’s moral line will be drawn, even if the world ends.
As the group disperses, I get up and follow Nana into the kitchen. “Is there a job that you want me to do?”
“Not at the moment, dear. Just make yourself at home and after lunch, the girls will go up the mountain to see Granny Earlene. She’s going to want a peek at her great-great grandbaby.” Nana moves around the kitchen with ease, getting items out of the freezer for lunch.
Nana seems to sense that I’m unsure of how to proceed, but continues to move on with her preparations, leaving it up to me if I want to talk about it.
I readjust Pierce in my arms and gently bounce him.
“I think I need your help…” I start, but I’m not sure of exactly what I need.
“Are you having trouble with being a new mommy and not really having a job or title?” Nana asks.
My amazement must show because she’s explained it without me even knowing what’s really wrong.
“Here, can you peel the carrots for me?” Nana asks, giving me an appraising look.
“Sure. Pierce can sit in the bouncy seat.” I sit it on the table right behind us as I pick up the peeler to tackle the carrots.
“What type of work were you doing before Pierce was born?” Nana shakes her head, frowning. “I can’t remember.”
“I did several different types of jobs during college, but I was going to school for data entry and IT. I got sent to many different companies and got to teach them how to update and improve their efficiency by using their computers.” I sigh as I pick up another carrot to peel.
“I really thought that when I had Pierce I would be content to stay at home, and I love my little man.” I turn to give his little foot a squeeze. “It’s just that I’m not really doing anything important except counting how many ounces he eats and how often he poops. You know?”
“Aw, sweetie. It’s a hard adjustment at first, but taking care of such a precious bundle is the most rewarding thing in the world. Yet, some of us aren’t meant to stay at home all day because, well, our minds would go to mush. Why don’t you go into the study and use the computer to put together a spreadsheet of what a family of over a hundred people will need to make it through a year?”
“Oh, no, ma’am. I’m peeling carrots, but when we’re done here in the kitchen, then I might sneak away and use some computer time.” I grin at Nana. “If only I had a reliable person to watch him while I was doing that?”
“Hmm, I think if you were to disappear and even take a nap, no one would even notice.” Nana winks at me. “Then, when the group gets back for lunch you’ll feel much better.”
“Honestly, I’m fine. If I had more children than just Pierce, I might be more tired. Last night was amazing and plenty of rest to last me until tonight.”
“There! That is the last of the carrots that we need peeled so run along, and I’ll take care of this little man while the soup cooks.” Nana starts speaking words that only a baby can understand, so since I’m not needed anymore, I almost run to the study.
I glance around furtively, hoping no one caught my escape. I close the door and boot up Nana’s computer.
Since we’re in the rural mountains, Wi-Fi and wireless are words rarely used here. You could always hook a satellite up, but when there are large trees in every direction, it’s not always the best option.
Nana and Pop have DSL internet, and it’s so slow. I boot up my email and while I wait for it to load, I open a spreadsheet. What on earth does a family of over a hundred people need to survive a few years? Food is a must. And clothes. Baby Pierce will outgrow all his clothes in the next year. What if he gets an ear infection and we need medicine? A list. That’s what I’m supposed to be doing.
Time passes quickly and two hours later, I stretch and realize that my email should have uploaded. There’s an email from Brad.
I excitedly open up my missive.

My darling Emma,
I hope that you and Pierce are both okay and that you made it to Nana and Pop’s. I hated that I had to scare you like that, but the situation is getting urgent. The illness over here has spread like wildfire. We don’t know what started it, but several infected people showed up about three weeks ago and we sent them to the infirmary. When they died, they reanimated and started biting the staff. Of course, we did what the army always does, we shoot people. So the first infected died, but what we weren’t expecting was the staff who had been bitten to start dying from their bites. We have managed to contain it here in the camp by burning the bodies. The countryside surrounding us has been greatly affected, so much so that we have pulled out of our camps and returned to the main base where there are bigger walls. We are on a shoot on-sight threat level. I expect us to be pulling out of here in the next few weeks if conditions don’t change. This is all classified and obviously, I would get in trouble for telling you this, but I know that you are with the Jackson clan and you need all the information you can get to stay alive.
Stay on the mountain with the family. Don’t go back into the city. So far, this sickness doesn’t spread unless you are bitten or scratched by one of these things. We’re not sure if it’s a head shot or a heart shot that stops them, but we have been shooting until they’re not moving any more.
My family has survived many different wars. Okay, it’s been a few years since the Jackson clan had to do anything like that, but they will make sure that you and Pierce are taken care of.
I love you, babe, and I hope we can see each other soon. Kiss my boy for me.
Brad

I sit and stare at the message Brad had managed to get out to me. So this is real. The only difference this time is that the Jackson clan might be going to war against the dead. A shiver runs down my spine. The world is ending. I should at least be able to have one good meal before I tell the family what Brad had to say. Feeling that I’m on the way to the executioners, I go out to join the family for lunch, forgetting the email that is still open on the computer.





CHAPTER 5
COOPER
JESSICA and Trish sit at the table in stunned silence as I explain my absence.
“When I called and told you to leave, I tried to do the same thing. Security was gone so I followed the protocol and wiped the system clean. The roads that had been so congested were almost empty, and there weren’t any people running around, so when I saw someone come around the corner I didn’t think anything of it. The person wasn’t moving very fast, but I was in too much of a hurry for it to register.
“Part of his face was hanging to the side and there was a hole where his stomach should be. He lunged toward me and I barely had time to pull my knife out. Trying to put a knife blade into someone’s temple isn’t as easy as the TV shows make it out to be.”
“Did you kill him?” Jessica asks.
“He was already dead. I just gave him some peace.” I grimace at the memory of his bloodstained hands reaching toward me and latching onto my backpack.
“It took three tries before he finally fell to the ground and stopped moving. I heard screams coming from the alley so I moved down the street in the opposite direction from home and the distant lines of traffic.”
I lift the warm cup of coffee to my mouth and try to still the shaking of my hands. Both my wife and her sister sit in silence, waiting for me to continue.
“The few blocks seemed to stretch into miles, and I finally slowed down enough to take a deep breath. The last office building on the edge of downtown was a private firm. I’d heard of them in passing, but as I came close I saw the front doors open and instinct made me duck behind the fountain as two men came out. It looked like the two that had been in my office, but I couldn’t be sure so I followed them a few blocks back into the city.”
“Why would you go back?” Trish reaches across the table to grab my hand. “It wasn’t safe.”
“I needed to find out where they were going next. They were obviously on some kind of mission and if we could stop them from accomplishing it, we needed to.” I smile at my wife’s concern. “I was thinking of my family, but at the same time, the needs of the many outweighed my desires.”
“The guys didn’t get far because the screams from that alley were because a group of…” I pause, trying to think of how to phrase it best. “Well, I’m just going to say “zombies” because they were dead humans in a group, mindlessly headed toward the two ninja like men.
“The two men didn’t even pause when they saw the zombies. In fact, they walked toward them and started trying to talk to them.” I just shook my head at their stupidity.
“They wanted to have a conversation with the zombies?” Jessica asks incredulously.
“Yeah, it was weird.”
“Could you hear what they were saying?” Trish leans in closer, forgetting that what I mean is that I was close to these killing machines.
“It wasn’t quiet, but with the noises the group of about ten people were making, it was hard to hear. ‘Hey, you don’t have to keep pretending. The timeframe we hired you for is over, but you have to go to the arranged place to get paid for your gig.’ The first ninja, I don’t if it was Steve or Gary, but he walked over toward the group and they jumped him. It didn’t take the other guy long to realize that these things were real and started shooting.”
“Why didn’t you take off running?” Jessica asks, hanging on everything I say.
“I thought that if I moved, the group would notice me and I didn’t want their attention turned in my direction. I just watched as he shot those closest to him and took off running downtown. What was left of the group of zombies just stood there, then they seemed to realize that the man on the ground was still alive so they finished him off.”
I take another sip of coffee to help brace myself for what I have to say next. “The man that they attacked, laid on the ground for a minute as he died. Within seconds, his body started twitching and he got off the ground.”
“They didn’t come after you when they finished with the guy?” Trish asks anxiously.
“Smell and noise seem to attract them the most. I was hidden behind the building and could see them through the glass lobby, so I wasn’t really in their range of motion. I was trying to decide if I should move back toward the edge of downtown when gunshots rang out and echoed through the streets. All the zombies’ heads shot up and listened for a minute, I guess getting their bearings. As the shots continued, they lumbered in that direction. I didn’t need to be given a chance twice and I ran until the last of the tall buildings were behind me.
“It took a long while to make it to the meeting place Martin had mentioned, but most of the area that had been deserted gave way to food chains with lines of cars outside and people moving frantically somewhere. Seeing live people was a relief from what I’d just come from, but I wanted to scream at them and warn them of what was coming.”
Trish gets up from her chair and comes around the table to slip her arms around me for comfort.
“I’m really okay, babe,” I assure her.
“You might be, but I’m not. You could have been killed, and those things are still out there. It sounds like they can spread this disease every time someone is attacked and dies. If this keeps happening, then the cities will be overrun very quickly.” Trish’s very observant comment gets me thinking, but I’m interrupted by Jessica.
“We need to hear the rest of the story before we start panicking. We’re several hours from the city, and the military will be called in before it takes over the entire place,” Jessica calmly suggests as Trish moves back to her chair.
“Continue, dear. I may not want to hear it, but I guess there’s no help for it.” Trish shrugs helplessly.
“The meet point with Martin was still further out of town, so I needed a car. With all of the confusion, I knew it wouldn’t be hard to steal one.” I ignore their shocked expressions. “The car lots were pretty empty. There wasn’t a large run on people getting new vehicles today,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood. “I took the oldest truck on the lot and drove to meet Martin.”
“How did you not get caught?” Jessica sputters. “I would have been such a nervous wreck that I’d have the police following me.”
“If you act like you should be driving it, a police car won’t look at you twice, but they were overwhelmed with calls yesterday so I wasn’t at the top of their list. I stopped a few blocks after I got the truck and traded the plates out with another truck that was similar, so if they did run it through the system, it wouldn’t ding as stolen.”
“Wow, you’ve thought this through,” Trish exclaims at my ingenuity.
“When things get sticky, you do what you have to, and this situation definitely qualifies. Also, since it’s an older truck, the car lot isn’t as likely to notice it’s missing for several days, and when things have calmed down and the police are on the alert, the plates won’t tell them anything.”
“So you think it’s going to get worse?” Jessica keeps glancing toward the kid’s rooms where all the children are still asleep.
“From what Martin and I discussed, these guys planned to cause a panic so they could steal our top-secret program. What they didn’t plan for was the real thing happening at the same time. The looks on their faces when that group of zombies headed toward them looked real to me. I think they paid actors to be zombies for the day and somehow they were infected with a real virus.”
“Is that even possible?” Trish asks, worry lacing her voice.
“Why would they just let the sick out of the hospital to walk around?” Jessica couldn’t understand how this could happen in such a modern world.
“The word that is being passed around on the government channels is that there was a virus from overseas that was deadly. The virus mutated and the dead started reviving into these undead people who attack any living thing around them. They’re certain that only a handful of people are the carriers, but when something happens to them, it’s triggering this virus so at the moment, most of the incidents are isolated.” I don’t want to give them more than they can process at the moment.
“The infected carriers are coming from only a small number of countries that have been put on lockdown. The only problem is that there is no way to know who might be a carrier and left those areas before the quarantines went into effect. Most of the hospitals and medical centers have no idea that this even exists, much less how to prepare for the fallout.”
“Did Martin have any suggestions for how to deal with this?” Trish bites her lip.
“What we’re the most worried about is what the people stealing our program could do with it, especially if our country is on the edge of collapse from a zombie panic. In just the time from when I called him until we met at the twenty-four-hour diner, there were two other cities that had outbreaks. The military is headed out to contain it and kill as many of the undead as possible, but once it hits the suburbs instead of the empty buildings of downtown, it’ll spread quickly.”
“Won’t they be able to kill them all before they infect more people?” Trish asks as she crossed over to the doorway and looks down the hall, checking for any movement from the children.
“If someone doesn’t know they have it and they die, it can start just about anywhere. There are several private labs that have been contracted to work on only this virus. I’ll be able to stay here a few days at the most, but someone is going to have to make the trip to our main headquarters in Nevada. Martin is checking with a few others that on the safe list to see what the next procedure is. He doesn’t know where I am, so he can’t give my location away since I have it all uploaded with the only version offline.”
“So, we prepare and work hard for the next two days and hope that you don’t have to go anywhere.” Trish tries to have an upbeat outlook on the situation.
“He can’t go anywhere. We haven’t gotten to see him yet,” Joy cries from the doorway.
“I’m not going anywhere, munchkin. At least, not today, but don’t wake your siblings up, okay?” I had barely spoken the words when Trevor comes toddling out of the bedroom and toward the kitchen.
“Guess I’ll finish the story later, but you both know the main points so no need to worry. We’ll face this and do whatever it takes to survive.” I hug Joy then pick Trevor up, tossing him in the air.
“I’m just glad that you made it safely here.” Trish comes over and takes Trevor from me.
“That reminds me, we’re going to need more supplies if this goes on for too long, and everyone else is going to start hoarding and we don’t want to run out of things,” Jessica says.
“I’ll get right on that as soon as I get some sleep and rest for a few hours.” I smile through the exhaustion that has suddenly hit my system.
“Joy, why don’t you show your dad where Aunt Jessica’s room is so he can get some rest? He can get some sleep while we make breakfast.”
Our children are going to face worse in the near future, and I know they could handle it, but Trish will try to keep the worst parts of our situation from them for as long as she can. I don’t blame her. If I wasn’t so exhausted, I would be worried about nightmares, but at this point, I don’t expect to dream about anything except drifting somewhere on a soft pillow.





CHAPTER 6
TRISH
WHILE I MAKE BREAKFAST, Jessica goes to feed the animals and make a few phone calls to close friends and neighbors.
I don’t want to act differently, but I know that the information Cooper had brought with him means scary times ahead.
Joy doesn’t mind telling the late sleepers about seeing Dad, and that makes Nicole jealous.
“All right! Enough! Carson, you and Nicole go and open the door. Peek in and come back to the kitchen.”
The eggs will burn if I stop to take them to the bedroom, but I’m envious as well. I would like nothing more than to curl up by myself with my hubby and block out the reality of the world.
While Cooper is really talented, he exudes this attitude that he’s got the world handled, and right now I find that really comforting.
The front door bangs as Drew and Roxanne proceed Jessica.
“Mom said to tell you she’ll be in shortly,” Drew informs me as he places a basket of fresh eggs onto the counter.
“I’m adding the cheese now, so she timed it just right.” I hadn’t noticed Roxanne until she dropped the empty milk bucket onto the ground.
“What on earth are you doing?” I question my niece, partly curious, but confused because she’s dumped the milk into a large tub over a separate burner.
“Pasteurizing the milk so it’s safe to drink,” Roxanne tosses back over her shoulder at me.
“We have a small one to do the process for our personal use, but we have a larger one in the barn to take care of the stuff we deliver locally,” Drew chimes in as he finishes putting the eggs into the extra refrigerator in the laundry room, off the back of the kitchen.
“I had no idea when Jessica said, “working farm” that she meant just that, a small farm.”
“Haha, I heard that, big sis. We don’t have a full farm, but there are some ways that we’re able to make money. We take the produce and extras out to the farmer’s market on the highway and it helps keep the lights on.” Jessica walks over to the big sink next to the pasteurizer and steps on the pedal for the water to come on.
“I’m afraid I didn’t pay much attention yesterday to the details, but I may need to take the tour after breakfast.” I turn the burner off and pull the eggs over to the side so I can check on the bacon.
“We have a few more chores that will need to be done, but I think your kids will love it the first few times we have them do it.” Jessica finishes washing her hands and arms, and dries them on the towel.
“Did your friends agree to a meeting?” I carry the hot food to the large kitchen table as the kids scramble around to take their seats.
“They did, but they want to meet this afternoon at the community center so that the kids can use the park across the street while we have the meeting.”
“Well, let’s eat and take a tour of the farm. How does that sound, kids?” I try to make it sound fun and upbeat.
“We did that yesterday, Mom,” Nicole mumbles.
“Today you’ll get to help your cousins with their chores and there won’t be any grumbling.”
A chorus of halfhearted, “Yes, ma’am’s” fill the room.
I’ll take it, even if they’re not completely thrilled about it.
   
Jessica’s farm stretches over ten acres, filled with several types of vegetables, and even a small fruit orchard.
“Not trying to be rude, sis, but this place is huge. I had no idea the scope of what you meant.” I look around at the neatly plowed fields and know that Cooper will never want to leave.
“I inherited it from my grandparents. Well, I should say my adopted grandparents.”
I stop Jessica. “They were your grandparents, and just because we’ve found each other doesn’t mean that they were any less part of your family growing up. So, don’t try to change the past. Let’s just go with what the future has for us.”
Jessica’s face brightens and I know it was the right thing to say.
“I think the thought of being a rich farmer is what appealed to Billie, but when he realized the amount of work that went with it, he really gave up trying.” Jessica keeps her voice low since the bigger kids are on the other golf cart in hearing range.
She stretches an arm out to encompass the surrounding view. “It might take a lot of work, but it’s what I’ve always known. We aren’t poor, but I don’t foresee any vacation home purchases in my future either.”
I giggle as Trevor becomes excited at the horse running along the fence separating the orchard from the rest of the field.
“Can we go pet the horse?” I ask, as holding Trevor has become more difficult.
“Absolutely.” She turns toward the gate that leads from the field to the orchard.
Drew and Carson have the gate open for us as we pull up, driving through easily.
“Have your kids ever been close to a horse before?” Jessica asks curiously, because the children all have varying reactions.
Trevor can’t wait to pet the horse, while Joy is shaking her head about getting off the cart, and Nicole is already next to the horse with a treat in her hand.
“I’ve never taken them horseback riding, but I think after they hang out for a bit, it won’t be such a big deal.”
Jessica parks and takes the squirming Trevor from my arms as I gingerly get out into the grass.
“Now I know where they get their city ways from.” Jessica laughingly calls back to me as I try to watch every step I take so that I don’t end up stepping in a pile of horse manure.
“You wouldn’t fare any better in the city with all the noise and traffic,” I mumble under my breath, cursing the idea of taking a tour through the farm.
My kids shouldn’t see their mother afraid of anything, so I trudge on until I’m standing next to the horse, only to have it try to rub its nose on my face in greeting.
The unexpected action sends me backing up and tripping over a rock so that I land on my hiney.
The sound of childish laughter rings out through the air at my expense.
“Seriously, if the horse had tried to kiss you, you’d have done the same thing.” I stick my tongue out at my kids, making no attempt to get up.
“Are you going to stay there all day?” Drew innocently asks, unsure of what to do with his citified Aunt.
“I’m very comfortable down here, thank you very much. I’m in no hurry to get up.” The little dignity I have left can’t handle another round of kissy with the horse.
Jessica gently places Trevor on the back of the horse.
“Old Betsy wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Drew pats the horse on his neck, letting it nuzzle next to his face.
The horse doesn’t even flinch in Drew’s direction as Trevor bounces excitedly on his back.
I push myself up, dusting anything I can from my pants. Ugh! I’m so not an outdoor girl.
“Can we head back to the house now?” I watch all the children’s heads swivel around like a bad horror film.
“Really, Mom?” Joy whines. “We just got out here.”
“They can stay out here and Trevor can go back to the house and watch cartoons. What do you say, buddy?” Jessica asks.
“Horsey!” Trevor squeals.
“We can come visit the horsey later. Your favorite show is on, Sesame Street.”
“Bird! Wanna see Bird.” Trevor holds out his arms to Jessica. “Bye horsy.”
“Watch out for each other and listen to your cousins. They know what’s safe so make sure you obey their rules,” I admonish my three children.
“Did you get enough baskets, Roxanne?” Jessica questions her as she walks to the golf cart with Trevor on her hip.
“Uh-huh. We’ll take them over to the berry patch.” Roxanne pulls on her cousin, Nicole’s, hand. “Let’s go.”
We watch as the new cousins race to see who will be the driver.
“At least they’re getting along with each other.” Jessica smiles as we pull away toward the house, going the long way so that I can see a few more things from the comfort of my seat.
   
With lunch over, I go to wake Cooper up so that he’ll have a few minutes to get ready before the meeting.
He’s lying on his stomach and lets out a loud snore as the door closes to keep the kids’ noise down.
The white of his skin is almost too much. He needs to get a little more sun and less desk time, but with four children it’s a hard task to stay in great shape or spend time outdoors. I can’t lay any blame on him because my body’s certainly not in shape any more either.
“Are you going to stand there and stare at me all day?” Cooper’s brown eyes sparkle with mischief. “I don’t see any children. Does that mean we can have some alone time?”
“Afraid not. We have a town meeting to go to in a few minutes.” I sigh in regret as I walk over to the edge of the bed. I’m not surprised when he moves over enough for me to lay down and snuggle up. Kid free moments are rare in our home.
“So Jessica explained to enough people that they’re ready to prepare?” Cooper asks as he props his head on his arm.
“They’re convinced enough to come. You get to do the rest, but they’re worried and hoping that you can explain what’s going out there.” I lean over to place a kiss on his lips, savoring the sensation.
The door bursts open and four little people are standing in the doorway.
“Yuck, they’re kissing again,” Joy groans and turns to leave, but with the two cousins right behind them, she can’t get away like she’d wanted to.
“It’s safe, kids. No more kissing,” Cooper says with a wink in my direction.
“Uh, is it okay with Jessica if I wear these clothes?” he asks, pulling on the white muscle shirt, unsure of the modesty level needed in front of his new niece and nephew.
“You can wear anything from this box. It’s the last of his stuff that he never came back for so feel free to rip it, or burn it. Just help yourself,” Jessica announces as she pushes through the crowd at the doorway and drops a box on the floor at Cooper’s feet.
“Won’t it make you feel uncomfortable?” Cooper obviously doesn’t want to be the cause of bad memories.
“Nope. Clothes should be worn and besides, they look so much better on you.” Jessica scans his slightly overweight frame.
“Thank you.” Cooper says gratefully. “I didn’t really have anything for farm living packed in my stuff.”
“Oh, that reminds me, babe. All the packed goods are out in the barn. We just left them there, except for our suitcases.” I haven’t moved from the bed yet because it’s so nice to just take a second to relax in the midst of our world’s potential collapse.
Jessica does a great job of removing the children out of the room as Cooper gets dressed in a checkered shirt. He continues to dig and finds a pair of boots at the bottom of the box.
“Will those fit?” I ask curiously.
“Only one way to find out.” He sits down to pull the boot on and wiggles his foot around.
“Hmm…it might be my style. Should I model it for you?” he asks cheekily.
“No, I’m good.” I laugh at the image he brings to mind.
“Good, because they’re a little big, but they’ll work until I can get mine out of the truck.” Cooper holds out a hand to lift me up from my very comfy position.
“I guess rest time is over. Darn it.” I sigh as I sit next to him on the edge of the bed.
“We can sneak out tonight and do it under the stars.” He tries to move his eyebrows in a seductive manner.
I just shake my head. “We don’t want to take advantage of Jessica, or make her feel uncomfortable.”
“Oh, she’ll never know we’re gone,” Cooper replies triumphantly.
“If you don’t hurry up, we’ll be late for this meeting and then she really will be pissed at us.” I walk to the door and know he’s following as I round the children up.
   
The meeting didn’t start off well because they didn’t trust anything that Cooper had to say.
“How do we know that you’re not just part of the conspiracy?” an older farmer accuses.
“They say they’ve got the military containing the problem and no one needs to be worried,” a younger man advises.
I stand off to the side with Jessica, not planning to speak up, but as the questions continue without really being answered, I can’t keep quiet any longer.
“Most of you know my sister, Jessica. I only found her a few months ago and our kids met for the first time yesterday. I know that they’re saying this isn’t a big deal, and this is the only city where this infectious disease has started spreading. I don’t know if it’s a conspiracy, but what I do know is that a normal woman turned dead came up to my van with my children in it and clawed at the windows.”
I sense I have their attention, so I continue. “My twelve-year-old son had to wash her blood off the side of my van. I don’t know why it’s not all over the countryside yet, but I do know that when the folks in the cities realize what is happening, they’ll try to make it to the rural areas just like when a hurricane is about to land on the coast.
“Would you rather sit here and do nothing if there really is an epidemic? Or do you want to be prepared and keep your families safe?”
Many heads nod in agreement, when Jessica steps up to emphasize the urgency.
“I wanted you to hear it from two people who escaped the city. We need to take precautions and make sure that we have everything we need to survive this. My family and their farm have been here since before the Civil War. That might be why my house needed so much remodeling.” This earns her a few smiles and acknowledgements of her right to be speaking.
“If we gather extra supplies and things we normally have to drive over an hour for, then if something happens we won’t be out of things like bandages and clean drinking water. Can we at least appoint a group of people to use the emergency action plan for the town?” Jessica implores the group seated in front of her.
“Well, it might be all right if we started a committee to look into the emergency plan and see if everything is in working order,” the Mayor suggests.
“Can’t hurt. Even if this isn’t the real thing, at least we’ll know the plan works,” a grandmother in the crowd acknowledges.
“All in favor of checking our town’s readiness for an emergency?” The Mayor asks as a motion for approval.
Many heads nod and call out in approval.
“Nays?” he asks, scanning the room.
A few look as if they might say something, but remain silent.
“Motion passed. We’ll meet in two days after church lets out to see where we stand on the action plan. Dismissed.”
Most of the people file out without stopping to talk to either one of us.
“Don’t worry, it’s normal for them to be suspicious of you. They have no history with you to know if you’re lying to them or not.” Jessica whispers to me.
“Nothing we can do now but get the farm ready and wait for them to figure it out.” Cooper hasn’t taken the distrust personally like I have.
The next two days are going to be torture as we wait for a phone call from Martin and the community.
Why do I have to have patience if the world is going to end?





CHAPTER 7
EMMA
I DIDN’T WANT to leave baby Pierce, but things would go so much faster if I go with the family to gather my parents and bring them to Jackson Mountain.
My parents live on the outskirts of Memphis, and since Nana and Pop want all of our family on the mountain, we’re going to get them before things get worse.
Normally, I’d just call them, but cell service isn’t working for some reason, and while they’d met some of Brad’s family at the wedding, they don’t really know them well enough to just leave everything because his family says the sky is falling.
The plan was to leave early in the morning and start along the main interstate to Memphis. Dawson, Haley, and Cole would be driving with me. I wasn’t sure where Cole fit into the family tree, but I wasn’t going to complain if they wanted to keep me company on the long eight plus hour drive.
We decided to take three trucks, and I’m going to ride with Haley. I don’t really know her very well, but Andi seems to have a real distaste for her.
“Hey, Emma, are you ready?” Haley yells from where she stands next to the big red double cab truck, dressed in booty shorts and a classic flannel shirt tied at her waist.
“Sure, just a sec,” I yell back. I need one last kiss from my baby.
“I’ll be back as quick as I can, baby. Don’t grow or do anything special while I’m gone.” I kiss his little head before handing him to Nana.
“Now, you run along. He’ll be fine. We protect our own on Jackson Mountain. You’ve got a long drive ahead of you and we don’t want you out on the road after dark, considering everything.” Nana rocks the bundle in her arms as she tries to console me. “It’ll only be two days and he won’t even have time to miss you, we’ll keep him so busy.”
With a sigh, I turn and head to the truck. I have to grab hold of the handles on the side to jump up into the seat.
Haley starts the truck with a loud bang as she shifts into gear, following the trucks in front of her.
My eyes don’t leave the bundle in Nana’s arms until the trees obstruct my view. I quickly wipe the tears away from my cheeks, glad that so far Haley is ignoring me to concentrate on keeping the tires in the ruts on the dirt road.
“I’ve never had a baby, but I imagine the first time you leave ’em, it’s the most difficult,” Haley says while keeping her eyes on the road.
“You’re right. If the world wasn’t falling apart, then I would have left him with Nana and only called a time or two.” I grin sheepishly. “Several times I’m sure, until Nana told me to stop, but this just feels more final.”
“If there’s anything I’ve learned trying to make my way into the Jackson clan is that they take care of their own.” Haley pulls out onto the main road, relaxing now that her tires are on the pavement.
“So, I’m curious. Your truck has lots of mud on it and I know that you and Dawson go mudding, so why are you driving so carefully?” I glance at Haley as she frowns.
“Nana doesn’t want my truck messing up the driveway. It was an issue for a while and I try to make sure that I don’t do anything to cause them to ban me.” Haley shrugs her thin shoulders.
I give her an appraising look. “So they don’t welcome everyone into their home?”
“Hell, no. Dawson and I have been together for almost ten years, and I still have to watch my Ps and Qs around the family homestead.”
“You don’t look old enough to have been with him for ten years. Were you, like, five?” I ask without thinking. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
“Oh, honey.” Haley laughs. “If that’s the only rude thing I’d had said about me while in this family, I wouldn’t be watching how I was driving. They must not have told you about me. I normally come with a warning label.”
“Nope, nothing. I don’t know anything except that you’re married to Dawson and that Andi is your stepdaughter.” I leave any of the insinuations that have been whispered about off my list.
“Well, the condensed version is that Andi’s mom, Carole, was an angel. When she left in the middle of the night, the family assumed that Dawson had something to do with it.” Haley waits to see if I’m going to interject anything before continuing.
“Dawson’s a guy, so I’m sure there was something, but nothing like his family blamed him for at least. Anyway, I was the babysitter down the street. It was my senior year and I had watched Andi since she was little. So, when Carole disappeared on him, they were devastated. Dawson had a job that sometimes required him to stay gone overnight and I would come over to watch Andi.
“It had been about six months of this arrangement, when I forgot my English paper on the printer at their house. I ran back over to get it and would have been gone, except I heard a noise and went to check things out. He was sitting there crying over her goodbye letter.
“When he saw me standing in the doorway, he tried to be all macho, wiping his eyes, but in the process, he dropped the letter. I bent down to hand it to him and our hands touched.” Haley’s face brightens at the memory.
“It didn’t take much before I was on the floor next to him and we were kissing. I missed class that day, but my paper got an A so there’s that. I was eighteen, by the way. I’d always looked up to Dawson, but he’d been married so I thought it was just a school girl crush until that first kiss morphed into something more.
“Nobody’s told you any of this? Not even what a “ho” I am, that I stole him away from such a devoted wife?” Haley can’t contain her disbelief.
“I just knew that you were quite a bit younger, but that happens in relationships sometimes.” I’m hoping to stay in neutral territory with my answer.
“We’re just your classic story of how the babysitter stole the husband and made the ‘perfect’ wife run away.” She lets out a snort to downplay the hurt still hiding inside.
“What did the letter say?” I question, wanting to hear the rest of the story.
“You know what? You’re the first person to ask me that. It said, ‘I can’t do this anymore. I won’t pretend that I love you or men anymore. I’m leaving with my girlfriend and we’re going to California where we can be together and people won’t look at us funny. Take care of my little Andi, she’s going to be amazing.’”
“Wow! So Carole was gay? It doesn’t sound like it was your fault at all. I’m going to be really nosy here, but why would the Jackson’s think her leaving was because of you?” It doesn’t make sense to me. She didn’t love Dawson any more. I can see why the family might point fingers at them, but really, it was their decision.
“Dawson didn’t want to tell them because a lot of people in the mountains aren’t very tolerant of a gay lifestyle. He took all the blame, even though he defended me the whole time. Andi didn’t know until I finished college. He still needed someone to stay with her while he was gone, but Andi and I started to butt heads the older she got and realized that my relationship with her dad was more than just being the babysitter.
“I moved in after college because it was too weird to live at home still, but Andi started to resent me more the older she got. I never tried to take the place of her mom, but I guess because I’d always been around it was easier to make the accusations than deal with the truth.”
“Does Andi know why her mom left?” I look out the window at the passing hills, processing all that I’ve been told.
“Yeah, she found out when her mom called five years later on her fourteenth birthday. Her mom didn’t apologize or invite her to visit them, but from then on, it was a constant fight.”
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea that this is why Andi is so upset. When did she move out?”
“When she was a high school junior. It’s not like we were really strict parents, because Dawson was still gone several nights a week and I understood because I hadn’t been out of school that long. I miss her, but it’s been nice to not have the fighting all of the time over the smallest things.” Haley doesn’t try to gain my sympathy or vote with her story, but I can’t understand why the family still has it out for her after all these years.
“Did you ever want kids of your own?” My mouth is going to get me in a lot of trouble if I don’t stop asking prying questions.
“We didn’t really feel the need for them. I mean, I’d been around Andi since she was a baby, and my mom let me babysit her at our house so that she could make sure the baby was really safe. When she graduated and went to college, I was just as proud of her as if I’d given birth to her. Dawson already had one kid, and with his schedule, it just didn’t seem fair to have another baby when he wouldn’t be around to raise it. So I get to travel with him now when I’m not working, and we make trips up to see Andi when we can or she’s talking to us that day.”
“I’m sorry. I truly didn’t know the situation. Once she gets a little older and falls in love herself, she may have a little more compassion toward you and her dad.” I shake my head at how dumb teenagers can be.
“It still hurts, but I’m used to it now and try not to take it personally. There’s not much point in trying to do anything because the family blames me. We just do holidays, but Jackson Mountain isn’t really a place either one of us feel comfortable most of the time.” Haley finishes her story and grows quiet for a few minutes.
Finally, I can’t take the silence any longer. “You should tell Kathryn. It’s not right to let the world end with this kind of secret between you and the family that could be welcoming you in with open arms.”
“What about your parents? What do they think of all this? If I’m prying, then just tell me to shut up.” I grin because my nosey ways have always gotten me into trouble many times before.
“Ha, that’s a laugh. Kathryn wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say, or Nana either. Andi is the child prodigy so they’ll protect her no matter what.” Haley slows as the outskirts of Nashville fill with commuter traffic.
“My parents live down the street from us and had already considered Andi an adopted daughter. Plus, they know the truth about why Andi’s mom left.” She concentrates on weaving the truck and trailer as things become congested as the freeways intersect.
“I hate driving in traffic. I love living in the city, but I try to avoid rush hour.”
“Another question. Why are we getting my parents and not yours?” I watch as we begin to go over the interchange and the freeway begins to thin back out again as we head away from the city.
“You know, the people who never leave when there’s a hurricane because they can just outlast it? Well, those are my parents. They would rather die than leave the home that they’ve lived in and worked to pay for. Ironically, they just made the last payment in January.”
“Of course they did, because that’s just typical of life.” I snort sarcastically.
The cars in front of us start to slow down, but there doesn’t seem to be a reason.
I lean over and switch on the radio, hoping for a traffic alert.
Our side of the freeway is still moving, but the other side is completely stopped. I don’t have to roll down the window to hear the screams coming from the other side of the divider.
“We need to find a way out of this traffic now. I don’t think that’s a normal wreck.” I pick up the walkie-talkie radio to alert the others when it crackles, startling me.
“Haley, Emma. I’m going to get on the shoulder and see how quickly we can get past this mess,” Dawson says urgently.
There’s no chance to brace for the sudden change as the truck accelerates. I grab the ‘oh, crap’ handle to avoid hitting the door.
The other side of the highway is filled with stopped cars and as we speed past, I can see the people running from their cars, while a few people chase them, albeit slowly.
An innocent person who hasn’t left his car is pulled out and several of the infected people stop to munch on him. I can’t see what happens to him, but I don’t think he survived.
Further on, as we race along the outer shoulder, we come up on the original scene that has caused the congestion.
An accident has happened and the EMTs have arrived, but it looks like the victims and the paramedics all became zombies.
“Well, now we know they can multiply. If someone doesn’t stop those things, then we’ll have a mob on the loose,” Haley comments as we clear the traffic jam and hit open road again.
“I think we might need to avoid major roads after this because if every accident causes people to turn into zombies, this could spread really fast.” I hold on as Haley’s speed doesn’t return to the normal limit.
“Hey, ladies. I think we should continue on as quickly as we can. I’ve got a feeling that the sooner we get to our destination, the better,” Cole chimes in over the radio.
“I’m good with that, as long as we don’t run into the cops,” I respond.
“At the moment, they’re going to be busy chasing zombie people.” Dawson’s laughter comes through the radio.
“This family is crazy,” I radio back.
The next few hours pass without traffic or problems as we pull over in a small town to eat and gas up. There’s no point in using our extra gas while stations are still manned and have something to sell us.
The large truck station has a place to park the trucks and trailers while we go in to eat lunch.
We barely finish eating our food when two people begin to talk loudly, drawing the attention of everyone in the building.
“Let me tell you, I’ve never seen anything like it before. One minute they were taking care of some lady that had been plowed in to, but when they put her on the stretcher, she was already dead. They covered her face with a blanket.”
“Dude, we were sitting there waiting for them to let us through and she sat up and took a bite out of the guy wheeling her cart.”
“You should have seen her get up off that cart and start trying to eat people.”
“Yeah, all of the ones wanting to help were just standing there. The police men didn’t want to hurt anyone, and you could tell that they were unsure about who to shoot.”
“They just stood there until they were attacked by the eaten people. They started shooting, but it was too late for them. They became the zombie people, but their guns didn’t seem to interest them anymore.”
“We were just sitting there and they started toward the lines of cars where we were parked. I got so scared, I put my foot on the gas and tore out toward the exit, U-turned, and headed toward home.”
“I’m so glad that we escaped and could come home.”
I just listen to the two young men explain more about the scene we had left behind.
“I think we should get out of here. If these guys caught up with us, then others that have been infected might not be far behind.”
“This is going to spread quickly over the next few days. I’m afraid that these incidents are going to happen more frequently.” Cole wipes his face with his napkin as he carries the food tray to the trash.
The look I give him must be one of surprise because he laughs at me. “Emma, even if the world ends, we still have to be polite and throw our trash away.”
“Nana would tan our hides if we didn’t put our stuff up. Not something I want to face, zombies or not.” Dawson grins and fist bumps Cole.
“Totally.” Cole agrees as he holds the door open for both of us ladies to pass through.
I thought that Brad’s manners were a breath of fresh air. Now I realize good manners had been passed down to them. It’s comforting to realize that Pierce is in good hands.
“Pierce. Crap,” I say sharply.
“What?” Haley asks as she walks around to her side of the truck.
“I haven’t thought about him for the past two hours. I’m a horrible mom.” I’m on the verge of panicking when she speaks reassuringly.
“Honey, it’s your first time away from him. You actually remembered what it’s like to be an adult. Plus, outrunning zombies can kind of take your mind off of things that you know are taken care of for the moment.” Haley’s wisdom surprises me.
As I take a few deep breaths, I realize that she’s right. The reason I’d thought about Pierce was to notice that he was in good company.
Just thinking about my baby has caused my boobs to noticeably respond.
“Ah, you might want to take care of that before the boys see it.” Haley motions to the wet spots on my shirt.
“Great.” I reach into the seat behind me and pull out my backpack with a few extras in it.
“Here, use this.”
I look up to see Haley holding an ace bandage in her hand and the first aid kit in the other.
“If you wrap this around your boobs over your bra, it will help until, well, your problem is taken care of. You don’t plan to keep nursing him, do you?” The look she gives makes it seem like an obvious answer.
“Honestly, I have no idea.” I reach to take them from her as I change my shirt and start wrapping my boobs in bandages.
“Does he use formula now?” Haley asks, pulling out behind Cole who’s taking the lead for this stretch.
“Yes. I haven’t been preforming up to his needs so I might have to give up being the perfect mom.”
“Hey, now. No mom is perfect, and just because he’s a formula baby doesn’t mean you’re a failure. You’re going to be a zombie killing, bad ass mom,” Haley adds, ending the subject as I think about what she’s said.
I may have really found a friend for the zombie apocalypse. Who knew?
   
There were two more stops on what’s supposed to be an eight-hour trip, which turns out to be closer to six hours with the way they’re speeding through towns regardless of speed limits.
We were able to bypass two larger cities and any problems on the freeways.
As we get close to the neighborhood where my parents live, Haley takes the lead again so that I can give the directions.
The streets in the housing areas are completely empty since it’s still the middle of the work day.
My parents, Gwen and Neil, are both still working, but plan to retire in the next few years so that they can enjoy their grandbaby more. I’m an only child, so I’m the only hope for a house full of grandchildren.
Haley parks in front of the neighbor’s house so that the truck and trailer will fit.
I suddenly can’t move. I’m terrified. What if my parents are already dead? Or worse, what if I have to put them down?
“Do you want us to go inside with you?” Haley touches my arm gently to bring me back to reality.
“Uh, no. If they’re not home, then you guys might as well come in, but it won’t take long to find out.” I brace myself as I get out of the truck and approach the house, only to have the front door fling open.
“Mom!” I cry as I run to the figure in the doorway.
As we embrace, I can’t help the tears that are running down my face. I’ll blame it on the hormones later if anyone mentions it, but for now, I’m soaking up the fact that she and my dad are alive as he joins the family hug.
“M-hmm.” Someone clears their throat behind us.
“Oh, excuse me. Cole, Dawson, Haley, these are my parents, Gwen and Neil Bates.” I can’t help the relieved feelings flowing through me.
Everyone exchanges handshakes, then my mom ushers us into the house and closes the blinds in the living room.
Crinkling my forehead in a frown, I ask, “Mom, what are you doing?”
“Blocking out movement. We don’t want those things to see us and decide we’re their lunch,” Gwen responds, as if hiding from “things” is completely natural.
“Why are you and Dad home from work? It’s only Friday.” I look around the room and find the back sliding door covered in plywood, and furniture blocked it in, keeping it in place. The table is stacked with food, as is the hallway leading to the bedrooms.
“We haven’t been able to reach you in two days and the news has been horrible. Cell phone calls are going through sometimes, but it’s becoming more of an issue. I suggested we take today off and we planned to come find you if we didn’t hear from you soon,” my dad explains.
“Gwen’s been watching the news coming out of the most infected towns, but information is scarce. The government is telling people that this is just a terrorist attempt to scare us. There isn’t a threat, but we decided to stay home. I hadn’t convinced your mom that we should leave yet.” Dad gestures around the house. “As you can see, she’s preparing for the worst and nothing I say has been able to convince her.”
“Ma’am, you’re right to be worried. This is a serious threat and is only going to get worse. That’s why we came to get you and move you to Jackson Mountain. We have lots of cabins, and it’ll be one of the safest places you can be.” Cole’s accent shows a little more of the mountain area than that of Dawson and Haley, who only visited occasionally.
“What makes your mountain safer than my home?” Mom grills Cole unapologetically.
Dawson, slightly closer to Gwen’s age then the other two, holds his hands out in front of him in a downward, calming motion. “Let’s discuss the pros and cons for just a minute. The mountain is about an hour from any smaller city with a Walmart. It’s over two hours to get to a metropolitan area. So the less amount of people means less of these zombie things that we have to deal with.”
His voice takes on a soothing, placating tone that seems to be calming my mom down.
“Most of the Jackson family has been in the military or worked on a police force. The entire family includes children who have been trained in gun safety and know how to hunt. Have you ever shot a gun?” Dawson asks gently.
“No, I’m not a criminal so I’ve never had the need to have a gun,” Mom sputters indignantly.
My dad just shakes his head at her innocent insults, as I sit here hoping that Dawson can talk some sense into her.
“Oh, I would never think that a sweet, God-fearing lady such as yourself would be a criminal. Where we live, there are lots of animals that call the mountain their home, so we have to know how to protect ourselves.”
I try to rub the instant wrinkles that are etching themselves into my forehead away as Dawson loses any chance of reasoning with my mother.
“No, you can’t kill animals. That’s horrible. How could you do that to those poor innocent things? It’s their home, and you’re the ones poaching on their territory.” The horrified look on Mom’s face speaks volumes.
“Exactly, ma’am. We like to live in harmony with nature and don’t want to force any animal out of their own homes. Only when necessary do we have to use force to protect our own, and that doesn’t happen very often. We grow our own food and have a real sense of community. Have you ever been to a quilting bee?” Dawson redirects Mom to think about something other than killing.
The whole room watches in fascination as he craftily leads her to the conclusion that he wants her to come to—she needs to leave with us.
“I haven’t,” Mom responds cautiously.
“The women on the mountain get together and make most of the quilts our family uses. They have a way to make their own butter and candles that we also use every day. I think you would love my mom, who everyone calls Nana, and my sister-in-law, Kathryn, and don’t even get me started on Granny Earlene. She’s a hoot at ninety years old.” Dawson could ask for anything at this point because my mom is eating out of his hand.
“Neil, what if we went and visited Dawson and his family while all of this stuff is going on here in the city? I think we would be safer there, don’t you?” She turns to my dad excitedly.
“Yes, I do believe this would be a wonderful idea, and you could see baby Pierce as well.” Dad pastes a smile on his face.
“Dawson, you should take the supplies that we’ve gathered because we don’t want to feel like a burden.” Mom motions to all the dry goods and cans stacked everywhere. I’m going to go pack a few things. Why don’t you help oversee things, Emma, while I get ready?” She turns toward me with excitement.
“Sure thing, Mom,” I yell at her retreating figure.
“Dad, what happened to her? I just saw her a few weeks ago.” I can’t hide my astonishment at the deterioration of her condition.
“The doctor says that by traveling and staying out of her comfort zone, even though it’s for her grandbaby, causes her to revert back to old habits of paranoia and anxiety,” he patiently explains.
“She’d been doing so great. I can’t believe it was just the trip because she was good during the time she was at our house.” I realize that the other three people listening have no idea what I’m referring to.
“My mom has always been on the borderline of sane, but before I was born, she lost a baby due to a car accident when they were on the way back from a wedding in Kansas. She lost it when they told her and mourned for weeks, just sitting in a chair and rocking back and forth. After six months, she recovered enough to go through the daily motions and when she got pregnant with me, it was a complete turnaround.” I’d always accepted her quirks, but didn’t realize until I was older that it was the lingering effects of her craziness.
“When I brought her home this time, she seemed to have moments where she reverted back to twenty-five years ago. I think it was the long drive and leaving her grandbaby behind. It’s brought on a case of paranoia and distrust. The doctor thinks she’ll adjust faster this time because she isn’t really mourning a lost child.”
“Could moving her again cause it to get worse?” Haley asks, doubtful about the outcome.
“I think just the opposite. If she sees Pierce and can see him frequently, then it will mean he’s alive, and it might bring her back quicker than we had thought possible since we live so far away from Emma.”
“All right, Dad. You’re the one who has to put up with her whichever place you live in so it’s up to you.” I can only hope it will bring my mom back to a semi-normal existence.
“The fact that you and the cavalry showed up to take us with you says that this isn’t just a little epidemic. It’s serious, and the only way to keep her alive with those infected people running around is to take her to safety.” Dad’s body droops as he runs out of steam from dealing with my mom.
“Dawson and Cole, why don’t the two of you go and get all the supplies that we were planning to take back with us, and Haley can help me load all their stuff. It looks like they have enough here to fill the truck and most of the trailer.” I take over being in charge because I’m anxious to get back to Pierce now.
“Dad, why don’t you and Mom pack up your personal stuff, then take a quick nap,” I suggest, hoping to erase the lines on his face.
He gets up and looks at the three of us ready to move into action. “That sounds like a good idea. I would love for everyone to spend the night, but I think we need to get back to your home as fast as possible.” He moves slowly, as if it’s been six years since I’d last seen him instead of six weeks.
“We can take turns driving, Mr. Bates. We have extra drivers and I do this for a living, so there shouldn’t be any problems.” Dawson speaks softly as my dad enters the hallway.
“Oh, Emma, sweetie. Your mom has been putting supplies out in the shed. I don’t know if you’ll need or want any of them, but you might want to take a look. Come get us when you’re ready to leave.” He wearily makes his way to their bedroom.
“So I guess the first thing is to find out what kind of stuff she has in the shed, and I’m going to bet there’s even some stuff in the garage. We have to go through there to the back yard since she has the back doors blocked anyway.” I walk toward the door, but stop in the doorway as the light floods the garage.
Boxes line the room, all neatly labeled with things like first aid supplies, seeds, lighters, matches, and of all things, a box of diapers. Haley crowds in behind me as I move into the room in almost a trancelike state.
“I think she might have been planning for a safe sex orgy when the world ends.” Dawson laughs as he points to the packing box labeled ‘condoms.’
“Right. She’s never had sex with anyone but my dad. I don’t think the end of the world will change that for her. But seriously, what’s was my mom thinking?” I didn’t realize I had spoken out loud and I’m startled when Cole answers.
“I think someone whispered in her ear that something bad was about to happen.” Cole walks over to the garage door and tests it to see if it will roll up.
“Any chance one of you boys can back the trailer up into the driveway for us?” Haley holds out the keys to her rig.
“I’ll grab Dad’s keys and move his car out of the way.” I go back into the house for the key dish on the front table. It’s good to see that some things haven’t changed with Mom’s sickness.
Returning, I can’t help but voice my thoughts. “What will the neighbors think of us moving all this stuff out?”
“I think the real question is where were they when she moved it all in?” Cole laughs as he takes the keys from my hand and starts toward the car blocking the driveway.
Dawson gives him a high-five as Haley and I stare after them.
“How is Cole related again?” I ask.
“I think he’s the bastard child of Mason’s sister, Ginny. She never married, and that was a no-no. So she left the mountain, but when Cole got too much to handle as a pre-teen, she sent him to Mason and Pop to straighten him out.” Haley explains. “He’s never had the problem with me that some of the others have had. Probably because he and Dawson are close to the same age and were more like brothers than cousins. When he left for the military, away from the Jackson clan, he seemed to come home with a broader view than those that have always lived on the mountain.” Haley assesses the boxes as she speaks.
“Here’s what we need, a dolly to move this stuff with.” Haley gives a wink. “Not that I mind the guys having to take their shirts off and use their muscles, but this way, even you and I can work. Plus, I don’t take my shirt off no matter how hot it gets.”
“That’s no fair, Haley. You’re just trying to tease us. Now, we boys will just wait right here while you two do the work.” Cole leans by the opening of the trailer.
“Uh-uh, man. I’m not getting caught in that trap. Move your butt and let’s get this loaded. I don’t really want to be out driving after dark since we saw some of the roads are going to be completely blocked on our way back.” Dawson slaps the back of Cole’s head as he passes by and starts moving things to the trailer.
“Sure, whatever. Take all the fun out of the zombie apocalypse.” Cole places a board on the ground to allow the dolly to roll onto the truck.
“How long do you think it will take both of you to get the rest of the supplies we need?” Haley starts carrying the lighter boxes to Cole for him to load and pack.
“Um, about two hours. Right, Dawson?” Cole restacks the boxes from the dolly with the heaviest on the bottom.
“Yeah, that should just about cover it. Do you want to get started? Then whatever the girls don’t have loaded, we can finish helping load.”
“Sounds good to me.” Cole finishes the stack in front of him.
“Why don’t you guys circle through the alley and leave the other trailer there. I can almost guarantee that my mom has the shed out back just as full as this is and that way, we can get it emptied as well.” I carry two more boxes into the trailer where Cole places them on the top of the pile.
“Come hop in the truck and I’ll drive you around,” Dawson offers.
“Haley, will you unlock the door back there so I can get in without having to go all the way down the street?” I call over my shoulder.
The guys make short work of unhooking the trailer and getting it set up while I open the gate and venture into the back yard.
The trail from the gate to the shed is clearly marked from all the recent usage.
There’s a lock on the shed door, but it’s partially latched to look locked. My mother could never remember where she had put the keys so we always made it look secure. At least it would deter the quick passerby.
The shed has the normal hygiene items that might not be available like shampoo, toothpaste, cotton balls, and liquid dish soap.
“Whew!” Dawson whistles as he glances in the shed door. “At least we’ll be clean if the world continues to go to pot.”
“Actually, Mom has been couponing for a long time and has a group that she goes shopping with, but she never keeps her stash. She normally donates most of it.” I defend what looks like simple craziness gone wrong.
“Not picking on her, sweetie. She’ll make sure that Cole over here doesn’t smell, even when he’s out in the woods hunting.” Dawson chuckles and ducks the expected slap from Cole.
“Oh, if this all goes wrong. I know of about ten houses that have stockpiles like this.” I offer, then realize that I’m talking like I could just go over and load their stuff up.
“We don’t kill people that aren’t shooting at us first. Don’t worry, we won’t put your mom’s church group on a hit list.” Cole tries to reassure me as the situation sinks into my brain.
“Really, we’re going to have to change that rule a little bit to anything that tries to kill me. Because these zombie things don’t have guns, but they’ll still kill us without a thought,” Dawson argues.
“Way to make me feel better, boys,” I retort sarcastically. “You’d better get going or we won’t make it back before dark.”
“Seriously, though, Haley has the guns in the pickup’s cab. Make sure that you both shoot first and ask questions later. Okay?” Cole slings an arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head, while Dawson does the same from the other side.
“Boys, she’s not used to a Jackson sandwich. Shoo!” Haley’s protective words make me laugh.
“They’re good. It made me think of how Brad would be hanging out with these two goofballs.” I wave off her concern.
“I think we’ve been dismissed.” Cole exchanges a look with Dawson above my head. They both release me and run to Haley for a sandwich.
“We didn’t want you to feel left out, honey,” Dawson drawls and moves in front of Haley to kiss her properly.
“Let’s go,” Cole tosses back as he races out of the fence and to his truck that still has a trailer.
Dawson isn’t far behind them.
I turn to Haley as their doors slam shut. “Do you know what they’re supposed to pick up?”
“Top secret. Known only to a select few of the Jackson clan,” Haley informs me.
“Oh, well. We have enough stuff to do here without borrowing trouble from them.” I go to follow her back into the garage to start loading stuff up.
“We should get this loaded, then eat something before we start on the shed out back.”
“Absolutely. I’m in total agreement with that statement, but it’s going to take us longer without the boys to help,” Haley agrees enthusiastically.
“It’s so funny that you still call them boys when they’re both over thirty.”
“If the shoe fits,” she responds with a grin.
   
Two hours later, we have the garage empty, the shed boxed up and loaded. Before we start on the house, Dad comes out to find us.
“Did you two want to eat something and take a break? You’ve been working nonstop for hours now,” he says as he approaches the almost empty shed.
“Wow. I had no idea this thing had back walls.” He reaches over to give me a hug. “Looks great, honey. Your mom has omelets and bacon fried up.”
“Sounds good. I’m curious about the breakfast menu, though,” Haley says politely.
“There’s a good reason. We needed to clean out the refrigerator just in case we’re not able to come back, and there’s no point in wasting food,” Dad explains.
“Touché, Mr. Bates. I don’t know why I’m even asking questions. It’s a meal that I didn’t have to cook. Lead the way.” Haley hooks her arm through my dad’s and lets him escort her into the house.
I’m happy to see some of the weariness leave my dad’s face, and I can only hope it will continue to evaporate once we get back to Jackson Mountain.
A frantic knock at the door interrupts us as we settle in around the counter since the table has been used as a defensive item against the sliding doors.
Dad opens the door to Dawson, with Cole right behind him.
“Turn on the TV,” Cole demands. I hurry to comply as we crowd around it.
“Breaking news. The military is headed for the city of Memphis due to an overwhelming crisis that arose this afternoon at the hospital. They haven’t given us the details yet, but we do know that the local police are not allowing anyone to be brought here. All emergencies are being rerouted. They are recommending that everyone head home early and stay inside this evening.” The reporter pauses to listen to a question being directed at him.
“We still don’t know at this time if the military is going to declare Martial Law, but considering the rumors we’ve been hearing from other cities where this infection has spread, it’s a good possibility.
“The recommendation is that everyone please approach anyone who is showing signs of sickness with caution. This infection is transferred in the same manner that the AIDS virus back in the ’80 s was. This virus can be transferred through blood, bodily fluids being exchanged, or in this case, a bite from a carrier.”
“Did he say bite?” Haley looks incredulous.
“I can’t believe they would say it on the news. They’re admitting how it gets passed around.”
“Shh!” Mom motions all of our attention back to the screen as a helicopter view is shown of the rapidly approaching tanks.
“We need to leave now. Haley’s trailer is full and so is the one out back. We only have to carry out the food from in here and we’re set.” I put things in motion, not wanting a repeat of the incidents that we’d had on the way here.
“Mom, can you put the food in three separate containers so that we can eat on the road?” I pray that she’ll follow through, but I can’t worry about it now.
The sense of urgency won’t leave my gut.
“Dawson, do you want to drive around and get the trailer connected while we fill the back of Haley’s truck? We should be done about the same time.”
I’m asking, but I don’t even realize that I’ve turned on my commanding tone.
“That’s the reason Brad married her,” Dawson jokes. “He likes to be bossed around.” The rest of their conversation is lost as they do what they’re told.
“I’m a little jealous,” Haley says. “I can’t ever get them to do the slightest thing and they jump at the chance to do what you tell them.”
“Yeah, right. They know what needs done, and if we’re going to survive, we have to work together.” I grin and start piling stuff in stacks for the dolly to haul out to the truck.
“Here you go, dear. I’ve put the meals in three different bags with utensils.” Mom holds out the bags to Haley, who looks confused.
“Mom, why don’t you go use the restroom before we go?” I lead her down the hallway, planning to make good use of the room when she’s done.
Everyone else has finished and is watching the replay of the newscast when we come out.
“Ready?” Cole questions the three of us.
“Yes. I’ve turned off everything and taken out the last bag of trash.” Dad holds up two duffle bags filled with their important information and personal items.
“We parked your car in the garage, and the shed, along with the back fence are both closed,” Dawson assures him.
“Why are you carrying luggage, Neil?” Mom asks, mystified.
“He’s helping the guys get ready to leave. Why don’t you come out and we can tell them goodbye?” Dad suggests with an arm around her shoulders, as the two guys take the bags from him and hurry outside.
“I’ll lock it up,” I call as I close up the second house that means something to me in less than two days.
I stand on the porch and watch as my father tenderly helps my mom step up into the truck and get settled.
Cole approaches me. “Do you think that you can ride with me for a while? I’m not used to driving as long as Dawson and Haley are.” He gives me a pleading look, with his lip stuck out.
“I’ll go tell Haley.” I start toward the truck, but he stops me. Ducking his head sheepishly, he says, “I already told her.”
I simply ignore him and start for his truck that is running at the curb.
“Do you know how to get there on the back roads?” I know that most men think they know it all, but half the time they really should have stopped for directions.
Cole gives me a condescending smirk. “Sweetie, I could make it to the mountain on foot. It might take about a week, but that place has a homing beacon and once it’s in your blood, you always know the way home.”
I feel my eyes tear up as I think of Brad and really hope that he can find his way back to us on the mountain really soon.
The trip to the less traveled highway only takes about thirty minutes, but we can see several areas where entire sections of streets have police barriers keeping anyone from entering.
Once on the highway, Cole becomes a chatty Cathy and starts to regale me with tales from his, Dawson’s, and Brad’s childhood growing up on Jackson Mountain.
“So why didn’t I see you around when Brad and I were dating, if you were the three amigos?” Since I have him all to myself, I can ask him questions about the family.
“I couldn’t get back from a time-sensitive mission overseas. They had me hopping from one thing to another before I got out. I think they wanted to make sure they got their money’s worth before I went to work in the private sector.”
While it appears that Cole isn’t paying attention to the road in front of him, I know from watching Brad drive that he could give you a description of everything important we’re driving past.
“So what do you do now that the military has finally allowed you to terrorize the civilian population?” I have no doubt that Cole is a playboy who has women falling at his feet constantly.
“If I told you, then I’d have to kill you,” he teases me. “Nah, I do security work for a couple of warehouses in Nashville. I’ve been called in to work a concert on occasion, but mostly it’s keeping people from wandering onto their property.”
“That must be quite a change of pace. Do you miss the military?”
“Nope. I don’t like someone telling me what to do. I know, wrong career for that, but this way, I’m my own boss and choose which security project I want that week. We’ve had to chase kids out that were trying to use the empty space for raves or parties,” Cole explains, seeming glad to talk to about anything.
“Worried about what Brad will do once he retires from the army?”
“I would be lying if I wasn’t concerned, but I know he’ll find something that fits who he is and hopefully, it’ll keep him happy. I know after years of action, the downtime will seem like its own version of prison.”
“Emma, you don’t have to worry. He’ll find something that makes him want to get up in the mornings. You and baby Pierce will be a huge part of that.”
Dusk has changed to dark as we continue along the less traveled highways.
We’re just leaving the Chattanooga area when someone runs into the road in front of us, causing us to swerve onto the shoulder.
The truck doesn’t even slow down as I look on in horror. The person gets up and starts to crawl after us.
“I almost told you to stop, but then I realized it must be an infected person.” I give a shudder.
We continue on, but about ten minutes later, Cole starts to have trouble holding the wheel straight.
He slows down and pulls over to the widest spot on the shoulder of the road and picks up the radio. “Jackson Team, we have a problem. Standby for info.”
“I’m going to see what’s wrong. Get your gun out and cover me.”
Within seconds he’s back, just as I strap my holsters onto my legs.
“We have a flat tire on the trailer.” He speaks into the radio, updating them and me at the same time.
“Hayley, continue on since you have extra cargo. Dawson, I’m going to need help changing this out. Emma can stand guard while we get it taken care of.” Cole gives me an encouraging look.
“I’m not sure about that. What if I freeze because it looks like a person?” My voice shakes with just the thought of it.
“Emma, this is where the rubber meets the road. You’ll do just fine, but I can always let you change the tire while Dawson and I stand watch.” Cole smirks at me again.
“Stop laughing at me.” I square my shoulders and scoot over toward the door he’s holding open for me. “I’ve got this. Besides, you’ll never let me live it down and I can’t handle the years of stories.”
The headlights of an approaching vehicle can be seen and we both watch as first, Dawson, then Haley drive past us and make a U-turn, pulling up in front of our vehicle.
“Haley, I told you to keep going,” Cole admonished her.
“Tough! I’m here now. Get over it.” Haley sticks out her tongue.
“Really, Haley. I don’t want two more people to protect. I know you’re good, but they won’t be. I need you to keep going and get home so Nana and Pop know that we’re coming.” Cole motions her back to the truck.
“He’s right, babe. The less people out here, the better. Worst case, we can run to my truck and take off and come back in the daylight for this truck,” Dawson says, trying to reason with her.
“Then let’s all get in the two trucks and keep going.” Haley won’t be moved.
“Look, just stay in the truck with it running and we can use the lights to see what we’re doing. If something happens, you can take off and we’ll be right behind you.” Dawson relents.
I feel funny holding my gun, ready to shoot anything that moves as the two men start jacking up the trailer to change the tire.
Getting the tires switched out, we’re tightening the lug nuts when I hear something on the other side of the truck.
I peer around the hood. “Uh, Cole? Dawson? You might want to grab your guns.”
I hold my gun up as movement along the fence rustles the trees and struggles to get free of the barbed wire.
When a deer appears, I lower my gun and take a deep breath, only to swing the gun up and fire a shot as a person moves to attack the deer.
“Nice shot,” Dawson says from behind me as the deer escapes the zombie.
I had instinctively swung around with the gun held out in my hand. He catches it before I point it in his direction.
“Down, tiger. You got him. Cole’s almost finished, so I’ll help keep a look out.” Dawson has his gun out as well, but he looks more relaxed than I do with a gun.
“I’m finished over here, and I’ve put the stuff up so we can get on our way now.” Cole comes around the front of the truck to admire my handiwork.
The trees start rustling again, and all three of us race for the trucks, knowing that we don’t want to deal with any other things that might appear out of the darkness.
A few shadows come toward the truck as it pulls out.
“You just missed three of them. They must have come to the sound of the gunshot,” Haley informs us on the radio.
“Let’s just get home. We’ve only got a little over an hour left,” Dawson responds.
“Fine by us.” I agree. Arriving at Jackson Mountain can’t happen soon enough for me.





CHAPTER 8
TRISH
DECIDING this might be the last day we get to have as a family, I suggest a picnic for dinner.
“Oh, that sounds wonderful. We won’t have to cook, and the kids will be able to play outside,” Jessica responds enthusiastically.
“I would like to work on your fences and make sure that you don’t have any openings. I’m not sure these things are smart enough to crawl through, but at this point, it will prevent them from just walking up to your house.” Cooper makes it sound like he works on fences and a farm every day.
“Honey, I’m sure that Jessica knows more about her place than you might anticipate.” I don’t want him to insult her.
“No, Trish, I completely understand. He’s trying to make sure that we’re safe. Let me call Linc and see if he can come over to help you and the two boys with that this afternoon.” Jessica easily rounds up her children into the truck as we leave to go back to her house.
“We can start closing the main gate when we leave or get home. The cattle guard keeps out the animals, but I don’t think it would stop the zombies,” Drew suggests, overhearing our conversation.
“Good idea, honey. It’ll be your job to hop out and pull it close once we go through.” Jessica winks at me as she congratulates him.
“Aw, geeze. I walked into that one, didn’t I?” Drew asks sheepishly.
“I’m afraid you did, son, but I’ll have Carson get out to help you so you can show him how it’s done.” Cooper grins at the frown on Carson’s face.
Jessica is on the phone with Linc before we get all the kids loaded and buckled into their seats.
She waves and gives me a thumbs-up as she peels out and makes us eat dust all the way to her house.
Linc and his truck are sitting in the driveway as we pull up. He’s about thirty, and stands a good six-two, if Jessica is a good person to measure by. His blond, shaggy hair and tanned lean body show that doing farm work isn’t always a bad thing as the muscles on his crossed arms make me blush.
“Um, babe?” Cooper waves a hand in front of my face. “You might want to close your mouth.”
“Huh? Oh, sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to stare, but wow.” I wipe at my mouth, just in case there’s drool coming out.
“If I hadn’t seen him for myself, I might be jealous, but he’s certainly the better-looking man,” Cooper acknowledges. “And from the looks of it, taken by your sister already, even if she doesn’t realize it yet.”
“Dang it. I hope he’s good enough for her. I don’t want her to get hurt again.” I take my time before exiting the truck so that I have time for my face to resume its ‘I’m not interested in your man’ pose.
“Well, I could always be eaten by zombies, then the two of you could share him,” Cooper says as my hand starts to open the door.
“Stop that!” I swat at him playfully. “I chose the man I wanted to love, and even a younger man won’t make me want you dead. Besides, that could really happen, and I should kill you myself for even suggesting it.” I scowl at the thought of losing him to those horrible things.
I pull him toward me so I can give him a kiss. “I’ve just spent the past two days hoping that you were alive and I’m going to take every advantage of the fact that you came back to me in one piece.”
“So we’re on for a roll in the hay later?” Cooper asks seductively.
“I think under the circumstances, that could be arranged, but it would have to be covert because our children are getting smarter.”
“Well, if the plan is to be covert, then smooching in the car with all the children and your sister looking at us is probably not what you were going for.” Cooper turns to face the crowd staring at us through the truck’s windshield.
“Right. Now I’m blushing again. Great.” I get out of the truck and walk over to our audience.
“Sorry about that. I’m just glad that he made it back to us safely.”
“No worries. It happens around me a lot. I think I might be Eros the Greek god who made people fall in love.” Linc waves off our apology.
“So Jessica said something about checking the fences to make sure they’re secure?” Linc stands up straight, and I have to reassess my earlier measurement; he’s closer to six-five in height.
“Kids, why don’t you go play for a little while and around five, we’ll start the chores and get the picnic ready. I think we could talk your dad into a game of baseball or kickball.” I try to bribe the children out of earshot of the discussion that’s about to follow.
Cooper waits for them to leave the area before answering Linc. “Yes. We need to make sure there are no holes that zombies could come through. I know it sounds crazy, but the less the girls have to watch out for, the better.”
“I know we don’t know each other, but I live in a small cabin on the back side of Jessica’s property and in exchange, I help her out with stuff that she can’t do, or when she needs an extra farm hand. I’m within helping distance if things get bad. I’ll bring a sleeping bag to the barn and camp out in there.”
There goes our plans for a roll in the hay.
“I’ve got it for the moment, but I’m pretty sure that I’ll get a call to leave in the next day or so and I really will feel better knowing there’s another adult to help protect the kids.” Cooper holds out his hand. “I’m Cooper, by the way, and this is my wife, Trish.”
“Hi.” I don’t even try to shake his hand now that Cooper has marked his territory. I know if I touch him, the heat from my face blushing will cause a meltdown.
“I’ll go put this little guy down for his nap, then help Jessica with the berries the kids picked earlier.” I manage to excuse myself from the conversation.
Trevor’s been playing in the dirt by the porch and will need a quick bath before he’s allowed to lay in any of Jessica’s beds.
Since bath time is never a fight with a boy that loves to play in the water, I have no trouble getting him in, but when it comes time to get out, that’s always difficult.
“Look, if you’ll get out and come lay down with me, then we can play outside with daddy this evening. Don’t you want to play ball?”
“So if I lay still for three minutes, then I can get up?” He’s checking because he wants to lay down the ground rules for how this negotiation is supposed to work.
“If you lay down for ten minutes and don’t fall asleep, then you can get back up.” I watch as my own personal little terrorist thinks about my proposition.
“Deal.” He holds out his soap covered hand to shake on it.
Since it’s covered in soap, I figure it must be relatively clean.
“Deal. Now, let’s get you dried off so that we don’t flood Aunt Jessica’s bed with water.” I hold the towel out to wrap him up as he climbs carefully over the edge.
“We’re gonna drain the tub so the water won’t make it all the way to her room, Mom.” He puts a chubby little fist on his naked hip.
“I guess you’re right, sweetie,” I agree, drying his hair. “Now, there’s no chance of even a drop following you.” I pop him playfully on his Pull-Up as I open the door so that he can run to the bedroom.
I was hoping that I would get the chance to sneak in a quick nap. Trevor’s trying to climb up into Jessica’s bed, but it’s too far off the ground for him.
“Hold on, mister.” I stop him from pulling the comforter off the bed. “There you go.” I lift him up and place him in the middle.
I close the door to help block out any noise and crawl in to keep my little tired man from getting up.
My head hits the pillow and by the time I turn to check on him, he’s asleep. Seconds later, I am as well.
   
The picnic idea had gone over well. The chores were done and the four of us adults were just sitting on the porch having a last drink of the day while the children tried to catch lightning bugs.
Cooper’s phone goes off and we all turn to face him as he answers it.
“Hello?” After he confirms it’s Martin, he walks around the side of the house for privacy.
“Is he always secretive about his phone calls?” Linc asks, joking around.
“Pretty much. Most of the work he does is classified, and someone tried to steal it using this zombie thing to get their hands on his project.” I catch Linc up without really telling him anything about my hubby’s work.
We chat about casual, everyday things as I wait nervously for Cooper to return. It’s almost thirty minutes later when he comes back on the porch and the yard is completely dark. It doesn’t seem to bother the kids since we can still hear their playful squeals.
“So what did he say?” I ask anxiously, before he can retake his seat.
“He wants me in Utah tomorrow by noon,” Cooper informs us.
“No! Isn’t that where one of the outbreak cities is located?” I cover my mouth in horror.
“The company is sending a helicopter out for me so I don’t get stuck in-between. Our office is not anywhere near Salt Lake, and isn’t really populated with a lot of people.” Cooper tries to reassure me of his safety.
“Will what you’re doing really save the world?” Jessica asks.
“There’s only one way to know, but I don’t want to take a chance on it. The more people who can get away from this thing before it infects them, the better.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t know you very well, but aren’t you in IT? How would that save people?” Linc doesn’t sound too certain of Cooper’s abilities to stop a zombie apocalypse.
“This program that my company is working on could isolate the virus and hold it captive in an infected person’s body until a vaccine could be found that would reverse it. Those that are already dead it won’t help, but apparently, a lot people can be carriers, and until they come into contact with this new infection, it remains dormant.” Cooper tried to explain it in less complicated terms for us non-techy people.
“Why haven’t they already used this against it?” Jessica wonders.
“What we have is just a prototype. It hasn’t been tested yet. The ones trying to steal it would be able to inoculate themselves against any disease and let whole sections of the population die, while certain people remain immune.” Cooper doesn’t know how else to explain it to them.
“Someone knew this was coming and were trying to get ready for it before the zombie people took over the United States. We were commissioned several years ago when Ebola became a threat to work on something that could help stop the spread of a deadly virus.”
“Wow, so you’ve known there are zombies overseas? When did you find out?” I accuse, hurt that he would leave this important piece of information out when talking to me.
“It was classified. Plus, there have been several infections or viruses that have started overseas and they were able to contain it by quarantines. It hadn’t hit here yet, so the top directors have been working overtime to get this done so that if it spread, we would have a way to stop it.” Cooper turns to face me on the swing bench. “I wanted to tell you, but we were told to keep everything normal until the last minute. We knew if things went bad that it would be quick, but they didn’t warn us it was anything like zombies.”
“What makes you the only person that can get this program working? Aren’t there tons of computer guys that can do this kind of thing in their sleep?” Jessica sounds rude, and really worried.
“I’m not the only person on this program, but the pieces I have to parts of the puzzle were what our office was working on. Without those pieces, then the whole thing would take another couple of weeks to put together and produce enough quantities to really make a difference.”
“I guess this means that we won’t be able to stock up on the important items that we needed to survive.” I feel dejected and not very hopeful that I would be able to keep my family alive.
“Actually, honey, I think you and Jessica should come with me tomorrow. You’re going to need the truck around here and it would be a good chance for both of you to get out before things get really bad. You’re going to be stuck here on the farm for weeks.” Cooper doesn’t know if his idea will work to make me forgive him, but it might be working.
“The four older children might be okay here by themselves, but with all that’s going on, I don’t want to leave them alone.” I know it’s an excuse, but deep down, I don’t want any of my family to be away from me because I want to protect them.
“I can watch over them if you want me to, ladies. I don’t mind.” Linc volunteers.
“We could take Nicole and Trevor with us. Thank you Linc for the offer, but what do you think, Jessica?” I know my sister is better acquainted with Linc, and knows if he’s a trustworthy person to leave our children with.
“Linc is someone I would trust with my life, so you won’t have to worry about the kids being protected. I just don’t want to take the younger two with us because if we run into trouble, the three of us could outrun it, but not with the smaller kids with us.”
“Jessica has a good point. Do you have anyone that could babysit for us?” Cooper asks, trying to work the problem and fix it.
“Cooper, it’s not that simple,” I complain. “We don’t know anyone here and we’re asking them to watch our children when the world is ending. That wouldn’t be fair under normal circumstances, but this makes it a horrible idea.”
“Trish, if you and Jessica don’t get guns and ammo, then you and the kids won’t survive anyway. You’re going to need some extra things to keep things going here, like gas for the generator, solar panels if you can get them. I’ll install them when I get back.” Cooper pulls me into his arms and holds me.
“It’s okay, really. I know a few grandmothers that don’t get to see their grandchildren very often and they love chances to be around other children,” Jessica interrupts.
Now that I think about it, everything I do for the next few months, my sister will be right there with me to help deal with it. This might not be as bad as I’d thought before.
“My mom would be glad to come over here and watch them, and help me keep an eye on the older ones. We can continue with farm prep and get the hay baled and up here to the barn this week instead of waiting,” Linc offers from his seat on the porch railing.
“Thank you both. I’m not used to having people ready and willing to help out with four children. It’s going to take some getting used to, but it’s nice to have some family around.” I would have to adjust, but family is important, and the apocalypse might make it an even higher priority.
“Speaking of family…Cooper, where’s your family from?” Jessica asks.
“I’d rather not talk about my family,” Cooper replies.
“Aren’t you worried they might be caught up in all of this?” Jessica ignores the finality of his reply.
Cooper sighs. “My family is from Louisiana, on a Bayou near Lafayette, Louisiana. They’re not only Cajun, but actually hunt in the swamps. They can take care of themselves, and I’m not subjecting my family to any form of their religion or ideas.”
Instead of dropping it, Jessica latches onto the idea and begins to ask more questions.
“Do they sacrifice children? How come you seem so normal and smart?”
“My family practices voodoo, but they don’t sacrifice babies, at least not to my knowledge. I haven’t spoken to them since I left for college because they were certain that all of my learning would make me tell family secrets that the government shouldn’t know.” Cooper winces at the memories and accusations he’d faced when he got employed with a government affiliated company.
“They didn’t want me to come home because it would be bad juju to bring my technology into the sacred swamps. PETA would have a fit if they saw the things my family does to survive and make a living doing in the swamps.” Cooper shakes his head as he comes back to the present.
“I still have all the stuff in my brain, but if I put it in a box and put it on a shelf, then it’s in a separate category that I don’t have to think about, except on holidays. I miss them, but I know they’re fine. They have my address and phone number in case they ever need anything and decided to reach out. I called them when I got married, but they don’t even know that we have kids.” Cooper’s voice is filled with sadness.
“There are very smart people along the Bayou, but most of them don’t work for the government. The amount of home remedies that will make you well without a doctor’s visit would amaze you. They’re very self-reliant. But that’s enough about them. When this ends, I might give them a call and see how things are going,” Cooper says, closing the subject.
“I’m not known for keeping my mouth shut. I tend to ask questions that are none of my business, but I really like to know the answers. I’m sorry,” Jessica says. “Wait, how do you know they still have the same number?”
A smile lights Cooper’s face, in spite of the continued prying. “The number belongs to the fish and tackle shop five miles up the road from where they live. They use radios to let people know they have a phone call and take a message. When the person can get into the shop, they return the call.”
“Wait,” I chime in. “They don’t have home phones? When you told me they didn’t have technology, I thought you meant computers and cell phones. So they have no means of communicating with the outside world?” I ask, astonished at the piece of well-kept information.
“I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t realize you hadn’t understood me. They use walkies, or ham radios if needed. Mostly it’s a word of mouth kind of communication. It’s a much slower world down there, and they’re not in any hurry to get back to you. ‘In a few’ could mean minutes, days, or weeks, and if you need a firm timeframe, you have to specify.” Cooper gets up and walks to the edge of the porch.
“Kids, it’s time to come take a bath and get ready for bed,” he calls to the children playing hide-and-seek around the yard.
Groans fill the yard, but they slowly drag themselves in.
“Why, Dad? We were having so much fun,” Nicole whines.
“Because the parents have a big day tomorrow and we need to get some rest.” Cooper holds the screen door open for them to file inside.
“We’re going to be staying here for a while, so you can have some more fun tomorrow,” I say through the door. “Fast showers, kids. Carson, can you scrub Trevor? I’ll dry him off while you take your shower. I don’t want to block both bathrooms.”
“Sure, Mom. Come on, Tre. You get to use the big shower with me.” Carson scoops up the tired, drooping little man and carries him to Jessica’s bathroom.
“That reminds me, how do you guys get your water here on the farm?” Cooper turns back to Jessica and Linc, who are still sitting on the porch, having been joined by Drew and Roxanne.
“There are two wells on the property. One here by the house, and one out closer to my cabin, which helps to keep the orchard watered when it gets really dry,” Linc informs him.
“Not much chance of them not working or drying up, is there?”
“My grandad had solar panels installed about ten years ago when the windmill had to be fixed. It’s now an energy mill and helps pump the water from the wind and solar power. We haven’t done the one out by Linc’s cabin yet. It was expensive, but much cheaper than the original would have been to repair,” Jessica explains. “Linc’s only been there in the cabin about a year now. When Billie left, I needed a farm hand quickly, and he had just gotten back from a tour of duty and needed a place to sort things out.”
“Oh, you were in the military? Thank you for your service,” I gush, just as I hear a small scream from inside. “Guess I’m needed to stop the next war from starting.”
I head to the bathroom that holds both Nicole and Joy in various stages of dress, clawing and fighting each other.
“What on earth is going on in here?” I yell loudly to gain their attention.
“She says she gets to go first because she’s the oldest, but I was ready first.” Nicole shoves Joy back away from her.
“She hit me, and started telling me that she should be rewarded for it by going first,” Joy whines, trying to pin the fight on her sister.
“Well, since you’re both fighting and we’re guests at your aunt’s house, then you both can go to bed without the movie tonight.” I decide that this will be the best punishment to help deter this from happening in the future.
“Mom!” they both say in unison.
After I get all my children showered, Drew and Roxanne take their turn while their cousins crash on the living room floor.
I’m finally able to rejoin the adults on the porch.
“Did I miss anything interesting?”
“Nope. We were just making a list of things for you and Jessica to get if it’s available tomorrow.” Cooper pats the seat next to him as I cross the porch.
“What I’m wondering is, how are we going to pay for even half of what’s on the list?” Jessica seems slightly embarrassed that she’d asked the question.
“If it were any other situation I’d be worried, but I’m going to give you my black credit card to get any and all supplies that we’ll need,” Cooper says with a smile.
“Do we have a limit? I just want to make sure we don’t go over our family’s budget.”
“It doesn’t have one, babe. It will let you spend up to a million dollars, so I guess, technically, it does have a limit. I don’t think you’ll get that high, even if you order the entire box store from the internet.” He knows he’s in trouble when I pull away from his arm on the back of the chair.
“How long have you had this emergency card? Why weren’t you going to tell me about it?” I get angrier just thinking about it.
I stand up and start pacing.
“Uh-oh. You’re in trouble now,” Jessica chuckles.
“It’s my business card,” Cooper starts to explain.
“Let me get this straight.” I stopped in front of him, only to start pacing again. “Your company gave you an unlimited card, but you only feel comfortable spending money when the world is going to end and no one will have to pay it back? You want us to steal from your company?” I shriek.
“Trish, you’ll bring the kids out here. It’s my personal expense card. I’m given a limited monthly amount, but since I have minimal expenses they decided that I could be trusted with a larger card. It’s in my name. They have a bonus fund that they pay the card with each month. We have over two million in the bonus account for when the kids get ready for college and we want to retire.”
“What? I don’t know if I can trust you anymore. You’re saying we have millions of dollars and you’re still going to work every day? Why? I’m raising four children by myself most days because you’re involved in a work project!”
The air rushes out of my lungs and I sink into an empty chair several feet from where Cooper is still sitting, watching my rant.
“I’m going to go check on the kids. Linc, do you want to join me inside?” Jessica asks, practically pulling him through the door, her politely trying to escape our fight.
“Why’d you make us leave? It was just getting fun,” Linc says as he shuts the door, blocking out my sobs.
“Sweetie, I had no idea that you felt trapped at home.” Cooper gets up and starts to move toward me.
“Don’t. Stay over there. If you come too close there’s no telling what I’ll do.”
Cooper wisely lowers himself back down and holds his hands out in surrender.
“I don’t hate my life. I love my kids and would do anything for them, but you had a choice to be with us. I know that your job is important, but they need you there to watch their little league games.” I feel all of my pent-up frustrations tumbling out.
“You do come to some of their stuff, but over the years they’ve quit looking for you to be at all their events. You could have, and that’s what really gets me.” I start to feel a weight I hadn’t thought I was carrying leave.
Cooper holds up his hand, hoping I’ll acknowledge his attempt at a truce.
“Yes,” I sniff.
“I’ve had a lot of secrets for a really long time. I opened up a lot when we got married, but it was an ingrained habit. Honestly, we’ve never needed the money, and the way I was raised, it never really meant anything to me. I was already making a bundle when we got married, but as the projects got bigger, so did the promotions and the money that came with it. I didn’t want money to become something that we were trying to decide on bigger houses and cars with. I wanted our kids to be taught responsibility and to learn how to earn their own living, and not become the moochers we see all the time.”
“I get that, but you couldn’t trust me not to tell the kids? Or to teach them how to be responsible children? Am I just your glorified nanny?” I’m getting mad again.
“Babe, you’re so much more than that to me. You’re my other half.” Cooper slides to the floor in front of me and picks up my hands with his. “I did tell you about the raises and promotions, I just didn’t tell you how much they were. Remember all the times we discussed what to do with the money from each bonus or raise that I got?”
“Yeah,” I ground out begrudgingly.
“That’s what I did with the money each time. I put it in accounts for the kids and reinvested it into CDs that would make the most for each of them. I did lie in that I didn’t tell you the whole truth. There were a lot more zeros after those bonuses.”
I narrow my gaze at him. “So for every hundred, it was closer to thousands? That’s what you’re telling me?” I yank my hands out of his and cross my arms in front of me to keep him out of my space.
“Essentially, yes. It seems like I was trying to hide something, but I wasn’t. It just turned out that way. Can you forgive me?” he pleads.
I understand the motive behind his actions, and it doesn’t really change my love for him, so I guess it’s a mistake that I can move on from.
“I forgive you. I’m hurt right now, and it will take some time for me process things.” I grin mischievously. “When this zombie thing is over, I plan to do some serious shopping. I don’t think I’m going to give this credit card back.”
“Honey, as long as you love me, you can spend as much as you want.” He pulls me into his lap.
The past week’s stress melts away as his arms wrap around me, and I truly relax.
“Don’t die on me tomorrow, okay?” I laugh at the shock on his face. “I may be able to be mad at you or make you sleep on the couch, but that doesn’t mean I want you dead.” I snuggle into his arms a little more.
“Does this mean you want to take a walk out to the barn for a little roll in the hay?” he whispers suggestively.
“I could be persuaded if someone special promised to show me the stars.” I stand and help him up.
“Ready?” he asks, holding out his hand.
I place my hand in his. “Ready.”
We walk slowly to the barn and flip the switch off, leaving everything in darkness.
I didn’t hear the giggled conversation between Linc and Jessica as we left the house.
Linc
“I think they’re going to make up. Do you wanna find our own place to do some making up?” I wink.
“One happy couple is more than enough around here. We have a lot to do tomorrow.” Jessica pushes me toward the door. “Bye.”
Smiling, because she hadn’t really said no, I take the long way around the barn, back to my place.
   
“Hello?”
“He’s leaving by helicopter tomorrow,” a voice reports to his director.
“Does he have the plans?”
“There was no mention of it. He said he knew the pieces they needed, but without him, it would take years to put everything together and obviously, sooner is better.”
“What time is he leaving the farm?” The director inquires.
“In the morning, but there was no definite time. Should we make plans to intercept him?” the voice questions.
“Since we don’t know where he’s planning to leave from, that would problematic. Follow them and report which direction they’re headed and we’ll take over from there.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Um…” The voice hesitates before ending the call.
“What?”
“I was wondering if you might want to use the two women with him as leverage?”
“He’s taking the women with him to Utah?”
“No, sir. They’re driving him to the city, then going shopping. It’s his wife and sister-in-law, so I know he cares about one of them and is just getting acquainted with the other.”
“You should have told me that to begin with. That’ll narrow down the cities that they can drive to and from in one day. Call me back when they leave and give me the vehicle’s description. We might be able to use this.” The director ends the call with a click.
“Of course.” I’ll just run over and monitor all their activities. Oh, snap. I’m already doing that. He can just stick it if he wants the intelligence so badly.





CHAPTER 9
TRISH
IT’S hard to leave the kids, even though Linc’s mother is so nice. I don’t normally get a babysitter, and I have Trevor with me for everything. Nicole has been in school the past three years, so I’m more comfortable leaving the others for a longer period of time.
I have one foot in the truck with Jessica waiting for me to slide toward the center when I got cold feet.
“I can’t,” I mutter, starting toward the house.
“Honey.” Cooper meets me as he hurries around the front of the truck.
He whispers in my ear so that the kids can’t hear. “We have to do this. Besides, don’t you want to spend the day with me? Kid free?” he adds as extra enticement.
“You’re right.” I concede as the kids watch from the porch, wondering if I’d forgotten something.
“I thought I left my wallet. Your dad already put it in the truck.” I blow an air kiss and climb in so the kids won’t be able to see the worry on my face.
Jessica quickly gets in, blocking any escape. “Just breathe, sis. They’ll be fine,” she promises, knowing that it might not be true.
Cooper starts the truck and I can’t even turn back to look. I just held up my hand to wave.
“Sweetie, I never thought you’d take an unlimited shopping trip like this.” Cooper tries to joke and lighten my mood.
“This just seems so final, like we’re abandoning our children to those things.” I keep looking straight out the front so I don’t see Cooper and Jessica exchange concerned looks.
The truck remains quiet, except for the old cassette that’s playing ’50s rock and roll as we head straight into the city.
The day seems normal as far as traffic is concerned, but we’re still nervous because we haven’t seen anything on the news about other incidents.
“I’m going to drive over to the box store. Or do you want to go to the club warehouse store?” Cooper asks as he navigates through the unknown town.
“What do you think, Jessica?” I speak for the first time in an hour.
“Club warehouse first, then anything we can’t find there, we can find at the smaller store.”
“Great,” Cooper replies.
“Hey, how do you know where to go anyway? We’ve never been here before. Have you?” I ask accusingly.
“Calm down, dear. I used a map and looked it up on my phone last night.” He grins at my tone.
“Oh.” All the anger flees from my brain at his reasonable explanation. “I’m going to be suspicious for a while.”
“Since I have a prepaid phone, I can use it for normal things, as long as the internet still works. I love you, babe. Truth from this point on, even with my project when I’m here. Deal?” He wraps an arm around me while holding the wheel with the other.
“If you two need some privacy, I can just walk.” Jessica jokes.
“What? You don’t like to see true love at its best?” Cooper sticks out his tongue like a little kid.
“Cooper!” I admonish. “Behave, or I’ll have to ground you.”
“If you do that, he might not be able to save the world,” Jessica snorts.
“I’m glad the end of the world can at least be humorous.” I feel myself begin to have fun, even though we’re away from the kids.
“Here we go,” Cooper informs us as he pulls into the huge parking lot, finding a space toward the middle.
“Before you get out, I want to give you both something.” He reaches behind the seat and pulls out two backpacks.
“I made you both a safety pack. It has knives, and a gun inside. Normally, you couldn’t walk into a building with these items, but I think since they’re in a purse, no one will look at you or suspect anything.”
“Geeze, he’s going to ruin my casual look, sis.” Jessica gestures to her jeans and T-shirt.
“That’s why there were so many purses to choose from in the closet.” Cooper chuckles.
“Yep, I’m a minimalist. I can make an exception for today, though.” Jessica examines the two knives duct taped onto the lining. The handgun, a SCCY-CPX1, is lying on the bottom with two extra clips. Even with the added weight of the knives, it still doesn’t weigh as much as we’re used to carrying as moms.
“They both have ten rounds, and the two extra clips give you both around thirty shots each if things get bad. I don’t think you’ll have to use more than that, but just in case.”
I pull out a perfume and lipstick case that are in the pocket.
“Don’t open those!” Cooper screams at me.
“What?” I drop it, startled.
“They’re pepper spray. I didn’t want you spraying it and trying to take a sniff.”
“Way to warn a girl.” Jessica pulls the lid off of the lipstick tube and points it toward the floorboard. “Nifty.”
I just stare at her. “What planet have you been living on? Nifty?”
“Ha. We still use some older phrases out in the boonies on our farm. We don’t have to keep up with the cool city kids if we don’t want to.” Jessica slings the purse over her shoulder and hops out of the truck.
Cooper grabs his duffle from the back and backpack from the seat as he comes around to kiss me goodbye.
“Promise me you’ll be careful?” I beg him. “I don’t want to lose you.”
“I know, babe. I won’t take any unnecessary risks. I’ll call every night that I can,” he promises as he holds me tightly, with the bags hitting my legs.
I kiss him like I’m never going to see him again, then rip myself from his embrace.
“Bye.” I fling over my shoulder, trying not to cry.
“Um, babe? I think you’re forgetting something important.” Grinning, Cooper holds the credit card out in front of him.
“Ugh!” I grab it and place one last kiss on his lips. “Come on, Jessica.”
She’s been standing silently, waiting for us to say our goodbyes. She falls into step beside me as I quickly walk away.
She seems to understand that I don’t want to talk about it. “Do we want a shopping cart, or the large flat cart?” she asks, focusing on what’s ahead of us.
I almost resist, but glance back just once to see Cooper get into a cab.
“You’ll turn into salt if you keep looking back.” Jessica lightly pulls me back to the task at hand.
“Right. Do you have the list?” I question.
“Yep, along with my extras in this huge purse I now have to lug around.” She flashes her club card as they let us enter.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
“You’re welcome.” She hip bumps me and takes off with the cart.
“I’ve always needed a sister to mess around with.” I feel the smile settle on my face as I hurry to catch up with her, thankful for the new person in my life that cares about me as well.
   
Two hours later, we’ve loaded up the goods and had lunch before heading over to store where I can get shoes and extras for the kids.
“This feels so surreal,” I tell Jessica as we leave the restaurant. “Nobody here seems to be in a hurry or concerned that an entire city just a few hours away is being quarantined.”
“You know how we Americans are. Unless there’s danger right in front of us, we tend to ignore other’s problems. I think people are more scared than you realize, we just hide it really well.” Jessica holds the door open for me to enter.
“Two carts this time?” I ask.
“We always manage to fill two, even if the world isn’t ending, so I’m sure that’ll be a good start.” She joins me with a mischievous grin.
“No more cart races. Do you realize that the only reason they didn’t kick us out of the other place is because we had that credit card to pay for all that stuff?”
“Lighten up, sis. Money talks.” She rubs the tips of her fingers together.
“Whatever. Let’s get this over with.” I sound perturbed, but barely hold back a grin of my own.
A few minutes later, we’re standing at the rack of shoes, discussing the need for durable, verse shoes that sparkle for the girls when a shot rings out.
I duck and turn to find Jessica doing the same thing.
“Should we leave?”
She just shrugs. “Let’s see if we can find out what’s going on. It could have been a kid doing something he wasn’t supposed to.
We stay low as we creep close enough to see the front of the store, where a guy is waving a gun around.
“I just want to be safe and have food for my family. Is that too much to ask?” He throws the question out to the crowd. You’re going to let me have all the money in your registers or you’ll get what this guy did.” I can see the body on the floor, and the red puddle of blood growing around him.
I start to motion Jessica back when the body on the floor starts to twitch. I watch in morbid fascination as the body sits up and takes a bite out the shooter’s leg.
“What the…” He trails off as he screams in pain. He points the gun at the man on the floor and shoots three times, only to have the thing get up and jump on top of him.
He loses his hold on the gun. A bystander catches it and starts shooting it widely, hoping to hit the original shooter or the thing on top of him.
Suddenly, people were screaming because the person holding the gun has no idea what he’s doing, injuring more people.
I reach into the large purse and grip the gun, easing it slowly out. I glance beside me and see that Jessica has done the same.
Unlike the current person holding the gun, I hold mine facing the floor, unsure if I will have a clean line of sight to the thing causing the screams.
Everyone that can still move has fled either out the front doors or into the office area overlooking the cash registers.
The injured are moaning loudly when a new scream sounds from behind us.
I continue to face forward as Jessica covers me from behind. We crouch behind a wall of jeans and below the clothing racks, out of sight.
One of the injured people have been dragged out of sight on the other side, but they’re too badly injured to survive. The innocent people gathered around him have no idea what will happen when he dies, so they’re terrified when their friend starts clawing at them.
“I can’t get a clear shot. I’m moving closer,” Jessica informs me as she moves stealthily through the clothes racks, providing her little coverage.
When I look back to the front to assess the situation, I realize that several of the injured people are on their feet, dripping blood as they approach the lone gunman.
I want to cover my eyes, but can only watch as my ears ring with the sound of human teeth tearing into flesh across the short distance.
The gun in my hand shakes, but I’m afraid that if I take a shot, I’ll have the zombie things’ attention on me because of the noise.
Everyone’s heads shoot up when several shots sound from the direction that Jessica had run in.
I’m not about to let my sister be the only one to help out, so I stand up and brace the gun with both hands as I line up the sight with the closest one’s head.
As the vibration moves up my arm, I have no time to worry about aim as the next one turns in my direction. I only have a few seconds to get the next shot off.
Instinct takes over and I fire until there’s no one left standing in front of me. I start to approach the cash registers, prepared to place a bullet in anything that moves, but I hear Jessica call my name.
When something touches my arm, I pull the gun up to fire, but it’s a customer that had been behind me. He’s holding up my purse that I’d dropped behind me.
Jessica screams my name, but my ears can’t hear anything from the rapid firing of my handgun.
I loudly tell the man, “Thank you.” His gaze lands on something over my shoulder and I turn to see a zombie thing almost on me when a hole appears in its head.
Jessica, with her gun braced, stands still, holding her breath, hoping that she hasn’t hit me.
As I glance around, only live humans seem to be standing around while I make my way to her.
“We should go,” I shout out.
She shakes her head and carefully lowers the gun. Since her hearing doesn’t seem to be any better than mine, she points at our bags, reminding me that I need a new clip put in my gun, just in case the trip to the truck takes the same turn that our shopping trip has.
The other customers start to crowd around, so I start walking toward the front door, hoping they’ll get the hint and go home to their families as well.
Once I hit the sunshine and fresh air, I take off running for the car. At my advanced age of thirty-eight, with boobs and fat bouncing, it’s a sight you won’t see often.
Jessica makes it to the driver’s door seconds after I grab the handle of the passenger door.
“Crap, you’ve got the keys,” I say, hoping that her hearing has returned a little bit. Either she hears me or was already in the process, I have no idea, but when the screams erupt behind us again, I know that some of my hearing has returned.
She pops the lock on my side and I climb in, closing the door as she starts the truck. There’s no one in the next space so we pull through and head for the end of the parking lot.
“Do you know how to get to the gun shop from here?” I ask, still loud, but I’m drowned out as the sirens from the flood of police cars and ambulances arrive.
Once we pass them on the divided road, she turns and speeds away from the scene.
“Jessica?” I wave a hand to catch her attention. “Pull over. You don’t know where you’re going.”
She ignores me and five minutes later, we’re sitting in front of a little building in a rundown shopping center that has bars over the windows.
The truck is placed in park, and Jessica bursts into tears.
I gather her into my arms and pat her head comfortingly.
“I..I…ssshott…sssommonne,” she stutters.
“We both did, and we’d be dead right now if we hadn’t. I hope the person upstairs can forgive us, but I plan to make it home to our children. Don’t you?”
Jessica mumbles something into my shoulder, then sobs harder.
“There, there. It’ll be all right.” I don’t know what else to tell her, and we really need to get inside and purchase our guns so we can go home before the roads here become flooded.
Jessica sits up. “You don’t understand. I liked it,” she whispers, ashamed to voice the thought out loud.
“Oh, is that all? I thought it was something serious. This is something we can talk about as therapy later once we’re home.”
“Trish, I pictured Billie’s face, and it didn’t really matter anymore. I just shot until they quit coming toward me and the other people huddled together.” Jessica fumbles around, looking for something to dry her face with.
“Here, use this.” I hold up a clean looking grease rag from under the seat.
She brushes her long brown hair back behind her ears and swipes at the tears dripping down her face.
I take one look at her and burst out laughing.
“What? I don’t have blood on me, do I?” Jessica furiously wipes at her face again, spreading the grease from the rag.
“You have a streak of grease across your face.” I point to the offending mark.
She looks in the mirror. “Hmph.” Her finger takes the streak and spreads it under both of her eyes, making her look like a sexy version of Rambo.
“Let’s go get some guns.” Jessica is out of the truck and halfway inside before I recover my wits.
As I catch up, I comment on her fast turnaround. “So, did you just go bipolar on me?”
“Nope. I just learned to let it all out quickly because if Billie caught me, then I’d have hell to pay. He hated crying women.”
Jessica appears normal again as we approach the tough looking man behind the counter, who’s eyeing us warily.
“She just killed someone for the first time and it took her by surprise,” I inform the man, certain that he won’t sell anything to two women if he doesn’t think we’re either tough or crazy.
“So what kind of stuff can I get for you today, ladies?” he asks politely, as if he doesn’t believe me.
“Well, for starters…” Jessica pulls out the empty clip and lays it on the counter. “We’re going to need all the ammo you have that fits this clip. Then we need everything on this list and we’ll pay extra for it too, off the books.”
I have no idea what she’s doing as she pulls on my purse and removes the black credit card before placing it on the counter.
“So you think the zombie things are real?” he asks suspiciously, holding up my credit card to the light, scanning it from all sides.
“Sir, you may not believe us, but turn on the news. There was a shooting at the local store just up the street and we took down…” Jessica pauses, trying to count the total in her head.
“A lot,” I supply. “Enough that we had to put new clips in our guns. Can you help us or not?” I ask, trying not to hurry him too much.
“Let me ring up the ammo and if your card works, then I’ll let you pull around to the back and we can load up anything you want, as long as your card holds up.” He begins to drool when he sees the list of items that Linc and Cooper had written down.
“Do you have everything on the list?” I question, worried that he’ll now try to cheat us.
“I don’t, but I have most of it. I’ll even give you a ten percent discount.” He types in things quickly on his screen. “Here, you can come look and make sure that everything is on your list and I’m not cheating you.”
I give Jessica a look that I hope conveys “cover me” as I round the corner so that I can see the screen.
He stands by respectfully as I scan the two lists. “Is that the total?” I laugh at the ridiculous amount of money listed, but each item on the list seems legit.
“Yes, ma’am. If she wants to drive around back, I’ll go ahead and get this rung up and we can start loading all your stuff into the truck.” He motions at Jessica while directing his words to me.
I think Jessica scares him. “Hey, sis. Do you think you can find the back of this shop?”
Before Jessica can answer, he says, “It has a blue painted door. It’s hard to tell so I made it easy. Can’t miss it.”
He swipes the card and we all wait to see if it will go through. When the receipt starts printing, I breathe a sigh of relief.
I pick up the pen lying on the counter and sign the piece of paper he hands me.
Jessica begins to walk to the door and he hurries to follow her.
“Whoa. What are you doing?” I ask as I come around the counter after him.
“I have to close the shop if we’re going to the back. Anyone could walk in and rob me while we load your stuff up.” His head bobs up and down as he tries to keep me happy.
“Just remember, mister, my sister also shot at least ten of those things today, so one more dead thing won’t really matter to her. Got me?” Jessica points her index finger at his chest in warning.
“No worries. If it’s as bad as you say, my shop will be one of the first ones that people come to buy stuff from. After you leave, it will be a cash only basis because I don’t want to take a chance on bounced stuff.” He shuffles his feet nervously.
Jessica nods in acknowledgement and heads for the truck as I watch him lock the front and pull the bars across and padlocks them.
“Do you normally close the garage door thingy at night?” I’d noticed that it would be an extra layer of protection against looters or those zombie things.
“I do, but I’ll reopen once you ladies are on your way. I won’t open the door unless I know the person. I have a special buzzer so that I can let people in one at a time so they can’t jump me and take whatever they want,” he explains as he opens the door leading to the back room filled with crates of guns and ammo.
He doesn’t try to mess with anything, but goes straight to the back door and removes the three boards across the back to keep it from being kicked in.
I watch as he peeked through the peephole. When he sees Jessica, he throws the door open.
“There’s a dolly over there. We can stack some of the ammo cases on that.” He motions to the corner as Jessica enters.
“Just tell us what to load and we’ll be set.”
“Well, ma’am, for the amount of money you just spent, it could take a few minutes to gather it all, but I’ll make sure that you don’t leave without all your stuff.” He starts looking on the list he pulled from his pocket and points to crates and boxes that we lower to the floor.
I still don’t completely trust him, so we load the dolly thing and Jessica takes it out to unload, while I follow him around, moving the boxes to the floor.
“There. That should be it.” He crosses the last item off the list, just as Jessica comes back for the last set.
“We don’t have room for much more back there,” she announces when she sees the last four boxes stacked up.
“It’s a good thing bullets are small. How many rounds of ammo did we get?” I inquire of the still mumbling man.
“Oh, um…I’m sorry. You have all the ammo I carry here for each of the guns you bought.” He appears in a hurry now that he’s done with the list.
“We’ll just wheel this out and bring it right back.” I’m getting an uneasy feeling that we might not have long before someone tries to take our purchases from us.
He stays back as I stand in the doorway, guarding Jessica from anything he might try.
As she wheels the dolly back up, he pulls a gun on us, but she’d also sensed trouble and armed herself with a knife.
“Both of you get in here and toss me the keys,” he commands.
I back up just enough for Jessica to have a clear shot.
She throws the keys and the knife so fast, I don’t even attempt to catch either one.
He doesn’t realize he’s been hit until he starts to bend over to pick up the keys.
“What did you do, you crazy bitch?” he yells as he slinks to the floor.
Jessica crosses into the room and steps on his hand holding the gun. Kicking it across the room, she placed her hands on her knife stuck just below his ribcage.
“I’m protecting my family.” She jerks up on the knife, knowing it will tear the wound open further as she pulls it free.
I can’t believe she was willing to hurt someone that wasn’t a zombie thing.
I grab the keys as she cleans her knife on his shirt and walks past me without a backward glance.
The door closes as I kick the wooden block holding it open and hurry after her, afraid to be left in the same room with a man like that.
Jessica steps on the gas and we don’t speak for the next few minutes.
“So no tears this time?” I ask tentatively.
“Nope. Nobody is going to steal the stuff we just paid for or keep me from my kids.” Jessica’s defensive tone begs me to argue with her.
“Technically, he wasn’t dead yet.”
“Can you imagine the surprise on the next person’s face when they go to get guns so they can fight the zombies and find one protecting the guns?” Her laughter dies out as it sinks in. “I left him to die, didn’t I?”
“Shh. You did the right thing. You protected our families and we’ll be able to see them in just a little while.” I pat her arm, hoping we won’t have to pull over again.
“Do I have blood anywhere?” Jessica sniffles, trying to hold it together.
“Nope. You left it all back at the gun shop. Just remember your kids whenever you have the question of if you did the right thing.”
“You wouldn’t have done that to him, would you?” She eyes me, weighing my reassurances against what she knows of my personality.
“Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done. I was contemplating trying to shoot him, but knew he would hit one of us first. So, it was either an us or him situation. You just got to play hero before I did, that’s all.”
Jessica waves off my praise and I let her by changing the subject.
“Can your children shoot a gun?”
“Drew and Roxanne have both been shooting BB guns since they were about eight, so not much training is needed for them.” Jessica smiles at the thought of her children.
“Carson and Joy can both shoot, but Nicole can’t yet. Trevor, well, that boy will have to wait a few years, even with all the zombies running around.” I try not to think about my children growing up on me.
“Hey, no sadness.” Jessica tried to cheer me up. “We’re both alive and our kids might grow up and leave one day, but that is a long time in the future.”
“I’m going to take your word for it.”
Home is sounding more and more like a good idea as I glance at my watch. We’ve only been gone for six hours, but it felt like we’ve lived years in just that short amount of time.
I had a feeling that the zombie scare was going to age all of us much faster than I had planned on when I’d heard that time flies when you get older. I don’t think this is exactly what they were warning me of, but I’d have to see what the next day held because this one was over in my book.





CHAPTER 10
COOPER
WHEN THE TAXI pulls up in the parking lot beside me, I wait just a second, watching my wife and her sister walk away.
I haven’t even left her and already I’m wishing that duty didn’t call so strongly these days.
I can’t believe that I’d actually told my wife about the unlimited credit card. It was always supposed to be a last resort.
The private airstrip is nearby and it only takes a few minutes outside the city by taxi with someone who knows all the back roads.
As I pay the man, the pilot waves at me in greeting, but he doesn’t look familiar.
To take attention away from the gun I need to draw out of the bag, I put it down, acting like I can’t get it adjusted properly.
Upon closer inspection, none of the men around me are acquaintances, which is unusual because I’d been with the company for a really long time and should have at least recognized them, even if I didn’t know their names.
One of the mechanics holds out his arms to take my bags from me, but I wave him off.
It’s was only going to be me and the pilot on this helicopter so that it would be a quicker trip, and we could stay under the radar.
“Hi, I’m James, your pilot for this trip.” He holds out his hand.
I ignore it and simply dip my head in acknowledgement of his introduction. I walk around to the other side, and as I open the door to climb in, I can see the confused looks on the mechanic’s faces.
James hops in and starts flipping switches.
“Have you ever flown before?” he shouts above the motor.
“A few times. Enough that you don’t have to worry about me.” I smile at the thought of secrets known only to mostly dead men.
I buckle up and place the backpack on the floor with my leg through the strap so if I have to bail out, it can go with me. The duffle I have on my lap covers the gun pointed at James.
He makes small talk as he goes through his preflight rituals.
I mostly make non-committal noises, waiting until we’re in the air to see what his game plan is.
A few thumbs-up later, all the mechanics back up and we’re lifted off the ground.
The navigation system is right there in plain sight, and the direction that we’re heading starts out toward the west. When we reach flight altitude, he starts to shift slightly southwest as I watch him slyly adjust the controls little by little.
I wait for my moment, about twenty minutes into the flight, when we’re past any cities or urban areas, in case this goes fubar and we crash.
“So, James, where exactly are you taking me? I know we’re not going to Salt Lake if we’re flying in this direction.”
James’ face looks a little pale as he realizes I might not be just a pretty suit sitting next to him.
“I was given different instructions just thirty minutes before you arrived.” He flicks the auto pilot on and reaches into his jacket. “They said to show you this if there were any questions.”
He holds out his phone with a picture of my kids and Linc, out in a pasture.
“If you cause any problems, then your kids will be in trouble,” James warns, placing the phone back in his pocket.
“Well, thank you for the advice, James. I think our flight together is going to be over for now, though.” I drop the duffle bag to the floor.
He sees the gun a minute before I shoot him in the forehead. His open eyes stare at me as I lean over and flick the latch holding the door closed.
I hit the button on his seat belts and give his dead weight a gentle nudge to help it on its way out into the fields below.
The helicopter tips slightly as I try to pull the door shut against the wind. Finally, it complies, and the only trace left of my companion is the blood splatter on the window.
Thankfully, this helicopter is equipped for a pilot and co-pilot so flying it from my clean seat is easily accomplished.
“Tango, do you read? This is Top Dog Dad.” I wait, trying to reach my own group, hoping that they haven’t been taken over as well.
“Top Dog Dad, we read you loud and clear. Did all go as planned?” The voice comes out loud and clear.
“Mission extra weight is gone. Am I clear to land shortly?”
“Yes, sir. We have an escort waiting for you to arrive.”
“Roger that. Top Dog Dad out.”
Flying a chopper comes back, just like riding a bike. My brain and reflexes might be a little rusty, but it’s good to know that things still work the way they’re supposed to.
I land without any problems, but my location is much different from what I’d told my wife.
The scene outside Camp David is bustling, and nothing short of amazing as the military continues to protect the President’s home away from home.
“Has he arrived?” I ask, referring to the President.
“No, sir. He should be here in a few hours. They were waiting on the initial panic to die down before withdrawing to safety.”
“Did Martin arrive?” I question the underlings running to keep up as I walk to the jeep waiting to take me to the underground facilities.
“Yes, he’s waiting there to put the protection protocol into place.”
“Perfect. Thank you. Is the family mission still on track?” I ask, hoping that Linc is still on the farm with my kids.
“Roger that, sir. We have you and the family mission well covered. The moms have just been spotted leaving town with a truck full of ammo. We’ll close ranks once they arrive and make sure that nothing gets through.”
“Let’s get things ready to present ideas to the President when he arrives.”
I can handle anything that’s thrown at me, as long as my family is taken care of.
Linc has no idea who he’s been protecting the whole time he’s lived on Jessica’s farm. He only knew that he had to get the place prepped and ready should the need ever arise.
My poor wife’s anger at the web of lies I’ve crafted for their safety will know no bounds once she finds out what I really do for a living. It’s a good thing that I don’t have plans to tell her anytime in the near future.





CHAPTER 11
EMMA
THE MOUNTAIN that we return to isn’t the same place we’d left this morning.
A gate is standing over the dirt road leading to Nana and Pop’s. There are three people guarding it that I can see, but I guarantee that someone is up in the trees watching as well.
Static crackles over the radio on the seat. “Dawson? Cole? Is that you?”
I’m not sure who is on the other end of the radio, but if they know who Dawson and Cole are, then we’re among friendlies.
“Yeah, Jed, can you open up? We have lots of supplies,” Cole replies and slows as activity starts to move the gate.
“I’m going to drop Emma off and head up the mountain to take stuff to be stored,” Cole informs the person waving at him to proceed, now that the road is clear again.
“What about my parents?” I bend so that I can see in the rearview mirror.
“There’s a cabin about halfway up the mountain that was built for two people. Haley and Dawson will make sure they’re comfortable, and you can run Pierce up there in the morning,” Cole explains without checking with anyone to see what they want to do.
I realize that there’s a plan in motion that I have no control over. I can only pray that the Jackson clan will be as good to my parents as they are to theirs.
Cole must notice my thinking when I don’t respond. “Hey, don’t you worry. You’re our family now, and we’ll take care of your parents as well.”
“They didn’t accept Haley, so what if the rest of the clan decides that my mom is too crazy for them?”
The road that seemed to take seconds to leave this morning is stretching out into miles while I wait for Cole’s answer.
“There’s a lot more to the story, but they’ll still take care of Haley no matter what. Your parents are sweet and don’t have a history with us, so they’ll welcome them with open arms.” Cole slows as the house comes into view.
“Thanks for keeping my mind off of Pierce this evening.” I grin. “But I’ve got a baby who is much cuter than you are, so later.”
I don’t even let the truck settle into park before I jump down with my backpack slung over my shoulder and take off, running for the house.
When the door slams shut behind me, I realize that I might have been a little over enthusiastic about seeing my baby.
All the adults sitting around the kitchen table simply smile and point toward the room I’d shared with Pierce the night before.
Slowing down so that I don’t wake any children that might be asleep, I walk quietly down the hall.
Nana meets me at the door. “He’s been fussing for about an hour now. I think he knew you were almost home. Feed him, then come on out while I rustle up some supper for the four of you.” She pats my back and hands me a warm bottle as she passes me, heading for the kitchen.
Pierce lets out a squeak when he smells me enter the room. Actually, I think with all the work I’d done today, it’s a wonder that the entire mountain can’t smell me.
I pick up the little swaddled bundle and sink into the rocking chair that sits between the two beds.
“Yes, little man. Did you miss me?” I nuzzle his head. He smells like fresh baby.
“Oh, you were too busy hanging out with Nana? I don’t blame you. It was much safer here than picking up Grandma and Grandpa.” I hold up the bottle as his little lips eat greedily.
“You act like they starved you. Oh, they only fed you constantly and held you all day.” I feel all the tension slowly leave my body as I adjust to not having to be on alert constantly.
“So they spoiled you, huh?” I finally quit talking and just enjoy the fact that my baby is safe with me in this moment.
Once he’s finished eating, I burp him and listen to him make little baby snores when I hear the front door slam, signaling the return of my road mates.
I take Pierce and place him gently in the crib, pulling the door partially closed behind me. Baby monitors haven’t really made it to Jackson Mountain yet.
“Ah, here’s the hero of the day,” Dawson exclaims loudly around a mouthful of sandwich.
“Should have seen her, Pop. She almost shot her first deer. Then, when the zombie things came out after it, it was three clean shots.” Dawson acts like he was the person who’d taught me to shoot a gun.
“We wouldn’t have seen them in the dark if she hadn’t been on lookout. She stepped up, and I think with a little more training, she’ll be a formidable opponent against these things,” Cole interjects, not willing to be left out.
“Honestly, you guys were changing the tire and I just shot at the moving things. It wasn’t that big of a deal.” I try to take the attention off of me, but I’m congratulated on all sides.
“Well, I have to admit that you’re a mite older than most around here when they had their first kill, but sounds like you did yourself proud.” Pop comes over and gives me a big bear hug.
My family isn’t really the hugging type, and it’s still hard to get used to being bombarded with hugs at any moment.
“Now, Pop, let the poor girl eat something while these guys tell us how things are looking out there.” Nana shoos him back to his seat at the head of the table.
The sandwich fixings are sitting on the counter so I make one and go to sit in the empty chair next to Haley.
Her eyes widen at the obvious association I’m making with her. I just smile as she mouths the words “thank you.”
Haley’s not the only one that’s noticed, but no one mentions anything as they wait for Cole to start the story.
I concentrate on eating my food, knowing that once Cole gets started, we’re all in for a play-by-play of the day’s action, or at least until he runs out of food and has to get a second helping.
Feeling eyes on me, I look up and meet Kathryn’s stare as she tries to figure out what kind of game I’m playing. I might have been intimidated if she’d tried that this morning, but I’ve been thrown into the Jackson clan, and I’m not going to be bullied.
There are always two sides to the story, and I’m sure that the ‘good’ women of the mountain will try to set me straight at some point.
Dawson sees the looks his sister-in-law is giving me and interrupts Cole’s story.
“You should have seen the stash Emma’s mom had in her garage. Boxes of everything that we might possibly need in the next few months.” Dawson’s excitement reminds me of the best discovery in the entire lot.
“I think my mom was worried about the world’s population if the apocalypse hit because she had an entire case of condoms.” I laugh at the thought.
There are only a few smiles, but I’m talking to people who wouldn’t have used a condom in the first place, so I have to make them see the ridiculousness of the situation.
“I’m pretty sure my mom didn’t need to be protected from unsafe sex. So I guess she didn’t want a whole new crop of children springing up all over her neighborhood because she had labeled the box ‘church donations.’”
“She was going to give the condoms to the church?” Andi asks incredulously.
“Yep. I asked her why the church needed them and she said it was for the new outreach ministry. Now, it’s been a while since I’ve been to church, but I’m not sure about this new type of outreach they’re doing and how close to the Bible they plan to abide by.” I snicker at the picture of a pastor handing out condoms to the homeless outside the church building.
Nana considers it for a moment. “I guess we can hand those out to the kids with their hot dogs.”
Everyone turns to stare at Nana. “What? We don’t really need packages of condiments. I mean, we have cases of ketchup and mustard so if we let the kids use them up, it will make the bottle last longer.”
I can’t hold the laughter in any longer. I laugh so hard, tears begin running down my cheeks.
Everyone else in the room is laughing as well.
“Nana, it’s what a guy uses to keep from getting a girl pregnant,” Andi explains patiently, while the rest of us are trying to control the giggles that are still erupting around the table.
“Oh.” Nana blushes. “Well, in that case, I don’t think we should give them to the children. Now, let’s continue with this meeting.”
   
It’s the next morning, and I’m not sure what the plan is for today since no one has been able to get back on track after Nana’s misunderstanding.
I go out to the kitchen with Pierce strapped across my body in the sling.
Some of the ladies are cooking breakfast, and I look to see what needs to be done and start in.
The only way to feel like part of the family is to quit acting like a guest, and this seems the moment to show everyone I belong.
I just finish setting the table when Nana notices me.
“Emma, dear, after breakfast, I’m going to go with you and see if your parents are settling in. Then you have to go up the mountain to see Granny Earlene. I had Kathryn wait for you so that you could meet her yourself.”
“Wonderful. I think it will be good for my mom to see Pierce again. It might help with her recovery. She’s been having flashbacks to when she lost a baby years before she had me.” I turn to get one last fork and realize that the whole group of women are listening intently to everything.
“Kelly, ring the dinner bell,” Nana instructs.
“Um…don’t do that,” I say, louder than I’d intended to.
“Why, dear?” Nana looks at me curiously.
“Loud noises seem to attract the zombie things, so if you set off the bell, they could hear it and come here. Do you have a walkie here in the house that we could use to call the guys with?”
“Kelly, see if Pop left one on the charger, please.” Nana points toward the living room.
“Here you go, Nana.” Kelly respectfully hands her the radio.
“No, let Emma call them in to breakfast since she knows how to use that thing.” Nana turns to place the radio in my hand.
“Um, okay. Who’s on duty out there?” I start to press the button to talk, then realize that I need a specific person to help spread the word.
“Clayton’s out there running point this morning,” Kelly replies.
“Clayton, do you copy?”
“This is Clayton. Who’s this?” he asks, suspicious of the female voice on his radio.
“It’s Emma, up at the house. I’m supposed to let you know that breakfast is ready.” I hope that’s official enough.
“Just ring the bell.” Clayton sounds miffed.
“It calls the zombies. They like the sound of noise and are drawn to it,” I respond.
“She’s right, Clayton. Just pass the word and we can discuss some new protocols after breakfast.” Cole’s voice rings out with authority.
Clayton might think he’s in charge, but once Cole speaks, everyone seems to nod in agreement.
“Breakfast, everyone. Over and out.” Clayton’s disgust flows through the radio.
I turn back to Nana and Kelly. “Did I make him mad?”
“No,” Kelly says. “He thinks that because he married me and he’s a man, so that gives him the authority to help lead the clan. He’s mad because you knew something that he didn’t.” She shrugs. “He’ll get over it.”
The door opens and people start flowing in and fill the large kitchen quickly.
Cole makes sure to sit next to me at breakfast. When everyone is busy talking and eating, he leans over toward me and whispers.
“Watch your back with Clayton. If he thinks it was just a mistake then you’re good, but if he thinks you know more than he does, he’ll go out of his way to put you in your place.”
I frown and glance around the room. “Thanks for the warning.”
I decide right then that I will start wearing my holsters with my knives all the time. If someone doesn’t like it, oh well. I don’t plan to let any danger from the outside or the inner circle hurt me or my baby.
   
My backpack is on and filled with extras for Pierce, and hidden in the front pocket is my gun and an extra clip, just in case. Since I’m with ‘family,’ I decide that I’ll only put the outside knives in the holsters. If the zombies get past the perimeter guard, then I’ll need more than a knife, but for a walk up the mountain it should be more than sufficient.
Nana and Kathryn are waiting out by the golf cart that will carry us up the mountain.
Pierce is changed and fed, content in the sling as he cuddles into my chest, leaving my arms free in case I need them.
Kathryn sits on the back so that I won’t have to hold on as much with Pierce. Nana’s the driver, and even eighties, she’s not afraid to drive fast.
I can see a few little cabins in a clearing about a half mile up the dirt road. There’s a small one that could be on one of those tiny house show. There’s a larger barracks type building that has lots of bunks, and a larger cabin that holds several individual rooms, plus a kitchen to feed those that are sleeping in the bunkhouse.
Nana pulls up in front of the tiny house and stops.
My dad opens the door as we pull up. He eyes baby Pierce warily as I walk up.
“She’s had a bad morning so I’m not sure how she’s going to react, but come in, and let’s find out.” He holds the door open. “I’m Neil. Wait, didn’t we meet at their wedding?”
“Yes, but it’s been a few years now,” Kathryn graciously answers.
“Mom, I’ve got a special someone for you. Pierce, here’s your grandma.” I work to take him out of the sling as the others came into the room with my mom sitting in the rocking chair.
“You brought the baby?” She sits up, alert and anxious.
“Your grandson, Pierce.” Unsure if I should let her have him, I go with my gut and place him in her arms.
“He’s so little.” She starts to rock him gently for a few minutes, while the rest of us sit or stand in the small space, watching her.
He starts to fuss just a little and squirm, but that’s enough for my mom.
“Emma, can you take the baby for a while? I’m really tired, and I think I need to go take a nap.” She gets up so suddenly, that if I hadn’t been standing there, she would have dropped him to the floor.
“I’ll go make sure that she’s okay. If you’ll excuse me.” My dad leaves the small living room and goes through the one door leading to the bedroom.
“Well, that wasn’t exactly what I had expected, but I guess it went okay.” I try to play off the strangeness of my mother’s behavior.
“Oh, sweetie, you don’t have to apologize. She’s not the first person to have a few problems, and not be quite right afterward,” Nana assures me.
Kathryn holds the door open for us as we walk out onto the small porch.
When we get to the golf cart, I get in the passenger’s seat and begin to rearrange Pierce as the seat dips under Kathryn’s weight next to me.
I look up, confused.
“I’ll see you and Kathryn later, dear.” Nana pats me on the back and begins down the path toward her home.
“What? You’re not coming to see Granny Earlene with us?” I ask, not understanding what’s going on.
“Hell no. That woman has hates my guts since I took her son away from her.” Nana pauses at the fork that leads up the trail, back to her house.
Shock covers my face as I try to process Nana’s anger. “Haven’t you always lived on Jackson Mountain since you and Pop got married?”
“Exactly. That woman,” Nana points up the hill, “has always lived less than a mile from us, but I took her son away from her. I’m too old to put up with her nonsense these days. So when I don’t have to see her, I don’t.” With that, Nana turns on her heel and marches down the mountain, away from Granny Earlene’s.
“Well, this morning is just full of surprises,” I exclaim, leaning back against the seat.
“Don’t get too comfortable yet. We need to talk about Haley,” Kathryn states as she takes the parking brake off and we start forward up the mountain.
“What about Haley?” I ask, not wanting to pick a side yet.
“You two looked really cozy when you got back last night.” Kathryn looks at me accusingly.
“I’m not sure I’m understanding the problem. She’s Dawson’s wife. We all went on a dangerous trip through which we got to know each other. Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do, get to know Brad’s family better?”
I’m going to make her say what she doesn’t like about Haley if I have to get out and walk up the hill to do it.
“Don’t you know what she did?” Kathryn asks, certain that I couldn’t possibly and still be friends with her.
“What did she do? Marry Dawson and become Andi’s stepmother?”
“She stole Dawson from Andi’s mother,” Kathryn informs me, almost gleeful in sharing her side of events.
“Really? So the fact that Carole was a lesbian and went to live with her lover had nothing to do with her leaving Dawson and Andi alone?” I know I should stay out of it, but I just can’t help put a busybody in her place, even if she is Brad’s mother.
“What?” Kathryn steps on the brakes and I’m almost thrown from the cart with Pierce.
“Carole was gay. She liked girls. Ask Andi, she knows about it as well.” I know by her reaction that it’s not something Dawson has talked about.
“Seriously? We always assumed that Haley was hitting on him because she was Andi’s babysitter, so Carole left because she’d had enough.” Kathryn takes a few deep breaths to steady herself.
“I think that it was a long time ago, and you might want to try getting to know Haley for who she is and not based on assumptions. The world could end tomorrow, and all those things don’t really matter anymore. She’s family, and Dawson loves her. He wants to be here, but he’ll leave if he thinks that the clan won’t take care of her.” I sway back and forth slightly to keep Pierce happy.
“Why didn’t they tell us?” Kathryn has a tear running down her face.
“They knew that people on the mountain weren’t progressive and didn’t want to have anyone cause problems.” I know this will take some time to process. “Just start by being nice to her and including her in things. If you do that, then the others will follow your lead.”
“Thank you for telling me. I just wish they had trusted us enough so we hadn’t wasted all these years being mad.” Kathryn wipes her eyes.
“Well, you kind of proved their point with how you treated her, so just show them that they can trust you now. They’ll tell you in their own time.”
She starts up the hill again, and we finally arrive at Granny Earlene’s cabin.
Cabin is a very generous term because while the logs on the cabin are still standing, the whole building tilts to the right, while the chimney leans in the other direction. It gives it a weird look that makes me tilt my head from side to side.
The first thing about Granny Earlene is the cackle that echoes from the darkened interior.
A small bundle of paisley covered cloth moves through the door and into the doorway.
“If it ain’t my Brad’s baby. You bring that child right up here and let me bless his little soul.” The crackly voice comes through a toothless mouth, surrounded by withered skin that seems to have grown loose around the bones, giving the flesh that I can see a flapping appearance.
At least I know Granny Earlene is alive since she’s talking to us as we gingerly walk up the steps. The porch’s boards are uneven as I make my way to the rocking chair where she’s sat down, motioning with a bony, almost skeletal hand, for me to join her.
“Hey, Kathryn. I see you got visitation duties this morning,” a voice from inside speaks as I pass by.
“Good morning, Pat,” Kathryn responds, following me to the chairs.
“Oh, it’s a wee little thing. You’ll have to hold him on my lap. I don’t trust myself to keep him from falling.” Granny cackles in delight at the baby boy in front of her.
I do as she asks and hold Pierce just off of her lap, which places the backs of my hands against her knobby knees.
Two other hands reach around me to touch Pierce’s head, as two voices begin the blessing.
“May your days be bright and long. May you be the fastest and the strongest of the clan. May they look to you as their leader and listen because you hear the voices that will help the clan survive.” Granny’s voice gives a shrill cackle, while the other two echo her words.
Pat is holding a little vial of something which Granny dips her finger in and wipes in the shape of a cross on his forehead.
I don’t want to offend them, but this is getting out of hand, so I lift Pierce from her lap and look over, hoping that Kathryn will get us out of there.
“He’s such a blessing. Can you see the light surrounding him?” Pat asks Granny Earlene.
“Surely can. That baby will save us and help his family so that we can stay on the mountain. There’s always one in every generation that has the special light. I won’t be around to see it, but mark my words, he’s special.” She points her finger at us to emphasize her words.
She suddenly flings her head back, like someone has placed her head wrong on her shoulders.
“What happened? Did she die?” I clutch Pierce close and back up.
“Oh no, she’s just fainted.” Pat picked up a vial and holds it under her nose to revive her.
“Kathryn, I think we need to head back home. Little man is going to need a diaper change, and his stuff is back at the house.” I almost run to the golf cart, not waiting to see if she follows.
Granny cracks an eye open. “Did it work? Did we scare her?”
“I believe you did. Now, I’ve got to ride down there and calm her down. Bye, Pat. Granny.”
Wide-eyed, I don’t say anything as we drive down the mountain. When she stops at the house, I get off, still holding Pierce tightly.
“I think I’ll go in now.” I turn and go inside without looking back.
I can only hope that Brad will come rescue me from the crazy part of his family because if this is a normal welcome for a baby, then I’m not sure we can stay here.
Before I finish changing Pierce’s diaper, there’s a knock on the door.
Kelly stands in the doorway with a smirk on her face.
“They want you in the family room.” Her tone sounds like I’m in trouble for something.
I use a wipe to clean my hands after changing his diaper and go out to face the music for whatever I’d done.
“Surprise!” The entire family, except for those on guard duty, are crowded into the room.
“Welcome to the family.” Nana grins.
“I’m not sure I understand. I got married to Brad over two years ago.” I look at all the smiling faces, but have no idea why they’re so happy.
“You passed the initiation. Granny Earlene always likes to “bless” the babies, and if the mothers don’t run screaming then we know they’re made of stern stuff and can survive anything,” Kathryn chimes in.
“So that wasn’t real?” I ask, feeling relieved that maybe the crazy genes only run on my side of the family.
“Nope. Even the feud between Granny and Nana was to test you. They have to know that you’ll stand up for the family, even if there are two sides to it.” As Pop explains, my eyes meet Kathryn’s in acknowledgement of which side I’m on in the Haley matter.
The entire family has to hug me and welcome me to the real family.
“Does this mean I get to know all the secret things the guys went out to get the other day?” I joke.
“We’ll give you the family tour later,” Cole promises.
I look around the room and realize that I already feel a part of the family. The only thing that will make my world better would be to have Brad by my side.

The End for now…to be continued in the next book.
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For Gabriel and Katie, my little zombies.





INTRODUCTION
Introduction to the Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse series.

I have plans to write nine books, or more, in this series. Come with my "everyday family" as they escape zombies, endure losses, share their strengths, and look for hope in a crumbling universe that refuses to let the lights go out.
The Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse series is designed to start with the quiet dignity of a solitary woman in her kitchen and end with the ferocity of a planet-wide nuclear war. That's just a figure of speech, by the way, not a spoiler!
Each book forces that rotten door open a little wider, but this first one is very personal. It's dedicated to my grandmother. She was 104 when she passed away, and she's the basis for Marty Peters—the woman you'll meet in a few pages. Zombies don't discriminate based on age, but lucky for Marty she has a secret weapon. His name is Liam!
Welcome to Since the Sirens.
E.E. Isherwood





PROLOGUE: WORLD OF ZOMBIES
PROLOGUE: WORLD OF ZOMBIES

At fifteen, a young man with Liam’s average size and weight wouldn’t attempt to double-wield shotguns. Most men twice his age, even those in the military, wouldn’t try it in battle. But they weren’t the hero. He was. A wild-haired, lanky, scholar-athlete wannabe who just happened to be good at this one thing.
“Lock and load. I’m going in.”
“Wait up,” JT cried out as he fiddled with his sniper rifle. “I can’t take this thing in there. They’ll be on top of me before I can use it.”
“I’d use the fifty-cal if I were you.” Liam couldn’t heft such a large weapon, but JT was built like a college linebacker, even if he acted more like the fifteen-year-old wimp he’d been before the world went to Hell.
“Nah. Not enough ammo. Used it all on the bridge. I’m going with these.”
Liam chuckled at his friend. The young man wore a get-up more commonly found in a biker bar—all black leather pants and jacket adorned with silver studs. His white t-shirt was as clean as when his mom set it out for him—Liam wasn't going to tell him how he knew that. Somehow, it all worked. The young man also dual-wielded his choice of weapons but with much more practical .357 Colt Pythons.
“I wish some of the other guys were here,” JT huffed as he broke down the rifle and prepped the revolvers.
Liam felt the same way, but Charlie and Jacob both fell in the fight to get them to the end of their mission. He had a few extra seconds to ponder their mistakes, so he could avoid ending up like them. He looked to the sky.
They're dead. Just lousy spectators, now, he thought.
JT finally gave him the go ahead. “I’m ready.”
Liam pulled at the door of the secret government base they’d been searching for, though he stopped to consider his fortune. The cure to the plague was inside, as were the men and women responsible for creating the mess in the first place. With a little luck, they could take care of them both in one glorious battle. He briefly imagined the cheering crowds of survivors. The young women anxious to thank him. Fifteen or not, he'd be heralded for this.
“I said I'm ready,” JT repeated.
“I'm going!”
The expected white lab coats were there, but the people wearing them had already been infected with the Six-Sigma Virus—so named because it killed with ruthless efficiency. He didn’t dwell on the tantalizing beakers and vats of bubbling green liquid. The cure—if it existed—was useless in the moment. If they had it, why didn't the scientists use it? The answer was both grim and obvious, and now those ruined people had to die, just like all the others. The New World demanded blood, not a fabled cure.
“Let ‘em have it,” he shouted.
He selected his first target for the automatic combat shotguns. She was a brunette in the stereotypical white ensemble which reminded him more of a mad scientist than a CDC employee. He avoided looking directly at the smiling face on her ID badge affixed to her chest.
“Die, zombie scum!”
The trigger pulled easily on both his weapons. Together they more or less removed the woman’s rotting head from her shoulders, precisely the way he was supposed to do it. Of all the different types of zombies he’d read about and seen in movies, it was the one consistent piece of knowledge applicable to all of them. Remove the head, and you eliminate the threat.
JT’s .357’s began to sing just as something cut the power, throwing everything into total darkness. The flashes of the guns became the only source of illumination. The strobe effect led them both deeper into the dark vault. A fitting effect for the final challenge of their long quest.
“Switching to FLIR,” he said with absolute calm. Despite the sick researchers shambling around—all with sickly gray skin and glowing red eyes—he didn’t lose his cool. He was proud he’d been able to push the fear away and stay glued to his objective. He imagined it was how proper military men might handle the same situation.
“Got it,” JT replied.
The infrared headset worked miracles for him. “Wow. That’s the ticket. I can see ‘em all!”
They fired at will. He and JT stuck together until the middle of the room. The tables of vats and beakers on the far side required them to split up so they could clear the room properly. He marveled at the amazing fidelity of the scene as he watched a shotgun shell forced from the breech of the weapon along with a puff of gas. The infrared mode didn’t strip out any of the detail.
“This is awesome,” he screamed into his headset.
He brought down several more zombies in quick order before reaching the back wall. JT came running up from his side of the room, bragging as usual.
“How many did you get? I killed ten.”
Liam doubted his friend’s count, but he hadn’t been keeping score just then.
“What do we do now?”
JT smiled from under his IR headgear and pointed to an alcove on the back wall. “We’ve made it to the end, my friend. We just have to push that button, and this place will self-destruct.”
“And all this will be over? This whole adventure? That doesn't seem right … ”
“Yep. We win.” JT clapped him on the shoulder.
“This is all too easy,” Liam responded. Easier than the bridge where they’d lost their two friends, no question there.
“Who cares. Just push it, and we can get out of here.”
It probably ran on batteries because it had a little blinking red light under it. Just as you might expect of something designed to blow up the place.
He finally relented and pushed the three-inch button into the wall with a quiet click. A moment later the building began to shake. A massive door along the back wall slowly slid open and revealed hundreds—maybe thousands—more zombies in the next chamber. All of them moved toward them with the same slow zombie shuffle, shouting the word “brains” while holding their arms in front of them. They greatly desired the fresh meat in their midst. Liam had seen it before, though never with this many.
He began to reload his shotguns when a female voice broke his concentration.
“Help me, please!”
JT shared his concerned look.
“Under here,” he yelled while pointing both shotguns at the cabinet door beneath the lab table.
“After you,” JT said dramatically while training his Pythons on the same spot.
Liam lowered the shotguns, ignoring the groans of the horde drawing close. He unlatched the door to see a young blonde-haired woman coiled up inside. She held out her hand, and the boys helped her to her feet.
Moans and groans momentarily forgotten, Liam couldn’t help looking her over.
Blonde. Tight-fitting jeans. Nothing above but a stars-and-stripes bikini top.
“We’re here to rescue you,” Liam declared with his best attempt at bravado.
“No, we’re all going to die,” she replied. “There’s too many.”
Liam was dumbfounded. “Then why did you get out of your hiding spot?”
He watched her blue eyes tear up, and he instantly regretted the words. Her eye sockets were messy puddles of smeared eye liner from previous tears.
“I—I didn’t want to die alone.”
“Oh, hell,” JT droned from behind him.
“We’ll do our best,” he said to cheer her up.
Her smile was weak, but it was there. She had faith.
We can do this.
Zombies came in from the entryway, fell from ceiling tiles, and swarmed from the back until they converged on the trio. Each doomed warrior expended a good chunk of ammo before the zombies trapped them for good.
He had to shout over the noise. “JT, you lied. You said all we had to do was push the button. That’s how we win!”
The horde pressed up against them. The two boys stood with their weapons forward and their backs against the helpless damsel in distress. Thinking it over, it was pretty near to one of the screenshots he remembered from the game’s download page.
His friend sounded beaten. “I’ve never made it this far before. I was just making things up.”
“Well, that figures.”
Liam could do no more than watch as his avatar was brought down in a zombie chomp-fest. The pain was amplified because JT's character died a full second later. That would be one more point against him in their brother-like rivalry in video games.
The girl they were protecting died last.
A female computer voice filled his headphones. “Match ended. Hunter team efficiency 37%. Hunter team losses equal 100%. Player ‘Meat Me in Yonkers’ has maintained the rank of Rookie.”
“Dang it!”
He yanked off his headphones and tossed them onto a pile of books on his desk next to the PC tower. The computer game after action screen glared at him as if to mock his purported expertise. He’d let two of his friends die early on in the simulation and failed to lead the rest of the team to victory. They’d been in a position to rescue one of the valuable non-player characters, but she died in that room same as them. JT even got more kills than him, in addition to capturing that all-important braggy extra second of life.
The distant voices of his friends came out of his discarded headphones. His volume remained turned up well beyond what Mom and Dad would find appropriate. Even great-grandma Marty would probably think it was too loud.
He snickered as he put them back on. The headphone and microphone combination was necessary so he could talk to his three friends. The wintry conditions on the county roads made it impossible for them to meet in person as they all preferred but playing online while chatting was the next best thing.
“Guys, World of Zombies is kinda lame. It’s not nearly as cool as World of Undead Soldiers, which you all know also has zombies.”
Left unsaid was that he’d played the other game for years. He was, in fact, a master at killing all manner of undead. Vampires. Yetis. Even zombies. But a game with only zombies was a different beast entirely, and not one he found very challenging. It took brains to fight those other beasts, as each required a particular kind of weapon or magical talisman to defeat. Zombies just stood there and died with simple bullets. The game designers made no effort to make them interesting or different.
Jacob laughed. “At least you didn’t die in the middle of the game. I slipped off that bridge like a newb lord.”
Liam pushed back in his chair and crossed his arms. If his friends wanted to play again he might indulge them once more, but there was no reason to stop playing his preferred game. Sure the video quality was better, and it was the “latest and greatest” from Saratov Systems—his favorite game company—but new wasn’t always better.
A loud bang rattled the floor beneath his chair. The sound defeated his amplified headphones still blaring the end game credits.
He rolled his eyes.
Dad had been shopping again. He’d watched him unload the car earlier that evening after pulling it into the garage and closing the garage door. Dad proudly called himself a gun nut, and he often proved it. Not even icy streets could stop him from buying guns at auction.
It sounded as if he’d dropped some while taking them to the basement.
Internally he debated helping. He knew he should. His game was a total loss, and nothing required his butt be in his chair, but he was kind of Dadded-out at that particular moment. It rubbed him the wrong way his father would go to any length to get those stupid guns, but he wouldn’t budge when Liam asked him to drive through those same road conditions to get him to JT’s house for the night.
While he debated that point, his friends started up the next game. A screen asked if he wanted to join.
Sorry, Dad. I'm reeeeal busy.
He clicked the screen. “All right, guys. I’ll give this one more shot. Let’s go find some zombies.”
In six months, the zombies would be looking for him.
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CIV
MARTINETTE PETERS LEANED against her oven and thought about hunger. She guessed she'd cooked tens of thousands of meals during more than a century of living, but this morning was different. She was off the script.
These days her breakfast was prepared by Angie, the nurse who lived in the upstairs flat of Marty’s two-family red brick home. Bacon. Eggs. Toast. The same things she'd made for her the past two years. Every day. Without fail. But today Angie hadn't come down at her regular time and hadn't answered the intercom or her telephone. Marty waited as long as possible for her chef but soon thought about how to cook those things for herself. What was once second nature now required proper planning.
She studied the cabinets, the pantry, and her cooking dishes. Everything she needed was far above. Either she was getting shorter, or Angie had intentionally placed everything on shelves out of reach.
She walked from the kitchen, leaning on her cane. A bag of bread hung from her free hand. That, mercifully, had been within her grasp on the counter. The phone rang as she guided herself into her comfy chair. Her cane remained nearby.
“This is the Metropolitan Police Department, City of St. Louis, with an emergency alert. Violent disturbances have been reported in multiple locations within St. Louis city limits. There is a risk of injury or death to any participants or bystanders. If you hear this message, we urge immediate evacuation to safer areas. Follow instructions from city or police officials in your neighborhood. Be alert for additional emergency messages. … This is the Metropolitan … ”
Shifting in her seat, she listened as the robocall repeated through the answering machine. She screened everything these days, responding at her leisure, if at all. Despite having many friends and relatives, she seldom had energy for chit-chatting. At 104 years of age, she assured herself it was okay to be picky.
The announcement finally ended with a beep, leaving her to her thoughts.
Well, I'm not
going to run for the hills!
She glanced at the two-wheeled walker in the corner, tennis ball-swathed feet fresh and yellow—she hated using that big device. If she were going to chance an escape, which she certainly was not, she'd use the smaller, quad-footed cane sitting by her side. She despised that thing too, but grudgingly admitted it helped her get around more effectively than grasping at walls and furniture while patrolling the cozy single-level flat.
Ignoring the robocall’s instructions, she resumed cross-stitching under the timeless rhythm of the wall clock. Angie would call sooner or later, and then the day would start properly.
It wasn't long after the phone alert when she heard a great banging sound from the front of the apartment. To her hearing-amplified ears, it sounded like someone had fallen down the stairs leading to the upstairs flat. Over the years, she'd heard many things dropped down those stairs, including many by her grandchildren who just loved playing on them despite her stern warnings. She had also come to know the sound of someone tripping up the stairs or falling down the steep flight. This was a case of the latter.
“Angie, is that you?” she asked, though she knew her raised voice was still too weak to be heard in the front of the house, through a wooden door.
Getting up, she patiently grasped her cane, pushing up on the armchair with her free hand. Normally it was Angie who would come down to help her when she had trouble getting out of her chair after being comfortable for too long. A quick buzz on the intercom was all it took. This time, she was able to make the transition from sit to stand unaided.
She lamented that if someone up front was counting on her to help them quickly, they were in trouble. With her hunched back and sub-five-foot stature her gait was a slow shuffle at best—foot, foot, cane. It was, however, very steady most of the time. That, at least, would give the desperately injured some modicum of hope of eventual rescue.
She hurried—in her own way—to the potential fall victim. At a snail's pace, she passed her curio cabinet and shelves of fine china in her dining room and emerged in her front living room. She steadied herself on a big armchair, then pushed off to the last stop, the interior door in the front foyer of her home.
Lord help me move.
Soft moans and scratching indicated this was indeed an emergency. She steeled herself to see the fallen victim as she opened the door inward.
“Oh my, Angie. Are you all right?”
Angie had bounced down the stairs sure enough, but a mere fall was the least of her problems. Her skin was ashen, and her eyes were bloodshot—or bloody, it was hard to tell—and her usual perfectly manicured hair was sitting in greasy knots. Her light-colored nightgown was soaked with sweat and stained with many red streaks and blotches from top to bottom. The fifty-something nurse looked almost skeletal, and her emotional state wasn't the expected embarrassment or agony from the crash, but instead...anger? Her right foot was unquestionably broken—it was pointing in the wrong direction.
Why isn't she screaming?
While Marty had scoffed at the warning on the phone, she was aware of the panic sweeping the nation and was certainly aware of the mystery Ebola-like sickness which so troubled many of her family members. They were at her flat just last night urging her to stay with them until it all blew over. She demurred, declaring she felt perfectly safe for the time being. She assured them if things got really bad she'd oblige them on their offer. Secretly she felt it couldn't possibly get rotten enough for her to leave. For someone who had lived through the Great Depression, World War II, Vietnam, and the War on Terror, she did not panic or scare easily.
She wasn't panicking now, but she was hasty about shutting the door.
“I'm sorry, Angie. You aren't looking right. I'll call 911 and get you some help.”
Before she could get the door fully closed, Angie stuck her arm and shoulder into the void to reach for her, preventing a good seal.
“My lands!” It was as close as she came to cussing.
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A woman of 104 wasn’t going to kick or shove a person lying on the floor hard enough to get them back through an open door. It would be difficult for someone half her age, so she released the door and did the only sensible thing she could at that moment—she walked away.
Perhaps it was habit, or maybe just a little bit of panic creeping in, but she went back into her flat rather than step out the front door to the relative safety of her front porch. After several seconds, she realized her mistake and partially turned around to see if she could still slip out—and saw Angie slithering into her flat, blocking escape in that direction. Angie had an evil look she had never seen on her friend's face before, and she was struggling to get off the floor.
“Angie, you're hurt badly and aren't yourself. Please wait where you are, and I'll call a doctor.”
She considered her options as she pushed herself through her home, understanding that she was likely in mortal danger. Angie was probably infected with heaven-knows-what, though it was beyond her reckoning how anyone sick or healthy could lay there with a broken ankle and not make a peep. Working her cane with her left hand, her free hand was in her pocket holding her rosary. At her age, death was never far away, and the rosary was an important reminder of the faith she always kept close, but this was not how she wanted her story to end. She needed a plan.
She could easily lock herself in any room of the house—a bathroom would be the best choice for now—but she didn't know how strong Angie might be. If she could survive a broken ankle and not complain, what if she could put her head through the thin wooden doors? The growling sounds of the sick woman behind her spurred her to continue without stopping to consider potential side routes.
“I'll just be a moment, Angie.”
She walked into the kitchen at the back of the house, looking around frantically for something to help her. Her heart was beating hard at the effort to simply walk at such a brisk pace. She scanned the kitchen table, the oven area, and the open door to the basement—her great-grandson Liam lived down there, but he was gone for the day to the library. She would never be able to get down all those steps. Her eyes finally fell on her impressive collection of kitchen cutlery, and she chuckled to herself at a funny thought.
Maybe I could fight her with a knife? Ha!
Her painfully slow progress brought her near the back door, the only real alternative left. Going into the backyard was a definite option, but that would put her outside her house for who-knows-how-long. What about food, water, her pain medications, the telephone? Could she survive until Liam returned? The shuffling noises entering the kitchen made up her mind.
She slid out the stout back door, pulling it shut behind her. The exterior screen door slowly followed suit. The concrete porch was a flat, open space with a small awning overhead, providing limited shade for a few chairs and one large freestanding porch swing she kept around mainly for the grandchildren. She liked this flat for a lot of reasons, but the biggest was how few stairs she had to use. The bright-eyed Marty who moved in all those years ago never imagined she'd still be here at 104 with a disdain for steps.
She hobbled, her back starting to flare up in pain, to the closed window near the back door so she could get a look inside at her friend. She had to put her face up against the glass to see through the glare of the morning sunshine. Her cane, with its four small feet, waited patiently at her side.
Angie was right up in the window looking back at her.
Oh, my. Poor Angie.
She could see Angie had to be standing on her broken foot, banging herself against the window quite forcefully. The interior screen frame was already ripped and bent, but her greatest concern was how much pain the woman must be suffering from that injury.
She moved away from the window to consider what to do next. She ran through a Hail Mary prayer, not for herself but for the more endangered soul inside. She sat down in the sturdy armchair. She knew she'd have trouble getting back up, but there was no choice but to take a quick rest. And think.
A hedge separated her immaculate yard and well-tended flower beds from her less tidy neighbors on both sides. She saw none of them outside, which wasn't terribly unusual. Most of the kids and many of the young adults were probably inside playing with their video games or whatever newfangled technology was out these days. Or they could all be inside suffering like Angie. That image hung on the air.
“Those police called a few hours too late. I let Liam go out today without a care in the world. I need to get back inside, so he has a safe place when he returns.”
It was time to save her own bacon and prevent her from becoming someone else's problem. She hated asking for help for tasks she could do for herself. Even worse was depending on others for things she had done herself but was physically incapable of doing now. A rescue, for instance.
I'm starting to feel old. Finally.
The tiny yard offered nothing regarding weapons—not that she had any desire to hurt Angie. If she could still hold one, a gun might be a useful deterrent. The concept of a cowgirl granny lifting a shotgun, heroically reentering the house, and chasing off the bad guy would have given her a laughing fit on any other day. Today it just made her mad.
If she were ten years younger she might be able to sneak to the front door, open it, and lure Angie out—then move around the house and through the back door. Today, just walking to the front would probably give her a heart attack and running from the angry nurse on the return trip would kill her, one way or the other.
Her eyes fell on the garage.
Can I get there?
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She had mild difficulty getting out of her chair, but the banging on the window kept her motivated. At the far end of her small yard was her one-car garage. A small wooden structure she seldom visited these days. It had been painted a tidy white, had a sloping black asphalt shingle roof, a tiny window on the rear wall, as well as small portals on each of the sides. The walkway led down the center of the yard but snaked to the right side of the garage. When she reached the service door she made a horrible realization—the key was hanging on a wall inside her house! She had never cussed her whole life; it just wasn't her style. Instead of cursing, she prayed.
She looked into the garage through the tiny window of the door and saw sunlight. The main bay door was already open. As she made her way into the alley and through the front of the garage, she noticed almost all the garages on her block had their fronts open, many with detritus tossed on the ground as if sneezed out. She and many of her neighbors had been robbed.
Looking in, she saw the previously pristine space was a tornadic blast of her belongings. She hadn't driven in twenty-five years and didn't own a car, but Angie's should have been sitting in front of her—it had been taken. So had anything else of value. The boxes of power tools. A couple of the grandkids' fancy bikes. The snowblower.
It's June, for heaven's sake.
Looking at what was left, she had to find something which would help her get back in her house. Trash cans. Old lumber scraps. Bags of soil. All manner of car-cleaning products, lawn-care accessories, and pre–World War II shovels, spades, and other old equipment she was unable to categorize. Her late husband never gave up on a good tool.
At that moment, the emergency tornado sirens began to howl their deep and unmistakable wail. It couldn't be weather—it was a clear day. They were supposed to warn of a tornado, but mostly the trumpets sounded only during their monthly readiness tests. Even with bad hearing, the eardrum-splitting decibels from the siren tower located just around the corner were painful as they continued to wail like the devil’s version of Gabriel’s trumpet.
Her eye came across something the thieves had overlooked or hadn’t wanted that gave her hope. Thirty feet of her past lay coiled on the floor, in the guise of a stout, braided rope with one end tied in a loop with the famous Honda Knot cowboys used to make their lariats. It was a souvenir from her honeymoon at Marvel Cave—eons ago. She and Al got the lariat from the aged proprietor of the small river cabin they rented. He liked to pretend he was a cowboy and talked about his time roping steer over in Kansas City. He wanted to give it to “youngin's” like them.
She used a rake to hook it, so she didn't have to bend down to pick it up. The braids felt good in her hands, and she savored the memories of its origin. She drew strength in the notion her husband was helping her from above. She leaned against the wall of the garage, considering how to advance her cause.
“I'll only have one chance. I'm already pooped,” she said to herself. Sweat beaded profusely under her snow-white hair.
She looked around for the one other tool she thought she might need and found the long handle of a broom without the brush attached. Easily done.
Slowly, she started making her way to the back porch again. The infernal siren continued to blare, adding anxiety to her already desperate plan. At the halfway point, she paused for a rest and wondered whether she shouldn't just go out the front gate, down the narrow path between her flat and the neighboring home, and just keep walking until she found help. Forget about Angie for now and just find assistance. Lots of risks either way.
“Lord give me strength to make the right choice,” she said to anyone listening. She seldom prayed for herself, but now she allowed herself to ask for help. After a minute's pause, she decided her best chance to see this day to the end was to take charge of her own problems and recapture her home. Even if she didn't live through the night, she wasn't about to spend her final hours on earth sitting on a deck chair listening to Angie claw away at her kitchen window.
“And, please, Lord, turn off those trumpets!”
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She closed the distance to the back of her house, the rope heavy across her thin shoulders; the broom handle held tightly under the arm not working the cane. She saw herself reflected in the glass of her back window, stooped over and hobbling up the path like some elderly, deranged Calamity Jane.
She admitted she did not look very intimidating, but she was a survivor in the truest sense. She lost her first daughter in a freak car accident. A son lost to war in Korea. Financial ruin after Al died. And the coup de grace was breaking her hip when she was 99. This, she told herself, was a minor speed bump in comparison.
So, on she went, pulling up to the door and window. She tied off her rope and took a seat in the same chair she'd used a few minutes before. She was winded now, and her back was fast becoming a major distraction. She almost never consumed pain meds but using them after such exertion would be justified.
The plan was simple, as it had to be for a woman of her rapidly declining abilities. She would tap the window with her broom handle to get Angie’s attention and draw her over there one more time. She hoped that would give her an opportunity to open the screen door long enough to push the main door, so it would open wide. From there, things would get interesting.
As with most major events in her life, this one began with a prayer.
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”
She tried to stand up and realized her back was nearing its limits. With great effort, she did manage to stand, but this would likely be her last unassisted “up” of the day.
“As if I don't have enough problems.”
Standing and wobbling a bit, she righted herself and made for the small segment of brickwork between the door and the rear window. She had the rope looped over her head, the broomstick in her left hand, and the cane in her right. Her best guess was she could just reach the window with the stick and still be close enough to the door to open it. She considered whether Angie would even hear her banging on the window over the din of the emergency klaxons.
I’ll have to trust God on this one.
She let go of her cane and stood unassisted as best she could. With all her strength, she swung the broom handle with both hands. She had feeble arm strength, and her whole body was already taxed to its breaking point—but she did manage to make a satisfying bang on the window glass before the stick slipped out of her hands and rolled into the grass just off the concrete porch. It was now or never. Was it enough?
She maneuvered herself to the screen door and was dismayed to see how far open she needed it, so she could gain enough leverage to push the heavier inside door. It was taking too much time! She gave the door a push and was relieved to see it slowly swing open into the kitchen. Now all she had to do was move out of the screen door's path and close it before Angie returned from her attack on the window. It disturbed her deeply to hear such anger and pain, but it also scared her half to death, knowing she didn't have anything between her and the inside of the house but a slowly closing, flimsy aluminum screen door.
It latched shut with a satisfying click, but she felt the panic rising as Angie appeared in her blood-stained nightclothes and began flailing at the door.
My stars!
She nearly forgot what she was supposed to be doing but regained her wits enough to pull the rope from around her neck and get it into position. She had no idea what to expect of this plan, as she had absolutely no experience breaking screen doors. Would the whole thing collapse outward? Would Angie kick it open or accidentally hit the latch to open the door like a normal person? So many variables ran through her head as she stood inches away from danger.
The lining abruptly ripped near the top, and Angie leaned through the broken screen. As Angie's head poked out, Marty—city slicker or not—pulled a simple rope trick that the old proprietor would applaud unabashedly. She circled the lasso over Angie's head and pulled the loop, so it cinched around her neck. If Angie noticed it, she gave no indication as she continued trying to push through the door. She grabbed her cane and started walking as fast as her orthopedic shoes would carry her, knowing Angie was going to make it outside—if her plan continued to work.
The other end of the rope was tied to the only thing of any weight close enough to her back door—her porch swing. It was an awkwardly shaped freestanding model, and she'd seen it moved enough times over the years to know it took pretty good effort on the part of a couple of people to drag it around. If she were really lucky, it would hold Angie long enough, so she could walk around front and backtrack through her house to shut the rear door again.
Lots of ifs.
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Angie came screaming and flailing out the door. She nearly grabbed her before being pulled up short by the rope. Angie stumbled, stood up, and lunged at her again, but Marty was silently lifting and pushing her cane, trundling forward just out of reach. She risked a glance back over her shoulder and was dismayed to see the plague-driven nurse was dragging the swing behind her, a few inches with every lunge. Angie was slightly above average height and weight for a woman her age, but the sickness seemed to give her some added oomph even as it took away some of her mass.
She made it through the front gate and started making her way along the forty-foot corridor between her house and her neighbor’s. The effort made her very dizzy, and she had to lean against the brick wall while she regained her bearings and settled her vision. She wasn't very far up the path, and Angie had made it through the gate—Forgot to close it behind me!—dragging the swing behind her. She could hear it slide off the concrete into the grass.
The fog lifted just enough, and she was able to take one step at a time, constantly leaning against the wall to steady herself. The relentless fury of the sirens was clashing with the angry screams from Angie, making her ears ring. She was definitely panicking now, aware of the danger of falling over and knowing if she did it would be for the last time.
Angie had made more progress down the narrow corridor, with twenty feet of rope behind her linked to the swing. She realized she was going to lose this slow-motion race and fall prey to whatever it was Angie intended to do to her.
A “thunk” sound accompanied a wild scream from Angie.
The porch swing ran up against the gateposts. It wouldn't fit through. Not even close.
Marty couldn't manage even a little smile at her good luck. She could only focus on her feet below her and her hand on the wall to her right. One foot. Other foot. One hand. Repeat. She seemed to be walking through molasses.
“Lord, I don't mind if you call me to you today, but please let me make it inside, so Liam doesn't go outside again to look for me,” she said softly, half to herself, half to her Redeemer.
With enormous effort, she reached the front corner of her house. She leaned to her right to view the yard, also positioning herself so that over her shoulder she could see Angie furiously thrashing against the rope and the jammed swing. No time to delay. She turned her head back to the front and began her final push to the front entrance, up the small ramp her grandson had built for her, so she could avoid the two steps up to her front porch and entryway.
The ramp had been constructed with sturdy hand railings, which provided a solid purchase on the incline, but even so, she saw stars when she finally had the door handle in her grasp. She swayed dangerously. The handle was on the left side of the door. This was it. She grabbed the latch and pushed.
It was locked!
Of course. Angie did most of the door-locking these days. The keys were inside....
Maybe I could sit a spell?
No, you old fool.
Steeling herself for one more task, she grabbed her cane—no, her cane had fallen somewhere during her escape. She looked down. She was holding her rosary with her free hand, rather than the cane.
“Now when did that happen?”
When she thought she was going to die back there, she must have made the switch from the worldly cane to the spiritual talisman to prepare to meet her Maker. She now assumed her time had not yet come and, though she devoutly depended on her faith, she depended on that cane, too.
“Looks like I'll have to do it the hard way.”
She propped herself up, then dragged her body leftward along a few feet of the brick facade, leaning hard the whole way. Then she was in front of Angie's place. The entry doors for the upstairs and downstairs flats were next to one another. The handle for the upper flat was on the right side of the door. If Angie's place was unlocked, she knew the interior door was open, and she could reach her own flat. If...
She pushed the latch and pushed.
Locked.
Have mercy!
She considered sitting down and letting the end come. It wasn't suicide—forbidden by her faith—rather an honest end to a hard day.
Looking at her hands, she saw she'd scraped them good and hard in the last few minutes though she hadn’t felt anything. She was really out of it. Teetering between sitting and standing, she remembered something through the dizzying haze. Angie had often complained about her front door sticking when she tried to push it open. Several handymen had been through over the years trying to fix it, but none of them seemed willing to replace the whole doorframe. They were confident each time they had loosened it for good. Later, it would stick again. Sometimes you had to push really hard on the door and depress the latch at the same time to get it to dislodge. It was no problem for the relatively young Angie, but for her... If Angie's door was unlocked, she would still have to find strength to get in.
She looked to her right—no sound was coming from the corridor. Was that good or bad? She tried the latch, giving it a half-spirited second attempt and a little shove. It would not budge. The stars were swimming dreamily in her eyes. She took a moment to lean her head directly against the wooden door and rest.
Her vision came into focus just in time to see Angie standing at the corner of the house; the rope looped around her neck, the other end hidden somewhere around the bend. The swing chair could not have fit through the gate; Angie was free of it. The sick nurse reoriented on her quarry and began closing in.
Marty had no time for a prayer. Pure instinct and perseverance drove her at that moment. She knew in her heart that door was unlocked—Angie was a trusting soul, unafraid of the outside world, going in and out with great frequency to do her chores. She grasped the latch with both her tiny, wrinkled hands while pushing with everything she had against the door. It would only work if the door was really unlocked. If if if …
She spilled through the entryway as the sound of rage from Angie grew louder, even eclipsing the incessant scream of the sirens. Only by the grace of God did she manage to hang on to the handle, so the heavy door didn't throw her to the wood floor as it opened. Now all she had to do was close it again, but this time, physics was on her side. The door was heavy enough that as she pushed it, it also forced back the blood-stained hands that had arrived a second too late to affect its trajectory. Angie was unable to make the sharp right turn at the door jamb to put her hand into the diminishing gap. The heavy thing slammed, and she quickly double-locked it.
She didn't remember the stumbling walk from the front of her house to the rear. Couldn't remember if Angie stayed in the front or moved to the back, observing her through the side windows. She had no recollection of closing the back door and pulling the curtains shut on the kitchen window. She didn't know how she reached her bed and fell in fully clothed, shoes and all. Rosary in hand, she would barely recall the little prayer she said before finally losing consciousness.
Dear Lord. Please help Liam find his way home safely.
She fell asleep to the sound of trumpets.
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THE LIBRARY
“WHERE'S LIAM? WHERE'S LIAM?”
That was the sound of his worst nightmare the past few months. Mom and Dad and their incessant, demanding, infuriating repetition of that question. It was almost like they were afraid to let him out of their sight. As if he were still a five-year-old. In a mad stroke of irony, it was the one thing that made staying at his great-grandma Marty's house bearable. She didn't ask stupid questions.
He’d run out of her house this morning as soon as possible, just as he'd done most of the previous three weeks, to find refuge among his kind online and do important things, like slaying the undead and e-chatting with his friends back in civilization. His home away from home away from home was the public library.
“I'm going to the lye-bury, Grandma. See ya tonight!” He reveled in mispronouncing the word library, though not to antagonize his sweet old great-grandmother. He butchered it on purpose because his dad said his mispronunciation was a special broken word that was “more obnoxious than bloody fingernails on a chalkboard.”
Shouldn't tell me your weakness, Dad!
He knew his father's second most-hated word was nu-cue-lar power—but it was harder to fit into everyday conversation. So, as a sarcastic homage to his father, he continued the tradition. Today, Grandma only answered him with an affirmative nod as he walked out the door to relative freedom.
Though it broke the unwritten teenage rule of time management—awake all night and sleep all day, like vampires—today he reached the library just as it opened at eight o' clock. He wasn't interested in small talk, or chatting up strangers, so he didn't care to know the name of the well-dressed, somewhat older woman who unlocked the doors and sat behind the counter every day, but she at least recognized him with a wave. He figured it was the blue jeans and soft-drink-logo shirts he liked to wear.
“Good morning and welcome back. I didn't expect anyone today.”
He didn't think to ask her why. He was anxious to avoid her and get to the computer area, so he could set up shop. He passed by with a hurried wave in her direction.
When he arrived in the technology area, the computers were still off. He turned on the PC where he had taken a seat. While he waited for it to spin up, the woman came along and turned on the half-dozen or so other computers. He could see she had a frown on her face, but he kept his nose in his phone, trying to begin text conversations with his other friends who should be coming online. Normally there would be three or four of his friends from school—a cabal that would meet in one of their homes during the summer. He was now the outsider since he was staying with his grandma in the city.
“Where is everyone?” he wrote to the lone avatar sitting on his screen. It belonged to Terrance, who had for some reason named his character “Share the Spirit” and used skins in-game with Olympic themes. Funny because Terrance never lifted a muscle to exercise a day in his life, though he was overly competitive inside the game world.
“Dunno. You have the game loaded yet?”
He wasn't in a rush to get things started since he knew he'd be at the library all day. As the computer came online, he logged into the server for World of Undead Soldiers, and leisurely prepared his units while he waited. His friends should be crawling out of bed and joining up soon.
He sat there fiddling with things for another fifteen minutes. He and Terrance wanted to give the other guys a chance to link up before they headed into the wilderness. It was always harder to jump in on the run.
At last, they made the call. The other guys weren't going to make it.
He thought it was highly unusual all three were missing, but it was no reason to cancel the engagement. He'd go out by himself—lone hero style—rather than sit back at Grandma's.
All thoughts turned to the battlefield as he and “Share the Spirit” were immediately “in it,” fighting for their lives with their reduced group of soldiers.
His sense of time melted away as the game consumed him.
An hour went by when he got some texts from JT, one of his AWOL buddies.
***
“I got the guns. Where u want them?”
“Dad?”
“Oh srry Liam. That was 4 dad. Hope you guys are running 2. Like a real adventure!”
“cya”
***
Is this a joke?
The texts showed up on his phone in one blast, as if they were delayed.
He tried to reply but got a “network busy” message.
He thought about asking Terrance for his opinion of those messages, but the computer game screen was frozen. Forced to observe the real world, he felt a sudden and powerful vibration. Some of the computer monitors rattled and a couple flashed off and back on. But the important thing was the connection...
Losing the link to the internet rarely happened with modern technology and infrastructure, but when it did, it always happened at the worst possible time. A host of undead and supernaturals were arriving on his screen and the game world would continue running while his character stood there and died.
“Crap!”
He knew he'd said it too loudly in the library but looking around he saw no one he might have offended. There were no other patrons besides himself.
Even the woman behind the desk was out of view.
Suddenly, to his great delight, the screen unfroze. His character was still alive! He re-joined the battle, to the relief of “Spirit” who was getting his butt handed to him in the storm of creatures. Together, they stood a chance.
His attention was once again focused on the screen, the outage already a distant memory.
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Another hour went by before he came back into awareness of what was happening in the real world. The lights began flashing as if the library was closing.
Not how things were supposed to go.
Without haste, he messaged Terrance in-game to let him know he had to drop out. The library was apparently shutting down early today. An expletive-laden tirade came back at him, suggesting he tell the library to stick something illicit in a dark orifice.
With a chuckle, he stood up and stretched.
Then the power went off, killing the dull fluorescents on the ceiling of the entire building along with everything else.
His primary concern was that he was glad he exited the match cleanly. His character was safe in his stronghold until he returned to the game world tomorrow, next week, or next year. If the power went out while he was in battle, he would have lost all his loot and would have returned to his stronghold with nothing. It was a major downer to have to start from scratch.
Instead of moving toward the exit, he texted Terrance an extended analysis of a portion of the adventure they'd just experienced. He looked forward to getting back together so he could check out some new weapons he'd picked up while they were fighting the beasts.
When he hit send, he got another “network busy” message. He slammed his phone on the laminate table a bit harder than he wanted.
This totally blows.
Frustrated at the intrusions of the real world upon his game time, he stood up, grabbed his backpack containing the extra laptop he kept for those times when the library computers were filled with other patrons, and headed for the exit.
When he arrived at the glass doors, he found the librarian on her feet, looking outward in silence.
“Ma'am, what happened to the power? Is the libary—I mean li-brary going to be open tomorrow?” he said with a chuckle.
Turning around, she looked at him like he was crazy. Liam could see she'd been crying, an unmistakable puffiness combined with smeared makeup.
“Don't you know what's going on?”
“Yeah, the power went out,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Not that. I mean with the city. With Ebola. With zombies.”
He looked past her and her drama. Everything appeared normal; he really couldn't identify anything unusual in his field of view. He noticed nothing out of the ordinary when he walked in this morning, so he had no help there. And zombies? That was the craziest thing he'd ever heard. What would some random librarian know about zombies?
“I don't see anything unusual.”
“Don't you listen to the news? NPR? Anything?”
“My dad says NPR is run by the government, so you can't trust anything they say.” He was content to believe his father on this point because the few times he did listen to NPR, he was bored to tears. His conclusion was anything that mind-numbing had to be propaganda.
“Does your dad think the cable news, nightly news, and radio news is also propaganda?”
“Well, actually—”
“It doesn't matter. Do you have anyone taking care of you? Where are your parents? Can you get home from here?”
He considered the many possible answers to those questions. He decided to keep his response as simple as he could.
“I live with my grandma about thirty minutes from here.” He pointed in the direction he was going to walk.
“You should take care of your grandma. Keep her from getting sick.”
He looked again out the window and saw nothing to support the woman's claims. He saw the crazy look in her eyes, the smeared makeup, and her position in front of the door and absently wondered if she presented a threat to him.
“My grandma is 104. She's probably sitting in her comfy chair right now knitting or crocheting or whatever it is old ladies do. I'm sure she's safe and sound—”
And then to reassure his strange captor, “—but I'll go check on her to be sure, thanks for the advice.”
He stepped back as if waiting for her to let him out.
She took the invitation, unlocked the door, and held it open. Once he was through, she stepped out as well, locked it, and then raced to the lone car on the lot. He heard her complain to herself about how she wasn’t supposed to come into work at all today. In moments, she jumped in her car and went speeding down the street, opposite of where he was heading.
He was left scratching his head.
In no particular hurry, he began his walk. Even with the freakishly distraught woman egging him home, he didn't see anything out of the ordinary in the neighborhood; as his dad would say, she was a plain nut. He put in his ear buds and was comforted by a rock song almost as old as his father—Supertramp's “Take The Long Way Home.”
Too bad I can't go to my real home.
He thought of Grandma. He had told the librarian the truth. He was absolutely certain he knew what she was doing. The same thing she was always doing. The same thing she'd probably be doing until the day she died. Sitting in that stupid chair knitting, quilting, or whatever the heck she called it.
Even though he loved the old woman, she was the most boring person he’d ever met.
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Walking back to Grandma's was a downer. He knew it meant the day would be spent in his dreary basement living quarters playing solo games on his laptop, reading, or listening to music. By no means would he spend the day on the same floor as Grandma and risk having to come up with things to say the whole time. Too much energy required. Just because he was on loan to her this summer didn't mean he had to be in her pocket the whole time.
Ha! On loan. That's what his father called it. More like a prison sentence. A fifteen-year-old boy and his 104-year-old great-grandma had nothing in common as far as he could tell. Computers. The internet. Wi-Fi. Texting. He tried to explain all this to his technology-challenged grandma—he dispensed with the “great” in casual conversation—but she never seemed interested. Even showing her videos of fuzzy bunnies and cute little kittens evoked a “That's nice” but not much else in the way of conversation. He’d run out of ideas.
He returned again to “Where's Liam?” She was a breath of fresh air compared to the inquisitions of his mom and dad. Where are you going? Who are you meeting there? Will there be girls? Drinking? Drugs? And on and on and on. The constant nagging was part of what drove him insane and helped contribute to the massive fights he'd been having with them. No doubt it helped expedite his banishment to Grandma's. A cooling off period for everyone involved. It had already been a few weeks, and he still hadn't communicated with the ‘rents. It was fine with him. His biggest worry was that he'd have to see them both on his birthday in a few weeks.
One day at a time.
His parents stopped paying for his monthly cell phone service as punishment for one of his exploits—he couldn't remember which—and they wouldn't even turn it back on as he left for Grandma's. Talk about cruel and unusual. But once there, his grandma insisted his phone be turned back on, so she could communicate with him using her standard telephone. He had to grudgingly thank her for helping him regain such an important piece of his technological repertoire. It linked him with Grandma, but more importantly, it linked him back up with his friends.
When they weren't discussing their games, he and his friends were constantly talking about horror movies, TV series about zombies and similar supernatural thrillers. They all read the same kind of books too. He was interested in lots of genres of horror but capitalized most of his non-game time by reading the classics on the end of the world: The Stand, Earth Abides, Alas Babylon, and countless zombie stories. Of course, he and his friends visualized themselves as the heroes who saved the world. They even played video games where they could be those heroes. When they talked theoretically about what would happen if the world did end, most of his friends believed they would meet the fall of civilization standing up, facing the harsh new realm with a cool and detached form of heroism. They would be the guys taking out the zeds, zacks, or whatever. Chasing away the corrupt government. Exterminating the barbarian cannibals. And they'd naturally be coveted by buxom women.
He was filled with bravado in front of his friends but privately wasn't so sure he was ever destined to be more than an extra when the movie version of the demise of society was filmed. Most books packed-in characters who defied all the odds to survive. Some had quirky skills that just happened to be what was needed at that particular moment—sort of like the old gardener who had used a spade for fifty years and could miraculously detach zombies from their heads with it. He knew that just didn't happen.
He accepted he would probably be an infected loser when the end came. Books only show the heroes. Everyone else gets sketched into the background as mindless extras, though each one has a story as rich and detailed as the hero. As humans succumb to infection, either by malfeasance, poor clothing choices, or just dumb luck, they instantly transferred from the “important” column to the “afterthought” column in book after book.
The guy who thinks he can shoot a crowd of infected at point-blank range.
The girl who tries to run away only to stereotypically trip and fall.
The unsupervised child who innocently lets the undead into the house. Those guys.
I don't want to be those guys!
At that moment, he heard gunshots from somewhere to his right. He yanked off his ear buds. He knew the sound from his time at the gun range with his mom and dad. You can't mistake the sound of someone banging out round after round from a gun. Then a second and third chain of rat-tat-tats started to hammer. Like it was a bank robbery or something.
At least I'd recognize the zombie uprising before some librarian.
Then a tornado siren began to howl—coming from the direction of Grandma’s street. He could also hear another one starting up somewhere behind him. Clear skies were overhead. The morning kept getting weirder.
Unperturbed, he decided to drop into the little corner market for his daily infusion of whatever energy drink was on sale. It helped him survive the tedium of living at Grandma's. He'd need an extra or three if he'd have to hole up until tomorrow.
Walking in, he could see a few patrons up near the checkout counter. They were all huddled around a small radio. He immediately recognized the grating voice of the President of the United States.
“—you must stay in your homes to survive this crisis. I have authorized all governors to deploy the National Guard to their home states for the duration of this event. Local officials will follow this broadcast with instructions specific to your area...”
He wasn't entirely listening. He tended to ignore politics and political “stuff,” such as messages from the president. His takeaway was that some disaster was happening somewhere and that those people should be doing something.
He walked to the refrigerated section to grab the drinks he needed. The display lights were off—all power was off in the store—but the large front windows helped him see into the cooler well enough. As he was staring at the selection of beverages, he heard two people arguing in the next aisle, a man and a woman.
“I told you the president was going to ruin this country! But did you listen? Noooooo.”
In response, the woman made a sound with her mouth very much like she was throwing up. She then said, “You never did like him. Everyone hates the Socialists; that's why he can't get anything done for this country. You'd probably like to see this nation in ruins if it meant he got the blame for it.”
He heard the words, amused at the couple's tone, but had no interest otherwise. More political nonsense he didn't need to absorb. Of more importance at the moment—what flavor energy drinks to grab. He pulled out what he needed and headed for the register.
The attendant would not peel herself away from the radio. He held up a five to cover the two cans in his other hand and slapped it on the counter, then walked away. It wasn't something he'd do any other time, but he was getting frustrated at people acting so abnormal this morning.
I don't have time for all this BS.
When he returned to the light of the day, he stood near the front door as his eyes adjusted. He watched a man sitting in the passenger seat of a car parked almost in front of the store, drinking out of some kind of hard liquor bottle. He turned and looked at Liam with sleep-filled half-closed eyes, then faced forward again as if he were on a long drive. He felt embarrassed for the dreamer but had no desire to engage or even acknowledge him. He began walking toward home.
He hadn't gone a hundred feet when he heard, and then saw, an orange sports car—a Barracuda he guessed—roaring down the narrow two-lane street from behind him as if it were on the open highway. The vehicle thundered by with enough force he was buffeted by the strong turbulence.
What the hell?
It was going the same direction he was walking, so he jumped into the street to see where it went. Several blocks down it hit its breaks hard, squealing maniacally, then banked left down a side street out of sight.
As he stood there, he felt the hair begin standing up on the back of his neck. He had a strange feeling the car was running from something evil, and the “something” was close behind him that very second...
He turned around expecting to see something horrific but was pleasantly surprised to see nothing out of the ordinary, not even other moving cars—as long as he ignored the tornado sirens. And the drunk man in the front seat of the car at ten-something in the morning. His momentary feeling of panic faded, but he quickened his step as he made for home. He downed one of his drinks almost without taking a breath and considered going back to the shop and getting one to replace it, but he had a sudden desire to get back to Grandma’s. Something was different this morning.
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THE LONG WAY
DURING HIS TWENTY-MINUTE walk to the block where Grandma lived several other cars passed him, though none were going as fast as that orange one. A few times, he saw people running out of their houses to jump in cars or load junk into vehicles parked on the street. Clearly, something big was going on, but was it a tornado—thus the sirens—or what. He'd get it all sorted at Grandma's. Sure, she didn't have the internet or even a cell phone, but she seemed pretty well-informed most of the time. He imagined her sitting in her sewing chair listening to a radio right now, probably with Angie close by.
In fact, he had this image so firmly in his mind's eye it took him several moments to digest what was going on when he finally saw his grandma's house. There on the front porch was Grandma Marty. She didn't have her cane or anything—just looked like she was dragging herself along the wall near the front doors.
First, she fiddled around with her door and then slowly moved to Angie's.
He stood on the sidewalk a couple of houses away, on the opposite side of the tree-lined avenue. Several cars were parked along the curb, making it difficult to get an unobstructed view. He began moving with haste—not quite a run yet as he wasn't sure what was happening—but, he was going to help if she needed it.
Grandma stood at Angie's door, leaning her head against the wood. Was she trying to get into the wrong residence? He had never known her to have even an ounce of dementia, but this certainly seemed like a start.
He almost tried shouting over the sirens to get her attention but then Angie groped her way out from between the two houses. She had a rope or something trailing behind her, and the nurse screamed demonically when she saw Grandma.
Then things happened so fast it forced him to stop in his tracks. Grandma looked over, saw her pursuit, and then threw herself hard against that door. Somehow it opened for her, and she seemed to tumble out of view. Angie lunged for his grandma, but inertia took her wide of the target. The door slammed just in time.
He stopped and pulled up behind one of the large trees.
OK. This is Twilight Zone material.
He leaned out to look at Angie, making a positive identification that the crazed person was the same gentle woman he knew as Grandma’s nurse. She was slamming her fists on the heavy wooden door, making no attempt to use her keys to get in or use the door's handle. What the hell was she doing in her bathrobe? He'd never seen her come down from her apartment less than fully dressed, with makeup to boot.
The tornado sirens made it difficult to hear distinct sounds, but he knew Angie was not throwing out words. She wasn't cussing or yelling insults; she was merely pumping out a guttural scream, something horrible and inhuman.
In a flash, she seemed to tone it down. Instead of beating the door, she appeared to sniff the air and move sideways along the front of the house—heading back the way she'd come. It looked like she was trying to peer inside, but the drapes were drawn over the windows. In a few minutes, she went back around the side of the house out of his view.
He was armed with one empty and one full beverage can, a laptop, and a cell phone. He tried to call Grandma to find out what just happened, but the number he dialed rang and rang, then the tone changed to a raw squeak. Either the network was down again, or she couldn't get to her phone. Or both. He'd have to go in to find out.
He wasn't a weakling, despite being just fifteen years old, but he knew he could never subdue such an angry person as the odd nurse who almost snagged his grandma. Up and down the street he could see people running, walking, or scrambling into cars to speed away, and the truth hit him: the president had been describing this disaster, not one far away. For once in his life, he wished he'd paid attention to the news.
The librarian—she mentioned Ebola. Did Ebola make people go crazy?
He took stock in his surroundings, trying to put things together. Gunshots had been a curious anomaly twenty minutes ago but were now constant as they mixed with the blare of the sirens. The specific threat wasn't clear, but he knew he needed to hunker down. Like Grandma minutes before, he had to figure out how to get into her house.
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He was fairly confident he could outrun the nurse in a foot race, but he ruled out going right to the front door. Angie could be on the side of the house waiting to pounce, and he suspected both doors were now firmly locked. He wasn't sure why, but he felt an almost primal fear of Angie, based on her erratic behavior. She was ill, that much was clear, and he wasn't going to get anywhere near her and risk getting infected. He needed to find another way in that didn't involve Grandma opening those heavy doors again. He didn't want her infected by Angie either.
On the backside of her house, there was a small cellar door that led to the lower level, his living area. If he could reach the backyard, evade Angie, and have enough time to use his cellar key, he could get in and help Grandma do...whatever it is she's doing.
He had just stepped into the street when another car approached at high speed. He didn't know the make or model, but it was a modern-looking and sleek reddish sports car going much too fast for the small street. The driver spotted him but made no effort to slow down. He veered dangerously close as Liam lunged between two parked cars. Without thinking, he raised his middle finger, an act of defiance he knew the driver witnessed.
That's for trying to kill me!
The car sped down the street, broke hard, and turned crisply to the left at the first cross street.
He spent several long seconds checking both directions to ensure no more moving cars were heading his way. It was becoming deadly to spend any time at all out on the roads. He moved across and down the street, using the parked cars as cover to shield him from Angie. It was only a minute or so before he heard squealing tires once more. Another car was coming from behind him.
No, the same car. It was the same red sports car making another pass.
He panicked. He knew why the driver had come back.
He threw himself between two parked cars, though he figured he'd already been spotted. He had about ten seconds to think up a plan. Hiding was the best he could do; he moved off the pavement, so he was shielded from the street side. He wanted some steel between himself and the road-raging driver.
The rumbling vehicle approached and decelerated with the telltale sound of disc brakes grinding and tire rubber grabbing the asphalt.
“Where you at, boy? I've got something to show you.” The man’s deep voice was clear even with the siren noise.
The tone was obviously malicious. He had to know how near the car had stopped in case anyone got out and he needed to run.
He popped up slowly and tried to look through the lightly-tinted window of a four-door foreign car. He knew right away he'd made another mistake. It would have made more sense to look underneath the car. Too late. He was spotted. The car was directly on the other side. And the passenger-side door was opening.
He went instantly from squatting fright to explosive flight. He ran on the grass up the row of cars, behind the stalking red menace.
The passenger door slammed shut, and the car squealed as it backed up the street. There were at least two men inside, both cackling like hyenas.
“You can't run, boy!”
Gunshots followed. The passenger shot a handgun in his direction, sometimes hitting and breaking glass on nearby cars. Laughter followed each shot.
He ran as fast as he could but couldn't outrun a car. He was unwilling to run toward any houses, or he'd become an easy target out in the open front yards. Instead, he let the car reverse on by, and then crossed the street in front of it.
The maneuver had the intended effect of surprising the driver and shooter. The car had to stop before it could move forward again. The angry driver popped the transmission into drive, the wheels spinning forward even as the car continued moving backward. It gave him enough time to cross the street and run in the other direction. This put the shooter on the wrong side … as long as he didn't move to the back seat.
The car readjusted, moved forward again, and caught up to him in seconds. However, the driver merely yelled obscenities at him and then accelerated down the street. The passenger continued to fire his gun randomly out his window. They'd evidently gotten bored of the game. A relief, too, as he had sprinted himself to exhaustion.
I could have been killed. On my own street!
He crouched between two cars for a few moments, recovering his wits and breath. He peeked out from behind a small truck to see if more vehicles were coming, or if the two lunatics were trying to trick him by returning on foot. But all looked safe. He moved fast to the far side of the street, watching for Angie, but she must have gone into the back again. She was not in the narrow corridor between the two buildings. He ran farther down the street, his brain in overdrive, processing the broken pieces of his day.
Internet shutting down was unfortunate, but probably not unheard of. Library shutting down in the early morning was definitely abnormal, though. President giving a speech wasn't weird, or even interesting, but taken together with everything else his speech was clearly a piece of it. Finally, his boring old street had gone bonkers with speeding cars, dangerous gunmen, and a nurse in a nightgown trying to claw at Grandma. And what was the deal with those sirens?
The tornado sirens were on a tall pole at the end of his block. He would have to walk practically underneath them to go around the corner and then back up the alleyway to the rear of Grandma's flat. He could cut between one of the many houses and save himself the longer trip around them all, but he wasn't sure if they each held hidden hazards. Now was not the time to anger a neighbor. He was freaking himself out just thinking about the possibilities. He paused by one of the large trees and took a look around.
He saw people moving as he peered through the windows of several homes on the other side of the street. They didn't appear to be sick or crazy like Angie, but he really couldn't say with certainty.
One of the big brick flats did have someone that wasn't right. The front screen door was closed, but the inner door was open. A small woman, with a pale face, cropped hair, and a light blue t-shirt was standing in the doorway behind the thin screen. From his vantage point, he couldn't hear her over the sirens, but she appeared to be howling or yelling or something of that nature.
He had to take his chance in the open and keep moving.
As soon as he stepped from behind the tree, the woman animated and began clawing and banging at the screen door. He stopped again, his mind screaming, “Go! Go!” but he couldn't look away. The woman viciously tore away the screen and pummeled her way through the wooden frame as the door’s tiny latch tore off. In moments, she cleared the debris and was walking quickly, directly at him. A small grassy yard and twenty-four feet of roadway separated them. His brain was still screaming for him to run, but he felt like he had detached himself from his body and could only watch.
The woman, barefoot and with black stretch pants—had she just come from a yoga class?—entered the street. No cars blew through to run her over.
That would have been nice.
Her shirt was sweat-drenched and stained with large blotches of red. Blood had exploded all over one side of her head and shoulders from an ugly wound on her neck. And yet she was up and moving.
She was well across the street when he finally had enough control of his body to take a step sideways, preparing to begin running for real—
A gunshot rang out with a thunderous clap, and the woman's chest exploded outward. It didn't even slow her down.
I can see right through her! He froze again, staring. A second shot ravaged the uninjured side of her head, but she was dangerously close. Reaching for him. Another couple of steps . . .
Yoga lady tripped on the curb and slammed into the large maple tree beside him. She collapsed into a bloody pile of flesh and bones at its base.
He could only stand there, staring, completely locked up.
Another shot. Bits of wood and bark sprayed from the tree several feet above his head. That finally woke him up.
The shooter was in a house across the street. Rather than aiming at him again, the man waved out of an open window, motioning Liam to keep moving.
Are these things in every house?
He waved his thanks to the good Samaritan, then—pretending he wasn't already exhausted—ran as fast as he could.
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He finally reached the corner of the street. He crossed to the other side and paused to look back in the direction he had come, half expecting to see a wave of crazies pouring out of the houses. Even the people fleeing to their cars had diminished for the moment. As before, if he didn't know anything was wrong, the block would look pretty much normal.
His ears throbbed from the shrill screaming of the emergency sirens above. He walked down the street with his hands over his ears, until he realized he could pop his ear buds back in. That brought it down to a constant—though still overwhelming—hum in his head.
He arrived at the alleyway. Like most streets in this part of town, the flats lined the main streets, and each block was cut lengthwise down the middle with a small, paved alley where each house had a detached garage and homeowners parked one of their vehicles. He would go up the alley to a point behind Grandma's house, see what he could see of Angie, and plan from there.
But before he could even step into the alleyway, he noticed Angie's car parked at an odd angle in the middle of the street, fifty or so feet beyond the alley. The car might be necessary for any kind of escape. It would also simplify the Angie problem. It would be nice just to run her over and be done with it.
Wow. Seriously, dude? Murder?
As he walked toward the car, he wondered if it was murder? Did the gunman who saved his life murder that crazed woman? Was she a person? He had read so many zombie books he thought he knew the difference between a living, breathing person, and the walking, infected zombies—but had he just seen one? Was that woman already dead when she attacked? Or just really sick? Either way, she meant to harm him. The gunman killing her had saved him. But what of Angie? Was she sick or dead? It wasn't so simple in real life.
The car looked abandoned, parked as it was in the middle of the street with both front doors open wide. The passenger side was closest. He approached carefully and was shocked to see the seat on that side was covered with more blood than he’d ever seen in his life. Lots of blood. Something nasty was in the space in front of the seat, but he couldn't get himself to look at it directly.
That is not a foot.
He looked over to the driver's side; it was mercifully clear of most of the blood. However, there were no keys in the ignition. He scanned around the outside of the car but saw no clues as to what went down there. He backed away, turned around, and slowly jogged back toward the alley.
Not a foot. Not a foot. Not a ...
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He imagined the discussion he'd have when he finally saw Grandma. Rather than their usual rehash of the weather, he'd be able to tell her about being shot at, being assaulted by a yoga student, almost getting run over by a speeding car, seeing something disgusting in Angie's disturbingly abandoned car, and he could even toss in the bit about the librarian's freakout. Oh yeah, and he could share how he saw his 104-year-old grandma escaping the clutches of an insane nurse on the front porch of his house. “And how was your day Grandma?” he'd say with a cheery grin.
It only took the collapse of civilization to give us something interesting to discuss.
Soon he'd have that conversation. Right now, he needed to focus on how to get past Angie. He didn't have any weapons, but he would need something creative. She didn't seem to be in the mood for talking.
If it came to it, he wondered if he could kill her, or anyone. As much as he detested the idea of being forcibly assigned to Grandma for the summer, he had to admit he liked the friendly nurse from upstairs. She had a knack for talking to him—she said she had a granddaughter about his age, so that gave them a shared frame of teen reference. While they never sat down over coffee and chit-chatted, he didn't mind running into her at the house. That made it all the harder to contemplate harming her.
Glad I don't have to put Grandma down.
That thought heaved his stomach and made him light-headed for a few seconds. He had to stop walking and lean against a nearby fence pole. He forced those feelings aside; there were more pressing matters at hand. He was coming up to the correct house. The sirens made it impossible for him to hear if Angie was rooting around out back, but for once, he thanked the sirens for covering his approach as he tried to get a look into the backyard of Grandma's house. He couldn't see Angie, so he passed Grandma's garage and went to the next house, hoping to catch a glimpse of her from that angle.
Before he could get his bearings, he noticed a couple of men at the far end of the alleyway come out of a garage carrying some yellow power tools. A third man riding an ATV pulled out of the same garage. It was piled with stuff. None of them looked like they lived in the area. None of them appeared happy to see him. They dropped what they were carrying and swung rifles, so he could see them. They weren't pointing them at him, but their message was clear—beat it!
He rushed into the neighbor's yard, forgetting for a second they might not appreciate his intrusion. The men might come searching for him, but he doubted it. They appeared to be cleaning out garages, not looking for young boys to murder. The thought—and its normalcy in this situation—blew him away.
This isn't at all how I thought the world would end.
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He spotted movement ahead. Angie was randomly walking around in Grandma's backyard, not thirty feet away. She was hidden from the alley because she was almost directly in front of the garage. Fortunately, Grandma had fences lined with many flowers and bushes, making it nearly impossible for anyone to see through without effort. It was unlikely Angie would notice him sneaking around the yard next to her. But he didn't know what to do next.
There were probably many kinds of weapons in the garages behind any number of the houses, but the thieves in the alleyway put the fear of God in him. He'd rather face Angie bare-handed than face three men with guns and an angry look in their eyes.
His only real option was to get her attention somehow, then get her to follow him out of her yard, giving him time to swoop in, unlock the cellar door, and then seal the door to keep her out. He formed a plan quickly, not wanting to delay to the point new elements wander in—such as the men in the alley, the zombies in the houses, or just trigger-happy neighbors who might think he was infected. A common scenario in the stories ...
Each corridor between the flats met the backyards at a gate. He opened the neighbors’ gate on the far side of the house, intending to guide Angie around the home, down the corridor, and lock her in the wrong back yard.
But Angie had her own plans. She’d gotten over the fence somehow and was now in the yard with him. She must have noticed him after all. The noise of the sirens covered her approach as he was looking around the far side of the house, waiting to begin his great plan.
His heart bungeed into his stomach as fear gripped him. She was ten feet away before his brain kicked in—much faster than the yoga girl incident—and he began to run up the corridor toward the front of the neighbor's house. Angie was fast, not running, but sauntering at a good clip on long legs.
How did Grandma outrun her?
He rounded the corner of the front of the house, not bothering to look behind him. He knew she was coming.
Liam dashed across the neighboring front yard. If he slipped and twisted an ankle now, he would likely die twenty seconds later. Even a minor mistake would be unforgiving. He didn’t want to turn down the first corridor toward the open gate of Grandma’s back yard, so he ran across her front yard toward the corridor on the far side of her house. When he was safely at the corner, he finally chanced a look back to see Angie plowing across the yards with that rope around her neck.
He plunged into the final corridor, pushing his hand into his front pocket to retrieve the key he would need to open the back door. He made good time to the back fence blocking this side of the house and took a leap, hoping to clear it in one bound like a stunt man. He grazed the top and fell into the yard, dropping the key in the process—it squirted backward onto the walkway. It was now on the wrong side.
Unbelievable, he thought. He was that guy from every horror movie ever made. The idiot who gets killed because he couldn't handle himself well enough to make good on his easy escape.
He stood up just as Angie was rounding the front corner. She paused ever so slightly as if she had to reacquire him now that he'd been out of sight for a few seconds. Then she came for him.
His brain was finally, thankfully, firing on all cylinders. He jumped the fence in one clean bound, stooped down to pick up the key, dropped it in his pocket, and turned around to repeat the process. His feet felt like they were one-hundred-pound weights, but he managed to get off the ground. As he leaped, a hand on his back shoved him hard into the fence's top bar. His strength and momentum carried the day, and he made it across, though he had some serious scrapes on his thighs and bruised his shoulder on his second landing.
He was on his feet, not trusting Angie couldn't climb, and ran for his back door. He noticed Grandma's porch swing lying against the gate on the other side of the yard. It provided a ladder-like way to get over the neighbor's fence.
Was Angie a sly zombie?
The key opened the basement door. Without a second glance, he shut it behind him and locked it quickly. For the first time since he moved in, he was glad to be greeted by the aroma of mold mixed with mothballs. He unplugged the clothes dryer, yanked off the venting, and pushed the whole appliance, walking it across the floor until it was directly in front of the small door.
He collapsed in front of the dryer to collect his thoughts. He was scared to death outside, but now, strangely, he felt nothing. No fear. No sadness. Nothing. It was just a series of episodes culminating in him sitting here on this basement floor, alive. For now, that was all that mattered. He assumed his feelings would catch up eventually.
It wasn't long before the sirens spun down. He estimated they'd been going for an hour.
About the time it takes a dumb teenager to figure out his world is broken.
As the shock morphed into quiet exhaustion, he drifted off into thoughts of what he'd just survived. He played the morning over and over in his head as if to confirm it actually happened. In time he returned to the present and stood on his shaky legs. He had to get upstairs to check on Grandma. He angled his forearm to see his watch; it had already been twenty minutes since the sirens stopped ...
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QUANTUM DECISIONS
MARTY FOUND herself in her backyard, barefoot.
It was summer. It was sunrise. It was breathtaking.
A bluebird had landed in the birdbath not five feet in front of her and was busy primping as if it didn't have a care in the world. Certainly, an old lady presented no threat. Soon other birds joined the pool party, and she just stood there like a giddy schoolgirl watching the magic of Mother Nature within those tiny creatures.
“Welcome aboard, Marty.”
A man's voice. Standing right there beside her was Al—short for Aloysius, a name he hated. Her deceased husband was with her once again—or she was with him. It didn't matter which it was. It felt as if he had always been there, just like the old days. In a sense, that never changed, even after he was gone. To be with him again was wonderful, she thought.
And Al was young again! She drank in his blond hair, the deep blue eyes, and the smile that charmed her from the moment they met. He looked no older than the young man she met seventy-five years ago. He was dressed smartly in his Army uniform—just like the day he packed off to war. He knew how much she loved a man in uniform. And he was standing right next to her again.
“Pinch me, Al. I think I'm in Heaven.”
“Hiya, Marty. How ya doin'?” The Jersey drawl was exaggerated as he did when he was trying to impress her. And he called her by her nickname too. She really hated her full name just as much as Al hated his.
“You aren't in Heaven, but I know how you feel. It's great to see you again.”
She looked around. Everything was so perfect; it had to be Heaven. But if it wasn't—she had a sudden fear that if this wasn't Heaven, it might be ... somewhere else.
“You aren't anywhere bad. We're merely taking a stroll in your mind. Your recent trauma has...opened new doorways. This is a way to reunite and look ahead. Are you ready for what comes next?”
“What in Heaven's name are you going on about?”
“The plague. The infected dead. The chaos. Are you ready to help your family survive this thing or not?”
“Al, my love, you might not have noticed, but I'm 104. My days of doing much of anything important are well behind me.”
“Said the lady who single-handedly fought off a horrifically infected woman who was once her nurse. Not many people would have been able to survive that. You're a fighter. Have been since the day we met. That was amazing how you remembered that old rope.”
“I felt your presence helping me figure it out.”
“My dear, you figured that out all by yourself.”
Her mind had to be playing tricks on her. Her religious beliefs were very strong, and she didn't believe in ghosts or spirits or anything supernatural walking the earth. But she desperately wanted to believe this was real. That he was real.
“What of poor Angie? Is she still alive?”
“I don't think so. I think her soul has moved on. Her, and many like her, are succumbing to this sickness.”
They prayed together. She and Al. Just like the old days. Somehow, she was on her knees, and they both prayed to the Creator for guidance. When they were finished, Al took her hand and helped her back up, and they walked over to the patio to sit together as if it were just an average day. It could have been any day from among the 70-plus years they shared together. If it wasn't Heaven, it sure felt like it to her. But it also made her sad to sit there with him, knowing he couldn't be real.
“But I'm real enough, my dear. I'm here to help you face this challenge. People out there are going to need you. Liam is out there right now. He's young and reckless, but you know, deep in his heart, he would stop at nothing to protect you. He's probably riding a fire truck on his way here right now.”
They laughed together.
“But why would anyone risk their life for an old woman? It doesn't make any sense.”
Al had a twinkle in his eye when he looked at her but said nothing else on the matter.
They sat there for a long time, chair next to chair, hand in hand. She didn't want it ever to end but knew it would.
“I have to go, and so do you, my sweet Marty. I wish I could tell you everything is going to be all right and that everyone you love is going to survive this catastrophe. But you've seen outside your window. Things will get worse. Then they will get much worse. The sick will get sicker, and the survivors will become more and more desperate as their reality crashes. You have to look deep in your heart to help your family get through this. You're very special—that I'm here talking to you tells me that. You can help them. You can help everyone.”
“I'm an unlikely hero. I can barely stand up on my own anymore. Someone is going to be saddled with taking care of me ... ”
“You don't give yourself enough credit. In another universe, you passed away peacefully in your sleep today. The opportunities for you in this one are still endless. You could live to be 120!”
She was full of questions, but at that moment, a wounded raven dropped out of the sky and landed hard right in the birdbath, chasing the songbirds away. Its head was covered in blood as if it had been digging inside something … fresh. The dripping blood turned the pristine water red.
“That's curious. I'm so sorry you must endure this filth.”
“What caused this disease?” She asked him, as he got up and pulled her out of her chair.
“My love, you were always whip-smart. That was one of the things I adored about you, and still do. That's the right question but the wrong time. The really important question right now is how can you survive the disease?”
“OK, how do we—”
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“Grandma!” Liam was not quite shouting, but loudly whispering, if such a thing was possible.
He ran up next to her bed and was comforted to see she was alive. She had been mumbling in her sleep as he approached. He tried not to think again of the possibility she might have been dead. Being alone scared him more than the plague right now.
“I'm so glad you're safe, Grandma. Things aren't right outside.”
He briefly considered mentioning he saw her out front struggling to get away from Angie, but something made him avoid the subject and instead focus on his tense encounter with the impaired nurse.
“I ran into Angie, and she chased me around the house, but I managed to jump the fence and get inside the cellar door before she could touch me. She has some kind of sickness.”
She gave him a clear-eyed look but continued to lay on her bed in silence. She was still fully clothed, shoes and all. She was holding her prized rosary, which wasn't unusual, but both her hands were on her chest grasping the string of beads and its crucifix as if she had lain down and never expected to wake up. It was very disconcerting.
He watched her for a moment, expecting some sort of reaction, but she remained silent.
He didn't push the issue.
“Well, I walked back from the library, and it's just as crazy everywhere else as it is in your yard. There are speeding cars, people shooting guns”—he left out the bit where they were shooting at him—“and sick people running through the neighborhood. Oh, and there are thieves rifling through garages in the alleyway.”
No response.
“Grandma, do you know what's going on?”
She had dozed off again.
He removed her shoes, considered trying to get her under the covers, but instead found a comforter and threw it over her. She must be really bushed to nap when so much was going on outside, he thought, but understood her advanced age gave her the right to sleep whenever she dang well pleased.
I'll just wait until she wakes up, and then we'll figure this out together.
The hours ticked away.
He listened at the windows. The city outside was in full-on collapse the whole time.
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He spent much of the afternoon resting from his ordeal getting home. If he wasn't checking in on Grandma, he was fidgeting with the radio, trying to get news about what was happening. Other than the emergency alert message—playing on all stations—there was no useful information forthcoming anywhere on the dial, other than “Find safety.”
As the sun set over the city, he checked the rechargeable flashlight he found in Grandma's cupboard. His father was a bit of a type-A and had insisted she had a fully stocked larder at all times, as well as a stash of survival gear such as flashlights, sewing kits, fishing kits, and all manner of camping supplies. He also made sure she had a high-quality toolbox with an appropriate quantity of quality hand tools. He told Liam he knew Grandma would never use any of them, but anyone who was watching over her or helping her out would have everything necessary. Dad often dug into the tools while fixing things up in the house.
As he was looking things over with his bright flashlight, he wondered if he himself was a piece of equipment in Dad's toolbox for Grandma? Did he send him here to protect her? Was he that smart, or just lucky? He always seemed to have a way about him that said he was looking ahead to what may come. Like buying insane amounts of ammo when it went on sale. Mom always said he was crazy but never made a serious effort to dissuade him from purchasing his “life insurance,” as he called it. It felt unnatural to ascribe any positive qualities to his father, given their recent falling out, but he knew Dad did right by Grandma at least, giving her these supplies. Now he had a fighting chance to help her.
So, what was he going to do? Hunker down with Grandma inside her house? It seemed the most obvious solution, given her advanced age, and the hostility he’d found on a simple neighborhood walk. He heard the gunfire outside, and the men ransacking garages didn't inspire much hope in things staying friendly on the block. No wonder that man who shot yoga lady was perched in his window with a hunting rifle. Staying home and riding things out was a plan, but probably not a good one.
The other option was getting Grandma out of the city or at least somewhere safer than this house. Where could they go? He was just a kid during Hurricane Katrina, but he had a vivid recollection of the people stuck in the New Orleans Superdome. Were St. Louisans lining up downtown at their football stadium this very minute? It didn't seem like a good idea to have so many people in one place with a disease going around.
Unless the radio broadcasts started passing along useful instructions, the window for timely help was closing quickly.
He glared at the radio. “Enough with the 'waiting for instructions.' Just tell us what to do,” he muttered.
He considered getting her out to Mom and Dad's house. Would they be pissed he took Grandma on an underage car ride? She hadn't driven since the 1980s, and probably couldn't even reach the pedals anymore. If they did drive out of the city, it would have to be him behind the wheel. On the other hand, maybe Dad would drive into the city. That would solve his problems by handing the responsibility to his father, but something about that notion didn't sit well.
Was there somewhere better to drive her? Maybe over to Illinois? It was a shorter distance in terms of time spent in the crowded city compared to driving south toward home. Once over the Mississippi River, it was open country. At least they could avoid the plague victims over there. The big problem was Grandma couldn't just live in a car or tent somewhere eating baked beans until things got back to normal. Of course, he could—
He hesitated to finish his thought but knew he had to look at all options.
I could just leave her.
It sounded harsh as he thought it. Could he leave Grandma on her own? What if he told himself he was going to get help and then come back to rescue her? Even as the thought entered his mind, he knew he would probably never come back once he was out, especially if things were worse out in the wider world. Maybe if the military settled things down ...
Leaving Grandma would free him to travel light and fast, but the idea of ditching her simply for expediency was disgusting.
Oddly, he thought of his father at that moment. He knew his dad would do everything in his power to save the woman, and he knew it would let his dad down tremendously if Liam walked in the door saying he left Grandma to fend for herself because “she was inconvenient.”
Oh, great. I'm now my father.
But, he had to admit that sometimes—just sometimes—Dad got things right.
He was startled from his reverie by a presence in the doorway. She was awake at last.
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“Grandma!” He ran over and gave her a hug before he knew he was doing it.
“I'm happy to see you too, Liam. I think we're in a bit of a pickle together.”
He filed that away as the understatement of the year. Gunshots nearby accentuated the issue.
“Help me over to my chair, if you would. I'm still a bit wobbly from my—” she hesitated as if deciding to expand her thought. “—fainting spell. Those tornado sirens nearly made me jump out of my shoes.”
He helped her, then sat down nearby and began speaking in the nervous cadence of someone who has been waiting a long time to talk. He told her about the walk home, in all its detail.
“Whoa! Take a breath. Are you saying someone shot at you? Are you OK?”
He forgot to edit that part out.
“How long have I been sleeping? It's dark outside. Is this still the same day?”
“You slept through the afternoon. I've been getting a bunch of stuff together in a backpack, so we can escape. I've just not figured out how to travel or where to go.”
She was thoughtful for a few moments.
“OK, Liam. I want you to get out of the city. You can escape before it gets too bad.”
Here it was. He recognized she was giving him his out. He could walk away with her blessing, and it would be a logical story when he reached Mom and Dad's. “She ordered me to go!” He turned it over in his head. Looked at it from multiple angles. But always, he saw his father shaking his head. Would Dad leave her at the most desperate hour like this? Would any man?
Hell, no!
“I'm sorry, but I can't leave you. We have to get out together or stick it out here until it’s safe again.”
“You know that doesn't make any sense. I'm an old woman. I'll probably be dead before you know it, and then you'll be stuck here after things have gotten so bad you can't think of leaving. You have to get out while you still can.”
“Grandma, I'm not leaving you. My dad would never leave you. My grandpa would never have left you. Great-Grandpa sure as heck wouldn't have thought of abandoning you. I'm staying.”
Grandma nodded, giving him a grim look.
He wondered if she was proud of him for making his decision. Or was she disappointed he was putting himself in danger at her expense? She offered no clues.
“Well, then,” she said, “we have to decide what we're going to do to survive. I'm afraid staying here could be a problem. If there are robbers about, we won't have much hope of stopping them from coming in, and the sick people like Angie aren't going to make getting out of the house very easy either. The police said we have to evacuate to safer places but didn't say where to go that was any safer than here. The most obvious is somewhere out in the country where there aren't as many people. Maybe your mom and dad's place?”
He was proud he had come up with virtually the same ideas. Getting to his house outside the city did seem the most sensible plan, even if he did have a little fear of showing up after illegally driving across town. Many of the miles he'd logged in pursuit of his learner's permit had been driving Dad to Grandma's, so he knew at least one route home fairly well.
“Can we take Angie's car? I don't think she'll need it. It was parked on the next street over. Not sure why she put it there, but it was covered in lots of blood and had a—” he grimaced—“a foot on the floor. I think someone stole it from the garage—the car, not the foot. Or maybe she was sick while driving home.”
He paused as they both sat in thought, then continued, “Also, there are no keys inside it. I checked because I thought about driving it back here.”
They looked at each other with sudden realization.
“We have to go up into her flat and find a spare set of car keys,” Grandma said without enthusiasm. He guessed she was worse off than she admitted about losing her friend.
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They agreed to spend the night in the flat. For Grandma, this gave her time to recuperate after her “scare” with the sirens. For Liam, it was a chance to pack up everything he would need to help get them out of the city, such as her bottle of ibuprofen, some water, her walker, and a few bites of food. Just enough for a long drive through the inevitable traffic.
After packing the essentials, they sat down to eat a heaping dinner of spaghetti and meatballs—his favorite. If they were leaving, it made sense to try to use some of the remaining food. The electric was out, but the gas for her old stove still worked.
Preparing his backpack was initially exciting—a “real adventure” his friend had texted him earlier in the day—but as he realized they were in a true emergency, with real bullets, his enthusiasm withered. Now he wasn't relishing going outside one bit. He was quietly moving the long strands of pasta on his plate, hardly eating them. That seemed to get Grandma's attention.
“Eat, Liam. You'll need your strength.”
He looked up and resumed eating with a little more zest.
She began talking again, her tone more somber. “Liam, I want to talk to you about something important. I know you and your family get set in your ways, but I'm afraid for your soul. You need to think about going back to church.”
Inwardly, he groaned. He knew she lamented the choices of his family to stop going to church every Sunday—his mom and dad often talked about it—but he saw that as extra free time he didn't want to give up. Sunday services were a bore that he dreaded each time he went. He was unwilling to make promises to her based solely on the mysterious disruptions outside. Surely the government would get things fixed, and everything would soon be back to normal. What then? And was it right to profess faith in God only because you need something? How wrong would it be to tell her he found God, but not really mean it? He saw this as a massively complex question his brain was unable to process with spaghetti hanging off his lips. He felt the shadow of silence growing longer. Something needed to be said.
“I'll think about it, Grandma. Really. I will.”
That should do it.
Shoveling the last of the noodles into his mouth, he focused on eating, hoping to indicate the conversation was over. He felt her hard stare, but she passed some toasted ravioli rather than push him on his vague response.
He was thankful she dropped it, though it made the rest of the evening a bit awkward.
Before she finally went off to bed, she summoned him to the living room. “I want you to go downstairs, way in the back in the farthest corner and look for a black plastic box up in the rafters. It's something your father put there for me.”
As instructed, he made his way into the dark basement, struggling even with his flashlight to weave through the piles of old junk his grandma insisted be kept down there. Not one to let go of old stuff, she had quite a collection of aging rocking chairs, long-since-replaced light fixtures, and many pieces of furniture, tools, and equipment hoarded by her and great-grandpa Al.
And there in the corner, high above everything else, was the promised black box wedged up into the rafters. He had to use an old walking stick to poke it from its perch and make it fall into his waiting hands. The box was surprisingly heavy. He caught it one-handed, dropped the walking stick, and wrapped his other arm around the box as he balanced himself to keep from dropping it.
Pass completed, touchdown! And the crowd goes wild!
As he walked up the steps with the box, he had a pretty good idea what it was. For years, his father had taken him to the local shooting range to practice with a variety of weapons. First, it was BB guns, then airsoft guns, and finally the famous .22-caliber rifle. From the box’s size and shape, this was clearly a container for handguns: roughly sixteen by sixteen inches and eight inches thick.
He set it up on the coffee table in Grandma's living room. Using a small light, she produced a key that undid the safety lock securing the container. It popped open and, just as he had suspected, there was a handgun inside. Two, in fact, packed with gray insulating foam inserts to keep the contents from shifting inside.
Picking up the first gun with both hands, Grandma placed it on the table.
“You probably didn't think your old grandma knew anything about guns, eh?” She was smiling as she said it.
“This is heavier than I remember. This is a Ruger Mark I Target .22. The other one is identical. Your great-grandpa bought both of these way back before you were born. There had been a break-in on our block, and Al told me he wanted me to be ready in case something like that ever happened again.”
She sat back in her chair as she continued.
“Oh, those were the days. Simple times. We took these guns out to the country a few times, and I even shot one. Can you believe that? Got pretty good too. But, like so many things in life, it just became too much trouble to practice, to maintain them, to think about them. Someday I'll tell you about my lasso rope that fell into similar disuse.” She chuckled a little at her own joke.
“Anyway, a few months ago your dad was here telling me I needed to be prepared for anything that might happen in the city—you probably don't remember all that rioting business last year? I told him I was fine and that I even had two handguns. Well, he was not impressed. He had me show him where they were, then he took them and said he was going to clean and service them to make sure they were working properly for me. The next week he had them both back in this case, with this box of 1,000 rounds to go with it. I'm sure he knew I would not be able to use these anymore, but he told me where he was going to put the box, and he said it would be there ‘in case of emergency.’ I guess he was pretty smart about that.”
He eyed the shiny black objects sitting there. In the darkness, he could only see the harsh lines of the Mark I, but he knew it well. In fact, he was beginning to believe his father was smarter than he ever let on. How else could one explain that Liam had spent considerable time training on a Mark I with his dad? He never thought to ask him where it came from, but it sure seemed likely he got it from Great-Grandpa too. And now, at this critical moment, he would be carrying the same model. Did this make him the gardener with the deadly spade?
Dad always said the .22 was the best training round because it was so cheap and had very little recoil. He said Liam would eventually graduate to more powerful rounds, but if a person could master the .22, all the others would fall in line. It was all about stance, awareness, and a steady arm. Plus, the consequences of breaking any of the cardinal rules of gun handling was minimized during the learning period with the tiny round. He assured Liam it was still quite deadly, of course; assassins had used the small and quiet caliber to good effect for many years.
He never pushed for bigger guns because he loved going out and “plinking” with the little one. At least, he used to enjoy it. Lately, his dad would drag him to the range whether he wanted to go or not. Looking back, he realized he was acting like a whiny baby each time he complained he didn't want to go shooting.
I didn't want to go with him.
Now he looked at them with a silent appreciation for the lessons he'd been taught.
“I hope we don't need these, Grandma.”
“Me too.”
“Why don't you hit the hay, and we'll get started at first light. I'll be sleeping right out here on the couch. I hope you don't mind that I don't sleep downstairs?”
“Not at all. Why don't you keep one of these by your side from now on?”
He picked up the gun. Felt the weight. There was no mystery to it. It was just another item in the toolbox pre-positioned by his father.
He couldn't help but feel a longing to see his dad.
A distant explosion faintly rocked the items in Grandma's china cabinet.
“I can't wait to see the sun rise again,” he said, as much to himself as to her.
“I'll pray for us before I go to bed.”
“Thanks Grandma.” He was an agnostic—didn't know what he believed—but was respectful of Grandma's overwhelming faith. “And I meant what I said about considering going back to church.”
She gave him a kindly smile, turned around, and was slowly off to her room.
The last thing he remembered of that night was the sound of a car speeding down the street at high speed, followed by the unmistakable sound of squealing tires under extreme braking. He held his breath waiting for the sound of an impact, but it never came. Thirty seconds later, he remembered to breathe again.
He didn't get any quality sleep, but it did serve as a deep breath before his upcoming journey. He wondered if it was destined to end in extreme braking? Would he and Grandma meet their demise as raw sounds in someone else's bedtime story?
He drifted to sleep while jumping fences—Angie close behind.
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ANGIE
LIAM WOKE UP EXHAUSTED. When he did sleep, he’d had horrible dreams of zombies, lots of running, and pulling the trigger on a gun that would never fire as he was overwhelmed by plague victims.
The actual gunfire, speeding cars, and screams from nearby houses insured his slumber was sporadic all through the night. He also heard a big explosion nearby but was unable to pull himself out of his comfy sofa cushions to check it out. He was glad to get things moving at the first sign of light outside.
He went to Grandma's door and found her already up and sitting in a comfortable chair.
“I'm an early riser.” She never complained. “Two houses behind us blew up last night and burned to the ground. I watched to make sure the fire didn't spread.”
“Did you get any sleep?” he asked while peeking out her window.
“Oh, I got enough. I slept most of yesterday.” It was true enough, but not really a straight answer. Nothing could be done now. “I made you some eggs and bacon. Have to get rid of it.”
He wasn't a morning person or a breakfast person, but he took the time to shovel down the home-cooked meal.
“Sorry for eating so fast. I just want to get up there and get it over with.”
“I understand. I can make you plenty more if you're still hungry.”
“No, Grandma, but thanks. You stay here, and I'll be right back. Shouldn't be that hard to find Angie's keys up there.”
She gave him a little salute and watched him walk away. She said she would conserve her energy and stay in her chair to wait for him. “Be careful,” she added.
“The zombie from up there has already come down,” he replied, then paused. He looked back and said, “Sorry, I meant no disrespect.” He hurried to the front of her flat, through the access door to Angie's stairwell, and up the steep flight. The door at the top was already open, giving him access to the upstairs living area. He stepped around a puddle on the dim landing.
The room was shadowy because the drapes were thick and dark. He didn't have his flashlight with him. The floor was covered with debris, so he had trouble moving to a window to let in some light. When he finally did pull back the curtains, he was stunned.
Blood. Lots of blood.
There were piles of clothes scattered on the floor, along with sofa pillows, a tablecloth, and smatterings of shoes, purses, and other accessories. It appeared as if Angie's entire wardrobe had spilled out onto her floor and got drenched with blood.
He shuddered to think of Angie bleeding so bad, knowing she was still walking around somewhere outside. It didn't seem possible any disease process could produce such horrible results.
Is she really dead?
He'd read books with many different definitions of zombies. Some were back-from-the-dead “undead.” Some were the recently deceased; they reanimated while still warm but remained clinically dead. Some were alive but infected with something that made them as good as dead. Would the people walking around his neighborhood fit into any of those neat boxes?
He still had a job to do in the apartment, and he began working his way around the edges of the room where the blood was absent, and some semblance of order remained. He could still detect some of the personality of the woman who, until recently, was someone he admired.
He found a picture of Angie with her granddaughter—a bubbly blonde with her arms slung around her grandma, giving her a big hug. He picked up the simple desk frame to get a better look in the low light, deliberately turning away from the central part of the room with all the gore on the floor. He wasn't without feelings, but true empathy didn't come naturally to him. However, the events of the last twenty-four hours had awakened something urgent inside him—he suddenly, desperately, wanted to know if the girl in the picture was safe.
After a deep breath, he resumed his circuit of the main living area. He tried to think where the normally organized woman would put her car keys in her home. His keys were always in his pocket or on his nightstand, so he thought to check the bedroom, but turned up nothing.
He walked back out the bedroom door and noticed Angie's cat was hiding amongst some of the clothing on the floor. Not in the middle of the room, but near the edge of the cyclone of destruction. The little guy was probably scared to death. He moved to kick off some of the clothes that were on top of it—and saw with horror that the cat was not only dead but lying in a pool of blood with most of its insides ripped out.
Liam threw up.
Standing there trying to recover, he noticed the keys hung on a hook right next to the doorframe on the way out of the apartment. If he’d thought to look when he came through the door, he could have avoided this whole mess.
He grabbed the keys from the hook and rushed out the door toward the stairs. Then …
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Marty heard the sound of someone falling down the stairs. It had been a scarce twenty-four hours since the last person fell down those stairs, so there was no mistaking the sound this time.
Liam had gone up into Angie's apartment to retrieve the car keys, but she hadn't considered whatever made Angie sick could have still been up there, waiting to pounce. Maybe it was something simply floating around in the air as a pathogen. What had she done? What kind of caretaker was she?
The front room's door was wide open to the stairwell. If Liam was now sick, he could come right through, and it would all be over for her. She felt paralyzed with indecision. Try to close the door? Do nothing? She hated that it was such a dumb mistake.
She knew she couldn't just sit and wait to die, so she repeated the previous day's motions—pushing herself out of her chair, grabbing her walker, and trundling through her house until she found herself once again near the door to her neighbor's home. She was certain Liam was lying just around the corner.
Putting on a brave face, she looked out; she wanted to see Liam before she shut the door on him forever.
She hadn't even considered the possibility he simply fell down the stairs by accident, but that appeared to be what happened. She could see the blood on the bottom of his sneakers. He was knocked out but breathing normally in the early morning light within the foyer.
With that realization, all the strength she felt drained out of her. It was a profound relief to be sure, but now she was an empty, weak shell, as all that nervous energy dissipated. She needed to sit down. She managed to make one quick detour to grab a comforter from her sofa, walk it back to Liam, and drape it as best she could over him. She didn't want him to catch a cold from a draft on the open floor.
She scraped her way to the sofa, turned around, and plopped onto the cushion. Her slight frame scarcely made a dent in the fabric. She let go of her walker, letting it stand by her feet.
I'm not even half the woman I used to be.
It was a common refrain in her mind lately. She knew her days were numbered. The years left to her were probably less than the fingers on one hand. She no longer played the denial games of her younger self—she only spoke the most brutal and honest truths to herself.
“Oh, Liam. I'm so sorry your mom and dad left you here with me. I'm sure they're thinking the same thing right about now. They thought they were doing me a favor by putting you in my care. Giving me someone extra to help around the house. Someone to talk to. Someone to care for. Everyone needs that.” She sighed deeply with exhaustion in both body and spirit.
“If you were with your parents right now, I would probably just sit in my chair until the end.”
Looking at the crucifix on her wall, she wondered seriously if that was the attitude she should take. Her Christian upbringing taught her to care for those less fortunate, stay strong in body and soul, and enter the Kingdom of Heaven after a life well-lived. Nothing could have prepared her for this situation. Plague. Chaos. Sick people. What does the Bible say about surviving the end of the world? Sure, Revelation was replete with end-of-world imagery, but it was no guidebook for how to endure it.
Was it suicide to knowingly stay put, acknowledging survival in the coming storm was impossible? Just cower in the disintegrating neighborhood until the food and water run out. Then the end would be quick.
Isn't it also certain death for a woman my age to go into the storm?
Even several minutes of prayer brought her no closer to an answer.
She weighed her chances of staying in the house by herself, sending Liam out without her. She could survive for a week or two under the best of conditions. She had plenty of food, thanks to her well-prepared grandson—Liam's father—but she knew it was only a matter of time before hungry and less prepared neighbors began scavenging. It wouldn't be hard to take from the oldest lady on the block. That says nothing about thieves or brigands from beyond the neighborhood. Sick people like Angie would also ensure she could never leave again. Staying or going, being on her own was certain death.
Thinking of Liam passed out on the floor in the next room also gave her more to worry about. If they went out into the city, she would be slowing him down to the point she would surely endanger him. She couldn't even manage him here in the house. What would she do when people, plague, and the sick made life difficult for them? There was absolutely nothing she could contribute.
I can't even shout anymore.
Tired, she stared off into space for an indeterminate amount of time before she heard Liam stirring.
That brought her back to the present and the question she still couldn't answer.
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Liam was lying on the floor at the base of Angie's stairs when he came to. Grandma had tossed a little blanket on him, or at least he assumed it was her, though she was nowhere to be seen. From his position on the floor, he was looking up the stairs. His headache let him know the full story of his rapid descent.
Yep, I'm that guy.
He slowly sat up, anticipating a pounding headache. Fortunately, it wasn't as bad as he feared. He remotely considered everything that could have happened on his way down—broken bones, broken neck, even death—and felt pretty fortunate. He wondered if dialing 911 would reach a live person anymore.
He tried to make his way to the first riser, so he could sit in an upright position and take stock. Next, he stood to test his legs. He felt a little dizzy, a little achy in his noggin and along much of his right side, but overall, he was fit for duty.
I got the keys!
He moved back into Grandma's house to find her sitting on the big sofa. She looked very tired when he first saw her, but when she saw him, she flashed a big smile. The warmth returned to her demeanor.
“I'm so sorry, Liam, I shouldn't have sent you up there. I wasn't thinking about your safety.”
“Don't worry, Grandma. It was my fault I slipped on ... something and tumbled down the stairs.” He looked away from her as he remembered what he saw upstairs.
“Do you want to know what I found up in Angie's apartment? Besides the car keys?”
“Oh, I guess so, since you made the effort to go up.”
“Well, there's a lot of blood. And tons of her clothes were in the middle of her living room. And her cat ... was no longer alive. But mainly … blood. I couldn't tell if it was hers. It was kind of gross, which is why I ran out and fell.”
She nodded solemnly, “Were there any clues as to how she got sick?”
“Dunno. How do people normally get this plague? Sneezing? Coughing? Sharing germs?” He hesitated for fear of voicing the one method he hoped would never prove true. The most common fictional method for people to become zombies—biting.
“Um, Grandma, did Angie look like she'd been bitten by anything? Maybe her cat?”
Or maybe a human ...
“I'm afraid Angie was so bloody; I really didn't see any one place where she might have been bitten. She was just covered all over.”
He hadn’t been looking for bite marks on his walk home. Now he couldn't even remember the color clothing the yoga girl was wearing, much less if she had bite marks on her. The adrenaline rush and confusion had clouded his memory. He remembered the bloody look of her eyes, and it matched the blood-drenched stare Angie gave him.
“Grandma, do you think we should leave? This disease seems real bad.”
She told him about the message on her answering machine, “It said to seek safer areas. The message didn't say to hunker down and wait for authorities. It didn't say the army was coming to help. It didn't even suggest order would ever be restored. And then those tornado sirens blasted for an unusually long time as if to amplify the severity of the warning. The hour-long blast was a big shout to get out, Liam.”
She paused to let that sink in.
“The phones are dead. Radio only loops the president's message. I don't think help is coming, and it's going to keep getting worse in the neighborhood if we stay here. Yesterday they were robbing garages. Tomorrow they're going to start robbing homes.”
He knew she was right, even though he really wanted to stick things out in the safety of the house. Going back out into the growing chaos wasn't something he relished. But his embarrassment on the steps proved even his own home could become a deathtrap. He considered whether just breathing the same air up in Angie's apartment had exposed him to whatever made her sick.
“Grandma, I was packing last night, so most everything is ready. I was really hoping we'd wake up and things would be getting back to normal, and we wouldn't have to go anywhere, but it doesn't seem like that's going to happen.”
The sounds of the neighborhood had begun picking up as the sun rose and hadn't slowed down once it was well in the air. First, it was just distant gunfire and squealing tires, the same as most of the night. Then it started to increase in frequency and volume as if it were getting closer. Some gunshots seemed very close. And the screams. Those were picking up as well. Just getting to Angie's car could be a challenge if things got much worse.
“OK, Grandma.” He reassured himself. “We have to get our stuff and get out of here.”
He grabbed the backpack he prepared and staged it by the front door. His most precious items were the two handguns. One he carried in a holster inside the belt and waistband of his pants. The other, along with the ammo, he stuffed into his pack. He would have to carry everything because Grandma wasn't able to lift anything but her walking cane.
He took a minute to consider his plan. First, he had to find Angie and make sure he wasn't going to accidentally let the sick nurse back into the flat. Then he would run out of the house, cut across several yards, and emerge on the street where her car was parked—avoiding other sick people or criminals as needed. A quick run to the front seat, shove the keys in the ignition, and then a high-speed return to pick up his fare.
Sounded easy. But he knew any dumb mistake would put him in the role of that guy again. It was something that made him double his efforts to think of everything that could go wrong with his plan.
I'm sure I'm missing something.
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Liam looked out every window in Grandma's flat and Angie was nowhere to be found. He could think of several places she could be hiding, but he hoped she decided to move on to find other humans to attack. A twinge of guilt followed the thought.
Rather than overthink things, he let Grandma know he was going to run out the back door and that she should shut the door behind him. He would be running for the car.
“Good luck, Liam. I'll be praying for you.”
He knew she would. “Thanks, Grandma. I'll take all the help I can get!”
And with that, he opened the door, walked out, and Grandma closed it. He was quickly over the fence into the next yard. And the next. And the next. In a couple of minutes, he was in the last yard, ready to jump the final fence before the run down the street toward the car. His brain started running a little slideshow in his head, showing all the ways he could fail. Tripping. Ambushes. Gunfire. Getting run over. His heartbeat was revving to keep pace with the images in his head. No matter what he did to settle himself, he couldn't push them away.
He knew he had self-doubts about his abilities, just like anyone would, but he was haunted by his recent mishaps as “the guy who blows it.” More images spun up in his mind, fueled by every zombie book and movie he'd ever consumed. Would he get out onto the street and trip and break his ankle, to be easily hunted down by a sick person? Would he be the guy trying to start the car over and over, only to have a zombie pull him out through the window, or have one of the marauders in the area put a bullet in him just to get his working car?
And P.S., if I die, Grandma dies, too.
He had a vivid vision of Grandma standing in her kitchen where he last saw her. She was still there looking out the back, waiting. The vision faded, and he was glad because his next thought was that Angie was somehow in the house with her.
It was too much to digest, and he had to sit down in a bed of flowers to give himself some cover while he kept his heart rate from exploding, and his brain from panicking. Nothing like this had ever happened to him.
So many things can go wrong!
He could see the car, and it didn't look like anything was going on in the immediate area. Now was his chance, if he could settle himself. He tried thinking of something peaceful—the lake where he spent a lot of time as a child—but that only reminded him of another incident where he almost drowned. So, he focused on the moment and studied one of the yellow wildflowers nearby. He ignored everything else for several minutes until his heart rate was back to normal. When he was ready, he willed himself to stay in the moment.
He was up and over the final fence, and he felt strong as he topped it. He landed well and sprinted for the car. The hundred-yard dash took much longer than he remembered in grade school gym class, and his awareness was crystal clear as he sprinted. There were wisps of smoke drifting from the two burned-out houses behind Grandma's, and the air was foul with the smell of burnt wood and synthetic housing materials. There was a very slight breeze. The position of the sun indicated time was moving closer to late morning. The neighborhood was fairly quiet just then; gunshots and screams were ebbing low.
And then Angie was there. She must have been hanging around in the alleyway and had a good bead on him as he ran down the street. She stumbled around a corner and began another earnest pursuit.
It was a replay of yesterday, and all he could think about was falling down, twisting an ankle, tripping on his own feet, or some similarly stupid calamity. He slowed down a bit and became hyper-aware of the ground over which he was jogging, scanning for any sign of potholes that could end him.
He looked at the distance to the car and knew he could outrun the lumbering and broken-footed nurse, but he wasn't sure if he could close the door and start the car before she was upon him, possibly breaking windows to get inside. It was time to use the gun and remove all those hypotheticals.
He pulled the Ruger from his waistband, toggled the small safety on the grip, and aimed for the center of her mass. He had done the routine a thousand times before, though he had never shot anything living.
Is Angie alive?
He had mere moments to bobble that thought before he pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened.
He pulled back the slide, thinking he needed to chamber a round, but in doing so, he made the horrible realization that the gun was empty.
OH MY—
She caught up with him then, with his arms extended in front and her arms reaching toward him. The nurse was slightly taller and weighed a few pounds more even in her “condition.” He did have the advantage in dexterity, though. As the blood-covered woman pushed into him, he dropped his useless gun, grabbed both her arms and used her momentum to pull her forward as he sidestepped and stuck out his foot to trip her.
Angie fell to the street, her face absorbing the brunt of the impact, though she let out only the smallest grunt. He regained his own balance, wiped the nasty blood off his hands onto his jeans, reached down to pick up his gun, and sprinted for the car.
In moments, he was in through the passenger side. He pulled the door closed behind him, pushing the lock down in one smooth motion. He tried to ignore the fact he was sitting in sticky congealed blood. He definitely ignored what was sitting on the floorboard in front of him.
I don't see the foot.
He shuffled over to the driver's seat.
As he put the key into the ignition, Angie stumbled up next to the passenger side window. The fall had scraped all the skin from her forehead, and the exposed bone and blood gave her an even more unholy expression. She was looking directly at him through the very thin glass of the car door.
The car engine turned over, but it took him a few seconds to orient himself with the gear lever on the console, so he could slap it into drive and get moving.
Angie was banging and screaming obnoxiously outside the window. A million thoughts clouded his mind at that moment, but the one that stood out most was how glad he was Angie seemed oblivious to tools. One strong rock would be enough to break the door's glass and end this whole affair.
He solved the shifter question, put the car in gear, and smashed the gas pedal. The car lurched ahead, requiring a quick steering adjustment to keep him on the pavement, and he pulled away from the scene.
He turned around at the next intersection, so he could backtrack to the front of Grandma's house. He sped by Angie who had been loping along the street in pursuit. He briefly thought about swerving to “take her out” but he couldn't quite convince himself it was necessary. He wanted to pick up Grandma and just leave the nurse safely behind.
I did tell her to meet me in the front, didn't I?
As he turned left around the corner, he was more than a little worried he forgot to mention that part of his plan to Grandma. When he got close, he didn't see her at the front door.
He pulled up to her house, avoiding the few cars still parked on the street, pushed the emergency brake, then jumped out of the still-running car and ran for the front door, hoping against hope she would appear at the entry.
Please! Please! Please!
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He wasted no time at the front door. If she wasn't there already, she wasn't going to get there in a hurry. He moved to the back of the house on the run.
He slammed the rear door after coming through, quite out of breath.
Grandma was indeed still camped out in the kitchen, right where he left her. He decided now wasn't the time to chastise himself.
“OK, Grandma, let's move up to the front door and we'll jump in the car. I parked it out front.”
She was very understanding, or maybe just didn't notice the oversight.
The trek to the front of the house felt like it took ten minutes. The entire time, he could think of nothing else but someone walking along the street, seeing the open car door, jumping in and driving off. He also imagined zombies seeing the open door, stumbling in, and hiding in the back seat like in a bad movie. He did everything he could to push these thoughts away, but it only added to his anxiety. He worried he was on the verge of having another panic attack caused by—worry.
Out of habit, he patted his pocket to ensure his phone was there. Each time he left the house he repeated the ritual, even under such pressure. Content he had it, he hung on to Grandma's arm as they both moved slowly forward. She used her cane, so moved fine for her age, but he had to resist the urge to physically pull her.
He opened the front door and held it wide while he helped her out onto her front stoop. He reached down to grab his backpack and slung it over one of his shoulders.
He took an opportunity to look around but saw no one in the immediate vicinity.
They both inched down Grandma's ramp and then along the walkway to the street curb. He reached over to open the door to gain access to the back seat. He was careful not to push her in, though his brain was begging him to do just that.
Once she was inside, he threw his backpack in the space next to her, slammed her door, and jumped into the driver's seat.
He dropped it into gear, stomped the gas pedal, and they were accelerating up the street, away from Grandma's house. He realized why every car that went through here seemed to be speeding. He eased up to allow himself to catch his breath.
I did pretty good.
“Liam, I left my cane on the curb.”
Oh sh—
He slammed on the brakes and looked over his shoulder.
“Do we need to go back for it?”
He wasn't about to admit it, but he was scared to return. He wasn't sure why given that her home was the one place in the entire world he knew was safe at that moment.
“I think I'll be in a lot of trouble if I don't have something to help me walk. I don't think either of us wants me to have to hold onto you for the rest of my life.”
He couldn't argue with that. A better driver could probably have turned around in the narrow street, but he decided to proceed forward until he came to an intersection where he'd have plenty of room to reverse course. When he found the right spot, he needed every bit of that wide space.
After turning around, he kept the speed low enough to be safe. They arrived in front of her house without incident. Both could see the four-legged cane out the right side, sitting on the grass next to the curb, right where she had left it. He pulled up next to it, got out, ran around the car, grabbed the cane, then ran around the car again and hopped back inside. He tossed it into the front passenger seat and saw it promptly tilt off, so its base sat on top of the bloody foot.
He had no time to consider that horrible image. He pulled away from the curb heading in the wrong direction. Up ahead, he saw a lone figure standing in the street and knew who it was.
He slammed on the brakes.
“Grandma, Angie's up ahead. What should I do?”
He secretly hoped she would let him plow her over and just be done with it, but he knew that wasn't Grandma's style.
“I'm so sorry, Angie.” She hesitated for a few moments, though he never doubted for a second what her recommendation would be.
“Let's carefully go around her, and we can leave her forever.”
He drove the car slowly toward Angie, who gravitated to the side of the car to try to gain access to the people she could see inside. Once she moved away from the front of the car, he hit the gas. She bounced lightly on the side mirror.
Blood had poured from the wound on her forehead to cover her eyes and cheeks, and totally drench the front side of her already blood-stained nightgown. Where she was getting so much blood was beyond his reckoning, but he and Grandma both gasped when they saw her up close.
Grandma said a short prayer for her friend.
He couldn't even muster the requisite “Amen” when she was done. He couldn't help but feel their problems were only getting started.
His free-associating brain summoned a line from an old Rolling Stones song named, appropriately enough, Angie.
In his rearview mirror, the nurse shrank as he sped away.
Goodbye, Angie.
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COAGULATION
AFTER AVOIDING Angie in the road and leaving her behind them, Liam and Marty were dismayed to see several other sick people wandering the formerly peaceful neighborhoods of south St. Louis. He still wasn't ready to run anyone over, as long as he had a choice. He would use other means if he had to dispatch one of them.
“Oh crap!” he blurted, remembering something critical.
He looked in the mirror at Grandma, afraid she would chastise his language, but she said nothing.
“I need to pull over and load my gun. I pulled it out when Angie attacked me—did I mention that?—on my way to her car, but, of all the stupid things, I forgot to put rounds in the magazine before I walked out the door. I'm such an idiot.”
He pulled over into a parking lot for a large supermarket. He let the car run while he grabbed his backpack, pulled out the box of ammo, loaded nine small rounds into the thin metal magazine, then slid the assembly into the bottom of the pistol grip. He chambered a round, and after some consideration put the safety on so he couldn't accidentally fire the gun while sticking it in his holster. That was one accident he was determined not to suffer.
He reloaded the other pistol as well. If he ended up needing it, he was fairly sure he wouldn't have time to load it at that point. Then, to be complete, he loaded the two spare magazines. Be prepared! That's what years of Boy Scouts taught him. He returned the backpack to the rear seat next to Grandma, so she could grab water or snacks.
He knew there was only one highway that ran directly from downtown to the south, Interstate 55; that made things easy for someone new to driving.
As they approached the on-ramp for the highway, he discovered the direct route also made things simple for everyone else. A massive traffic entanglement greeted them at the bridge interchange where the surface road went under the highway. Cars up-top and cars going up the access ramp were all stopped, and people everywhere were out of their cars, standing around. A few seemingly sick citizens lingered in the grass next to the highway or stood behind chain link fences.
Some cars made it off the highway and they drove into the network of side streets. Everyone pointed south. Without the use of the highway he needed an alternative, so he pulled over to consider his options.
The radio. He turned it on while mentally slapping himself for not doing it sooner.
Only one station on the AM dial was live as far as he could tell. Every other station, AM or FM, was repeating the same emergency response warning along with the president's radio message. Apparently, the stations were ordered to play that nonsense rather than something that could actually help people on the ground. Or maybe the radio people were on the run too?
They'd be some of the first to see the big picture.
The one station still live was headquartered in downtown St. Louis and apparently had a reporter on a high-rise roof somewhere because they were describing traffic in the downtown area:
“And we're looking at southbound 55 and can tell you it's snarled as badly as all the other highways we can see from our vantage point. Southbound is completely stopped. Northbound is also a mess coming into St. Louis, but everyone should be aware once you reach downtown, there is nowhere to go. The bridges to Illinois are all blocked now by the state police and what appears to be National Guard units. They are turning people back to the Missouri side of the bridges. As we've said before, you should try to get out of St. Louis while you still can. Just don't try to escape through downtown.”
The reporter began talking about the north side of the city, and he said, as much to himself as to Grandma, “I bet the entire interstate is a parking lot from here all the way out to Mom and Dad's.”
Grandma didn't respond. She was alert but casually looking out the window.
The radio continued, “We have reports from some people talking to our roving reporter that there is a Red Cross station down by the Arch. From here we can't confirm that, but there could be medical help. If you can't make it out of the city, that might be a good place to rest. And we've heard a rumor there is a big FEMA camp at the Gateway Speedway just over the river in Illinois. If you are in the Illinois listening area, you might find help there.”
The two announcers then began some banter between themselves about troubles in their respective neighborhoods, which he found annoying. He needed something that would help him right now.
He was beginning to understand the sickness was a regional problem.
The chaos had spread everywhere in the bi-state area. He had hoped—with the same sense of futility he felt upon reaching Grandma's—that once he reached home-home, he'd find safety.
What if it's everywhere in the world?
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He drew a mental map of the city. The most famous edge of the metropolis was the Mississippi River as it passed downtown St. Louis and its crown jewel, the Gateway Arch. That was roughly the eastern border. To the north, he was less clear of the geography but was pretty sure the Missouri River was up that way. The south was his neighborhood. He knew that to get out of the urban and suburban sprawl, they'd have to cross the Meramec River—a relatively small waterway compared to the giant Mississippi below it. Rivers bracketed three sides of St. Louis. He aimed for the southern one.
Grandma's home was a couple of miles south of downtown St. Louis; even so, they’d found the highway south was already choked to death going outbound from the city's center. Was every car in the city already out and parked on this stretch of road? Or was it the same going north or west? If so, it meant almost no one had actually escaped from the city. Everyone was on the road, but still within the gravity well of the collapsing star.
What's keeping everyone bottled up?
The radio had no answers. He decided to push through some of the comparatively empty side streets and see if Interstate 55 was more accessible farther south. He knew it was a long shot, and the farther south he went, the more cars he found on the roads with him. He’d sat in enough traffic jams as a passenger to know that when traffic stopped, drivers would try just about anything to find alternate routes. At every exit and entrance for I-55 that he approached he saw many more cars use the exit ramps and drive into side streets. Always south.
Without working electricity and streetlights, gridlock increased with every block. There were just too many cars. He had to keep rolling over to smaller and smaller streets. He was considering using one-lane alleys if he had to.
While driving on a side street through one of the old neighborhoods, he noticed the flashing lights of a police car behind him. He panicked; this was not the time to get in trouble with the law.
“Oh, no! Grandma, I got pulled over by a cop.”
“Were you speeding?”
“I don't think so. I was just kind of driving around looking for clear streets.”
“Mmm huh.” She seemed to understand, but she said nothing further. She rolled down her window, directly behind his seat. Liam assumed it was so she could talk to the officer herself.
Let her deal with it.
Always respectful of law and order, he pulled over as quickly as he could. He had his seatbelt on, so he felt confident he had covered all his bases. He looked in the back seat to see if anything was out of the ordinary. The guns might cause trouble. He took his out of his waistband and stuffed it next to the seat by the middle console. The other was safely hidden in his backpack next to Grandma.
A doubt nagged at him—a lesson from his books—but he admitted that feeling always seemed to be in his head now. He'd never been pulled over, so he had no frame of reference of how it should go.
He didn't expect the gun in his face, followed by a calm voice asking for his money.
“I'll take your wallet, thank you very much.”
The dark man wasn't a police officer—the gold chains and multiple watches were big clues, if the gun in the face wasn't hint enough.
Liam held his hands up to signify compliance. He said his wallet was in his right front pocket.
“Well get it, I don't have all day.” The man gave a little giggle at his statement; then he seemed to notice the blood on the passenger seat and the foot sitting prominently on the floorboard.
Why did I leave that there?
“Looks like you had a passenger. What happened to him?”
“I don't know, sir. It was there before we jumped in the car.”
“We?” The man noticed the small woman sitting quietly in the back seat. He moved a step closer to the back, so he could see directly into the interior.
“Well, well. I'll take that fancy necklace, Miss Daisy. And that backpack looks quite juicy.” It was lying open at that moment, the snacks and drinks clearly visible. Liam silently cursed himself again for being so dumb.
“No, Grandma needs her meds. Please don't take it.”
“When I need your opinion I'll ask for it, boy.” He slapped Liam's head by reaching inside the back window.
Liam knew it was stupid to think it, but he didn't want to be taken advantage of like this. Instead of being scared, it made him angry.
Grandma, meanwhile, was gathering the pack by forcing in all the contents that had spilled out.
“Sir, please leave her medications. You can have the rest.” He thought he was being smart. She didn't take any irreplaceable prescription meds, but maybe the guy would feel sympathy.
The man moved back to the front, directly outside Liam's window.
“You don't get it. I'm taking it all! If you say another word … ” He jiggled the pistol menacingly.
Grandma piped up, “I'm getting it all together for you.”
Liam sat stewing in his impotence. Can I start the car and speed off without getting shot? Probably not. But maybe if I push him back first … I've been lucky so far.
He shoved the door open to push the guy backward. It didn't surprise the thief at all. The man was so agile that he helped pull the door open, side-stepped, knocked Liam dizzy with a stiff punch, then dragged him out of the car onto the street.
Liam heard the soft murmur of Grandma's voice saying, “I have your backpack ready, sir.” Then he blacked out.
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Liam woke up lying face down on warm asphalt. One side of his face was in excruciating pain, but he could move his jaw and didn't feel anything crunchy in his mouth.
Still dazed, he staggered to his feet and saw Grandma sitting in the back seat, her head lolling to one side. She'd put on a flowery head scarf, but it had come undone and sat flatly over her head.
Oh, God, don’t let her be dead!
He ran to her window and heard a soft, nasal sound coming from her. She was asleep.
Relieved, he leaned against her door. His head was throbbing, and the flashing blue lights from the police car parked behind them made it worse.
Then everything came rushing back. He looked around for the man with the gun, sending another wave of pain through his aching head, but he steadied himself against the car and noticed the backpack was still resting beside Grandma on the car seat.
Then, he saw feet sticking out from behind the car.
Carefully, he moved back toward the rear. The thief was lying on his back between both vehicles; his eye was a bloody mess, but otherwise his face and the rest of his body looked normal. He wasn't infected or anything. But he was very dead.
How did I miss seeing him before? Too scared about Grandma, I guess.
He looked around for a Good Samaritan in a high window but didn’t see anyone who might have saved them by killing their assailant. Cars moved on distant streets, but no one seemed interested in him. He thought about saying a prayer of thanks for his good fortune, but like so many false starts in his recent past, he didn't know if he believed his prayer would be heard by anyone. He secretly hoped there was someone listening. Perhaps even the same God Grandma believed in.
For now, he said a quick “thank you” to anyone who would listen and jumped back into Angie's car to start it up.
He thought about going back to check out the cop car but didn't like the idea of stealing from anyone. Plus, if he was caught ransacking a police car ...
Instead, he put his ride in gear and drove quickly away from the scene. It had all happened so fast he hadn’t had time to be afraid. He saw himself in the rearview mirror as he drove and realized … he was looking at a survivor. He just survived an encounter with a hardened criminal. He survived multiple encounters with Angie, the plague victim. He even survived falling down a flight of stairs.
But it all seemed so random. He knew any of those incidents could have ended his life, making this whole survival schtick the mockery he knew it to be. He saw the survivors of this thing as big, hulking men carrying large guns, sharp swords, and wearing full police riot gear. How else could anyone truly survive such crazy times?
He wore jeans and a lime-green Mountain Dew t-shirt, and his 104-year-old partner in survival was dressed in a light blue pantsuit, complemented by a plain metal cane. Hardly the stuff of legend.
Whoop de do. We've survived the twenty-four hours since the sirens.
He tried to get back into the important task of driving. He found the highway again and was disappointed to see the traffic remained stopped. The memory of the gun barrel between his eyes buzzed as he observed cars continuing to pour off the exit ramp, into the streets of this part of the city. Streets that were nearly clogged. It wouldn't be long before everything was in total gridlock. Before he was trapped.
He turned the car around to give himself some open space because he needed a chance to think through his next move. They weren't going to make it driving south on the highway or any of the side roads. He pulled over into an empty parking lot, far from anyone or anything that could harm them. He again remembered the gun in his face but ignored it. He aggressively scanned for threats as he tried to concentrate.
Could they walk out of the city? He'd seen many people walking along the highway, but how far could Grandma go on foot? She could walk pretty well for her age, and he'd seen her walk for short distances without any cane at all. But those were rare instances when she was at 100% health and rest. Now, she could barely stay awake while sitting in his back seat.
He thought again about the gun in his face but pushed it back with a few calming breaths.
“How far could we both get on foot?” he whispered.
Not far.
As he sat there, he found himself unable to further ignore the incident with the thief. Of having the business end of a gun touch his nose. Of being punched. Of being yanked out of the car and tossed to the ground. His hands started shaking, so he gripped the wheel.
How close to death did I come?
He imagined himself being shot dead. Oddly, he thought of his parents, and how they'd never know how he died. He imagined Grandma getting pulled out next. He imagined ...
NO! I will not let that happen!
He silently wept. He couldn't help himself. He was slightly embarrassed Grandma might hear him, but once it started, he was unable to check it. His head collapsed on the steering wheel as he let the emotions of the past day consume him.
In the back, Grandma slept on.
For the first time in his life, he envied her.
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MAPLE SYRUP
LIAM SAT, exhausted, in the front seat of the car. His tears had dried, and he found himself staring out the front window. It hadn't been long since he'd pulled over. Glancing back, Grandma was still asleep.
He attempted to move beyond the botched robbery. He needed to look forward. Time for the “big guy pants,” as his dad would say.
He turned on the radio again.
Did they say all the bridges to Illinois were closed? Surely not.
All stations were now playing the emergency announcement loops, including the one previously broadcasting freely. They advised listeners to evacuate the city but were stingy with clues about how to do it or where to go. A week ago, he wouldn't have listened to a government broadcast to save his life. Now his life did depend on a government announcement, and he was dismayed to discover they had no answers.
Going south didn't seem possible, given the traffic situation. Going west might work in a pinch, but that would take him into the bulk of the population of the city—enough reason to avoid that way. North would take him directly away from his goal, so that made no sense at all. Finally, he figured his best bet was to drive east into Illinois, where it was less crowded, then turn south and try to return over a bridge into Missouri somewhere. It would require going through downtown, which made him anxious just thinking about it, but it was the only place to cross.
With no help from the radio, he had to make a choice soon. He gently woke up Grandma.
She opened her eyes, looked out her window, then into his backpack.
“He's gone, Grandma. He didn't get our stuff either, but I'm not sure what happened. I was lying on the ground, and when I woke up, the crook was already dead. He got shot. I jumped in the car and sped us out of there.”
“I must have passed out from all the excitement. I'm so glad you're OK. I'm not doing a very good job taking care of you, am I?”
“We're both alive. That's all that matters now. Someone shot the yoga woman for me, too. I think I have a guardian angel. I've learned an important lesson; the rules are changing. I'm going to be smarter from now on, so I can protect you and me both.”
Grandma leaned forward just enough to touch his shoulder with reassurance.
“We make a good team,” she said.
“Well, teammate, we need a new plan now. Traffic on the highway to the south is completely stopped. All the main roads next to the interstate going that way are also filled with people trying to escape. It didn't look like any of those vehicles were going to be moving anytime soon, so I pulled into this parking lot to think. The radio has nothing useful on where to go. I figured we'd try to get across a bridge downtown and then drive south on the Illinois side of the river.”
“Sounds like a good plan, Liam.”
“Will you help me navigate? I'm afraid I don't know where to go.” The extent of his driver's education with Dad ended at Grandma's house. The rest of the city was a blank space as far as roads went.
“I'll do what I can,” she said from behind.
He pulled back onto the road, in the direction of downtown. Unlike the lanes going south, the northbound side of the road was virtually devoid of traffic. He wasn't willing to use the term “good luck” just yet. He knew how fast luck could go down the toilet.
He felt a trace of a smile on his face as he sped through the dying city heading for freedom.
Looking in the rearview, Grandma's face was far more stoic.
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The street was a major thoroughfare in this part of the city. It had two lanes of traffic in each direction, with a breakdown lane in the middle. Very few cars were going either way. The massive backup of south-bound traffic hadn't reached this far north yet.
Several cars burned on the roadway in front of a row of apartments. Strangely, other cars were moving among the burned-out hulks, seemingly unconcerned with the danger.
He was gaining his sea legs on this terrible ocean. He immediately stopped the car and looked for alternate routes where he could turn down a side street and avoid even being close to such destruction. Grandma was in the back seat, watching ahead as well.
“Grandma, I'm turning. I don't think we should go anywhere near those burning cars.”
“Watch those cars on fire,” she yelled a little too loud at almost the same time, as she sometimes did when her hearing aids acted up.
He smiled as he made a left, then a quick right turn onto a narrow avenue running parallel to the main road. They entered a more residential area. A few cars lined both sides of the street, but there were also a lot of trash and debris blowing around, as if many of the houses had simply thrown their contents right out their doors.
More ominously, he saw odd characters walking aimlessly. Sick? Infected? Lost? Stealing?
He wasn't stopping to find out. He hit the gas, quickly pushing fifty miles per hour down the narrow street. Not bad for a fifteen-year-old with a learner's permit.
The passenger window shattered as several gunshots exploded from the houses lining the right side of the street. He instinctively jerked his head as low as he could even as his heartrate started to outpace his car.
“Grandma! Get down!”
The rear passenger-side window blew out next, followed by the one on his side. The shots were either coming from both sides or going completely through the interior.
The rear window blew out a second later, and the headrest on his seat crumpled.
That was close!
He glanced in the mirror. Grandma had fallen over sideways in the back, covered with tiny pieces of safety glass.
“Oh, my lands,” she exclaimed.
He risked a sideways peek, but the shooters were well hidden. He was going much too fast. Shots continued behind them, and he could see in the side mirror a couple of men had run into the street to shoot, even as he drove away.
Only a few seconds more ...
He took a right turn too fast, scraped against a car on his side, but was just able to maintain control on the new street. The sedan lost some paint, but they escaped the flying bullets.
Rather than being scared, he was mad as hell again. People were using this disaster as an excuse to—do what exactly? Were these bad people showing their true colors or good people gone wrong due to the chaos? It had scarcely been one lousy day since law and order was put on hold. Things were going downhill fast if this was how it was going to be.
He slowed enough to take a left turn back onto the main street safely and was pleased to see they had traveled beyond the burned-out wrecks. Were the men on the previous street the same ones who burned the cars on this one? Why would anyone randomly destroy cars and shoot at people they didn't know? Were they trying to kill him? He had no explanation that fit the circumstances, and he sure wasn't going back to interview them.
Pardon me. Would you refrain from killing me while I ask you a few questions?
They quickly overtook another vehicle—a cramped, blue coupe—with a family inside who looked over at him as he matched their speed for a second before accelerating past them.
The open road was just as dangerous as everywhere else. Even a friendly-looking family couldn't be trusted. He could trust no one but himself and Grandma.
In the distance, he got his first glimpse of the Gateway Arch as it twinkled in the mid-day sun. He had many memories seeing it as a kid—how many times had his parents excitedly pointed it out as they were driving? It was a source of fascination and pride for locals like him. A snarl of traffic came into view on the street ahead, interrupting his pleasant memories.
Will anything be easy ever again?
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The traffic wasn't as bad as it appeared at first glance. A major intersection in this part of the city was catching traffic from the nearby highway, as well as the growing procession heading downtown. Several other drivers must have gotten the same idea to head that way once they realized the highway out of town was toast.
After several minutes snaking through the busy intersection, they found open roads before once again coming upon a jammed cross street. It was much worse than the previous delay.
They were only a couple of miles from downtown. They could now see the big Anheuser-Busch brewery that was a cultural icon in this city. As they came through the big intersection, they could see the traffic ahead had stopped completely. As cars came up on the tail of the northbound traffic jam, they shut off engines, and passengers got out and joined the people ahead of them on foot. He could already see a few cars coming in behind him, which would make sure he never got out of this entanglement.
He turned the wheel hard to his right. Angie's severely damaged car jumped the curb and came to a stop in a tiny parking lot for a fast-food joint. He heard a loud pop. He backed his car sloppily into a spot up against the building, allowing himself a clear shot to drive in any direction he chose—except into the traffic jam itself—should he change his mind about joining the sea of walkers going downtown.
Several other cars took his lead. Soon the little parking lot was full, as were several other open spaces on this side of the road. He was silently impressed with himself for thinking of something that was so useful to his fellow travelers. It felt nice to lead, even if it was just a bit of luck on his part for thinking of it.
His pleasure faded once he exited the vehicle and saw its condition. Angie had some pride in her vehicle and took care to keep it washed and waxed at a local hands-on car wash. If she saw her car now, she would fall over dead.
Not funny, Liam!
Four windows were blown out. Several bullet holes peppered the passenger side, including a couple up near the engine. It was a miracle nothing got permanently damaged under the hood. He walked around and inspected as much as he dared. One bullet had mangled the locking assembly of the passenger-side rear door, making it impossible to open. He reached in through the broken glass and grabbed his backpack. As he pulled away, he noticed the front tire had gone all the way flat and it made the car look sad.
“So much for getting to Illinois.” He said it out loud, but mostly to himself. They were now committed to the only place anywhere that seemed to offer some help—the area down by the Gateway Arch.
Grandma exited on the driver's side and shook herself free of the bits of glass. She reached back in to grab her cane and then casually leaned against the exterior to wait for Liam to gather his stuff.
She quipped, “I guess we don't have to worry about locking the doors,” and let out a little giggle. He had to laugh too.
One of the people nearby gave a little whistle when he took in Liam's damaged ride.
“Whoa! You a stunt driver, kid?”
Liam wasn't really in the mood to deal with strangers but couldn't resist bragging about it.
“Not really. A couple of dip-wads a few miles back were shooting up cars. They got the drop on us, but I just put the hammer down and blew through their trap.” He said it with the same emotion he would if he were talking about the weather.
He looked at Grandma to see if she would scold him, but she was looking the other way.
The man seemed unimpressed. “Yeah, we had to drive through someone's lawn to get around some fellas holding up cars about three miles to the south. I guess we're all lucky to make it here. Good luck wherever you end up,” he said as he walked away.
So much for basking in the glory.
With his pack slung over his shoulders, he walked around to Grandma. She was looking at the crush of abandoned cars and beyond, toward the shining landmark.
“Do you think you can walk to the Arch from here?”
She was silent for many moments before responding.
“I don't see any other option at this point. I'm going to need your help, but I think I can do it.”
She held up her cane, so she could bring it closer to her face.
“I'm going to need your help, too, Mr. Cane. Don't let me fall!”
She chuckled a little, then slammed the cane back to the ground and started walking—slowly—away from Angie's wrecked car.
An obscure quote from one of his dad's old movies hit him as he left the sad-looking car that had gotten them this far.
I'm not parking it; I'm abandoning it.
He had a feeling they'd never be back. The car would probably rust in that spot until it blew away on the wind.
Wow. I'm a real downer.
Or, everything would be back to normal tomorrow and he’d have to pay for all the damage. Even if it sapped all his savings, he much preferred that ending than the other one.
Finally, it fell too far behind to see, and he resolved to only look to the future. At that moment, the Arch towered into view miles down the street. The safety of the port was so close, yet so far away.
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After the excitement at Grandma's house, the struggle to escape Angie, getting beaten up by a criminal, and the stress of driving the car in the chaos, the walk toward the Arch was anticlimactic.
A small girl behind them blurted out to no one in particular, “When we get downtown, I hope they're serving hot dogs and soda, like at a baseball game!”
He was holding Grandma's arm as he walked but turned partway around to look at the child's parents. They wore tight-lipped grins as they shared the good things she would find ahead. Anything to keep the children happy and unafraid.
Would there be any help at all downtown? After what he saw on the roads of the city, he was pretty sure of the answer to that, but still, he had hope and tried hard to listen to the conversations of his fellow travelers to see if they knew more than he did about what was ahead.
The friendly crowd of walkers continued to grow. It was a lot like heading to a baseball game. He and his father didn't make a habit of it, but whenever his dad got free tickets to a game, they would go for a father-son adventure at the ballpark. The only differences between that crowd and this one was the colors—not as much Cardinal red today—and what people carried. He saw lots of coolers and bags of food, as well as firearms. Open carrying of guns was something you would never see on any typical day within the city limits of St. Louis.
He looked carefully now and saw that more than a few men and women were carrying things slung over their shoulders, covered with fabric or trash bags. Some had their rifles right out in the open, which made it even more obvious that others were hiding theirs. He didn't understand what they were trying to prove, but he wasn't going to call attention to them.
A man standing off to the side of the crowd held a cardboard sign for the walkers to see, “God did this to you. Repent!” Liam wondered what Grandma would think about such an insensitive statement, but if she saw it, she said nothing. He wasn't willing to blame God for the plague; he saw God in context with boring Sunday sermons or with high praise from family members. Never did either suggest a benevolent being could inflict something like this on the human race.
The man's sign was getting other people talking about the root cause of the catastrophe. Liam tried to overhear conversations as they walked. The first person he could hear clearly was talking about some clues he received on his shortwave radio.
“... a frequency I don't get. The guy lived in Minnesota or Wisconsin; he wasn't very forthcoming about that. He sounded like he had watched too many movies. He called the sick people zombies as if they were something real. He then said you can only kill them by destroying the head. Ha! This isn't Night of the Living Dead or whatever that movie was called. So, we ignored him and went on to look for more operators, but the only other one we heard with new information was farther north in Canada, and all we got out of him was that people were chewing on his livestock. He said he had no weapons to get them to stop. Nothing we could do to help him, of course.”
The guy was moving much faster than he and Grandma so he couldn't hear much more of his conversation, but he noted the man carried a big revolver in a holster on his left side.
As more people passed, he heard several of their theories. It was now on everyone's mind, it seemed.
“I heard it was a medical experiment gone wrong.”
“A friend of a friend said she knew someone in the police department. This was a terrorist attack.” And then, speaking so quiet Liam almost didn't catch it, the person said, “It was the same guys who did nine-eleven.”
“It was our own government.” A half-dozen people had different iterations of government conspiracies.
“It was the maple-syrup-lovin' Canadians.” He heard several people talk about Canadians as if the threat was real, but he couldn't quite take them seriously. Normally he wouldn't dare insert himself, but he had to know. “Excuse me, why would the Canadians cause this plague?” The woman who spoke of it responded calmly and easily, “They want our stuff, of course.”
He determined it was best to avoid laughing. Soon the woman and her entourage had moved far ahead.
He heard a host of other theories, just in the few minutes since he'd passed that sign. “It was the Republicans. They always wanted us city people to die.” “It was the Liberals. They was foolin' around with science and unleashed this Ebola-thing on us by accident.” “It was the Snowballers.” “It was the Communists.” “It was the anarchists. They want government to go away.” And so on and so on. The crowd consumed each theory, readily adding more and more.
Several people toted large, hand-printed signs, with variations of the “Repent! The end is here!” motif. One said, “This is the tribulation!” He knew that had something to do with religion, but he was surprised to see the people carrying such signs appeared completely normal. Almost serene. There were no crazed-eye preachers anywhere in sight.
Holding onto Grandma, he realized they were both now floating along with the crowd, and everyone was equally clueless about why they were there. It made him feel small and helpless.
People power-walked by them, barely giving them a glance. He wondered, would he notice an old woman and a young boy if he was walking in this mess by himself? How many people in this procession were going to be dead soon? That made his stomach wobble.
Don't panic, Liam.
“Panic is the real killer in many emergencies,” his dad's voice said with reassuring calmness from a memory.
He kept those words in mind as he steadied his breathing.
He craned his neck to look around the crowd, which over the last several minutes, had started to thin out. Everyone moved along the sidewalks on both sides of the street, as well as on the grass-covered median. He guessed they'd been walking along for an hour, which would put them about halfway there. Grandma was puttering along, but she was slowing down, stopping to rest more than he liked.
He knew she needed her rest, but an odd feeling had been growing in the pit of his stomach—a sense it wouldn't be wise to fall too far behind the main crowd. He was disturbed to see fewer people behind him than ahead. It wasn't empty, but things were thinning out.
“Grandma, I know you're tired, but we have to keep moving.”
“I know, Liam. I'm so tired, though. I must sit down.” She remained standing—there was no place to sit other than the curb of the street, and Grandma would have trouble getting down and back up.
Gunshots cracked from somewhere behind. Not close, but not as far as he'd like either.
He gave her a drink of water and a grain bar, hoping to give her a quick boost. He knew enough about the 104-year-old set to know there was no word for “boost” in their lexicon.
Liam didn't want to scare her, but he wasn't going to lollygag, either. Once she had taken a drink and pulled down a few bites, he practically pushed her.
“OK, we have to push on.”
Grandma didn't fight him but didn't pick up the pace as he'd hoped. Even a fury of gunshots and some nearby screaming didn't get her moving.
I refuse to panic!
He looked over his shoulder, afraid of what he'd see.
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While dragging her along, a middle-aged woman in a business suit, sans the jacket, came ambling along. She seemed distracted until she spotted Grandma.
Without prompting, she took Grandma's other arm, and together she and Liam were able to support her much better as they walked along. He gave her his thanks, but Grandma remained silent. That could only mean she was super worn out.
“I think she's bushed. Thank you so much for helping her.”
“Anytime,” was the woman’s only response. She was looking ahead and into the traffic jam as if searching for someone. He assumed she had lost a friend.
After fifteen minutes or so the woman abruptly stopped and told him to wait against a bridge abutment just as they went underneath it.
This gave him a chance to look behind again; he was horrified to see almost no one. There were a few stragglers, mostly elderly walking without helpers. Some people had just stopped to sit or lie down, perhaps giving up. And, far down the street, he thought he could see a few of the really sick. Still, there had to be a whole city of people south of him. He couldn't imagine where they'd all gone.
He felt like the lone gazelle dropping behind the herd. Ahead of him, he could see the last of the main group walking away. They were very close now to the park that surrounds the Arch. Maybe a quarter of a mile. Gunfire was coming from that direction, though a few shots were echoing down side streets almost all the time now.
He didn't see the mystery lady. Not ahead. Not behind. Not even in the nearby cars, which were sprawled everywhere on the street and in every available parking area in sight.
Oh, crap! We're in for it now.
He looked at Grandma and considered his options once more. She appeared to be totally out of hit points. Could he force her to go faster? Should he try?
A deep, dark voice advised him to sit her down under this bridge and then just walk away.
Another voice argued she was his responsibility no matter how difficult things became.
Where did his obligation to save her outweigh his obligation to save himself? Wasn't his life—at fifteen years old—more valuable to save than hers?
Why would that thought even cross my mind?
“Grandma, I'm not going to leave you here. We have to keep moving. Can you walk a little farther?”
“Oh, Liam. I think I'm a goner. My head is spinning, and it's very hard to see.” She hunched over even more than normal, holding herself up with a combination of her cane and the concrete bridge pylon. “I don't think I can go another step without falling over.”
“Well, then, I'll carry you!”
Bent over and gasping for air, she cocked her head so she could look up at her tall grandson and give him a look he knew very well. It said, “Liam, you are one crazy boy, but I love you anyway. And no, we aren't doing that.”
He debated pulling a stunt he saw in a movie—just grabbing the small woman, tossing her over his shoulder, and carrying her, no matter what her protests were. He knew he could lift her and carry her but couldn't assure himself that he wouldn't break her ribs.
As he argued with himself, the mystery woman returned, running around cars inside the traffic jam, as if she were trying to find a suitable path through the obstacles. She was pushing something.
A half minute later, she was close enough for him to see the huge wheelchair in front of her, and she brought it right up onto the sidewalk where Grandma was swaying.
“Did someone order a ride?”
He stood incredulous while the woman moved behind Grandma and helped her fall backward, gently, into the chair. The seat itself was immense, apparently designed for a client of considerable girth, and Grandma's pixie size made her look like a child sitting there.
But she was sitting.
“Where did you find this?”
“I've been looking for this since I first saw you. It was on one of those lifts that stick out the back of a trailer hitch. I work with nurses, and travel to hospitals, so this type of thing jumps out when I see it. You have to hurry. She looks like she needs some medical care.”
The woman looked over her shoulder at the few people wandering about on the route they just traveled. Some were lying down, but some of those on the ground were being set upon by others who weren't … normal.
“Anyone healthy behind us must have gone to other streets. Nothing but sick back there,” she said.
“Will you come with us? We can make good time if we both push her.”
“No. You'll be fine. I'm going that way,” she said, pointing west.
“Hurry,” she repeated.
Without a further comment, she dove back into the traffic jam.
“Thank you!” he shouted as she was nearly across the street.
She lifted her hand but kept moving.
“Can you believe our luck?”
He tossed Grandma’s cane across the arms of the chair, then began pushing her, nearly running when the sidewalk wasn't too bumpy, and never once looked back.
A blood-freezing scream told him every detail about the sharks in pursuit.
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VICTORIA
THE GATEWAY ARCH grounds were chaos, thousands of people crammed into the greenspace under the 630-foot monument. The Gateway to the West was now the Gateway to the East for these people—a passage to safety over in Illinois. But there were so many people, and they didn't look like they were moving.
“Grandma, are you ready to dive into all this? That's where we need to go.” He was glad to be off the streets, crowd or not.
“I'll go where you push me, Liam. I'm too tired to arm wrestle you over it.”
They caught up with the many other new arrivals queuing up, and soon entered the perimeter of the park. A row of armed citizens and police officers watched from the outside rim of the greenspace, each holding their weapons toward the ground, at the low ready position. A handful of officers and civilians on horseback also wandered around. Where they found horses downtown was another of the mysteries of the day.
He remembered reading somewhere that the Arch’s park is “a patch of greenery next to the concrete jungle of the urban center of St. Louis, about a mile long and a quarter of a mile across.” Outside the park, dead bodies littered the streets. Any schoolchild could piece together what happened. People like Angie attacked the police and were put down like rabid dogs. Seeing that many corpses—and their blood—in the light of day was unsettling, but he gripped the wheelchair handles with determination and pushed through.
The police presence reassured him, but not because they had guns—lots of people he'd seen today had weapons, including him. These men and women represented authority, a hope that society was holding it together despite all the chaos. He gave the nearest officer a wave and got a nod in return. He felt as if he had returned to humanity with that little acknowledgment.
His faith didn't last long. Once inside the outer ring of armed order the interior of the park was anarchy. People huddled in small groups all along the path and well out into the grass on each side. Kids played in the reflecting ponds, something forbidden under normal conditions. He remembered being yanked out of one and scolded during one of his visits as a child.
They rolled up to a little parking lot filled with police cars and trucks, as well as several civilian vehicles. A large box truck sat almost directly in the path ahead. The back door was open, and a man stood back there, yelling at the crowd, “Guns! Ammo! On loan! We need you armed!”
It was perhaps the most unusual thing he had seen today, and that was saying a lot. The thought of police allowing this man to toss guns out the back of his truck—it just wasn't done. Ever. And yet—
“Grandma, let's check this out.” She didn't reply, so he took that as an affirmative.
It carried the logo of a local sporting goods store. Lots of police and civilians congregated near the back, and the man worked with a partner to take down some information from each person and then hand them a rifle or shotgun. No money changed hands. There were stacks of ammo and a cornucopia of firearms in the cargo area. If he were in a cartoon, his eyes would be swirling with longing and desire. He moved the chair, so he could drift into the line.
It can't hurt to try.
In a few minutes, it was his turn with the man holding the guns.
“Can I get a rifle? I want to protect my Grandma.” It was completely true, but boy, did he want a big gun.
The man wore a black button-down shirt from his store and he took a few seconds to size him up. Liam knew at that moment what he was going to say. His own eyes flashed behind the man, spotting a large—no, huge—tan rifle sitting on its end, up against the wall of the truck. He doubted he could even lift the thing ...
“Look, kid, I appreciate your situation, but we need men on this line. Police. Ex-military. You and your grandma don't belong anywhere near guns. You need to be inside the park staying safe.”
And there it was. He was “just a kid.”
His emotions welled up inside as the man moved to another customer. An older woman got a gun after giving her name and address. No other questions asked. So much for needing men, he thought.
He wanted to stay and argue but knew it was useless. He tried to move out of the line while avoiding the concerned looks of the men and women still there. Soon he was lost in the crowd, moving ever deeper into the park. Anonymity brought relief.
He tried to keep the wheelchair on the straight and narrow of the path but couldn't help looking from side to side at the many strange people who had washed up in this tidal basin of humanity. A large black family sat to one side; it looked like multiple generations made it here together. Old ladies. Several middle-aged men and women. A playground's worth of children. Many appeared very scared. He couldn't understand the fear here amongst all the armed police. To his left, among the hundreds of people, he spotted a young boy much like himself—only he was with his mother and father. Liam felt a little jealous because that youngster had found his family. He tried to be happy for him, but his heart wasn't really in it.
He rolled Grandma past an old cathedral, though it was clear the place was full and not taking in new tenants. Hundreds of people gathered around the front doors, hoping to get in. He kept moving toward the Arch itself.
Dozens of other vignettes emerged from the crowd. Wounded men. Coughing and hacking women—danger! Small children walking rudderless. The aged. The feeble. The mentally challenged. And pets of every stripe. No one wanted to leave without their pets. Dogs were the most visible, but small pet carriers were prolific as well—probably holding back the cats. There were even some big birds on people's shoulders. He couldn't identify many, though he did recognize a Macaw when he saw one.
“I wonder where all these pets go to the bathroom?”
Grandma might have heard the question, but if she did, she kept the answer to herself.
It wasn't far before the path revealed the larger scene beyond the park and well beyond the Arch. The Mississippi River, 2,000 feet across, was a disgusting brown that churned wildly as it flowed under the downtown bridges at high speed. Small boats flitted about in all directions like water bugs, their purpose unclear. Several aircraft buzzed above. Most were military, though some helicopters were probably reporting traffic—an easy job when no cars moved throughout the city.
The spectacle distracted him for a full minute until a weak voice pulled him back.
“I need to get in the shade, Liam.”
He obliged and hastened back from the crest of the sunny hill toward one of the many tree-lined and shady paths through the park. All the benches were full, but some space remained on the concrete; most people chose to sit under trees in the grass off the walkway. He scanned the trees to find one best suited to Grandma's needs. Some had large groups of scary-looking men under them as if entire biker gangs agreed to meet there. Some had distinct family groups. One had a score of priests and nuns below it. He searched for one with enough free space, so Grandma could get the shade she needed without asking people to move. He knew it was a tall order given the size of the crowd, but he was patient.
He settled on an ash tree that shaded a couple of young families, one with a baby stroller, as well as a woman sprawled in the grass near the path. She appeared to be sleeping, which was just fine. She wouldn't give them any trouble.
“Here you go. Shade as promised!”
Grandma didn't say anything.
She has to be exhausted.
As he situated her under the tree, he couldn't help but notice the sleeping woman was closer to his age than he first thought. She wore an elegant black dress, completely out of place in the sweltering heat and humidity of this park-turned-refugee-camp. The knee-length skirt had hiked high up her thigh as she lay on the grass, revealing more than his grandma would consider appropriate for a fifteen-year-old boy to see, for sure. Embarrassed and feeling like a voyeur, he tried to focus on pushing the chair into position, but with the distraction, he drove the wheelchair off the pavement. He felt it drop off the small edge and immediately knew what he'd done wrong.
So did the girl.
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“What. The. HELL?”
The girl sat up while waving her pinched hand wildly. She looked like she'd been sleeping for days. Her long, brown hair was a ratty mess, managed only by the grace of a black headband. Her face, as pretty as it might be, was covered on one side with misplaced locks of hair, dirt, and grass. Her makeup had been smeared, giving her the appearance of sunken cheeks. The green eyes were striking—he had to look away, a decision reinforced by her yelling.
“That was my hand! Who the he—” She broke off, noticing a little old lady in a wheelchair.
“Oh, sorry, ma'am. I meant no disrespect. This wasn't how I expected to wake up.” Looking around, she continued, “Though seeing all these people now, I don't know what I was expecting.”
Grandma waved tiredly in her direction. “Please, child, Liam just lost control of my chair—it was an accident. We've been on the road all morning, and we're just looking for some shade.”
“I'm very sorry for running you over.” He pretended to attend to Grandma as he apologized.
As the young woman stood up, he could see she was about his height, maybe a little less than his five-foot, eight inches, and she had an athletic look about her. Her calves had real definition—not that he was looking at them. Her profile reminded him of any number of girls on his high school track team. Something about how they carried themselves gave it away. It was an intangible quality, but he had seen it many times in runners. Was she short or long distance? He'd have to—
“Hey, Crash Cart. You finished?”
Just shoot me now.
“Yeah, I'm uh, just wondering why you're dressed up like that?”
Good save.
She gave him a disapproving scowl but asked a question rather than address his.
“Do you have spare water or anything? I've got nothing but what you see here.” She held out her arms and swished them down and in front of her, as if presenting her clothes as her only possession.
“Grandma has the only water, and we're saving that.”
“Nonsense. Here you go, dear—please take a little.” She pulled a water bottle out of his backpack, which she kept next to her on the ample seat of the wheelchair.
He wasn't surprised. Grandma would try to help anyone she met. She couldn't help the thousands of other people in this park, but she could help this girl.
“Thank you. My name is Victoria.”
“Victoria, huh?” Grandma paused, just for a couple of extra seconds. “My name is Marty, but you can call me Grandma like everyone else seems to do. I'm 104, by the way. You were going to ask. This is my rescuer and great-grandson, Liam.”
He gave her a nod, trying to stay relaxed, but he was deathly afraid he'd say something stupid, or check out her minimal but sufficiently curvy chest—
Oh, crap!
He found it impossible not to look. The dress wasn't even low cut, but it was a dress, after all, and it complimented her figure. She adjusted a mobile phone inside her bra. It was too much. He sat down on the pavement next to the wheelchair, kept his eyes forward, and looked at people walking the wide path next to him. He gave his phone one of his many quick glances to confirm it still wasn't connecting to the network, but he slid it back into his pocket and turned as she spoke again.
“Thanks for the water. Hope neither of us has the plague.” She followed that with some nervous laughter. She used just a splash of water on her face, and made a half effort to untangle her hair, then took a seat opposite him on the far side of the wheelchair. It took everything he had to avoid looking at the legs now stretched on the grass.
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“You asked about the dress.”
She breathed a long sigh.
“I'm from Colorado; I came here a month ago. I just graduated from high school and got picked for a pre-med summer internship at a local medical school. I felt lucky they took me, you know, because things have been getting bad for the past several weeks. Fuel shortages. Food shortages. Stuff we all know.”
“But when I arrived, they put me right to work. The hospitals are worse than you can imagine ... ” She paused, as if seeing it in her memory. “They're just awful.”
“Anyway, after weeks of things getting worse and worse I had to get away. So, two nights ago, when some of my new friends said they were going out to a place downtown, I invited myself along. I'm not twenty-one, but nobody cares anymore.”
He noted she just graduated from high school, so she couldn't be much older than he was.
“We ended up in a place down here,” she pointed north of the city center nearby, “and inside was wall-to-wall packed. I hung with my colleagues and spent a couple of hours dancing, talking, yelling—you know, stuff girls do out on the town. At least in normal times ... ”
Her voice was clear but distant.
“There were tons of drugs and alcohol right out in the open, but that wasn't for me—I don't do either. But the fun and loud music took my mind off things for a while, and when I came up for air it was already two in the morning. I was done.”
Victoria stood up and stepped a few paces away from the tree, then turned around to face them both. She conveyed a nervous energy and seemed to brace herself for the next part.
He got a better look at her, almost daring himself to gaze in her direction. He had next to no experience around girls in a social setting. He steered clear of them in school. There weren't many girl gamers who enjoyed the types of video games he played, and none of his friends had girlfriends, either. He had too many other things to keep himself occupied.
With Victoria, he willed himself to play it cool and actively listen and nod, wondering if his embarrassment showed. However, he was struck by her silver chain with a small cross hanging around her bare neck. He couldn't define the reaction to it, but he found himself less intimidated, and could look at her without most of the usual awkwardness. He tried to understand where the feeling had come from as she continued her story.
“So, several of us were preparing to leave when we heard a 'pop pop pop' over the blare of the music. We saw the front security guy stagger-step our way, his gun still in his hand. He was being chased by ... some very sick people. Then things got out of control.”
Victoria seemed shaken as she recalled her tale, but it was already familiar to him after his morning. The plague victims had gone insane—become zombies, if you fancy that term—and had found a nice cache of fresh meat inside the noisy nightclub.
“I saw those sick people come in, so I ran the other way—out the back door. No way I was going to touch those bat-stuff-crazy infected; they had the double-Ebola already.” She hesitated. Her voice was a broken whisper. “I didn't tell anyone. I just bolted. I left them.”
She spoke with real sadness. “And outside was no better. A few people stood around smoking as the first of us tumbled into the alleyway. I got there just in time to see a couple of infected harass them, too. So, I kept on running.”
She pointed to the north again, then motioned toward the central part of downtown. “I headed that way. I broke the kitten heels off these shoes, so I could run even faster.” She looked down to her black shoes, now covered in scratches and road grime from her escape.
“Nearly all the lights were off here in downtown at two in the morning. It was eerie, to say the least. The lights of the Arch were still on, so I joined a small group also trying to get here. Along the way, plague victims continually seeped out of the darkness to attack us. Guys tried to fight them—to protect us girls, I suppose—but they always ended up getting brought down. Since we had no weapons, all we could do was run.”
She got quiet once more. “God help me, I ran. I left all my friends behind. I kept running. I betrayed everything I believed about being a good Christian. A good person. I didn't try to save anyone but myself. How selfish am I?”
He didn't know how to respond. He wasn't religious, but he could respect the devout of any faith. She had taken her desperate running as a sign of weakness in her religion, while most people—including him—would see her actions as just the opposite. It wasn't like she could carry the slower people on her shoulders.
He looked up at Grandma, suddenly aware of the implications. Would he be forced to run and leave her behind? Could he leave her behind? The thought had crossed his mind a few times, but now Victoria's story made it all the more real.
“I'm not sure how long I kept going. It felt like a bad dream. I ran all the way to the river's edge before I stopped. I wanted to jump in and just float away, but after what I'd seen in the shadows, the black water scared me too much. I began to wish I would have made even a token effort to save someone else.”
She shook her head, as if tossing out the bad thoughts.
“I was so amped up that first night, I was scared to be alone. I got away from the water and walked around aimlessly in the small crowds under the Arch until dawn. Eventually, I found myself staying close to the police officers near the edge of the city. At least I knew they had guns and could protect me. Several times they did.”
“In the late morning, tornado sirens began to wail. The panic they caused down here was incredible. People scattered in all directions. I watched as some jumped in the river only to get washed away. Many people left the park; others came in. I was one of those who left. I tried to get back to my dorm, but it only took a few close encounters to realize I'd have to wait under the protection of the police down here, or I'd end up dead. By the time it got dark last night, I was safely back inside the park. I tried to find someone in charge, so I could ask what to do next—but that person doesn't exist, apparently.”
A soft laugh.
“The last thing I remember was collapsing next to this tree, right here. I sat down to lean myself against the trunk and fell asleep instantly. I woke up when you ran me over.” She pointed at him, but without much hostility this time. Maybe even a wisp of a smile.
“I'm sorry. I'm unloading on you. I just needed someone to talk to. A confession, I guess.”
“That's OK, dear. Liam and I are good listeners.”
Victoria looked around again, as if getting her bearings. “How did all these people get here? Where are they going? Is anyone helping the sick? Is anyone rescuing those still trapped in the buildings downtown? Where are the medical teams?”
Grandma answered, “Sweetie, I think you know more than we do.”
Victoria crossed herself, “Then God help us all.”
Grandma responded with a similarly solemn, “Amen.”
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They settled in after Victoria gave them a little more backstory. He also told her of their adventures, up to the point where they reached the Arch. She seemed impressed he was able to get his great-grandmother safely to this point, which made him feel proud, despite all the doubts he'd had along the way.
Grandma fell asleep as they traded details of their stories, and the afternoon crept on. He and Victoria sat in the grass, a bit away from Grandma so she could rest and recover in relative peace. The crowd was thick everywhere now but was very subdued, given the situation. From time to time, they heard gunshots on the periphery of the grounds. He assumed it was the police cordon being tested by the infected. He couldn't see anything nearby to suggest zombies were in the park … yet.
“So, what are you guys going to do next? Are you going to try to get over to Illinois?”
He looked out through the line of trees and could barely make out the two bridges that bracketed the Gateway Arch grounds. He didn't see traffic moving in either direction. He was pretty sure they were closed. He hadn’t mentioned that to Grandma as he didn't want to worry her with all the other problems they were wrangling.
“I don't think the bridges are open anymore. That could make getting to Illinois difficult, especially for her. I don't think she's ready to swim across.” He laughed a bit at his joke, but the truth was he did wonder how they could sneak over there. He didn't want to admit he may have come downtown for nothing.
Victoria gave a wan smile. “I had hoped to get back to my dorm room to change these clothes, but then I want to go to the airport and see if there are flights to Colorado.”
He hadn't even thought about airplanes since this whole disaster started, but he had a feeling getting a flight wouldn't be that easy. One recent news event broke through his gaming-fueled information isolation; the Ebola crisis from the previous summer. He remembered how they stopped all flights from the affected countries to prevent the disease from spreading to the United States. It worked, or so they were told. The disease never broke out in America, despite a few isolated cases. “No cordon is ever 100% effective,” the news had said.
But was there some parallel with this new disease? He'd heard it described as both flu and “Ebola-like” by people over the last couple of days. Did it simmer somewhere overseas only to explode at some point because the proper protocols weren't in place? Something to chew on, though he knew it was unlikely he'd ever get the truth.
The talk of Colorado jogged a memory of another family member, his dad's mom. Liam's minor claim to fame—actually he was more embarrassed than anything—was being related to a politician. Grandma Rose ran for, and won, a seat in the US House of Representatives the year before. She wasn't around much—she lived in Colorado—so he knew very little about her other than she sent $100 bills for birthdays for as long as he could remember. His dad mentioned her once recently, while talking to Grandma Marty on the phone.
I wonder if she'll survive in the Rocky Mountains?
Liam imagined Colorado would be safer than most places, with its remote mountain ranges and sparse population. He doubted Grandma Rose—a rich politician—would be out in a tent in the mountains staying safe, but if Victoria ever made it home, he might at least ask her to look her up.
Although he had his doubts about Victoria's travel chances, he opted to say nothing to dampen her spirits. As with the boy earlier, he felt the pang of jealousy, because he didn't want her to find refuge while he labored in the chaos of this city. The ill-feeling passed faster this time. He knew he would be happy for anyone who escaped, especially this pretty girl conversing with him.
She continued to talk about the details of her life, but he found himself increasingly distracted with worry. His mind was in overdrive to answer the only question of consequence.
What are we going to do next?
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He snapped back to the present as a priest hovered over Grandma, mumbled a prayer, and put ointment of some kind on the backs of her hands. Her head was slumped over.
With a bolt, he was back by her side. “Excuse me; my grandma's not dead.”
I'm 99% sure.
The priest was an old black man, with white hair and sad eyes. He was in black pants with a black shirt, with only a white collar to give his profession away.
“Hello, my son. This is just a precaution. She doesn't have long with this plague going around.”
There was an anger building inside Liam he didn't quite understand. No matter how well-intentioned, he didn't like the idea of this priest essentially giving up on Grandma.
He stood there and watched the ritual, not knowing what to say or do.
The commotion must have jostled Grandma awake, and she took things in stride. “Father, please. I'm not dying!”
Thank God!
The priest looked at her for a moment, finished his prayer, and departed with a final, “Go with God.”
Grandma crossed herself. She looked at Liam and Victoria. “Don't let them bury me while I’m napping.”
She winked at them and began rooting around in the backpack by her side.
“I wish I could go back to sleep,” Victoria said.
He thought for a second before replying, “Well, it seems like you had a good night's sleep under this tree. At least until we found you and ruined it.”
Both of them gave an honest laugh at that.
“I tell you what I really wish for today—my Bible. I know it probably seems silly and puritanical, but, you know, I like to feel the presence of God watching over me. It always helps me find peace to read through the challenges of all those men and women during ancient times, especially the Old Testament. It makes me feel part of something larger, and not just one woman alone in all this trouble.”
His mind raced. He wondered if he should say something suave like, “You're not alone anymore,” or if he should just play it chill and say something neutral along the lines of “I wish I could find comfort in a book.”
Instead, he said, “I'll find a Bible for you.”
“Oh, no, you really don't have to. I'll grab mine when I go back to my dorm.”
“Of course.” He felt a little stupid for having made the comment. Anxious to move on, he asked her more about Colorado. He envisioned following her back to her dorm and teaming up with her to get to the airport. Grandma could come along, and they would all get out of the city by way of Colorado.
What am I thinking?
Many times over the last couple days he had incidents where his brain betrayed him, either making him too slow, too cocky, or too scared. Sitting here with Victoria, he explored new territory when it came to his mind going off the reservation. It wasn't just that he found her attractive—he found lots of girls attractive, though he was normally deathly scared of making that fact known to them—but with all the tension and stress of the last twenty-four hours, he saw this girl as someone worth his time, and possibly his life. He knew he would do almost anything to save Grandma—but he knew, and she knew, some things would just be the end of her. She wasn't going to magically get out of her chair and run away from a horde of zombies. In many ways, she lived on borrowed time. In contrast, Victoria represented a new-found willingness to lay down his life to ensure such a vivacious girl goes on living, no matter what the personal cost.
But I've only known her for a couple of hours!
He admitted that was all the time he needed.
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LAST RITES
LIAM AND VICTORIA had both settled down next to Grandma, as he needed to catch a little shut-eye after his long day. Victoria seemed in no hurry to leave and even offered to watch over them while they slept, which made him very happy.
It felt like only minutes later when Victoria shook him awake.
“Liam. Check this out.”
He opened his eyes to find another priest with Grandma. This time, she was awake and talking animatedly to the theologian. He listened as the man spoke in hushed tones.
“We must be very careful. The park is filling up too fast.” He looked at Liam and Victoria crouching next to him, “Do either of you know where the Arch service dock is located?”
“I've jogged by there a couple of times,” Victoria whispered back. “I know it.”
A runner! I was right.
Whispering now, the priest gave them instructions to move to the dock after it got dark, and he would be there to meet them.
Liam heard his message but didn't really understand it until he had a chance to speak with Grandma.
“That was Father Cahill. I've known him since he was ordained—about the same time your father was born. He was administering last rites on me,” she giggled. “I think he was the third one today! Look at all this oil on my hands. When he saw who I was and realized he knew me, we started talking. That's when he told me he has something he wants to show us. I'm not sure what this is all about, but I trust him with my life. I trust him with my soul.”
“Did he say I could come too?” Victoria asked, with just a touch of anxiety.
“Of course, dear. As far as I'm concerned, you're welcome to stay with us as long as you need.”
He kept quiet, though he felt a faint glow in his heart get just a bit brighter.
“OK, I'll stick with you guys until they get this all sorted out, and I can walk back to my dorm.”
They settled back down as the evening wore on. Realizing the danger of showing food or drink in the nervous crowd, they snuck a little food and drank just enough to feel something in their stomachs. So many others clearly didn't even think far enough ahead to have one afternoon's worth of provisions. Many were walking around begging, or just shouting to whoever would listen that they needed this or that. The crowd had been calm for most of the day, at least the several hours since they arrived, but the atmosphere was slowly changing as the “pleasant afternoon” of waiting evolved into the “long night with no food or water.” Or sanitation.
A crowd this big normally would have banks of port-o-potties and scores of support staff to keep them operational. This crowd had now ballooned to the tens of thousands, and there was nowhere for anyone to privately do their business. Naturally, this meant everyone just did it wherever they felt like it. Without any leadership to tell the crowd what to do, people just did whatever they wanted.
When Liam, Victoria, and Grandma got up in the fading light of dusk, they found the thirty-foot wide paved path filled with people who were sitting on every square inch of pavement, save one small channel of walkers right down the middle. It made it very difficult to move the huge wheelchair without begging sitting or sleeping people to move just a few feet farther out of her way.
It took half an hour to go the short distance to the dock. It sat in a depression that was hard to see from the main path, although there were a few people loitering about the area. There was simply no way to hide anything in the park with such a crowd.
They could see a small doorframe next to a closed garage door at the end of a small paved service lane on a downward ramp.
Once again, the trio pulled to a stop and began waiting.
Even if the doors opened, there would be no way to get in without being seen.
“Grandma, how are we going to get in?”
“The Lord will provide.”
He and Victoria both said “Amen,” although he had his doubts.

2
Their prayers were answered in short order—just as dusk fell.
“Hello, my friends.”
Father Cahill had been waiting in the crowd and came to see the lady in the huge wheelchair. Liam noticed he had removed his white collar.
“All through the day, I've been collecting the aged and the infirm and bringing them through this door, but earlier there weren't as many people. Now you can see they've flooded all over, including right here at this dock. I can get you in, but this might be the last time we're able to get anyone inside without there being some trouble. I doubt we're going back out, either. Are you sure you guys want to ride this thing out inside the Arch museum? That's where I want to take you.”
The three looked at each other and nodded their heads in the affirmative. Whatever was inside had to be better than sitting under a tree with an increasingly desperate crowd. Victoria said things were worse at night. Plus, Liam believed there might be someone in charge who knew the situation. He might be able to figure out how he could get Grandma to safety if he could get some time with that person. It was a long shot, but currently the only shot.
“All right. I have one other person I'm going to try to get inside. He's that older gentleman sitting near the door. My plan is to go help him up, tap on the door and hope they open it for me. When you hear me knock, move quickly over there. I'll try to get them to hold the door open for you. The closer you are to me, the better, if you catch my drift.”
He scuttled off.
Liam and Victoria situated Grandma in her chair while all three faced the door fifty feet away. Father Cahill seemed to have trouble getting the old man to stand up, and some men and women sitting in the vicinity volunteered to help.
He could see what was going to happen now that several more people were paying attention.
“Let's make our way in that direction,” he whispered. “Victoria, will you push the chair? I want you to push it inside, no matter what happens to me. Can you do that?”
“Yes. But let's all get inside.”
That's the plan.
They changed positions while keeping one eye on Father Cahill and the old man, who was now up and standing, but the priest seemed hesitant to do what he needed to do next. He was holding the old man, the gentleman's arm slung around his neck. Father Cahill noticed Liam had moved his group closer, nodded to Liam, pivoted to the door and gave it a loud knock in an apparent secret cadence.
“Pick it up, guys, and don't stop.”
The knock attracted the attention of several men near the door, already alerted by the commotion with the old guy. Some who were sitting were now standing, and some who had been standing were now moving toward the door. Everyone in earshot of the knocking was curious.
The door opened with a flourish, and two chiseled men with sleek black rifles popped out. They pushed past Father and his ill friend to let them in and held their guns in a menacing fashion for anyone who fancied a peek inside.
Victoria pushed Grandma right up to the closest man and yelled, “We're with Father Cahill!”
The man with the gun made no movement to open a path for the wheelchair. He stood his ground. His friend was looking in another direction, gun trained on some of the men who were closest.
One of those men yelled, “We're with Father Cahill!” Then it was a chorus.
How did this happen so quickly?
Victoria looked deflated at the turn of events. There was no way to prove who they were. No way to prove they were with the clergyman, unless he came back out.
The two gunmen began stepping backward as if to retreat into the small door. However, just as they were starting their motion, Father Cahill was there. He yelled in the ear of the nearest man and pointed to Victoria and Liam. The two men once again moved out from the door and pointed to Liam's group.
Victoria plowed ahead. The wide chair was just able to fit into the door, though the wheels scraped as it went through.
Liam punched through too, though he felt the crowd surge behind him. He was glad he didn't have to sacrifice himself to get the three of them in; he wasn't even sure he would have been able to sacrifice himself. Not against two guys with that kind of hardware or a hundred scared civilians.
In the dark, it was hard to gauge numbers, but he guessed there were maybe thirty or forty people near the door by the time they got in, meaning there was a sizable crowd angrily looking at a closed door right about now. Would it take them long to figure out they could break it down?
Every disaster book he'd ever read was now screaming the answer to him. The death clock had started ticking—how long would it take for this stronghold to fall?
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“Thank you, Father. You could have easily left us out there.”
“No problem, my son. I'd do anything for your grandmother and anyone important to her. I'm just sorry I don't have more to offer you than a dark cavern for sanctuary.”
“Are those people going to break through that door?”
The two security guys were moving some heavy equipment from the garage area over to the door they'd just come through. The biggest item was a riding lawn mower; apparently, this was an area where they stored equipment for maintaining the Arch grounds.
The five of them left the guards to their task and started walking up the hallway to the main museum.
Between the two legs of the monument was an underground area dedicated to ticket sales, two tram-loading areas to get up and down the legs of the Arch, a large museum devoted to frontier living, and a little gift shop and candy store. In the middle of it all was a large waiting area with plenty of seats around the walls, so people had a place to sit while waiting their turn to go up in the structure. It was now filled with sick people, along with lots of elderly folks, and even a few young parents with infant children. It was a group where Grandma would fit in perfectly. Victoria rolled her into the vaulted space, and they found an area along the outer wall where they could park the wheelchair and have a little room to sit next to it. The dull light of some dim bulbs hanging from the walls provided light in the subterranean refuge.
Father Cahill helped the older guy sit in the same area, though the man made no effort to talk to them, or even look at them. He merely slumped against the wall, clutching himself as if he was freezing. Liam didn't like the thoughts swirling in his head about all the sick people in his field of view. Did they all have the plague?
Do I? Would I know it?
Though he didn't voice the question, the priest seemed to sense the reticence of both Liam and Victoria as they looked around the room.
“I'm afraid we don't know who has the sickness if that's what you're thinking. It was the first thing I thought of when I started bringing people in here. Heck, when I saw the growing crowds up top, I was thinking it. How does the disease move around? Is it airborne? Passed by direct contact? By fluids? My best guess, based on hearsay, is people either get bitten by another infected person, or they seem to get a type of flu which leads eventually to the Extra-Ebola—a.k.a. E-Ebola. Without proper medical facilities, we aren't able to make even the most basic medical checks of these people. We can't even take someone's temperature. However, they wouldn't survive for very long up top in the heat of the day—so on balance, myself and the other clergy decided it was worth the risk. I guess if we all have it, we'll all die together down here.”
Liam wasn't reassured.
“There's a preemie baby somewhere in this room that we had to get out of the heat, and that's why we brought in several very young children in addition to those who are clearly sick, or the infirm, like your grandma.”
“Who are you calling infirm? I'm only 104.”
He gave Grandma a big smile. She was returning to her feisty self again.
“Of course. I meant these other infirm people,” the priest said in a very quiet voice. Everyone chuckled along.
Father Cahill then motioned to the far side of the room, near the entrance to the main museum. “Those folks over there are the families of the officers up top. The only condition given by the police who volunteered to protect the crowd was that their families be given refuge in a defensible position on the Arch grounds.”
“Oh, man. You mean the police aren't actually on the job?” he replied.
“Technically no. The entire St. Louis police department is working today, but that's only on paper. The Archdiocese had contact with the brass over at City Hall as we tried to coordinate some kind of refuge here at the Arch, but they made it clear they couldn't order their officers to do anything as of the president's speech yesterday. City government has come undone. We were able to work out a compromise of sorts with some of the officers who were willing to bring their families here. The department supported the effort because they knew there wasn't much else they could do.”
“But what about the rest of the city?”
“I'm not sure. You'd have to ask one of the officers.”
He considered that as advice for later. He felt compelled to understand the wider world, as it could offer clues as to how they could escape the city, and where they could go.
Father Cahill was saying, “—and finally there are a few Red Cross and CDC folks in the candy shop. They're using the tables back there as a kind of command center, although they're just the managers and not the field personnel—so they have no medical supplies or trained medical people. I'm afraid their presence, and the rumors they brought medical help, are what attracted many people here.”
“Well, that's just great.” Liam wasn't in the mood to cut anyone any slack when it came to protecting his family from the plague. He saw the people in the shop standing around, talking.
“How can they fight the disease if they have no resources?”
“Liam, my young friend, I think it is safe to say no one here is fighting much of any disease.”
Yep, that's just wonderful.
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Since they carried very little, there wasn't much effort required to settle in for the night. Victoria was still very protective of Grandma's food and water but risked doling out more to her in the near-darkness of the interior. He was watching Victoria and appreciated she took none for herself.
He had a short nap sitting under the tree earlier in the day, so he wasn't yet ready to settle in for the night. He asked Victoria to keep an eye on Grandma while he went to look for answers.
He went right to the candy shop.
There was just enough light he could get around everyone sitting on the floor. There were many more people crowded in the vault-like room than he initially thought. Other than a few coughs and a baby crying, most people had chosen to remain silent as they waited for ... who knows. It was unnatural. He figured nothing like this had ever happened before, not even close, so no one really knew how to act or what to expect.
The medical folks were still standing where he'd seen them earlier. Others sat around a couple of small tables, but he was shocked to see what they were doing.
Drinking.
“Hey. Excuse me. Can I come in?”
A young-looking man with suit pants, a white shirt, and a horrible tie was among those standing at the door; he motioned him in.
“Come on in, friend.” He saluted with a bottle of beer. Others in the group did the same.
“Umm. Thank you.”
They pushed out a chair for him, and he sat. He felt very uncomfortable with all the eyes on him, and the room fell suddenly quiet. He decided to get it over with.
“I just arrived here with my grandma and a friend. I'm tired as hell, but I'm trying to find someone with answers.”
“Grandma, huh? Was that the old lady you were pushing in that wheelchair? I saw you guys come in.”
“Yeah, that's her. She's been through a lot, but we're safe for now.”
“I don't know how safe we are.” Tie-guy said with a slight chuckle, “How old is she? She looks to be about a hundred!”
“One hundred and four, to be exact.” He was proud of the fact, though he really couldn't explain why once it had come out of his mouth. If she were a lot younger, their escape would probably have gone a lot smoother.
“I was wondering if you could tell me what's going on? I mean, with the plague.”
Everyone at the tables looked around at each other as if deciding who would answer him. It was the man with the ugly tie who spoke up first, and Liam noticed he downed a good portion of his beer before starting.
“I'm Douglas Hayes from the CDC.” He waited for a few seconds to let that sink in. “And you are?”
“Liam Peters.”
“OK, Liam, I know what you're thinking right now, 'big-shot CDC guy who has all the answers,' but I'm sorry to disappoint you. I know very little about what's happening outside this room. I'm more of a middle manager,” he waved his hand as if presenting his colleagues and said, “We're all more or less middle managers.”
“The priest said you guys might at least know what’s happening,” Liam continued.
“We’re not going to tell some random kid,” Hayes replied with a stern face before laughing a second later. “I’m joking! But seriously, we don’t know much,” Hayes said with a laugh. He then pointed to a plain-looking, red-headed woman and said her role was to scout out locations for constructing tents and generators as part of the advanced team dedicated to St. Louis. Another person was responsible for shipping the equipment from Atlanta. Hayes went around the room, assigning roles to every fourth person or so—and as the Father said they were more logistical in nature than medical.
The only person even remotely connected to medical information turned out to be a middle-aged, Indian-looking “IT support person.”
“You want to tell this kid anything?” Hayes asked her.
“Hello, Liam. Sure, what the hell. I’ve already told the police over there. I'm April.” She had a British accent, which Liam found fascinating, “I'm afraid I know absolutely nothing for sure, as I've been telling my friends all day. The CDC isn't very tight with email or internal file security—I know that probably sounds crazy—and I've been able to glean some information by looking—accidentally—at some critical correspondence inside the agency.”
She gave a nervous laugh as she drained the final portion of her beer before going on. “The main lesson I learned is that this plague has caught everyone off guard, including the CDC. I've hacked into the accounts for people all across the chain of command, and it's always the same—emails full of confusion, anger, and impotence.”
Hayes continued, “Anyway, we were sent here as part of an advanced team that was supposed to get the jump on the plague in a city that hadn't already succumbed. Most of the East Coast is already gone. St. Louis was deemed far enough west that our bosses thought it would provide good intel on how the disease spreads and hopefully offer help in mitigating that spread. They were able to get us out here but, with the breakdown of transportation networks, they weren't able to get our gear here, and no one knows whether the medical teams ever departed Atlanta. The US military seems to have commandeered everything that flies.”
Hayes tilted his bottle to drain it in his mouth.
“We got here late yesterday afternoon and have been waiting ever since. None of our cell phones work reliably anymore, but when they do we get no response from anyone in our chain of command. Glad you asked, huh?”
Hayes slammed his beer bottle on the table.
“So now we're sitting here drinking beer, spilling our guts to whoever asks, waiting for the double-E Doomsday Bug to roll through the city and make our jobs obsolete.”
Victoria walked in the door just in time to hear Hayes’ last sentence. Her response, standing next to Liam, was to make the sign of the cross.
Hayes, seeing this, went on, “That won't help, I'm afraid. You won't find god, religion, whatever, in the cities anymore. At least those on the East Coast. This is it, folks, the end of humanity.”
Victoria was unperturbed. “Then we need prayer more than ever.”
Hayes chortled, then seemed to recompose himself. “We'll see, won't we?”
In the face of such bad news, Liam didn't know what to say. He'd read enough to appreciate the moral dilemma of whether God was present when such evil was consuming the world, but that was only in books or in the movies. In the real world, it was a lot more ambiguous. He admitted to himself he couldn't visualize entire cities of zombies. All of it gone? Did the intoxicated people in this room really represent the final, best efforts of the government? His dad always mocked government ineptitude, but these guys were caricatures of the theme. Everyone might die because they did nothing.
“So, do you know anything about the plague itself? What caused it?”
“Dunno.”
“Where it's from?”
“Dunno.”
“Can anyone survive it?”
“Dunno. Hey, kid, don't you get it? We don't know anything.”
“But you said you had access to secret network files and all that. Surely there has to be something valuable in there?”
The IT woman spoke up, “That's just it. There were no files. Lots of emails looking for guidance, but very little actionable intelligence and almost no files relating to this outbreak anywhere in the system. Absolutely nothing about patient zero—the source of the whole thing.”
“I don't get it. What are you saying?”
“I'm saying—we're saying—the CDC not only doesn't have any clues about the origin of this disease but as best we can tell, it didn't have any idea the bug existed until it had already scoured through most of the East Coast. We were caught totally and utterly flat-footed.”
He felt mad more than anything else. He expected to glean some clues on how to save Grandma, and instead he was told that the one group in charge of solving this hadn't even deployed their researchers to start researching.
“So, you guys are pretty much useless now?” he said with more sarcasm than he intended.
Hayes' eyes went cold. He glared at Liam for just a second before laughing it off. “Whoa there, partner! We did the best we could. We made it here. We did our jobs. Everyone else dropped the ball.”
He didn't want to let them off the hook but knew he was being unfair.
“Sorry. I meant did anyone get out to study the disease?”
“Oh yeah, lots of teams went to the East Coast. Some even went out the front door of the CDC headquarters into greater Atlanta as it succumbed. But everything happened so fast there was no time to make any headway against it.”
“There are no reports in the system. I've looked. Teams go out and never report back in.” April looked disappointed as if she had spent a lot of energy on this task.
He turned around to leave. Obviously, he wasn't going to learn anything from this group. But something occurred to him as he was saying goodbye.
“Oh, one more thing. This is my conspiracy-theory father talking, but is there any way someone could have deleted all the files in your system? Could that be why there's no data?” He laughed a little, indicating his belief it was a crazy thing to suggest.
The room became very quiet. He sensed the change in attitude.
Douglas stood up, pulled at his tie, and looked around at his colleagues.
“Congratulations, my smart-ass friend. It took us twenty-four hours to figure that out.”
The implications were obvious and stunning.
“So, you're saying that not only is the CDC not fixing this disease, but it may have had a hand in causing it?
Hayes answered as he walked deeper into the room, away from Liam. “Maybe they didn't cause it, but if anyone there knew who did, it's been purged. Why do you think we're just sitting around drinking and chatting up the locals?”
Looking at Victoria, he saw her once again making the sign of the cross.
He thought about mimicking her, but the moment passed.
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He and Victoria returned to Grandma and told her what they had learned in his discussion with the “experts” on the disease. Grandma was nearly asleep, so she didn't say much. Victoria shared her thoughts too. They both talked in whispers so as not to wake anyone else—or scare them.
“They said the entire East Coast was gone. Wow. Wouldn't we have heard something on the news about massive plagues in all those cities? Did they mention Denver before I came in?”
“I should have asked them about Denver. Sorry.”
“It's OK,” she replied in an upbeat manner.
“So. Would we have heard about all the sick people on the East Coast? I don't know. I don't watch the news, so I can't say whether there were clues about what was really going on or when this started. Maybe they thought it was just the flu—not E-Ebola? A bad run of the generic flu wouldn't be big news, would it?”
“Probably not. But that reminds me of a story,” Victoria said as she looked around. “I thought this was a tall tale when I heard it, but after what you just told me, it may hold some truth. Back at Washington University where I started my internship, we heard this rumor.”
She again looked around, like it was going to sound crazy.
“One dark and stormy night,” she said with a scary-sounding voice, followed by a laugh. “Isn't that how all horror tales start?”
“Just tell me!” he whisper-shouted.
“Eesh. Where's your sense of drama?” she stuck her tongue out at him. “Any-hoo, these two policemen were stationed outside the morgue of the research department at my school. They said no one was allowed to go in or come
out. They supposedly got called in with a report of mischief inside the morgue. They figured it was students pranking the nurse on duty with the old 'he ain't really dead bit' but when they got there, they found several corpses really were 'alive' and there were no interns yanking the strings. They pulled back the sheets and found each of them thrashing around in their restraints, despite having the most grievous wounds you can imagine. The rumor said the cops ran out of the morgue, shut the door, and gave the order to seal it. Everyone else was pushed off the floor. The next day the morgue was completely vacant, but otherwise open for business. That's why nobody believed it could have been true.”
Victoria finished her story, and the pair sat in the darkness of the cavernous chamber in silence.
“How long ago do you think that happened?” he eventually asked.
“I heard that well before the sirens. A week, maybe?”
“So, in that period, the plague must have exploded on the East Coast, it may have been starting here in Missouri, and it was all hidden from view. That doesn't seem possible to me.”
“Me, either. But seeing infected people walking around has changed my perspective on a lot of things.” Victoria laughed quietly. “I still don't believe the morgue story, though. Sick? yes. Look like they're dead? Maybe. Morgue dead? No way.”
Despite her attempts at humor, her story scared him.
“Let's get some sleep and maybe tomorrow things will look a little better,” he added.
Both settled uncomfortably onto the concrete floor, leaning against the hard wall. He offered his backpack to Victoria as a makeshift pillow. She accepted his gift readily and returned the favor by suggesting they lay near each other so they could each share the cushion—on opposite sides. It still wasn't much more comfortable, but it made him infinitely happier.
Thirty minutes later, as he was nearly asleep, a “crump” sound from outside jolted him awake. Several cops snoozing on the far side of the room jumped up, ran to the exit doors, and shot out into the main crowd under the Arch. He intended to stay awake and discover what they found out there, but the day caught up with him, and he drifted to sleep.
His final thought was of the CDC folks.
“Why do you think we're drinking?” Hayes had said. He thought he understood his meaning, but it jumped out at him in his half-sleep. Maybe they weren't drinking because they were afraid their bosses had scrubbed the records. Maybe they were drinking because they knew what was in the records that had been scrubbed?
He couldn't decide which scenario was worse.
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TOURISTY STUFF
“ATTENTION
PLEASE! ATTENTION!”
A police officer’s booming voice cried out from the other side of the subterranean room, and it shocked Liam, Victoria, and Grandma awake. The man yelled a few more times and waited until he was sure everyone in the place was awake, with eyes on him.
Liam stole a glance back at the candy store and wasn't surprised to see it was pitch black inside, and none of the CDC people were stirring. He wasn't familiar with the concept of a hangover but did know that rough mornings followed late-night partying.
Or they just up and ran.
He tried to laugh that off, but it had struck a chord of truth.
The officer began his announcement.
“Thank you, everyone. Good morning. I'm Captain Osborne of the Missouri Highway Patrol. I'll get right to it. Last night, we almost lost the entire park. The cordon many of you saw coming in has been pulled back. We were able to stabilize the lines as we made them shorter, and we were also assisted by a few military units, including one tank and several Marine Corps Amphibious Assault Vehicles. As of this morning, the lines are holding. That's the good news.”
Many voices shouted questions.
“I'm not done!”
That checked the anarchy. He paced as he continued.
“The bad news will take me much longer, I'm afraid. First, there are more infected than we ever imagined. Since we still don't know how this thing is spreading or why these infected citizens keep attacking the healthy, we can't take chances. We have no choice but to keep killing them. I'm sorry if that bothers some of you. It's our reality. That said, it's entirely possible we'll all run out of ammo before we can kill the whole city.”
He inserted a laugh to soften the horror.
“Second, even though a few military units showed up, they came of their own volition and are probably classified as deserters from the main force sitting over in Illinois. They may have saved our bacon last night, but no one is coming to save theirs. Third, the military guys said they had orders to prevent anyone from crossing the river. They intend to keep the disease on this side and will use lethal force on anyone trying to cross to them—not even their own men can go back.”
The small crowd started to pepper him with questions, but he took a deep breath, and bellowed, “So. Where does that leave us?”
The gallery quieted.
“I'm sure you know that my fellow law enforcement officers, my brothers and sisters you all passed as you came into the park, have been trying to keep this place secure from the infected victims, so we all have a chance of getting help and get the hell out of this mess. Our families are here, same as yours, and same as those people up top we're trying to protect. But now it looks as though no help will be coming.”
Rather than noise, the captain got perfect silence.
“We lost many men and women last night. Even though we held them off, and improved our lines, the endgame is that unless we fight our way out of here we're going to be trapped.”
Osborne paused a little too long, and the crowd finally exploded with questions, thinking he was done.
“Hold up! Let me finish. Our plan is to start organizing civilians for a breakout. We know there are plenty of men and women with weapons up top, and we think our only chance of escape with some sort of organization is to make those citizens aware of the impending collapse. To that end, I need some healthy volunteers. We are woefully short on manpower. You'd really be critical to helping the police, but you are ultimately helping yourself get clear of the infected assailants out there. We're gonna get out of here. Just give us time.”
He and Victoria looked at each other, then at Grandma. She nodded.
They ran without looking back, wanting to make a difference.
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They waited in a line of eight or nine others. There were a couple of young people besides themselves, but most volunteers were quite a bit older, and few looked overly athletic. Everyone could carry and use a radio, however, which was the only condition for volunteering. Some more people dropped in behind them as the captain gave assignments to those in front.
The volunteers ahead were given radios and moved off individually with officers waiting in the wings.
When it was their turn, he and Victoria stood shoulder-to-shoulder.
“Ah, finally someone who looks like they can handle some touristy stuff. I take it you two are together?”
“We aren't together-together, but we are together,” Victoria said at the same time as he replied, “Oh, it's not like that.” They looked at each other in a bemused fashion, to which the no-nonsense captain said, “Fair enough. I think it would be best to have you both go together for this task, though. Would that be OK?”
Both gave a too-quick affirmation.
“Step over to Officer Jenkins to my left,” he said with humor, “and she'll get you squared away. Thanks in advance for doing a tough job.”
As they stepped out of line, he overheard the captain say, “They're a cute couple. Reminds me of my daughter,” to one of his aides. He wasn't about to ask if Victoria heard him.
He had no chance to think about what just happened because Jenkins took them deeper into the area dedicated to the police force and their families. She talked at an insane rate as if she were on caffeine or speed or something.
“Thank you both for doing this. I’ve got your radio. You'll need that to report back. I see you don't have the most comfortable shoes on. We'll try to find you a pair of sneakers. And ... ”
She babbled on for a full minute and he didn't understand nine words out of ten. He caught some points about guns and tactical deployments and one or two lines about the failed power situation. He wanted to stop her for clarification, but one look at her eyes told him she probably didn't remember what she'd just said. They walked along next to her as she led them down a long hallway to a metal door that was propped open. She handed Victoria a radio, which she said was on the proper frequency. After a quick lesson on how to use it, she tossed a flashlight to him, saying they would definitely need it. She said goodbye and started running back up the hallway.
“But what are we supposed to be doing?” Victoria asked to her backside.
Jenkins stopped in her tracks but didn't come back. She paused and took a deep breath as if trying to steady herself in a whirlwind.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I thought I already told you. You have to climb the stairs of the Arch to the top, then look down into the park and report what you see. You two are our secret weapons. Go quick! Good luck.”
She was off.
They cautiously entered the space behind the metal door, which was some kind of maintenance area. A stairwell led up. He held the flashlight, so he went first.
The long climb up the dark stairwell gave him plenty of time to wonder if the girl behind him was thinking about their mutually confusing interaction with the police captain. He knew his mind should be focused on survival, and getting Grandma to safety, and being smart about reporting from the top of the Arch—but he couldn't stop thinking of the big distraction behind him. They had both disavowed anything more serious between them. He didn't even realize something could be serious with her until he was saying there wasn't.
Why does she mean that much to me?
Behind him, the distraction gave no clues.
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There are 1,076 stairs leading to the top of the Arch. A world-record holder could climb them in less than seven minutes. He had read that information on a metal plaque commemorating the event at the base of the stairs.
“I think we can beat seven minutes, don't you, Vicky?”
“Oh, don't call me Vicky. I hate that name. And yes, let's go for the record. I need a real challenge these days.” She sounded drained, as if heading up the dark tower had crushed her spirit.
He wasn't sure how to interpret her tone or what she had said.
What am I doing wrong?
Silence followed him up the steps for the bulk of the climb.
To pass the time, he tried to visualize the arch-shaped building they were climbing. He'd been up in the Arch many times but had never gone up or down the metal-framed maintenance stairs. They were off limits to the public. Instead, the monument was designed to allow patrons to reach the apex using small trams—a sort of sideways subway with egg-shaped cars so small only five people could squeeze into each one. The builders installed a set of metal steps up each leg that could serve as an escape route if the trams broke down. It was closed to the public because it wasn't easy to climb all the steps, nor was it particularly safe—with steep ascents and harrowing descents going the other way. Today there was no power to run the trams, so the only way up was the lung-busting stairs.
As they neared the top, they found themselves frequently stopping to catch their breath. It became obvious why the captain chose the two most athletic youngsters. After minutes of silence, he delicately offered, “I'm sorry I called you Vicky.”
“No… you're fine. I'm sorry. I had no right to get snarky.” She paused while she took a few steps. “The way you said it brought back ugly memories for me. You can call me anything you want, really, as long as you don't call me by that particular nickname. Fair?”
“Totally. I'll just stick with Victoria. I really like your name.”
Try not to sound like an apple polisher!
Finally, they came to a door with a small window centered about two-thirds of the way to the top. A low light filtered through the glass, indicating daylight ahead. He turned off his flashlight as he peered into the tram unloading zone near the topmost observation area.
He took so long that Victoria tapped him on his back.
“What's wrong?” she said in a soft voice.
He turned around and put his finger over his lips, pointed to the window, and sat down heavily on the topmost step. Victoria took her turn.
A zombie park ranger blocked their way.
She slumped down next to him.
He was fast becoming an emotional mess. The whole climb up he clung desperately to the flashlight, unusually afraid of the crush of pure blackness around them. He kept thinking about the gun in his face. His misstep with Victoria made him feel distinctly alone. He thought reaching the top would be a relief but instead he felt lower than ever. This new problem, along with his lack of weapon to dispatch it, weighed heavily on him. He felt a tear slide down his face and tried to wipe it away quickly. He didn't know if Victoria had been looking at his face, but the motion was unmistakable. The sniffle didn't help. She took his hand and they sat in silence for a few minutes. Her touch gave him strength, though he couldn't explain what exactly he felt at that moment. Protective of her? Was she protecting him? Were they helping each other cope?
“You want to know something funny? I left my gun downstairs. I put it in my backpack last night because I didn't want to sleep with it tucked into my pants. I figured it would keep waking me up as I rolled around on the hard floor. Everything happened so fast with the police request, I didn't think about grabbing my pistol again. I thought I was going to be the hero and protect you and Grandma, but I'm turning out to be anything but.”
She squeezed his hand and let go.
“Do you want to know something funnier?” she asked. “I never got my replacement shoes from our fast-talking teacher. I was hoping she'd find sneakers to go with my cocktail dress!” She pointed down to her dress pumps with the heels broken off. “I tried walking the steps in bare feet, but the metal grating made it unbearable. I'm surprised you didn't hear me yelping while I was trying it out.”
They both had a quiet laugh, breaking the tension.
“OK,” she continued, “we can't go back down without trying to get in there. I don't think I could climb these stairs again. I say we think of a plan to deal with this guy, so we can do what we came here to do for the police.”
“I agree, but what? Once that thing sees us, it's going to pursue us forever.”
They discussed their limited options and settled on what appeared to be the only viable plan.
Liam took up a position next to the door while Victoria opened it and yelled loudly at the dead park ranger. The man kept his feet but stumbled down the steep stairs of the tram loading area. He came through the door moving fast; Victoria crouched behind the door and held it open. Liam, standing behind the door and above Victoria, saw the ranger arrive. It really didn't take much of a push to keep his momentum moving toward the steep staircase beyond. He tumbled face-first down the flight while he and Victoria continued through the door and slammed it shut. It took about thirty seconds for the ranger to regain his footing, climb back up the stairs, and wail at his missed meal through the small window.
“Well,” Victoria said triumphantly, “we did it. We successfully switched places with a dead man.” They laughed harder than the joke deserved, letting go of some of their pent-up anxiety.
“At least we aren't in his grave!” he added, to more snickers.
They could now see the apex of the Arch with all its windows for the observation ports. They could not see the companion tram-unloading area over the top and down toward the beginning of the other leg.
“I wonder if there are more undead on the other side?”
“All we can do is move forward and deal with things as they come. You ready to reach the top of this bitch?”
He mentally beat his head, realizing he probably shouldn't have used that word in front of a girl, but Victoria didn't seem to mind.
“I'm not one for cussing, but yes, let's climb this female dog!”
Together they went over the top.
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There were no more zombies on the other side. They assumed the ranger had attacked someone in the observation area, and the injured party or parties dragged themselves to the steps going down the north leg, leaving the ranger to wander around in this confined space until fresh meat showed up.
“My god, there is a lot of blood up here,” Victoria said while stepping around blotches of blood stained into the carpet.
His stomach turned at the sight; remembering Angie's cat didn't help. Or the foot. But he was able to, as his father would say, “keep his proverbial lunch down,” for which he was very grateful while in the presence of Victoria.
“Let's stay away from that tram station for now; it could be slippery.”
He agreed but added, “We have to go down one of the sides. We know at least one zombie is waiting for us in the south leg. I wonder if there are any in the north leg?”
“We'll save that as a delightful surprise for when we're done up here.”
They moved to the topmost section of the monument; a marker informed them they were 630 feet above the ground.
The interior of the observation area is about the width of a typical subway car or municipal bus. The floor has the same curvature as the top section of the Arch as seen from outside, but the windows are slanted at about 45-degree angles away from the interior and sit on a low shelf, so when you look out the narrow portal, you're practically lying on your belly. Small children often lay down on the windows, usually with a concerned parent holding their legs as if the glass was about to blow out. He always found that a riot.
The slanted windows gave them a glorious view of the entire Arch grounds, as well as magnificent views in all directions with the exception of directly north or south, as those were blocked by the legs of the structure itself. To the west was the sprawl of downtown St. Louis. To the east were the river and numerous bridges linking Missouri with Illinois. One massive bridge to the north was new and modern-looking with twin piers rising high above, providing anchor points for hundreds of bundles of suspension cables. Always thinking of his books, he remembered a similar bridge from one of his zombie stories. The name Steubenville stuck out. Many heroes died blowing it up. He shuddered at having to do such a thing and wondered if he would ever have to resort to such desperation.
They got their bearings and focused their attention on the western half of the park, nearest the city. There were people on the riverfront side, but the captain had said the infected were coming almost entirely from the city side. Looking down, they both realized how hard it was to see individual people.
“Binoculars would have been helpful.”
Victoria responded, “And a catered lunch would have really made this climb worthwhile.”
She gave him a big smile as she pulled out the radio and called down. He was relieved when a man answered and not the fast-talking woman who sent them.
“This is Victoria and Liam. We're in position up in the Arch.”
After ensuring she wasn't still on the air, she said to him, “I'm not sure what the protocol is, do I say 'over' when I'm done?”
He shrugged.
The radio crackled, “This is Arch base. We want you to report if you see large groups of ... crazies. Over.”
Oh, I see plenty of those.
They looked out again. The muzzle flashes on the exterior lines of defense made it easy to see that outline. Everyone seemed to be holding the plague at bay. He was happy to see a lone tank moving back and forth along a frontage street, using its mass to crush the undead in front of it. Three Marine vehicles were parked between buildings. They sent round after round down the long streets whenever small threads of plague victims appeared, evaporating them.
“No, sir. We don't see any large groups. Over,” she let go of the button to wait for a reply.
“Roger that. Please report in if anything changes. Out.”
“So how long do wait up here?” she said while placing the radio on one of the window frames.
He had no answer. He wouldn’t complain if he could spend all day up here with her—until he remembered Grandma was still downstairs, alone.
They settled in and waited. Each took turns moving to different windows to try to see if anything happened that would be of interest to the police below. It wasn't long before they made their first call.
“Hello, Arch base. This is Arch—” Victoria keyed off the mic. “What are we calling ourselves?”
“Arch summit?”
“This is Arch summit. There's a big mess of zombies to the north, pushing the line up that way. It looks pretty serious.”
“Zombies? Good a term as any. Thank you, Arch summit. Understood. Out.”
They watched a small group of men and women move through the crowd to a point on the northern line. Neither could see what happened in any great detail, but soon the line returned to where it had been and appeared stable.
“It's like white blood cells going to fight a virus,” Victoria said. “We're in charge of sending the white blood cells where they're needed. They attack and push back the deadly virus.”
He appreciated her analogy but looking down on the entire scene he thought she had it backward. Infected were stumbling down roadways as far as he could see. The little clump of cells below—mankind—was resisting the endless white blood cells being sent by the zombie host now controlling the rest of the city. It made him feel the futility of the thin ring of defense upon which they depended for their survival.
We should run.
He thought about it seriously. Blowing up a bridge wouldn't be so bad if it killed all of them. By comparison, all he could do was run for his life. For now, his job was to hold the line. Give the police the time needed to get them all out.
A little later, they noticed a single barge floating free in the river. They watched it collide with the pylons of several upstream bridges, pausing on each leg as it scraped by until it resumed meandering downriver. At the point closest to them on the water, they could see directly into the sunken hold. Even from such distance, the mass of infected inside was easily recognizable, all moving without purpose in their open-topped prison. The boat avoided the last two bridges out of downtown and was soon drawn away by the current.
“Well, that's one way to get rid of them,” he said.
Hours went by without anything else of interest happening until Liam noticed movement on some of the streets.
“Victoria? Do you see this?” Liam’s stomach was a fist of tension while she walked over to his window.
When she saw it, Victoria struggled to key the radio and make her call.
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“Hello, Arch base. Come in. This is Arch summit.” Victoria’s voice was shaky and fast.
It required a few repeated calls, but someone finally answered. A woman—it wasn't clear if it was Jenkins—requested Victoria's report.
“We're seeing a huge mass of people on the north side moving toward the south. We think they're living people. They're shooting into our line. We can see flashes of guns, aimed at each other. I say again; these are people shooting other people—not zombies.”
“Holy crap. Hold on a second. Over.”
Looking down, the renegades had come in near the water of the riverfront, where the cordon was thin. They headed directly for the Arch. For them.
As if learning the fact at the same time, the radio crackled, “We see 'em. They're here. Looks like several gangs and other criminals. No Boy Scouts out there. You guys better come down. Out.”
“That's it?” Liam didn't know what to expect of their mission. Did they give the police the information fast enough to make a difference?
They took a last look down. The cordon held firm most of the way around the park, but in the north, it took confusing twists and turns. It was destabilizing. He had read this scenario a hundred times in his books.
“OK, Victoria, which side are we going to go down? Do we choose door A and go back the way we came, with a raging sick ranger to deal with? Do we choose door B and go down the blood-filled stairwell with an unknown number of zombies below? Oh, and as a special bonus, we can come out at the base of the north side where even now a gun-toting crowd of criminals is closing in.”
“Can I choose door C and jump out a window, please?”
“They gave me a parachute, so, yeah.” He gave her a big smile.
She was also smiling. “It's good to see we both still have our sense of humor intact, despite the insanity down there.”
“All that shooting has me scared sh—, uh, to death, but yeah, I just want to get back to Grandma now. I have to get her out.”
“You think they'll make it into the Arch museum? What about all the police?”
“I think the police will fight hard to protect their families but look at the swarm of attackers. There's just too many. And if the northern line falls, we'll have bigger problems than armed gangs.” He watched the buckling lines and imagined two white blood cells fighting each other as the deadly virus paced nearby with a menacing grin.
The host is committing suicide.
“Do you think we could open the door, let the ranger back up into the observation area, and give him the slip as we run back down and shut the door?” Victoria asked.
“It's worth a try. I like that better than exploring the north leg, waiting for a sick person or persons to jump us the whole way down.”
They made their way to the south leg’s unloading zone only to find their friend was no longer at the door. It had been several hours since they left him; he moved on. That meant he was somewhere on the 1,076 steps below.
“Want to change your answer now?”
He thought about it and decided he'd rather face the one zombie he knew was down these steps than an unknown number in the other leg. “Let's go down this way and deal with him when we find him. We'll just have to move slow.”
“Do you want a drink of water?”
“Do I ever! You found some?” he said excitedly.
“No, I was just asking,” Victoria smiled as she joked. He couldn't help but laugh, too, although he made like he was going to punch her in the arm for saying something so mean.
He started down the dark staircase with the flashlight. Despite multiple layers of danger around him, he felt infinitely better than his walk up the steps earlier. He had his friend back.
Victoria, with the radio, trailed behind.
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ANTIBODIES
LIAM WAS STOKED to be on good terms with Victoria again, but on the way down neither made a peep. The steep stairwell in the narrow space of the upper Arch was bad enough to do in the dark, but knowing a dead man was walking somewhere below sent his fear factor right out the window. If there were windows ...
Victoria tried to stay as close as possible; her quiet footfalls echoed his from the step behind. She kept a hand on his shoulder, so they would not get separated. His initial optimism as they started the descent had worn off, though he was overjoyed he wasn't doing it alone. He thought he might go insane if he had to try.
And if the light went out?
He looked down at the flashlight, as if to will it to stay on. It was bright and steady. The walk down was nearly as taxing on their legs as the climb up had been, though it was a different kind of pain. Adding to their suffering, they’d had no food or water since the start of the day's adventure.
The staircase wound itself around the machinery of the mechanical tram sharing the space. Rather than one continuous set of stairs, it was broken up with dozens and dozens of landings, so it could bend with the curvature of the structure. They expected to find the missing zombie on each landing as they went down. And each vacant landing heightened their anxiety. Was he on the next one? Was he still in the stairwell at all? Was he attacking Grandma at this very moment? Liam's imagination ran wild.
He tried to balance the prudence of a cautious descent with the pressure of escaping the Arch before the whole structure was overrun with the armed attackers swarming below. He wondered whether the mindless infected were worse than the men and women preying on their vulnerable peers.
About twenty minutes later, they reached the machine shop where they'd started. His stress level was off the charts because the ranger had to be somewhere close. They couldn't have missed him on the stairs. The same door was open that led up the hallway into the main waiting area. The zombie must have gone through there because it couldn't have been hiding anywhere else.
“How did that thing get past us? Do you think he was hiding?” He didn't figure that was a behavior of a normal zombie, but then, what was the normal behavior of a dead person? Seeing a real-life zombie made him realize “normal” and “zombie” could never be used together.
“No, he couldn't—”
They jumped when screaming began. Someone had found him.
But when they entered the main waiting area, they discovered it wasn't a zombie causing all the commotion; it was the criminals. They had already breached the north entrance by breaking all the glass doors and were now yelling and screaming back and forth with the police officers nearby.
He scanned the room and did see the ranger, after all, just making his way to some of the elderly and infirm people on the right side of the room, nearest the candy store. Well away from the police or the looters. Well away from help. While it was a matter of life or death for those closest to the crazed ranger, the zombie was a sideshow relative to the shouting battle in the rest of the cavernous room.
The looters wanted safety inside the Arch. The police replied that they would have to leave. Weapons of all kinds pointed at each other.
Liam and Victoria watched from the south hallway where it was very dark. He shut off the light and tried to establish some sense to what was happening.
The looters came in from the north, across the room from them, and controlled that entrance and the tunnel leading to the north leg of the Arch. The police were on their left, holed up in the museum. The large waiting area, filled with the elderly and the sick, was between them and both the police and criminals on the far side.
The sight of sick people lying on the floor, and the screams from those now being assaulted by the park ranger seemed to give the looters a reason to pause before they burst in with their greater numbers.
“There's Grandma. I have to get her out.” He finally caught sight of her in the chaos. Grandma was right where they left her very early in the morning. He couldn’t tell her condition, but she was still in her big wheelchair. She was maybe fifty feet from them, but only several feet away from the park ranger and his probing teeth.
“Wait here,” he whispered.
“Be safe,” she replied.
He ran out of the darkened hallway, straight for his guardian. A few senior citizens in the middle of the room were making for the south exit. He felt bad to use them as distractions, but they gave him the cover he needed from the criminals on the far side of the room.
Even so, while he was on the run, one of the invaders yelled, “These people are infected! Kill them all to save yourselves!”
Screams of fear erupted around him, overlaid with the intense sound of escalating gunfire.
He sprinted the remainder of the room while bullets whizzed by to reach Grandma. She was awake and clutching his backpack as a shield. He said nothing, just grabbed her chair, spun her in the right direction, and intended to push to save their lives.
The park ranger was nearby but wasn’t the major threat. Not by a wide margin. But he was the only threat to the old man who had come in with them and Father Cahill. For a split second he locked eyes with the old guy as the ranger chewed on his neck.
“I'm so sorry,” Liam said to the man, even as his dying eyes glassed over.
Liam took a deep breath and pushed off. He was already covered in sweat from mastering those stairs in both directions, but now his forehead dripped with beads of fear. Running into the field of fire only made sense compared to sitting in it.
With no hope of outrunning the bullets, many citizens on this side of the room stayed where they were and simply huddled in fear. He and Grandma sped by more than a few people doing nothing to save themselves, but the congestion made him an intolerably slow-moving target.
“Run!” he shouted at them. Mostly he screamed to keep his own feet moving.
He didn't dare try to go up the ramp to the south entrance because people who made it that far were being shot in the back as they neared that exit. Instead, he aimed for the same hallway he'd just left. Victoria would still be there—he hoped—and together they could get Grandma to the safety of the maintenance room.
As he pushed the wheelchair, he willed himself to be invisible. Despite the chaotic noise, a little prayer slipped out as he huffed.
“Please, God, help us.”
Somehow Grandma heard him.
“Lord, let us fly.”
Bullets sang “Amen” as they cut through the air.
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While he rolled the chair back across the room, the police moved out of their space in the museum. Light came in through the north entranceway and it profiled the looters, giving targets to heavy shotgun slugs and bullets from service revolvers. That forced the bad guys to stop shooting the civilians and focus instead on the police.
With one final push around the corner, he was able to take a breath. They had escaped the carnage in the main room. Victoria dropped in behind him and together they ran to the relative safety of the machine shop down the hall. His ears rang after the loud exchanges of gunfire in the hollowed-out space.
At the final door to the maintenance room they had to help Grandma from the chair, so it could be folded to fit through the doorway then opened on the far side. They closed and locked the door, but he figured it wouldn't last long against bullets if they were discovered.
“I think I left my cane back in that room. Liam, would you mind fetching it?”
He was about to ask if she was out of her mind when he realized she was smiling innocently at him. Who knew Grandma had such a dry sense of humor? She had, in fact, left the cane behind, however. He was thankful they still had the chair.
Once they were safely in the room, he opened his backpack and drew out a water bottle and some grain bars for himself and Victoria. After the climb and adrenaline bursts caused by gunfire, he was famished. His chest heaved up and down while he caught his breath.
Grandma waited for them to dig in. “Thank you, Liam. What in the world is going on?”
“You’re welcome,” he wheezed. “Victoria, let her hear what's on the police radio. That will make it clearer than if we tried to explain.”
After some fiddling with the radio for better reception in its new location, they were shocked to hear a chaotic blast of yelling and cursing coming from it, unlike anything they expected on a police channel. Through the noise, they picked up some fragments:
“They have moved into the Arch's north entrance. My husband and the boys are trying to hold them off, but we're trapped.”
“—the South team has managed to organize citizens, but we have very little cover. Trying to arrange transport to Carondelet.”
“This is North Gate. We have a new situation here—” a man said, but the other callers soon squelched him.
He felt bad for the police but knew there was nothing he could do to help them. He was trapped in a stainless-steel room.
While the chatter continued, he grabbed his gun from the pack and put it back in his waistband holster.
“I'm never taking this off again.”
He paused before looking at his companion. “Victoria, do you want my other gun?”
She peered at him in the harsh glare of the flashlight and seemed to think about it for a few seconds but shook her head.
“I appreciate the offer, but I'll be the plucky comic relief.”
“The what?”
“I just don't think I want a gun, Liam, but thanks.”
He tried to give the Mark I to Grandma.
“No, I’m too weak. I couldn’t even pull the trigger.” She chuckled.
Their appreciation of their chances of surviving this crisis underwhelmed him. He couldn't fathom ever being separated from his gun and didn't understand why anyone would choose to be unarmed. Grandma maybe if she couldn't hold it, but Victoria?
And perhaps the most important realization of the exchange was that he, Liam, was now wholly responsible for protecting them. One boy with a couple of pop guns against a world gone mad.
You said you wanted to be the hero.
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They continued to listen to the radio for another half hour or so. The police in the museum had been able to survive against the infringing looters, but neither side could get the upper hand. The radio chatter was a little unclear, but it sounded like some of the sick and wounded lying in the middle of the waiting area had begun to show signs of reanimation—which caused havoc on both the police and the looters.
Up top, the battle had gotten very serious. The renegade urban gangs had lots of firepower and were able to push well into the park—up to and including the north leg of the Arch. But they couldn’t go farther because the defenders on the rest of the cordon, organized by the captain and his police volunteers, had been able to hold their positions. The looters and gang members also had problems behind them, as the infected had followed them through the breech and were now nipping at their heels. Unable to get into the Arch and unable to get all their members safely inside the cordon, they now found themselves fighting enemies on multiple fronts. It made the ones inside the Arch desperate and nearly suicidal. The police admitted they were in serious trouble in the museum.
By late afternoon, another report from the radio operator called “North Gate” caught their attention.
“This is North Gate again. I'm in direct line-of-sight to thousands of infected pouring into the northern side of the park. As best I can tell, they're being attracted by all the gunfire. There are a few remaining civilians who are hiding in the parking garage or nearer to the river, but the swarm of dead are overwhelming anyone who stands in the way. The gangs pushed many civilians into the path of the zombies, which, in turn, has infected lots of people near your interior lines. You guys should be prepared for this.”
The captain himself replied.
“Thank you, Ben. We owe you one. Hope to see you again so we can laugh about this over a beer. Over.”
“Me too, Cap. I'm OK for right now. But I'm not sure how long I can hang under the bridge without being spotted. Maybe I'll fly away like a bat.” He let out a nervous laugh, which was reciprocated by the captain as they signed off.
The trio listened to the radio for a while longer, expecting at any time to hear the whole park had been run through by the dead. They never heard from the north gate again, but several other stations kept reporting in. Things were not going well for the good guys.
Comms were cleared by a gruff new voice.
“Break, break. This is Raptor HQ actual.”
The radio chatter from the police stopped cold.
“We are the blocking force located on the east bank of the Mississippi River. All bridges are under our control. No. I repeat N-O personnel will be allowed to cross the bridges, use boats, or otherwise transit across the water, by order of General Hodges, II Corps, United States Army. We've had several—Shall we call them volunteers?—disobey orders and cross the river to support you. Those men and women won't be allowed back, either. Be advised, I also have orders to terminate the infected now converging on your position. I'll give you all the time I can. Say sixty minutes. Out.”
It appeared the Army could see what was happening too and took this delicate moment to remind everyone in St. Louis they still weren't allowed across the river.
The angry voice of the man who had called for volunteers from the group inside the Arch that morning blared from the radio.
“This is Captain Osborne with the Missouri Highway Patrol. On behalf of all of us laying down our lives to protect these citizens, let me just convey—” and went on to teach Liam a whole host of new curse words and make his ears burn with embarrassment because Grandma was right there listening, too. A glance at her showed no emotion on her face.
His world had been spinning out of control since the sirens turned off two days ago, but now he'd felt as if his rescue parachute was packed with bricks instead of silk.
“No help is coming,” he said, as much to himself as to the others.
It can't get much worse.
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“Well, what do we do now? We can't exactly step out of this room and make a run for it.” Victoria was right, but no one had any better ideas. The stairs up the Arch were open, but going back to the top was pointless, and Grandma would never survive such a climb.
Looking around the room, they found various tools, workbenches, and maintenance equipment for servicing the top-to-bottom tramway. No weapons of any kind—not that anyone expected to find guns stashed away in a public piece of property like this.
He was probing the edges of the room when he said, “Hey, look at this grate on the wall. It seems to have a tunnel behind it. I can't see where it might go, though.”
The thick metal grate, about three feet wide by three feet high, had a stout-looking lock on it. The wide latticework made it easy to see down the tunnel. A couple of keys hung on a small hook next to the opening. It wasn't rocket science from there.
He unlocked the grate, swung it sideways on hinges, and dropped the lock nearby. He started to follow the flashlight’s beam into the darkness, but Victoria stopped him.
“I’ll go,” she said. “You need to stay here and protect your grandma.” For a moment he feared Victoria was going to find an exit and run off and leave them. That’s crazy. But so is letting her go in there by herself.
She cut off his protests quickly. “You’re the one with the gun. You’ve got to protect your grandma.” She took the small police flashlight from him and crawled down the concrete duct. After a few feet she disappeared around a turn, and he felt his heart drop. Grandma, as if reading his mind, reached over to squeeze his arm.
There was virtually no light in the room, except the illuminated EXIT sign over the door. He turned on his flashlight and started rooting around, looking for something that might help Grandma get down the tunnel if Victoria came back to tell them they could escape through it.
When she comes back. Not “if.” When.
Grandma, in her chair near the door, said, “I think the shooting is getting closer.”
“I have to find something to get you through this tunnel.”
“Oh, no, I can't possibly go through there. Just leave me, Liam. Get yourself and Victoria to safety.”
He knew she would say something like that, which is why he was determined to find just the right thing to get her to go with him. Absorbed in his search, he jumped like a scared cat when someone banged on the door. A disheveled man with a horrible tie peered in through the window: Mister Hayes from the group of CDC people.
“Do we let him in?” Grandma asked.
“If we don’t, he's going to alert the whole place to this room.”
He opened the door. As Hayes ran in, they heard a volley of gunshots. He pushed the door shut hurriedly but took care not to let it slam.
Hayes stood hunched over his knees, shaking.
“Shot ... us ... all,” he wheezed.
Just then a small beam of light brightened the darkness in the room. Victoria crawled out of the tunnel. He had to fight down the urge to run and hug her.
“This tunnel leads out. It has another gate on the other end. Hopefully, one of these keys is for its lock. I think the exit is in a railroad tunnel. I could see the tracks with my light.”
“Please help me find something to get Grandma through there.” With Victoria’s help he continued searching the room until he found the “something” he was looking for, hanging on a wall in a far corner. He grabbed it, adjusted it, and slapped it down in front of her wheelchair.
“It's your lucky day, Grandma. Just lay down on this mechanic's creeper, and I'll pull you to safety.”
She looked at him, then at the creeper, and finally at the hole in the wall. Whether she was calculating her odds of making it through there or maybe just deciding if she really wanted to die in the Gateway to the West, he didn't care. He wasn't going to give her a choice. The building sound of gunfire seemed to make up her mind. She stood up, and with Liam and Victoria on each arm she was able to settle onto the creeper.
“Victoria, check the window. Mister Hayes, grab those other keys off the wall and hold Grandma here while I break down her chair.”
Hayes had recovered control of himself, but his hands still shook as he got the keys, and his voice sounded ragged. “Thanks for letting me in. I never thought it would come to this. Why did those men start shooting us? Don't they know we're the government?”
Loud cracks of gunshots, seemingly outside the door, cut off the conversation. Everyone made for the tunnel.
He took charge. He finished breaking down the chair and ordered Hayes to go first with the keys and the chair.
“Victoria, do we need two flashlights down there?”
“It'll be fine, there are a few turns, but it's very flat and uniform all the way to the end. It isn't that far.”
Hayes was already working his way into the darkness.
“OK,” he said, “I guess you're going next, Grandma. You ready to roll?”
“I'm not getting any younger!” She loved that one.
As he began pushing her on the creeper, he heard banging on the door again and saw a shadow at the window. Victoria, closest to the entry, dashed for the tunnel just as a face exploded against the glass. Bullets tore through the upper part of the door and ricocheted off the metal of the machinery in the room. He hastened his pushing to give her room to jump in behind him.
“Turn off your light, Victoria,” he called back over his shoulder. “Hurry! Let's go!”
Her light remained on. He looked back, shocked that she wasn't in the tunnel. She stood in front of the entrance, the grate in her hands and her watery eyes reflecting her light.
“It was nice meeting you, Marty. Take care of her, Liam.”
She slammed the grate back into place, clicked the lock shut, and tossed the key into the tunnel. She gave him a determined look. “I have to do this,” she said in a broken voice. Finally, she removed herself from his sight, the light from her flashlight bobbed toward the stairwell.
“Victoria!” He blurted it out without thinking who might hear. The echoes hurt his ears.
She had locked herself out and locked them in with no way for anyone to follow them.
He sat there, turning over options. In the end, he knew there was only one. He started to push the creeper again, to get as far down the tunnel as he could before anyone else came in the room. He was glad it was too dark for Grandma to see the tears on his face.
I wish I’d kissed her. He hated himself for thinking that selfish thought, but it was true. He wished he had gotten to kiss her before she left him like they do in the movies.
Heroes kiss the girl, then push them to safety. Not the other way around.
He looked back again, saw the merest hint of glow from her flashlight. It wasn’t moving. She must have paused on the steps. Drawing the shooters away, at mortal risk to herself. She was the hero.
The shooting at the door continued for a minute or so. Apparently, the gunmen weren't very good at destroying door handles, or the steel was bulletproof. By the time he neared the end of the tunnel, men’s voices echoed down the pipe behind him. They yelled to each other about a light going up the metal staircase.
He and Grandma found Hayes waiting for them in the strange sideways light of a hazy railroad tunnel.
The key had worked.
Thank you, Victoria.
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HEROES
LIAM AND GRANDMA slid out the end of the service duct into a train tunnel with a double line of tracks running through it. Several people were already sitting inside. If they were surprised to see three people fall out of the dark hole in the wall, no one bothered to ask questions. They just went back to whatever they were doing.
That was fine with him. He wasn't in the mood to jaw-jack, as Grandma would say. He and Hayes helped her into her wheelchair. The loose rock under the railroad tracks made it difficult to roll her around, but they weren't going anywhere for now, so she was content to be parked and given time to relax. Lying on the creeper for the trip and getting back up had sapped her strength.
He slammed his backpack on the dirty rocks and took a seat next to it. He was getting more and more upset at the turn of events leading to the sudden loss of his new friend. He recognized the muffled sounds of gunfire coming from outside the rail tunnel but wasn't ready to think about what was going on out there. For now, it was more important to rest and formulate some kind of plan. Maybe a plan to save Victoria.
He was just turning to thoughts of going back in when Hayes sat down and began rambling.
“I can't believe those hoodlums shot us. We tried to tell them we were with the CDC and we were there to help, but that seemed to enrage them. The hell of it is, we aren't even really with the CDC, more like glorified roadies who move the gear for the pinheads with the lab coats.”
He seemed to consider what he was going to say next.
“I did learn something from the pinheads, though ... ”
He looked around like he was participating in a conspiracy. Seemingly satisfied he wasn't being overheard, he continued.
“The virus causing all this was made in a lab.”
Despite being crushed about losing Victoria, he appreciated this distraction. Having read many books on zombies, he had an immediate retort: “Isn't that kind of obvious? A natural virus doesn't just explode across the world, kill people, and then bring them back to life, does it?”
Hayes looked at him with newfound respect. “You don't seem to be fazed by all this. I'm sorry you lost your friend, by the way. She saved me, too.”
“Well, I'm not fazed anymore. Two days ago, when I was attacked by a berserk yoga lady, I was pretty 'fazed.' After the next several zombies attacked me, I started to get used to it. Now I guess I'm immune to the weirdness of it, even if I'm not used to all the blood. Not sure I'll ever get over that.” He patted his stomach. “I have issues with the sight of blood.”
“So, you call them zombies too? I hear that more and more, but I don't really get it. Aren't zombies things that come out of caskets and walk around slowly, moaning about brains?”
Liam had similar reflections on this very topic, but he was convinced the things he'd seen would be classified as zombies by almost anyone.
“You're talking about old-school zombies. Originally, I think that's what people thought zombies were—the dead who climb out of the ground and chomp brains of those too slow to run away.” He scratched his head, then watched as dust fell like rain from his mop. “I think there was an old movie that started people thinking like that. Later, the slowpoke zombies were laughed away as not threatening enough. Today, zombies can be almost any speed, but most are fast.”
Hayes seemed hard to convince. “But don't these people seem more like vampires to you? The sick seem to go for a person's blood, not their brains.”
His fear of blood was strong, but the more he thought about it, the more it made some sense. Angie especially was a bloody mess, and her apartment was a nightmare of blood. The park ranger up in the Arch was covered in blood, as was the Arch observation deck. Unless he consumed an entire person up there, it meant whatever he attacked had bled profusely, but was still able to get away. Was blood the key?
Still, vampires? He wasn't ready to believe such supernatural nonsense.
“I think these people are dead, but some kind of infection is keeping them from turning off and staying down. But I haven't seen anyone actually die and then come back to life ... ” He realized how little he knew about the infected people now causing so many problems for him.
“Last night, you guys knew nothing useful about the sick people. Do you know anything about how the infection spreads?”
“Just what I've heard secondhand. Nothing from official channels. I've not seen any zombies up close yet, so I can't confirm anything for myself. They say the plague infects the victims and makes them crave blood. One consistent data point seems to be the biting by the infected, and their desire to consume as much blood as they can, but no one’s sure why. The drained victim then gets up and looks for more blood. Possibly to replace their own.”
“Mmm. That doesn't really tell me anything I don't already know. I've seen infected people attacking helpless victims since this all began. You don't know anything useful that could help us fight back or stop the plague?”
Hayes gave a good laugh.
“Look at me, kid. I'm just a driver. I know about as much as you do.” Hayes turned to the tunnel opening as a loud explosion echoed from somewhere out there.
Despite feeling bad for the thought, he wished it had been Hayes who had gone up those steps to save them.
No, it should have been me.
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He and Hayes sat in silence for several more minutes. He thought the whole time about Victoria, unable to solve how to get back and save her. Grandma nodded in the coolness of the tunnel, but he considered waking her up to move her further south, out of the area surrounding the Arch. With so many people fighting, it was no place for an aged grandmother to be hanging about. It wasn't a great place for a kid, either.
Get her to safety, then go back for Victoria.
Liam fumbled for his phone, feeling a sudden urge to text his parents, but there was no signal. He put it back in his pocket, but already thought of when he would check it again.
He noticed a police officer crouching about 100 feet down the railway tunnel, keeping an eye on the southern exit. The northern entrance was a tiny point of light in the opposite direction. There was no way to know who was up there, though he could see lots of people in the tunnel between himself and that pinpoint. The dark tunnel made a great shelter against the gunfire of the larger battle. That much was certain.
He moved Grandma further toward the southern exit, as that was the direction they needed to go. It wasn't easy to push the chair on the rocks, but he got help from Hayes, and they made pretty good time. Grandma woke up but seemed to nod back off fairly quickly with the rocking action of her ride.
The officer held a shotgun and radio as he crouched and kept watch.
He parked the wheelchair about thirty feet from the exit and let Hayes know he'd be right back. He approached the officer from his side, so as not to appear threatening.
“Excuse me. I'm Liam. My friend Victoria and I were the lookouts who went up into the Arch to watch for the gangs.”
“Nice to meet you. I guess we both missed the action in the park.”
“What do you mean?”
“The captain put me down here to guard this tunnel exit, but nothing has happened. I could do more good up where the action is. What did you see from up top?”
He traded some basic information with the officer, whose name was Jones. He was a large black man with maybe too much gut poking out. Still, he was quite impressive. Liam didn't say anything to offend him, but he suspected he was put down here because he would make such a large target. Not the best attribute to have in a gun battle.
Officer Jones’ radio gave him an idea.
“Can you call the captain inside the Arch?”
“Sure, but my orders are to hold here. I don't have anything to report.”
“Actually, you do. My friends and I just came from inside the Arch museum. There's a service entrance that comes out inside this railroad tunnel. When we left the captain, he and his people were trapped by a group of looters who came in the north entrance. I think we can help get them out of there.”
The officer gave him “the look.” He'd seen it many times over the years. It was the look an adult gave him to decide whether a kid could know what he was talking about when something important happened.
“Dad, there's a car flipped over on our street.” The look.
“Mom, your phone needs a critical software update.” The look.
“Officer, I know how we can save your leader and all those family members.” The look.
To his credit, Officer Jones got on the radio.
“Yeah, this kid—What's your name?—this Liam kid said the captain sent him up to the top of the Arch, and now he says he can help our guys get out of the museum.”
The officer went over some details with the man on the other end. Liam was grateful to be helping the officers in their sticky situation, but his motives were anything but pure. He was hoping, somehow, he could save Victoria. He was worried his last memory of her would be as a bouncing light going up to the sky.
I'm not going to leave her to die.
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Officer Jones went back and forth with the person on the other end for many minutes. When he was finished, he shared what he knew with Liam.
“We don’t normally liaison with teenagers, but this is a screwed-up day,” Jones said with an anxious laugh. The man was sweating profusely through his light blue uniform shirt because the tunnel was sweltering. “Things are pretty bad topside. There are gang members and looters at both of the main entrances to the Arch, as well as at a third entrance on the city-side. Our boys are trapped in the museum. For your plan to work, they would have to cross the waiting area in full view of the armed criminals.”
Jones churned on that for a few seconds before continuing.
“But it gets worse. There's a big group of infected really chopping up the remaining citizens on the north side of the park. Our intel says they will be at the Arch sooner rather than later. The gang members aren't very good at killing zombies; apparently, zombies don't die as easily as our guys and gals in blue.”
He was visibly angry at what had been done.
“So, our plan is to get any officers still available on this side of the park, sneak through the tunnel you found, and attempt to rescue the remaining officers and families inside the museum.”
“But the metal gate-thing is now locked. How are we going to get into the maintenance room?”
Officer Jones smiled. “Leave that to me.”
Liam wasn't content to leave anything to chance. He'd seen everything fall apart the past couple of days and trusted nothing to work as it should. But he couldn't exactly tell the police how to do their jobs, so all he could realistically do was tag along and hope they got the job done. And, if he was really lucky, he would emerge from the dark hallway just in time to save Victoria.
It took about fifteen minutes to gather four police officers, including Jones. He was disappointed that was the best they could do, and the hulking black policeman seemed to sense his feeling.
“Don't worry kid, these bad boys are Mobile Reserve,” Jones said while patting the combat-looking helmet of one of the new guys. “A super S.W.A.T. team,” he said with a little laugh. “This is more than enough firepower to fend off the garbage shooting at our people in there. See these?” He held out his weapon, which Liam thought looked like a sleeker, deadlier version of the rifles his dad let him shoot. “These are highly modified AR-15s. Since the rules of war have been turned off, we're using silencers and fancy bullets today. We should make short work of those bastards. We have some other toys we're bringing to the party, too. It also helps that we'll have the drop on them, thanks to you and your secret entrance.”
One of the new guys, who carried a massive shotgun with a drum magazine, gave him a chuck on the shoulder, then handed a battering ram to his larger compatriot. Jones slung the ram over his shoulder next to his shotgun. Apparently, they were going to use that to bash in the metal grate. He didn't doubt they could do it, especially given the large man's bulk. He might be able to punch the thing apart.
While the officers were readying the plan amongst themselves, he stood off to the side, not sure if he should listen in or look busy doing something else. He decided there was one item he definitely wanted to pass on to these guys.
“Um, excuse me. If you happen to see my friend in there, please help her get out. She's about my age. Wearing a black dress. She ran up into the Arch to save me and the rest of our group.”
“If we see your girlfriend, we'll grab her.”
He didn't correct her designation as his girlfriend, even though it wasn't true. He liked how it sounded, but it made him even more depressed at how things had transpired.
After a few more minutes of preparation, the police officers gathered near the small tunnel entrance and were working the radio. Presumably coordinating with the group inside.
“Liam, do you have any weapons?”
He wasn't sure if he should tell the cops that he was packing a gun but decided now was not the time to be worried about getting himself thrown in jail for concealed carry of a weapon without a permit.
“I have a small pistol, yes.”
“OK, listen. Your job is to guard this exit, so when we come back out we find your friendly face and not anyone else. Do you understand?”
“I'd rather go with you guys.”
Officer Jones grabbed a radio from one of his mates and tried to give it to him. He pulled the police radio he'd been using earlier out of his backpack, showing he was already plugged into their radio net. “I'm ready to go,” he said lamely.
Jones continued, “I understand, son. But trust me. We'll get it done. We need someone here to keep this door open, or we'll be cut down when we come out. Make sense?”
He couldn't argue with the logic, though his heart still envisioned saving Victoria. That wasn't going to happen if he was parked here at this entrance as a glorified greeter.
“Don't use your radio unless absolutely necessary, but you can listen, so you know when we're coming back. We won’t sightsee because the Army is going to bake this place, soon.”
“Understood.” Liam felt a chill run through his spine.
Through it all, Hayes had kept his distance from Liam and the police. He figured the man would want to help protect this exit, but he made no effort to move much past where they had placed Grandma near the end of the railroad tunnel.
He's probably thinking about making a run for it.
The air outside the train tunnel was thick with gunfire, though the odd angles of the sound waves on the interior made it hard to know where it was all coming from.
He also thought he could hear an increase in gunfire coming from the other end of the railroad tunnel. That is, from the spooky and dark section north of where he stood.
Why did I even suggest this?
Hero stuff. Remember?
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Jones went in first. He had to go in on his knees and elbows since the space was too low for him to crouch and walk. He dragged the battering ram with him. The other three men entered the same way; one of them pulled a large black bag. Liam imagined it was a satchel of weapons.
He checked the pistol on his hip, then stood against the wall next to the opening, holding the radio close to his ear so he could listen in without blaring it to the whole tunnel. There were other people about, but none were anxious to interfere with this operation.
The radio chatter began almost immediately.
“Jones here. We are through the grating and are in the maintenance room. No sign of trouble. Moving to hallway. Out.”
A few minutes later a much shorter transmission, in a whisper.
“Jones here. In position. Be ready in five minutes. Out.”
He knew the basics of the plan but had no idea of the tactics they would use to extricate those inside the museum. He tried to be patient and wait the five minutes. The radio chatter had completely stopped.
The void gave him time to think of how he could do something stupid, like going up the tunnel himself, then ascending the stairs to try to catch up with Victoria and see if he could help. But he knew that, by now, she was probably down the other leg of the Arch if she kept running once she got to the top. If she got to the top.
Ugh. Why did I think that?
Where could she have come down? Was there a room on the north side of the Arch that was a maintenance shed like the one in the south? If so, was there a grate and a tunnel over there too? Did that duct come out on the other end of this same railroad tunnel? He almost started running right then and there, but he looked the other way toward Grandma. She was silhouetted in the evening light of the tunnel exit, now talking to Hayes. Would it be smart to leave her alone and try to force his way into danger?
He couldn't make up his mind.
The radio exploded, “Go! Go! Go!”
The net became unintelligible with all the calls. He listened until there was nothing but a long series of beeps and boops like the frequency just stopped trying.
From inside the duct leading back to the Arch, there was a lot of gunfire, then a lull.
“Infected have overrun both entrances.”
What the hell?
The screaming started getting uncomfortably loud in the railway tunnel. The tiny speck of light to the north was nearly extinguished by smoke and haze. He couldn't make out any details, but the sound of gunfire was rolling in waves down the tunnel, as were the screams.
Zombies were already in the railroad tunnel, though not very close as yet. Would he be called to defend this exit from a tide of the undead? It seemed unlikely he could make much difference given the small caliber of his gun. He suddenly felt very inadequate and laughed at the foolishness of thinking he could get Victoria through the other exit—if it existed.
“This is Osborne. We have all our people clear of the museum. We are heading for the train tunnel now. Out.” He sounded like a man on the run.
Someone should be coming out soon.
More gunshots up the tunnel. To his dismay, a bullet ricocheted by. He took one step into the smaller tunnel, mainly to shield himself from stray bullets. He worried Grandma had no such shielding.
Someone tapped him on the back, startling him near to death. It was a teenage girl, but not Victoria.
“I was told to come this way. Where do I go now?”
He didn't want to send her out into the railroad tunnel because of the stray bullets, but she was the first of many people who would be coming through this exit, so he had no choice.
“Just come out and sit on the far wall. Keep your head down.”
She did as instructed. He vacated the small tunnel, so he wasn't in the way. Soon there was a stream of kids, young adults, and the elderly coming through. Everyone who survived up in the museum was now pouring down. Everyone but the cops. He assumed they'd bring up the rear.
About fifty people eventually made their way into the railroad tunnel, and most took up positions crouched down along the far wall. The screaming and gunfire in the north end had become feverish and was inching closer. He was on the cusp of praying for the appearance of some of the police officers to help stop the tide rolling down the railroad line.
A long ten minutes later, a group of officers poured out, including Jones—now only carrying his shotty. His group did not include any of the three men who had joined him going in. He found Liam and asked for an update on what was happening in the tunnel. The sound of screaming was very close from up north, and many people had run by and were congregating near the south entrance, as if unwilling to expose themselves to the outside—yet.
“There are infected up that way. I've been hearing gunshots and screaming almost this whole time you've been inside. It's too dark to see what’s going on for sure.”
A few minutes later, several more officers streamed out. This group included at least two of the guys that went in initially with Jones.
There were now about ten officers in the railroad tunnel. They split up to provide a line of defense inside the tunnel as well as a lookout or two near the exit to the south.
More officers trickled out of the small crawlspace, but he had yet to see the captain. Some of them grabbed people who were against the wall—probably family—and made a run for it out the tunnel exit. For some reason, that simple act of desperation chilled him to the bone.
Several female officers emerged, including the one who was hopped up on speed earlier in the day. She didn't even notice him. She immediately headed to the civilians along the wall, apparently searching for someone.
Not long after, some injured officers came out, dragging a couple of other guys who couldn't walk on their own. It looked like they had gunshot wounds.
Then no one came out for a long time. Besides wondering when the bombs would fall, it gave him plenty of time to think about all the grisly ways Victoria could have died at the hands of her pursuers. He also had the time to wonder about the far side of the main tunnel, where he was positive a wave of infected people was coming for him. The gunshots and screams indicated there were still survivors in that direction, though he couldn't tell how close they were.
“We have her. We're coming out.” It was Osborne.
Minutes later, a gaggle of officers came out, including one who had no shirt on and looked like he'd just run a marathon. Coming out behind them, was—Victoria! Her black dress hugged her body because she was covered in sweat.
He ran to her the second she cleared the roof of the low tunnel and wrapped his arms around her. He couldn't help it. She didn't fight him and even seemed relieved to be in his arms. Or maybe just to have escaped. She looked exhausted. Well, of course she is, dummy, if she went all the way to the top again. She had several abrasions on her face and dried blood below her nose—like she'd been punched hard a couple of times.
The captain crawled out with a few soft grunts. He looked terrible, was covered with blood, had a bandage around his bicep, and he seemed to have trouble getting one of his legs out of the tunnel. Once clear, he limped over to Liam.
“We meet again. Thank you for what you did here today. Your plan saved my people from certain death in there. Officer Jones told me of your situation, and that of your friend, so I sent up my best runner here”—he pointed to the guy with no shirt on—“to see if he could find your girlfriend. He found her at the very top. Somehow, she managed to incapacitate one of the bad guys on the steps, but the other one beat her up pretty good, I'm afraid. He was so distracted hitting her; he never saw my man coming. We brought her back down. It was the least we could do to return the favor. You're a real hero, Liam.”
Being called a hero by the imposing police leader was nice, but it paled to what they did for him.
Liam walked over to shirtless guy to shake his hand. He wanted to go back and hug Victoria again—She's alive, thank God—but gunfire outside was intense and constant, and his survival senses overrode everything else. People outside ran madly toward the water of the river, and the screaming and gunfire inside the north part of the tunnel kept getting closer.
We've run out of time.
As if to prove his point, the park ranger zombie slithered out of the tunnel and bit hard into the back of the captain’s ankle.
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Osborne turned around, yanked out his sidearm, and shot the bloody creature several times in the back and neck. The bullets got the attention of the thing attached to his foot, and when it let go, the captain put a final series of shots into its head. Liam could only stare in horror as the head exploded, the debris plastering the insides of the small tunnel. Then a sudden thought struck him hard.
The captain’s been bitten.
Osborne looked down at his leg and yanked up the cuff of his pants to reveal a very tall tactical boot with shallow bite marks on it. He gave a relieved chuckle, then noticed the look of horror on Liam’s face.
“Don't worry, son. I've been fighting zombies my whole life.”
Fighting zombies—how is that possible?
Before he could ask, Captain Osborne gave him a stern pat on his shoulder and went on to the next crisis, giving orders to his men, shouting above the cacophony of the engulfing disaster. Liam's ears rang from the sound of the captain's point-blank shots, so he simply grabbed Victoria's hand and pulled her up the tunnel to where Grandma sat. She and Hayes looked like they were waiting for the bus, but she clutched Liam's backpack in a way he recognized as fear. Then she saw Victoria standing next to him, swaying unsteadily.
“Nice to see you again, dear.” As if Victoria had just dropped in for tea and cookies. “Liam, why don’t you help Victoria sit down? She looks rather tired.”
He did as she suggested, and offered her some water, then looked around. He guessed there were about twenty officers still in the fight. Most of them were facing the dark of the tunnel, pointing their lights toward the clamor coming from that direction. Sometimes people would run by screaming, but more often now it was a zombie that came slinking out of the confusion only to have its head blown off. The far exit had become obscured by darkness, dust and the smoke from multiple weapons. More than a few times, bullets ricocheted to his end of the tunnel, sending citizens flat onto the rocks.
Once the captain had his men where he wanted them in the tunnel, he moved to the opening on the south end. He put two of his female officers in charge of using zip ties to secure the exterior gate of the small service tunnel and told them to shoot anyone attempting to come out.
He saw Liam’s group and stopped to ask how they were doing. He also let them know they were going to need to help out when the time came to run—which he said was going to be soon.
“This tunnel is about to get dangerous.”
Get dangerous? Liam thought. As opposed to the quiet Sunday afternoon at the park it is now?
“We have to move somewhere more secure,” the captain continued. “Get ourselves room to breathe. Can you both shoot?” he asked, glancing in turn at Liam and Victoria.
He nodded yes. Victoria was silent, then turned to him. “I'll take that second pistol if you aren't using it. I don't want to ever be unarmed again.”
He looked at Osborne. “We'll both be ready, sir.”
Osborne gave him a small salute and began walking away. He caught himself when he saw Hayes.
“You have any kind of weapon?”
“I'm not a warrior. I'm a...doctor. I'm too important to fight them with guns.”
Osborne responded. “So important you and your friends were willing to spend your time getting drunk in the candy store? I don't think you're as important as you think you are. Neither the zombies nor the gang members will be stopping to ask for your credentials—you can bank on that.”
He moved away quickly, meeting up with the remaining officers now guarding the large opening at the head of the tunnel.
Hayes looked back at Liam, but he avoided the man’s gaze by pretending to talk to Victoria.
A doctor? Was that the truth? Did he lie to me earlier?
He realized he had just picked up a valuable life lesson. In a world where no one knows your past, anyone can be anyone.
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The final plan was kept simple. About a quarter of a mile to the south, the train tracks entered another short tunnel before they left the Arch grounds via a long above-ground trestle. The captain figured if they could reach that tunnel, it would put them in good shape to keep moving to the south, out of the worst of the massive scrum taking place all around them. It would also get them clear of the impending military assault. He mentioned that as a casual addendum, as if unconcerned they were nearly out of time.
Some of the officers expressed concern at leaving so many people to their fates up top.
“I know you all took an oath to serve and protect your communities. I did as well. But our communities are gone. What we have now, pretty much everywhere except this little bubble containing our families and us, is anarchy. Our community is now down to our families and the friends we pick up along the way.” He nodded in Liam's direction.
“Our only hope of seeing another day is to get out of this fighting so we can take a breath and figure out what comes next.” He cinched a bloody rag around his upper arm, gave a grimace in doing so, and continued with his pep talk.
“I want us all to move as fast as we can over to that next tunnel. This one is about to push us out anyway, judging from all the shooting and screaming behind us. I'm sure we can hold them off for a while, but we only have the ammo in our pockets, so if we're going to make a move, we have to do it now.”
“Grab your families and line them up here. We leave in five.”
Liam checked his weapon, ensured the safety was still on, and practiced thumbing it on and off.
Victoria held her Mark I but was still in a daze.
He leaned over to her.
“Hey, you OK? Have you ever fired a pistol before?”
She fought back a sniffle before speaking. “Yes. My dad took my sister and me to some indoor shooting range back in Colorado several times. We didn't shoot a gun like this one, but we did shoot pistols with magazines.”
“That's good. That means you'll have no problem with this. In fact, this is probably much easier to shoot than anything you used with your dad. The trigger is very soft. My dad did something to modify it so “even an old lady could fire it,” as he would say. You just point it in the direction you want to shoot and gently squeeze the trigger. I'll warn you though that the ammo we're using is very light duty. It will do fine against any petty criminal, but I don't think the infected will even feel this unless you pop them through the eye or nose. Or, if you're at point blank, it should go through their skull. My dad and I talked about these guns last summer, and he said they were deadly in the proper hands, but you have to know what you're doing. I wish now he had just given me a bigger gun.”
“Wow. My parents gave me Bibles for my birthdays. Yours gave you guns. Kinda cool, actually.”
He felt a rush of pride, then remembered he was mad at his parents. Sort of.
She continued, “Where do I put it? I don't exactly have pockets in this dress.”
He took off his belt and handed it to her.
“I don't need it,” he said. “Trust me.”
He gave her his holster, which fit the belt and the Mark I perfectly. She wrapped the belt around her waist, so it sat just above her hips, then dropped her gun into the snug holster. A little snap could hold it in place, but he suggested she leave it open as she'd likely need the gun soon.
“It ain't pretty, I'm afraid, but it will keep you in the fight.”
She looked up at him with wet eyes.
“I'm so sorry. I just left you guys in there. I thought I knew what I was doing, but I couldn't outrun those two. They caught me at the top. I fought, but... ” She gave him a tired smile, but her swollen lip and bruised cheek made it visibly painful for her to do so.
He was about to respond, but she kept going.
“I was so sorry to leave you guys. But I had to save you. I needed to save someone after what I'd done in the city.”
She leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder and began to weep. He put his hand on her back to comfort her and further appreciated how soaked with sweat she’d gotten on her escape. It forced him to wonder if he had the same stamina to run those steps again if he’d been asked to save her. It left him in awe at her conditioning, or simply her drive to live.
“I don't want to die in this horrible place. I want to see open sky again. I want to run to the next tunnel. Then never stop. I want to survive. I want you to survive. I want Grandma to survive.”
He didn't know what to say. He'd never had a girl cry on his shoulder, and his emotions were in upheaval for so many reasons.
Then the earth rumbled. Everyone looked around like frightened deer in headlights, and they got serious about moving closer to the exit.
The police had nearly gathered everyone.
Osborne yelled at the top of his lungs.
“ONE MINUTE!”
He gently pushed Victoria off his shoulder and held her in front of him. Despite the madness and noise, he looked in her eyes.
“I know this sounds crazy, but I'm not going to let you go. We're going to get through this together. I promise.”
Should I kiss her? Would I be taking advantage of her?
His mind was unable to process the flux of emotions swirling around his head and heart at that moment. His face turned to stone.
Victoria gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. Wiping the tears from her eyes with her free hand, she yelled to him over the tumult, “Together?”
Released from his indecision, he echoed, “Together!” and tucked his Mark I in his waistband. His pants were tight enough it would stay there pretty well. With a pretty girl by his side, he felt he could take on the world.
Grandma looked anxious, with her hands on her lap. When she saw him she tapped her ear, a symbol he recognized meant she couldn't hear because there was too much noise. They exchanged a smile as he got her ready.
He and Victoria each took hold of one handle on the back of her wheelchair and pushed her into position along the side of the tracks, facing south out the entrance. The rear guard of officers had closed the distance to be with the bigger group. Children hung on to their parents; the youngest were carried by those with the strength to hold them. Most kids were crying amid all the commotion and noise. Many adults were brushing tears as well. Behind them, a seething mass of plague victims emerged from the dark, smoky tunnel.
Liam took in a deep breath and sucked in the acrid smell from all the gunfire.
The captain and a vanguard of cops with shotguns stood right at the cusp of the portal. With a flourish, Osborne turned around to everyone and gave his most rousing and succinct speech of the day.
“RUN LIKE HELL, BOYS AND GIRLS!”
They all plunged into the chaos.
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THE HOLE NIGHTMARES FALL OUT OF
LIAM WAS under the wide-open sky for the first time in nearly a full day and was a little disoriented by the setting sun, heat, and fresh air. The noise of gunfire and panicked screaming came from every direction, accompanied by the angry howls of military aircraft above them. He stumbled a little as he pushed one side of Grandma's wheelchair along the rocky railroad grade while Victoria pushed the other. Grandma did her best to hang on with one hand while she gripped his backpack with the other. They were surrounded by a few dozen men, women, and children making a break from one tunnel to another.
Even while on the run he couldn’t help noticing odd details. A couple pulling along a young teen girl, who was, in turn, dragging along a small border collie that wanted nothing to do with her. A nun, black habit and all, easily outpacing almost everyone in her orange running shoes. A young police officer, barely older than him it seemed, pausing to fire at nearby threats with his sidearm—liberally cussing the entire time.
The railroad tracks paralleled the length of the Arch grounds and ran along a shallow trench. He couldn't remember seeing the railroad tracks from the park above, so he figured they were designed to be well camouflaged. A gigantic stone staircase wrapped around and over the tunnel ahead. It helped people get from the park, over the tracks, and down to the nearby riverfront. The tunnel was a couple of football-field lengths ahead.
The remnants of the civilian and military cordon around the Arch, as well as many of the people they were protecting, ran down the hill from up top and either turned into the tunnel ahead or continued forward toward the river. He couldn't see much in the direction of the water. His worry focused on what was behind the survivors as they came off the hill.
Fewer and fewer healthy people exited the park. Some stragglers were caught by the rising tide of blood-drenched infected behind them. The slow. The weak. The injured. Those out of ammo. The overly brave. They fought hand-to-hand with the front edge of the approaching zombies. They either got away quickly or fell to the horde. Most, he was sorry to admit, succumbed.
His heart stuttered as a large vehicle tore through some of the small trees on the hill above. It was the heavy M1A2 Abrams tank he'd seen from up in the Arch—he recognized the make from seeing them in video games—but it had completely morphed into something out of a horror flick. It was belching out great clouds of white smoke, making it impossible to see behind it. Its color had changed from desert tan to Hell's red.
As it plowed over the hill, it crushed several feeding zombies and readjusted its path to avoid the rear of Liam's group. It popped off a small ledge and perched itself directly on the railroad tracks, close enough to him that he could see the sheen of blood covering its entire lower half. The tracks and road wheels were caked solid with—he couldn't even describe the horrors. One detached foot in Angie's car had been enough to terrorize him. The tank’s deck was covered with body parts and torn clothing. It was hard to tell, but there appeared to be injured zombies riding along—groping for the living inside the steel beast. He could imagine all the death the tank crew had witnessed—the results were riding with them.
He thought it was just going to continue onward toward the river, along with all the people running in that direction, but instead, it seemed to dig in as it sat on the ruined train tracks. The massive smoke screen wafted along the hillside behind the tank, temporarily providing cover for those—like him—running from the walking plague up there.
He continued to move Grandma down the tracks but looked over his shoulder to see what the tank was going to do. Just as it seemed the billowing smoke would obscure the vehicle completely, the wind shifted slightly, so he could still see most of the action.
The turret swiveled left to face the large tunnel they'd just evacuated. Zombies poured forth from it like filth from a broken sewer pipe.
Shoot them!
The tank's machine gun barked above all the other gunfire in the area and ripped viciously into the mass of lost humanity near and inside the tunnel. The crew had positioned their vehicle perfectly to shoot inside the dark space. He wondered how many sick people each shell would pass through. Would a bullet reach the other end of the long tunnel, passing through zombie after zombie the whole length? The gun pounded in short bursts for maybe thirty seconds.
For its final act, the tank fired one shell from its main gun into the tunnel. The concussion of the shot caused incredible turbulence of smoke and debris around the hull of the tank as if the whole thing was trying to shake off the blood and wreckage coating it. A hundred-yard swath of zombies evaporated in a line drawn from the gun to the tunnel, and he realized the tank had fired a type of shotgun round that inflicted horrible results on flesh. Who says you don’t learn anything from video games?
The turret turned back to the forward position. He watched as the hatch on top was opened briefly; a tanker poked his head out. He looked in Liam's direction and gave a thumbs-up sign. Then the tank jerked forward, the hatch dropped, and it moved away. It pulled the smoke screen like a curtain behind it. For just a moment, he couldn't see any movement in that direction.
The Abrams tank had bought them a little time, plugging the hole and confusing the pursuit. However, the wave of undead was still there. And it wouldn't be long before the dead would be emerging as the smoke dissipated. He saw what he guessed were the final survivors of the rear guard coming down from above. A rare few were police officers. Most were civilians with weapons. Some appeared to be hunters with long guns or shotguns. Others were dressed in black tactical gear as if trying to be stealthy. And still others were flamboyantly dressed like they might have been going to church—he imagined them as drug dealers, pimps, and the like. But, with zombies not far behind, they were all working together to escape the park, just like everyone left alive.
The captain stopped and turned around as he neared the tunnel, urging his party to run harder. Liam was encouraged by his presence, but the look on Osborne’s face as he peered back to where they came from made him once again feel a wobble in the pit of his stomach. He chanced a look back, too; the smokescreen had almost evaporated.
He saw scores of infected pouring out from the railroad tunnel behind them. Even after the terrible damage inflicted by the tank, more took the place of the fallen. The soft tones of the evening light made the blood on their faces, arms, and chests stand out. The confines of the railroad grade ensured they would all funnel in the one direction they could see food—right to him and his fellow survivors.
He pushed the wheelchair faster.
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Osborne ran into the short tunnel ahead. There were already a good number of people holed up inside, including some with weapons. Liam saw how, after some quick words, the captain arranged those with rifles along the two sides of the opening, so they could protect the flanks of the group running in. It wasn't long before the shooting began. He wasn't willing to turn around to see if anything was hit. He was too close to the goal.
Hayes beat him, Victoria and Grandma to the tunnel entrance by a full minute. Apparently, he wanted nothing to do with the slowpokes.
They wheeled Grandma in among the very rear of the group, just a few women and children behind them. Once inside, he turned to watch and see if his help was needed. At the very back, a few policemen were pulling rear guard duty, preceded by the grievously wounded officers from the museum who were being carried slowly by two of the biggest officers, including Jones.
They moved too slowly.
Any fool could see there would be too many zombies for the group to hold off, but still they kept shooting and reloading. Perhaps if they backed everyone into the tunnel and stood shoulder to shoulder?
He felt for his gun and considered helping but knew he was woefully under-prepared for the battle. He was happy to see the police give the thumbs-up sign to someone above them on the outside of the tunnel. Osborne motioned for them to come down while his men continued to pour lead into the infected crowd closing the distance.
The first guy to come down from just above the tunnel exit looked like a gang member. He hung off the ten-foot wall holding back the soil at the entrance and then dropped down. Dressed in jeans with his underwear showing in a silly fashion, he carried an AK-47 rifle. He took up a position at the front of the tunnel with the remaining police officers and added his firepower to the defense of those inside. In small clumps, other gang members dropped in from above, as well as other civilians, the ones with hunting rifles and other guns that he'd seen moments before, running like hell on the hill above them. The group was gaining fighters like a snowball picks up snow. The tunnel was the only piece of cover in this part of the park. Everyone who saw it ran that way.
The original fight between the rogue gangs and the police was pushed aside as life and death for everyone depended on getting as many guns as possible aiming in the same direction.
Soon there was parity between firepower and incoming zombies inside the channel of the railway culvert. It wouldn't last unless the sick stopped coming. Looking out the tunnel entrance, he saw them swarming like locusts on the hill above. The tunnel was just a place to give the living breathing room while planning their next escape.
He made sure he was close to the captain so that he could listen in. Whatever the plan was, it was important to hear it first, so he could prepare right away. He would give Grandma every chance he could.
One of the gang guys hung by the captain, as did several of the new “good ol' boys” with their camo hunting outfits and long-distance rifles. Like Liam, they all wanted to know what their leader was going to say next.
“Thanks, guys. You saved our asses, but this can't last. We have to keep running to the south. There are too many of these things.”
The firing and crowd noise was so loud he couldn't hear many of the details discussed, but he did catch their intention to push further south down the railroad tracks. Several volunteered to stay behind at this rail tunnel to hold off the pack of zombies, while the others got away.
He was impressed that both the gang members and the hunters volunteered to join the police in making that happen. He assumed their families were also heading south, which appeared to be the only real route of escape left to anyone.
He tried to convey what was happening to Grandma, but she tapped her ear again. Her smile told him she was fine. In fact, she seemed almost calm given their grim situation.
“I'm glad you found Victoria again,” she mouthed with a wry smile.
“You have no idea,” he wanted to say. He flashed a thumbs-up sign and a big grin. He felt as if the weight of the world had fallen off, now that she was back safe with him—with them, he corrected himself.
There were a few minutes left before Osborne was going to push them all out, so he grabbed his backpack, dropped it on the rocks, and checked his gun. He pulled out the magazine from his pistol and ensured it was fully loaded. Victoria stood close by, so he motioned for her gun. He pulled out its magazine to double check it. He knew it was full, but even so—
He was shocked to realize it was not full. He had just given it to her and was right next to her while they pushed from tunnel to tunnel. She hadn't had time to fire it.
When did I fire this gun?
He couldn't remember if he switched guns somewhere along the way. In fact, he didn't remember firing any gun since they left Grandma's house. He tried to think of what might have happened, though the constant noise of the guns around him made it difficult to process data and think.
I didn’t load it correctly in the first place, he decided. He resolved to be better about checking and rechecking his guns.
He slammed in three rounds, seated the magazine back into the frame, and handed it—with the safety on—back to her. He showed her the safety again and had to yell to remind her to toggle it off when she was ready to shoot.
The sound of gunfire reached epic levels in the tunnel. The time to move on was at hand. But all the while, men and women continued trickling in from above, some joining the shooters in the front, and others adding to the pack of civilians in the back.
“We're moving soon!” he shouted to Grandma, hoping she heard him.
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He happened to be looking directly north out the mouth of the tunnel when he saw a massive fireball inside the park. Not quite on the central staircase directly under the Arch, but a little north of it. The resulting shock wave pushed a warm current through the tunnel. He had no idea what caused the explosion until the captain yelled, “HERE COMES THE AIR FORCE!”
The promised attack by the military had begun. Some of the people cheered, but he noticed not many of the police joined in. They undoubtedly remembered the radio message both telling them to clear out and to forget about getting across the river to safety. He felt excited to see so many of the sick get destroyed, but that was tempered by the vibe coming from the police.
The initial bomb must have been a signal to fire freely at the massive gathering of infected. He dared to move closer to the exit and watched as the hillside above them erupted in all manner of explosions. The captain ordered everyone to retreat as far back into the tunnel as they could. The gunners at the mouth blasted the zombies in the railroad culvert even as they continued their inexorable march forward into the hail of bullets.
“I don't know if the Air Force knows we're here,” Captain Osborne shouted, “but if they drop one of those big boys in this area, we're all going to get free haircuts and cough up our lungs. I don't want to be collateral damage, and you don't either. We're moving out!”
He pointed to the back of the tunnel, which opened to a railroad bridge over some streets and then went south into an industrial area along the Mississippi River. From there, Liam guessed they ran along the river practically forever.
The captain organized a spearhead of his men and sent them out the south exit to clear the way. He then had all the women and children, along with Grandma and the wounded, head out and follow those men. This time, there was no speech. He wanted everyone out of the area, pronto.
One last look and he witnessed the flash of another large fireball under the Arch. Liam guessed they were starting up north and working their way down south. Surely, they knew any survivors would be down here, right? Were others up north?
His father's voice popped in his head, giving one of his “life lessons” on government. “Always keep in mind the only thing you can count on in government is that they make things worse.”
Confidence is low.
He loved the military because his dad taught him to love it. It was one of the few exceptions to his father's otherwise total mistrust of government. Together they were fond of playing military video games, reading books about military history, and they both celebrated their ancestors who had fought for the United States. However, on this day, the military made it clear they weren't going to let him or his family across the river to find safety from the vile shroud being draped over the city.
Still, he took pride in what the army and air force were doing up the hill right now. As Dad might say, “We paid for those bombs, so they might as well be put to good use.”
The volume of sound continued to ebb and flow in the tunnel as he and Victoria pushed the wheelchair southward and out the back. He looked around for Hayes but didn't see him and figured the CDC man was up in the spearhead moving away as fast as he could. The guy wasn't his concern anymore.
As they rolled Grandma out onto the trestle, he got an unobstructed view across the river and above it. He was stunned to a halt. Victoria didn't see him pause, so she continued pushing the chair for a few paces before she also stopped. The wheelchair slowed and shifted to the left, allowing Grandma to see the same thing as Liam. He imagined he was in a movie about a global war. Dozens of aircraft swirled above, like an angry swarm of wasps.
Several huge planes droned by at very low altitude. Each had four propellers and the outer shells were painted dark gray. Two of them flew to the north, one behind the other, while a “crump crump crump” sound came from the guns hanging out their left sides. Liam had read about those big gunships, the Spookys, and recognized the sound was them throwing shell after shell into the horde under the Arch. Two similar planes flew in the other direction just a bit higher.
Far above the jumbos, several formations of sleek fighter planes flew in tight formations. As he watched, a plane would split off and descend toward the Arch grounds and release its payload on the zombies. Those were the big explosions he’d seen from inside the tunnel and they shook the ground whenever they dealt their death blows.
In intervals, a few ugly planes—A10 Warthogs—swooped in low and slow from over on the Illinois side and use their distinctive chain guns mounted in their noses. He couldn’t see the zombies behind him, but those planes surely tore apart infected people by the hundreds every time they went by.
The scene was spectacular to observe because so many planes moved in such symmetry. The coordination required to keep them all from colliding was amazing. And they all worked together to kill the infected; that made him very happy, despite the danger to himself.
“Liam, we have to move,” Victoria screamed.
He was about to turn until he noticed a formation of M1A2 Abrams tanks at a high point above the riverbank on the Illinois side. While he gawked, they fired in unison over the river into Missouri. The smoke from their guns was the only indication they were adding to the destruction, as the explosions in the park were constant and deafening.
Several little Coast Guard boats were on the water, but they weren't armed as far as he could see. He had no doubt armed soldiers were on board, however. No hope of swimming to safety, even if he had a way to get Grandma across the water.
High up in the sky, above everything, several B-2 Stealth bombers moved in lazy circles. Their black, triangular shapes reminded him of deadly raptors waiting to feast on the dead. He knew nothing good would fall out of those things. That, more than Victoria's sensible pleas, got him moving again.
“Since the zombies can't shoot back, they can put all these planes in one spot, but nightmares are about to fall out of those dark shapes way up there.” He finally spoke at an almost reasonable level, though he still felt the urge to yell because his ears rang like crazy, “so we have to move fast!”
“That's what I've been saying,” she shouted.
As he straightened Grandma's chair, he looked to his right—back into the city—toward a massive new hotel a couple of hundred yards away. It sat in the front row of buildings lining the western edge of the Gateway Arch grounds, and it caught his eye because it was circular rather than the typical rectangular skyscraper. Its base was thick with zombies, meaning the dead streamed in from both the north and the south now, heading toward the survivors and their loud friends in the sky.
We're drawing them out. Like bait.
He pushed Grandma with renewed enthusiasm.
They were several hundred feet farther down the trestle when a massive bomb blew up close behind their group. Once again, the shockwave hit them, warmer and with much more force than before. He turned around to see what had been hit.
“Oh, crap,” he said, not knowing if anyone heard him. “I hope everyone got out of there.”
A large plume of smoke churned upward like a black glove reaching out from above the tunnel they'd recently vacated. A few large rocks flew through the air nearby and broke windows in nearby warehouses. As curious as he was about survivors, time was critical in getting Grandma as far away from the action as he could.
He and Victoria did the only sensible thing left. They ran like their lives depended on it.
Behind them, the nightmares kept falling.
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The explosions never let up, but after several more minutes of escape, he was pretty sure the military wasn't walking their barrage farther to the south. Though safe was a strong word to use, he felt they’d made it away from the bombs. The group they were moving with had become spread out, but all were on the tracks heading in the same direction.
They traveled on a narrow railroad trestle, well above street level. The sick thinned out the further south they walked, coinciding with the increasingly complicated street patterns in the warehouse district below them.
While he walked on the high trestle, he had time to watch zombies catch their human prey below. It pained him to see it, and he was helpless to interfere, but he had to know what they were dealing with. It also gave him something new to focus on, so his shaking arms and legs had a chance to settle down before his companions could see how scared he’d been.
A pair of zombies had caught up to a man walking with a leg injury. He had a pistol, but he unloaded the last few rounds killing the first of his attackers. Liam paid special attention to how that played out, thinking of the pistol in his own waistband. The man tried to parry the second zombie, which he was able to do pretty effectively for several minutes, but with his injury, he could never get away before it was back on him.
The man appeared to look for a weapon to use, but he was on a wide-open street, with only paper and other debris around. He screamed for help from some other survivors running by, but no one stopped. Many had their own pursuit behind them.
The man finally ran out of energy. He was so close to a fence, he might have been able to jump it and get away, but it looked like he just gave up. Death descended upon him and made short work. Unlike most movie zombies, this one wasn't eating brains or pulling out intestines. Instead, blood sprayed profusely, and the man screamed terribly as the thing chomped on his neck. Then, to Liam's shock, the zombie seemed to spend time preening itself, lapping up the fresh blood on the pavement and on its clothes as best it could.
“Don't waste food, there are starving kids in Africa,” his mom's voice warned from a dark place in his brain.
A hundred yards more down the trestle he finally looked back at the victim. He expected to see him reanimating, but the man still lay where he fell. His blood-soaked attacker had gotten up and walked quite a way toward the spectacle near the Arch.
After speeding Grandma along the rail line for a few more minutes, the trestle came to an end near a parking lot filled with old trucks and rusted metal debris. Many of the other people had stopped there to rest, giving them a sense of a little security. It was also his last chance to observe any changes.
He asked Victoria to stop. He studied the dead man for several minutes while his companions drank some water. He was about to give up when the dead man shifted and propped himself up to a sitting position.
Liam froze in fascination and also realized his diversion did nothing to stop the shaking of his arm and leg muscles from the fear and adrenaline.
The new zombie looked around, and Liam became like a stone, so he wouldn’t attract attention. Something caught the zombie’s eye, but Liam didn't see any people near it. Soon it got to its feet and stumbled off in a seemingly random direction. A few moments later, it disappeared in the buildings.
“I just saw a zombie wake up,” he said clinically as he continued to grip the chair. “It took him about five minutes to change. They drink blood, I think.”
“Blood?” Victoria asked. “You said they were zombies. That means brains, right?”
“It would appear all the books and movies were just fiction, though some zombies do seem to eat parts of the victim.” He thought about a certain foot sitting in a certain car. “No one had actually seen a zombie until this plague came along in real life. I think it helps people to think of these sickos as something less than human. 'Zombie' has become synonymous with brainless—hopelessly ruined—humans. It’s only natural we would think they would also eat brains, as a subconscious way of reinforcing what they already lack. That's why I wanted to see what happened in sequence and how long it took. I think these things are more like vampires than zombies. They are clearly drinking blood while spreading the infection.”
“So, they're more like Vombies or Zampires?” Victoria grinned at him despite the morbid topic, then winced from stretching her bruised mouth.
“Hmm, I hadn't thought about it. Vampire-Zombies. VZ's? Like Veee-Zeee's. Does that sound good?”
“Sounds kind of like another word for poop,” she said with disgust.
“Yeah, let's forget that. VZ could stand for Venezuela. Maybe we call them ... zuellas?”
Victoria said it, testing it out. “Zuellas. Yeah, I like it.”
“Grandma, what do you think of calling these things zuellas?”
“I think you two should have more respect for the dead.”
Properly chided, Liam resumed pushing the chair, and Victoria followed his lead. Eventually, she added an addendum to their musings. “Whatever you call it, you should have tried shooting it to save the man. It was the least you could've done.”
“Believe me, I would've, but my little pop gun couldn't hit a barn at such a long range. My odds of hitting it and hurting it were effectively zero. Remember I told you only a direct shot to the head at close range will kill a zombie?” He didn’t reveal that if he let go of grandma’s chair his hand and arm shook like a wet noodle. She didn’t need to know that.
“Yeah.”
“Besides, Liam has to protect you, my girl,” Grandma said while trying to look over her shoulder. “You each must stay focused on what's important now. Don't get distracted by things you can't change. Know when to help your fellow man, but don't do anything that could endanger each other.”
She was essentially telling him not to be that guy and do something they'd all regret. He knew it was good advice, even if he was prone to such regrettable actions. He held his tongue.
Victoria was similarly silent.
“Why are you two looking at me like that? I know I'm just the old lady along for the ride, but I'm also an observant woman. I see the way you two look at and worry about each other. Even new friends can share strong feelings, especially in times of danger. It's OK. I get it, even if you don't.”
Grandma shifted in her chair as if getting ready for a long speech.
“I've been watching things carefully since Liam and I left my house. Sure, I've slept a lot, but I've also seen my share. I listen more than you know, even when my eyes are closed,” she chuckled. “But you kids have to be aware of the new reality here. Society is going to break down. It is breaking down. The only thing we can do—you, me, Victoria—is go on surviving day after day. We should try to stick with these good men and women, but that won't last unless we all get well outside the city. There are just too many infected people here.”
She paused for just a moment. “You two have to care for each other. Avoid distractions. It won't be easy, but it's easier if you can tolerate being around each other. I think you do,” she completed her statement with a denture-filled grin.
Liam blushed. Victoria's face was bruised and swollen already, so it was difficult to read her, but he noticed a hint of a smile breaking through her distorted facial muscles.
“Just promise me one thing,” Grandma continued. “When my time comes, don't either of you risk yourselves for me. I won't become your distraction! Please promise me.”
Victoria only said, “uh huh,” without enthusiasm. He also tried to remain vague, only committing to, “I'll try.”
Would he leave Grandma to such a horrible fate?
He was ready to tell himself he would never, ever abandon her. But for the first time, his life or death equation was more complicated. What if he had to choose between Grandma and Victoria? Sure, she was a girl he'd just met, but he liked her and liked being around her. He figured that was enough of a foundation for mutual survival, and—? He pictured himself having to choose. It hurt even to think of it.
He resolved that he was going to ensure Victoria and Grandma got out of this together, and if possible, himself. He could not pick one life over another.
Yeah, I can live with that equation.
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The group of survivors who had escaped from the Arch came back together near sunset about a mile or two south of the tunnel. The trestle had gently brought them back to street level, but they were a good distance from any pursuit. Human stragglers kept coming down the trestle, but precious few were from his group.
Liam was dismayed to learn the captain wasn't among the survivors. Repeated radio calls came up empty. Officer Jones was there, as was Hayes. Most of the families and children appeared to have made it, but the number of officers was much reduced. There were a few of the gang members still left, as well as a healthy grouping of regular citizens with firearms.
Left leaderless, the group was suddenly faced with competing interests. Many of the families of the lost officers were understandably distraught. The surviving police were embedded with their loved ones.
The yuppie-looking guy, with his wife and daughter and her spastic border collie, spoke first. “I live pretty close to here and have seen nothing but destruction since I left the house this morning. We should try to swim across to Illinois. There's no way we can escape the number of plague victims we saw back at the Arch. They're going to get through the warehouse district, then swarm this direction and eat us. Even if the Army kills every last one of them at the Arch, there's still a whole city of them to the west of us. We can't outrun them all.”
Liam could empathize. He'd thought about swimming every time he looked at the river.
“O fa-show. We ain't getting' wet, yo,” said one of the pistol-packing gang men. Liam noticed a couple of young children were attached to him, as well as a woman who appeared to be their mother; an even older woman held her arm, making three generations.
The big police officer, Jones, said Osborne intended for them to keep moving south until they got clear of the city. He was going to uphold that course of action.
Another guy, one of the hunters, seemed anxious to travel into the city. If he didn't know better he'd say the man had lost it—he wanted to hunt the zombies to help clean them out of the town. No one seemed anxious to link up with him.
The discussion went on, occasionally punctuated by a snap of a rifle. Infected wandered everywhere now, though not in force. The bombs to the north acted as a zombie-magnet of sorts.
Victoria moved him off to the side. “Well partner, what are you thinking?”
He folded his hands across his Mountain Dew shirt as a way of steadying his shakes, but he was happy to see they were almost gone.
“I'd vote to stay with the largest group going south. It's where we need to go, for one thing, and I trust the captain knew what he was talking about. I can't imagine he'd have wanted us to swim to Illinois or head back into the depths of the city. What do you think, partner?”
“I agree with you. Our best bet is to stick with a group and move south. As much as I want to go back to my dorm and grab my Bible and a fresh pair of clothes, there's no way I'm going back into that mess.”
He couldn't deny he was secretly happy she had decided to throw her fate in with his, but he also suffered some serious guilt about feeling anything good while the city itself was being consumed by a tenacious disease. He was unsure if that made him a good person for feeling bad or a bad person for having thought it in the first place.
This, Grandma, is why I'm unsure about religion. It makes you feel guilty about everything!
“Sounds like we're in agreement, then,” he replied. “Let's see who we're going with. Looks like a decision has been made.”
The main group was splintering. The majority, including the core unit of police officers and their families along with a few of the pickup gang members and armed civilians, were heading south as planned.
A few men and women threw in with the local who wanted to swim to Illinois. A couple of families were going, but mostly it was single people, many without weapons. They decided they were going to give the river a shot when it turned dark. They said the only hope was to get out of the city as fast as possible, and the water was the quickest way. None of them believed the Coast Guard would shoot them.
The last little group was with the crazy hunter. He somehow recruited a young family and a second hunter to go with him. They stood clear of the main group already, gathering their things. The husband was a bit on the heavy side like exertion was foreign to him. The wife was very attractive and in much better shape. Their two young kids—one girl and one boy—looked to both be about kindergarten age.
Seems fishy they would want to go back into the city, Liam thought. He couldn't help but get involved, even though he hated having to interact with the hunter guy.
“Are you sure you guys want to go into the city? My girl—uh, my friend here—came out of the city and she said she'd never go back because it is so incredibly dangerous. What are you hoping to do in that direction?”
The hunter had his shotgun over his shoulder with his finger on the trigger, like safety was a dirty word to him.
“Easy. We're gonna find a nice warehouse full of food to barricade ourselves in. Then live like kings until help arrives.” He looked sideways at the young mother as he said it.
“I thought you said you were going to hunt zombies?” Liam said with skepticism.
The man looked at him like he'd just thrown down a personal challenge.
“What's it matter to you, boy? I changed my mind. Big people can do that.” He had a kind of leer to him that exuded ill intent. His facial hair was filthy, as were his teeth.
Liam couldn't let it go, but he looked around to ensure some police were still nearby.
He spoke directly to the couple with their two young kids, “It would be better to stay with the largest group. Maximize your odds by sticking together. Stay with people who will protect you as long as they can.”
The crazy guy laughed and started walking away. Over his shoulder, he said, “Come on my friends, let's go find our fortress. He's just a dumb kid. We'll protect you fine folks.”
He didn't know what he said that was so funny, but he noticed the young family drifted back toward the main group. It was a small victory.
The other hunter seemed OK leaving with the crazy man; he started to follow. The mad hunter did stop when he noticed the family wasn't dropping in behind. He pulled his shotgun off his shoulder and held it at a much more dangerous angle. Liam suddenly realized how exposed he'd become. He could get shot by an insane guy just for existing.
The hunter looked at him intently for many seconds, then hocked up a loogie and spit in Liam's direction. To his relief, the man turned around, laughing as he walked away.
“Better hope our paths don't cross again, boy.” The hunter said it quietly enough not to be heard by the police, but Liam knew exactly what he meant.
Victoria grabbed his elbow and drew him back into the main group.
His mind raced. How many more stupid people were being taken advantage of by opportunists? Did chaos and disorder cloud people's judgment? Were people so far out of their comfort zone now they no longer knew how to function? Even at his age, he knew enough not to pair up with a seedy guy with a powerful gun. Not when the police are in your own stupid group! He realized he was talking about that guy again. Only this time it was that family, and they were trying desperately to get themselves removed from the script.
He was getting angry, so he tried to temper it.
I saved the lives of that family.
Too bad they don't even know it.
He had very little time to celebrate.
The swimmers started walking away, and the main group resumed its trek south. Officers and gang members alike took point or covered the rear. He and Victoria each grabbed a handle and pushed the wheelchair between them. He saw the metaphor now that he viewed Victoria as his partner. They were all in this together, joined by fate through an elderly woman who, until recently, he couldn't stand to be around.
A massive industrial rail yard lay ahead, draped in the deep shadows of twilight. It had already been three days since the sirens, and they’d escaped the worst of the horde downtown. Now that they were heading south, he hoped they were nearing safety.
Liam was surrounded by predators and there was no time for fear. Friends and family depended on him and that knowledge fortified his spirit. He lifted one of his hands, thankful the shaking had stopped.
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INTERMODAL
MARTY WOKE up lying on the bridge, near a lone green sports car parked on the deck with her. As she stood up to gain her bearings, she realized she was in San Francisco. The distinctive Golden Gate Bridge was far out over the bay. She was on another large bridge, braced by metal girders high above, though she had no idea what it was called. It was a bright and sunny day, and the crisp blue water was beautiful.
“I'm dead, and I've gone to...San Francisco?” she said with confusion.
Her husband's avatar was next to her.
“Hello again, Marty. No, not dead, yet. You're on the Bay Bridge, by the way.”
“You can read my mind?”
“Read? No, I'm in your mind. I'm with you, inside your head. I hear your thoughts as you think them in this place.”
“Where are we?”
“That's a very interesting question, my dear. San Francisco, California.”
“Al, even I know that. I can see the Golden Gate right there; you know what I meant.”
“I suppose I do. You should ask Liam. He knows this place. You and he are developing a special bond which I'm happy to encourage.”
She searched her feelings. Of course, she shared a special bond with her great-grandson, though their relationship of the past few days was turning out to be quite different than the previous years of Liam's life all put together. Maybe something was changing.
“This is a dream, right?”
With a gleam in his eye, Al gave her a big smile. “Are you sure?”
“I remember going to sleep in the rail yard after the kids wheeled me down the railroad tracks away from that horrible battle at the Arch. Unless I'm mistaken, I'm still sitting in my wheelchair, asleep. That means I've got to be dreaming, or sleepwalking, or something like that, right?”
“You are asleep, but not walking. Let's leave it at that for now—we can't afford to get into the weeds. Some things you have to take on faith, I'm afraid. While we're together, I want to show you this car.”
He walked over to the little green sports car, and she followed. The car itself was ancient. It wasn't as old as her, but she remembered seeing the model back in the 1950s and 60s. It was a coupe with a white vinyl top and open windows; the insides were covered with bird droppings and nesting materials. The green paint was well faded on the top, though it was still evident on the sides—bird filth notwithstanding. It appeared to have been on the bridge for decades, maybe much longer.
“This could be the most important car you ever see. Do you know why?”
“I can't think of any reason. I've never seen it.”
“I'm sure you haven't. It's OK you don't understand the connection yet. That it's here tells me you are very close to realizing your full potential in this world. I can't say much more than that, or I could upset the delicate balancing act that is leading you down this path. But you should take great comfort at seeing this particular car, in this particular place.”
She looked at the car, then at Al.
“You look like Al, and my Lord, how I wish you were Al. But you can't be. Who are you, really?”
“You are very perceptive indeed. No, having conversations with the dearly departed is generally frowned upon by ... the system. In this place, I can look like anyone you have in your memory, put you in any situation you can imagine, and if I'm really lucky, I can guide you on your journey through this troubling time.”
She suddenly felt exhausted.
“Mister whoever-you-are, will you please tell me why you've been masquerading as my husband in these dreams?”
“Dearest Martinette, I never intended any harm to you. The closest approximation to my true nature is what you would call an Angel. I serve the Light.”
She looked intently at him.
“You're an Angel of God?”
“You won’t find me in any Bible, and I make no claim to understand my Creator, though, like you, I hope to see His true face someday. In many ways, I'm just as real and fallible as you.”
She crossed herself, knowing she would have to ask the next question.
“I mean no disrespect, but how do I know you aren't lying to me again by saying that? Who you serve.”
Al considered and then snapped his fingers. As far as she could see over the bridge row after row of infected stood in lines. An impossible number. Most were missing limbs or had large chunks torn from their bodies. All were ruined in form and substance. Somehow, they were standing there, unmoving, all the way to the other shore.
Al called out to them, “I serve the One True God. You shall bow in His name.”
And then ... impossibly ... they all bent to one knee.
And then ... predictably ... she fainted and fell back to the ground.
Falling. Falling. Falling.
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“OH, MY GOD!”
Grandma woke up with a yell. It must have been a nightmare, because she practically exploded awake, tipping dangerously forward in her wheelchair. Victoria sat the closest and had the good sense to grab her as she leaned over the edge. It was a near-run thing. Would Grandma survive falling flat on her face? After surviving so much, that would be a horrible way to go.
Liam moved closer and spoke softly.
“Grandma, are you OK? You were having a bad dream.”
“No. Yes.” She looked around and reoriented herself on the rail yard. They'd found it after much walking and just as it became too dark to safely continue.
“No, I wasn't having a bad dream exactly. Yes, I'm fine now that I know where I am.”
“Sorry. It's just that you made a lot of noise. We're kind of hiding here from ... them.” He didn't know how to say it any more plainly without making her feel bad.
He and Victoria now crouched together next to her, listening to see if any zombies had become alerted by her nightmare. In the vast rail yard, it didn't seem likely, but he took no chances—made no assumptions—anymore.
After several minutes, he breathed out a silent sigh of relief. Nothing seemed to have been attracted to them. The group hid in the narrow corridor between two lines of train cars. The train yard offered many such hidey holes, and most of the police group was in between the same two trains. Hiding and staying quiet. Resting after their run down the railroad from the Arch.
By virtue of their slow movement with the wheelchair, he, Victoria, and Grandma found themselves at the very back of the line, though the biggest cop—Jones—was also there with a shotgun. He was the rear guard.
Liam was near the final car of one of the parallel trains. As things settled back down, a face popped around that last car, looking into the dark corridor between both sets of tracks. Liam could clearly see the black man's eyes—along with his red ball cap. He was a living, breathing person. Jones happened to be facing his way, so Liam made a motion for him to turn around. Jones did and casually moved the shotgun resting against his shoulder to a more actionable position in front of him, though he kept it pointed down.
The visitor paused for a second before walking into the gap between the two lines of cars, with his hands and arms reaching outward to show he was unarmed. He wore a white t-shirt, and even in the low moonlight it was apparent he had a lot of bloodstains on it. He did have a weapon: an ornate gold-plated pistol stuck in the waistband of his jeans.
Liam felt his pocket for his pistol but made no effort to draw until he saw where this was going. Jones would be far more intimidating if weapons were required.
The man looked over his shoulder, back around the train car, before turning his attention once again to Liam and his friends. He appeared to study the situation with great care. Jones stood quietly, making no threatening gestures; just holding his shotgun in a position where he could swing it forward in an instant.
Seemingly satisfied, the man motioned with his arm, signaling someone out of sight to come to him.
Liam unlatched the safety on the gun inside his pocket. If there were more than a couple of men, he knew he'd probably be outgunned in this narrow space, but he was going to help Jones, no matter how futile.
Ten seconds later, a black teenage girl trotted around the corner, toward the group. She was followed quickly by a younger girl holding the hand of a third small girl. Then a couple of very young black boys came around. They were followed by a string of about ten black children of varying ages. A couple of grown women followed the procession. Impossibly, another handful of small kids followed them, including one or two small white children. Finally, another grown black man rounded the corner. The only difference in attire and appearance with his mate was the large number of gold chains draped around his neck. Liam couldn't help but remember a different encounter with a man wearing so many gold chains …
Jones never raised his gun and waved at the last man as he went by.
The men followed their charges. They ran by Liam with grim smiles, unaware of his internal confusion, and soon disappeared down the line. No words were exchanged.
Liam's hand left his pistol as his blood pressure slowly came back down from the stratosphere. For several minutes, he wondered if anyone else in the large group of survivors would be surprised by this unlikely mix of people running by, but thankfully, no gunfights erupted. Well, not anywhere close. Gunshots were so common as background noise in the distance he didn't even notice it.
He and Victoria were both exhausted beyond words. They settled in next to Grandma, using his backpack as their mutual pillow. Jones hunkered down several paces toward the back of the line.
“Get some sleep, guys,” Jones whispered as they tried to get comfortable. “I've got this.”
“I'll make sure he stays awake,” Grandma said sweetly. “I've been asleep in my chair most of the past few days.”
“No arguments here.” Looking over at Victoria, her eyes were already shut.
He felt the world owed him a nice night of sleep.
It wasn't long before he was out.
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Seemingly seconds later, he woke up when Jones gave him a manly chuck on the shoulder as he held a hand over his mouth. Jones was in his face giving the “quiet” symbol. Next, he did the same for Victoria, but she woke with a little squeak.
Jones pointed underneath the last train car and made a motion suggesting they look below to see what was on the far side.
There were lots of undead meandering around an open section of the rail yard, visible because of the low light of the moon. They moved without a unified purpose but more or less faced south. It was impossible to know how many were out there.
Completely exhausted, he didn’t feel like he was awake. Probably, this was some kind of nightmare in which he was sitting in a train yard with fifty other people, hoping everyone could be quiet so as not to alert the insatiable, bloodthirsty zombies. Going along with the dream, he calculated the odds of warning everyone.
He soon edged back toward a deeper sleep, his mind aimless. The shambling dead still hadn't noticed anyone. Were they able to see in the dark? Did they have hearing or smell that was better than a live human? No one really knew the capabilities of these creatures, other than their one apparent skill—finding blood.
He questioned if they did have superpowers, like in any number of books he'd read on zombies. Some were fast. Some were strong. Some couldn't be killed except by complete decapitation. Some were supernatural spirits. Some …
Zombies aren't real. They're just sick humans, right? Hayes had laughed at that word.
In real life, the sick are just sick. Rather than the archetypical zombie running around shouting, “Brains!” these were just housewives, bankers, and students who got sick with a disease that seemed to cause them to wander around aimlessly. But they had a plague so bad it kept killing even after the host dies. If they knew healthy humans were hiding so close, they'd be swarming to the buffet table.
All we need to make this scene uber-surreal is the idiot priest who tries to reason with them because he believes they are still the children of God and gets eaten, dying with that look of shocked surprise on his face. He looked down the path to see if a priest was coming.
“Hello, Father Cahill!” he called out. Wasn’t he the one who had saved them? Why was he doing such a dumb thing, now?
A shove woke him up.
“Stay awake! You're mumbling,” Victoria whispered into his ear.
He looked around for the priest and realized he’d been dreaming. Or hallucinating. Either way, he could put everyone in danger if he let his exhaustion get the better of him. He smiled at her and tried to stay focused on the figures moving around on the other side of the tracks.
They seemed to float gently in the cool evening air. The moonlight gave them a ghostly pallor. A dreamy look—
He fought to keep his eyes from closing again. For some reason, he thought of flapjacks.
Minutes went by, and a new stimulus arrived. There, not fifteen feet away, was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen. She was dressed in a sheer pink nightgown that absorbed the light of the moon and made her seem to glow.
He stood to get a better view, like a Peeping Tom at the girl's summer camp, but felt no embarrassment as he memorized her curves.
“Aw yeah. Victoria, you look amazing tonight.”
She smiled broadly at him and slowly removed one of the straps of her gown, letting it fall off her shoulder. It revealed just a little more of her ... He was pleased to see the shimmer of her gown now drifted in his direction.
He panted like a dog. It was wrong to behave like an—an animal—but he reveled in it. He shouted, “Victoria, kiss me!”
“Seriously, Liam?” a girl whispered forcefully in his ear while pinching his upper arm. “Wake up!”
He opened his eyes and turned.
Victoria seemed pretty angry, but she put a finger to her lips to tell him to be quiet.
He glanced around. She wasn't in a revealing pink gown. Instead, to his utter horror, he saw a similarly shaped blood-drenched teenage girl. It appeared as if someone threw buckets of the stuff on her.
Oh, God, no!
The zombie wore a pink nightgown.
“It's not possible.” He whispered it to himself. What was he going to tell Victoria—“I was dreaming, and you were wearing a slinky nightgown, but you turned out to be a blood-soaked zombie”?
The blood-covered teenager moved in his direction. Lots of her friends on the far side of the train car followed.
Oh, crap! What have I done?
A train horn blasted, and he covered his ears. An engine turned over somewhere in the yard. A few moments later, a repetitive “bang bang bang” drew closer and closer to them. When the train car behind them banged, he knew what it was. A train was starting to move, and the noise came from each car catching and pulling the one behind it. The final “bang” sounded seconds later, and the whole train was in motion.
The train between them and the zombies remained still, but the dead people could walk right around the last car. The moving train behind him would catch the attention of every zombie in sight.
We have to get out of here.
He looked at the moving train, and a plan occurred to him. He immediately hated it, but a good plan now was better than a perfect plan tomorrow. That was a piece of wisdom his dad taught him about General Patton!
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Jones was still with them, a few feet away.
“Jones, we need your help.” He spoke at a normal volume.
“What are you gonna do, kid? We’ve got to roll.”
He moved over to Jones and hurriedly shared his plan. The big man made a whistling sound as if impressed, then looked at Grandma. Liam figured he was sizing up his idea.
“I don't think I could do a better job. Let's do it.”
He and his shotgun moved to block the corridor, so Liam and the girls could get in position.
Liam yelled, “Victoria. Help Grandma out of the chair, please.” He ran to his backpack, put it on, then folded the wheelchair down in several fluid motions; he was getting good at it. Then he quickly explained his plan to Victoria and Grandma.
As best he could tell from his position the moving train was about twenty cars long, with at least one engine pulling it. Most of the cars were empty coal tenders, along with a few liquid-haulers and two flatbed cars, both with tractor-trailers on their backs. One of the flatbeds had already passed. The other was the very last car. That was their target. Grandma couldn't very well run and catch the first one. She wasn't going to be climbing ladders to get up on the coal cars, either.
The rest of the group of police and gang members jumped onto whatever cars were closest. He couldn't see the entire group in the black of the night, but he suspected they all had the same idea. To make sure, he yelled, “Everyone jump the train!”
The lead zombies rounded the corner of the parked train. The departing train rolled slowly like it was taking its time feeling through the gloom ahead. He began to wonder if it would be too slow, and whether those dead people might also climb on board.
Victoria supported Grandma while he grabbed the big wheelchair. He'd been handling it for a couple of days now and knew it had some heft to it, but he was surprised to find he could barely lift it. As Jones let loose with the first shell, he tried to heft the chair up onto the passing flatcar.
He got it into the air, but it was a horribly placed toss; the chair careened off the side of the car and fell into the rocks next to the tracks. He decided to let it go. With a quick jog, he jumped onto the small ladder near the front of the flatcar and climbed aboard.
Several zombies closed in on Jones, but he shot several of them in quick order. There were lots more. He needed Jones more than anyone right now.
“Walk with the train!” he shouted to the women as he ran to the back of the flatcar, which was also the end of the train.
Jones backpedaled rapidly, fired a couple of shots, and then reached into his pants pocket to grab more shells.
Liam pulled out his gun. He threw off the safety and kept the gun low while he looked for easy targets. He could hit just about any of the zombies in his immediate vicinity, but to be effective with the little gun he needed a clean shot to the head. That made things tricky. It was dark. He was moving. The zombies didn't want to be shot ...
“Jones, you have to run; Grandma is walking up the line!”
Jones was in the middle of a reload when one zombie got too close to ignore. In one smooth motion, the big man bashed in the infected woman’s face with the butt of his shotgun.
“Stay down!” Jones yelled.
A half a dozen others were close behind her. He finished putting in a last shell, racked it, but then used the sling to throw the gun over his shoulder, and started running back up the line.
Liam was left alone for the moment on the tail of the train. He could have started shooting but held off. Instead, he screamed at them.
“I'm right here, you stupid zombies! Molon labe!” He held up his gun knowing it was ridiculous to think of the zombies wanting his weapon.
“Come and take it,” the defiant words of the Spartans at Thermopylae; thanks for teaching me that one, Dad!
He screamed and whistled and made as much noise as he could. It had the intended effect. Much of the pursuit moved in his direction, rather than try to follow Jones between the trains. Soon he was a pied piper with fifteen or twenty infected in the wake of the train. He turned around to watch the front of the flatcar.
Victoria and Jones swapped positions, so he could help Grandma walk along. Victoria ran ahead and climbed the moving ladder and sat on the edge of the car, facing Jones. The big man picked up tiny Grandma between both arms and fast-walked until he was a few paces ahead of Victoria.
“Oh dear!” Grandma yelped.
Jones planted his feet and started swinging her backward, then forward, backward again, and then he swung her forward with just enough force to gingerly pass her off onto Victoria's lap.
“No, I can't,” Grandma wailed, much too late. Victoria wrapped her arms around her.
It appeared to be as smooth a transfer as anyone could expect at 104—if they were inclined to hitch rides on random trains in the middle of the night. Jones was tall enough and strong enough to get her up on the flat car, but he had to make sure his feet weren't caught under the train. Once Grandma was safe, he jumped back.
“Oh, mercy me,” Grandma continued to complain. Liam hoped she hadn't been hurt but was glad it wasn't him passing her up … he thought of the wheelchair far behind.
Jones ran ahead again and jumped up on the ladder himself, easily mounting the flat surface. From there, he was able to help a few stragglers who were unable to get on the coal car ahead of them. Several times, he leaned over and grabbed their arms and pulled them up.
As they solidified their position on the back of the train, they rolled by the body of one of the police officers who was injured earlier in the day. As far as Liam could tell, he was the only person from their group who didn't survive this hasty exit.
Looking backward, he had a wave of inexplicable sadness for the sick people behind them. They were normal, healthy humans only a few days ago. Each had a family and many stories to tell about who they were and what they wanted out of life. This disease, plague, whatever it was called, had brought ruin to them and made it necessary for good people to engage in horrific acts of violence. He felt sorry to be a part of that violence, sorry they were dead, but if he was true to himself, he was also very glad to have the tools and the friends to stay alive in this dark time.
He looked at his sports watch. The glow function allowed him to see the time was 4:15 a.m.
We survived for one more night.
Or do I have to see the sunrise for it to count?
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SLOW GRIND
LIAM ONLY SAW a small portion of the rail yard when they arrived from the north. Now, sitting on the train rolling through, he was able to get a sense of how big the place was. He estimated there were hundreds of cars sitting on dozens of rail lines, in a confusing jumble of single cars, strings of cars, and scattered engines.
Many of the stationary train cars had frightened people hiding in them. As his train moved by, people sprang out and tried to jump on the one train that appeared to be going somewhere. It was still moving slowly enough that the jump wasn't excessively dangerous, but with zombies in the wake, you didn't want to blow your chances. Most made it on the first attempt, but a few people tried and failed on cars ahead of Liam and thus ended up on the final one with him. One man—possibly a little tipsy from drugs or alcohol—blew his chance on every ladder he encountered and was only saved because Jones pulled him up at the very end of the last car while arms from the dark reached for him.
By the time they'd left the yard, they had perhaps twenty new people on the last car.
Once the excitement was over, he checked on Grandma. She sat with her back against a tire of one of the tractor-trailers parked with them. Victoria sat next to her. There was just enough light to identify them.
“You two look comfortable,” he said with a smile. “I'm sorry I lost your chair. It was a lot heavier than I predicted.”
“I'm thankful you thought to get me up here with Jones' help. That was worse than Mr. Toad's Wild Ride.” She giggled a bit. “I can't believe I did that! The ladies in my quilting group would think I’ve gone mad.”
Victoria smiled at him, as best she could, given the state of her facial injuries.
“Why are you so happy?” Liam inquired.
“Well it isn't because of what you screamed back there,” she said with humorous sarcasm. “No, if I'm smiling it's because you got us out of another tough spot. By my count, that makes, ohhh, about 100 times you've saved my life in the past two days. Thank you.”
“Well, I got us into the mess, so I had to get us out, too.” He tried to laugh it off.
“So where do you think we're going?” she replied, more seriously.
“There are tracks down this bank of the Mississippi River all the way through the suburbs of St. Louis. I think they even go close to my house. Wouldn't that make things simple?”
“But we aren't moving very fast.”
“True. It beats walking, though!” There were a couple of disturbing things toward the front of the train. First, something up there was throwing sparks in all directions on the train tracks. Second, whatever caused those sparks also caused a horrific grinding and screeching sound. Taken together, it appeared the train was pushing a rolling lightning-and-thunder show.
Still, they were moving. They were safe for the moment. He cautiously imagined things finally looked brighter.
Jones came up next to him. “Thanks for drawing those zombies off me,” Jones said. “That was some quick thinking.”
“Call it even for your help getting my Grandma to safety. Where do you think this train will take us?”
“Dunno. I live and patrol north of here, so I'm not familiar with the part of town we're in now, or where we might go. I've always heard it was a safer beat down here south of St. Louis, but looking at it now, I'm not so sure.”
Liam didn't know the big man well enough to judge if he was joshing him. “I do wish we could communicate with the engineer. We could ask him,” he suggested.
Jones smiled in the moonlight, then pulled out his radio. “Jones here. Anyone have any idea where this engine is pulling us? Over.”
They waited for a few minutes and only heard one curt response of “No idea.”
“Not very talkative tonight,” Liam offered.
“No, we got beat up pretty bad. Losing the captain like that. Losing all the others. Rough day.”
The conversation died, and Liam had nothing to add, so he excused himself to be alone for a little bit. He took a seat well away from the car's edge and watched the world go by. In the dark, it was difficult to see landmarks or guess where they were, but he had no illusions they had gone very far. In fact, they were going so slow, many of the zombies trailed behind them now. Others came out of the darkness from the city-side of the tracks and often tried to grab for the train only to find themselves bounced along until it went by. A few fell between the train cars, and one or two got sliced in half when they were run over.
They kept coming out of the darkness.
There may have been the faintest hint of the approaching dawn, but it could have been his mind playing tricks on him; he wanted the night to end so badly. The train ride was nice but being surrounded by moaning terrors was enough to drive a person mad. Not knowing where he was going was similarly stressful. He imagined it was safer to the south, but what did he know? Maybe it was way worse.
For a few more minutes, he was lost in thought, wondering how much longer he could stay awake under such conditions. He felt himself nodding and wasn't going to fight it. He vaguely wondered if he'd have another vision of Victoria, but he quickly shut that out. The adrenaline of the jump up to the train had all but worn off.
Without warning, the train lurched to a complete stop. The adrenaline flooded back. It started to overflow as the train reversed—into the horde emerging from the blackness.
It's just not fair.
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He was awake now.
The rear car backed into a mass of zombies, though not fast enough to do any real damage. A few might have been pushed down and gotten caught under the car, but most bounced harmlessly to one side or the other. They weren't tall enough to grab anyone up on the flat car—the men and women all moved to the middle, underneath the two trailers.
The backward movement didn't go on for too long. The train came to a halt. That's when the shooting started.
Based on the flashes of light reflecting off the glass of the industrial buildings in the area, he was confident the trouble came from up by the engine. Many of the undead headed for the commotion, although the bulk of those surrounding the last car remained at their post because food was right there.
Jones' radio crackled.
“The train started up a dead-end siding. The engineer had to back up, so we can change the track switch by hand. We're also pushing and pulling another engine with its brakes locked. That's the fireworks show. We need time up here. Out.”
Jones glanced at him, then at the rest of the people on the last car, and finally on the horde of zombies congregating nearby. “Everyone with a gun start shooting at these things. Especially the ones moving that way!” He pointed toward the engine.
He looked at Liam and said he only had a few more rounds for his shotgun, so he was going to save those. He pulled out his service pistol, a Glock 22, and checked the mag. There was no safety on that model, so he got right to it.
Liam yanked out his Mark I, threw off the safety, and took careful aim at the nearest target.
Bang!
He hit right in the center of the side of the zombie's head. It collapsed on the spot, like a good zombie.
Yippee Kai Yay! You're dead!
Victoria was at his side with her gun. Together, they took aim at the next nearest pair of zombies and shot.
“Yes!” Liam was quite proud of his shooting. It had been a while since he'd last been at the range to practice, but the little pistol was very stable and easy to shoot.
Victoria's didn't go off as planned—she'd forgotten the safety. She quickly disengaged it and got in on the second shot with him.
They both missed.
From there, they fired at will, always at the closest zombies moving forward, which meant they had to avoid shooting some of the others who were still hounding them at the side of the rail car. It was distracting to leave them alive.
Why not kill them?
He took aim at one of the zombies standing in the front row and put a bullet through his eye. He did that for four others in quick succession, amazed at how good he was at shooting. In moments it was reload time.
Victoria hit some but missed many of those on the move.
She was soon out and had to reload, too.
He got his brick-sized box of 1,000 rounds out of the backpack, and together they huddled over it, like kids over their first gross of bottle rockets.
When he was done, he banged out all nine rounds on the zombies level with him as he knelt on the deck. He was nearly finished when Victoria got busy with her next nine rounds. She again aimed for those who were walking.
He reloaded.
Nine hammers slammed.
He reloaded.
Nine more hammers slammed.
It was the first time he got to use his gun the entire trip. He indulged in a kind of bloodlust. He was mad as hell at the zombies for ruining—everything. He couldn't even enjoy a proper time with this girl because they sullied that, too.
A couple of the other men with guns had taken the massive bloodletting—like Liam—as an invitation to shoot any of the bloody targets they wanted. They aimed at the easy pickins' right in front of them, which added to the stack of undead below. Several zombies struggled onto the pile of their mates and could almost shimmy their way onto the deck.
Liam reloaded for the fourth time when Jones tapped him on the shoulder.
“Hey, Liam. What the hell are you doing?” He pointed to the dead standing right up against the side.
“I'm killing zombies?” he replied with real innocence.
“Well, for one you're supposed to be aiming at the walking ones like your girlfriend over here is doing. But also, you're making a pile of bodies below this side of the car. These freaks are almost up to the deck. They're standing on each other!”
I'm so lethal I made a pile of them?
He snapped himself out of it and saw what he was doing wrong.
“Hey, we have to stop firing at the closest ones!” He tried to order his fellow shooters to halt what they were doing, but it didn't stop the two men right away. The noise was intense. The strobe effect of light from each gun’s discharge was mesmerizing. When they paused to reload, he was able to point out what they had done.
“We can't shoot them if they're close to getting up,” he shouted, “because that would only make it easier for the next ones.”
He was pissed at himself for getting carried away, but he was also inwardly proud he was able to dispatch so many of them. It felt good to deliver some payback.
While he was sorting his feelings, Victoria and Jones went back to work on the forward-moving zombies. There were too many lurking in the dark to effectively target them all, but they still tried.
He was left to tend to the growing problem he had created.
One of the zombies made it partially onto the deck by grabbing one of the chains securing the tractor-trailer. Another then used his friend as a crude stepping-stone. He was just starting to right himself to stand up when Liam shot him in the head. He rolled back off the train car, onto the pile.
If I can't shoot them, what can I do? Yell at them?
The zombie holding the chain seemed—somehow—to know he was providing a service to his fellows. Either by design or by accident, the zombie man shifted while holding the chain but couldn't haul himself up completely. That left him half up and half down—the others used his body to shimmy up like he was a piece of climbing gear.
Liam shot the chain-holder in the face and the man slithered back down, but not very far.
The reports of gunshots remained loud in his ears. One of the men previously shooting the front row was doing it again. Liam looked at him in the flashes of gunfire—and was distraught to see the man's eyes had a glint in them. Was he suicidal? Was he purposefully making the pile larger?
“Hey! Stop shooting those standing by the car!”
The man did not stop until he was out of ammo again. He racked his shotgun, pulled the trigger without discharging a round, then gave the weapon a funny look.
Liam walked in front of him as he reloaded. “Hey, remember, you can't shoot the close ones. You're making a pile of bodies for the others to use.”
“I don't care. We have to kill them all!”
The man pushed him out of the way and took a step forward. Liam nearly lost his balance as he danced precariously along the edge but grabbed the chain and steadied himself. Hands smacked his shoes. They were too close.
He could have easily pushed me to my death just now.
He flopped on the ground under the trailer to take stock of himself. His panic rose and for a moment the shakes returned.
Two seconds is all it would have taken. Bam! Dead.
Liam inhaled deeply a few times to regain his composure.
The loud, regular banging sound began at the front of the train again, making its way to the back.
He watched the nutter who had almost killed him. The man dodged reaching hands to line up more shots on the nearby zombies, but two hands snagged his legs and he screamed in surprise. Using the legs for leverage, a zombie pulled himself up and took a bloody bite of bare calf. Liam hesitated for a few moments, then realized he had to help, but barely made it to his feet before disaster struck.
The man shot wildly, hitting the one that bit him but not much else. He kicked to shake its teeth off his leg, and he lost his balance just as the banging sound reached the last flatcar. The sudden jerk of the now-moving train was too much. The doomed man tipped sideways and fell directly on top of the unbalanced pile of infected still working their way up. The whole stack crumpled under his weight as the flatcar rolled away. He screamed for many minutes as the train clanked up the tracks.
Each desperate shout reminded Liam, It could have been me. Lose yourself for a second and it could get people killed. Just that fast.
I won't forget that lesson, sir.
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As the train rambled along again, the zombies dropped back into the night. Marty remained at her station, perched near the wheel of the trailer—leaning back to get as comfortable as the situation would allow.
She saw everything that happened with Liam and the pile up of dead, and she saw what happened to the poor man who fell over the side. She grasped her rosary—currently it was around her neck for safekeeping—and said a prayer for the man. His screams had been heartbreaking as they pulled away.
Liam had gone to the back of the train and sat away from everyone else, his head down as if he was lost in thought—or praying.
Victoria used the opportunity to reload and then she sat down next to her.
“I thought we were goners there. Those zombies were almost up here with us.”
“You are right, my dear. I think that surprised us all.”
“I saw Liam go to the back. Do you think he's OK?”
She chewed on that question. How well was Liam taking the end of the world? She'd always seen him as a bright boy, but somewhat socially awkward. Perhaps not unusual for a kid his age and certainly reminiscent of his dad—her grandson. He was also a shy young man, who only blossomed after some time in college. Maybe her progeny needed to get a broader perspective on life before they began to understand their role in it? Or maybe it just took the right woman.
She gave Victoria an approving look.
“Liam will be fine. He just has a lot to process. We all do. So many things have changed, even in this short time. I think his biggest problem is that he feels responsible for me. Not that I blame him, I'm just a frail old lady after all—”
Victoria tried to interrupt and beg her off that line of thinking, but she allowed none of it.
“No, no, it's OK. I can be honest about myself. He feels like he has to take care of me now that his father isn't around, and my nurse was taken by this plague. It's natural that a young man with his character would feel that way.”
Victoria nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but she still wouldn’t allow it.
Marty continued. “I want to share something with you. Woman to woman. I hope this isn’t too forward. Liam is the type of young man that would do anything to save someone he loves. He may not be able to distinguish between real love and infatuation as well as an older man, but you've surely seen flashes of his selflessness already. I'm asking you to ensure Liam doesn't do anything too heroic if it looks like I'm not going to make it. Again, I'm honest with myself—I don't have that long left, no matter how this whole affair plays out. He does. You do.”
Victoria’s lips were pressed tight.
“Liam thinks I'm pretty helpless these days, and I guess I can only blame myself. I've come to rely heavily on my nurse for many things I once could do on my own. Maybe I let her do more than I should, merely because I've gotten lazy in my recent years. But I'm going to tell you a little secret that I haven't told anyone.”
Victoria leaned in. Marty wore a conspiratorial smile on her face as if she were enjoying the moment.
“The other day, Liam got beat up by a bad man trying to rob us. Liam and his impatience to save me led him to a bad decision. The man pulled Liam out of our car and was getting ready to hurt him. Kill him, I think.”
“He told me something about that. He said some good Samaritan must have come along just in time, shot the man who was assaulting the two of you and then left while Liam was still unconscious.”
She laughed. “Well, I didn't tell him what really happened. I used his other gun—the one you have now—to shoot that man. I fired three times. The robber never knew what hit him. It was the first time I ever murdered someone—” She knew that wasn't an accurate statement. She smacked her lips as she thought of the right phrase. It wasn't murder to kill in self-defense. “It was the first time I killed someone. It was very disturbing to take a life.”
Forgive me Lord. I was happy to save Liam, not happy to kill that man.
Victoria let out a quiet whistle; she was impressed.
“I don't have much strength left in me, but Liam's dad fixed those guns so even a weakling like me could fire them. I just set the barrel on the frame of the car door, aimed, and let 'er rip like I did all those years ago. It wasn't hard at all.”
Her voice turned serious. “The crook fell down but crawled behind the car. Even with the gun, I was scared. The hardest part was that I had no strength to get out and tend to Liam. I let him lay there on the ground. Out cold. Time went by and I couldn't hold the gun anymore, and I figured the crook was dead, so I put it back in the backpack, and fell asleep. I have no idea how long we were both out. He came to at some point. Climbed back in. And away we went. Liam was none the wiser about what I'd done.”
“Why didn't you tell him? Wouldn't he be proud of you?”
“I go back and forth. I guess I feel, at this point, I'm old enough I don't want him to get ideas about doing crazy things to save me because he sees me as some heroic granny.”
“Well, you are pretty heroic!”
“This,” she swept her arms to signify she was talking about the world at large, “isn't about heroics. It's about carefully thinking how to survive. Nothing is going to be easy ever again. Security. Food. Shelter. You can't just run around the world shooting guns and being heroic. Eventually, it's going to catch you. They,” she pointed off into the distance behind the train, “will catch you.”
She waited a long time again before sharing her last piece of advice. “I didn't tell him I shot that man because Liam won't survive this world if he thinks there will always be someone there to take care of him.” She said it in a most serious tone but ended on a lighter note. “Even if there is.” She turned and gave Victoria her trademark wink.
As the train continued along the tracks, the sun started to make its presence known, though it was still below the horizon. They were able to see the graffiti-covered factories and industrial barge facilities on the right-of-way down the west bank of the Mississippi River.
Both of them saw Liam sitting at the very rear of the platform, looking back toward downtown.
“I hope this isn't too much of an intrusion, but I'm old and don't have time for subtlety anymore.” She chuckled at that.
“Liam is quite taken with you. I imagine you’ve figured that out. You are very pretty, of course, and you have a good heart. I have my reasons for liking you.” She reached out and touched Victoria’s arm. “Any boy his age would find you quite the catch. Usually, I wouldn't even think of saying this, but times are not normal by any stretch of the imagination.”
“Amen,” Victoria replied in a soft voice.
“I sincerely hope you and Liam become good friends, and that you'll be in his life a long time. But, while I'm still around, please know that if Liam is ever forced to make a choice between saving you or saving me, I'm going to make sure he picks you. Do you understand what I'm saying, my dear?”
Victoria paused, slowly nodded, then added, “Thank you. Truly. We have been through so much already. Romance isn't really on my mind right now. Maybe if we get somewhere safe where I can think about more than zombies, looters, or the plague, we can talk about the future. We just have to make sure Liam never gets put into that position where he has to choose. I want us all to survive and be happy.”
“So do I, dear. So do I.”
But Marty had laid it down. And now that she had, she couldn't help but wonder if she had the strength to make good on the implications of her statement. She always came back to suicide. Her religion forbade killing oneself; it was considered a major sin. But if the choice came down to saving herself or saving Liam and Victoria by sacrificing herself, she believed God would understand her motives.
Dear Lord. Please help Liam and Victoria survive this plague.
She studied Liam and wondered what he was thinking. Far behind, shapes shambled in the morning shadows.
Will the zombies follow us?
Sunrise on day four was minutes away.
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THE TENTH CIRCLE OF HELL
LIAM SAT and stared behind the train over the next few miles of track as the sun edged up to the horizon. They departed the warehouse district and moved into a more residential area of apartment buildings and small houses. It was still urban St. Louis, but there were now more trees and less human presence, including zombies, along the rail route next to the river.
Almost without thinking, he slid his phone out to check network status. The soft glow of the screen gave him no comfort because it was still unable to get a signal, so he shoved it away again.
Deep and serious thoughts crowded his mind and he was heavy with worry about what would happen next, but when the first rays of the sunshine hit the train, a female voice cried out in song.
“Oh, say can you see, by the dawn’s early light … ”
The woman’s voice was beautiful, but Liam wasn’t able to see her because she was on a different train car. Her voice resonated over the noisy engine and echoed off a low, rocky cliff on his left, and the sleepy, brown river on his right.
“…bombs bursting in air … ”
A few others joined in, and soon there was a chorus fitting of a baseball game.
The song reached it’s crescendo and he joined in for the last line: “… land of the free and home of the brave!”
“Play ball!” someone shouted from nearby.
Almost immediately after his spirits rose with that taste of normalcy, the train lurched in deceleration. He hoped to enjoy the sunrise while riding the train to safety, but they weren’t out of the city, yet, so they couldn’t be anywhere good.
They'd been moving at ten or fifteen miles per hour, still pushing the dead engine in front, but thankfully it was much too fast for the zombies to keep up. They sometimes came stumbling out of the buildings on his left as they walked for the train, but they fell behind, screaming when they missed the rolling stock of humans rumbling by.
I wonder if they'll follow us, even if they can't see us?
Another mystery of the Zombie Apocalypse.
He stood up and moved around the tractor-trailer to see why the train was stopping. It slowed as it approached the underside of the Jefferson Barracks Bridge, which carried a major interstate across the Mississippi River. It was also the most southern bridge in the St. Louis area and was the last bridge over the river for many miles to the south, as far as he could recall. No cars crossed it now, though some soldiers sat on the span; a few looked over the side down to him. Not too far above the bridge, two small, thin aircraft—drones?—flew in circles.
He walked over to Victoria and Grandma, both still sitting near the wheels of the front trailer.
The early morning ambient light put Victoria in a soft glow that was almost magical. Sure, she was pretty in any light, but right now, covered in lots of dust and dirt from yesterday’s ordeals, she made Liam's heart level up. The light even took the harsh swelling of her lip and cheek and evened them out.
He wondered if she liked him, or merely tolerated being there because she had no better prospects in this catastrophe. The insecure side of his heart said she wouldn't have given him the time of day in any other situation, but the pragmatist said she's had plenty of opportunities to ditch him and Grandma and traipse off with people and groups more prepared than them.
On balance, he accepted that she probably stuck with him because she liked him, at least as a friend. A “fall-of-civilization friend.” They made a good team so far, and there was no reason to doubt she was going to stick with him for as long as it took to reach a safe destination—assuming one could ever be found. What would she do if they never found a safe landing spot? What if they had to be together for much longer?
All right, Liam. Stay focused on the here and now.
He finished his thought by agreeing with himself that indeed, she was pretty.
“You two look like you're conspiring,” he said as he approached Victoria and Grandma.
They had been conversing in low tones, but he was unable to glean any sense of what was said because they clammed up before he was close enough.
“Hey, Liam. Grandma and I were just talking about when you were a little baby. How you'd wear your diapers. That sort of thing.” She gave Grandma a smile and turned and flashed Liam a big grin and a wink.
He was near to feigning embarrassment when he saw her face had become black and blue in many spots. She had two black eyes to go with her cheek and swollen lips.
He still thought she was beautiful, but he was serious when he knelt down to look at her. “My god, your face. Are you doing OK?”
“Thanks. Yeah, I'm fine. It still hurts a bunch, but I have both my eyes, and my face will return to normal soon enough. I'll take it if it's the worst that happens to me this trip.”
He had a dark vision of that man punching this girl's face, and a wave of violent rage swept over him, a burning desire to track the man down and … When he realized that man was probably dead, the violence ebbed. A little.
“I don't have any serious meds to help you. Just some ibuprofen. Can't hurt, right?” He dug in his pack, pulled out some rust-colored caplets and passed them to her. She put them in her mouth one at a time and swallowed each one without water.
“Do you know why they're stopping the train?” she asked after downing the last one.
“I think the Army is involved. I can see them up on the bridge. What would they want with a train full of refugees?”
Victoria looked at Grandma and made sure she was comfortable, then stood next to him so she could see, too. She gave him a friendly tap on the shoulder. “Let's go check it out.”
“Shouldn’t we wait?” he said with surprise.
“You want to know what’s happening, right?” Victoria replied.
“Of course.”
“The answer is that way,” she added as she stepped down the nearest ladder.
Liam passed a bemused look to Grandma and she waved him to go follow the girl in the black dress.
There were no undead in the immediate area. This piece of railroad throughway was mostly muddy riverbank on one side, and a steep escarpment covered in trees on the other. He knew, by the location of the bridge, the area up the hill was the massive Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery. As a fan of zombie books and movies, he noted the irony that the one place you don't find them in real life is the cemetery. Zombies don't rise from the dead, nor do they find living people hanging out there. Maybe that's where they should hide?
There were a few walkers well behind the train, but otherwise, it looked pretty safe to step off. A few men and women ran back to provide security for everyone.
He jumped down to be next to Victoria.
Jones called down to the pair to ask where they were going, but once they told him, he laughed. “I'll stay back here. Someone has to keep your Grandma from running off, too!”
“Nobody's tossing Grandma,” she said from behind the tire with a good deal of humor.
People up the line of train cars had the same idea. They took the opportunity to stretch their legs and get out of the cramped cars. Many had climbed into empty coal cars for last night’s escape and now tried to trade up to options with more room. A good number found the middle flatcar, while others chose to sit on the highest points of the graffiti-covered boxcars.
Liam noticed a man drift further outside the orbit of the crowd, then continue into the woods. He was apparently going to climb the escarpment to gain access to the bridge above them.
“Is that your friend Hayes?” Victoria asked, pointing to the same loner.
“It kind of looks like him.”
They walked up to the front of the train, where the passengers were thickest. Liam pointed to a small trail leading up the fifty-foot hillside. Whoever they’d spotted going up this hill would be easy to follow on such an obvious pathway. The man was already very near the top.
“That's got to be Hayes.” He was sure of it now that he could see the man's clothing. The same suit pants and shirt. He couldn't see it from this direction, but he could visualize his ugly tie.
“Do you think he stopped the train?” Victoria asked.
“No idea, but what if he knows how we can get out of the city. Maybe he arranged for us to cross here to safety?”
“I told you answers were this way,” she said with assurance before starting up the trail.
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It wasn’t easy for Victoria to scale the steep path in her broken-heeled shoes, but they still made good time. As they reached the top of the hillside, level with the decking of the bridge, they moved cautiously so as not to be seen by the military. Liam didn't think Hayes ever turned around to check if anyone was following, but they couldn't make any assumptions.
“I guess we can't hide from them,” Liam pointed to the drones above. They shared a nervous laugh.
Hayes had walked about 100 yards onto the northern span of the bridge, into the bright orange rays of the sunrise. This put him about a quarter of the way over the river. The near side of the bridge roadway was completely empty, so there was no possible way to avoid detection if they tried to pursue him.
They crouched at the very end of the decking, partially behind the concrete side railing. Unable to follow Hayes onto the bridge, he examined the highway as it approached the bridge complex. A massive barricade had been set up with tractor-trailers, concrete road barriers, orange construction barrels, and some shipping containers tossed off to the sides of each lane and median to block the approach to the bridge. Cars remained parked on the highway as far as he could see back into this part of St. Louis.
“Odd that there aren't people swarming this bridge.”
Victoria looked around before replying. “Maybe the zombies swarmed through here and chased them all off?”
“If the people were run off because of the zombies, where'd they go?”
They both turned their attention back to the man they were following.
Hayes stood in front of a line of Army Humvees in the middle of the span, but they were not letting him get very close. A lone person had come out to meet him, and he or she wore a yellow biohazard suit.
“It doesn't look like they want to get close to him,” Liam observed. “Does that mean they think he has the plague? He didn't look sick.”
“If he has it, we all have it,” Victoria suggested in a reverent tone. “He's been with us for two whole days, now.”
Victoria's answer troubled Liam in all sorts of ways. The most tragic was the thought of his friend having the plague. Someone so vibrant and young should never have to suffer from this disease. He remembered his very first encounter with the yoga lady. She also typified the young and the vibrant, and it still took her. That encounter horrified him, but just the idea of Victoria turning into a zombie made him ill. Could he … kill … his new friend?
If he turned into a zombie, was Victoria strong enough to put him out of his misery?
He considered all the angles as they watched Hayes talk with the roadblock representative. He was very animated in his gestures and paced back and forth while he spoke. They heard fragments of what he said, even at this distance, because he often yelled in anger, but Liam couldn't make out anything useful.
After about five minutes, Hayes got super agitated. He continued his ranting and arm flailing, but he tried to move around the person with the hazmat suit and walk toward the checkpoint in the middle of the bridge. Immediately, the soldiers leveled their rifles at him. Liam clearly heard the rounds being loaded into the chambers of weapons. He also heard one of the soldiers shout, “STAND DOWN, SIR, OR WE WILL KILL YOU.”
Victoria let out a little whistle. “I guess they think he's a serious threat.”
“Yeah, if they won't let him over, they'll never allow the rest of us.”
For a few tense moments, he didn't know if Hayes was going to back down. Any normal person would immediately back off, but Hayes seemed to stand there for a very long time as he apparently thought about it.
“Is he trying to kill himself?” Liam wondered. Everyone handled the stress of the Z-poc differently. His books reinforced that.
Hayes raised his hands and slowly backed away.
Victoria had been leaning forward as if willing herself to see and hear the action, but now she relaxed. Liam also let out a little extra breath he'd been holding. The tension on the bridge returned to normal. Hayes chatted again to the person in the hazmat get-up, but even from 100 yards away, Liam identified Hayes as crestfallen.
Ten minutes later Hayes started walking back toward the end of the bridge where he and Victoria were holed up.
“Do we stay here or try to get back to the train?” Victoria asked.
Is everything we do life or death now?
He looked at Hayes walking back, head down with a brisk stride. He glanced to the soldiers at the roadblock. They still hadn't moved from their menacing positions. He surveyed the train down below the bridge and judged whether they could make it back without being seen.
“I don't think we can avoid him at this point,” he said. “We might as well force his hand and see what he'll tell us.”
“Sounds good. But let's meet up with him over on the hill so that the train passengers can see us. We don't want to meet him by ourselves. Remember … dark and scary night,” she said, ending in her spooky voice from her earlier tall tale.
“You win Ms. Scary. Just go!”
They got away from the end of the bridge and sat on a rock out in the open, so Hayes wouldn't be surprised. He felt the best approach was to be friendly, even if he didn't feel friendly toward this man who was clearly lying to them about who he was and what he knew.
It wasn't long before Hayes came around the corner. “You dumb kids almost got me killed,” he said without preamble.
Neither he nor Victoria had any response.
“Ah, cat got your tongues?”
He came over and got directly in front of Liam, though he glared back and forth at both of them as he spoke. “I knew you guys followed me, but I thought you'd have better sense than to be seen by the Army up on the bridge. Especially you,” he pointed to Victoria, “since you seem to have the brains in this outfit.”
“Hey!” Liam tried to interject.
Hayes kept talking. “You guys might not have realized this, but while you were out on your nature walk, you were under the watchful eye of snipers. See the drones up there? These people are deadly serious about not letting anyone, and I mean anyone, cross this river.”
“Is that why they threatened to shoot you?” he replied with a bit of attitude.
Hayes looked at him and seemed to rethink his whole approach. He sighed heavily and sat down next to them on the rocks, with the train below partially obscured by the trees on the hillside.
“I can't help but respect you kids. You've done a better job than most in staying alive. But you have to realize this is much bigger than you are. I’ve done deliveries for government-types like those guys on the bridge for a long time. These Army boys are under orders—very stupid orders if you ask me—but orders nonetheless. You can't just go sneaking around under the watchful eye of those people like you're on some kind of high school field trip. They will shoot you, shoot me, shoot your Grandma, shoot the smallest babe on that train—just on the off chance they can stop the disease from crossing this river.”
Victoria jumped in, upset. “First of all,” she said, “I'm not in high school anymore. I doubt Liam will ever go back, either. Second of all, with all the zombies walking around and all the infected people, there is no way to prevent the disease from crossing a simple river. Even a couple of dumb kids know that.”
“You're absolutely right. You share the opinion of most of us roadies at the CDC. But you do not share the opinion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and with the president off doing god-knows-what, the military is pretty much in charge of managing the pieces of the nation that are still answering their phones.”
“But we saw the military killing zombies downtown,” Liam responded. “They helped us escape.”
“Well, it may be true they were killing zombies. That's their job. But I was there. Did you see any evidence they were helping us escape?”
He thought back to the battle. Except for a few volunteers from the Army and Marines, there were no troops on the St. Louis side of the river during the battle. Only the Abrams tank seemed to help them directly, and that was only for a few minutes. Then the Air Force came in and started the shock and awe. The bombs did drop to the north at first, but later they dropped them further south, including right on top of Captain Osborne. Maybe that was just a mistake in the chaos of war?
“So, it was just a coincidence the bombs, artillery, and tank fire helped us escape?” Liam sniped back.
“You always like to argue, don't you? Why do you think I was running so close to the lead guys trying to get out of there?”
Because you're a coward.
Hayes went on. “Those bombs would have killed us just as sure as the sun rises. We're all collateral now to the primary mission—which is to prevent the spread of the plague.”
He reflected on that while Hayes stood back up and brushed himself off.
“Right now, our only avenue of escape is to the south. The Army told me they're patrolling the eastern shore of the river, but they have no presence anymore in the entire state of Missouri. We have to get that train moving and on down the line before the Army changes their mind about letting this unauthorized transport continue out of the hot zone.”
“Hot zone?” Victoria asked.
“Yeah,” Hayes replied, “the middle of each metro area is now a bright red spot on some general’s map. They are letting people escape, for now, but there is going to come a time when they’ll try to close the whole thing down. It is pretty standard protocol in viral outbreaks, or so we’ve been told by our bosses.”
He started down the trail, leaving him and Victoria alone with the news.
“Pretty amazing a truck driver can get a meeting with soldiers up on some random bridge, huh?”
Liam thought about that for a second before replying, “Yeah, whatever he does for the CDC, I’ll be shocked if it involves driving a truck.”
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He and Victoria hung back on the way down, giving themselves some distance from Hayes so they could talk. This time, he was in front of her.
“Do you think we can trust him?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
“Absolutely not. We know he lied to us about what he does for the CDC. He stopped an escaping train—with a hundred living people on it—so he could talk to his friends on this bridge. At this point, the only thing we know for sure about him is that he has poor taste in clothing.”
That gave him a laugh. He hadn't dwelled on the man's fashion sense but had to agree it was pretty bad.
Liam went on. “He told us to head south because the Army was on the Illinois side and wouldn't let us cross, but what if they ordered him to go south? Maybe the only reason he needs us is to help him complete his mission that way?”
“That doesn't make sense, either,” Victoria answered. “If he was important, the Army could have tossed him a boat or helicopter, and he could get downriver with no problem. Why would they force him back on this train?”
He considered her question for a few moments as they continued downhill. “You're going to think I'm wearing a tinfoil hat for saying this, but what if Hayes is a big shot at the CDC, trying to get out of town. Maybe he got left behind. Maybe his friends needed to talk to him in person, but they weren't willing to risk infecting themselves by letting him across the bridge? We don't know anything about the disease, the source of the infection, or how the government is responding to this emergency.”
Victoria seemed to thrive on the conspiracy. “Yes! That's why he told us the Joint Chiefs are in charge. If the president is AWOL, maybe he's dead? Maybe the CDC—and guys like Hayes—are as confused as the rest of us. He just can't tell us he's trapped because that would mean the government wasn't in control!”
This girl was someone after his own heart. He realized his father's penchant for conspiracy theories had a lot to do with that, but he wasn't going to nitpick.
“If you say anything about a 'shadow government,' I'm going to kiss you on the lips!”
Victoria chuckled behind him.
“Well, right now, I'm fairly certain there is a 'dark-shrouded government' out there. Maybe someday we'll discover the other.”
Liam walked in silence as they reached the bottom of the trail. He was unsure of what just transpired between them. Before he could follow up with her, she walked quickly toward the engine at the front.
“I'm going to get some answers from the engineer. At the very least, I want to know where this train is going,” she yelled back.
He ran to catch up, impressed at the forthrightness of his lovely partner.
Hayes climbed into the engine compartment, so they figured they'd follow him up the ladder and into the engineer's area as well. As he walked along the side of the engine, he noted it had a name. Valkyrie. It was stenciled in large black type, which made it obvious on the orange paint of the engine. He rubbed his hand on the letters as he walked by.
Liam's imagination had drawn the man driving the train as a portly dude with a blue and white striped uniform and a funny little hat that said “engineer” on it. He'd spent too much of his youth watching a TV show about toy trains.
He followed Victoria into the compartment and was shocked to see the engineer was a woman. Her hair had a touch of gray—he had a hard time guessing the age of women—and she wore blue jeans with a filthy white t-shirt. She looked more like a mechanic than an engineer, woman or no.
“Who the hell are you two?” she said with a slightly exotic accent. He guessed she was from Eastern Europe if his dad's war movies were accurate.
“Oh, they're friends of mine,” Hayes replied immediately. “They helped me get out of the Arch.”
“I see. Well, pardon me for not talking, but I need to get this train going again, and I don't exactly know what I'm doing.”
“You did great getting us here,” Victoria said. “Thank you sincerely from all of us in the back.”
She let her compliment soak in before continuing.
“We're just wondering where you're going? You know, since we're kind of a captive audience.”
“Listen. I'm getting this train as far away from those things as I'm able. Going south as far as she'll go. But I have one stop to make—besides this stop for your persuasive friend.” She gave a nod to Hayes. “I have to pick up my husband. He's the real engineer. Over the phone, he walked me through some of the basics of getting his engine started, and I was able to get the machine moving, though not very fast. His engine was linked to a mate that has a malfunction, so we all get to watch the light show as we push the wretched thing.”
She turned dials and pushed buttons as she spoke.
“Bottom line is I don't know where I'm going besides picking up my family. From there, the track points south. Now go. I'm getting ready to blow the horn, so people know we're moving again.”
“Thank you, ma'am. I hope you find your family,” Victoria said softly while touching the woman's elbow.
“Yeah, thanks,” Liam added.
The engineer stopped what she was doing. “Thank you.” Liam thought she looked even more tired and worn down than everyone else. She had the stress of saving lots of folks.
And I thought saving Grandma was stressful.
As he walked out the door, he saw something jammed in a nook where the engine crew kept their gear. He wasn't positive what it was, but he kept it in mind for later reference. It might be the answer to someone's prayers ...
One last look at Hayes—he stayed in the engine—and he and Victoria went out and climbed off the Valkyrie. As they did, the engineer—they forgot to get her name—blew two long bursts on the horns to indicate the train was about to start moving.
Liam and Victoria ran together.
Everywhere, people scrambled to get back on their respective freight cars. When he and Victoria finally reached the last car, they were shocked to see a lot more people on it. Many of them were utterly filthy with coal dust. Those citizens smartly opted for the wide-open flatcar rather than the confining filth of the tenders.
The clanging sound of cars grabbing began in the front of the train, signaling departure right as they reached the car with Grandma on it. Liam had a panicked moment that they wouldn't even fit on the crowded car anymore, but Jones stood by the ladder and made space for them to climb aboard.
The police officer gave them a friendly greeting. “Smoking on the left, non- on the right. We have beverages in the front and VIP room in the back. Welcome to the High Rollers Club.”
They both laughed.
“And where's the women's powder room?”
“I'm sorry ma'am, but you just walked out of the restroom,” Jones said with a broad smile while pointing to the trees on the hillside.
She responded with a horrified “ugh,” but Liam found no humor in it. Not because it wasn't funny—he smiled to the big guy to show his appreciation—but because it was true. Nothing was ever going to be the same. Even the most basic things such as plumbing were going to be hard to find unless civilization kept hold somewhere else. St. Louis seemed to be a lost cause.
Right now, the High Rollers Club was the best they had.
Liam stood on the wooden slats of the flat car as it lurched forward. Glad to be moving again. Glad to make it back from his spy mission. But mostly he was glad to have his feet out of the toilet.
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They moved with no time to spare. A crowd of zombies approached from the trackway behind them. The answer to an earlier thought of Liam's was that yes, the plague victims were going to follow the train regardless if they could see it or not. It seemed impossible, but zombies themselves were “impossible” a week ago, too. Who knew what they were capable of? Then again, maybe they just kept walking in the direction they were already pointed?
The train reached speed once more. Now that he knew the engineer wasn't a professional, he understood why they weren’t breaking any speed records. With the crowd packed tightly on the flatcar, it was probably a good thing they weren't going too fast. Falling off the final car would be terminal.
He and Victoria snaked through the crowd and made their way to where Grandma sat against the truck tire. They squeezed in next to her and spoke of what they saw up on the bridge. She took it in with her usual calm demeanor, which agitated him.
“Grandma, why aren't you more concerned about him? We think he’s trouble.”
“Ah, Liam, when you get to be my age, it takes a lot to concern yourself with every detail of what's going on. It doesn't matter who he is to me, as long as this train keeps moving south and gets you and Victoria out of harm's way. That's where we'll find your house, your parents, and hopefully some law enforcement to control these sick people. You two should stay away from him, though, if you think he’s dangerous.”
“Well, that’s easy enough. We just avoid the train engine because that’s where he is.”
“Yeah,” Victoria added, “he likes to be closest to escape.”
Victoria laughed, but he wasn’t sure how to take that. If the CDC guy knew more than they did, perhaps being in the front of the train was the smart play.
Unsure of himself, Liam sat back to think. He immediately drifted off as the car rattled along, but it wasn't sixty seconds before lots of gunfire from up in the front jerked him awake. People who stood near the edges of the car began screaming and almost as one they recoiled from the edges. Several tried to wedge themselves under the big trailer into the space where Grandma sat and forced him and Victoria to move Grandma almost directly underneath the axle of the big trailer.
“We have to see this,” Liam said before he was trapped by everyone. “Let’s go,” he said to Victoria.
“Quick! Go. I’ll be fine.” Grandma would say that if she were falling over Niagara Falls in a wooden barrel, but he had to leave her.
The pair managed to get out from under the tractor-trailer.
Oh, crap.
The train entered some kind of quarry complex. On their left, next to the muddy brown river, were huge conveyor belts and machines that dumped the white rock onto barges and trucks. On the right was a maze of roadways where oversized dump trucks—had they been operating—hauled rocks from the deep tunnels of the mine.
Hundreds of parked civilian cars and trucks created a line of traffic along the rock path around and down into the big hole in the ground, to some point below his field of vision. It seemed suicidal to drive a car into a hole in the earth with everything else going on. Sort of like driving into your own grave.
Zombies by the thousands surrounded most of the top edge of the pit quarry. He noted this facility was next door to the bridge they were just on, and the mystery of the big blockade with no people was now solved. The cars had been diverted off the highway, away from the closed bridges, and seemingly directed here.
“Why would they drive down into a quarry?” Victoria asked. “Couldn't they figure out the zombies would follow them in?”
“I think you can read my mind,” he said weakly.
He could only imagine what drove them on. When zombies are crawling all over your car, and the interstate is permanently closed, maybe the quarry looked like somewhere they could hole up—literally—and defend themselves. The train continued ahead, running over some of the wandering zombies. People in the forward cars fired guns at the infected orienting on the train. Many of the zombies, at least on the topmost level, were willing to turn away from their quarry inside the quarry and focus on the much closer blood factories rolling up to them on the train.
As he got closer, he got a better impression of what was going on inside the pit. The cars were parked around a spiral road, which descended until it reached the bottom. He still couldn't see that bottom, but he could guess people were down there trying to hold off the zombies who were following the spiral behind them. The jam went back toward the highway. It seemed everyone mistook this for a road to safety. Once inside the gravity well of the pit, they had no choice but to continue down because the rim was already awash in zombies and there was no backing up. How far could they drive into the rocky tunnels?
So many mysteries here.
The second-level loop around the mine had a second access ramp that allowed some people to escape on foot back to ground level before they got too far down the hole. He saw people using that ramp, running out both directions around the rim of the mine. Some were coming toward the train. Others were heading into the woods or back toward the highway.
The largest group headed for the train—toward rescue. They were up against an area thick with zombies waiting on the edge. Some members of their group were using weapons to try to clear a path. He judged there was no way those people could get through so many undead without help from this side.
The engineer gave a long blast on the air horn. The train slowed down to an even slower crawl, but not a full stop.
“What the hell? Is she going to try to save those people?” Victoria wondered.
“It sure looks like it. But who is going to save us?”
As they watched, the right side of the train was engulfed front to back by plague victims, each trying to gain purchase on a car. He looked back—and wasn't surprised to see a large group of zombies coming from the direction of the train tracks behind them. The followers had never stopped following ...
They only had a few minutes before zombies would be surrounding them from almost every angle. There was essentially nothing he could do to change the outcome of this battle against so many attackers.
That didn't mean he wasn't going to try.
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Liam looked at his options, briefly hoping someone else would suggest a plan.
“I think we should do something,” he told her. “No one else is helping.”
“If you've got a plan, let's hear it,” she countered.
He could try to organize some kind of rescue mission with police and gang members forging out into the crowd of zombies to try to meet up with the incoming group of people—but he was pretty sure that would fail based on the sheer size of the rising horde. And they'd waste a lot of ammo; ammo had to be running low for most of the police.
He looked over his shoulder to the river side of the complex. Several big dump trucks sat there. His first thought upon seeing them came from one of his zombie books. He couldn't remember the name, but in it, huge dump trucks were used by evil men to deposit large buckets of zombies on the good guys. He doubted that could happen here in real life. No evil men were lurking by the trucks.
“I think if we get into one of those dump trucks, we can use it to push through the thickest part of this crowd of zombies and help those people cross over to the train.”
She looked at where the trucks were parked, how fast the train was crawling along, and the status of the people in the group moving in their direction.
“It's going to be close.”
“Good enough for me.”
Though the quarry side was clogged with infected, the other side of the train was almost free of them. The massive crowd behind was uncomfortably close, but still a few minutes back. Once they caught up to the train, all sides would be consumed. There was little time.
He felt stupid saying it, but he yelled to Jones and Victoria as he went down the short ladder.
“Cover me!”
Jones said something he couldn't hear, but Victoria yelled, “Go for it!” as if he were part of a sporting event.
He dodged around a couple of walkers who happened to be in his way as he ran the fifty yards to the trucks. He had his pistol, but speed was more important than killing any one or two random z's.
It was large, but he was glad to see it wasn't the truly enormous dump truck he’d seen on National Geographic specials. It was just a normal-sized dump truck.
He had no trouble scaling the side but was stymied at the door. It was locked. He hadn't even considered what he'd do once he got into the cab. Now he wasn't even going to make it inside.
He took out his pistol and readied it to shoot out the glass. At the last second, he realized he was about to do something stupid. He engaged the safety and then used the gun as a hammer to break the window. In seconds he was inside. He found a lone key in the ignition. He figured these trucks never left the premises and thus never needed their keys removed. If someone got in at night they could joyride around the quarry—the teen boy in him imagined what a fun night that would be—, but the big gates in the front would keep anyone from leaving the property.
With a turn of the key, the big rig started to turn over, then sputtered to a stop. He steadied himself as he looked out the window, ready to try again.
This is going to be a piece of cake!
The train was moving slowly down the track from his right to his left. The engine was now coming in line with the southernmost part of the open pit and was at a point closest to the people trying to get out of the mine. The back of the train was starting to be enveloped by those infected already lurking at the mine, while the group of trailing zombies was still a couple of hundred yards behind but closing quickly.
It's now or never.
A second turn of the key did no better. The truck started for a moment, then died. Only then did he look down and realize it was a stick shift.
Are you kidding me?
He looked down at the extra foot pedal on the floor. Purpose unknown. He had never learned to drive a stick. His parents had two cars with automatic transmissions.
On an ordinary day with plenty of time, he knew he could figure it out. When zombies were pushing in from multiple directions and people's lives depended on the results—he decided not to risk it.
He kicked open the door, scampered down the side, and ran back toward the train. On his right, the zombies were uncomfortably close. Again he dodged the few random infected between the trucks and the train. He would only have time to return to the truck one more time before the larger group was upon him. It all depended on finding someone who could drive a stick.
Fortunately, he had a large fan base watching him, including Victoria and Jones—both had moved to the front ladder of the flatcar.
“Can anyone drive a stick?” he yelled, out of breath.
He looked at Victoria—it just seemed like that was how it would go—but he was surprised when Jones jumped down.
“Let's go, man.”
He gave Victoria a smile, then turned around with his big friend and started back.
The man was big indeed, but fit for his size. After all, he was a police officer. But even with their combined speed, they made it to the truck just ahead of the leading zombies in the rear. Jones had to push one of them over to give himself room to climb.
Once in the cab, Jones started the truck like a pro and pulled forward.
“Look, kid, I got this. When we get up to the train, I'm going to pull up next to the rear car, and you're going to jump back on.”
“I can help you!”
“No doubt. But those people are going to need all the firepower they can get on the train. You have to hold them off,” he said while pointing to the arriving crowd of undead. “Once you do that, maybe you can clear as many of the zombies as possible between the survivors and the train. Wow, I can see the whole thing now that I'm in this seat.”
Liam shared his perspective. It was obvious what had to be done. It involved running over a lot of sick, bloody, ruined people to save the healthy ones beyond.
He wanted to stay with Jones because he felt it was his idea to use the truck, but he quashed his ego and acquiesced to the request to return to the train.
Jones pulled out his radio as they neared the train.
“This is Jonesy. I need you guys to coordinate some shooters to help clear a path for those people—and kill any zombies I miss when I drive through. Good luck. Out.
“Good luck, kid. Get ready to jump.” Jones expertly maneuvered the truck alongside the flatcar, and he was able to step out of the cab while holding the door, and jump the couple feet over to the crowded platform. Many hands helped pull him in.
Once he was safe, Jones slowed so the train would pass him on his right, then he turned to cross the tracks and accelerated along the right side of the train. It was all physics from that point.
The train was about halfway off the property of the pit mine. The engineer stopped the train just as Jones turned toward the mine. She sounded the horn over and over for extra emphasis, drawing in friend and foe.
Jones also laid into his horn as he started crushing zombies. The dump bed was empty, but the vehicle was so massive it had no problem handling the ever-greater number of infected it was pushing aside—and under. It was making a path as Liam had intended.
The big dump truck started turning along the outermost ring of the spiral around the top of the mine. It moved almost directly away from the rail line and directly toward the mass of people pushing for the salvation of the train.
He couldn't see exactly what was happening with the truck once it started moving away, but the bloody trail of downed zombies behind it told him enough.
“Aw, man. We should have gotten several of those dump trucks working, and we could have cleaned up this mess!” Victoria said, as if realizing something important.
He looked at the remaining bank of trucks with longing, but the trailing zombies were catching up to his car.
He and Victoria moved as best they could through all the people huddled in the middle. Grandma was safely ensconced under the truck's axle, so they didn't have to worry about her. That was the only good news.
Did they all follow us?
With so many zombies converging on the back of the train, they would have to shoot to stay alive, no doubt about that. But all that shooting would lead to the dead stacking up under foot—which was how they almost climbed onto the flatcar the last time.
What they needed was for the train to start moving again. That would have to wait until the people were rescued. In the meantime, everyone was in danger.
The zombies arrived like the pull of a blanket over their heads.
The shooting arrived with them.
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As he suspected, there were a lot of new guns on the back of the train. Many of the people who came out of the coal cars had weapons, and they were anxious to get in on the action. As soon as the zombies shambled up to the back of the train, they plugged away at them. Before he could shout any warnings, it became impossibly noisy.
He and Victoria tried to use their weapons from where they stood, but they were dismayed to realize there were too many bodies standing in front of them to even consider using a gun. The outside row recoiled inward from the tide of plague-driven zombies washing up at their feet. It was mere moments before the first victims were snatched off the car and into the sea of hands, inciting panic among the remaining passengers as they pushed, pulled, punched, and clawed their way into the middle of the train car. Some tossed strangers off the edge to stay alive—it was a stampede smothered inside a murder-suicide.
What was once going to be a heroic defense of the rear car, turned swiftly into a debacle of fratricide. Fearing they'd be tossed out, he grabbed Victoria's hand and pulled her back on top of him as he fell beneath the tractor-trailer near Grandma. She was packed in like a sardine in her section. He wondered if she was being hurt by all the struggling people.
The most effective shooters, the ones inflicting the most damage, were at the rear. They had the most room, and because they grouped together in anticipation of the trailing zombies, they had plenty of time to prepare.
In under a minute—much faster than his smaller group had done earlier—they had created enough carnage to stack the dead directly behind them. Like before, the zombies used their fallen comrades as a biological ramp to crawl up to the survivors. Hands grabbed at passengers’ legs. One shooter fell, then another. Then more.
Within minutes, and despite the withering gunfire, the zombies were up on the flatcar, tearing through the rear contingent and moving forward. He looked at Victoria and saw the fear in her eyes.
The tractor-trailer was parked so the legs holding it up were near the back of the rail car. That put about 80 feet, and 50 or so adults—only some with weapons—between them and the incoming wave.
He caught sight of Grandma who was watching the whole thing unfold. She gave him a weak smile as she huddled with everyone else under the truck. Escape was impossible for her.
“Liam,” Victoria shouted over the gunshots and screams, “can you call the engineer? We have to move this train, or we're going to be swamped.”
“I don't know if she has a police radio up there. But I'll try.” He repeatedly tried to raise someone up in the front of the train. No one answered.
He tried to get a look over to Jones and his effort with the dump truck, but there were too many faces staring back at him, blocking most of his view.
“Liam, we have to do it ourselves. We can jump on the car in front of us and keep going until we reach the engine.”
He thought it sounded crazy, but he couldn't think of a better plan. Grandma was in some serious trouble if they didn't make something happen for her. He could stay and fire round after round from his gun, but more zombies were surrounding the train than he could realistically dispatch, even if he used all 1,000 rounds from his backpack.
He trusted Victoria.
“Grandma, Victoria and I—”
“Yes, dear. Please hurry!”
He did something he had never done in his entire life. He gave Grandma a kiss on the cheek.
“I'll save you. I promise,” he shouted, hoping her hearing aid would pick it up.
He and Victoria slithered through the mass of people and made their way to the front of the rear car so they could jump the small gap to the next car—an open-topped coal hopper. A couple of zombies milled about in the gap, but it was an easy jump for both. A quick climb and then over the lip of the car.
There were several people in that coal car, but only a pair of men were hanging over the edges to shoot at the zombies. The walls of the hopper were too high to effectively wield a weapon. The high, metal walls made the people inside very secure—unless there was an impossibly large pile of zombies outside—but it took them out of the fight as well.
They ran along the interior, avoiding women and children sitting inside. With a quick jump and pull to the top of the far wall, he was able to straddle it. He planted his foot on the ladder up the outside of the car and extended his hand to help Victoria up and out. He could tell she wanted to do it on her own, but she was still wearing a black dress and flats with broken heels. Not exactly the best outfit for running, jumping, and climbing.
The next car was a big, enclosed, freight car. They hurriedly clambered on top and ran forward among a few of the people who sat up there. The engine was about twenty cars ahead.
From the high vantage point, he turned to his right and was able to take in the action playing out as Jones reached the group of survivors next to the mine. He had forced the truck through to the cheering men and women. The number of zombies had been reduced, perhaps by as much as half along the roadway. It might be enough.
It looked like Jones was going to turn the truck around and push more dead out of the way on his way back, but Liam had to keep moving and wasn’t able to watch any more.
They worked their way up the train cars. Some were simple up-and-overs like the freight car. Many were challenging, such as dropping into and climbing out of the coal cars. One unique coal car was particularly difficult because it had sloped panels in the front and rear, making it slippery as grease to get out. Victoria's shoes were incredibly slick on the coal dust, and when she finally dragged herself high enough where he could grab her, it looked like she had black stockings on her legs. Her arms and face weren't much better, but he did enjoy holding her hands, however briefly.
They passed many of the remaining cops and gang members, both frantically firing into the core of the zombies swarming between them and the arriving survivors. He hoped they wouldn't accidentally hit anyone that wasn't already infected.
They were only a few cars from the front when they heard desperate wailing coming from the group of survivors out in the action. He didn't see the dump truck anywhere. There was nowhere it could have gone in that short of time. Except—
“Oh, no.” He could guess what had happened. Jones had driven off the edge of the pit mine. How far down was the next level? He couldn't see below the lip of the mine.
Victoria was speechless. She gave him a slight nudge in the back as if to say they had to keep moving.
There was no time for mourning. The group from the pit seemed enraged at the loss. They kept coming, killing zombies as they got in their way.
A few minutes later, and he and Victoria boarded the walking platform surrounding the engine. They ran inside the side door and found the engineer on the right side of the compartment, watching the action unfold from her window.
“You have to move the train! Even a hundred feet will help,” he shouted at her.
The engineer jumped, obviously startled. “Good god, you scared me!”
“Oh, sorry,” he said in a less frightening voice.
She pointed outside. “Shouldn't we wait for them to get here? They aren't far now. I stopped so we could save those poor people.”
“They can still reach the train even if we move a few feet. The rear car is piled high with infected. That pile will fall if we move the train. We have to do it now!”
She looked at him, then at Victoria, who was vigorously nodding.
“OK, just give me a second, and I'll push us a few feet.”
He looked out the window as the train started to move and could see the panic in the faces of those running toward him, so he moved out onto the walkway of the engine and starting waving them in. He noticed Hayes was already out on the platform, toward the back, watching the action. Still without a gun.
Liam had no intention of doing nothing. He started carefully aiming at the zombies down below, each hit making a little more room for those who were so close to sanctuary. He ran through his nine rounds and was left with an empty gun in his hands. He hoped he helped. There seemed to be large gaps in the crowd of dead closest to the side of the train. Enough space for the runners to make it through.
Thank you, Jones. I won't forget you. Maybe I'll write a book about you.
Soon the panting survivors arrived and scrambled up to whatever car they happened to reach first. Several children were being dragged on the ground by older children, probably their siblings. He tried not to dwell on what had happened to their parents. There were many fewer survivors than when he first saw them on the far rim of the mine. They had suffered horrible casualties.
Once they were safely on board, the train began to roll faster. The survivors at the bottom of the mine were left to their own version of Dante's Inferno. But then, so were hundreds of thousands of others behind them, back in the city. Each a potential vector for the deadly plague.
And there's one less hero in this crappy world.
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VALKYRIE
LIAM ONLY HAD a few minutes to think about what just happened while he rode on the outer railing of the engine. They had saved a lot of people—maybe forty or fifty by his estimate. But he had lost his new friend, and he was unsure of the status of Grandma, or how many had died defending the rear car. They had to put some room between themselves and the frenzy of zombies behind them, but—
He went back inside.
“I need to check on my Grandma. She's on the last car.”
“Not to worry. We have one more stop ahead. There's a road and a little park a mile ahead where I'm meeting my family. You can run back when I stop for them.”
“Won't that give the zombies a chance to catch us again?” Victoria asked. “They seem to be able to follow us pretty well.”
“I'm not just going to drive the train right by my family, am I? We're stopping for as long as it takes to pick them up.”
He and Victoria moved out onto the platform around the engine. He gave her a devilish smile. “You know, you did pretty good coming over the train. We could run back on top of all the cars while we're still moving.”
“Are you nuts? One fall and you'd be dead. The zombies would catch you before you could climb back on. Assuming you don't get yourself cut in half by the wheels.”
“Well, it works in the movies, but I guess you're right. We'll wait until the train stops and then run back on the ground.”
“'Bout time you listened to me,” Victoria said cheerfully.
They had a few moments to wait while the train ground its way through the beginnings of the wooded park. A high cliff rose above the right side of the tracks, so they watched out over the river on the left side.
Things happened so fast today; he tried to process it. Speaking loudly over the dragging created by the disabled engine, he asked: “Do you think Jones made it?” He didn't know what answer he wanted to hear. That he was still alive but surrounded by endless zombies or that he died quickly and heroically.
“I don't know. But I worry we're all gonna die out here. Maybe not on this train, but out in this new horrible world. We joke about calling them zombies, but we ignore the truth. They are Death. I know I shouldn't say it. I don't want to say it. But it's how I feel after everything we've seen. Even my prayers feel hopeless.”
She took a deep breath. “A few days ago, before the plague, before we met, I almost wanted to die. Now I've found I want to live, but we may all die anyway. Funny, huh?”
He didn't know how to answer because his head was foggy. The exhaustion caught up with him in the lull.
The pitch of the motor changed. The engineer had begun to throttle back.
With great effort he focused on what needed to be done in the moment. “Well, I think we're going to make it. And I'll tell you something else; Grandma is going to make it, too. You and I will make sure of that!”
“Amen!”
He turned to her and got serious again. “I want you to stay here because I'm coming right back as soon as I know Grandma is still OK. You and I have to stay up here, so we know what's going on.”
“Liam,” she said with a bit of rejection.
“I promise I’ll be right back. Make sure no one moves the train before I return.” Liam secretly nodded to Hayes, still standing toward the back of the railing.
“I guess that makes sense, but I bet I’m faster than you,” she said. A moment later she looked at her dirty dress shoes. “But not in these.”
“I’ll be fast enough, but I want to race you someday,” he said, knowing it was a bit awkward to suggest. That did, however, end the conversation.
He didn't mention part of his request was so he wouldn't have to worry about her and Grandma in the dangerous rear car. He wanted Victoria to stay in the engine where she'd at least have some protection. In a perfect world, he'd get Grandma up into the engine as well, but without her wheelchair or walker to move her, he didn't want to risk having her on the ground if the train started moving again.
Liam prepared himself to jump. When the train had nearly stopped, he was off and running.
“I'll be right back!”
Victoria, watching behind him, shouted, “Give her my best!”
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He approached the rear car to the sound of guns. A few shooters were still alive on the flatcar, and they shot up the remaining zombies as best they could. Many of the other survivors climbed off that last car, making for the safety of the high gondola cars, or the tops of boxcars.
“Grandma,” he shouted when he spotted her, still under the truck axle.
“Hi, Liam,” she replied, pointing up at the sky. “What a beautiful morning.”
“Yeah, sure. Glad you're in such good spirits. I was worried sick!”
“You left me in good hands. Though we lost a lot of good people.”
He climbed up, then shimmied under the trailer so he could be next to her. He gave her a hug. Despite saying she was on a pleasant morning train excursion, her hands trembled just like his had done after he was almost shot by that fake policeman. It scared him to see her in such a state. He grabbed some water and small grain bars from his backpack and shared them with her. He also reloaded his gun and dumped a ton of the small shells into his pockets, so he'd have some with him.
They watched as the last of the injured zombies got cleared from their rail car by the few remaining gun handlers. Everyone that hadn't moved to other cars stood or sat in a small area near the front of the flatcar. The back half was now tainted with lots of blood, though the bodies themselves had been pushed off.
“They're picking someone up, and then the train will be moving again.”
He looked over his shoulder to see if they were followed. The front of the zombie wave from their engagement at the quarry was slowly coming around the corner. They were still several minutes behind but closing the distance with the inevitability of a sunrise.
Liam lifted the radio from his backpack, knowing it didn’t work the last time.
“This is Liam. We have to move the train. The horde will be here in minutes. Over.”
There was no reply.
Is this thing on?
He tried a few more times and still got no response. The train hadn't moved, either. He thought angrily of every movie he'd ever seen where the radio goes out at the most inopportune time. He couldn't fathom how his radio would similarly fail at his most desperate hour.
“Grandma, will you be OK back here? I have to run up front and tell them what's coming.”
“I'm not going anywhere. I'm a little sore from that big man throwing me. Did he save those people, dear?”
“He saved 'em, yep.” He avoided his eventual fate.
“Oh, that's wonderful,” she replied, appearing satisfied.
“I'll be back for you!” He grabbed his backpack this time, slid out from under the trailer, then off the flat deck. She appeared tiny under the huge trailer. He gave her one last wave and dashed away.
The zombie pursuit slowly approached.
At least they can't run.
He wondered how far he'd run today because he was doing it again. Briefly, he tried to guess how long the 20-car train was, so he could figure out the distance, but that only lasted a few paces because he spotted his friend.
She stood on the edge of the engine and his first impression was that she was a mess. Bruised face. Hair as wild as a cave girl. Black evening dress torn in several places. Legs and arms coal-covered and sweat-soaked from exertion. But she was also striking in her poise and strength, though that illusion was ruined when she spoke.
“Get your buns up here!” she cried out.
He ran the rest of the way, and she gave him a warm hug as he climbed aboard.
“I thought you'd been taken,” she said with emotion.
“I've only been gone a couple of minutes.”
“Seemed like you were gone for a half hour. I'm sorry, I have a horrible sense of time.”
“Let's get inside. The train has to move, now.” Together they entered the engine cab, but the driver wasn't there.
They found her unloading an SUV on the other side of the train along with several kids, a man who must have been her husband, and an older woman. They carried flats of bottled water, pillows and things for the kids, and several guns. They piled everything on the end of the platform where he stood to watch. He and Victoria helped put the gear inside the engine where it would be protected.
“We have to hurry! There are zombies near the back of the train again,” he called down, unsure who might be listening.
He didn't hear the guns yet, which would be the telltale sign trouble had arrived.
To his relief, the man climbed onto the engine and ran past him into the compartment. To no one in particular, the guy yelled out, “I snapped the brake lines on the dead engine. We can open her up now.” His accent was similar to the woman engineer, if not a little stronger.
Once inside the compartment, the man went to work spinning up the engine. Liam assumed he must be the engineer husband of the woman who had been driving. The horn rang out multiple times, each one a long three-second blast. No mistaking it was time to leave, though he only passed a couple of people loitering off the train itself.
The kids came up next. Two young boys, about nine or ten years old, both dressed in jeans and sweatshirts—like they were trying to wear some protection from the biters. Liam thought it might backfire given the heat of the days of June, but he commended them for thinking ahead.
Last up was the woman engineer and her older friend. Once aboard, she ran into the compartment and shouted, “Aboard!”
Shooting started in the rear of the train as it lurched forward.
The man was, indeed, the actual engineer of this train. The engine hummed at fever pitch as he tried to get them up to a fast cruising speed. After many hours of running along at a near-to-walking pace, it seemed like they were on a bullet train. They still pushed the dead engine, but it was no longer sparking and thundering. They were free of that problem, and the powerful engine hit its stride quickly.
“This is amazing!” he shouted to Victoria. He pulled her out to the walkway where his wild hair started blowing around. The breeze caught her hair, too, and she stood like a puppy dog in the car window as they cruised along. They shared a smile and he once again noted how bruised and banged up her face was, even under such wonderful circumstances.
“We’re going to make it,” he mouthed to her.
He had just enough time to celebrate feeling kinship with Victoria when the train came around a bend and screeched in deceleration.
She lost her balance and bumped into him. He was happy to be on the receiving end of that impact, but it didn't soften what he saw ahead.
They were so close to freedom now. The bridge over the Meramec River, and to the suburbs, was a quarter-mile in front of them.
But there was one more roadblock.
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The engineer eased off the brakes and let the engine continue the last quarter of a mile toward the end of the line. Some kind of factory or building was on their right—it had four large smokestacks and a huge pile of coal next to it. They went under another conveyor belt that seemed to feed coal from a depot near the river. The train finally went under a large metal pipe of some kind and then skidded to a stop about fifty feet from a bridge.
Several emergency services vehicles—including a green fire engine—were parked on the other side. A number of police cars and highway department trucks also flanked the far edge of the bridge. All of them had their blue and red lights flashing, giving the whole thing a nervous energy. But the real showstopper—a large construction crane—dangled a massive wrecking ball over the middle of the tracks.
The superhero part of his brain tried to run the numbers on whether the train could plow through all that stuff and survive, but it came up with bad news. The engineer seemed to find the same answer as well because he applied more brake, rather than gas.
Several men stood in the middle of the bridge, near the wrecking ball, guns in hand. The message was clear: this was the end of the line.
The engineer spoke up. “These guys again! The City of Arnold is on the other side of that river. They closed all the road bridges into their jurisdiction, including Interstate 55, which is where we tried to cross two days ago. That's when I called Tatia and told her to try to reach my train and bring it south, so I could meet her. I was hopeful they hadn't blocked this route, though I should have known better.”
A few handfuls of people huddled in the bushes and trees on the approach to the bridge. Other survivors emerged from near the big pile of coal. No one came out to greet the train. He figured they were watching this new development at the blockade. If those people weren't being allowed to cross, what hope did the passengers on the train have?
The engineer paced around a bit, then spoke to his wife. “Is there any way we can back up the train and cross downtown? Is it still open?”
She shook her head no.
“We came from downtown,” Liam interjected. “The military bombed it to a pulp.”
The engineer continued. “There are some routes through the city we might be able to use, but I bet they all end just like this one. No one wants to let any of us city folk come into their turf.”
Minutes went by as the engineers deliberated other routes through St. Louis. They found an ancient railroad map tucked under a seat, but none of the routes offered a path to safety. Nothing was as sure as the safety one river away from them.
He looked at Victoria, sensing he needed to do something to help. “While you guys think about other routes, Victoria and I will go talk to the people guarding the bridge. We'll see if they're letting anyone across. Maybe they just don't want the train to go through, but the people are fine?”
It was a lame excuse, but he wasn't running on much sleep. He very much wanted to talk to the authorities on the bridge, so he could figure out what he should do next to protect Grandma and Victoria. He thought of finding a boat or swimming across. Maybe he could find something floaty to put Grandma on. Maybe the little river was shallow enough to wade across at some point. There had to be a solution.
Hayes, who had been in the background during most of the recent action and discussions, jumped in. “As a CDC employee, maybe they'll talk to me.” Without waiting for approval, he stepped out of the cab and started down.
Liam and Victoria ran out to follow him.
The engineers and their family were content to wait in the safety of the engine. He suspected they were delaying a decision on backing out until they saw what would happen next.
A couple of the St. Louis police officers dismounted from the train and wanted to meet on the bridge as well, but Hayes was very persuasive, arguing he was their most senior government official and could get them across. Too many in the group approaching the bridge would constitute a threat to those on the far side of the river. Better to take it slow ...
Liam said nothing to that. It could very well be true.
The trio walked out onto the bridge, careful to not put a foot through the open railroad ties.
“We meet again,” Hayes said. “I guess you two never leave each other's sides, huh?”
“So what. What's it to you?” Victoria snapped, as she raised her hands high in the face of the police ahead.
“No need to get defensive. Just making small talk.” His bemused tone suggested he knew he pushed her buttons.
“That's far enough!” an officer in a black uniform shouted from ahead. “By order of the Mayor of Arnold, Missouri, you are ordered to turn around and return to the safety of your homes.”
“Safety of our homes?” Victoria muttered.
Liam softly spoke to Hayes. “I'm from Imperial. It's just south of Arnold. They might let a local through.”
“It's OK, kid. I got this.”
“I'm Doctor Hayes, and I work for the CDC. I'm under the direct command of the President of the United States. He orders you to allow me to proceed on foot to complete my duties relating to this pandemic!”
The officers laughed.
“Congratulations! You just won me fifty bucks. I bet Billy here one of you would pull that 'I'm with the government' bull.”
“I can prove it. I have ID!” Hayes pulled out his wallet and waved it in the air.
“No, thanks. We aren't taking any chances with that Ebola-crap flying around.”
“Don't you idiots know the plague is everywhere?” Hayes shouted. “It's already on your side of the river. I guarantee it.”
Liam gave him a nudge. “Be nice!”
“Our orders are to stop everyone. We have family here and aren't taking any chances.”
Hayes thought for a moment. “What about locals? My friend here lives in Imperious, to the south of here.”
“Imperial!” Liam shouted to correct him.
“Ha, ha, nice try! Look, I don't care who you are. I had to send a sweet little group of nuns packing, so my sympathy meter is in the crapper. You people aren't getting across this bridge.”
“Just allow me to come over. I'm perfectly healthy. These others aren't important. I'll make sure you're rewarded by the Federal Government.” Hayes took a step to be away from Liam and Victoria.
The lead officer also stepped forward. He was in the black uniform of the local constabulary. Liam respected his AR-style tactical rifle. The big scope was impressive. He seemed to take it personally. “Are you bribing us?” His rifle pointed to the rail ties below, though there was a warning, too.
Hayes huffed as if he wasn't used to being turned away from anywhere he wanted to go. He spun around and started walking back.
Maybe he is a nobody. That's the second time today he's been turned back on a bridge.
Inwardly, he snickered at how Hayes talked himself up but wondered if he was laughing at his own misfortune. If the guy was the important dude he claimed, they might all be getting to safety right now.
Victoria asked the lead cop, “Is there any hope? We have a whole train of families, kids, old seniors. Can you at least give us an idea how to survive? Their homes aren't safe. Nothing back that way is,” she said while pointing over her shoulder.
Victoria's plea, and Hayes' retreat, seemed to temper the lead man. He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and took several steps in their direction. Still a good distance away.
“Look. There's nothing we can do. Our orders are very clear to hold this bridge and prevent the plague from reaching our neighborhoods. Reach our families. I feel for you. I really do. But if I let you across, and the plague kills my best friend's baby girl, I'd never forgive myself.”
He took another couple of steps.
“You guys can hole up in that power plant. It has strong doors. Lots of room. Good for defending yourselves. It has a chance. We might even be able to get some food to you.”
It sounded like the most reasonable thing he'd heard all day.
Not ten seconds later, shots echoed from the back of the train. Fate always seemed to catch up to him.
“Thank you for your offer,” Liam said. “But that noise means the walking plague has caught up with us. My Grandma is on the train and we’re going back to fight. We have to do something.”
He took Victoria’s hand and together they jogged off the bridge.
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After they got off the railroad ties of the bridge, he let go of her hand and sprinted ahead of Victoria.
“I’m going ahead to get her ready!” he said as he let go.
She may have been a runner, but her shoes slowed her down. He ran full speed to rescue Grandma and wasn't stopping or slowing for anything.
“I’ll be right behind you,” she replied.
He ran past Hayes, who looked lost near the front of the dead train.
Liam ran past the two engineers and their family, standing at the door of the Valkyrie's engine room. One of the little ones waved down and he gave a sideways wave while on the run.
He yelled to the other passengers as he went by, “Zombies are here! The train is blocked ahead.”
As he ran by all the cars of the train, he repeated his message. He saw the confusion of those left alive. Stay on the train and fight until overwhelmed or get off the train and hope to escape. He didn't look back to learn which choices they made, nor did he offer his teenaged gamer advice, which would have been to fight it out. His only concern was Grandma.
The tracks were bullet-straight here, so he could already see the last car. The zombies were widely spread out behind the train, but they were coming in great numbers a bit further down the right-of-way. Some of them were faster than the others. Those advance zombies were picked off by the remaining shooters, but guns would be useless in a matter of minutes.
This is it.
He had never really appreciated the concept of death. Not even in any of the many situations he'd survived the past several days. He knew he'd been in a bad spot with that robber, but he didn't have time to think about death until after it happened. Now he was staring at Death as it walked toward him. It felt like walking along the edge of a high cliff over a bottomless pit. The anxiety tried to blossom in his midsection and he sensed his arms were in danger of getting the shakes again. Would it force him to cower in a clump of flowers like he did on that first day?
Man up, Liam! Think and plan.
His father's voice was stern, and he tried to think ahead, but Grandma was his only concern at that moment.
He scrambled up onto the flatcar in one fluid jump. Unlike his fiasco hopping the fence in Grandma's yard, he wasn't doing it to look cool. He was doing it to save lives. He pulled her out from under the trailer and apologized profusely for being rough. She didn’t complain at all; he was glad of that.
She was the only living person left on the trailing car. She'd been aware of that, too, because she held her rosary, and she had a speech of sorts worked up.
“I've been very proud of you, Liam. You've certainly grown into a man the last few days. Now you have to let me go. We can't both survive this. You need to protect Victoria. I told her you two would look out for each other when the time came.”
She pointed behind them. “This is that time.”
Liam didn't even acknowledge the statement. He slid off the side and pulled her over the deck and into his arms. He was surprised how light she was. Light, yes, but still too heavy to carry her all the way back to the bridge as the hero part of his mind suggested.
He set her down, put his arm around her waist, and walked her away from the encroaching horde. Something in him solidified. He was adamant he was not going to abandon her and run. He couldn't explain the sentiment. It certainly wasn't logical, but it wasn't baseless emotionalism either. He was compelled to save her. Like everything would be OK if he could get her to safety.
In seconds, Victoria arrived. She grabbed Grandma on the other side, and they made even better time. Not quite a jog, but a decent-paced walk.
Don't look back.
As they passed each car, he realized some people chose to stay and fight. Others ran like mad to all points on the map. Some headed to the nearby Mississippi river—perhaps hoping to swim to safety. The fastest ran the open ground over to the coal plant. Some scrambled up the steep wooded slope nearest the back of the train. Trying to outclimb the pursuit. None of those was realistic for Grandma. Her only option was the bridge ahead.
The surviving shooters made short work of the isolated lead zombies, but the rest of the tide started enveloping the train.
As Liam, Grandma, and Victoria walk-ran along the tracks, so did the noise. Screams of people who got caught. Curses of men and women. The frantic cries of children. The excited drone of a surging pack of angry, feral, zombies. The shooting also intensified, staying very close behind them.
Some who jumped off the train to escape jumped right back on as they realized what headed their way, but many people who had abandoned the train had the same idea as Liam. They gambled their lives on being able to cross the smaller river to their front. They were all much faster than he was with Grandma, even the children.
Don't look back.
He was shocked to realize there were fewer and fewer shooters behind them. They finally ran out of ammo. They'd been in a shooting gallery all morning.
Several officers and a few of the remaining gang members and their families stayed in a tight group and ran for the bridge. The engineers and their family also ran forward. Everyone left alive from the train made for the only direction suitable for the very young, the very old, or the slow.
Most of the train cars were empty, save the scattered few who chose to stay put. For the most part, those people ducked out of sight when he saw them as if they were unwilling to call attention to themselves.
They walked as fast as Grandma could go with two people to help her along. A half-carry, half-drag arrangement. Even so, as he approached the Valkyrie, Liam dropped Grandma's weight onto Victoria and told them to continue without him for a minute, and he climbed the side of the diesel. He was happy neither asked questions. Victoria kept the pace, moving Grandma toward the bridge.
He rushed to where the engineers and crew stowed their gear. The item he spotted earlier was still there, so he grabbed it, tucked it into his waistband, and ran back outside and along the railing. He ran forward to the nose of the Valkyrie, then hopped to the dead train engine at the very front. He ran the railing again until he reached the absolute front of the entire train. He barely slowed as he flew over the handrail, hanging on just long enough so he could deftly drop the last few feet to the ground. He willed himself to ignore the noise of the infected wave approaching.
He pumped hard as he ran to catch up to the two women. Victoria and Grandma entered the group standing on the near side of the bridge. He knew what he did was reckless, but it felt right and necessary. It helped that it didn’t endanger anyone but himself.
Liam closed the final distance. A good number of the surviving police officers and gang members from the train fanned out with guns at the ready. One man stood out from the whole group: a shirtless guy with a pair of bandoliers filled with vibrant red shotgun shells slung over both his shoulders, forming a distinctive “X” on his chest. He cradled the shotgun against his shoulder, and he waved Liam in while puffing on a fat cigar.
Never look back!
He sped across the last fifty feet of track leading up to the bridge.
When he entered the group, a thunderous boom almost made him lose his bowels because it was so shockingly loud. As if on cue, the group unleashed an explosion of gunfire into whatever was right behind him. Some of the zombies were much closer than he thought possible, given his speed.
The fusillade bought some breathing room, but the end was already written unless they could all get over to the other side. He wasn't about to suggest both sides start shooting each other, but that would be one scenario for sure if they were in a video game.
He caught up with Victoria and Grandma and they dragged her over the bridge, passing by all the survivors left from the train. There were several he recognized as the “new people” from the pit mine. Kids saved from the Arch grounds and elsewhere along the way were now universally in tears. A few older people had made it, but no one was even close to Grandma's age. A group of nuns was also mixed in. Where did they come from?
The trio neared the midpoint before the Arnold Police screamed over the noise and waved their guns in warning. He and Victoria had started carrying Grandma without realizing it. They set her on her feet, but her body had gone slack, so he eased her down to lie on the wooden bridge.
“Grandma … ” he began. Her eyes were closed. A light seemed to have gone out of her face.
“Grandma! Wake up!” He flopped down next to her, completely at a loss what to do.
Victoria knelt on her other side, reaching for her wrist and neck—searching for a pulse.
“I can't tell if she's breathing,” she announced in a steady voice.
Liam sat useless as she tried CPR under the press of the nearby battle. He held Grandma's hand, willing her to come back. Time seemed to fizzle as his vision clouded with tears.
Finally, when he found his focus, Victoria sat next to him covered in sweat from exertion and tears from crying. She gave him a sad, stunned look. “I'm so sorry. I think she's gone.”
“What? No! No! No!” He didn't know who to blame. The police blocking them? The zombies? Himself? He was a fool to take her into the Zombie Apocalypse ...
Victoria's demeanor changed like the Missouri weather. She wiped the tears, cleared her forehead of sweat and grime, and got a serious look in her eyes. Her sadness turned to anger, and unlike him, she had a target already picked out.
“They. Are going. To pay!” she said tersely to him as she got to her feet.
She shouted above all the other noise, surprising and encouraging him at the same time.
“You stupid bastards! She's dead because of you! You could have saved her! Can't you see that? We're all going to die for your worthless rules. The plague can't be stopped. Look!” She swept her arm back toward the train and the advancing undead. “It's here right now, and you're standing there with your hands in your pockets! D—” She paused for an awkward moment as if thinking if she should say something more.
“Damn you all!” she finally blurted out.
Tears rolled down her cheeks and she collapsed beside Grandma. Obviously spent.
He had tears in his eyes, too, but inside Liam felt … empty. Much like after his first encounter with Angie. At that moment all he could do was hold Grandma's hand one last time and appreciate everything she’d done for him. The screams of men, the concussion of guns, and the deathly buzz of the zombie horde were all distant background noises.
“Liam, don't fuss over me. Save Victoria,” is what Grandma would say to him.
He looked up and saw the lead police officer walking a few steps closer toward where he and Victoria comforted Grandma. His men called out to him, warning him not to get too close. Liam found that ironic. Grandma would have laughed at that too.
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you, Grandma. We were so close.” Still holding her hand, he experienced a million memories of his time with her like a fast-forwarding movie. Some were from when he was a child playing at her home. Many were more recent, including a nice home-cooked dinner the two of them shared in her kitchen. At the time, he tried to pretend he didn’t enjoy it, but afterward he admitted he did. He couldn’t remember why he’d been so scared of being with her back then.
“Thank you for all you did for me,” was all he could say. His emotions shifted like the autumn wind and his apathy turned to a deep sadness. It all made sense why he’d started crying and once he realized what he’d lost, his tears were impossible to control. Like his wobbly legs and arms so long ago, his insides were now hopelessly out of sorts.
Grandma was gone forever.
What do I do now?
For the first time in a long while, even his gamer’s brain was out of creative ideas.
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SHADOW GOVERNMENT
MARTY WOKE up in soft green grass while lying on her back next to a large frozen waterfall. Not frozen in ice. Frozen without motion. Several trees and bushes grew in the vicinity, but the waterfall tumbling into a crystal clear natural pool was the attention-getter. A strange, inky darkness surrounded the scene.
Her amazement multiplied when she looked up. A nearly infinite number of stars beamed down from the heavens. To her eyes, they had to be part of an elaborate illusion because each one seemed to have planets spinning around them. The number of visible points of light was beyond reckoning.
Her husband or angel—she wasn't sure which—sat cross-legged, not far from her. “Hello, Marty. You've made it to the end of the line.”
“I'm dead?”
“Why do you always think you're dead? No. I'm pleased to say you still aren't dead. I meant you made it to the end of the rail line.” He chuckled a little and continued. “You passed out while you ran with your two young friends. I don't think they realized you had surpassed your limits. They now believe you're gone.”
“I get mistaken for dead a lot these days,” she said, recalling the incidents with the priests back at the Arch. “I'd hate for poor Liam to get that impression.”
“It's no wonder you're so loved. You never think of yourself.”
She couldn't help but think of her deceptions of not telling Liam about Angie or about shooting the robber. She was feeling guilty for her sins of omission.
“Don't trouble yourself with minor things like that. You made legitimate decisions to protect your great-grandson. Though, looking at how hard he tried to save you just now, I think your plan backfired.”
“I think he wants to prove to Victoria he can protect me.”
“Perhaps. But maybe he wants to prove to you that he can protect you.”
“I guess we all lose. We're all going to die, aren't we?”
“You mean eventually? Yes, I'm afraid you're all going to die. But are you going to die today? That's less clear.”
He stood up, offering a hand. Her body was strong in this place, so she was able to take it and be on her feet in a flash. He guided her to the clear pond.
“What is this place? Is this Liam’s memory from a book, too?” she asked as the shock faded a bit.
He walked slightly ahead of her and answered while looking up at the majestic waterfall. “Do you know what makes you so important?”
“No, I've been kinda busy lately to be introspective.” She gave a tired laugh. Her body might be refreshed in this place, but her mind was still saddled with the death and destruction of the last four days.
“Ha! I love your sense of humor.” He pointed to a section of froth on the frozen waterfall, very near the bottom. The area didn’t light up, but she had no trouble focusing on the one tiny dot he indicated. “You see that drop there? Right there! That's Earth.”
“I think I'm hallucinating. Planet Earth is in a waterfall?”
“Actually, it would be most accurate to say you're looking at a type of chart of all the planets in the universe. Not to scale, of course.”
“Now, let's get a little closer.” As he said it, the “waterfall” seemed to magnify, so the Earth was about the size of a marble among an untold number of similar marbles. She watched him move his fingers over a very faint ghost keypad, manipulating the waterfall. “Ah, there we go. Now, do you notice anything unusual about your planet?”
She looked at the multitude of worlds, distracted by the beauty and wonder of it all. Some looked very much like Earth, verdant and cloud-filled. Others were desert worlds. Some appeared to be gas worlds, shown with slightly larger marbles. Looking up, the planets seemed to stretch to infinity. But most of the orbs had a bright light around them; an artificial background glow which seemed to make them pop out from the waterfall itself.
“The Earth doesn't have that white glow behind it. Many of the others do.”
“Most excellent! Yes. Yes. That cosmic glow represents many wonderful things. The underpinning science would take me a human lifetime to explain with mathematics—and perhaps some philosophy.”
“Oh dear. I don't have that much time left in my life.”
“Au contraire, my Martinette. You are just now reaching an age where you can appreciate what I'm about to tell you. A younger person doesn't have the maturity to reach this place unassisted. That maturity is what makes you so special.”
“Is that a polite way of saying I'm an old and worn-out woman? That's what I feel like when I come here.”
“No! Not at all. I wish I had more time with you, but demands have been placed on both of us. Your attention is needed out on the bridge. I have a whole universe to manage.” He pointed to the waterfall as if that explained everything.
Seeming satisfied, he touched his floating keypad and swiped the waterfall away and replaced it with an overhead view of herself lying on the bridge, surrounded by a stunned Liam and a distraught Victoria as she "spoke in tongues" with foul language. An officer in black moved a bit closer as his men yelled at him. Panning out, the scene showed the police on one side of the bridge, armed but not shooting, and the infected attacking mercilessly toward the survivors of the train on the other end.
“You have much to do. The first baby step you must take is to carry a tool with you out into the world. That aid will help you get off this bridge. Your next steps must be to establish a connection with the two most important people in your life. I'm impressed how fast you developed the link with Liam—the green car on the bridge was his memory, probably from one of his books, if I had to guess. And the last cosmic leap you will take is establishing the light behind your planet on the waterfall I showed you.”
“I want to believe I'm important to whatever,” she looked around her, “this incredible place is, but you can see what's going to happen just as I can. There's no way, short of a miracle, I'm going to survive the day.”
Al smiled. “My dearest Martinette, have I got a surprise for you. I'm not only going to get you across that bridge, but I'm going to change the course of your entire life in the process.”
“You're talking in riddles. What exactly is the tool you're going to give me?”
“It's something, my gregarious friend, for which you are well-suited,” he said in a friendly voice. “A message.”
He whispered something in her ear. Then he whispered it again. “Your planet's future depends on your ability to recall this information.” He gave her a tooth-filled smile and winked exactly as she would have done.
No pressure.
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Grandma started to cough.
He and Victoria screamed in unison. “She's alive!”
“We’re so glad! We—” Liam said through his tears before Grandma cut him off with a wave of her hand.
Grandma tried to speak, so they sat her up and leaned in close.
“Call out for Beth Ramos,” she instructed.
“Beth Ramos? Who’s?” he started to ask, but didn’t finish the question. He would have done anything she asked of him just then.
“Beth Ramos!” Liam shouted. “I’m looking for Beth Ramos!”
She whispered again, “Louder.”
“Where's Beth Ramos! We need her over here!” He yelled as loud as he was able into the din of the chaos. He faced the group from the train, assuming Beth was one of the women she'd been talking to back on the flatcar.
The lead officer of the police blocking the bridge, who looked to be about forty, well-tanned and muscular, walked the remaining distance to where Grandma was lying. Another officer from the vanguard ran up to be by his side, asking, “What are you doing, Sarge? You can't mingle with them. You might get sick.”
Liam spun around to face them. Victoria angled that way as well.
“She's calling out for Beth Ramos.” Sarge said to his officer.
“You're kidding me,” the second officer said with surprise.
The leader went down on one knee beside Grandma. “Why do you want Beth Ramos?”
He leaned closer to hear her weak voice over the volume of gunfire in the battle nearby.
“I don't know what this means, sir, but I was told to ask for Beth Ramos, and then give a message to the person who answered the call. I guess that's you?”
The officer nodded.
“Well, the message I'm supposed to give you makes no sense to me, but maybe it will to you. 'Darcy and Jokie Bunny want you to save these people'.”
“WHAT? How—” he choked up. “What's going on here?”
Liam, bewilderment on his face, looked from Grandma to the confused sergeant and then to the other officer, who put his hand on the sergeant’s shoulder.
“Beth was Phil's wife. Darcy was his daughter. Jokie Bunny—I don't know.”
“Jokie—” The sergeant struggled to control his voice while a lone tear hugged the side of his nose. “Jokie Bunny was Darcy's lovey, a stuffed toy rabbit. No one could possibly know about that rabbit. Darcy slept with it every night. We figured she couldn't live without it and made her keep it in her bed because we didn't want it to get lost. But we did let her take it out one time. She went with Darcy when my wife took her to stay overnight at a friend's house. It was going to be the first time we let her sleep away from home.”
A deep breath as the sounds of battle continued to ride high.
“My girls never made it.” He fought the tears, but without much success.
The other officer jumped in. “Phil's wife and daughter were in a terrible traffic accident this past winter. We all went to the funeral in support. Is that how you knew their names?”
“I was told by,” she took a deep breath, “what I believe was an angel.”
Phil lifted his tear-stained face and stared at Grandma for several long moments. Perhaps deciding if she was crazy.
“No one could have known about Jokie Bunny. No one. I believe you, ma'am.”
“Billy, bring up the men. We're going to fight at the front of this group. Let's help them across. To hell with orders. Those sick things won’t be stopped by a little water. We can't let these people die while we watch and do nothing.”
“You got it, Sarge.”
Billy ran back to his mates to round them up.
Phil used his radio to instruct those on the far shore. He called out certain leaders, requested certain weapons, and finished with “—and enact our plan Badrovik as soon as we're all across. Out.”
Phil stood up, brushed the tears from his eyes and said, “Get your grandma across the bridge. I'd like to talk to her when we're all safe on the other side. If my wife and daughter—however it's possible—want me to let you guys across, by God, you're going to own this bridge.”
Billy's group arrived, ready for the evacuation effort. As they reached Phil, he yelled, “OK, guys, let's spray those sickos with a lead shower—Go! Go! Go!”
They all took off into the crowd of people clumped on the dangerous side of the bridge. Cheers went up with the survivors when they realized what was happening. The zombies had made it into the front edge of the train passengers. The burn line between the living and dead hovered at the bridge's edge.
He and Victoria lifted Grandma to her feet one more time. “Glad to see you are OK,” he said.
“Me, too,” Victoria added without hesitation.
“That makes three,” Grandma said, barely loud enough to be heard over the battle.
With the deck clear, they walked toward the safe side of the span.
The Arnold Police funneled the survivors back, putting themselves nearest the fighting to fend off the blood-slick attackers as they continued to swarm toward the officers and remaining armed men from the train.
When the fresh officers made it to the tip of the spear, they began retreating as a unit back across the bridge, expending ammo at a horrible rate. They were experts at the head shot—the only shot that seemed to down the infection instantly. Of course, any good student of zombie literature knows that. These guys didn't disappoint. Only a precious few officers got snatched during the murderous onslaught. Some accidentally fell through the railway ties, or off the side, to the water below. Zombies often followed them down.
He and Victoria got Grandma to the safe side, then stood behind a police car to watch the approaching storm. The organized police line fell back in good order, ensuring nearly all of the train survivors made it. As each rank of officers crossed to the near side, they fanned out to cover their brothers and sisters still out on the span. It was a rare thing of beauty in the chaotic escape.
The last of the men filed onto the near shore, but now the bridge itself was crammed solid with plague victims. Some slipped off the sides as their numbers swelled. The constricting crush of infected funneling onto the narrow railway bridge insured bullets couldn’t miss. He again thought of the Greeks at Thermopylae, wondering if he accidentally paid too much attention in Social Studies class. The horde advancing on them were not flesh-and-blood Persians, however, and the infected continued to swarm, undeterred at any losses, willing to climb over piles of their peers collecting on the near end of the bridge. An endless procession of zombies arrived on the far side and there wasn't enough ammo here to kill them all.
“I have to help,” he said as if realizing his fate.
Victoria grabbed his arm, and he was prepared to argue with her, but she merely said, “Wait up.”
She needed a moment to pull out her gun and get it ready. He used the time to grab his box of shells. “We’ll keep this with us.”
He looked at Grandma as she stood leaning against the car. For a moment he wondered if leaving her was the right thing to do, but if the zombies made it across because he stood by and did nothing, there would barely be time to say goodbye to each other. Better to play it safe and make sure that didn’t come to pass.
“We’ll be right over here,” he shouted to Grandma.
The couple got right up to the edge of the upper part of the river bank, a little to the right of the main force of the police.
“We’re kind of far, but we’ll hit them in the side of the head. That will give us the best chance of downing them.”
“I trust you, Liam. Let’s give them hell.”
The range was about thirty or forty feet, he guessed. Not close enough to guarantee a hit with each shot, but it was the best he could do without interfering with the bigger and more effective guns closer to the bridge.
Together, he and Victoria aimed and fired at the swelling mass creeping along the railway decking toward the untainted southern shore. It was an incredible kill box, and the dead fell in waves, but the overhead trusses of the bridge served as brackets that kept many of the zombies from tumbling over the sides. As more bodies fell, the rest of the zombies climbed the steel girders to get over their friends.
And they kept coming.
Liam rattled off nine shots and dipped into the box to reload. He focused completely on shoving them into the little metal magazine as fast as possible. When finished, he held his hand flat in mid-air to ensure it wasn’t shaking. His insides were wobbly with fear, but it wasn’t affecting his exterior.
“Be scared later,” he said to himself.
Victoria finished her shots and began her reload, too.
“I got one, I think,” she said.
“Yeah, hard to tell with all the bullets flying,” he admitted. His main concern was contributing however he could. If they put enough lead on the bridge, he was certain they’d kill something. So many of his books reinforced the idea that even one less zombie could make the difference.
While he was on his third trip to the ammo box, the large crane came to life and moved the giant wrecking ball first backward a considerable distance, and then forward, then backward again. It reminded him of Jones preparing to hand off Grandma. It appeared to be the final piece of Officer Phil's plan. The crane had huge black letters with the name of the construction company: Badrovik.
The wrecking ball slammed into the side of the bridge, directly over the concrete support pier jutting up from the muddy water below, knocking many of the zombies over the side while ripping up a good portion of the decking and rails.
“Run!” Liam shouted.
Pieces of the bridge shattered from the impact and flew all over the place. Many of the police had to run, too.
From behind a police car, he watched as the second hit sheared off the rest of the top deck and left a gaping hole where scores of the mindless horde tumbled in. The final few blows hit the pier on the near shore, and the middle of the bridge sagged into the water. The monsters could walk onto the span, but it was now a crude ramp guiding them down into the water. It was ugly, but it worked.
“Let’s go back,” he said as he tapped Victoria’s arm.
A few zombies remained on the shortened near piece of the bridge but were quickly eliminated by the guys returning to the middle.
The remaining zombies on the far shore were visibly agitated at being denied the most direct route to their victims. Liam silently gave them all the finger as he returned to the river bank. Victoria copied him. That small act of mutual defiance made him feel much better. Tons better than when he did the same thing to that sports car driver back on Grandma's street.
Some of the zombies that tumbled down into the mud tried to climb the bank right below Liam and Victoria. Each of them managed to down a mud-covered man, but Liam had to dispatch the final woman because Victoria had to go reload. The young woman scampered up the steep riverbank and looked almost normal because the blood and gore was momentarily washed clean. His final thought was that she looked familiar—he’d seen her chasing the train somewhere along the way.
Or she reminded him of Victoria.
Whatever her origin, he lined up a shot and put one into her face. The zombie fell over backward and slid into the murky water.
“Last one is gone,” he said when Victoria got back on the line.
“Thank God,” she replied as she keyed the safety and then holstered her weapon.
He picked up the ammo and headed over to Grandma. She greeted them with a weak smile as they approached.
Zombies kept coming over the broken bridge for a bit, and some fell off the end and got swept downstream or sank to the bottom. Eventually, they seemed to know the battle had ended and that food was now far away, and they stopped trying to cross. Perhaps they sensed easier pickings at the power plant.
Dust and debris floated everywhere, and the remains of the bridge jutted out of the rushing water below. The current danced through the wreckage and made a metallic howl through the hollow girders wrapped around the pier. It almost drowned out the sounds of moaning—and screams—coming from the far side of the river.
He took the opportunity to speak to his two lady friends in a normal voice.
“I say we take a five-minute break before we try to move on to my house.”
“That sounds heavenly,” Grandma said. “I need to sit down again. Maybe a little longer than five minutes, I’m afraid.” She motioned away from the police car.
After a short walk, they placed her on the ground up against the trunk of a large sycamore tree, then each took a seat flanking her. She held her rosary tightly to her chest, much as she had when he first saw her in bed several days ago.
Phil came up to join them.
Liam stood right back up. “Officer Phil, this is Mrs. Martinette Peters, my great-grandmother.”
“Oh Liam, my mother was 'Mrs. Peters.' Please call me Marty,” she said to Phil with returning good humor.
“Do you mind if I sit down and talk to your great-grandma alone for a few minutes?”
“Grandma, you OK with that?”
She gave him a silent thumbs-up sign.
Victoria got up to join him, and they walked off.
Liam looked back in the direction they'd come for a few minutes. Small groups of living people ran down the far bank and tried to swim across the river, sometimes trailed by zombies. Many swimmers made it into the arms of the waiting police rescuers, but some were unlucky and got snatched from below. Shooters on the police side picked off the zombies as best they could.
“I can’t watch this,” Victoria said with sadness.
“Me, either,” he admitted. “And just to be clear, I'm never going to St. Louis again.”
“Deal,” she said as they walked away.
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He strolled side by side with Victoria further down the railroad tracks, out of the immediate vicinity of all the police still around the bridge. It gave them some time to talk in peace. As they walked in the open, they each noticed the other with their hands on their guns.
“I guess we're veteran survivors now,” she said. “We’re tending our weapons like our lives depend on them, huh?”
Liam knew she was right, although he still didn't feel like a survivor. More like a lottery winner after seeing all the people who didn't make it. Where did that huge crowd at the Arch end up? He couldn't even imagine.
“So, what's next, partner?” She had a broad smile as she said it.
He gave her an exaggerated inspection from her feet up to her head. “Nope. You aren't the same girl I found lying on the grass. You've gotten over your guilt and have gone out of your way repeatedly to save me, Grandma, and who knows how many others. I think you've made up for any shortcomings you may have imagined for yourself when this whole plague-thing started.”
Victoria winced at the word guilt but was quick to respond, “And you aren't the awkward boy who ran me over and practically hid behind your grandma. I've seen you do some amazing things the last couple of days that would have made most guys wet their pants in fear.”
“Well, it may surprise you to know one thing that still makes me whiz in my drawers is asking a pretty girl out on a date.”
She gave him a sideways glance but hid her reaction and kept walking and talking. “What are we planning to do next? Do we stay with the police we met at the Arch or strike out on our own with Grandma?”
He slowed down as he formulated a response. “I have to get to my parents’ house. They don't live far from here. My dad is kind of an expert at survival and stuff, so finding him will help us a lot. Besides, I can show you all my dorky rock n' roll posters, my retainer, and my pocket protector.”
They both laughed.
“My parents are in Denver. I don't know that I'll ever see them again.” She said wistfully. “Maybe someday I'll try to get out there if things ever get back to normal. I don't think they ever will, though. I'm going to be stuck in your home state of Mizzer-y. No offense.”
Her body language conveyed a sense of deep despair. Not that he blamed her, because she obviously missed her family. That would be a blow to just about anyone. He admitted to himself he would follow her to Denver if she asked him to go. He found himself suddenly unwilling to part from her, so he figured now was the time to cheer her up.
“I got you a present,” he said with renewed energy.
It immediately brightened her face, bruises and all. “Really? When did you have time to go shopping? The stores are all closed.” She gave him a painful-looking grin, but her smile didn't diminish.
“Well, I didn't buy it, but I didn't steal it. I think it was abandoned when I acquired it.”
“I'm intrigued.”
“Close your eyes and hold out your hands and I'll give it to you.”
Her green eyes peered into his for a long moment, but she did as he asked, smiling happily. He pulled the item from under his untucked shirt on the non-gun side of his waistband. He gently put it in her hands and invited her to look at it.
It was a small, travel-size Bible.
“You were looking for one when we met, so naturally, I've been trying to find one every minute of the day since then.” He smiled to be funny but admitted it was pretty near the truth.
Victoria was tongue-tied for several moments. He knew that was not an easy thing to do.
“Thank you, Liam.” She said it in an almost reverent tone.
“It's only the New Testament. I'm working on getting you an Old Testament. I've got scouts roving the countryside as we speak.” Again, he laughed at his joke to make himself feel less self-conscious that he was trying to do something nice for a girl. He also did his best to keep it casual and avoid any hint he wanted something from her in return. He just wanted to do a good deed for her that didn't involve shooting sick people in the head.
“Liam, it's absolutely perfect. Truly, this is the most thoughtful gift anyone has ever given me.”
Whoa!
“Where did you get it?”
He hesitated for a moment, wondering if it would get him in trouble.
“I saw it in the train engine when we were up in there the first time, and I ran up there—”
Here comes full disclosure.
“—I ran up there that last time we were running from the zombies with Grandma. I figured it was the final chance I'd have to get it for you. I didn't know we'd live past the bridge. I felt it was worth the risk.”
“Well, your feelings on this matter were completely wrong. Nothing is worth risking your life like that. Consider this a slap on the wrist.” She took his hand and tapped it playfully. “But I do 100% appreciate this, and I'll treasure it.” Her smile was infectious.
They strolled on the gravel road for another couple of minutes then turned around and walked back. They both agreed was unsafe to be so far from Grandma or lots of people with guns.
On the return trip, Victoria surprised him by holding his hand.
Totally worth it.
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When they reached Grandma, she was done talking to Phil. He was giving her a big hug and let go as they got close. His face was flushed red; he'd been crying some more.
“I don't know how your grandma did it, but she answered my prayers. She really did. Thank you both. I, uh, need some time alone to process this. Please excuse me.” He walked off, avoiding eye contact as he went away.
“Grandma, what did you tell Phil about his wife?”
“I don't know if I understand myself. Somehow, I knew to call out her name and the name of his daughter and share their desire to get us across. I had one more message, but that was just for Phil. I'm having trouble remembering how I knew it, though. I'm old, you understand,” she said with an expression that conveyed “And that's all I'll say about it.”
“Grandma, I think we just witnessed a miracle. There's no other way to explain how that happened.”
“The Lord works in mysterious ways.”
She said it with a big sigh, then settled herself against the tree as best she could.
He had to admit it was nearly providential the way he found Victoria from out of the tens of thousands of people in the Arch grounds. That she would turn out to be such a critical person in helping him and Grandma get out of the city. And the one big favor he did in return was helping her find a Bible, and that a Bible turned up where it did, when it did. Was it all a divine mystery, or just a lot of amazing coincidences?
He still had trouble believing in God, but he desperately wanted to believe in something. He craved the same fearless faith as these two women, though it struck him that even if he chose to go back to church, there might not be any churches left.
Maybe Victoria was put here to help me find my way spiritually?
His anger at being “dumped” at Grandma's house by his father had long since dissipated. If anything, his parents had done him a favor by putting the two of them together at precisely the same time the world fell apart. It almost seemed his dad anticipated what was going to happen. Almost like he knew.
Wait. What?
He dismissed it as absolute rubbish. His father was always spouting off—he would claim he was “discussing intelligently”—things like government conspiracies, media collusion, and military-industrial scheming. But those were just silly theories.
Right?
He was 99% sure it was all bunk. But the last 1% was elusive. His whole worldview fell apart if that rounding error couldn't be sorted. But his dad saw the government as the bad guy. Always. That mindset might be believable if he were reading one of his books on zombies, but in the real world it seemed completely insane. All his book learnin' did nothing to help him recognize real zombies until they got up in his face and tried to bite him—so he couldn't necessarily trust those books as his guide anymore. He looked over to the police back at the bridge—the people who just saved them—and realized they were the government. He wanted to believe they represented help, not some massive internet-fueled conspiracy. He resolved to keep his eyes open; to prove his father wrong. He wanted to toss out that last percent of doubt.
For now, he was 100% sure he had to come up with a plan for their next move. He still had a deep fear he'd end up being that guy and step on a rake at the worst possible time, but after all he'd just seen and done—and survived—that irrational fear was receding. He had to be smart in looking ahead.
He'd been guiding Grandma the past four days, and he admitted it would be nice to hand her off to Mom and Dad—the “professional” caretakers. But even if they arrived at his home this afternoon, he wanted to spend as much time as he could with her. After all, she wouldn't be around for much longer. Would she? He recalled a phrase she'd once said in her sleep. Something about living to be 120. Rather than fear of spending more time with her, he found anticipation. If things got back to normal and she lived that long, he'd celebrate each birthday with real zest. If things got back to normal …
Thinking of his parents, he checked his phone for the millionth time to see if it had a signal. He tried not to get too bummed when he confirmed it was still offline. It appeared as if he'd have to physically walk to his house to talk to them.
Victoria bumped him with her hip to get his attention.
“Do you see our friend Hayes anywhere?” she asked.
He looked around. “I can't say that I have. I don't remember him being in the group crossing the bridge either, though I wasn't taking a head count. He could have made it across and then run off. Maybe he swam across. Or he could have made a run for it when we were on the other side. He seemed pissed these police officers wouldn't let him pass.”
“If he made it, he'd probably still be yelling at the cops,” she said with sarcasm.
“Hayes was an idiot trying to be something he wasn't. He would have been pretty stupid to run off alone just because he felt slighted. No one can survive this thing alone. Look at us. We just barely made it with a whole army helping us.”
They let that percolate for a while. Grandma was fast asleep again, up against the tree. She had one arm over Liam's backpack, always protecting it.
Victoria reached for his hand and pulled him gently from the orbit of Grandma. She set down her new Bible next to Liam's pack, where it would be safe.
“Grandma's sleeping against a tree, just like you were when we met.”
Victoria laughed, “Does that mean I have to smash her fingers, or are you the expert?”
“I still feel horrible I did that to you. I don't think she would like me if I let that happen to her.”
Victoria smiled broadly; a lovely look, even if she wore too much coal dust and bruises for makeup. “I think she would forgive you, just like I did.” She kept pulling him around the bulk of the massive tree trunk. “There's a question I want to ask you, now that it looks like we might live beyond this conversation.”
The police and survivors near the bridge were blocked from their view. She let herself lean back against the bark, arms at her sides, and put her right foot partway up the trunk, so her leg was bent at an angle, pointing directly at him. Her dress hiked up a little, revealing her knee, and he saw it was jet black with coal residue. A testament to all they'd survived. Her posture, positioning, and proximity had him thoroughly confused.
Victoria compounded his confusion by asking, “I was wondering if you could tell me more about the shadow government?” Her effusive smile was contradictory to the serious question.
What in the hell does she mean?
Liam remembered their discussion earlier—it seemed like weeks ago—thousands of zombies ago—dozens of departed acquaintances ago—a train ride from hell ago. He told her if she said the code phrase, “shadow government,” he would kiss her on the lips.
Clueless Liam from four days ago would never have figured it out.
Survivor Liam of today returned the wide smile and kissed the girl.
Maybe the Zombie Apocalypse won't be so bad.
In the moment, he felt alive. Energized. Steady in mind and body. Unafraid of going into the suburbs.
What's to fear, when you're traveling with two bad-ass heroines?

###





EPILOGUE
14 HOURS BEFORE THE SIRENS.
Angie Jacobi was Marty Peters' live-in nurse. She finished her chores for her 104-year-old friend tonight so she could go pick up her granddaughter, Mary Beth, from work. The girl's mom had called and begged Angie for this favor. She knew better than to even think about arguing with her daughter-in-law.
“Thanks for picking me up, Grandma. There were some creepy people coming into the store today.”
“I don't know why Cheryl kept the place open. Everyone should be staying home, now.”
“Well, they sold out of shovels, hoes, machetes and all kinds of other yard junk. You should have seen how many chainsaws we moved. It would be great if they weren't using them for the wrong purpose. People said they needed them for fighting. How crazy is that?”
Angie took a moment to consider. “I'm sure they're just scared. We all are.”
“You're scared? I've never seen you scared—about anything.”
“This isn't anything. This is something.”
“You believe all that internet stuff about zombies and the undead? I've seen videos from overseas on my phone, but it looks fake to me. Not half as real as those zombie TV shows.”
Angie steered the car through the evening traffic. Mary Beth lived in the county with her family, but worked in a small corner hardware store near the double flat she shared with Marty. She spoke with her mother and they agreed to let the young woman stay in the city for the night. Tomorrow, Mary Beth would get a ride back home—and Angie resolved to put her foot down about her still working in the dangerous metropolis. She couldn't imagine why her mom insisted she go to work, and normally knew better than to question her about it, but this was different.
The young girl had access to the internet and what was happening overseas, but Angie had spent time volunteering in a local clinic. She held her tongue about the things she'd seen “disposed of” by social services, but she was sure the sickness wasn't just overseas…
“Once we get to Marty's, I want you to stay inside, do ya' hear? I have a bad feeling about the direction things are heading. There are even fewer cars than normal out tonight. Something is wrong.”
Emergency vehicles skittered back and forth the entire journey, giving added weight to her belief something wasn't right. Several times during their trip through the city blocks, she had to pull over to allow the howling cars and trucks to get by. They came and went like angry bees.
“We're almost home, thank God.” Angie was back to familiar territory. She drove in front of Marty's house on her way to park the car around back. “Do you want to get out here, dear? You can run in the front.”
“Nah, I'll go around back, walk you in,” Mary Beth said without looking up from her phone. “We have to stick together, ya' know?”
Angie nodded and continued down the block, turned right at the corner, and was just about to turn right into the alleyway when her car was bumped from behind.
“Oh dear!”
The collision was just a strong nudge, but it frightened her and she put on the gas rather than the brake, sending the car past the alley. She finally stomped the brakes and parked in the middle of the street, but then a black van pulled around her, so it blocked the front of her car. She put the car in park a few feet from the side of the van, bemused that they probably thought she was going to run from the scene. Next she wondered if she even had her registration and insurance information where she could get it.
With a tired sigh, she said, “Of all the things happening in this world. Now this. Can you check the glove box? My car registration should be—”
The accident caused Mary Beth to drop her phone next to the seat, and she spent a moment trying to retrieve it before turning her attention to the glove box.
“They are getting out,” Angie said.
Mary Beth stopped her search to check it out.
The door of the van slid open in front of them. It was near-dark outside, so it was difficult to see the other party. The van parked so she had a view of the driver's seat through the opening created by the sliding door, but she couldn't make out the driver. Her headlights shone into the van but revealed nothing.
Angie reached for her glove box to help Mary Beth but got goosebumps for a reason she couldn't explain. The van wasn't just a normal van. There was a partition behind the front seat. It was a lattice of metalwork, like a dog catcher would use. No one got out of the van to exchange paperwork and the longer she waited, the more uneasy she felt.
“Grandma? Everything OK?” There was just a touch of heightened concern in the girl's voice. “Should we maybe leave?”
“Yeah, maybe—”
Before she could finish her thought, the front window of the van descended. A few seconds later, the passenger threw something at them. The heavy object banged against the glass of the windshield, though it didn't break.
“What the? Is that...”
“OH MY GOD!” Mary Beth shrieked.. “That's a person's foot!”
Something pushed the car from behind. Another van had come up to block them in.
Time stood still for Angie. A shape emerged from the emptiness of the cargo van. An arm appeared first. Then a head. The creature was large. The size of a very big man. In fact, as it emerged, she could see it was a very large man. He came out on all fours. Sniffing the air.
He jumped onto the hood of the car, apparently attracted to the bloody foot. He was a hulking thing, wearing nothing but bloody cargo pants and boots. His upper body was lacerated in many places, though the blood had long since dried. He was gaunt, but the muscles stuck out like some kind of sick medical dummy. The side of his neck was a festering explosion of veins and arteries, as if he had been assaulted by a ravaging wolf. His head was skeletal, with very little hair.
And the eyes...
Her granddaughter screamed.
Angie reached over to Mary Beth and covered the girl's mouth. “Shush. He's probably on drugs, or something. He looks crazy.”
Mary Beth nodded, but had to put her own hands over her mouth to control her involuntary sobs.
“Listen. I need you to run to Marty's. I'm going to run the opposite direction and draw it away.”
“It's looking—at me,” Mary Beth whimpered.
“No, it's looking at the foot. You have to do as I say.”
The girl shook her head vigorously in the negative. “I ... I don't know where she lives. These houses all look the same from the back.”
“Run that way,” Angie said while pointing backward. “Find her house from the front.”
It was the best plan she could summon. She'd been in other confrontations with belligerent patients over the years, and distraction was the order of the day until help could arrive. All she had to do was keep it away from Mary Beth, so she could call the cops. With a final look at her granddaughter, she pulled her keys from the ignition.
The man on the hood slid a bit but didn't fall off.
“I love you,” she said with despair. “You'll be fine, OK? Just run when the man leaves.”
“I-I love you, too,” the girl replied.
Angie opened her door and ran like hell. As fast as a woman of 58 years in decent shape could run in a pair of cheap tennis shoes. She left her car door open, assuming the thing would follow her. It did jump to the street as if to pursue, but it stood up and turned to Mary Beth instead. Angie realized her plan was doomed.
“RUN!” Angie screamed.
The guy turned back to her, unleashed an open-mouthed howl, but then jumped in the car. Mary Beth opened her door but didn't get out, so the sick guy crawled in next to her. Not knowing what to do, Angie ran around the rear van, and up to Mary Beth's open door. The girl screamed in mortal terror the entire time.
Angie had heard stories of exotic drugs making people do crazy things like cutting off their own noses or hands, but this was beyond her imagination.
So much blood.
Angie tried to pull the girl from the blood-splashed face of the man, but her seat belt was still hooked.
“Mary Beth, your seatbelt!”
“Grandma, help,” Mary Beth wheezed, like she was out of breath.
Angie moved to get a better look at the man. He was now in full sight, tearing into the soft flesh of the teen's side with a bloody mouth. To get to the seatbelt release she'd have to reach between the man and her granddaughter's body. It was impossible.
“Oh God, please help me,” Angie cried out.
She needed a weapon and checked the backseat for anything useful, but it was empty. She turned forward and saw the severed foot on her windshield, nearest the passenger side. She reached for it and brought it back to the gap of the door, ignoring the disgusting feel in her hands. Angie swung it as an awkward club against the man's head. He looked up and snapped several times at her. She tried to swing the foot again, but it was too slippery. It fell uselessly to the floorboard in front of her dying granddaughter.
The girl stopped moving.
This drugged out monster of a man had just killed her lovely Mary Beth. Angie looked at her through the tears in her eyes as the man continued to press his face into her bloody side. Angie took a step back and saw the big picture. The person or persons in the van were making no effort to help. They had done this intentionally.
When she looked back inside, the unnatural man was already facing her. She took a few more steps backward and tried to close the door. The man more or less slithered over Mary Beth and fell out of the doorway so he could crouch on the pavement. He looked at her with empty eye sockets. Angie felt a wave of despair envelope her. She stumbled and fell to her backside. She had to resort to crawling backward with her elbows ...
The sicko jumped on top of her, covering her with Mary Beth's blood.
“Oh God, no! HELP!” She screamed as loud as she could—as if finally realizing there was a need for it—willing someone in the neighborhood to rescue her.
Pinned to the ground, her last thought was of the girl in the front seat. How she failed her so completely. How quickly this all happened.
She felt the teeth go into her neck. She struggled as best she could, but the fear was absolute. She went from panicked resistance to abject surrender in moments. Her vision floundered, and her breathing became labored. She closed her eyes, asking God for forgiveness.
An eternity later, a man with a red baseball cap came into her field of vision. He shot something at the drugged-out man on top of her, and he ran away.
“Are you OK?” the rescuer said in slow motion.
“I don't know,” she tried to respond. “Where is Mary Beth?” Her voice was just a whisper because she couldn't catch her breath.
 “She went to your house,” red hat said. “Run to her!”
Then he was gone.
Angie got up, teetering on the edge of awareness. Mary Beth wasn't in her front seat.
She's at my house?
Angie walked up the alley; compelled to reach the safety of her home. She looked down at her feet, but the sight of those shoes plodding ahead, one after the other, made her stomach churn. She tried to keep her head up, but that was painful. Her neck burned on the left side, so she pressed her hand to stop potential bleeding like a good nurse.
Angie went through the rear gate, and stumbled up the walkway through her backyard, and into the narrow channel between her home and the next. She held her arms out and could almost touch both brick walls, which for some reason made her giggle uncontrollably.
She rounded the corner of the house and moved up the ramp to the pair of front doors. Marty's entry was on the right. She looked at it for a long time. Marty could call for help. Marty could—
The cloudiness in her brain wouldn't allow her to complete the thought.
“I must get home to Mary Beth.” Returning home was important. She desired it the most.
She shuffled over to her own front door, to the left of Marty's. It was unlocked but was stuck—as usual. She gave it a good shove and it pivoted inward for her. She swung it shut. The steep wooden stairway loomed above. The bright lights in the entryway and on the stairwell hardly registered.
“I'm coming, Mary Beth.”
She held on to the banister as she took each step one at a time. She pulled herself with her hands as much as she used her legs. Several times, she became so dizzy she nearly let herself go. She giggled again, this time at the irony of surviving a grievous neck wound, only to die falling down some lousy steps. A pause was necessary at the top. She fell to her knees, depositing blood on the floor.
“I'll clean that up later, don't worry, Marty.”
Angie dragged herself to her door a few feet from the steps. The handle was a convenience to help her regain her feet. It was unlocked, and she tumbled through.
“I'm home, Mary Beth. I'm just going to lie down for a bit, OK?”
She wobbled in the direction of her bedroom.
I'll just put myself to bed. I'll feel better in the morning.

###
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SCARLETT LEWIS YAWNED LEISURELY and happened to notice the alarm clock on the shabby chic nightstand. What, 1:13 in the afternoon?
Jeez, I slept twenty-four hours. She slowly eased back under the sheet as confusion set in. Her head pounded with the most excruciating headache she had ever experienced, and the inside of her mouth felt like it had been slammed with a sledgehammer.
Slowly, agonizingly, like an obsolete computer hard drive forced to reboot, her brain defragged through the recent events. Without warning, the heartbreaking emotions she had suppressed burst to the surface, bringing anger, tears, and hopelessness. Kevin, her ex-fiancé, had jilted her days before the wedding and had disappeared to the Bahamas with his boss’s hot, spoiled brat daughter, according to one of her Facebook friends.
Really? Kevin was too serious to fall for “that type.” How could Scarlett compete with the perfectly tanned, tall, thin, socialite who looked absolutely breathtaking in a bikini? Heartbroken and humiliated, she felt completely worthless, for she had none of his new girlfriend’s glamorous features. Scarlett’s sable-black hair dipped dramatically into a widow’s peak, giving her almond-shaped, aquamarine eyes a rather witchy appearance. She made a great Morticia for Halloween, but most men seemed to find her prominent facial features just a little too much: her alabaster skin too pale, her eyes too intense, her lips too full, her smile too broad, and her nose too long and curvy. Her dimples were the only facial feature she liked, perhaps because the trait had been gifted to her by her long-deceased mother.
How could Kevin do that to me? Scarlett pressed her palms firmly against her forehead in a feeble attempt for instant pain relief. A few days after the wedding had been called off, her wisdom teeth decided to act-up. The pain had been unbearable. The wisdom teeth had impacted to the point where her only option had been oral surgery. Of course, she should’ve had them removed years ago. However, in the past, the pain had subsided after a few days. This time, the pain hadn’t gone away. Scarlett vaguely remembered Cyndi giving her a ride to and from the oral surgery appointment. That was about all she remembered except for the jilted part, which she couldn’t stop obsessing over.
Scarlett tossed restlessly in bed and fought with the sheet, unable to find a comfortable position. Her head throbbed. Her mouth throbbed. Her heart throbbed. All she wanted to do was disappear between the sheets until the pain subsided, but her stomach’s incessant growling motivated her out of bed.
She moped her way to the kitchen. A hot-pink sticky note sticking to one of the medicine bottles caught her attention: DON’T FORGET TO TAKE YOUR MEDICATION, LOVE CYNDI. Her devoted sister was always the thoughtful one. She dutifully took her next antibiotic dosage and ignored the plastic bottle of pain pills, knowing how addicting painkillers were.
“Please, shut up,” Scarlett moaned to the blaring sirens. There must be a bad fire nearby. Always lots of fires in August, she thought. It had been a long, hot summer for Roseville, and California was in the midst of another drought.
After suffering through a bowl of miso soup, she sighed and gave in to the pain by popping one of the painkillers Dr. Wong had prescribed. The thought of dozing in-and-out of sleep to an old favorite movie sounded comforting, so she perused her classic movie collection. Her eyes instantly lit up when she came to the title, Bringing Up Baby.
A screwball comedy is just what the doctor ordered. A smile fleetingly tempted her lips but was overruled by the pain.
Droopy-eyed, she slumped on the living room sofa and watched the movie with the volume down to one notch. Immersed in the witty-quarrelsome banter of her beloved characters, Susan and David, it was as if she watched the movie in her mind on a huge drive-in screen. And when her favorite scene played, she wasn’t sure whether she heard it, watched it, or envisioned Cary Grant parading around in a marabou-trimmed negligee and ad-libbing in his legendary, exasperated tone, “Because I just went gay all of a sudden!”
The movie had provided a much-needed distraction. Unfortunately, blaring sirens brought back her angst and her pain. Jeez Louise, even helicopters? She peeked out the window but didn’t notice anything unusual. To drown the cacophony of sirens, she turned on every appliance she could think of: the dishwasher, the humidifier, the ceiling fan, and a meditational CD. There, that will drown out the real world.
Still, her head and jaw throbbed, causing utter agony. The prescribed painkiller had the meager effect of baby aspirin. Scarlett wished she had something stronger for the pain. Then she remembered the bottle of Vicodin Kevin had brought over when his back had gone out last summer. Did he leave the prescription here? When she finally found the bottle, she noticed it had expired. Better take two. She defiantly downed the pills as if they were the answers to all her problems.
Since the day—that absolutely dreadful day—Kevin had bailed out of the wedding and her life, Scarlett had resorted to cutting herself off from the three Fs: friends, family, and frenemies. She couldn’t handle another one of those, “So sorry to hear about you and Kevin,” texts or emails. So, when she noticed her cell phone vibrating nonstop, she impulsively stuffed the phone into the bottom of the laundry basket, threw the basket in the hall closet, and walked away in a huff. The world will survive without me . . .
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DEAN WORMER SAT in the booth, sipping a glass of iced tea, eyeing his watch. It was 12:45 p.m. Looks like ole Frank’s a no-show. It was the second time this year Frank had forgotten their monthly luncheon at Kitchen 428. It was Dean’s favorite lunch spot, and despite missing the companionship of his buddy, his taste buds craved the bacon-wrapped meatloaf and garlic mashed potatoes he usually ordered.
LuLu, the dreary-smiling waitress, came around again. “It doesn’t look like your friend’s making it today,” she commented, most likely hinting if he intended on placing an order.
“Reckon not. How ’bout an order to go,” Dean said. “The usual.” LuLu knew exactly the way he liked it. He and Frank had been coming to this restaurant for a couple of years.
“Coming right up,” LuLu said with a haggard smile. “Did you call your friend? Bet he’s got the flu bug that’s going around. It’s pretty vicious from what they say.” LuLu’s eyes widened as if she knew something he didn’t.
Dean patted down his pockets. “Left my phone at home.” It was in the kitchen’s junk drawer along with other seldom-used doodads like mostly-used batteries (which might come in handy one day), lost-and-found screws, nuts, and bolts (which might come in handy one day), and his cell phone, which he needed today. He hardly ever used the outdated gizmo that looked more like a Star Trek Communicator than a phone.
“Sometimes, I worry about you. If you didn’t spend every waking moment fishin’ or fixin’ something, you’d know what’s going on. Please tell me you’ve heard of the new Super Summer flu?” she scolded with her cigarette-tarnished voice as if he were some old codger who didn’t own a television or worship his cell phone like the Holy Bible—like eighty percent of the U.S.
“As fate would have it, heard the scuttlebutt on CNN just this morning,” Dean said in acknowledgment. The news always over-sensationalized something or other, telling people what to think, whom to vote for, and what to buy. He didn’t pay much attention to the perfect-plastic-like talking heads of the day. He missed the trustworthy news anchors like Dan Rather and Lynne Russell. Those people he had believed in, believed what they had reported. Hell, even if it wasn’t true.
“This flu is serious stuff. Half the staff called in sick today. They got me pulling another double shift. You’d better get the new vaccine, hon. They have them at Rite Aid,” LuLu nagged with a semi-fake smile. “I got my shot yesterday. Me being a smoker and all. I’m a high risk.”
Better tip her an extra buck. LuLu’s extra friendly today, Dean thought. He sat in the booth, waiting for his food, thinking that was probably it. Frank most likely had the new flu bug and had forgotten to call. Should I get the flu shot?
Naw. He wasn’t one to hop on the bandwagon, but the look in LuLu’s eyes had seemed like a warning of sorts. Hmm, he thought it out, rubbing his chin. He did believe in synchronicity. And when things happened “in threes,” he took it as a sign, perhaps a sign from above, it was meant to be.
It was the third time he’d been advised to get the flu shot. First, there’d been the annoying email from his doctor stating he was in the High-Risk Category and needed to get the flu shot ASAP. Then the news reported that the World Health Organization issued an Epidemic Alert advising everyone to get the new vaccine. And now LuLu. Might as well go to the Rite Aid down the street and get it over with. He hemmed and hawed over it while waiting for his bacon-wrapped meatloaf and garlic mashed potatoes. He was anxious to get home to install the new set of spark plugs on the 18-footer Glastron boat he had recently bought for a song. He hated wasting time at the store. Wasted time for an old man like himself meant less time he’d have to cruise around in the boat he had so meticulously refurbished: The Twinkle Me Mary.
Dean grudgingly pulled his Ford pickup into the Rite Aid parking lot. What a quagmire. Every intersection was gridlocked. Another reason he hated the city. Although, he wasn’t sure if the small town of Woodland, California was considered an official city. Still, he spent as little time as possible there, preferring his country cabin near the meandering Putah Creek on the outskirts of Winters.
“What in tarnation?” Dean mumbled. The pharmacy’s line stretched all the way down to the cosmetic aisle, maybe twenty people or so, coughing and sniffling and fidgeting in the wavering line.
Don’t have time for this bullcrap! I could forgo the shot and get some Airborne tablets instead. That stuff usually does the trick. He decided to see how fast the line moved and distracted himself by mentally planning his first outing on the Twinkle Me Mary, named after his late wife, Mary.
The line wasn’t moving. Dean grasped the fact that
the news media wasn’t over-sensationalizing for once. From what he’d overheard, most of the people were there for the new vaccine. The Super Summer flu was hitting Woodland with a vengeance. It made him wonder what it was like in the large cities like Sacramento and San Francisco.
The person in front of him, a lady wearing a thick, atrocious-pink cardigan, turned around in the line and stared at Dean with vacant blink-less eyes. To his astonishment, the woman’s bloodshot eyes bulged out of their sockets. The lady opened her mouth to say something to him; instead, a ferocious sneeze spewed out. Dean cringed when the minuscule droplets of her saliva misted his face.
“Christ on a pony.” Dean turned his head in disgust and dug around his pocket for a handkerchief. The lady in the atrocious-pink cardigan began twitching and left the line in a stupor. Guess I’ve just been exposed to it. And for cryin’ out loud, why’s she wearing a sweater in August? Must be dern near a hun’erd degrees outside.
If I didn’t have the flu, I sure as hell have it now. It got him pondering how many days in advance the flu shot needed to be administered in order for it to be effective. Forget it. Airborne will do me just fine. The honest truth was, Dean could not stand waiting in line another second after the wretched lady in the atrocious-pink cardigan sneezed—on him.
Since I’m here, might as well pick up a carton of ice cream. He turned down the ice cream aisle. A man squirmed around on the shiny, buffed floor. “You all right?” Dean asked, looking around for a clerk. “Sir?”
The man jerked about in a series of peculiar positions, almost as if standing on two legs was a new thing for him until he finally straightened his buckling legs. Dean was about to help him to his feet but was flabbergasted by the man’s bulging, bloodshot eyes. His pupils swirled, dilating from L.A. roadmap-red to black oily-like marbles.
The sick man appeared to be in a stupor—like the lady in the atrocious-pink cardigan. Unexpectedly, the man pounced at him. Dean, typically quick on his feet and always fast to react, dodged him. The man crashed headfirst into the frosted-glass doors of the Dreyer’s Ice Cream case. Then he crumpled to the floor and twitched around like a severed electrical wire.
Might want to forgo the ice cream today. Didn’t my doctor just blatantly announce I’m in the High-Risk Category? Come to think of it, what in blazes is a High-Risk Category? Dean pondered while rushing down the next few aisles until finding a clerk.
“There’s a sick fella in the ice cream aisle,” Dean reported, concerned for the man.
“Haven’t you heard—everyone’s sick.” The clerk stomped off, leaving Dean befuddled with the clerk’s rude behavior.
Sure must be hard to find good help these days. Dean shook his head in disbelief and decided to get the hell out of the store. No time for a flu shot, ice cream, or Airborne. It wasn’t worth the hassle. As he walked out of the Rite Aid the intercom announced, “We apologize for the inconvenience; however, no more flu shots are available today. We expect a delivery on Friday.”
Dean paused at the front entrance, momentarily blinded by the afternoon sun’s glare, and reached for the sunglasses in his front shirt pocket. From out of nowhere, a thunderous crash ripped at his ears. He jolted back as a wave of heat rushed over his entire body. Flames erupted from under the hood of the white SUV that had just slammed into the metal bollards protecting the store’s entrance. A foot closer and Dean wouldn’t need to worry about catching the Super Summer flu.
Dean hustled to the driver. “What in tarnation?” No one was in the SUV.
With his sunglasses on, he had a clear view of the shopping center’s parking lot. The place was a frenzy. Some people ran toward the store, others ran past the parking lot toward the car-stalled intersection, while some just aimlessly wandered about as if they had no place to go at all. Even more puzzling, several people sprawled out on the hot pavement and convulsed about in circles like the man in the ice cream aisle.
Dean snapped out of his gaze-of-disbelief when a young girl about three or four years old, dove to the pavement. The girl latched onto a man’s ankle—apparently with her teeth. The man, wearing a pair of khaki shorts and muscle T-shirt, was obviously furious. He yelled and kicked the girl mercilessly.
“Hey! Stop that!” Dean’s shouts were drowned out by the madness. Nobody seemed to hear him. Nobody seemed to care.
He decided to check on the girl whose face looked like it might be bashed-in, but something juddering on the crosswalk grabbed his attention: a cell phone. In all the craziness, someone must have dropped it. I should call the police! He knelt to pick up the phone. His eyes did a double take. A souped-up sports car plowed through the crosswalk a few feet in front of him. If he hadn’t stopped to pick up the phone, he would have been smashed to kingdom come! What’s happening?
Dean stood calmly on the sidewalk, analyzing the mayhem. Everywhere. It was then he realized the most inhumane thing of all. The few people who weren’t buzzing about like a flock of crazed loons, held their cell phones in the air as if they were possessed by the damn things. Don’t tell me they’re recording this? “What’s wrong with you people?” Dean grumbled.
Whom should I help first? Dean took a step toward the young girl. The girl spontaneously jerked up from the pavement as if she had suddenly risen from the dead. Snarling like a rabid creature with blood trickling down her mouth, the girl gawked at an elderly woman. The woman stopped dead in her tracks and dropped her shopping bags. The girl started howling like a crotchety ol’ hound dog. The woman’s keys fell to the pavement. She looked down at the keys and then at the rabid girl. A look of sheer terror spread across her face a second before the rabid girl tackled her. Next thing he knew, they rolled about on the blistering-hot pavement.
Dean fiddled with the newly-found cell phone until finally figuring out how to use the darn thing. He tapped the 9-1-1 keys. An old familiar tone rang in his ear followed by, “We’re sorry. All circuits are busy now. Please try your call again later.”
“What in tarnation?” He hadn’t heard that phrase in ages—not since the 20th century.
Sirens shrieked. Paramedics and police forced their way into the shopping center. Dean took his cue and headed for the hills, or in his case, his cabin in Winters. Enough is enough. He decided to tell ole Frank it was time to start meeting in Winters for their monthly get-togethers. He couldn’t handle city life anymore.
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AN AMBER-ORANGE GLOW flitted through the partially closed blinds and lingered on Scarlett’s face, gently prodding her to get up. She turned over on the bed and reached for the alarm clock. It can’t be 8:30—in the evening? Still not convinced of the time, she traipsed around the condo, searching for her cell phone. Jeez Louise, where did I put it this time?
Scarlett stopped in the hallway, recollecting her thoughts; the last thing she remembered was Cyndi driving her home. And those ghastly nightmares! She grimaced. The dreams had been so vivid it was as if she’d dreamt in 3-D. Horrid, grotesque creatures growling and clawing her. Ugh! She tried shaking off the creepy feeling, but the dreams continued disturbing her.
Cyndi will make me feel better. She always does.
Better find my phone. Cyndi was probably worried sick. She hated it when Scarlett neglected to call her. She checked the usual places: her purse, all her purses, under the sofa cushions, the dresser drawers, and the kitchen cupboards. She had been so out of it, no telling where she had put the phone.
It was getting late. I should probably check the mail. A short walk and fresh air sounded fantastic. She quickly slipped on a pair of jeans, donned her Sketchers, and then scurried out the front door. The iron gate to the condo’s courtyard stood wide open for some reason; she assumed a solicitor had been by. She took in a deep breath of fresh air and almost choked. I smell a fire. She casually strolled to the complex’s mailbox center and caught a glimpse of the sun dissolving like a giant ice cube, melting pinkish-orange streaks into the horizon.
When she walked by Building C, her crazy hermit neighbor was wrapping a rather huge chain around the iron gate enclosing his courtyard. He must be really tired of the solicitors, she mused, dismissing the neighbor’s irrational behavior. Since he happened to be the first person she’d seen in several days, Scarlett shouted a cheery, “Lovely evening, isn’t it?”
He stared at her as if she were an ax murderer and dropped the chain. It clattered onto the walkway. She eyed him with amusement when he ran inside his condo, slamming the door behind him. Not exactly the response I was hoping for. Scarlett chuckled. Jeez, I must look a fright. In her rush to check the mail, she hadn’t bothered to change out of her bloodstained pajama top, speckled with dried blood from the gauze pads used after the oral surgery. She hadn’t even bothered to brush her hair. Uh,
I’d slam the door on me, too! At least I threw on jeans. She laughed, ignoring the sense of uneasiness drifting in the back of her mind. Something didn’t seem quite right.
No mail? She made her way back. For some reason, she remembered tossing the phone in the laundry basket. Jeez, why’d I put it there? A rustling sound caught her attention. The hedge of decorative bushes along the sidewalk quivered in the windless evening. She glanced back. In the fading rays of the setting sun, she made out three figures walking rather clumsily toward her.
“Glrrrrrrr—” The eerie groaning made the skin on the back of her neck crawl. Another voice joined in, “Glrrrrrrrrr—” She picked up the pace. All three of them groaned in slightly different guttural tones, not quite in unison. She glanced back again. They staggered toward her in an awkward gait—as if they wanted her.
Instinct took over. And she ran. And she did not stop until she was inside her condo. She slammed the door, locking it instantly, and then leaned back heavily against the door. She gasped with relief. Really? She hadn’t been that scared since she was twelve. When her annoying friend (What was her name?) had locked her in the bathroom, refusing to let her out until she had shouted, “Bloody Mary” three times. The whole Bloody Mary thing had been rather creepy. Of course, it was a silly urban legend. For a fleeting moment, she felt that same irrational-adolescent fear. She forced out a laugh. The uneasiness remained. Common sense told her it was her imagination working overtime, or perhaps those painkillers had left her feeling a bit psychotic. A foreboding sensation swept over her. Thinking about it, those people resembled the shadowy figures in her dreams. The people with no faces!
Scarlett needed to talk to someone, Cyndi or Maggie. Or Kevin, her mind whispered. No, not Kevin, you idiot. She dashed to the closet relieved to find her phone. Unfortunately, it was in dire need of a charge. At least, she found out it was Friday. Was it possible to lose track of time for five days? The low-battery icon flashed. Shrugging off her disappointment, she connected the charger.
Really, five days? She checked the bottle of antibiotics. Only two of the seven pills were left. Apparently, she had eaten four cans of soup the past five days as she checked out the kitchen. Guess I was sleepwalking and sleep-eating. The place was a mess.
She tried remembering the past few days, but the more she tried, the more her head throbbed. So, instead of a comforting chat with Cyndi or Maggie, she cleaned her condo at 9:30 in the evening, which provided a much-needed distraction from the creepy feeling haunting the back of her mind.
Her head pounded, begging for another painkiller. She refused. Instead, she focused on positive thoughts, like how excited she was to start her new post at Roseville Elementary, teaching math and physical education to fifth graders. She bullied herself into thinking she didn’t need Kevin. He snored. He didn’t want children, and he always had to have things his way. Unfortunately, the “positive thinking” trick wasn’t working as random thoughts of Kevin kept bombarding her. Utterly hopeless and heartbroken, she couldn’t shake the feeling of doom consuming her. The tears came. Again.
She grabbed the cell, knowing it was too late to call anyone. “Wow!” she exclaimed. She had sixty-seven texts, but none from Cyndi: zero, zippo, zilch. That’s so unlike Cyndi. Her sister usually texted her ten times a day—a very annoying habit of hers.
“What?” Why had Kevin texted? The nerve of that man! He must have returned from the Bahamas with his supermodel girlfriend.
He probably wanted to pick up his things. Well, he can wait. Scarlett wasn’t ready to deal with him. In a moment of anguish, she threw the cell on the sofa, which she instantly regretted. The phone bounced off the rose-colored cushion, slid across the hardwood floor, and then crashed into the fireplace hearth. An unmistakable crackling sound followed.
Scarlett plopped onto the sofa and pouted like a two-year-old while fidgeting with the television remote. The TV swarmed in a chaotic mass of black and white scratchy static.
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IT WAS ALMOST SUNSET.
Time to bring her in. Dean sighed disappointedly and slowly glided the boat toward Markley’s Cove. He had finally finished rebuilding the six-cylinder motor and had taken the boat out to Lake Berryessa this morning. He was having such a pleasant day and wasn’t ready for his first outing on the Twinkle Me Mary to end.
In no hurry, he let the boat drift toward the cove, lost in a daydream of Mary. How he missed her. He turned the bend only to catch up to the long line of boats queued ahead of him. Looks like I don’t have to end my day just yet, after all. Dean smiled and pointed the boat toward the shoreline. Rather than waiting in the long line, he’d wait it out by the tree-lined shore.
It was going to take a while, a good half-hour or so from the looks of it, and he didn’t mind waiting, not at all. He reached into his blue Igloo cooler and pulled out a Spam sandwich and a Diet Coke. He sure didn’t drink beer like he used to. It was probably a good thing. Basking in the cooling evening breeze, he gazed at the rippling water, not really seeing it; instead, he found himself thinking about the first time they had taken their son, Kyle, fishing.
A commotion at the launching area disrupted his pleasant daydream, and he reluctantly returned to reality, such as it was. Screaming? It sounded like someone was in a heap of trouble. More screaming. Crazy—hysterical screaming. He pointed the Glastron toward the cove, thinking he should probably check out the situation.
As he entered the cove’s NO WAKE ZONE, he noticed mass confusion at the boat launch area. A gunshot rattled through the air. His Diet Coke can went flying over the side of the boat. “Hell’s bells!” Did someone just shoot at me? Something was going on. More gunfire peppered the early evening, and he automatically ducked in self-defense mode.
With one hand on the wheel, he groped through his pack for the binoculars. Peering through the Bushnells, he spied people running around all helter-skelter like. Then he saw a lot of red. Blood-red! More screaming. It was like a Friday the 13th movie, and he most certainly didn’t want to play the part of a disposable extra.
The outlandish scene reminded him of the Rite Aid incident a few days before. Not here! He figured he was safe on the lake, away from the city. The flu outbreak had escalated into what the CDC called a full-fledged epidemic. Dean figured he could ride out the flu-panic if he stayed away from the cities. He probably should have waited until next week to take the boat out, but the boat was ready. What if next week never came?
More gunfire riddled the area. “Dad-blast-it!” Why today, of all days? He ducked again, unable to spot the shooter. From what he’d seen, there were an awful lot of bodies on the ground. Or had they just dropped to the ground to take cover? So many mass shootings. What’s this world coming to?
Feeling like a target, he turned the boat around, then surveilled the scene from a distance. The setting sun dipped behind the Vaca Mountains, distorting his view to a glaring golden haze. He caught a glimpse of something peculiar. Naw, that’s not possible. He hastily wiped the binocular’s lenses and tried again. He zoomed in as best he could. Several people at the launching area crawled on their hands and knees. A fellow appeared to . . . It can’t be. Dean refocused the Bushnells to no avail. He waited. Better safe than sorry, somehow hearing the voice of his dear ole granddaddy warning him.
Dean remained huddled in the boat, convincing himself he couldn’t have possibly seen what he thought he had just seen. It had been an illusion of sorts, the sun playing tricks on the lenses and his eyes. He tapped his chest lightly, relieved he wasn’t the hysterical type. Yep, it was someone administering CPR. That’s all it was. Not the other thing his brain had seen—something disturbing. Of course, that would have been impossible.
Dean waited for the authorities, but nobody showed up. He glanced at his watch again. There hadn’t been any gunshots or screaming for the last thirty minutes. Someone must have subdued the shooter. That’s what I would’ve done. He tried the Bushnells again, but it was dusk, and all he managed to get was a shadowy view of people walking about aimlessly, more like jerking about than walking. Despite all the people milling about, the entire launch area was inordinately quiet. Calm. He pulled the boat back around and headed for the dock again. A smart man would get his boat loaded onto the trailer before it was too dark. Someone standing at the end of the dock waved him in, giving him the all clear. Dean was relieved.
As his boat drifted closer to the dock, Dean shouted, “Did they catch the shooter?” It was almost too dark, and he fretted over his trip home; it was going to be a long trip home on the winding, narrow, country roads for his old eyes. The young man, a teenager, waited for him at the end of the dock. “Could use a hand here,” Dean said, somewhat perturbed, wondering why the teen just stared at him, not bothering to lend a helping hand. The teen cocked his head to the side in what looked like a very uncomfortable position. He started growling, of all things. “Say, what’s this nonsense about?” The teen didn’t answer. He twitched about like he was smack dab in the middle of a swarm of hungry mosquitoes. A loud splash followed, and the teen floundered about in the shallow water.
Guess that’s one way to get rid of those pesky bloodsuckers. If there was one thing Dean hated, it was mosquitoes. Dean busied himself with the boat, not worried about the teen; after all, the water was shallow by the dock, maybe three to four feet at most. While the teen thrashed in the water in a bout of tomfoolery, Dean secured the boat to the dock. From what he could see, a gang of people scuttled down the dock toward him, probably the teen’s friends. Time to get outta Dodge.
Looks like they’re up to no good.
Dean grabbed his cooler. He turned to step onto the dock and hesitated. They staggered to his end of the dock, moaning and groaning. Something’s not right here. Dean finally found his flashlight and aimed it at the dock. There must have been two dozen of them gawping at him. They growled and jerked about with blood-smeared faces like the girl in the Rite Aid parking lot while the teen thrashed in the water like a fish refusing to be tonight’s dinner.
That was it—it looked like they’d all gone rabid or batshit crazy! That’s when Dean quickly restarted the motor and raced to the middle of Lake Berryessa.
And Dean camped out on the Twinkle Me Mary for the next two days . . .
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SCARLETT SULKED the morning away and busied herself with chores, attempting to block out last night’s freakish nightmares, visions of shadowy figures, death, and fear. Feeling the need to talk, she found the phone where she’d left it: shattered on the hearth. She had almost convinced herself the shattered phone had been one of her bizarre dreams.
Does it work? She played with the phone until the fragmented screen finally lit. Yes! But the contact icon didn’t respond, and the numeric keypad wasn’t functional. She tapped on the voicemail messages. No sound. She couldn’t even text. Think I killed it. She tapped the screen repeatedly. On a whim, she tried the text messages. Yesterday, she couldn’t bear to hear from Kevin. Now, I’d talk to anyone.
First message: “R U OK?”
Right, I’m just a sparkling firefly you, you piece of— Scarlett stopped herself and held her breath as she reread the series of texts from Kevin. A sense of fear, dread, and panic pricked her pounding heart. She couldn’t make sense of whatever it was that had Kevin behaving so strangely, almost irrational.
12:33 p.m. Be there soon. Pack a suitcase and all the food!
2:06 p.m. Don’t go anywhere without me!
6:45 p.m. It’s taking longer than I thought. The roads are blocked.
8:37 p.m. Don’t leave the house!!!
10:02 p.m. Things don’t look so good here.
10:05 p.m. Please forgive me.
10:05 p.m. Levi’s Stadium
10:06 p.m. always loved u
10:06 p.m. so softly
Is he trying to say he’s sorry? Scarlett stared at his messages in disbelief. The cracked screen dimmed. Then, as if the cell phone made one final attempt for its life, it flickered and went black. It was the scariest black she had ever seen. Something very wrong must have happened for Kevin to send such cryptic, almost desperate, texts.
Uh, is this some sort of a sick joke? She almost hoped. Maybe one of his Facebook friends was messing with her. After Kevin had dumped her, she’d heard a few stories about how his friends thought she wasn’t good enough for him. Some of the things they said were downright cruel. How could people be so mean? Didn’t they understand how heartbroken she was? At that point, she had refrained from social media including email, cell phone, Facebook, and Twitter.
But what if something really was wrong? What if Kevin was in trouble and needed her help? A déjà vu sensation almost convinced her she had somehow become a victim of the eerie, inexplicable television series, Lost. Wow, I’ve got the heebie-jeebies! In a moment of panic, Scarlett hastily tugged-open the living room blinds, needing the reassurance of knowing the world was still out there.
Across the street from her condo, the huge apartment complex usually buzzed with traffic and pedestrians. From her view, the streets were completely empty except for debris—a lot of debris. It looked like the morning after a hellacious block party with trash littering the sidewalks, lawns, and streets. Strangely, no traffic. She stared out the window a bit puzzled. She was relieved when a group of people meandered around the corner, hanging out.
She closed the blinds, satisfied.
Tired of her isolation, she decided to visit her neighbor, Miss Purlie. She could use Miss Purlie’s phone to call the cable company and maybe even call her sister. She hurried out the front door. Once again, the courtyard gate was open. In last night’s haste, she must have left it open. Scarlett ran to the next row of condos.
Purlie or “Miss Purlie” (as the woman insisted) was a dear, Southern, black woman who had emigrated from Louisiana to California during The Second Great Migration way back in the 1940s. Yes, she was “purty old” as Miss Purlie often griped. Scarlett loved listening to her stories about the good old days. The things she had endured—such a grueling lifestyle. And I think I have it bad when I can’t watch TV or use my cell phone. Despite all the modern technology, Miss Purlie preferred doing things the old-fashioned way. She didn’t believe in computers and cell phones and Twitter and YouTube and all those “modern-day distractions of the devil” as labeled by the Southern woman. She actually had a landline phone. Absolutely astonishing.
Scarlett found herself rapping on the front door a bit too anxiously.
“I’ll shoot first and ask questions later,” Miss Purlie hollered from inside.
“It’s me, Scarlett!”
Miss Purlie tore open the front door. “Lordy, Lordy, child, what the devil you doin’ out there? Get on in. Quick—’fore one of ’ems a hearin’ ya.”
Scarlett felt rather silly for panicking. Unfortunately, the expression on Miss Purlie’s face did nothing to alleviate her growing apprehension; the woman’s eyes were as round and wide as bottle caps.
“Miss Purlie, is everything all right?”
The Southern lady seemed to be in a daze. A whopping sneeze snapped Purlie out of it.
Instead of saying, “Bless you,” Scarlett exclaimed, “Uh, why do you have a gun?” Scarlett edged toward the kitchen, avoiding the shotgun barrel wavering in the woman’s hands. “Miss Purlie?”
Purlie was back. “Child, now why you didn’t go with all them others?” She rested the shotgun on the sofa.
I think she’s losing it. “What do you mean ‘all them others’?”
“The evacuation and soldiers . . . all them military trucks with them god-awful sirens. Reckon ’twas the most guns I ever did see.” Purlie swayed from foot to foot, mumbling and trembling.
“You need to sit down.” Scarlett led her to the antique rocking chair overlooking the courtyard. “Are you feeling all right?”
Purlie sat in the rocker as if on autopilot. The silence deafening the room practically sent Scarlett screaming out the front door. She was relieved when the familiar creak of the rocker replaced the silence along with her glossy-white Maryjane shoes scuffing against the hardwood floor.
“Actually, I need to use your phone for a minute if you don’t mind?”
Miss Purlie didn’t say anything. She seemed lost in thought, her eyes vacant. Her odd behavior certainly wasn’t relieving Scarlett’s building anxiety. At that point, Scarlett’s frayed nerves unraveled a bit further as she attempted to convince both of them everything was fine. “Just fine and dandy,” as Miss Purlie would have chanted on an ordinary day. Today definitely isn’t ordinary, not in the least.
“I’ll get you a glass of cold water, and you’ll feel better.” The living room’s domed ceiling light dimmed and flickered off. “Don’t worry, I’ll change the bulb. By the way, how’s your grandson these days?” Still no response. “How’s your dear Lionel?” Scarlett asked again while flipping the kitchen light switch several times. “Did you forget to pay your electricity bill again?” Scarlett returned with a glass of water.
The light returned to her watery, bloodshot eyes. Purlie finally reached for the glass. “Why, Lionel shoulda been here by now. He’s a-comin' to take me away from this madness. Said, he’d be here soon. Said, don’t answer the door or those soldiers might take me away,” she rambled.
Concerned, Scarlett knelt beside the rocker and asked slowly, “When was that? Miss Purlie, is Lionel visiting you today?” I should probably call 9-1-1. What if she had a stroke?
“Lionel rang me up Wens-dee morning, said ‘no Bible Study today, Granny.’ Said, ‘pack yo bags, Granny, I’m fixin’ to take you someplace safe.’ Only he done never showed up.” Her wrinkled upper lip pursed and quivered. She went into a sneezing fit.
Scarlett handed her a box of tissues and noticed the vintage suitcase by the sofa. Actually, it was more like a trunk, a steamer trunk, made of leather. Scarlett couldn’t help but wonder how much it would go for on eBay. Knowing Purlie, she’d never part with the relic.
“It’s too late. It’s too late!” Miss Purlie ranted. “Only the dead don’t die . . .”
Scarlett didn’t know how to respond. And the tension mounted.
Purlie let out a long eerie moan. “Floyd, I’m a-comin’! Gimme a minute. Cain’t you see we got company right now?”
Uh, Floyd had been dead for some time. Scarlett ran for the phone. Time to call 9-1-1. The landline phone was dead. She jiggled the receiver repeatedly and still no dial tone. Her frantic fingers traced the telephone’s cord until she found it plugged securely into the wall’s phone jack; nothing was wrong with the phone. Had she forgotten to pay the phone bill, too?
Miss Purlie continued rambling in a dazed-like state, shouting to Floyd as if he were in the next room. Scarlett swore she heard the rattling sound of a door handle opening, coming from the bedroom. With abrupt force, Purlie sprang out of the rocker, letting it crash into the living room wall, leaving an indention in the paint. Purlie snatched the shotgun and bustled to the bedroom, slamming the door behind her without saying a single word.
Scarlett was unable to take her eyes off the empty rocker banging against the wall. She could not handle it a moment longer. She ran outside babbling, “What’s going on around here?”
She hated abandoning Purlie like that, yet what else could she do for her? Scarlett decided to go door to door until she found someone to call 9-1-1. Three doors down, the blast of a shotgun stopped her dead in her tracks. “Dear God, Miss Purlie!” Don’t tell me. No—she didn’t?
Scarlett ran back to Purlie’s home. She stood outside the door, afraid to go inside, afraid of what she might find. With a pounding heart, she finally brushed aside her fear and opened the front door.
“Miss Purlie?” she asked in a thin, whispery voice.
Scarlett didn’t find her in the living room or the kitchen or the bathroom. She poked her head into the bedroom. “Are you in here?”
There, on the blood-splattered bed, face down in a pool of blood was Miss Purlie—or what was left of her. She had managed to blow off a chunk of her head. Scarlett only recognized the Southern lady by her blue floral, Sunday dress and glossy-white Maryjane shoes. She rushed to the bathroom and hugged the toilet. After several agonizing minutes of relinquishing her breakfast, she sat on the closed toilet lid, shuddering in denial. And then, Scarlett ran home.
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AFTER MISS PURLIE’S shocking suicide, all Scarlett managed to do was sit on the sofa and blank-out at the pale-pink living room walls in a near state of shock. The whisperings in the back of her mind demanded her to pull herself together. She had to face the fact that dear Miss Purlie was indeed dead, and she wasn’t resolving anything by flipping out or ignoring it.
She forced herself off the sofa. It was time to go to the police station. Besides, half the day was gone, and she still needed to call the cable company and SMUD, for the power was out at her place as well. When things start going wrong, they really go wrong. She was certainly ready for her luck to change.
Scarlett splashed her face with cold water. “You look absolutely terrible,” the mirror blared rudely, so she applied a light coat of makeup, enough to make her not look like a corpse. She winced, wrong choice of words. On impulse, she added a thick layer of ruby-red lipstick. What if she ran into Kevin? He hated it when she didn’t wear lipstick.
She promised herself that once she reported Miss Purlie’s death, it would be easier to focus on her new life. School was starting soon. There would be plenty of conferences, classes, and other work-related activities to keep her occupied. After the police station (they can tell me why the power’s out), she decided to hit Best Buy. It was a great excuse to buy the latest iPhone. That’s it. I have a plan. “I’ll feel much better after a chat with Cyndi.” She sighed.
Her dedicated sister had always been her rock and always knew the right things to say when Scarlett was feeling down. Cyndi, nine years older, had practically raised her after their parents had perished in a car accident. Aunt Marge had taken care of the two sisters until Cyndi had secured her first job upon graduating from college; then, Cyndi had supported Scarlett through college. She should drive to Pinole tomorrow and take her sister to lunch before classes started the following week.
With renewed conviction, Scarlett scrambled to the garage and absentmindedly tapped the garage door button. Nothing happened. “Duh, power’s out.” She had no idea how to open the garage door. Of course, there was a way to manually open the door in the event of a power outage; Kevin had opened the door before, but she hadn’t paid any attention.
She ran back into the dark garage with a flashlight to examine the garage door contraption. “How the . . . what’s this?” She tugged on the cord. “Ta-dah.” Light flooded into the garage as she rolled up the door. She did it, and she didn’t even have to call Kevin for help. Here I go again. Forget him, besides I don’t have a phone; therefore, I can’t call him—you dingbat.
Determined to get back to the real world, to fight back the dark cloud of depression shrouding her head like a dreary fog, she sped off in her red Kia Forte Koup, a car a teacher’s salary could afford. Turning out of the complex, she instantly felt a renewed zest for life, an empowerment of sorts—the confidence and courage to live her life without a man.
“No traffic. Not a single car,” she muttered. Uneasiness crept in until she turned on Washington Boulevard, the main thoroughfare. That’s more like it. Scarlett never thought she’d be so happy to see traffic. The intersection was gridlocked in a massive traffic jam. The traffic signal flashed red, reminding the power was out. She automatically took her foot off the gas, in no hurry to become part of the gridlock. When she finally did catch up to the traffic jam, she occupied herself with positive thoughts: her new students and fellow teachers, the first week’s lessons, and . . . did she dare say it? A life without Kevin. Stop thinking about him!
She sipped the water bottle and noticed the traffic hadn’t moved. Usually, cars, or rather their impatient owners, inched forward every few seconds or so. And, even stranger, a glance in the review mirror revealed no vehicles had pulled up behind her. She loathed those annoying tailgaters who bullied her to inch forward as close to the bumper in front of her allowed, leaving only inches between bumpers.
No longer absorbed with her selfish thoughts, she examined the intersection. Several vehicles faced the wrong direction, and many of the doors were open. “Now what?” That’s when she noticed the cars were driverless. She didn’t see a single person. Everyone must be checking out the accident. Hmm, it must have just happened. No sirens yet.
She thought about backing up and trying a different route. Curiosity won. She stepped out of the car, hesitated, and then walked toward the intersection, not so much to see the accident but to see where everyone was. Besides the smell of smoke, a putrid odor lingered in the hot August afternoon air, strong enough to make her gag. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Jeez Louise!” She pulled her blouse over her nose and walked between the driverless vehicles.
Scarlett walked by a Toyota Camry with its doors, hood, and trunk wide-open. She stepped over a purse and started to retrieve it when she noticed several suitcases on the pavement ahead. All kinds of items were scattered about the street, including a laptop, several cell phones, toys, and plastic bags of groceries. It was like the drivers decided to have some sort of impromptu yard sale in the middle of the street. This is really strange.
She spotted two people a few cars ahead, huddled down with their backs toward her. She was so excited she burst out, “So what’s going on? Did anyone call 9-1-1?” They were busy administering CPR to a person sprawled out on the street. Scarlett ran to them. “Anyone call 9-1-1?” she panted again.
It took several seconds before they acknowledged her. The man twisted his head around at an awkward angle and glared at her. Blood dripped from his face! And the front of his striped blue and green shirt was soaked with it too. He must have been in the accident. What should I do? She hurried to him, stepping over the discarded items in the street. The man drunkenly stumbled toward her as if he desperately needed her help. He lurched to a stopped, raised his arms in the air, and howled to the sky.
Scarlett froze. Not because of his hair-raising howling, and not because of the bloody mess on his clothes, and not because she realized he only had one arm. His other arm looked like it had been ripped off at the elbow by something sharp and jagged. She froze because the left side of his face was—gone. Flaps of flesh waggled, revealing the skeletal bones of his jaw and teeth between the torn gaps of his flesh.
The grotesque man staggered closer, tripping over the suitcase between them. Scarlett knew she needed to call the paramedics, yet all she wanted to do was scream. When he reached out his trembling hand for help, she automatically responded and extended her hand to him. Unexpectedly, he lunged at her, headfirst. Pure primordial instinct kicked in, and Scarlett jumped sideways, avoiding the impact.
“Glrrrrrr,” the man growled. She carefully avoided eye contact with the hideously disfigured man and frantically searched for protection. The open door of an SUV beckoned. In a flash, she scrambled inside, slamming the door. Uh, now what? He stumbled eagerly toward her while she struggled with her conscience. The man was in desperate need of medical attention. Why am I so petrified?
Something slapped the window. She flinched and turned, face to face with the deranged man. He pounded on the partially open window with his bloody stump of an arm, smearing reddish-brown streaks across the glass. A jolt of panic spiraled up her spine. The slow, steady pounding continued all the while he groaned and growled. Scarlett looked for the SUV’s key. But it was pointless. It was sandwiched between other vehicles.
The pounding increased in frequency. “What?” Another person pounded on the window in the same slow, rhythmic motion. It was a woman, who wasn’t in much better shape than the man.
Scarlett tapped her chest in a feeble attempt to calm her racing heart. She scooted to the driver’s side. Just her luck, the window was down, completely. Strangely, they didn’t seem to notice it. No, they were too obsessed with smashing the window. If she found the key, she could close the windows and wait for the police.
The pounding rhythm quickened. “Oh, shit!” Where’d he come from? Three of them pounded on the window. The window was bound to break at any second. What would she do then? She kept convincing herself they just needed help; after all, they were just people. Hurt people, but people nonetheless.
A crackling sound warned her a second before the tempered glass window shattered into a thousand crystal-like shards. The shards glittered into the SUV, tinkling onto the white, leather upholstery, and spilling onto the floorboard in all its glittery glory.
Scarlett tried opening the driver’s side door. “Are you flippin’ kidding me?” The door was jammed from the truck it had previously crashed into. She scrambled into the backseat just as three pairs of bloodstained hands (minus one) clawed at her. A hand grabbed a handful of her hair, yanking her head back with incredible strength. Running on pure adrenaline, Scarlett reclaimed her hair by yanking back harder. After kicking the door open about a foot, she squeezed through just as one of the men leaped from the front seat to the backseat with surprisingly (awkward) agility for someone so injured. With only inches from the maniacal man’s grasp, she slammed the door. She cringed at the unmistakable sickening sound of bones crunching. She worried it had been the man with only one hand. If so—he was handless because of her.
Scarlett ran like a frazzled quarterback stuck with the football who was about to get tackled by a psychotic three hundred-pound linebacker. She didn’t stop running until reaching her car, pausing only long enough to see that the crazed people were still in the SUV as if trapped.
“That was absolutely insane!” she screeched. She backed the car out and raced in the opposite direction. Scarlett could no longer doubt the dreadful suspicion haunting her the past few days. Something horrible was happening in Roseville.
She turned onto Junction Boulevard. The entire block of the police station was completely barricaded with miniature stations. She frantically searched for someone. Anyone. Not a single person was in sight. Guard posts? Wait,
are those machine guns? Each of the guard posts had mounted guns pointing toward the street, pointing toward her. The street was stained the color of crimson. Are those piles of—of—of bones? She gasped.
Slamming the car into reverse, she turned down the first unblocked street and then drove aimlessly around until she happened upon an upscale neighborhood. Everything appeared normal. In dire need of a friendly, normal face, Scarlett imagined knocking on the front door of one of the lovely homes, irrationally thinking they might invite her in for tea and crumpets. She turned onto another normal-looking street. Great, I’m so lost. “Kevin was right. I should’ve bought a GPS.”
She drove around the subdivision and racked her brain of the possibilities. Something horrible had happened. But what? Were these people hapless victims of a chemical spill? Is that what this is all about? She rationalized a variety of scenarios until her brain hurt. The next residential street looked like a scene from a hokey sci-fi flick. An airplane had crashed nose-down into what had once been a pristine, picture-perfect park: Rose Park. She didn’t know what kind of plane it was—had been. It looked like the remains of a big passenger plane, like a 747, only half of it, with piles of smoldering rubble and wreckage strewn about.
Scarlett stepped out of the car almost hypnotized by the destruction. It was overwhelming witnessing a disaster of such magnitude up-close-and-personal, nothing like the indifference of watching a disaster broadcasted on television. So, this is it, ground zero. Had the airplane been transporting dangerous chemicals? Or a deadly contagion?
The park’s swings swayed gracefully in the afternoon breeze while the lovely rose bushes rustled in the wind; it was such a paradox for only a few yards away—total destruction. A whimpering from behind one of the yellow rose bushes brought her back to reality. It almost sounded like a child. Then she saw it. It nervously poked its nose around a rose bush. What a gorgeous Golden Retriever.
“Poor thing, you must be scared,” she crooned to the skittish dog. She knelt to pet it, but the dog kept its distance from her.
The breeze kicked up. She caught a whiff of a peculiar rank-ish odor; the sickening, putrid smell turned her stomach inside out. The Golden Retriever whimpered; its ears flattened, and it scampered back behind the rose bushes.
Where were the first responders?
Scarlett hesitated then walked toward the crash site. What! Dead bodies everywhere! One glimpse told her their bodies were completely charred, and even worse, the bodies were torn apart. She quickly averted her eyes. Her stomach convulsed. Oh shit, if this is ground zero . . . then she was most likely contaminated. A terrorist attack? Had the entire town been evacuated? She remembered the sirens and helicopters a few days ago. She scanned the area cautiously, afraid to go any closer. Wait a minute. If this had been a terrorist attack, Homeland Security would be swarming all over this place. That’s when something inside urged her to leave. Now!
The retriever growled. A large group of disheveled people gathered around her car. She waved and approached them cautiously . . . until she saw the blood on their faces and clothes. They looked like the crazed people she had just escaped from. That’s what this is all about. They must be the plane crash survivors—probably in shock. Their skin was so severely burned it seemed impossible for them to walk or even be alive, for that matter. So, where were the emergency crews, the triage stations, the police? This whole place should be in lockdown or in quarantine or something.
The hairs on the back of her neck quivered. A voice from deep inside screamed, Leave! Scarlett stiffened. Slowly, methodically, she scanned the entire area like an animal that knew it was being hunted. Their low gurgling-guttural growls made her heart skip. And they staggered and stumbled toward her like a ghastly flashmob of walking corpses.
“Oh, shit!”
This time, Scarlett didn’t have her car to seek refuge in. She couldn’t think; instead, her legs took off in a dead run. The fight or flight instinct took over. She ran down the park’s sidewalk, hurdling over pile after pile of crash debris until she reached the closest house adjacent to the park. She banged on the front door. “Help! Somebody, please, help!” No one answered the door.
She sprinted to the next house afraid to glance back at the crazed flashmob. But she did. And they were closer, and there were more of them. They were definitely following her. Chasing her? She turned back around only to crash into a green tricycle, leaving a sharp pain in her right shin. She ignored the pain. She ran. No one answered at the next house or the next. Every time she stopped to scream for help and bang on the front door—they were closer, much closer.
Scarlett stopped to catch her breath. She observed how they walked in a sort of hypnotic-like state as if
in shock. Maybe I can outsmart them? She ran over to the next house in plain sight, making sure they saw her. Then she ran to the side of the house and ducked behind a juniper bush. She frantically scanned the area for an exit route, out of their field of vision. Her only option was to jump the fences and double back through the backyards to get back to her car.
She jumped the fences with the help of lawn furniture, and after running through five beautifully landscaped yards, she decided to chance it for a view of the street. She inched her way ever so slowly, pressing her body against the side of a house, holding her breath. She stopped. Scuffling sounds came from the street. She had to look. If she had calculated right, her car should be right there, and she’d make a run for it.
Timidly, she nosed her head around the side of the house and was relieved to see her car. To Scarlett’s dismay, there must have been a dozen of them
loitering about her car. They peered into the car’s windows, pounding on the glass, waiting for it to give in. Perhaps she had outsmarted the crazies who had been chasing her, but more awaited her. Where had they come from?
Frantic barking followed by growling sparked her curiosity. She peeked around the edge of the house again. The congregation of deranged plane crash survivors encircled the Golden Retriever. The dog’s growls turned into a mournful howl. They closed in on the helpless dog. The howling morphed into high-pitched yelps. I can’t bear this. What are they doing to the poor dog? She didn’t wait to find out.
Scarlett snuck into the backyard, making sure they didn’t spot her. She knocked softly on the patio’s back door. No one answered of course. There didn’t seem to be a single person left in the entire city of Roseville, which got her thinking about the senseless movie Left Behind. Actually, she hadn’t watched the movie, but she certainly wished she had. Maybe then she’d understand what was going on as a dizzy flash of paranoia consumed all rational thought. Was she the only sane person left in Roseville? Or was she the crazy one?
She hastily fiddled with the door. Damn! It’s locked. She peered through the kitchen window but resisted the urge to break in, knowing the sound of broken glass would alert them. They seemed almost primal, like a pack of predatory animals the way they had cornered the dog. If they found her, would they do the same thing to her? Corner her. And then what? Had they killed the Golden Retriever? She shuddered at the thought.
Scarlett quickly searched the backyard for a place to hide. Until it was safe—until they were gone. The professionally landscaped yard looked like a full-color, double-page spread right out of Better Homes and Gardens with a redwood deck trimmed-swimming pool and spa. Ornate Greek-style urns surrounded the deck like ancient sentry posts forgotten by time while their brittle occupants of sun-dried vines whispered in the evening breeze. A huge built-in barbecue (like one of those expensive Fire Magic Grills they sell at California Backyard) and an elegant wrought iron set of patio furniture sat proudly on the redwood deck. Jeez, who lives like this?
In the far corner of the backyard, a storage shed sat nestled amongst two overgrown mimosa trees. Naturally, a fancy shed to go with the fancy backyard. She tapped on the door. “Please don’t be locked,” she whispered, trying the doorknob. It opened.
Once inside, Scarlett realized it wasn’t a storage shed but a man cave. Wow, Kevin would love this. It was an awesome setup with a flat screen TV mounted on the wall, a DVD player, a gaming system, a mini-fridge, a microwave, and a recliner. It was even equipped with a mini-bathroom. It had everything a person could possibly want except a phone and electricity.
Guess I’m stuck here till morning. It was almost dark, and there was absolutely no flipping way she’d attempt her way home in the dark without a car with those, those . . . creepy people stalking the streets. Creepy. It was the first word that came to mind when she thought of those poor, injured people. Creepers. She locked the door. It wasn’t a very secure lock or door, for that matter. Still, if the deranged plane crash victims didn’t know she was inside, she’d be safe. Right?
“Oh, shit! My purse . . . keys?” She had left them in the car. “Idiot,” she whispered in disgust. Scarlett carefully, quietly, timidly, searched the shed for anything that might be useful. She checked out a tall, metal cabinet full of sporting equipment. Nothing here. She closed the door and opened it again, snatching the metal, reddish-orange baseball bat. It could do a lot of damage if needed. Surely, it wouldn’t get to that. Maybe I’m still hallucinating from those painkillers.
Or am I dreaming this? In any case, she practiced swinging the Easton bat to get a feel for it. It would just have to do.
She found a flashlight, complete with working batteries. Every few minutes she stole quick glances from the small window for movement in the backyard. Rummaging through another cabinet, she scrounged a can of Spanish peanuts, a can of Pringles, and several bottles of Vitamin Water. “Ta-dah, dinner.”
Scarlett quietly settled into the recliner; her body practically melted into the leather as she and her muscles collapsed from sheer exhaustion and stress. She sat facing the door with the bat beside her. Ready. What would she do if they pounded down the door? A guttural sound nearly sent her flying out of the recliner and through the roof. Are they in the backyard? Something brushed against the shed. Just the tree, she reassured. She couldn’t handle much more of this irrational terrorizing feeling.
Dreading sunset, Scarlett drank a bottle of Vitamin Water for the electrolytes and munched on the peanuts to distract her jumpy nerves. Evening settled in. She didn’t turn on the flashlight since the window was only covered with a sheer curtain. Her eyes gradually grew accustomed to the darkness. Scarlett vowed to stay awake all night.
   
Scarlett woke up in alarm. It took a moment to realize where she was. When she did, her heart pounded defiantly against her chest, jumping to her throat. She gasped, choking back the bursts of air escaping her lungs. This was not the time to have a panic attack and certainly not the time to hyperventilate.
She took a moment to calm herself and focused on breathing, slowly, calmly. A sound? Just the tree, right? Panic threatened to take over again. She shoved it back. She stared so hard at the doorknob it would have turned if she had telekinetic abilities. A voice inside her head demanded, “Go now!” She wanted to trust her intuition. But, opening the door wasn’t going to be easy as unreasonable dread surged through her veins, chilling her blood to ice.
She finally glanced out the small window. It was almost dawn, and the new morning seemed to urge her departure. Clutching the bat, she cautiously opened the door wide enough to get a better view of the backyard. She didn’t see any of them (creepers, she thought). Still, it took all her courage to take the first step outside. She crept past the redwood deck, and to her horror realized she had just walked past two of them. They’d been hidden from her view, sitting on the patio with their backs against the wall and their heads slumped over. Passersby might have thought they were suffering from a mere hangover if it weren’t for their tattered, bloodstained clothing. And the putrid odor.
She forced her legs on and snuck along the side of the house to the front yard. There’s my car! The strangest thing, the plane crash survivors—creepers—were everywhere, scattered around her car. Only, they weren't staggering around. No. They were crumpled on the road in the oddest positions, apparently asleep. It looked as if they’d been zapped by a Cosmic-Taser gun and had flopped instantaneously to the ground in whatever contorted state they’d been in at the moment of being zapped.
Could she do it? Could she sneak to the car without waking them? Hurry! Her inner voice begged. Scarlett stepped over their mangled bodies and held her breath at the foul stench wafting in the air, like the smell of a decaying animal left under the house to rot. The smell of death. She counted the steps. Only three steps away. Countless writhing-sleeping bodies surrounded the car, twisting and squirming on the pavement. Their barely audible moaning abruptly transformed into a satanic chorus of yowling howls and growls. They’re waking up! And she was standing in the middle of them.
One more step and she’d reach the door. A series of thoughts flashed through her head: What if the door was locked? What if she’d left it running?
It could be out of gas. She wanted to run back to the shed. No. They will find me this time. The words came to her from out of the blue. She swallowed hard and reached for the door handle. Last step . . . something grabbed her foot! Scarlett gasped at the gnarly hand clutching her lavender, kitten-heel pump, scraping her ankle with his knobby-bloodstained fingers. With half-closed eyes, he lethargically put her lavender pump in his mouth like a sleepy toddler seeking the comfort of a pacifier. She leaned to the car, missing the handle by an inch. She didn’t yank her foot back, afraid of waking him while she balanced herself on one foot, deciding the best move. If she fell, she’d land on at least four or five of the mutilated bodies writhing on the pavement below her.
Do something before he really wakes up! She tried releasing her foot from the pump, but her sweaty sockless foot stuck to the fake-leather sole with the tenacity of Gorilla Glue. He let out a bloodcurdling moan and sprang from the ground only to collapse on his back, claiming her shoe in the process. Scarlett could not stifle her scream.
The creepers had difficulty getting to their feet like they were in a drunken stupor. Scarlett watched in disgust as they twisted about the pavement trying to stand on their floundering legs like a herd of newborn fawns from Hades. And even though her foot was free of her hapless shoe, she still couldn’t move, paralyzed by fear. The horror of the whole scene had her lips quivering uncontrollably. All she could do was gape at the creeper gnawing at her lavender shoe.
Scarlett gathered her wits and grabbed the door handle. Unlocked! She jumped inside, one shoe less. The creeper ripped the lavender pump from its mouth and swayed about next to the open car door, ogling the shoe, then her, and then eyeballed the shoe again as if he couldn’t believe his incredibly good luck had just turned into incredibly bad luck.
Her throat lumped like a day-old bowl of oatmeal. She couldn’t even swallow. A gurgling growl jolted her back. She slammed the door. There, on the front seat, where she had left them, were the keys. Even her purse was there, untouched. Everything was okay until she started the car. They quickly surrounded the car like an overzealous mob of paparazzi. But it no longer mattered. She slammed the pedal to the metal, knocking them out of her way.
After Scarlett finally found her way out of the Nightmare on Elm Street community, she decided to drop by Maggie’s house. She’d been avoiding Maggie since the un-wedding, for Maggie had always insisted Kevin wasn’t her Mr. Right. Occasionally, she came upon a pedestrian and immediately slowed down. And every time, the same awkward gait, the tattered, bloodstained clothing—it was a dead giveaway. And, whenever she happened on a group of them
shuffling about, she immediately flipped a u-ey and headed in another direction.
For some reason, she couldn’t connect to Maggie’s side of town. The blocked streets were a lab rat’s maze of dead ends. She’d taken so many detours she lost her bearings. It seemed like all the detours and roadblocks led her to Berry Street, so she drove down Berry Street. She passed countless yellow school buses, which lined both sides of the street. The buses sat empty, lifeless. After she drove past the buses, she could not believe her eyes. What? Roseville High School was in ruins. Actually, it looked more like the school had been bombed. It had that Syrian war-ravaged look, giving her an even more desolate feeling of hopelessness.
“What’s happening?” she shrieked.
Scarlett assumed the injured people were the plane crash survivors. But it didn’t explain her irrational fear. Also, there were too many of them rambling all over Roseville, not just near the crash site. What sort of catastrophe would cause Roseville to evacuate? “Unless we’re at war . . .” She shook her head, refusing to believe it. War. It was the only thing that made sense.
After abandoning her attempt to visit Maggie, she finally reached the safety of her own home. She paced the living room, contemplating. On impulse, she decided to visit her paranoid-hermit neighbor. The man who had chained his courtyard gate. She understood why he had behaved in such a manner; he must have thought she was one of them. A creeper. Hopefully, he could fill in the blanks and explain what was going on.
“Oops.” She ran back to the garage to retrieve the baseball bat. Better be prepared, she thought. Upon reaching the sidewalk to his building, she noticed a shopping cart overflowing with all kinds of items. A few feet beyond it was a stuffed rucksack. Did he just leave this? Surprisingly, his courtyard gate stood wide open; the huge chain was coiled on the concrete, useless. Once inside the secluded courtyard, Scarlett quickly averted her eyes. “Dear God!” A bloody body was sprawled face down on the porch—a woman wearing a blood-soaked skirt and nothing else.
Blood everywhere. And it was still moist. Scarlett gagged and scuffed-off the sticky blood from the bottom of her Sketchers. The front door was open, and to her astonishment, a rifle leaned against the doorframe as if someone had completely forgotten about it. She couldn’t help but think it odd, especially for this particular neighbor, who was overly obsessed with security.
It looked like the woman had been shot in the head from what she could tell. He must have shot her in self-defense. Perhaps, in his shock, he had forgotten the rifle. She poked her head inside his condo and impatiently rapped on the open door. “Hellloooo, it’s your neighbor.” Her throat went hoarse. “Sorry to barge in. I really need to talk to you,” she pleaded. No answer. She shouted another panicky “Hellooo?”
She let herself in, thinking he might be injured and need help. She snooped around. The place was a wreck. It was not the smartest thing to enter a stranger’s home, uninvited. However, she had to find out what was going on. She crept from the living room to the kitchen, making her way to the dining room. He wasn’t there.
She dared herself down the hallway and then peered ever so slowly around the first door she came to. He was on the bed, his back toward her, apparently asleep. Based on the amount of blood on the carpet, he must have been attacked by the dead creeper in his courtyard. I thought they were dangerous. His breathing sounded more like a combination of wheezing and snoring. Since he wasn’t facing her, she really couldn’t tell how injured he was. She decided to wait in the living room until he woke up. That way he couldn’t avoid her.
Ugh, I’m not sitting on that! The sofa cushions were soaked in blood. She sat down at the dining room table, away from the blood. “What’s this?” she whispered. She grabbed a flyer from the oak table: FEMA MANDATORY EVACUATION. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. It stated that the high schools were temporary evacuation shelters, and it also listed several Major Shelter Centers. The list included all the sporting arenas, stadiums, and concert auditoriums in the Sacramento metropolitan area. The nearest Major Shelter Center was in Natomas at the defunct Sacramento Kings arena.
She stared at the bloodied-fingerprinted flyer, stunned. So, there had been a catastrophe . . . It happened when I was drugged-out on those flippin’ painkillers. She tried thinking back, but those four to five to six days were still a blur. It started to make sense, recalling the sirens, helicopters, and the fact the electricity had gone out. Poor Miss Purlie—it must have been too much for her to handle. “Oh, please let Cyndi and her family be all right.” Scarlett couldn’t stop the flood of tears that followed.
A commotion in the hallway startled her. He’s awake. “Uh, excuse me, dear neighbor, I really need to talk—” Scarlett screamed in mid-sentence. He stood before her, gawking. He seemed in as much shock with her appearance as she was with his. A chunk of oozing flesh detached from his neck, slid down his shirt, and then plopped onto the dining room tile. But that’s not what made her scream. He had turned into one of them. Bulbous black eyes protruded from his red-rimmed eye sockets. Saliva dripped from two rows of snarling teeth. She was too close, close enough to see into its soulless eyes.
“Uh, okay, sorry to intrude. I’ll be on my way now. Uh, you might want to get that looked at,” she babbled, gaping at his flesh-torn neck, knowing all too well he—it—didn’t understand a single word she said.
She edged backward, one hand sliding against the wall and one hand gripping the bat so hard her fingers went numb. It didn’t seem to know what to do next. It just stood there goggling her. The horrible gurgling sounds started. And, once again, she ran.
   
The clues were adding up. She understood the urgency of Kevin’s baffling text messages somewhat. He was coming for her. Had been. She assumed he’d planned on taking her to one of the shelters. Had the government forced him to evacuate without her? Or had he— She shuddered. She refused to even think it. Wait a minute. Miss Purlie had been sneezing. A virus! Apparently, Miss Purlie had known she’d been infected with the creeper virus. That’s why she killed herself. She didn’t want to end up as a creeper. Or was afraid she might hurt me?
It was time to leave Roseville. That night Scarlett packed two suitcases by candlelight. She even packed the nonperishable foods in bags and loaded the car. Food was a valuable commodity during a crisis. She’d leave at dawn and maybe retrieve the neighbor’s rifle if it was still in the courtyard. She had an uncanny feeling he—it—wouldn’t need it any longer. She should probably check out the shopping cart and rucksack for supplies as well; she had a feeling it wouldn’t need that either.
Scarlett tossed in bed most of the night, speculating. It must be a highly contagious virus, for the other day her neighbor had appeared healthy. After the encounter with the creeper, he had apparently become afflicted. But how did he wound his neck? The gruesome afterimage of his flesh flopping onto the floor was permanently burnt into her retinas.
Her thoughts rambled on and on: The wound on his neck . . . The creeper attacked him when he was searching for supplies? That’s why he shot it. Then he came down with the illness and turned into a creeper. Within a few days, hours or minutes? She had no idea how long ago he’d been attacked. But, she hadn’t noticed anything unusual the day before, for as she recalled his gate had been chained.
So, he’d been infected with the virus recently. And, if the disease was airborne, she was screwed. It seemed so . . . unreal, like some farfetched scene right out of a grade B horror movie starring Vincent Price and Boris Karloff, complete with hokey-looking monsters. Impossible.
Scarlett’s mind was set, and so was the alarm clock; she’d leave at dawn, for that’s when the creepers seemed the least dangerous.
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SCARLETT’S TRIP to Natomas turned out to be much more complicated than she’d anticipated. Every Interstate 80 on-ramp she tried was obstructed with abandoned vehicles. Around noon, she tried her luck with the back roads and drove west on Baseline Road. Much to her relief, the country roads were clear. Occasionally, she passed an abandoned vehicle on the side of the road, but all in all, everything appeared normal. Definitely, a good sign.
Until she realized there hadn’t been any oncoming traffic, and she hadn’t seen a single person.
In urgent need of a pit stop, she stopped at a roadside deli. Its blinking neon-pink OPEN sign beckoned her to pull over. “Electricity!” I can’t wait to talk to a normal person.
Scarlett resisted the urge to go running into the deli shouting, “Help, I’m the only person left in the world!” Instead, she cautiously opened the glass door plastered with vendor signs: Red Bull, California Lottery, Budweiser, and a collage of other labels. The lights were on, and a machine hummed in the background, so she expected a cheery face behind the deli counter. But, no one greeted her. The deli’s curved glass display case was empty. Still, someone must be minding the deli, and she quietly searched the building.
She walked around the empty aisles that once held the usual eat-on-the-run snacks like beef jerky, chips, and cookies. The deli was barren of the products it so boldly blasted on the windows. After she was confident the store was free of creepers, she decided to check out the rooms in the back of the deli. The restroom was next on her agenda.
Scarlett found her way to the deli’s back office and noticed what she thought was an old ham radio sitting on a paper-cluttered desk next to a plate of food and a mason jar of water. Someone’s here! She searched the room for other signs of recent activity. Then reality set in. The plate of mashed potatoes, green beans, and what looked like a slice of ham buzzed with several pesky flies, a sign the food had been forgotten about. Although, the food wasn’t moldy yet; someone had been there recently.
She located the humming source in a storage room, where a large orange and black generator faltered when she entered the room. Probably needs more gas. Several red fuel cans caught her attention. I really need gasoline. The Kia was almost out. Should I just take it—and risk going to jail? Who would believe my reasoning? I thought it was the end of the world. Yeah, right.
After unscrewing the fuel can’s cap, she took a quick whiff, and the familiar intense odor filled her lungs. It was definitely gasoline, three cans of it. Despite her urgent need, she couldn’t bring herself to steal a can. She left a yellow sticky-note on the supply room’s door: HI, I’M SITTING IN THE PARKING LOT. I NEED YOUR HELP. PLEASE SEE ME ASAP. The note idea was a bit silly; however, she assumed the employee or deli owner would return shortly to start the generator. Maybe she could bargain for a can of gas. She had plenty of cash in her wallet.
Scarlett sat in the car under a shady tree and waited in the hot, August afternoon only daring to leave the windows down a few inches, forcing herself to handle the heat. Even though she hadn’t seen any creepers, she still couldn’t shake the unnerving feeling she wasn’t safe. Would these people help her? Did they know what was going on? Her thoughts rambled from one thought to another like a toddler asking a never-ending barrage of irrelevant questions.
She’d been so caught up in her quest to find people, she had ignored her hungry stomach. She rummaged through a bag of supplies she had loaded in the passenger’s front seat. Yum, a can of tuna and a package of Ritz Crackers. She dumped the can of tuna onto a paper plate and mixed it with several tiny, plastic packets of Miracle Whip. Finally, a use for those annoying condiment packets of ketchup, mayo, and soy sauce she had saved. She kept an eye on her surroundings and spooned bites of tuna with the crackers. Not a single car drove by—another ominous sign.
By 6:30 in the evening, she was getting worried, more like paranoid. It was all she could do to control her rattled nerves. She debated over stealing the gas. A thunderous boom quaked the parking lot, rescuing her from her ceaseless, anxious thoughts. “An explosion?” She slipped out of the car, automatically grabbing the bat this time, and stood in the middle of the road to investigate. In the field across from the deli, a billowing cloud of black smoke plumed. She waited to hear the sirens—expecting to hear them—needing to hear them—not hearing them.
A movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. Far off in the distance, a myriad of black specs approached from all directions and scurried toward the burning building, which looked like a food processing plant next to a row of silos. Must be a granary. She couldn’t take her eyes off the humongous fireball mushrooming in the sky.
Groaning startled her. She reeled around. Hundreds of black specs grew in size right before her eyes. Creepers! Everywhere. They headed toward the fire en masse. Soon they’d be close enough to see her. On impulse, she ran back into the deli, stealing a can of gas, leaving two for the owner. She skidded off in the Kia, sliding on the graveled shoulder. She swerved to avoid slamming into a pack of creepers that seemingly materialized from out of nowhere, nearly sideswiping a utility pole when the car fishtailed by.
Had they been there all along, hiding in the golden fields of wheat, which had never been harvested? How could so many creepers suddenly be . . . everywhere? It didn’t make sense. She drove down Baseline Road toward Sacramento, trying to calm her racing heart. “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay,” she blathered. She was a bundle of nerves as she drove the next mile, passing wave after wave of creepers. It was astounding how quickly they’d formed into packs. “Does this mean they have super-hearing abilities?” Of course, it had been a loud explosion. Still, they seemed to know where the explosion was. Must be an instinctual thing.
After she passed the droves of migrating creepers, she pulled over and emptied the gas into the tank. “There, that should get me to Natomas.” She said it reassuringly enough, but the thought worried her.
Scarlett’s drive to Sacramento seemed surreal. She didn’t see a single (normal) person the entire trip. She ran into CA-99 and headed south. Once again, she found it clogged with ownerless vehicles, but it wasn’t as congested as Roseville. She maneuvered the small Kia between the mass of vehicles like some idiotic motorcyclist with a death wish. She had long since given up on not hitting anything. By the time she exited CA-99, she knew her poor car was riddled with dents and scratches; even the front bumper clung on for dear life, scraping the pavement. She couldn’t help but think: Hope my insurance covers this.
She finally made it to Natomas, a small booming community on the outskirts of Northwestern Sacramento. Great. The Arena Boulevard exit was one huge parking lot of abandoned vehicles. Even the shoulder was impassable. Determined, she put the car in reverse and backed to the previous exit. It was clogged as well, but she found a passable route beyond the shoulder. She was ecstatic when she reached Arena Boulevard.
For some reason, she couldn’t see the domed arena, which was visible from Arena Boulevard. Jeez Louise, don’t tell me I’m lost again? She flipped a u-ey. She found it maddening that all the arena entrances were barricaded. Even more determined, she drove around the area until she found a possible way through the blocked entrances, a narrow gap between two yellow school buses. Can I squeeze through? It was the only way in as far as she could tell. Already frazzled, she cringed at the sound of metal scraping metal like the unbearable screech of metal fingernails raking a chalkboard.
Attempting her way to Sports Parkway, she drove behind a maintenance building and discovered an employee access road. She followed the access road to the arena’s main road. Once on Sports Parkway, she was amazed at the rows and rows of city and charter buses parked on the side of the road. The buses were empty, just like in Roseville.
Her heart palpitated faster and faster as she coasted by the never-ending lines of buses. Is this where everyone is? Had the entire population of Roseville evacuated to Natomas? She was surprised not to see the National Guard, police, or attendants monitoring the area.
When she reached a point in the road not blocked by the empty buses, she screamed in despair, “Dear God!” The stadium, once home to the famous (or not) Sacramento Kings, had been obliterated. Not even a fire could do that. No. It had definitely been bombed.
“Shit, shit, shit!” Her fist pounded the steering wheel, inadvertently beeping the horn in her anguish. She really expected—really needed—to find help at this Major Shelter Center: the police, the military, or FEMA. Just one single living human being. Is that too much to flippin’ ask?
It had taken all day to get there. And even worse, she had most likely ruined the car’s paint job, for nothing. A movement in the rubble caught her eye. The pile of rubble grew larger. A mass of charred things crawled and hobbled in her direction! It was a rather large pack of creepers. Uh, without legs! She whipped the car around. “Now what? Now what?” she ranted hysterically. Think!
Okay, okay, Natomas—what’s in Natomas? She racked her brain for ideas. She used to have a boyfriend who lived there. He had taken her to the Kings’ games. Jeff. Whatever happened to him? As she recalled, he didn’t live far from the arena. Irrationally, she convinced herself Jeff was home—this very second—and she drove to Innovator Drive in a frantic fervor of fear.
First of all, it was ludicrous to think Jeff was home or still lived there. Yeah, right, he’s lounging in his favorite chair, drinking a Corona. Secondly, he probably wouldn’t answer the door when he saw her through the peephole. That relationship hadn’t ended well. And thirdly, the world had gone mad. Natomas was deserted, too. But she needed a plan, anything to hold onto. She drove around, searching for his townhouse, remembering his unit was near a park. Jeez, all these townhouses look the same.
“There it is,” she exclaimed, recognizing the rattan patio furniture on the front porch. Ignoring the red-painted curb, she parked the car, unconcerned about a parking ticket.
Scarlett frowned at the setting sun; it was 8:30. She grabbed her purse, bat, and the rifle she’d acquired from the hermit neighbor, turned creeper. Out of habit, she rang the doorbell, even risked turning the knob of the front door. It was locked, and no one answered. What did you expect?
Shuffling noises from around the corner of the building turned her legs to lumps of lifeless logs. She couldn’t breathe as fear filled her lungs. She had a feeling the pack of creepers she’d passed a minute ago was probably hot on her trail. How do they find me? She needed sanctuary, pronto. The back of her neck tingled. Her intuition warned. She heeded it.
Without thinking of the possible consequences, she slammed the bat into the golden-glass entryway window next to the front door. The deafening sound echoed off the walls and into her heart. With no time to waste, she quickly knocked away the protruding glass shards with the bat. Daring a glance over her shoulder, she ducked through the window, just as a pack of creepers approached the sidewalk. They saw her! And juddered for her like anxious, mangy puppy dogs from hell.
Swallowing her panic in the dark entryway of the townhouse, she opened the first door she came to. She leaned against the door heavily and delved into her purse for the flashlight. She gleamed the flashlight around the room. “What?” She was in the garage. Sounds of crunching glass made her stomach churn. She was safe in the garage. Or was she? There was no way to lock the door from the inside of the garage. Can creepers open doors? She couldn’t take the chance. They knew she was in the townhouse, and she knew how relentless they were. She pulled the garage door’s manual release cord and went back into the darkening night . . .
With only the light of the moon and a flashlight as her guide, Scarlett reeled down three rows of townhouses, breathlessly trying each door, praying someone had left in a hurry without locking it. A scuffling sound too close for comfort gave her the shivers. She ducked behind a bush and waited several terrifying minutes until the scampering faded off into the darkness.
Regaining her composure, she forced herself into taking long, slow, deep breaths. Scarlett went from panic to stealth mode, quietly slipping from door to door. Finally, a doorknob turned. She didn’t bother to knock; she just let herself inside and locked the door.
“Hello, anybody home?” she announced. What if they shoot me? She stood in the downstairs entryway struggling with her nerves. If the residents were home, surely, they’d have confronted her already. With a trembling hand, she beamed the flashlight to get a layout of the downstairs. The townhome was similar to Jeff’s: the garage, laundry room, and front entrance were downstairs. “Hello?” she called out a little louder, climbing the stairs. Her clammy grip tightened on the bat. She crept about in sneak-mode from the living room to the kitchen to the dining room, and then to the bedrooms. After her breath-holding search, she realized the home was empty. No people. No creepers. Scarlett flopped on the sofa in relief and wondered if the residents had made it to one of the shelters.
Her curiosity would not stop nagging. Besides, she needed a distraction. She was far too tense to even think about sleeping. So instead of sleeping, she snooped around the home with the flashlight. A paper on the keyboard fluttered to the carpet when she walked by the computer desk. Hmm. It was a list of the Major Shelter Centers. From the best of her knowledge, it listed every auditorium, arena, and stadium in California. Circled in red marker was Levi’s Stadium, home to the San Francisco 49ers. According to the printout, the flu vaccine was free to everyone: NO PERSON WILL BE TURNED AWAY. ONLY ONE SUITCASE PER PERSON. ABSOLUTELY NO PETS.
Stunned, Scarlett studied the paper, trying hard not to believe it. And yet, believing it. It hadn’t been a local disaster. It’s all of California! She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe. She wanted to cry. But she was out of tears. Apparently, the entire state of California had evacuated without her—because of something as simple as the flu? How’s that even possible? Hmm. People like herself and Miss Purlie and her hermit neighbor had stayed behind. Either by choice or not. So, logically, there must be others who stayed, for whatever reason.
Scarlett grabbed a blanket from the bedroom and strategically placed herself on the sofa. From her position, she guarded the stairway with the help of the flashlight. She rested on the sofa imagining the hellish event that must have occurred during those few days she’d been recovering more from self-pity than the surgery only to awaken to an empty world.
The next morning, Scarlett inventoried the possible useful items in the house: food, first-aid supplies, and toiletries. She had enough food for two weeks if she rationed. She munched on a bowl of milkless maple granola and planned the day’s agenda. Her car was packed with food, but she wasn’t ready to go back out there—where the creepers waited for her around every flipping corner. No, she didn’t have the nerve to go outside.
The attached garage was next on her agenda. She was surprised to find a cute blue and white Mini Cooper sitting in the garage, which looked more like a Hot Wheels toy. She mentally noted everything. A mountain bike was mounted on the wall and what looked like various parts of another mountain bike were scattered on the workbench and the garage’s cement floor. The shelves were lined with all sorts of sporting and camping equipment. The Coleman camping stove caught her attention. It will definitely come in handy.
“Oops.” They had left a suitcase by the Mini Cooper’s trunk. “Must have been in a hurry,” she muttered, retrieving the large camping stove box.
“Glrrrrrrr . . .”
Scarlett spun around. She dropped the box. There, only a few feet in front of her stood the most bizarre creature she’d ever seen. It stood there swaying to and fro. Unsure. She froze, afraid to move. Afraid to do anything. It wore a yellow and black, polka dot dress with flashy rhinestone sandals. It—had been a woman. As the creature tottered toward her, Scarlett couldn’t help but notice the Betsey Johnson sunflower earrings dangling daintily from its ears. Didn’t her sister have a pair like that? What a ghastly paradox to see a monster in such fashionable attire. It was all she could do to keep from laughing hysterically.
It pounced. “Aaaah!” Scarlett screamed, dodging it. Oh, shit, the bat’s upstairs! It lunged again. Scarlett jumped to the side, barely avoiding impact. It seemed mad. Mad and hungry. It glared and snarled with bloody saliva dripping down its jowls. Its bulging red-rimmed, obsidian-black eyes rolled to the back of its head. Its whole body shuddered as it howled.
Scarlett made a run for the door. It grabbed the back of her shirt and yanked her back. Scarlett landed on her back. It dove on top of her with coveting eyes. Eyes of hunger. Eyes of lust. It was all Scarlett could do to hold its corpse-like, flesh-rotting head away from her face. Its putrid saliva dripped onto her cheek. Deadly teeth bit at the air in anticipation. Snap—Snap—Snap!
They struggled on the floor. With a newfound burst of energy Scarlett rolled over, dragging the creature with her. She pinned it against the cement floor. Gnarled hands clawed for her neck just out of reach. Scarlett couldn’t hold it back much longer. She eyed the floor for a weapon, something within her grasp. Anything. The mountain bike wheel next to the workbench! She grabbed it. And rammed the wheel against the thing’s head, knocking the creeper aside. With unexpected speed, it bellyflopped—on Scarlett’s stomach, knocking her back down. She dropped the wheel in the fall. Once again, she was inches away from snapping teeth. She winced at each snap, holding it back with trembling arms.
The wheel’s right there! She punched its spongy cheek. It bought her the second she needed to snatch the wheel. She shoved the wheel between their faces all the while it flopped on top of her, convulsing and growling. Scarlett had the eerie feeling it couldn’t wait to rip out her throat. Struggling to keep the wheel between them, she realized it was the perfect shield. It gave her a renewed sense of power. She took a deep breath, gathered her strength, and with a sudden thrust, shoved the creature off. Scarlett lunged onto it before it had a chance to attack.
Straddling it, she shoved the wheel down on its nauseating face. The metal spokes sliced into its decaying flesh like a perfectly sliced cheesecake, leaving a gruesome imprint of the wheel’s spokes on its once human face. Scarlett pulled herself up using the workbench for support, then vigorously stomped on the wheel. She put all her weight into each skull-squashing stomp. And she did not stop until she had crushed the horrid thing’s skull—crushed it into a mush of grisly-splintered bone.
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SEPTEMBER HAD COME AND GONE. October had thankfully arrived with the offering of cool delta breezes. Initially, Scarlett had only intended to stay a day or two at the Natomas townhouse to re-energize and devise a plan. But she’d been too petrified to leave the security of the home after the dreadful incident with the creeper. Meanwhile, she constantly prayed Cyndi, Rex, and the boys were safe. Alive!
She refrained from venturing outside, where the creepers lurked. Instead, she paced the narrow hallway deep in contemplation. For some reason, she could not stop thinking about Miss Purlie, the hermit neighbor, and the woman in the garage. Those cryptic words Miss Purlie had declared minutes before her death, “Only the dead don’t die,” tormented Scarlett’s thoughts. She understood what Purlie had meant. Well, not so much . . .
According to the stack of mail, the home belonged to Katrina and Nicoli Katovich. Scarlett often thumbed through their family scrapbook. It must have been Katrina in the garage that day; although, it was difficult to tell, for its flesh had molted into a spongy rot, devouring Katrina’s once beautiful complexion. It made her queasy whenever she thought about it. Scarlett had killed a person, a human being. No, she was already dead—right? Scarlett tried convincing herself she’d done the right thing.
She wondered what had happened to Mr. Nicoli Katovich. Had Nicoli come home one day to find that his beautiful wife had mutated into a deadly, repulsive creature? At least she wasn’t thinking about Kevin every flipping five minutes of the day. Time had a way of numbing her broken heart, which had soured to something close to hatred, leaving only a fleeting phantom pain in her heart. Each day the phantom pain lessened, replaced by something else. Fear.
She shuffled through the stack of paperwork on the computer desk until she found the newspaper article she’d read umpteen times. A disturbing photo of hideous creatures roaming the Golden Gate Bridge plastered the front page like one of those ridiculously absurd tabloid rags tempting customers in grocery store check-out lines. Only, it wasn’t a tabloid paper; it was the front page of The San Francisco Chronicle.
The article explained that the deadly Super Summer flu was highly contagious and turned its victims into man-eating creatures: cannibals. The CDC and FEMA had distributed free vaccines to the designated shelters, mandating every person to be vaccinated. A mandatory curfew had been enforced by the National Guard due to massive rioting and looting. And to make things worse, the gas stations and grocery stores had run out of supplies due to a massive breakdown in the transportation system, because too many people were sick or afraid or dead or one of them.
Scarlett shivered when she noticed the newspaper’s date: August 6, her Wedding Day. According to the newspaper, there wouldn’t have been a wedding anyway. The newsprint blurred before her very eyes after a solitary tear splashed onto the newspaper, but it was all she could spare, one tear. Times had changed. She had changed.
She had only left the townhouse two times: once to dispose of the dead body, which she had wrapped in a plastic tarp, and once to drive her car (loaded with food and supplies) into the garage. Fortunately, the day she’d left Roseville, she had packed her car with a good supply of food. But, her food supply had dwindled down to a few cans of soup. When the food ran out, maybe she’d seek refuge at the nearest shelter or go to her sister’s home in Pinole.
How could the shelters possibly be safe? If she checked-in to one of the designated shelters and breathed the same air as everyone, wouldn’t it increase her chances of coming down with the flu? In all actuality, the shelters were merely huge holding tanks of sick people. Doesn’t that sound like a swell recovery plan? Put everyone together in a giant bowl and whoever does not die—wins, like the movie Gladiator. Besides, she hadn’t been sick; perhaps she was immune to the virus. Or not?
After thinking about it, a shelter didn’t sound so good. The whole Hurricane Katrina and Superdome thing had been an utter fiasco. I’m safe as long as I stay here—isolated from the infected. Safe, as long as I don’t go outside. Still, she had to leave soon in search of food and water. Surely, the government would have everything under control any day.
After the incident with the creeper in the garage, Scarlett definitely needed to work on her stamina and strength. Luckily, the homeowners had turned one of the spare bedrooms into a workout room, and she spent a couple of hours exercising every day. She did push-ups, sit-ups, Pilates, weights, and even used the elliptical machine, since it worked manually. The exercising kept her occupied, and she was happy with her weight loss; she was in the best shape she’d ever been in her entire life. Nothing like a pandemic to lose weight. Kevin would be so pleased. The thought was fleeting.
She spent the cool October mornings and afternoons on the balcony, hidden behind the stucco wall-like railing. The balcony overlooked an overgrown field of golden, sun-dried weeds, and from that vantage point, she monitored two main roads off in the distance. She often daydreamed of looking across the field to see everyone returning to their homes . . . the pandemic was over, and everything was back to normal. But, she never saw a single living soul. Eventually, she hoped to flag down a policeman, a National Guard patrol, or another lost person like herself. How could she be the only person left? It wasn’t logical.
Hidden on the balcony, Scarlett often studied the enemy, observing their consistent behavior. Whenever they sniffed and gawked in her direction, she knew the delta breezes had made her presence known. But, they had never spotted her. She’d been careful of that. The
creepers
wandered listlessly; however, the slightest sound or movement instantly aroused them. They seemed to communicate with each other on a primal level. The possibility of food motivated them out of their sluggish state and was the only time they articulated with their limited vocabulary of guttural groans and growls. When someone’s lost pet was in the area, they herded like a pack of starving wolves, encircling their prey.
   
The fateful day Scarlett dreaded finally arrived; she was out of food. She’d been diligently devising a plan. From here on out she needed to be extremely careful. No more stupidity—so far, I’ve survived on plain dumb luck. Sooner or later luck always ran out. She needed skill and good planning in order to survive. But, did she have the courage to leave the safety of these walls?
She sat on the balcony hidden in the predawn shadows as the sun greeted the horizon. Two dozen or so creepers dotted the field below. It was time. They were in their restless sleep-like state.
Snatching her backpack of tools (a hammer, a roll of duct tape, a thick towel, a blanket, brown-paper grocery bags, and a flashlight), she opened the front door. She stood in the doorway for a moment and scouted the area. Hesitating. Did she have what it took to survive out there? She pushed herself out the door.
Scarlett really didn’t have a clue how to go about breaking into a home, and she prayed her plan would work. She’d start with the adjacent townhouse. That way if she chickened out, she could drop everything and run back to the Katovich home. She crept next door, bat in hand. She tapped on the door lightly, but after her weeks of window watching, she was reasonably sure the entire complex was uninhabited. All was silent. Quickly, she crisscrossed the entryway’s golden-glass window with duct tape. She placed the blanket on the ground below the window. Now for the hard part. She held the towel over the taped window and swung the hammer into the double-folded towel. Nothing happened. She banged on the towel-covered window harder—still nothing.
Scarlett swung the hammer with much more force. To her relief, the window gave and billowed inwards with the fragmented glass clinging to the tape. Slowly, carefully, she pulled the tape until the glass-covered tape fell onto the blanket below. The blanket somewhat muffled the sound of the broken glass. Yes, it worked! All she had to do was reach inside and unlock the front door. And that’s exactly what she did.
Paranoia flooded over when she stepped inside; what if creepers were inside? She started with a search, methodically checking every corner of every room with the flashlight, including the showers, the closets, and under the beds. “Creeper free.” A deep breath escaped her lips. Scarlett decided not to check the garage. She had acquired an official “fear of garages.”
Food and water first—anything to drink, she thought, focusing. The kitchen pantry did not disappoint. Scarlett’s stomach grumbled from hunger as she loaded the brown-paper grocery bags with an assortment of canned fruits and vegetables, pasta, rice, pasta sauce, and several boxes of cereal. “Woo hoo,” she whispered, waving a bag of Starbucks Morning Joe ground coffee in her hand; she’d been out of coffee for weeks.
A sound . . . Inside or outside? Could a creeper come in through the broken window? Had she just done something terribly stupid after planning this for so long? Clutching the bat, she snuck to the front door. No creepers. Quickly, she slid the mahogany entryway table in front of the broken window. “Duh.” She grimaced and locked the front door. Although, she didn’t think creepers had the common sense it took to open a door.
Next, she checked the kitchen faucet for water. The water in her unit was bone-dry, but if she was lucky, there might be water left in the hot water tank. The faucet sputtered and faltered then the water poured out. “Yes!” She grabbed the water bottles and thermoses from the cupboards and filled them.
She thoroughly searched every room, closet, and drawer for anything that might be of use. No luck with a gun, but she did find a lovely set of pink and red rose playing cards edged in gold. The small find was a delight. She’d been bored out of her mind these past few weeks. Solitaire would be a great way to pass the time. The hallway’s dusty bookshelf of paperbacks caught her attention; unfortunately, they were horror type novels. No thank you. She already felt like a doomed character forever trapped in the eerie prose of a Stephen King novel.
Scarlett lugged the bags of goodies to the front door and then went back upstairs. She sat on the balcony and nervously munched on a granola bar and guzzled a warm Red Bull while surveying the field behind the townhouses. It was midmorning, and the creepers ambled about the field. They hadn’t formed into packs yet, a good sign they hadn’t heard, sensed, or smelled her.
She couldn’t put off her return trips any longer. Still, the anxiety of opening the front door and running into a pack of creepers gave her the heebie-jeebies. The glass-less window’s shimmery-golden curtain swayed in the breeze. Wind was not a good thing. Wind meant they could sniff her out. Taking a deep breath, she opened the front door a crack, and to her relief, there wasn’t a pack of creepers awaiting her on the front porch. She did spot a creeper in the parking lot a few yards away, so she hunched behind a realtor FOR SALE sign until it rambled down to the next row of townhomes. Not too bad, she thought. I can do this!
Only two bags to go. She grabbed the paper handles of the two stuffed bags, relieved it was the last trip. She stood on the front porch. Oh shit, more creepers than the last trip. And they were in “alert mode.” Instead of their usual dawdling about, a six-pack of creepers paused in the parking lot adjacent to the building and gazed at the sky. Based on her limited behavioral study, that meant they were aware of a food source. Was it her or someone’s hapless pet?
A scuffling sound. Scarlett’s heart stopped. Was it on the sidewalk? She ducked behind a black Webber barbecue grill on the porch, praying she blended into its shadow as the rising sun’s light gleamed between the buildings. She didn’t chance setting down the bags. The rustling paper would give her away. So, she knelt there, two heavy bags in her hands. Are you flippin’ kidding me? In her haste, she’d left the bat leaning against the front door. She would just have to wait them out.
A repulsive odor wafted by. She stifled her gag reflex and remained veiled in shadow. No! The pack ambled down the sidewalk only a couple of yards away. Evidently, her scent was in the air. Their ghastly heads reeled upwards, feverishly sniffing at the air. Searching for her?
They hadn’t spotted her—yet. Should I make a run for it? As long as she remained hidden . . . One of the paper bags ripped. The items tumbled onto the porch. Scarlett stared in disbelief as a glass jar of pasta sauce landed on a bag of basmati rice, and then rolled down the porch, down the cemented walkway, across the sidewalk, and off the curb. From the sound of it, the jar shattered when it hit something metal: the metal storm drain. The sound was deafening.
Paralysis took over when the six creepers gawked in her direction. They jerked their wobbly heads from side to side, then down at the gutter. They ogled the broken jar like it was an alien from another planet. Their disgusting gurgling-gargling groans made her want to run down the street screaming for help. But, she forced herself to remain motionless. Then, for some unknown reason, the small pack lumbered toward the next row of townhomes. Scarlett ran to the Katovich townhome. Had she just been saved by a flipping jar of pasta sauce? She couldn’t help but wonder if the aroma of the “Newman’s Own Fire Roasted Tomato and Garlic Pasta Sauce” had masked her scent.
That week Scarlett raided several homes. She found breaking into the townhomes terrifying and yet exhilarating—a crime she would have gone to prison for a few months ago. She felt awful about it, but it was a necessity if she was going to survive until help came. What would her sister think of her new way of life? Was Cyndi alive? She should probably go to Pinole to find out. She contemplated the idea unable to decide. Was it procrastination or fear of the unknown?
Meanwhile, it was time to become familiar with the rifle. She had shot a rifle before, just for fun. Kevin had taken her to a shooting range last summer. She rather enjoyed target shooting, probably because she was a great shot, better than Kevin, and that was probably why he’d only taken her to the range once. According to the attendant, Scarlett was a natural due to her perfect aiming eye.
The obvious problem—gunshots made an awful amount of noise. And noise meant more creepers. She vowed to practice every day after her morning scavenging hunt. Surely, they wouldn’t find her if she only let off three or four shots while remaining hidden on the balcony like a sniper. The idea intrigued her immensely.
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“HOLY MOTHER OF GOD!” Dean Wormer braced himself, slamming the brakes on the oversized Dodge Ram truck. He forced the truck into a sharp right turn and squealed around the corner onto Davis Street. He finally located the source of sporadic gunshots. A mob of dead-heads swarmed an RV like a monstrous anthill quivering with ants; only they weren’t ants. And, stranded on top of the collapsing RV was some sucker, looked like a kid, shooting wildly into the hungry mob.
Dean only had time to react, not think. He pounded the horn. “Jump!” Dean bellowed. The kid only has a few seconds before that RV crumples like tin foil.
The kid had a wild expression of “What the hell” on his face. He must have caught on to Dean’s plan, for the kid took as many strides as the RV’s roof allowed and jumped. He slammed into the back of the truck just as Dean drove by a second time, daringly close to the swarming dead-heads. He glanced back to make sure the boy had made it all right. He turned back to the road as the truck plowed over several dead-heads.
“Haha,” Dean shouted. “Sorry, folks, lunch will not be served on the RV this afternoon.” He anxiously inspected the road ahead for a safe place to pull over to check on the kid. Because the roads were often jam-packed with deserted vehicles, he had learned to be extremely cautious. Dead-heads had a sneaky way of hiding behind things, especially around vehicles. Just when he’d thought it was safe, one of those ugly things tended to pop up right beside him. He swerved into an empty parking lot, Mallard’s Upholstery. He hurried out to check on the kid, hoping he hadn’t broken his neck in that madcap jump.
“Dude, you’re like a superhero . . . that was like, so amazeballs! Thought they were going to eat my brains,” the Asian kid ranted on and on, waving his arms while blood spurted from his lower lip. “Dude, you’re like . . . uh,” he paused. “Ram Man,” the kid blurted. “Dude, that’s it! You’re Ram Man.”
The kid must be in shock. Hell, I’d be. “Hate to disappoint you, son. For the record, my name’s not ‘Ram Man’ or ‘Dude’ for that matter.” Dean couldn’t help but chortle to himself after saying, Ram Man.
“Let me introduce myself,” Dean said, extending his right hand. “Dean Wormer here, at your service.” The two shook hands. “Break any bones?”
“I’m awesome,” the kid replied. He shook his limbs and did a funky spinning dance as if to confirm he was in good shape.
“I see. How in blazes did you get yourself in such a pickle?” Dean asked in astonishment. “Dern near fifty of ’em.”
“Ye-ah, that. I sorta thought I was the only person left on the planet and decided to de-activate as many as I could. Before, you know—I turned into one of them,” he said sheepishly as if aware of how idiotic he’d been. “Isn’t this a cool gun?” The boy waved around a tiny .22 pistol.
“You call that a gun? Why that’s nothing but a palm pistol. A 22 will wind up gettin’ you into more trouble than you started off with.” What was the kid thinking? The gun was damn near useless except at point-blank range.
“So, like, you just happened to be driving around the neighborhood when you found me?” The kid quickly changed the subject.
“Heard some fool playing with a pop gun. Figured someone was either in a heap of trouble or just plain stupid.” Dean stole a glance at the kid to see his reaction. “In your case, it was both.” And they both laughed at the absurdity of it all. “Hell’s bells,” Dean cursed. “Hop in. Left my two men a few streets down when I heard your gunshots.” Dean scrambled into the driver’s seat of the brand-spanking new Ram truck. He took off with a squeal.
“Sweeet Ride,” the boy drawled, blood still dripping from his lower lip. “Is it yours?” He sounded more impressed with the truck than with his rescue.
“Now it is.” Dean smiled and patted the dashboard proudly. “Look in the glove compartment. Should be a first-aid kit in there. You need to stop the bleeding.” Dean realized he sounded too much like a concerned father.
“Dude, are you like abducting me or something?” the kid’s voice faltered.
“Oh, hell no. Nothing like that. Need to catch up with my men. After we finish up, I’ll be happy to drop you off—wherever,” Dean said. “So, what’s your name, boy?”
“Dude, it’s not ‘boy.’ I’m Justin Chen. I’m twenty years old as of this month!”
Dean hadn’t meant to insult the kid. “Hard to tell with that thing over your head. How do I know you’re not one of them?” Dean half-way joked. The truth was, he had difficulty relating to the young generation: the way they dressed and talked, not to mention all that computer mumbo jumbo.
“It’s a hoodie,” Justin retorted. “Anyway, dude, uh, Dean, that rescue was absolutely cray-cray! Thanks again for saving my sorry ass.”
Dean wondered if the kid truly realized how incredibly lucky he’d been. “Anytime,” Dean replied, maneuvering the truck around the obstacles in the street. It still astounded him at the number of cars left in the streets. Then again, he knew—only too well.
It nauseated him to drive the often brownish-red stained roads, for he knew it wasn’t paint. The telltale signs of gruesome battles were everywhere. It wasn’t unusual to come across decaying remains of corpses and detached body parts—damn near as common as discarded plastic water bottles. However, what disgusted him the most, was when he came upon a mound of bones. Licked-clean. Just plain gruesome. He swerved to avoid a baby stroller forgotten in the middle of the road.
“Shouldn’t have left my team,” Dean grumbled. His grip tightened on the steering wheel, knowing Nate and Paxton were going to give him hell when he returned. “Just around the next intersection . . .” He turned onto Hume Way. There it was. “Isn’t she a beauty?” Dean pointed to the semi-trailer truck with COSTO emblazoned on the side in bold-red letters. “Can’t wait to see the booty in that baby.”
Dean pulled up as Nate and Paxton flaunted their ridiculously drawn-out celebratory bro handshake. However, he was relieved they’d broken into the semi’s trailer rear door so quickly. Dean skillfully backed the truck’s bed a few feet from the trailer’s open rear door, alongside the other two pickups. Dean jumped out of the truck and methodically reconned the area. No signs of any dead-heads. But it was only a matter of time.
“Where the fuck you been?” Paxton shouted.
Dean remained calm, taking control. “Clock’s ticking.” He slapped the truck’s hood. “Give me a status update,” he said looking from Paxton to Nate.
“Busted in!” Nate carried on, jumping around the way he did when he was jacked-up on something.
“Problem. Scouted a horde heading this way. They probably heard us breaking into the truck,” Paxton replied hastily.
“How many?” Dean asked.
“I counted ten,” Paxton said, glaring at Justin while field-stripping a cigarette with his fingertips, one of those things Paxton did to show how tough he was. Paxton hadn’t wasted any time. He’s already trying to intimidate the new kid in town.
“Justin, do us a favor. Stand on top of my truck’s cab. Need a spotter while we load the trucks,” Dean ordered briskly. “Time to get the show on the road.”
“Aye, aye captain!” Justin offered a flimsy excuse for a salute.
Dean had been greatly relieved when he’d found the Costco truck this morning. The problem was, getting everything from point A to point B. At least the young Asian man seemed anxious to help out; Dean couldn’t help but admire the kid’s spunk. “And son, do us all a favor. When they get here, don’t start shooting at them,” Dean ribbed.
“Ha, ha.” The kid smirked.
“Nate, Paxton . . . hate to break it to you. We’ve got ourselves a bigger problem. There’s four to five dozen a couple streets down, most likely headin’ this way by now.” Dean climbed into the trailer. “Let’s take what we can and come back later. Justin, see any dead-heads—give us a whistle,” Dean said, already shuffling boxes around. They needed the food! And their three over-sized pickups were just waiting to be loaded.
“Can’t believe you left us to save some punk,” Nate ragged. “You can’t save everyone.”
Dean ignored him and tossed a box of Kellogg’s cereal (not bothering to read the variety) into his truck bed. “Just load the damn trucks,” Dean huffed.
“And, whut if I don’t want to?” Nate rattled off, prancing about like a black flamingo on crank. “Huh, huh, whatcha gonna do about that, you old fart?”
“Get your shit together,” Paxton yelled to Nate.
Dean regretted the day he had met up with the two men he nicknamed the “Stockton Boys.” He’d spotted the two men heading east down I-80 and had offered them a home at the hotel, the temporary sanctuary he’d commandeered and modified, providing protection for the two women he had rescued: LuLu and Ella.
When it came right down to it, Nate and Paxton were not so nice. They definitely had a mean streak in them, and he didn’t exactly approve of their viewpoints where women were concerned either. The Stockton Boys seemed to revel in the chaos and violence required to survive in this mad world. Although usually, the Stockton Boys agreed with his plans without much grief. The two men were adept at siphoning the much-needed gasoline, hot-wiring vehicles, breaking into stores, and apparently semi-tractor trailers as well. Perhaps that’s what had Dean so damn worried. Had he made a grave mistake?
The trucks were loaded a fourth of the way when Justin frantically jabbered, “Uh, hey, guys? Uh, guys—Guys! They’re here . . .” Justin’s voice trailed off.
Dean hustled out of the trailer after hearing the panic in Justin’s high-pitched voice. A small mob approached from the northeast, heading straight for them. A dozen or so dead-heads were no problem for the three experienced men if prepared. However, when Justin pointed frantically in the opposite direction, their jaws dropped. The mob from the RV had tracked them down sooner than he’d expected. Yards away, four to five dozen dead-heads furiously flailed along the road. They were coming for Dean and his men. He stifled the fear threatening to immobilize his limbs.
From what Dean could tell, the semi partially blocked Justin’s view, and no one heard the dead-heads shuffling up the road over the ruckus of loading the pickups. The bastards had snuck up on them. Dean chastised himself. He was usually much more careful on their looting runs. However, as food became more and more scarce, he’d been overly anxious on requisitioning the goods.
“Fuck me,” someone bellowed
“WTF?” someone shouted.
“Go—Go—Go!” Dean yelled.
Dean ran to his truck and from out of nowhere a stray pounced from behind the door. He snatched the crowbar leaning against the truck. With one furious swing, the creature was down for the count. He didn’t waste time putting the thing out of its misery. No time for that.
Dean started his truck and then took off like a bat out of hell with poor Justin still on the cab’s roof. He caught a glimpse of the poor kid tumbling around the back of the truck along with the confiscated Costco cargo.
   
“Holy shit!” Justin Chen yelped, bouncing around in the back of the truck with the boxes. He was about to get super pissed at Dean. Then he realized it was way better to be in the truck than not be in the truck.
Nate and Paxton plowed over the smaller horde. The two men whooped and hollered obscenities at the zombies like mad cowboys herding carnivorous cattle. They peeled out, burnt rubber, slammed the brakes, then raced back to run down the ones they’d missed the first time around. And then they did it again until they pulverized the smaller horde. Justin grunted in disgusted amazement at the gory trail of blood, guts, and bones left behind. “Wouldn’t want to clean up that clusterfuck!” Justin shouted to nobody.
The two trucks raced past Dean and Justin, avoiding the huge horde, which had already reached the rear of the Costco truck. One of the men yelled, “Last one home has to kiss my bony, black ass—” Must have been Nate.
Dean swerved and ran over the curb. Justin thought he might bounce out of the truck along with the boxes. They whizzed past a mega-car pile-up of skeletal car shells burnt to a crisp. “Near Miss!” Justin bellowed. These people are cray-cray! Justin wondered what kind of jam he’d gotten into this time as he rode around in the back of Mr. Ram Man’s truck, tumbling around with boxes of Lucky Charms and Fruit Loops somewhere along Orange Drive in Vacaville, California. This has got to be some whacked-out dream. I couldn’t make up shit this crazy.
But, he was grateful. Dean had just saved his life, even if he was old enough to be his grandfather or great-grandfather. Justin had been ready to call it “game over.” And then Ram Man comes along . . . He could not believe his incredible good luck. Ye-ah, Dean’s super cool for an old guy. He sort of reminded him of a modern-day cowboy: rough around the edges, weather-beaten face, cowboy boots, faded jean jacket, and extremely athletic (for an old man). Heck, he’s probably like sixty-something-years-old. He must be super tough to survive this long.
Dean pulled into the parking lot of a small hotel, SWEET SUITES, according to the sign. Nate and Paxton closed the gate right behind them, all the while ranting and raving like they’d just won the Super Bowl.
“Justin, how the blazes are you!” Dean shouted as he hopped out of the truck.
“Dude, are you trying to kill me?” Justin moaned.
“Can you walk . . . break any bones?” Dean asked.
“Ye-ah, like only my whole body,” Justin retorted. He shoved a Frito-Lay box off him. “I’m just peachy.” It was something his mom would have said, which made him smile and then made him sad.
“Glad to see you’re all right, son.” Dean gave him a brief smile. “The girls will take a look at you and patch-up your scratches,” Dean said while fetching a dolly.
Paxton and Nate were still bragging about how awesome they were. Dean ignored the two overly-amped men, carefully staying out of their way. Nate, a thin, black man looked cranked-out the way he twitched. Paxton, a thirtysomething white man, looked like a bad-ass: brawny and full of muscles, a shaved head, tats, and a stone-cold glare.
“So, what’s up with those two? Did you break them out of prison or what?” Justin snapped, checking out the bruises on his arms that were already turning purple.
“They do seem jaded, don’t they? You might want to steer clear of them as much as possible. They’re from Stockton. Met up with them on Interstate 80, here in Vacaville last month.”
Justin looked nervously back at them. “I think they’re gangers. They look and talk super tough,” Justin whispered.
“Well, whoever they were before, now they’re just one of us . . . people trying to survive. Still, I’d watch my back if I were you,” Dean whispered back.
Justin helped unload the trucks, stacking the boxes by size. He suddenly realized how relieved he was to find people. The insane isolation had driven him to the point where he could no longer tell reality from fiction or pure madness. His mom had always nagged him to stop watching all those horror movies. He wished he had. His vivid imagination didn’t need any help. All he ever saw were Zs eating people, even when he closed his eyes.
Justin took in a deep breath of relief and eyed the perimeter. “Nice fence. You guys do that?” Justin asked.
“You betcha. It’s one of the first things I did once we decided to set up camp here. Though, it’s only a crude fence. Sunk a few posts in the ground along with cement from the Home Depot, strung-up the barbed wire . . . and there you have it. ’Course, it won’t keep out actual living people, but it’s kept out the dead-heads.” Dean paused and rubbed his chin. “After today’s episode, I’m not so sure. It won’t keep out that mob we encountered today. Wasn’t planning on that.” Dean shook his head.
“So like, how long have you guys been here?” Justin asked. Will they let me stay here?
“Since the end of August. Came from Winters and picked up a couple of strays along the way. LuLu and Ella. Found them trapped in a van on Interstate 505 in dire need of a rescue—just like you.”
“Why here?” Justin wondered.
“Good question. Came to Vacaville to find out what was going on since the electricity had been out for a while, besides I needed to stock up on supplies. Had no idea things were this bad. Found the town deserted except for the dead-heads. Planned on returning to my cabin. But, the girls refused to leave. And I couldn’t rightly leave them to fend for themselves, now could I?” Dean explained.
Justin nodded in agreement.
“The hotel’s small enough to defend and close to the highway, so I can keep my eyes and ears open for military or survivor activity. The parking lot surrounds the hotel, so it’s easy to guard. Yep, it meets our needs just fine: big kitchen, dining room, a couple of conference rooms, which we use for storage, adequate generator power, and its own well water supply. We even have a gym,” Dean said, slapping Justin on his shoulder. “In case you want to bulk up.”
Justin faltered as they approached the hotel with the overloaded dolly. “Ye-ah, but all those windows . . .”
“We’ve got things under control. Walk with me.” Dean motioned toward the hotel’s entrance. They walked through a funky maze with three sharp turns of barbed wire fencing to get to the hotel’s entrance.
“Dude, the maze thing is super cool.” Zombies didn’t have reasoning skills, so the simple maze would probably work unless a freaking horde moshed their way through it.
“First, those bastards have to get through this mess-of-a-maze—so far so good. See, we dern near boarded up the entire first floor. We use the rooms on the third floor. The only time we’re in any real danger is when we’re in the parking lot. Otherwise, they can’t see us,” Dean said.
Uh, but they can smell us. Doesn’t Dean know that? Justin wondered, but he decided not to worry Dean about it.
“I’ll introduce you to Ella and LuLu. Funny thing, LuLu was my waitress back in Woodland. Just a heads-up, Ella doesn’t talk. Most likely she can—she just doesn’t. Must have seen something awful,” Dean said sadly.
Right on cue, the two women greeted Justin and Dean inside the lobby.
“Ladies, this is Justin. He likes riding around in the back of my pickup.”
“LOL.” Justin smirked.
Ella and LuLu scurried about. LuLu fluffed a pillow on the lobby’s couch. “Have a seat, hon,” LuLu’s raspy voice demanded, “while I tend to your cuts. It looks like you were in quite a battle. Who won?” she teased.
“I think the boxes did.” Justin grimaced and plopped on the couch, enjoying the attention; he hadn’t seen an actual non-dead person in over a month.
LuLu checked out his bruises and dabbed his scratches with a cotton ball of ointment. She was kind of pretty with dishwater blonde hair. She reminded him of a retro biker chick from the 70s adorned with light-blue eyeshadow and thick-black eyeliner.
“Awesome tat,” Justin complimented, admiring the cool skull and roses tramp stamp coiling up her arm.
“Thanks, I used to love it—before people started eating each other.”
Dean seemed to watch in amusement. “So LuLu, you think he’s gonna live?”
“If he makes it through the night. You know what they say. Those first twenty-four hours are always the most critical,” LuLu joked back.
Ella inched up to him and silently handed him an ice-cold bottle of Coke.
“Awesome.” Justin grinned. Ella sort of smiled and then scampered behind the lobby desk like a skittish kitten. He’d never really been into girls, but he thought the Hispanic girl was absolutely adorable. She was about sixteen with the cutest pixie haircut, a small turned-up nose, and the hugest brown eyes ever.
Ella reminded him of his mom’s favorite singer. What was her name, Rhonda something . . . Mom would love this girl, he thought wistfully. Ahh, Linda Ronstadt. He could almost hear one of her belted-out ballads playing in the background along with the busy sounds of Mom cooking dinner. The melancholy brought him back down to earth a moment too soon, and he caught himself before his eyes got all glassy and leaky. That was a long time ago—this is now.
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DEAN WORMER WAS RELIEVED Justin wasn’t badly hurt. Overall, it had been a good day; he’d found a new source of food and saved a young man’s life. What more could a fella ask for?
“Do I smell food?” Justin perked up from his relaxed position on the couch. “I’m starving.”
“Follow me. Dinner’s at six o’clock sharp,” Dean said. “Don’t know what Ella was able to come up with. We’re dern near out of everything—’cept a few canned goods. But she always manages to whip-up something tasty.”
Justin and LuLu followed Dean into the hotel’s dining room. “Wow-y wow wow, these plates are fancy,” Justin said, plunking himself into a chair at the fabulously set-table. “Is the Queen coming for dinner?” Justin exaggerated.
“Ella always sets a formal table for dinner. She’s funny that way. Guess it’s just her thing.” LuLu shrugged.
Justin practically drooled over the overly-stuffed pot pie Ella placed in the center of the table. She disappeared into the kitchen, returning with a basket piled with homemade biscuits, piping hot, just sitting there ready to eat.
Justin reached for a biscuit as Dean announced, “And now for a moment of thanks.” Justin’s hand wavered over the biscuits. He snatched his hand back and stared at the food. The kid could hardly wait for the Amen, so Dean kept it short and sweet. “Dig in folks—Justin might conk out on us at any moment. When’s the last time you ate, son?”
Justin nodded at Dean but didn’t say a word, his cheeks bulging with a mouthful of biscuit.
“Where’re you from? What’s the latest news about the flu? Are you with friends—” LuLu could hardly contain herself.
“LuLu,” Dean interrupted. “Let the boy eat. Then he can give us the scuttlebutt.”
The room was filled with metal spoons clanging against fine bone china. Meanwhile, everyone pretended not to watch Justin stuff his face. “Son, it helps to actually chew the food before you swallow it,” Dean ribbed. To his surprise, Ella giggled. Then he noticed the fleeting eye contact between Justin and Ella. Very interesting, Dean thought.
“Did you send Paxton and Nate on another run?” LuLu asked.
Much to Dean’s dismay, the Stockton Boys had made a big “to do” over a particular box they had hauled in. Dean hadn’t been pleased when he recognized the Johnnie Walker logo. Those two would be shitfaced before they were done with dinner. Looks like I’ll be hauling the rest of the cargo myself. Well, what else was he going to do?
“Banned them to the second floor,” Dean muttered. “We won’t be seeing much of them the next few days.”
LuLu frowned knowingly.
“What’s up with Paxton and Nate?” Justin finally spoke.
“Let’s just say those two have a drinking problem. You might want to avoid the second floor,” Dean advised. He was all too familiar with the Stockton Boys’ routine. Whenever they found alcohol—it didn’t matter what it was—the two got piss-poor drunk and watched porn movies in one of the second-floor suites until their alcohol supply went bone-dry.
Much to his chagrin, LuLu joined them on occasion. Although, she’d been avoiding those two the past week. Something must have happened the last time they caroused together. Paxton and Nate had a tendency for violence, but from what he’d seen LuLu could take care of herself. She was a tough cookie, used to hard times and rough men. No, he didn’t need to worry none too much about her; it was Ella who worried him. Ella was such a young, sweet, innocent girl. He had absolutely forbidden the Stockton Boys from laying a hand on her.
Dean winked at Ella. “I swear that boy ate six biscuits,” Dean joshed.
Ella giggled.
“Eight,” LuLu corrected. “All right already, I’m dying to know what’s happening out there?” LuLu begged.
Justin opened his mouth to answer; instead, an elongated belch escaped. “So sorry. My mom would have killed me for that.”
They all got a hearty laugh out of it, but the sadness lingered in the young man’s eyes when he had mentioned his mom.
“Guys, Mr. Ram Man is my new superhero.” Justin pointed to Dean. “He saved my sorry ass.”
“Ram Man?” LuLu questioned with arched brows.
Dean shook his head. “A bunch of malarkey. So, what’s your story, son?”
“I don’t know where to begin?” Justin seemed overwhelmed.
“Might as well start from the beginning. It’s not like we don’t have the time,” Dean said.
“Well, I was hanging out with my new BFF, Parker, when things started going cray-cray. We had two IT classes together at UC Davis last semester, and we were working on our awesome app idea.”
“Excuse me, what’s an app?” Dean interrupted.
“It’s one of those thingys you download to your cell or iPad, so you can do things . . .” LuLu answered impatiently.
“Now, that really explains it,” Dean grumbled, completely perplexed.
“Go on,” LuLu urged.
“I was supposed to go to Florida with my parents for our annual family quality-time vacay thing we do—did every summer. I got out of it by telling them I had to take a summer class. But we really just wanted to build our app. Parker has—had the geekiest computer setup ever in his basement. We worked practically twenty-four seven, hella-stoned most of the time. Then I started getting these strange texts from my mom. Dad had apparently caught some weird summer flu. The next thing I know, Dad was in the ER, and Mom was sick too. She told me to take my vitamins because the summer flu was highly contagious. Then, no more texts. No phone calls. Nothing. So, like I knew something was hecka wrong.” The tears welled up around the corners of Justin’s eyes.
“You know, the news was saying this Super Summer flu originated in Florida . . .” Dean left it at that, not wanting to say anymore.
“Ye-ah, I found that out, later.” Justin blinked back tears. “See, the whole time I was avoiding my parents when I should have been with—with them.”
“Son, if you’d gone to Florida, you wouldn’t be here right now. You’d most likely be one of them. Don’t go blamin’ yourself,” Dean consoled.
“So, where’s your BFF?” LuLu asked.
Dean butted in, “Question—what in tarnation is a BFF?”
Ella let out a silly giggle and rolled her eyes at Justin.
“Best Friends Forever,” LuLu rasped impatiently. “Please continue. Dean’s behind the times, as you can see.”
“Like, we were so involved with our project and so freakin' stoned, we didn’t notice how weird things were getting. Until the day Parker’s parents didn’t come home from work. They never called or anything. Parker even tried calling the police, but he couldn’t get through. Dude, we couldn’t even get through to 9-1-1. How bad is that?”
“What did you guys do?” LuLu whispered and leaned forward, resting her elbows on the dining room table.
“Ye-ah, uh, we just got more stoned.” Justin looked embarrassed. “We thought things were just weird because we were, you know—super-stoned. And our programming went faster than expected since our parents weren’t bugging us. But we ran out of geek food. So, we ordered a pizza on the Papa Johns’ app.”
“You can order a pizza with an app?” Dean couldn’t possibly be more confused. “Why didn’t you phone in the pizza order?” Dean asked.
“Dude, the phone lines were jammed. Besides, nobody uses the phone to order pizza anymore, unless you’re from the Stone Age or something.” Justin’s tone was slathered in sarcasm.
LuLu laughed. “You hear that, Dean. You’re from the Stone Age.”
Dean gave LuLu his best-disgruntled look and then nodded his head for Justin to continue.
“The pizza guy never showed up, so Parker drove to Papa Johns, hoping to get a free pizza out of it.”
“I thought an app was a computer game,” Dean interjected, still stuck on the entire app concept. Justin and LuLu ignored him.
“And,” LuLu prodded.
“I finally went upstairs, thinking Parker decided to eat the whole pizza by himself. Heard some crazy screaming outside, so I opened the front door to see what the heck was going on. Dude, it was like freakin’ World War Z. You know, the movie.” He nodded to Dean.
Dean shook his head. He didn’t know a thing about World War Z. The changing times sure had a way of making an idiot out of him. But what did it matter to him? He’d been perfectly content on fishing the rest of his life away—until the world had been taken over by flesh-eaters. Somehow fate had made him responsible for protecting LuLu and Ella. Until the government sorts this mess out. Dean couldn’t wait for the day the military came to town and took things over.
“Can I get you something, hon? You don’t look so good,” LuLu said in a worried tone.
“No, no. I’m fine.” Dean waved his hand. He was simply tired of this whole dad-blast-it mess. “Go on, Justin,” he said, trying to ignore the pain in his chest.
“Ye-ah, like I saw some random dude covered with blood, and there was this other guy helping him. Only he was eating his guts . . . That’s when I knew. I must have screamed, ’cause a freakin’ horde started staggering for me. I ran back inside Parker’s house, grabbed the food from the kitchen, and hauled ass to the basement. They banged on the windows for hours and eventually broke inside the house. Dude, they raved around upstairs for days.”
Justin’s terrifying retelling had Dean thinking back to that first day everything started going batshit crazy. Dean had the notion Justin had each of them reliving their first encounters with the undead as Justin’s voice wavered higher and higher, and Dean’s heart throbbed faster and faster, and Ella’s eyes grew wider and wider, and LuLu’s face turned paler and paler. Those first few days had been hell for everyone. That is—everyone who survived. And a living hell for the unlucky ones.
“Ye-ah, uh, never saw Parker again.” Justin’s voice faltered. He seemed deep in thought.
“It’s a horrible thing, son. How’d you manage?” Dean felt bad for the kid.
“I barricaded myself in the basement. And then surfed the web, trying to find out what the heck was going on. That’s when I found out about the Super Summer flu. Dude, I was so freaked, I stayed in Parker’s basement for two weeks. The power went out. Ran out of food. I just started living from house to house, searching for food and people—like you guys.” Justin gulped. “I kinda gave up.” Justin looked down at his scraped-clean plate.
“Son, you’re certainly welcome to stay with us,” Dean offered. LuLu and Ella nodded enthusiastically.
“Thought you’d never ask!” Justin was obviously relieved.
“LuLu, you gotta room ready for our new resident?” Dean asked, hoping to cheer up the poor kid.
“You bet.” She offered a broad smile.
“So, you were able to access the Internet. What did the news report about this, this crisis?” Dean continued, anxious for news.
“When are they rescuing us?” LuLu asked excitedly.
“Uh, doesn’t look so good.” Justin cleared his throat. “According to the CDC, about twenty percent of the human population became infected with the deadly flu strain. Apparently, one hundred percent of those people died. Only the dead don’t die—they turn into—them. Which, I’m sure you all know by now. In the beginning, CNN and Fox News basically downplayed it, promising everything was under control.”
“I remember that.” LuLu sounded pissed.
“They started advertising a new-improved vaccine on the TV stations. Dude, they were like shoving this ‘new vaccine’ propaganda-crap all over social media. So, like, I thought everything was gonna be okay. The next thing I know, the entire U.S. is under mandatory curfew. I think the government censored the mainstream news. Because—” Justin paused and looked around the table, “when I checked out the progressive websites, you know like AlterNet, Truthout, and Mother Jones, it was an entirely different story. It was like total chaos. Evidently, the military and FEMA were not working with each other—at all.”
“Saw plenty of abandoned National Guard vehicles on the outskirts of Vacaville. It was probably more like Martial Law, not a curfew,” Dean said somberly, wondering why the government hadn’t contained things at the get-go.
Justin nodded. “Ye-ah and get this. FEMA demanded everyone to get the vaccine at the shelters they’d set up over the country. But, the military ordered everyone to shelter in place. And even threatened military action. Meanwhile, millions of people were already on the road, hoping to get the new miracle vaccine. They ran out of gas on the gridlocked highways. Stranded. Like dude, even the gas stations were out of gas. Freakin’ amazing, the gas stations—out of gas?” Justin said in wide-eyed disbelief.
It reminded Dean of the 70s. “That happened in the seventies. The gas stations running out of gas. You could only buy gas on the even or odd days determined by the last number of your license plate. They called it ‘odd-even rationing.’ Back then, the scuttlebutt was that the oil companies were in cahoots with the government, testing the manipulation of the oil market,” Dean offered, remembering back.
“Really, that’s cray-cray.” Justin continued, “Even the grocery stores ran out of food and water. And, then there were the looters. The news media hashtagged it ‘The Biggest Day After Thanksgiving Sale—Ever.’ I watched tons of YouTube clips of people running out of stores like Walmart and Best Buy with overloaded shopping carts. Ye-ah, people just took what they wanted.”
“I don’t understand. Why didn’t our government stop this shit before it got out of hand?” LuLu ranted.
“I guess they didn’t realize what the heck was going on until it was too late. Think of it this way.” Justin explained, “Say you’re sick with the flu. Your family takes you to the nearest shelter, but you die before you get the vaccine. Then you turn all zombie-like and kill your family, and if you don’t end up eating them, they’re zombies too. I saw this absolutely insane aerial video. Miles and miles of stalled traffic surrounded with thousands of infected people roving the highways. Pretty soon the freakin’ freeways were all-you-can-eat buffets . . .”
LuLu gasped. “That’s messed up! How hard is it to quarantine a small area, say like Northern California, Southern California, or the Central Valley? They must have things under control by now.”
Justin looked around the table and whispered, “It’s not just California. It’s the entire freakin’ U.S. It could even be . . . global?”
Dean was dumbfounded. Everyone stared at Justin, and then at each other, and then down at their empty plates. It wasn’t the news Dean had hoped for. Perhaps the kid’s opinions were somewhat distorted; after all, Justin had been using the Internet as his source of information. Everyone knew the Internet couldn’t be trusted. Hell, anybody could put any bullcrap on the Internet and call it legit.
“Anything else we need to know?” Dean was afraid to ask.
“There were all kinds of conspiracy theories floating around cyberspace. Some debated that there had never been a vaccine in the first place because it would’ve been impossible to mass produce it so quickly. The GMO theory was a pretty big thing too. Something to do with the fact that eighty to ninety percent of produce grown in the U.S. is genetically modified. Which, if you think about it, really means the food has been altered. Maybe it whacked-out our DNA. Or created a super-bug.”
“Now son, you know that’s just crazy talk,” Dean retorted. Then again,
this whole Super Summer flu is pretty dern near unbelievable, Dean thought.
“There were other conspiracy theories like HAARP, CERN, Chemtrails . . . and, and Crop Circles—” Justin stopped at Dean’s disapproving nod.
“You gotta be shittin’ me?” LuLu let out a nervous laugh.
“Some said, uh,” Justin gulped and then looked at them intensely and whispered, “I found this uber-cool whistleblower site. This one blog said the flu outbreak purposely coincided with the most massive Jade Helm exercise ever. It was like the military knew the flu outbreak was coming and knew they couldn’t contain it. The blog said the military considered the situation—totally FUBAR, and the shelters were—incinerated—to contain the worldwide pandemic.”
Both LuLu and Ella gasped.
Justin continued, “Ancient astronaut theorists blamed it on this new race of aliens—”
“All righty then,” Dean interrupted when he saw the fear in Ella’s eyes.
“Uh, then the Internet went dark. Ye-ah, they probably flipped the kill-switch and shut it down. The power went out a few days later.” Justin looked down at his plate as if afraid to say anything more.
“I think that’s about enough excitement for one day. LuLu, how’s about you show our new resident to his room.” From the looks of everyone, Justin had them feeling a little spooked.
   
Dean retreated to his luxury suite on the third floor and poured himself a generous highball of his favorite, Crown Royal. Yes, he had his vices as well. Some of Justin’s explanations seemed to ring true, although most of his outlandish talk sounded like something right out of the X-Files. How in the hell could the whole United States fall into ruins over a simple flu bug?
He sat on the edge of his bed deep in thought. Justin’s talk brought him back to the harsh reality of it all. His little side trip to Vacaville to stock up on supplies and find out the news had taken him on a much longer journey than he had bargained for. All he wanted to do was get back to his cabin in Winters and weather out the storm; instead, he was responsible for Ella, LuLu, and the Asian kid, to boot.
That night LuLu joined him as she sometimes did. He knew it was because she didn’t want to be alone, not after Justin’s news. Who was he to judge her; he was lonely and scared shitless as well. After a bout of passionate (loveless) sex, he worried the rest of the night away contemplating the future.
   
A banging on the door jolted Justin Chen from the king-size bed. Thinking it must have been one of his bad dreams, he nestled back under the covers. Another bang at the door interrupted him. What time is it! Justin glanced at his watch. Dude, it’s only 4:45 a.m. Since the world had gone cray-cray, he usually slept until noon-ish, boarded up in someone’s master bedroom, along with a supply of junk food.
“Justin, downstairs in ten. We’ve got work to do,” Dean ordered from the other side of the door to his suite.
“What the—?” Justin rolled onto his stomach. He smashed a pillow over his head, refusing to get up.
“Son, you alive in there?”
Shit, Dean sounded pissed. “Okay, okay, I’m coming,” Justin said with a vocal yawn.
“Ella made breakfast . . . hot pancakes,” Dean coaxed.
On that note, Justin sprang into action. The thought of seeing Ella made him sort of jittery and excited. I actually have a crush. Mom had always told him it would happen someday; some guys were just late bloomers, she had explained. I miss you—Mom and Dad. Justin made his way to the dining room half-pissed at Dean’s rude awakening and half-excited to see Ella.
“Justin, need you for a mission. We need to loot the rest of the Costco truck,” Dean said while checking the chambers of his gun.
“What about Paxton and Nate?” Justin asked.
“Chances are they’ll be sleeping-it-off most the day.”
“Ye-ah, okay, sure,” Justin said with a mouth full of syrupy-drenched pancakes. “When?”
“Like as soon as you’re finished stuffing that pie hole of yours,” Dean mocked.
“What, you mean now? Dude, it’s like five in the freakin’ morning,” Justin exclaimed.
“My point exactly,” Dean said. “It’s been my experience—dead-heads are the least dangerous around dawn.”
“Ye-ah, like me, too.” Both Ella and Justin laughed. “And another thing,” Justin spouted off in frustration. “Stop calling them dead-heads. Like, everyone knows they’re zombies!”
“Zom-bies?” Dean slowly enunciated as if it were the first time he’d ever said the word.
“Ye-ah, I mean, I think you’re way cool for an old guy and all. But for the record: Dead people who eat living people are called zombies.”
“Who’s a zombie?” LuLu asked as she strolled into the dining room.
“Well, folks, it’s official. From here on out we’re calling ’em Zombies . . .” Dean eerily whispered and dramatically fluttered his hands in the air.
They all laughed.
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DEAN GRABBED the blue Igloo cooler (something of his before the pandemic) and temporarily checked-out of the Sweet Suites hotel with his rifle slung over his shoulder, a 9mm holstered on his hip, and a backpack supplied with ammo, water, energy bars, and a first-aid kit. He liked to arrive at his secret lookout post by dawn, the safe time.
He started up the Fiat 500 he’d recently acquired courtesy of the nearby Chevron. It was time for stealth mode. Although, he had discovered that “no time” was ever completely safe. The Fiat was the better vehicle for his secret morning trips, nearly silent when traveling at low speeds and compact enough to maneuver around the car-riddled roads.
When Dean turned onto the Nut Tree Road overpass, a flood of memories revisited him. How Mary had enjoyed their Sunday brunches at the Nut Tree Restaurant. She had always ordered the pineapple appetizer served with a delicious marshmallow sauce. Brunch had usually been followed with an afternoon of browsing the fancy specialty shops. A smile tempted the corners of his mouth. Kyle had loved riding the kiddy train; he’d always tried to hug the engine. And, Kyle had always been so dead set on getting one of those blooming lollipops. Dean let out a chuckle. Those lollipops were almost as big as Kyle.
Alas, his Mary was gone, Kyle was God-knows-where, and the Nut Tree had been renovated into another mess of chain stores. He tried pushing his beloved memories to the back of his mind while he searched the roads for dead-heads. Still, his thoughts kept going back to Mary. The pre-cancer days.
He couldn’t complain. They’d had a blessed twenty-two-year marriage until she had succumbed to the Big C. Carefully, he chose to focus on the good times. “Thank God she didn’t live to see this—this hell on earth.” He sighed and backed the Fiat, so it faced toward Orange Drive. He parked two car-lengths from his lookout post, always ready for a fast getaway, which had been needed on several occasions. He turned the motor off, leaving the key in the ignition (one of his rules).
His lookout post was the green cab of a jackknifed big rig perched over Interstate 80. It provided the perfect observation point, allowing him to scout the east and westbound lanes for passersby. The cab was also equipped with a deluxe sleeper, something he’d found quite comfortable and convenient as well.
Today’s a new day full of possibilities, he promised himself.
He relaxed in the cab’s bucket seat, ready to watch the sun poke-up over the horizon, but it was a gloomy-grey morning. No breathtaking sunrise would be greeting him. Dean needed a daily routine, some type of normalcy to maintain an orderly life in this new world of chaos, so every dawn he drove to his lookout post (his sanctuary) and searched the horizon.
Last month he’d been forced to stay the entire night in the sleeper when a mob of dead-heads (I’ve got to call them zombies.) had found their way onto the overpass. The damn things had dawdled around the truck all day as if they’d known he was inside. It had been an unnerving situation, one of his frequent nightmares that had manifested into reality. Still, he had remained fairly calm with the help of his loyal pal, Mr. Crown Royal. Luckily for him, he had previously stashed a bottle in the sleeper. The next day he had snuck out at dawn while those disgusting things wallowed in their own squalor.
Dean grabbed the binoculars and scouted the apocalyptic-interstate of deserted, wrecked, and burnt-out vehicles. Winter was coming all too soon. He frowned, disappointed he hadn’t left on his expedition yet. He was planning a trip to the nearest military bases in search of the rest of society. There had to be other survivors. He just had to find them.
However, before Dean left the hotel with the likes of the Stockton Boys, he needed another recruit— a strong man with backbone to travel with, someone to watch his back. The way he figured it, a man attempting a journey on his own would be certain suicide. He considered Justin. Naw. Justin was the perfect equalizer. The kid had the unique ability of keeping everyone calm with his quirky sense of humor, and that combined with the kid’s intelligence ought to keep the volatile Stockton Boys stabilized while Dean searched for people, help, and answers. But he still fretted over leaving Ella. The fact was, if it wasn’t for Ella, hell, he’d be back in Winters fishing on the Twinkle Me Mary, waiting for this ugly mess to sort itself out, without his help.
   
Soon after dawn, Justin Chen enjoyed a homemade breakfast, like he had done every morning the past few weeks. Ella sat across from him, and they both ate in silence. He had never been a morning person, but Dean had been super right. Zombies entered a sort of sleeping-state in the early mornings. Heck, I would have known that if I wasn’t always sleeping in. Every morning Justin watched from his suite’s window, waiting for Dean to leave, for he was pretty sure Dean would expect him to tag along to wherever Dean went every morning.
Justin cherished his precious mornings with Ella, which greatly helped with the waking up before God part. She never actually spoke to him; he so wished she would. Soon, when she’s ready. And when Ella was ready to talk, he had a whole bunch of things ready to ask her. He didn’t dare say what he really wanted to say. No, not just yet. He was afraid she might avoid him if he came on too strong about his feelings for her, besides she made him too freaking nervous. He’d never really talked to girls unless it was about geek stuff. So, he was sort of okay that they hadn’t talked—just yet.
After his early morning breakfast with Ella, Justin took off on his own secret mission. He hopped onto the cool Schwinn bike he had liberated, leaving the safe-zone of the hotel. For the past week, he’d been scouring the nearby streets and parking lots for—of all things—cell phones. He had this awesome idea that just might work, but he didn’t want to tell anyone about it yet. He knew everyone (except for Ella) would probably think he was hella insane.
His daily searches only lasted an hour or two, depending on the traffic: zombie traffic. He returned to the hotel before LuLu, Nate, and Paxton woke up since they usually partied until the early morning. Only Ella knew he left the hotel, alone. Dean had forbidden him from leaving the hotel on his own. But he let Paxton and Nate do whatever the heck they wanted as long as they scavenged enough fuel to keep the generators going. Meh. Dean always nagged him about something. Justin, I need you to do this and that . . .
So, Justin scavenged the streets every morning around dawn. He wasn’t too worried about being alone. After all, he was the “Zombie Expert,” with all his State of Decay gaming hours. Just don’t do anything stupid . . .
At first, he had been super surprised to find so many phones left in cars, forgotten in purses, and littering the streets, casually discarded like cigarette butts. Then again, once a person was zombified, it didn’t have any use for a phone. The iconic cell phone, the status symbol of the 21st century, once considered a person’s most valuable and guarded asset, left on the road like a piece of junk. How quickly things had changed. He decided once he had a thousand cell phones, he’d start his sort of random project. If he was lucky, he’d be able to start his project next week. He couldn’t wait.
This morning, Justin decided to cruise the Home Depot parking lot. It wouldn’t take him long to get there on the bike. He had the most luck in parking lots. The big open spaces allowed him to see what was coming if he only searched the outer rows. And he was always ready to scram if things got dicey.
Once, he had scrounged for phones on an Interstate 80 exit ramp. What a bad idea that had been. Lines of vehicles were backed up all the way to Orange Drive. The half-asleep zombies had been hard to spot amongst the vehicles, like they’d been waiting to ambush him, giving him no reaction time and no place to go—except to get hella-fast out of there. Sure, he had found tons of phones, but way too many zombies. No freakin’ way. Since then, he stuck to big open spaces.
He coasted down Orange Drive and noticed the change in the weather. Fall had finally arrived, and that meant rain. And, rain reminded him of Thanksgiving, and Thanksgiving reminded him of Mom. He so missed her. Sure, she had babied him at times, but wasn’t that what moms did? Dad had always been so super serious, always pushing him, insisting Justin followed in his footsteps, making him the third generation of attorneys in the family.
Last year, Justin had changed his career path to major in IT. He had a special affinity for all things computer-like. A super-geek! Dad had been super pissed. They hadn’t spoken much since last Thanksgiving. The gloomy sky intensified his regrets. He sighed, thinking about the things he wished he’d told his parents before the world had gone cannibalistic.
He clicked the bike into a lower gear and veered into the Home Depot parking lot. Cars, SUVs, trucks, and lots of trash littered the lot. He scanned the area for Zs and spotted a mini-horde by the store’s entrance. They sat with their backs against the store, heads down, still in zombie slumberland. No problemo. He’d be out of there before they reached his end of the lot.
He started with the outer most aisle. The doors to a black Toyota were locked. He didn’t waste time breaking in. No need to, not when there were hundreds of unlocked vehicles. He came to an awesome, green Mustang. “Sweeet,” he crooned. The driver’s door was open, the new norm. So many people had left their vehicles in a panic—never to return. Well, not as humans, he mused, sliding across the chilly leather seat. I should take it back to the hotel. Dual exhaust pipes. No zombie-sneaking with this car; Zs would hear it half a mile away. Too bad. He reached for the ugly Coach purse on the backseat. Awesome. He snatched the blinged-out cell phone case.
Justin continued his search down the row of haphazardly parked vehicles. The Zs sitting against the storefront dazedly looked about and sniffed the air. Do they smell me already? Just a few more cars, he thought. With his zombie-slasher knife sheathed and strapped to his right leg, he was ready for battle. But, he preferred to avoid them. He hated the smell of zombie guts in the morning. He usually puked when he had to clean his knife after a de-activation.
An all too familiar odor drifted in the early morning breeze. Those things hella stink. He opened the door to a wrecked Scion. It lurched on him. Justin had never seen a zombie move that fast. He didn’t panic. He had practiced this move countless times (in real-time and video game time). He snatched his knife. And swish! He slit the Z’s flesh-rotting neck. Its protruding jet-black eyeballs rolled back. The Z collapsed to the pavement and juddered uncontrollably like a shorted-out cyborg left in the microwave ten minutes too long. Its deteriorating flesh liquified, melting off its neck and face in gory gobs of goo.
“Dude, you’re spoiling my breakfast.” Justin gagged, completely grossed-out. He headed back to the hotel. The safe-zone . . .
   
“Hey, LuLu, I was looking for you,” Justin said, finding her in the dining room.
“Hey, hon.” LuLu’s left eye twitched.
Wow, did she wink at me, or does she have something in her eye? “I was wondering, is anyone using the conference room by the elevators?” he asked.
“Nope, we only use the larger room for storage. Why do you ask?”
“No reason,” Justin responded, trying to act nonchalant.
“Whatcha up to?” LuLu asked in that tone a parent uses when you’re up to something.
“You know—stuff.”
“Justin.” Her tone deepened. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a pathetic liar?” LuLu scolded.
“Uh, it’s nothing really. I need the room for my project. It’s sort of a surprise. ’Cause, it probably won’t even work. And—”
“And you don’t want Dean to know about it until you have it all figured out. Am I right?”
“You got it.” Justin nodded.
“Your secret’s safe with me.”
“Cool. I’ll catch-you-up later if it works,” Justin quipped.
“Sure thing, kiddo.” LuLu winked again.
She definitely winked that time. It made him nervous, but he was so jazzed about his project he didn’t care. He had his very own workroom. It was a nice size room about twenty by thirty feet. He could set up a lot of buffet tables in there.
By mid-afternoon, he was almost done setting up the tables when he heard Dean’s booming voice calling for him. Now what? He didn’t want to risk Dean walking in on him, so he slipped into the lobby a second before Dean turned the corner.
“There you are. Been lookin’ all over for you, son. Found a La Superior truck. The Stockton Boys are geared-up. We’re ready to roll when you are,” Dean announced, but it was more of an order.
“Dude, you mean like right now?” Justin couldn’t hide his disappointment, eager to get working on his project. Besides, he was still freaked-out over this morning’s close call.
“Son, something on your mind? You know how important the food supply is,” Dean reminded.
“Sure, okay. Where are we going?” Justin asked, resigning himself. It was no use arguing with Dean. It was like trying to win an argument with his dad. It just wasn’t happening.
“Peabody Road and Elmira. The Stockton Boys happened to come across it during today’s fuel run,” Dean said hurriedly.
Justin knew the area. He and Parker used to order food to-go at the Mexican restaurant. Like they have the best nachos ever! “Dude, what’s the name of the Mexican restaurant back in the corner?” Justin asked as if it mattered.
“I know the one you’re talking ’bout. Mary loved that place. El Azteca, I think. Haven’t been there in years—not since Mary . . .”
Justin recognized the sadness in Dean’s eyes and heard it in his voice. I guess I’m not the only one dealing with the past. Justin felt like a butt-head for not wanting to help. “Give me five minutes. I’ll meet you guys by the trucks.” Justin ran to the kitchen to snag a bite of whatever Ella was cooking. But really, he just wanted to see her smile. Ella always inspired him.
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SCARLETT SAT on the balcony of the Natomas townhouse and played an old-fashion game of solitaire in an attempt to ignore the onslaught of anxious thoughts tormenting her. The chilly October air was a relief after the endless, scorching-hot summer. The ocean-gray sky teased of rain, wanting to let go, yet not quite ready to release its bounty onto the parched landscape. She took in a deep breath of cool air and leisurely shuffled the fancy rose playing cards. She dealt out seven piles of cards, taking the time to stack each pile perfectly on the marble patio table.
She needed it to rain. She had managed to use what little water was left in all the hot-water tanks of the nearby townhomes. She probably should have refrained from taking those frigid one-minute showers on her scavenging days. At the time, it had seemed like the civilized thing to do, for life without a shower was unbearable. But with only two cases of sixteen-ounce water bottles left, showers or even sponge baths were out of the question. The news media (back before society had disappeared) had promised either a mild El Nino this fall or a Godzilla El Nino next fall for this part of California; no signs of it yet. As usual, the weather had its own agenda. A wry smile crossed her lips when she uncovered the first Ace, the Ace of Hearts.
She debated over staying there until spring, recalling the “shelter in place” plan was usually the safest and most logical plan of action. The lack of water was her biggest problem at this point. She had placed numerous buckets and cooking pots around the complex, ready to harvest the first rains of the season. Could she wait it out? She put the Ace of Spades on the top foundation, two down and two to go.
At least I have plenty of food. Scarlett was extremely pleased with the inventory she had collected (stolen) over the past few weeks. Once she had overcome the fear of leaving the safety of the townhouse, she had become quite adept at breaking into the nearby homes, acquiring an abundant supply of food and supplies, enough to last through April.
“To leave, or not to leave,” she pondered. If she left her comfort zone, there would obviously be trouble, deadly trouble. It’s safer to stay here.
Thoughts kept interrupting her solitaire game as she found a home for the King of Spades. Yes, I might finally win a game if I can just get to the Six of Hearts. Strange how such a silly game gave her a cheap thrill these days.
That’s it—water—or no water, I’ll just have to suck it up! She had decided once and for all to wait it out until April, and if help hadn’t found her by then, she’d go looking for help. Why April? She really wasn’t sure.
“Yes, finally won a flippin’ game.” She hadn’t intended to say it so loudly, and she nervously checked the field below for creepers. She noted several packs off in the distance, no doubt lusting over the jackrabbits. Relieved, she sank back down in the wicker patio chair and sipped the rest of the not-so-hot chamomile tea. Surely, California would be back to normal by April. The thought of seeing Cyndi again made her lonely heart ache. She closed her eyes, remembering . . .
“Run!” Shouting interrupted her longing thoughts. There, in the field behind her townhome, were two figures. Running. Yes, running—not stumbling. She counted seven creepers closing in on the right. What? Several small packs approached from all directions. Once again, it made her think creepers communicated on some level. The man and woman didn’t look like they were going to make it out of the field. The packs flanked them from three sides with stragglers joining in on the chase, forming a humongous horde. Scarlett didn’t have the time to drive out there and save them. It would be too late.
The woman had difficulty running. She stopped every few yards and gasped. The man was several yards ahead and almost to the decorative wrought-iron fencing that separated the field from the townhomes.
“Hurry!” The man shouted. He went back for her, but the woman waved him on. She started to run again only to trip. She fell face-down onto the ground. A lone creeper appeared from nowhere. She screamed. The man turned around and started running back to her.
“Go!” she screamed. The man stopped and fiddled with the rather large pack on his back. He must be looking for a weapon. But the woman was out of time. Scarlett grabbed the rifle next to the door. She fired off a shot, catching the creeper in the back of the head as it lunged at her. A headshot was the only way to kill them. She had finally figured that out after a few days of target shooting practice.
The man looked up and acknowledged Scarlett with a frantic wave. He ran to the woman, pulling her to her feet.
“Jump the fence!” Scarlett yelled.
They ran toward the row of townhouses overlooking the field—creepers closing in on them. A calming energy settled over Scarlett. She methodically began shooting the creepers dead in the head. She missed only once, steadied herself, and continued her target shooting. She stopped to reload. What? They were coming from everywhere! Had creepers been there all along, hiding in the knee-high weeds—hiding in plain sight? It was a thought she found rather disturbing. The man helped the woman over the decorative four-foot fence. She plopped to the ground.
“Go around front!” Scarlett yelled while he helped the woman to her feet again. Scarlett reloaded and continued shooting. There were too many to kill! Scarlett could only hope they’d make it to her front door—in time. The fence would buy them time since creepers had a difficult time maneuvering over obstacles.
With rifle in hand, Scarlett dashed down the stairs. She tore open the front door just as the man and woman turned the corner of her building. Another pack appeared from the east. Scarlett let off a string of shots.
“This way!” Scarlett motioned.
And, they were safely inside. Scarlett peered out the peephole and watched in horror as creeper after creeper crowded onto the front porch, clawing and pounding on the front door. The three of them stared at each other in the townhome’s entryway. The terror in their eyes leached into hers.
The man was out of breath, patting his chest. The woman collapsed to her knees. He caught her. “Sonia, Sonia!”
“Is she all right?” Scarlett worried.
“She’s weak, recovering,” the man gasped, still trying to catch his breath.
Scarlett cringed and cautiously backed away.
“No, no, not with the flu,” the man insisted. “We need to get her to a bed.” His eyes pleaded.
“I’m fine,” the woman rasped.
Scarlett was a bit uneasy inviting a sick person inside. But, she couldn’t deny the young couple help, not after finding people after all this time.
“Take her upstairs. There’s a spare bedroom. The room with the peacock bedspread.”
“Aren’t you coming?” he asked as Scarlett headed toward the garage.
“I’ve got more two-by-fours in the garage. I’d better board over the front door like I did the window,” Scarlett stated with more assertiveness than she felt.
“Great idea!” He nodded. He helped the woman up the stairs while hauling the stuffed pack strapped to his back.
Adrenaline.
It was like a superhero drug. Better than steroids, she mused. Scarlett lugged out an armful of pine two-by-fours, dropped them on the entryway’s stone floor, and then began furiously pounding huge double-headed nails into them. The hammering brought more creepers to the front porch, but she had no other option at that point. When she was satisfied with securing the front door, she anxiously ran upstairs to greet her guests, ignoring the uneasiness lingering in the back of her mind.
To Scarlett’s astonishment, the woman sat against the bed’s quilted headboard—nursing a baby. “Dear God! You have a baby . . .” Scarlett’s eyes pooled, her first feeling of happiness in months.
An awkward moment of silence followed. What exactly do you say after you’ve just saved a family from man-eating atrocities?
“Water? Do you need some water?” Scarlett broke the silence. The couple nodded in unison. She ran out of the room and returned with two bottled waters (worth their weight in gold until the rains came). It was the icebreaker they needed, for they all started talking at once.
“Thank you, Sweet Jesus. Thank you, Sweet Jesus,” the woman chanted while clutching the baby against her breast, her lips trembling.
“We can’t thank you enough. Where the hell did you come from anyway?” The young man asked somewhat bewildered. “Let me guess. You’re in the military—a sniper? If you hadn’t been there . . .” He looked down at the floor, shaking his head.
“Where did you guys come from?” Scarlett asked, finally able to get a word in amongst the excitement. “And no, I’m definitely not in the military. Just have a good aiming eye. How did you guys get stuck in the field?”
“See, the truck broke down, threw a rod or something—” he started.
“I told you to take it easy. It’s a miracle we made it this far in that old piece of junk,” the woman added.
“Yeah, yeah.” He shrugged. “Anyhoo, I’m Sam, this here’s my wife, Sonia. And this—this is our son, Sammy Junior.” Sonia proudly held up the sleepy baby.
“How old is he?” Scarlett cooed, and Sammy Junior opened his eyes a mere slit.
“Two months.” Sonia beamed.
“How did you guys survive—with a baby? Are you staying at one of the evacuation shelters? Is everything normal where you came from? Oh, by the way, I’m Scarlett Lewis from Roseville.”
“Thank you from the bottom of my heart for saving us—our son.” Sonia sobbed, adding more trails to her tear-streaked cheeks.
Sam butted in. “We could really use some food. Can your people spare any? I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. If you want us to leave, we’ll go right now. We sure as hell don’t want trouble.”
Scarlett returned in a flash with a box of granola bars. “Here, this will get you started. How about a spaghetti dinner?” Scarlett proclaimed. “Then we can talk all night over Moscato wine.” The tension in the room disappeared; the dinner invitation seemed to soothe everyone’s anxiety.
Scarlett stepped onto the balcony to light the barbecue grill, apprehensively scanning the field. Not a single creeper. From the sound of it, they were all at her front door. Meanwhile, she calmly prepared a lovely, Martha Stewart-apocalyptic dinner. The contrast was so absurd it almost made her giddy. On a whim, she added canned corn and canned peaches to the menu. They would have a mini-feast tonight. She couldn’t believe “the moment” had finally arrived. People at last!
Scarlett checked on the young couple. They were busy making a makeshift bassinet out of a plastic storage carton and blankets. They were gaunt and haggard. Sam looked as if he hadn’t shaved since the Summer Super flu, reminding her of Shaggy from the Scooby-Doo cartoon except with a full-blown hillbilly-like beard, and Sonia was in desperate need of a shower. They must have had a rough time of it these past few months.
Scarlett cleared the dining room table, which was still cluttered with her latest inventory report, and set out her best china, sunflower paper plates.
“What can I help you with?” Sonia asked when the couple joined her in the dining room.
“Absolutely nothing. You need your rest.” Scarlett pulled out a chair for Sonia. “Sam, do you mind opening the wine?”
Scarlett’s mouth watered when she served the dinner. She usually skipped dinner and was always famished by breakfast. She rationed her caloric intake, afraid the food would run out before the government rescued her. She had searched all the homes in the complex and was out of homes to raid unless she hit the apartments across the way.
Scarlett could tell they were starving by the way they both gobbled down the spaghetti. She noticed Sam scanning the dining room. Is he eyeing my supplies?
“I see your people have been busy,” Sam said. “How many in your gang?”
“What do you mean, gang?” Scarlett felt her brows furrow, not understanding.
“Ya know, how many people in your group?” he repeated sarcastically.
“Just me.”
“No frickin’ way. How’d you survive?” Sam seemed astonished.
“Well, I’m not so sure. Just plain dumb luck—I suppose,” Scarlett faltered, thinking over the past few months.
“I think it’s even more astounding the three of you survived. How’d you manage that?” she countered.
“We were,” Sonia corrected, “are with a group of people. A nurse helped me with the delivery.”
“You know where people are? Then what are you doing here?” Scarlett couldn’t help but ask.
“Oh, there are plenty of people out there all right, hiding in the hills—so to speak. Small gangs here and there, but they’re none too friendly if you know what I mean. They’re—let’s say, territorial. If you go wandering into another group’s territory, you might get shot—in the head.”
Scarlett gasped.
“These days, they might as well shoot you in the head like a Walker,” he spouted off.
“Walker?” Scarlett grimaced.
“Ya know, Walkers as in the zombies from The Walking Dead series.” Sam seemed a bit irritated with her.
Scarlett noted the tone of sarcasm in his voice. “Oh, yes, I’ve heard of the show, but I never actually watched it. I heard it was gory and violent,” Scarlett responded in her defense.
“Well Scarlett, we wouldn’t have made it this long if we hadn’t watched that show. Shit-yeah, it’s practically a frickin’ documentary.” He let out a loud, obnoxious laugh.
“Don’t mind him. Things have been so crazy. I’m afraid we’ve totally forgotten our manners,” Sonia said, attempting to smooth things over.
I’m not so sure I like Sam, she decided. “You’re the first people—living people—I’ve seen since August.” Scarlett looked wistfully out the window and promised herself she wouldn’t cry, no matter what they had to say. No matter how bad things really are. “So, do you know what’s going on?” Scarlett asked, bracing herself for the news.
Sam and Sonia exchanged quick glances. Scarlett thought she caught a fleeting glimpse of insolence in Sam’s eyes, which she chose to ignore. His somewhat childish behavior reminded her of the sarcastic attitude students often had when they thought their teachers and grown-ups, in general, were stupid.
“You do know about the Super Summer flu?” Sam asked slowly like she was a first grader.
Sonia took over the conversation. “Sorry, we’ve had a very bad day, so please excuse my rude husband.” Sonia gave him the look a spouse gives after the other spouse has completely embarrassed the other.
“Actually, I read about the Super Summer flu, afterward—that is.” Scarlett took another sip of the sweet Moscato, savoring its delicate flavor. “All I know is, one day I had all four of my wisdom teeth extracted. A horribly painful experience, I might add. The painkillers I took really drugged me out. When I woke up or rather, became coherent five days later . . . society had disappeared or gone mad,” Scarlett explained, making it sound so simple. It had been much more devastating at the time: jilted and heartbroken, the desperate texts from Kevin, Miss Purlie’s death, and the incidents with the hermit neighbor and the creeper in the garage. But they didn’t need to know about that. She had a funny feeling Sam couldn’t care less about her personal feelings. I don’t like him very much.
“Shit-yeah, that’s about all there is to it. California collapsed in five frickin’ days,” Sam said, calmly pouring them another round of wine.
“Sam, you don’t have to sound so coldblooded,” Sonia scolded.
“Scarlett needs to know how things are. And things are fucked-up. Looks like you’ve been doing pretty good for yourself.” He eyed the stacked tubs of supplies. “Let me give you some friendly advice.” His eyes narrowed as if scrutinizing her. “You should hook-up with a gang. A woman like yourself—hmm, what you need is a man. A man can protect you. ’Cause, I’ll tell you what, you sure as hell won’t last long on your own.” He guzzled the last of his wine and then sat the glass down a little too hard.
Scarlett definitely didn’t like him. How the hell do you think I’ve made it this far, she wanted to scream. She never did have much tolerance for male chauvinists. Chivalry is one thing, but he’s a bit of an ass.
“What are you guys doing here—in Natomas?” Scarlett asked abruptly.
“We were in Redding, with a small gang of survivalists. They let us stay until the baby was born, then kicked us out.” Sonia almost cried again, tears clinging to her lashes.
“They said we can join them if we find medical supplies,” Sam said confidently. “We’ve been hitting every hospital and Major Shelter Center. No luck yet.”
“We thought for sure we’d find refuge or supplies with the Natomas shelter.” Sonia was crying again. “Sorry, it’s my hormones. They’re still out of balance from my pregnancy. The nurse said I’d feel like crying all the time for a while. She called it postpartum depression.”
“I take it that’s why you’re here too?” Sam asked Scarlett, ignoring his weeping wife. “You said you’re from Roseville. Did you come here for the arena shelter—only to find it blown up?”
Scarlett nodded. “So, now what?” she questioned, looking from Sam to Sonia.
“I’ve got a list of the hospitals in the Sacramento area. If no luck, we’ll try the medical lab at U.C. Davis, I guess.” He no longer sounded so confident.
Scarlett remembered that devastating feeling when she had found the arena obliterated. “Do you think our military bombed it?” Scarlett almost whispered.
“Hell yeah, bombed the bejesus out of it. We’ve heard the rumors,” his voice cracked. He seemed scared for the first time since they had met. He busied himself by opening the second bottle of wine.
The sound of shattering glass interrupted their intense conversation. Scarlett jumped. “Oh Shit, the creepers can’t possibly break in. Can they?” Scarlett grabbed the rifle. The banging reverberated off the walls and into her heart.
“Doubt it,” Sam whispered as they crept downstairs.
“Sounds like they're hitting the door with a hammer or something,” Sam speculated.
“I’ve never seen them pick up anything except food,” Scarlett puzzled.
“Well, they only broke the window. You’ve got it boarded securely from the inside. There’s no way they can break in. We’re good,” Sam reassured.
“Everything’s all right,” Sam announced to Sonia when they reached the top of the stairs, convincing her with a wide grin.
Now I see what Sonia sees in him. He’s quite attractive when he’s not being an ass. Then she realized he had a wife and a baby to protect.
It must be extremely difficult for him.
Sam held up the bottle of Moscato, silently asking if she needed a refill.
“Why not?” Scarlett needed something to calm her growing anxiety.
“How long do you plan to stay here?” Sonia asked. “Hey, why don’t you come with us? Once we find the medical supplies, I’m pretty sure the Redding camp will let all of us stay with them,” Sonia said.
Scarlett was stunned, not sure of what to say. Redding was in the wrong direction. Besides, she wasn’t sure it would be such a good idea to live with a bunch of survivalist types. They had apparently thrown Sam, Sonia, and a newborn baby out to fend for themselves. It really didn’t sound too promising.
“It’s something to consider. The Redding gang is very selective. I can say without a doubt you’d be an asset,” he said, staring intently at her.
Is he staring at my breasts? What a jerk!
They sat in the living room, enjoying the last bottle of wine, and reminisced about the good old days. Funny, how their eyes seemed to focus on the blank, blackish-grey TV screen, an old habit. Scarlett thought about accepting their offer. It’s safer to be with people. Right? Or, was she better off in Natomas? But, what about Cyndi and her family? After a couple of hours of much-needed chit-chat, the baby’s cries interrupted them, and the couple excused themselves.
The pounding finally ceased. Had they given up? It would be dawn soon; she needed to get to bed. The tendrils of the wine relaxed her entire body as she curled under the blankets. No, tonight she wouldn’t toss in bed for hours listening to the creepers’ un-dying howls of hunger consuming her soul.
   
What was that? Scarlett thrashed about under the covers. The sound of squealing tires? Reluctantly, she dragged herself out of bed in a half-dazed state and ambled to the living room, noticing how untidy the place was. Odd, she thought, rubbing her eyes. She always kept the place in tip-top shape, one of her habits that had annoyed Kevin. She focused in on the wine bottles and wine glasses cluttering the dining room table.
A pleasant smile widened when she remembered last night. I have guests!
Hmm, what should we have for breakfast? Still groggy, she began clearing the table from the previous night’s dinner and decided a cup of coffee was required before attempting the mess. She searched the lower kitchen cupboards, unable to find the handy-dandy, propane, Coleman coffee maker she had acquired. “Where is it?” She rubbed her temples and ignored the slight hangover threatening to invade her pleasant drowsiness.
A startling realization overwhelmed her. “The plastic tubs? Where’s my food?” Had they moved them last night to make more room in the dining room? No. There was plenty of room.
She stumbled over her own two feet like a creeper, dashing to the spare bedroom to confront Sam and Sonia. She hastily rapped on the door. “Good morning.”
After no response, she swung open the door. Sam, Sonia, and the baby were gone! Were they checking on their truck—unloading their supplies? No! A voice inside her head shouted, causing a sharp pain in her head. They wouldn’t have taken the baby to retrieve their supplies.
Suddenly, she was wide awake. A chemical much stronger than caffeine activated her senses: horror. Rushing down the stairs, she noticed the splintered wood around the doorframe’s hinges. It wouldn’t withstand another creeper bombardment. She needed to find more wood, and she should probably just board-over the entire wall. That meant the door would no longer provide access, but she could still exit by way of the garage.
She stole a quick glance out of the peephole. “Ahhhh,” Scarlett screamed. There, on the front porch and walkway, were hundreds of creepers festering about. At the sound of her scream, they crowded to the door like deranged concertgoers rushing the stage. Only, she was the stage. What? Several creepers pounded the door with the flowerbed’s landscaping bricks. They learned to use tools!
“Where the hell are Sam and Sonia? Oh, dear God, I hope the baby’s all right.”
She gathered her wits and headed to the garage. She opened the laundry room’s door leading to the garage. “What the—” she whispered in disbelief. The roll-up garage door was wide open. And several packs lumbered for the garage—once they saw her standing in plain view. Sam and Sonia must have just left, or surely, the garage would be full of creepers.
Scarlett reached for the manual garage door cord and somehow managed to slam the door down a second before a pack crashed into it, denting the door. But what was most disturbing of all, the Hyundai SUV she’d been prepping was gone. Sam and Sonia had stolen it along with her supplies. It’s all gone! After weeks of planning and weeks of dangerous scavenging trips, she was left with nothing but her own stupidity.
“The rifle!” She ran upstairs to retrieve the Remington. Besides the food, it was her most valuable asset. She had left it by the door to the balcony, always handy and always loaded. But, they had taken it too. She wanted to scream; instead, she stared out the window overlooking the field. Creepers swarmed the field, coming from all directions. Were they coming for her?
The sickening sound of splintering wood alerted her. She dashed back down the stairs to see the front door’s hinges giving way to the pressure from the growing pack of creepers congregating on the front porch. They knew she was inside. They aren’t giving up this time!
She had to get out of there before it was too late. Or, she’d be trapped in the tiny attic until she starved to death. A numb auto-pilot mode took over while she dressed. She tossed a few items in her go-bag and then darted to the kitchen. When she opened the pantry for food, she found one single box of granola bars used as a paperweight. A note awaited her: SORRY, I BEGGED HIM NOT TO DO IT.
“Sorry. That’s it? You take everything I have after I saved your lives, your baby’s life—and, and—you’re sorry?” She was practically hysterical.
The crackling of splintering wood once again warned her time was running out. In a matter of minutes, the door would surely rip away from its hinges. The problem was how to escape? Creepers blocked the front and back exits. If she could lure them away from the garage door, she could make a fast getaway in the Mini Cooper. How? Hmm, they’re incredibly stupid. I just need to fake them out. She thought for a moment.
She threw her go-bag and purse in the Mini Cooper and then rummaged through the car’s emergency kit; a two-pack of flares caught her eye. This might work. It had to. She ran back to the balcony, ignited a flare, and then yelled at the hungry congregation of creepers gathered around the closed garage door—below her—waiting for her.
“Hey, over here,” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Over here.” Ghoulish heads tilted up and drooled at her presence. She tossed the flickering flare over to the far side of the townhouse building and then ducked below the stucco wall of the balcony. She peered over the edge of the balcony. To her relief, the hungry pack tottered and teetered toward the flare.
Completely out of breath and running on pure adrenaline, Scarlett ran back down the stairs. Dozens of bloodstained-skeletal hands reached in through the narrow gap where the door’s hinges had given way. She stood there. Staring. Horrified. The doorframe cracked open further. More bony hands reached in, clawing for her. The door came crashing down! She dodged it. And ran into the garage.
Scarlett tugged on the garage door’s manual release cord and tried to raise the door, but it was stuck, badly warped from where the creepers had tried mauling their way in. Using all her strength, she forced the door up, wincing at the shrieking sound of warped metal. But the damaged door only rolled-up halfway.
She peeked around the half-open garage. They were onto her trickery, jerking their way to her like human vultures. She really wasn’t sure, but she thought the car might fit under the garage door. If not, she’d bash her way through.
“What if the car doesn’t start?” She panicked. The next instant she was in the car. She turned the key a bit too quickly. The engine didn’t catch. Please start! The engine started and then faltered. It had taken it a while to start last Sunday, but she really hadn’t been concerned, since she had decided the SUV would be the better choice of the two vehicles.
“Errr-errr-errr.” The whine of the faltering engine bounced off the garage walls and announced her escape to the entire Natomas creeper community. Finally, the engine turned over. As she shifted the car into reverse, she caught a glance of several creepers in the rearview mirror. They’re here! The flare had bought her the life-saving seconds she needed. She slammed her way out of there, backing over several creepers, splattering the pristine blue and white car with a googol of bloody red spots. How patriotic she thought as she turned on the windshield wipers, smearing a thin sheen of burgundy across the glass.
Scarlett squealed onto Arena Boulevard, without a clue of what to do next. Where could she go? She drove by several apartment complexes. Bad idea, she thought. She also didn’t want to run into Sam and Sonia . . . they had her rifle. Would they use it on her? Remembering last night’s conversation, they were checking out the hospitals in the Sacramento area as far west as the UC Davis Medical Center.
Scarlett gave up analyzing the situation and resorted to her intuition. After all, it had kept her alive. She willed her heartbeat to slow, willing in calmness, afraid she was about to have a flipping panic attack. Creepers everywhere! She had no idea this many existed. Although, her escape hadn’t been so clandestine. Still, it made her speculate again if creepers communicated on a different level than humans.
Scarlett drove down Arena Boulevard in a half-dazed state. How could Sam and Sonia be so ruthless? She thought back to all the dangerous supply runs she’d gone on the past few weeks. There had been several creeper close calls, but somehow she had always escaped, only to be done in by a seemingly harmless family.
She shuddered. What would have happened if she hadn’t been awakened by Sam and Sonia’s tire-squawking escape? The creepers would have invaded the garage. And, the next Sunday she went to the garage to start the SUV— Wait a minute! Had they intentionally left the garage door open, or had it just been an oversight during their rash flee?
A road sign beckoned ahead: INTERSTATE 5 NORTH AND SOUTH. She wasn’t familiar with this area of California. At that point, she didn’t care. She counted her blessings that she had made it out of there alive. How could they be so heartless? Or perhaps, the appropriate question was: Why had she been so naïve? Stupid! Okay, okay, you've got to stop thinking about it and figure out what to do. Now! The only thing she knew: it was time to leave Natomas.
Scarlett veered onto I-5 South, knowing it connected to Interstate 80 at some point. The Mini Cooper followed the looping on-ramp as she drove in a dazed state. Surprisingly, the on-ramp was not blocked. There were only a few stranded vehicles on the road, and she began to breathe easier, although her knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel too tightly. Another deep breath, “Okay, I can do this.” It was more of an affirmation than a reality, and she drove.
She continued along the highway looking for the junction where I-80, I-5, and I-99 merged. There it is. She rounded the bend. Wow! Under the forlorn October sky, the chaotic scene could have been a billboard for Armageddon. Thousands of vehicles had invented countless lanes beyond the shoulder’s adjacent field in their desperate attempts to get to the shelters. Had the military rescued all these people, or had they been consumed. Or were they roaming the roads as one of—them?
It was impossible to go further. Almost. Scarlett remained determined and skillfully zig-zagged the tiny car between the lifeless vehicles, banging the car in the process. She finally stopped cringing at every little scrape, realizing it couldn’t be helped. She had a sick feeling the beautiful car looked like a piece of junk from the county pick-and-pull yard (just like her Kia).
The dashboard clock flashed two p.m. It was getting colder. Storm clouds swirled ominously above. The rain would start any minute.
Her arms and shoulders ached from the tension of maneuvering around the quagmire of vehicles the last few hours. One thing was for certain, Sam and Sonia hadn’t taken this route. The SUV was too big.
I’ll take a break
after I get out of this mess, she promised her aching and starving body. She let out a long sigh of relief, thankful she hadn’t seen many creepers. She spotted one occasionally; however, it was just as difficult for it to find a clear path to her as it was for her to drive through the maze of cars. Her stomach turned acidic. A pile of human bones blocked her path. And even though that particular sight was becoming more and more common, it still made her break out in a cold-and-hot sweat. Scarlett thrust the car into reverse.
She maneuvered around a mega pile-up. All the windows were shattered: bashed in. She had no choice but to drive over a sea of glass shards. She tensed and found herself holding her breath at the crunching sounds. How long would the tires last? Did she even have a spare tire? Well, it didn’t matter; she’d most likely need four new tires before the day was over.
What had it been like for these desperate people seeking refuge at the shelters only to become stranded in gridlock? She recalled her first confrontation with the creepers unable to forget the unbelievable horror that people could turn into such monsters. How had she managed to survive the devolution of mankind? The heebie-jeebies took hold. It took all her effort to shake off the unnerving feeling engulfing her. Walkers, that’s what Sam had called them as he had so sarcastically stated. A wave of anger replaced her fear. It was a pleasant respite. How could they take everything—except for one flippin’ box of granola bars?
“Phew!” she wiped the cold sweat from her forehead, relieved she made it out of the colossal traffic jam. She was somewhere between Dixon and Vacaville, based on the last road sign. She eyed the vacant land next to the highway, ready to stop. Her hands, head, and just about every part of her tense body needed a break. A magnificent oak tree loomed over the vacant-flat land. Cautiously, she drove a few yards off the paved highway to get to its seemingly beckoning call. The area beyond the oak was surrounded by barren fields, providing a panoramic view of the area. She decided to park under the lonesome oak, which hadn’t given in to autumn just yet. Away from the congested lanes, she’d spot trouble long before it spotted her.
Scarlett kept a vigil eye on the perimeter while she groped through the go-bag. “Ah!” She found the box of granola bars and her one and only bottle of water. Her whole body ached like one big charley horse. She stepped out of the car and stretched, shaking out her arms and legs to relieve the tension, gradually relaxing. Then she gobbled down two granola bars but sipped at the water.
Leaning against the side of the car, she took in a deep breath of the chilly, invigorating air and contemplated her next move. The fuel gauge warned of one-eighth of a tank of gas. She should have enough fuel to make it to the next town of Vacaville. After that, she’d have to search for another car since she didn’t have the slightest idea how to siphon gas. Must have hung out with the wrong crowd, she chided herself.
Ominous storm clouds roiled overhead. She worried about finding a safe place for the night. I’ll just have to figure that out when I get to Vacaville. An artic-like wind blustered from out of nowhere, startling her as well as the huge oak. Its branches and brownish leaves quivered in response. As if all at once, the heavily laden clouds gave way, and a barrage of rain droplets ricocheted off the asphalt like transparent machine gun bullets relentlessly attacking the earth.
“Ah, today of all days it rains! Of course, it’s Halloween. It always rains by Halloween . . .”
When the rain finally decided to let loose, it poured with a vengeance. The oak served as a huge leafy umbrella, protecting her from the torrents of rain lashing the thirsty earth. Its fading leaves buffered the impact of the raging rain, creating an illusion of invisibility and safety. She sat in the car for hours, waiting for the rain to cease, eventually falling asleep to the comforting sounds.
   
She woke up to soft thuds thumping the car. And darkness. She was a bit disoriented and then realized the windows were fogged over. She checked the dashboard clock, relieved it wasn’t night. Six p.m. She needed to leave. But, her impatient bladder demanded attention. Silently stepping out of the Mini Cooper, she was surprised to find it shrouded in mushy oak leaves along with thousands of leaves blanketing the ground. The oak had been stripped of its seasonal bounty in a matter of hours.
After relieving her bladder, she casually yawned. What? How bizarre. She rubbed her tired eyes and refocused. Beyond the fallen leaves, the ground appeared to quiver as a mystical mist steamed from the rain-soaked earth. But as she walked further, the quivering ground beyond turned into a ghastly sea of gurgling ghouls. An optical illusion or a nightmare? Without warning, her gut wrenched, her spine tingled, her heart froze, and her goosebumps prickled like needles—like they were about to burst. And that putrid smell . . . That’s when she knew this was not a dream.
There, a few feet away, covered in a layer of soggy leaves, were dozens of creepers, wriggling in the mud like a spine-chilling Thomas Kinkade painting of Hell. Apparently, the creepers had reverted to their dawn sleep-like state during the rainstorm. But, they were waking up. Groggy creepers sloshed in the mud, trying to find their balance.
Scarlett ran to the car, pausing only long enough to brush the leaves off the windshield. The Mini Cooper did not let her down; the engine started right up. She slammed on the gas. The tires spun about on the slippery leaves, and she slid more than drove toward the interstate.
Scarlett couldn’t control the car. It veered to the left. “Oh, shit!” She rammed right into a pack. The popping sounds made her woozy. She squinted through lowered eyelashes only long enough to force the car toward the freeway. Once she finally reached the asphalt, she couldn’t control the car any better. From what she could tell, the car had two, maybe three flat tires. The lopsided car veered to the left relentlessly, taking all her strength to keep the car on the pavement.
Better than walking. How long could she drive with three flat tires? The grinding-screech of the rims edging into the pavement tore at her eardrums. The pack flailed after her while the stragglers she passed ogled her through the windows. To make matters worse, the swirling clouds threatened to unleash another torrent of rain—ready or not.
Scarlett frantically scouted the area for an exit off ramp. The clouds let go again, sandblasting the car. The car faltered and drifted toward the left. She lost control. She stared in bewilderment when the left front tire, wheel and all, rolled ahead of her. The car skidded into the meridian’s metal railing, inadvertently running down the three creepers who’d been keeping the pace beside her. “Great, three down only a gazillion left,” she ranted hysterically as panic pumped through her veins.
Upon crashing into the railing, an avalanche of drenched leaves slid from the roof to the windshield like snow melting on a warming roof. “What!” She could not see a thing. Her heart seized. She patted her chest until the beat returned to normal. Now what? In a matter of moments, she’d be surrounded by the over-eager pack. She stepped out into the unforgiving rain irrationally thinking the rain would cause them to revert back to their sleep-state. Fat chance, they gleefully danced the herky-jerk toward her. Scarlett stood in utter horror as the pack convulsed and twitched and groaned. She got this horrid vision they wanted to devour her bite by bite. She sensed it—as if she saw into their minds and felt their pangs of starvation. An uncontrollable shudder swept over her.
Scarlett jumped the meridian railing, knowing it would buy her a precious minute. She ran westbound on the eastbound side of the interstate with the rain and wind whipping her hair against her face, stinging her eyes, and chilling her to the bone. She needed a place to hide. There were plenty of vehicles to take refuge in, but they were jammed amongst the other vehicles. No, she’d be trapped.
A dark shape in the meridian caught her eye. A vehicle that wasn’t blocked by other vehicles! She focused on it, determined not to freeze-up out of sheer fear. As she got closer, she was relieved to see it was an SUV with its doors open. Inviting.
She tried sprinting faster. The wind and rain pushed back at her, causing the sensation of running in slow motion. Oh please, oh please let the keys be inside! She gained a safe distance from the huge pack, realizing she was much faster than the Mini Cooper.
“Yes!” She slid behind the wheel of the SUV, immediately feeling a respite from the harsh, hateful rain. Once in the SUV, she was ever so grateful to find the keys in the ignition.
It didn’t start. “Damn, Damn, Damn!” Of course, you dimwit, the doors are open. The interior lights had probably been on for weeks.
She tried turning the key again just because she didn’t know what else to do. The battery was dead as a doornail. I’ll just have to outrun them.
Scarlett ran alongside the outer edge of the highway, no longer fighting the rain and the wind. It was a battle for survival. A highway overpass toward the west sporadically materialized and vanished in the unrelenting surges of rain. If I can make it to the overpass . . . Jeez, if I make it that far, I’ll lose them all. She hoped. Well, it was a plan. A bit uneasy about her decision, she glanced back again at the approaching shadowy parade of corpses. She ran. She ran like hell and did not stop.





13

“JUSTIN?” Dean called from the lobby surprised to find the room quiet and empty for once. He could always count on finding Justin and Ella giggling and exchanging quick, shy glances at one another. That is when they weren’t clicking about with those black plastic gizmos (game controllers) like they were hypnotized by the over-sized television screen.
Truth be known, Dean hadn’t meant to approve their foolhardy request to turn the lobby into an entertainment room, complete with a television, DVD player, Xbox, and PlayStation. But he hadn’t been able to say no to Ella, the way her eyes had lit up when Justin had gone on and on with the pros of having a big-kid’s playroom. Dean felt it was a complete waste of time. And even more problematic, he needed to re-evaluate the rate they went through the fuel. As it was, he had already engaged the third generator. They were going through much more fuel than he had anticipated.
Dean turned down the lobby’s hallway toward the banquet rooms, which they used as storage rooms. “Justin, where in tarnation are you?”
LuLu almost collided with him as he passed the dining room entrance, sliding in front of him in stockinged feet. “Why don’t you try the parking lot?” LuLu said eagerly.
Dean grunted in recognition and continued to the larger storage room. “Just did. He’s probably sneaking another case of those orange-turd chips. The boy’s got an addiction to those things.”
“You mean Cheetos,” LuLu reminded.
“That crap will rot out his insides . . . turn him orange.” Dean wanted to rant longer but figured LuLu didn’t give a hoot what the boy ate. He cracked opened the door to the big supply room, almost hoping to catch Justin in the act. No sign of him.
Dean headed toward the smaller supply room, the room he had originally designated as the weapons room. Only they hadn’t found any extra weapons other than the ones they used personally or kept in their vehicles.
“Uh,” LuLu started, “try the kitchen,” she offered too quickly, raising suspicion.
Dean opened the door. “What in tarnation!” Dean bellowed. A chaotic mess of tables filled the room. And displayed on the tables was a mix-match of cell phones, of all things. The room had been completely transformed into what reminded him of one of those computer stores in the mall. Dean caught a movement from behind the myriad of phones. “Justin, might as well come out. You can’t hide in here forever.”
Justin scrambled out from under the table. Had the kid finally cracked? Could it be Mad Cow Disease, or was it all those Cheetos?
“Fess up, son. What in blazes is going on here?” For once, the Chatty-Cathy kid was speechless. Dean felt his own jaw pulsating, waiting for Justin’s explanation.
Justin just stood there.
“Out with it—”
“Ye-ah, trust me, I’ve got a really, really, super-good reason for this—” Justin faltered.
“Are all of these phones plugged in? When I say plugged in—I mean, are they using our fast depleting supply of precious fuel?” Dean felt his face getting hotter and hotter.
“Y-yes and n-no,” Justin stammered.
“Dad-blast-it! No wonder we’re going through so much fuel. Son, you’ve got five minutes to get rid of this heap of junk, or I’m gonna toss ’em to the zombies, including you.”
“No! You Listen—” Justin shouted and then winced.
“Son, I’m warning you—”
“Hear him out,” LuLu interrupted.
“Okay, I get—that you don’t get it,” Justin said emphatically. “See all these phones? Nine hundred and ninety-eight phones to be exact.” Justin looked about proudly. “So, I’m in the process of charging them, if I have the compatible charger.”
“Because?” Dean interrupted. He had about lost his patience with the kid. First the entertainment room and now this. Kids these days . . .
“Okay, so let’s say each phone at the very minimum, has twenty to thirty contact phone numbers stored, and I—we have like a thousand freakin’ phones here. Think about it. Think about how many people we can call,” the words rushed out of Justin’s mouth so fast Dean hardly registered what the kid had said.
Looks like the kid’s losing it. He felt bad about riding the kid’s ass. Hell, maybe he’d been too hard on Justin.
“Don’t you think there are other survivors out there?” Justin asked.
“Of course.” He’d heard enough of Justin’s bullcrap.
“Okay, so, someone else is bound to have a cell phone—a charged cell phone, driving around looking for people, people like us. So, I have this uber-cool idea to call each number and leave a brief message to call me back on my personal cell phone,” Justin said, holding up a purple phone. “Eventually, I’m certain to get through to someone—somewhere.” Justin let out a gush of air as if he’d been afraid to breathe and had finally given in.
“Your cell phone still works?” Dean asked befuddled.
“Dude, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
“How in tarnation?”
“I don’t know. I guess if no one actually shut down the satellites, some of the cellular providers could still work—’cause some of the phones here actually work,” Justin said defiantly.
“That’s what this mess is all about?” It was more of a statement than a question. Dean shook his head. “That’s so zany—it’s absolutely brilliant! And did it work?” Dean asked expectantly.
“Uh, not exactly—having some technical difficulties. I’m creating a super-cool phone program—” Justin pointed to a table of laptop computers. “After I input the phone numbers, then the computer program I’m building will call the phones and leave my prerecorded message.”
“You can do that?” Dean said amazed.
“Theoretically—yes, but . . .”
Dean did not like the sound of that “but.”
“Actually, I’m having compatibility issues. It might take a while. Who knows when the cell towers and satellites will stop transmitting. We can lose the window of opportunity any second,” Justin said drearily.
“What’s wrong with calling each number the old-fashioned way?” Dean exaggerated, dialing an imaginary phone in the air. “Put a little elbow grease into it, son,” Dean encouraged, surprised at himself for going along with such a harebrained scheme.
“Seriously, dude, you know how freakin’ long that’ll take?” Justin sounded despondent.
“I’ll be glad to chip-in after my daily housekeeping duties,” LuLu chimed in.
“All righty then, chop chop,” Dean announced, clapping his hands together. He started to leave, pausing in the doorway, “One more thing, son. Why in tarnation didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” Dean asked innocently enough, his feelings sore from being kept out of the loop.
Both LuLu and Justin exchanged sarcastic glances. “Ye-ah, right, like that would have worked,” Justin quipped.
“Absolutely amazeballs!” Dean mocked. Amazeballs was Justin’s favorite new word, which Dean had recently banned, in jest, of course.
After Dean left the room, he paused outside the doorway, rubbing his chin in wonderment long enough to overhear Justin say, “Dean’s hella cool for an old guy.”
Dean smiled.
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DEAN YAWNED and stretched in the comfortable recliner recently liberated from the furniture store down the street. He sat in his suite remembering the day he had first chosen the Sweet Suites hotel for their temporary home, back when it was just the three of them: LuLu, Ella, and himself. Despite the end of the world and all, things had been much simpler then: basic survival. Things had become more complicated. Not only was he the one responsible for maintaining the hotel; he also carried the heavy burden of keeping them safe and alive. Dean found it difficult to sustain a balance of safety, which satisfied their basic needs as well as their idiosyncrasies.
The problem was, even though they had acquired plenty of food, shelter, and companionship, human nature always seemed to get in the way. Even during these dangerous times, he recognized that greedy desire of always wanting “more.” Wanting more was most likely the colossal human flaw that had brought on this god-forsaken plague in the first place, bringing mankind to its knees in the most dreadful way imaginable.
Dean hunched over to pull on his snakeskin boots, thinking back. Believe it or not, things had been easier in the beginning, despite the madness. Or was he just sick and tired of dealing with this whole damn mess? “I’m too old for all this,” the words slipped out. I’m just an old curmudgeon.
Hell, the sooner I get back to my cabin the better.
His stomach rumbled, reminding him it was time for his predawn breakfast. He grabbed his jacket, eager to reach his secret lookout post. He shook his head in disappointment at Justin’s near insolence when he had flatly forbidden the kid to leave the hotel (without him) for those risky scavenger hunts. It wasn’t safe out there. Alone. Hell, it was plain idiotic. And, what yanked his chain even harder was that despite everything Dean had done to keep everyone safe, they made him out as the bad guy when enforcing his plain and simple rules.
Dean inventoried the supplies in his pack, and his thoughts drifted to the Stockton Boys. There was something about Nate and Paxton that had him worried. There wasn’t much he could do to control the two’s wild antics and their frequent rampages through the town. On several occasions, Dean had found gruesome evidence of the Stockton Boys’ massacres: hundreds of dead-heads slaughtered in the streets, their pulverized innards melded into the bloodied asphalt.
However, Dean had remained extremely firm regarding one particular rule: to wash off that dad-blast-it gunk (the remains of what was once human) off their trucks before returning to the hotel. The stench was unbearable. Luckily for the sake of everyone, Paxton and Nate had obliged. Perhaps he shouldn’t concern himself so much over those two; after all, they did haul out the trash and bring in the fuel. Still, if those two happened not to make it back to the hotel one day, he’d be a happier man.
A soft rapping at the door brought Dean back from his troublesome thoughts. “Yep?” Dean shouted. No answer. Must be Ella. He scurried to the door. Sure could go for a stiff cup of Joe right about now.
Dean opened the door to his suite. Ella stood there holding a sheet of paper for him to read. This was her way of communicating. The poor thing hadn’t spoken a word since that day he had rescued LuLu and her. He read the handwritten note: POWER’S OUT IN THE KITCHEN.
“Hell’s bells,” he exclaimed and hurried down the stairs. Damn, that’s the second time this week. And, he had a pretty good notion of the culprit or culprits. Must be the Stockton Boys messin’ with me, trying to stir up some shit. Or, were they trying to figure how the whole generator system worked? He had purposely never explained the generator setup to Paxton and Nate. He had even added an unnecessary contraption of wires and hardware to make it look more complicated than it was. No, he needed them to need him. An eerie feeling told him it was the best life insurance policy he had ever invested in.
   
Dean sat in the dining room and devoured a quick bowl of Grape-Nuts cereal, one of his favorites (probably because it had been his granddaddy’s favorite). It had taken a while to MacGyver the generators into working again; evidently, they’d been tampered with.
Ella busied herself in the kitchen, no doubt whipping up something wonderful for lunch as usual. Dean pulled out the tattered notepad from his front shirt pocket to review his never-ending “to do” list. He debated over skipping his usual morning post at the Nut Tree overpass down the road. He supposed he could miss one day. He stood in the doorway, his lungs rejoicing the sweet-smelling rain-cleansed air. The rain had finally stopped. The first storm of the season had been quite a doozy. And from the looks of it, Mother Nature wasn’t done yet. She had more housecleaning to do as another storm front of dark-blue clouds moved in. He had decided to forego his daily trip when Ella tapped the back of his shoulder. She handed him his cooler.
“Ella, you’re such a sweetheart.” Guess that settles it—might as well go take a look-see. Besides, he had things to mull over. First and foremost was, what did the Stockton Boys have to gain by sabotaging their power source?
On his way to the Nut Tree overpass, Dean noticed an inordinate number of dead-heads scampering about. Of course, he had left about six hours later than usual. Still, he found it alarming. In the wee hours of the morning, right about dawn or thereabouts, while the dead-heads (I’ve got to start calling them zombies.) apparently slept, he could count on little activity in the streets. Occasionally, he’d encounter an early-riser. In their early morning groggy-state, the zombies merely leered and gurgled while struggling to find their feet, half-heartedly lunging at the passing Fiat like a house cat might yearn for a bird through the window, knowing its prey was beyond reach.
“Those dad-blast-it things are downright spunky today.” Dean swerved, missing a mob that jumped out from behind a GMC van. “Christ on a Pony!” Never seen ’em move that quick. For some reason, he got this odd feeling they were systematically searching for something or someone, a notion he found troublesome. The scene reminded him of a posse for lack of a better word, like in those old Western movies his granddaddy had loved so much.
Turning onto Nut Tree Road, his stomach flip-flopped at the possibility of zombies becoming quicker and more aggressive. And, even more chilling, was the notion they might be in the process of evolving. Did the rain stimulate them somehow? Better ask Justin, the Zombie Expert, about the evolution of zombies. He chuckled. He parked the car in a zombie-free zone, for there were none in his field of vision.
Dean made it to his secret lookout post on the edge of the desolate city of Vacaville. There was no one to rescue him if he got into trouble, breaking one of his own rules: Always have a partner to watch your back. He stepped up onto the big rig’s side-railing, thinking he’d better draw up the plans to reinforce the hotel’s front entrance fencing. If the rain stimulated dead-heads, they were in for a hellacious winter.
Dean eased into the passenger seat, relieved he made it to his post without having to deal with zombie bloodshed, one sure-fire way to ruin his appetite. His mouth watered just thinking about the lunch Ella had packed. “What do we have today?” He took a whiff of the sandwich. Spam and Miracle Whip. Gotta love it.
A screeching scream scorched his ears. His coveted sandwich went flying into the air, luckily landing in his lap. “Holy Mother of God!” Did LuLu follow me? His eyes skimmed the overpass, expecting to find LuLu outside the door—in a heap of trouble. But, the scream hadn’t come from outside.
“I, I’ve got a gun . . .” a shrilly voice from behind warned. “I’ll shoot you! Believe me, I will not—hesitate,” her voice faltered.
Dean had a feeling she was bluffing. “Whoa, lady—h-hold on a minute. Don’t mean you any trouble. Say, how in blazes did you wind up in here?” Dean cautiously twisted around in the seat. A beautiful woman draped in a blanket and apparently nothing else stood behind him in the cab’s sleeper. He couldn’t help but stare in complete wonderment. She stood there shivering, her knuckles turning white from clutching the blanket so tightly.
“Not to worry, I’m harmless—a perfect gentleman.” Dean slowly turned back around in the seat. “Best, you get dressed ’fore you catch pneumonia.” He avoided mentioning the flu, the Super Summer flu. “Hope you don’t mind if I stay put. That scream of yours most likely alerted every creeper in the county,” he said emphatically, rubbing his ears.
“Fine, but don’t turn around until I say it’s okay,” she warned.
Dean heard her tossing things around in the sleeper, most likely looking for something to wear. As he recalled, there wasn’t much in the sleeper. Some worn work clothes, tools, kitchen supplies, and the bottle of Crown Royal he had stashed. It was all he could do to keep from stealing a glance in the rearview mirror, but he didn’t want to risk losing her trust or for that matter, risk a bullet hole in his brain if she hadn’t been bluffing.
After a very long couple of minutes, she spoke. “All right, you can turn around,” she mumbled quickly as if unsure.
Dean turned around to find her brandishing a butcher knife, which she must have found in the cab’s kitchenette. Lord,
please don’t let this woman be a complete whack-job. Got enough on my plate as it is.
He raised his hands in defense. “Honestly, I don’t wish you any harm. Here—take this.” He slowly handed her his 9mm. I’d much rather be shot than slashed.
She reached for the butt of the gun and let out a gorgeous smile with dimples and all. “Hi, I’m Scarlett, Scarlett from Roseville.”
Dean responded by shaking her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss Scarlett from Roseville. I’m Dean from Winters.” He couldn’t help but smile back at her charming smile. To his surprise, she gave him a huge hug followed by agonizing sobs; her entire body quavered while he held her steadily in his arms. He wanted to say something, anything, to comfort the despondent woman but decided it best to keep his trap shut. Hell, probably wind up sayin’ something to make her feel worse. He never was good at that sort of thing. Funny thing, as he recalled, it had been the same way when he had first found Ella and LuLu.
After the woman’s sobbing spell, they sat down in the cab’s front seats. He waited for her to speak first. She was in her mid to late twenties and wore a pair of men’s overalls that she must have found in the sleeper. Her long, black hair, accented by a strikingly attractive widow’s peak, had been knotted in a bun, revealing her stunning facial features, which he tried not to notice. That humdinger of a storm must have separated her from her people. Her friends were most likely nearby. Dean handed her a bottle of water from his pack. She gulped it down faster than all get-out.
“Oh, thank you, thank you—so sorry,” she offered.
He unscrewed the lid to his thermos, offering it to her, disappointed he’d be missing out on the soup; it was one of his favorites. “This’ll take the chill off. Nothing like a can of piping-hot Progresso Beef and Barley soup.”
Her eyes lit up as she took the thermos. “You’re too kind.” She sipped at the hot soup.
He watched as she closed those breathtaking, aquamarine eyes of hers and sat back in the chair. She was finally at ease, from the looks of it.
“This is wonderful. I really don’t know what to say.” She sighed.
“For starters, what in tarnation are you doing here?” he asked again, anxious for news and selfishly hoped she was with a big group of survivors, maybe even a military escort. It would be the answer to his prayers.
“Well—” She faltered and looked out the window as if talking were too much to bear. The tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. She cleared her throat, stalling.
He didn’t push her; instead, he took a bite of his Spam sandwich and waited for her to explain.
“I got stranded in the rainstorm yesterday evening. Had to ditch the car—had three flat tires. Do you know what it’s like driving on three flat tires?” She turned and looked at him as if expecting an answer.
“I can only imagine,” he said.
“It’s impossible. And loud. Jeez Louise, creepers were everywhere,” she gasped. “I had to make a run for it. Good thing I’ve been working out.”
She started laughing, nearing hysterics from what he could tell. “So, you out-ran a mob of dead-heads?” Dean figured that was what she had meant.
“It was the biggest flippin’ pack I’ve ever seen.”
“Think carefully. Where did this happen, exactly? Where did you leave the car?” He figured it would be the best place to start a search party. He needed to find the people she was traveling with before they left without her.
“Jeez,” she paused, “the last road sign I remember said Dixon, I think? It was pouring, and I was, well, a bit crazy.”
He stared at her, flabbergasted. “You mean to say you ran all the way from Dixon to Vacaville?”
“So, this is Vacaville?” She seemed stunned.
He nodded. “After you left your car . . .” he prompted, bringing her back to her story.
Her eyes held a vacant look. “Car, oh, yes. Creepers everywhere. I think the rain confused them at first. But it must have recharged them—” her voice drifted when she looked out the window.
He followed her gaze to a small mob of five dead-heads shambling from the intersection to the overpass. “Not to worry, they can’t see us from there,” he reassured. They scooted down in their seats and waited for the mob to meander past the big rig. To Dean’s astonishment, the mob stopped below the cab. They peered up as if the damn things knew the two of them were in the truck.
“Oh please, oh please, oh please—” The woman started to panic.
He held his fingers to his lips. “Shhhh.” Dean squeezed her hand lightly.
Two trucks raced down Orange Drive, horns blaring. Must be Paxton and Nate. How many other idiots drove around purposely antagonizing as many dead-heads as possible? He watched in relief as the dead-heads made a spasmodic beeline for the intersection no doubt following the sounds of the revving engines. He frowned inwardly, knowing he’d have to drive over that god-awful stench of slippery, congealed innards.
“What is that?” the woman asked.
“That will be Nate and Paxton on one of their—shall we say—Pest Control Runs. Perfect timing, I might add.”
They sat up in their seats and watched the mob scuttle toward the commotion. They were definitely moving quicker than usual, albeit, still with that awkward gait.
“You notice anything peculiar?” Dean thought out loud.
Her light-blue eyes grew wider. “They’re faster.”
“That’s what I was afraid of,” Dean contemplated.
“How’s that even possible?” She gulped.
“Something tells me those things are getting smarter as well,” he almost whispered. The woman nodded in agreement. “Well, if they are evolving, all the more reason to get you back to your people. Do you know where they might be? Do you have a way to contact them? By the way, where you folks headin’? Are you traveling with the military?” Dean no longer resisted the barrage of questions he’d been dying to ask. Help at last. He had found a place for Ella and LuLu. He could go back to Winters and fish his life away.
Her lovely complexion turned ashen, and she suddenly seemed cold and distant, blankly staring out the window while he anxiously awaited her response. Dean waited impatiently. Finally, the woman turned to look at him and gave him a brief, tense smile, no dimples this time.
“Actually,” she paused, “there is no one else.” The words came out in a hoarse whisper.
Dean let out an uneasy laugh. “Well, that’s plain to see, but I’m talkin’ ’bout the people you were traveling with before you got separated.”
“Like I said, I’m Scarlett from Roseville. I’m looking for help—apparently like you are.” Her words were terse and lifeless.
“You mean to say you survived this entire time—on your own?” Impossible. He shook his head in disbelief. But the lost, faraway look in her eyes confirmed her statement.
He slapped his knee. “Well, Twinkle Me Mary.” It was his turn to blather.
She laughed. “Twinkle me . . . what?”
“That’s a sayin’ I came up with to get one over on Justin,” he said, recalling how he’d already gotten Justin to say it a few times.
“Who’s Justin?”
“A college kid. One of the people stayin’ at the hotel. Anyhow, he has this thing of making up peculiar words and phrases. So, I started saying ‘Twinkle Me Mary.’ It’s actually the name of my boat.” Dean realized how ridiculous it sounded after explaining it. “Better than saying ‘what the fuck’ all the time?” he said in his defense.
“I know what you mean. These days I find myself swearing all the time. I was—am a school teacher. I hadn’t sworn in years.” She looked down at her hands.
That’s when he noticed the diamond ring on her wedding finger. Had she lost her husband? Compassion surged through him, remembering what it was like to lose the love of his life. “I’m afraid, my dear, the FUBAR acronym is an everyday occurrence around here,” he said matter-of-factly.
“So, tell me more about Justin.”
“He’s a laugh a minute. Can’t wait for you to meet him.”
“How many people are there?”
“Let’s see, besides Justin, we’ve got LuLu and Ella. You’ll love Ella. She’s the sweetest thing.” He hesitated, and in a more serious tone added, “Then there are the Stockton Boys, Nate and Paxton. Might want to avoid them as much as possible. I certainly do.”
A moment of silence followed. Dean fretted over the responsibility of taking in another woman. That meant another mouth to feed and another person he’d have to protect not only from the dead-heads but from the Stockton Boys. It could be a problem; she was an absolute knockout. So far, Nate and Paxton had been content on relieving their sexual desires with LuLu. Of course, he had to welcome her with open arms. How much longer would she last on her own? Hell, it was nothing damn short of a miracle she survived this long.
“We’re holed-up at the Sweet Suites hotel just a hop, skip, and a jump away.” Dean pointed out the window to the tall sign barely visible from their seats. “On behalf of our humble group, I welcome you to join us,” Dean invited with a broad grin.
She abruptly turned her head, pretending to look out the window.
Dean sensed her hesitation. “I see. Tell you what. Why don’t you sleep on it? Advice from a famous philosopher, my dear ole granddaddy: ‘Sleep on it—the answer will be plain as day in the morning,’ ” Dean said, trying to sound encouraging.
“I’ll think about it,” Scarlett finally responded, not bothering to hide her furrowed brows. “I’m not sure. I don’t mean to insult you. Truly, I don’t. I didn’t get much sleep last night and I’m a bit strung-out. I’m really not sure . . .” her voice drifted.
“No worries, I’ll see if I can rustle-up some clothing for you, something that isn’t ten sizes too big.” He caught her smile and smiled back. “And, I’ll get Ella to fix you a nice dinner. You go on and get some shut-eye. I’ll set the food and clothes right outside the door on the railing here.” He pointed to the truck’s side-step railing. “Say, what size are you, anyhow?”
“Uh, size six-ish should be fine,” she answered a tad unsure.
“That settles it. I’m a man on a mission. Now, get some sleep—Scarlett from Roseville.”
“Don’t forget this.” She handed the 9mm to him.
“Why don’t you keep it as a token of good faith? And, if you choose to go on your merry way, so to speak, then we’ll get ya geared-up with a vehicle and supplies. So, don’t you worry your pretty head ’bout a thing.” Dean gave her a genuine smile and silently stepped out of the big rig.





15

A PENETRATING HOLLOWNESS seemed to sweep over Scarlett after Dean left the semi. She felt guilty for putting him off like that. She had avoided making the decision, mainly because she was terrified of making the wrong decision. She was still recovering from yesterday’s narrow escape and needed sleep before collapsing from sheer exhaustion. She had somehow managed to outrun the packs of creepers. Luck had finally found her when she had spotted the semi sitting on top of the overpass during a brief respite in the storm. The semi was the perfect place to hide and rest, for the cab sat high enough to avoid one of the creepers’ favorite pastimes: window-bashing.
Her plan was to find a car and continue to Pinole. But she was completely drained. Useless. So, she decided to start the search tomorrow, knowing it would take a while to find a vehicle with the key, gas, and a good battery. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been able to get much sleep. When she closed her eyes, flashes of running in the blinding rain still haunted her. Her heart raced, and her entire body shivered from the inside out. Well, that’s what it felt like. She worried she might be on the verge of a mild heart attack or a mini-stroke. She vaguely remembered stripping off her wet clothing and bundling up in the cab’s sleeper. The next thing she knew, Dean showed up, scaring the crap out of her.
She crawled back under the sleeper’s warm blankets and found it surprisingly more comfortable than its uninviting appearance. Restless thoughts nagged at her superconscious, working out the pros and cons of Dean’s invitation. In and out of sleep, she caught fleeting glimpses of a younger, happier Dean, like vintage snapshots. She had the impression that once upon a time, Dean had been a happy man. Her restlessness finally subsided, and she rested, thinking she rather liked the way the wrinkles creased around Dean’s eyes when he smiled.
   
Scarlett woke up wide-eyed and alert, pleased to find a backpack of food and clothing outside the cab’s door. Just as he’d promised. Definitely a good sign. At that very moment, Scarlett made up her mind. I’ll stay with Dean’s people! She smiled. The thought gave her pleasant butterflies. The kind she remembered as a child when anticipating the opening of birthday presents. It was a wonderful feeling, a feeling she hadn’t had in months.
She sat in the cab and enjoyed her breakfast, a thermos of beef and potato stew, savoring each sip, while she methodically scouted the area. With narrowed eyes, she focused on the different shades of darkness, flinching when a shadow flitted by. It was too quick for a creeper. Maybe an owl? She relaxed.
The Levi’s 501 button-down jeans and light-blue sweatshirt felt refreshing after wearing the huge, dirty overalls. Dean had also included a pair of size eight jogging shoes. She wore a seven, but the fit was close enough and would just have to do until her comfy Sketchers dried. He had even included a blue jean jacket, which she greatly appreciated. This is going to be a great day!
Scarlett grew impatient waiting for Dean’s arrival. Hmm, what time is he coming back? She couldn’t remember. Impulsively, in the predawn's light, she stepped out of the cab’s sanctuary, armed only with a mini flashlight, Dean’s gun, and the backpack. Funny, it was all she owned.
Yesterday, Dean had pointed out the tall Sweet Suites’ sign to her, and she decided it wasn’t too far of a walk. I should be able to handle it—don’t want to look like a complete wimp. She hoped she hadn’t lost her nerve. All she needed to do was cross the overpass and then turn left. It should only be a few blocks down. Although she couldn’t actually see the hotel’s sign; it was still too dark. She could not wait in the cab another moment. Deep down, she wondered if she was afraid she might change her mind and go to Pinole instead.
“I’m doing this.” Scarlett gulped a courage-booster of the fresh, crisp air. The area around the semi appeared uninhabited after briefly shining the mini flashlight toward the intersection. In a cat-like hunting mode, she sneaked through the car-littered lanes, ducking and hiding at the slightest sound.
Scarlett halted in her tracks. “Kghlrrr kp kp kp—phw-phwww, kghlrrr kp kp kp—phw-phwww, kghlrrr kp kp kp—phw-phwww.”
What is that? A cacophonous sound squelched like a stalling jackhammer chipping away at solid iron. She ducked behind a dark-colored car and kneeled there. Is there a pack heading this way? Her body stiffened in fear.
She waited there, methodically checking every direction for any movements in the flickering shadows of the streets. She crept up behind the next car and peeked around. Nothing. But whatever it was, the horrible sound was definitely closer. She crept further, ducking behind a Camry. The raucous, thunderous “kghlrrr kp kp kp—phw-phwww” pattern continued.
She leaned against the Camry’s trunk, planning her next move when she noticed the car vibrated in unison with the obnoxious noise. “What the—?” Nudging her head around the rear bumper to get a better view of the street, she noticed the driver’s side window was partially down. She crept forward. The sound came from inside. She dared herself to peer inside the car. A putrid scent instantly stuffed up her nose. But, she had to know. Is that snoring? Human or not? A second later she knew. A huge creeper, maybe four hundred pounds of rotting, liquefying flesh slept in the reclined seat with its legs and arms sprawled out in contorted positions, mouth gaped open, snoring vigorously. Was it trapped in the car for eternity?
It was too early in the morning for such a disturbing vision. She wanted to puke, laugh, and scream at the same time. Reminds me of Kevin; he had snoring issues. She crouched down and slipped away as quickly as possible.
Finally, making it to Orange Drive, she felt instant relief. The silhouette of the hotel’s sign guided her while the sleepy, sunless sky attempted to start the new day. But the clouds refused, shrouding the sun as if the sky decided to hit the snooze button for a few extra minutes of sleep. A chilly mist lingered in the air. She quickened the pace, hoping to reach the hotel before the rain started again.
Scarlett was anxious to meet Dean’s people. What if Dean had changed his mind? What if his group refuses me? Or, even worse, what if nobody’s here, and the place is infested with creepers. All kinds of paranoid thoughts whirled around her mind. Stop it, she scolded and opened the crude barbed wire gate, obviously designed to keep out only the un-living.
A prickling sensation pinched her spine when she walked through the hotel’s parking lot. She made her way through a barbed wire maze, which led her to the hotel’s entrance. The maze concept was a clever idea, she thought. It started to sprinkle, and the safety of dawn had vanished. Morning arrived without the sun.
Scarlett waited a few minutes before knocking on the hotel’s main entrance. The crucial moment awaited—that moment of no return. She could still change her mind. She eyed the shadowy figures milling along Orange Drive. Finally, she knocked on the door of the haphazardly boarded-up hotel entrance.
No one answered after several minutes of knocking. Scarlett dared not knock any louder, for the creepers patrolling the street would surely stampede the parking lot, barbed wire or not. She turned around to check the activity on the street. An alarming number of creepers gathered outside the hotel's gated entrance as if they knew people were inside. She shuddered. This is a mistake. A horrible mistake. She decided to leave. That’s when the door to the Sweet Suites hotel opened.
   
A young Hispanic girl about sixteen opened the door and silently greeted her. This must be Ella. She looked like a pixie with her barely-there haircut and lovely brown eyes. Ella didn’t say a word and led her to the dining room. She motioned for Scarlett to sit down at the table and then left. She returned with a kettle and poured boiling water over a chamomile tea bag. And then the girl left again.
Feelings of abandonment toyed with Scarlett while she sat alone in the dining room, drinking her tea. A few minutes later, Dean and a young man entered the dining room. The young man had a silly smirk on his face as he looked from Dean to Ella to Scarlett. Scarlett wondered what he was up to. His expression reminded her of when one of her students attempted to prank someone. So this is Justin. Didn’t Dean say he’s “a laugh a minute?”
Scarlett sat at the table, all eyes upon her like she was their savior. The scene surreal. She had no words for them, at least not the words they wanted to hear. She offered no solutions or supplies or news. She wondered why she was even there.
“Mighty glad to see you made it here in one piece. Guess I forgot to mention what time I’d be by today,” Dean said rather gruffly.
The young, Asian man interrupted, “Wait—you know her?” his voice trailed off in a high pitch.
“Not exactly,” Dean said.
“Dude, why didn’t you tell us about her,” the young man chided as if Scarlett wasn’t there.
“Justin and Ella, this is Scarlett. We stumbled upon each other yesterday. And, she needed some time to muddle things over and decide what she wanted to do. Besides, you were so caught up in your phone project, thought it best to wait,” Dean replied matter-of-factly.
“Scarlett, this is Justin, our official Zombie Expert,” Dean announced as if trying to placate the young man. “And this is Ella, our Master Chef.”
Scarlett greeted them both. “What kind of project are you working on?”
“Check-it.” Justin dashed to the doorway. “C’mon.” He motioned to Scarlett.
Scarlett looked at Dean, and Dean nodded in approval.
“One more thing,” Dean said, “before Justin talks your ear off. Where’s your luggage? I’ll ring the bellhop.” They all laughed.
By lunch, Scarlett had become fast friends with the animated, extremely bright, and often silly Asian man. She had a hunch his cell phone idea might work. It was worth a try.
“Do you want some help?” she offered, happy for a distraction, anything to pass the time while she waited for the rest of the world to find her.
“Awesome! After lunch, around two-ish. Be there or be square,” Justin chimed.
   
Lunch in the dining room took on an entirely different feeling. A thin woman in her thirties stumbled in. She took one look at Scarlett, closed her eyes, and massaged her temples. Then she looked directly at Scarlett again, apparently somewhat bewildered to see Scarlett sitting at the table.
“LuLu, this is our new friend, Scarlett,” Justin announced, unable to conceal his enthusiasm. “She’s way cool.”
“It’s a pleasure, I’m sure. Don’t mean to be rude. I’ve got one hell of a hangover,” LuLu said and slumped into the dining room chair. “So, you just passing through?” she asked, in a raspy, cigarette-tarnished voice while Ella served LuLu a cup of tea.
“Green tea, the best thing for hangovers,” LuLu said, saluting her with the cup of tea. “Wish I’d known about this stuff before the world went nuts.” LuLu gingerly held the massive mug like it was the only thing of importance in the room.
Before Scarlett had a chance to continue her conversation with LuLu, two men groggily sat at the table. “Where’s my plate, girl?” the bulky, white man grumbled, oblivious to Scarlett’s presence. She couldn’t help but notice the disturbing tattoos snaking around his rather large, muscular arms and up his neck to the sides of his freshly-shaven head.
The first thought that came to mind was that the brawny man had an inferiority complex in which he overcompensated for by appearing extremely tough. Or, Scarlett worried, he was extremely tough. A fleeting image blinded her: a flash of fiery hell. Then the vision vanished. This time, Scarlett managed to conceal the feeling of panic, which usually preceded one of her visions. Was she becoming used to these brief random flashes, these mini-visions that spontaneously materialized in her mind?
Ella scurried into the dining room pushing a serving cart full of plates, bowls, a ceramic soup terrain, and a loaf of freshly baked bread. Yum, sourdough bread. Scarlett’s stomach rumbled in anticipation.
“You’re late,” Paxton grunted. Ella almost dropped the ladle of steaming soup, spilling some on the tablecloth when she nervously filled his bowl first. The man muttered something under his breath.
“Paxton, what did I tell you about that? You need to work on your social skills.” Dean scowled.
“Dude, you know I’ve got this excellent CD you can listen to. Ye-ah, like you don’t even have to do anything. It’s all subliminal,” Justin offered eagerly.
“He don’t need no other language. This is still A-mer-i-ca, dammit,” the thin, black man said, rather emphatically.
It was LuLu’s turn to rant. “He said subliminal, not bilingual, you moron.” LuLu rubbed her head for a few seconds and then continued eating the soup Ella had served.
Scarlett fretted, Wow, things don’t seem so hunky-dory here. Maybe I should take my chances and go to Pinole?
The skinny, black man finally noticed Scarlett. His eyes nearly popped out of his head when their eyes met. He continued gawking at her, evidently forgetting the spoonful of noodles a couple of inches from his mouth, which ended up splashing into his bowl. He pointed to Scarlett. “Hey, where’d she come from?” Nate gave her a knowing nod, and his eyes darted around the room as if waiting for an explanation of her presence.
Justin blurted, “Nate, Paxton, this is our newest member . . . Scarlett from Roseville.”
Paxton had been so occupied with his lunch he hadn’t noticed her sitting at the other end of the table. He snapped to. His eyes ripped off her flesh with an icy glare of a stare that refused to let go of her eyes. “Finally, someone with real class,” Paxton grunted with approval.
LuLu set down her mug a bit too hard, and with a quick flutter of her middle finger, flipped him off. Scarlett felt the heat in her cheeks rising, not with embarrassment but with anger, for his rude comment had been a blatant slap in the face to LuLu. Scarlett had the sudden urge to reach across the table and slap him. Despite her feminist views, Paxton didn’t look like the type of person she should alienate. No, definitely not.
Scarlett wondered if Dean was aware of the tension mounting in the room. She certainly felt it. I guess this is what he meant about the Stockton Boys. She casually looked around the dining room, scrutinizing each face, pretending not to notice the tension when she realized Ella wasn’t at the table. She could see how Paxton and Nate might be a bit intimidating to the young girl. Jeez, Paxton already scares me, and I just met the man. Still, she vowed not to let some narrow-minded male chauvinist rattle her cage.
“So, Scar—lett,” Paxton enunciated slowly. “What’s it like where you come from—did you come across the military?” His silver-steel, piercing eyes felt like a spray of bb pellets ricocheting off her soul.
“No,” her voice almost cracked.
“I heard they set up a refugee camp at the Kings’ old arena. Is that where you came from?” Paxton asked.
“Nothing there,” Scarlett’s voice croaked, “I mean, the arena’s no longer there. I heard it was bombed—by our military.” Her voice fell flat.
Paxton nodded; he didn’t look surprised.
“How many people you guys got?” Nate asked.
Scarlett ignored him while she slipped a spoonful of noodles into her mouth. I’m flippin’ sick and tired of that question.
“Run across anybody out there—living that is?” Paxton continued, eyes still piercing into her.
“Actually, I did meet a young couple, but we went separate ways. They were in search of medical supplies.” She left out the part where they had stolen her food and supplies. “They did mention something about a survivalist group in Redding. The young couple said there are quite a few groups of people, basically hiding out until help comes. But that’s about all the news I have. I’ve been searching for the rest of society—just like you guys.”
A somber mood replaced the tension. The questions finally stopped, leaving only the clanking of spoons dipping into the soup bowls as their conversation.
LuLu broke the awkward silence. “I don’t understand. There must be help on the way. The military or the National Guard?” LuLu raged and then stopped herself.
“I’ll tell you what I think,” Paxton said with vehemence. “No doubt the top military and government officials were privy to the new flu strain. When they couldn’t contain the situation, they left us to fend for ourselves while they’re sitting pretty in their overstocked NORAD bunkers—waiting for this bad acid trip to blow over.”
“Shit yeah,” Nate whined. “They probably got video cameras everywhere. They just be sittin’ on their asses watchin’ these stinkin’ mutha-fuckers eat everyone.” Nate laughed a disturbing hyena-like laugh.
Dean gave Nate the evil eye and cleared his throat rather gruffly as if trying to regain control of the conversation. “There must not be too many of us left, at least not in this part of California. I mean, from Roseville to Stockton to Winters to Vacaville. And we’re it,” Dean said, shaking his head. “Where in tarnation did everyone go?”
“Everyone’s been zombified,” Justin said gloomily.
Dean frowned. “Now, son, you don’t know that.”
“Nothing matters anymore. One way or another, we end up as one of them. I mean, what’s the point, knowing when we die we’ll turn—even if we aren’t bitten?” LuLu ranted.
Scarlett wasn’t quite sure what LuLu was referring to. From what she had seen, the virus was only infectious when one was attacked, thinking the virus was spread by their saliva or blood. Perhaps LuLu was just the overly dramatic type.
Scarlett wanted to cheer up LuLu. “I think you guys are doing a great job here and look on the bright side. Help will arrive any day. Besides, it’s easy to outsmart them. So don’t worry, LuLu, we’ll be fine.” The moment after Scarlett said it, she realized how lame it sounded.
Scarlett wasn’t prepared for LuLu’s unwavering scowl. It looked like LuLu wanted to kick her ass. “Yeah, yeah, listen to Miss Pollyanna. From the looks of you, you haven’t suffered so much. But let me tell you, it’s a livin’ hell out there. And knowing that no matter what—you’ll turn into one of those things when you die is f’n horrifying,” LuLu raged.
Oopsy, think I just pissed-off LuLu. That’s just flippin’ great. But Scarlett wasn’t as concerned with LuLu’s rant as she was with what LuLu had meant. She had no idea everyone turned into a creeper when they died. Did that mean the virus was airborne? That explained Miss Purlie’s suicide. And she, herself, Miss flipping Pollyanna, felt a sudden wave of despair.
The dining room went quiet again as if everyone was preoccupied with their fears of mortality as humans and immortality as creepers. Except for Paxton, who blatantly eyed Scarlett while he slurped spoonfuls of noodles, making her extremely uncomfortable and increasingly angry.
“So, what did you do back in the real world?” Paxton’s intense eyes locked onto hers, unrelenting. Such a simple question, but it gave her the heebie-jeebies, or was it the way he raked her over, probing every inch of her. She wanted to ignore the cocky jerk, but she had to answer him. All eyes were upon her, eager with anticipation, except for LuLu who continued to stare into her bowl.
“Actually, I’m a school teacher,” Scarlett started to explain.
“Hot damn, Paxton, we got ourselves a bona fide school teacher,” Nate cooed.
“That’s very do-able—” Paxton’s smile felt more like the cold-jagged-steel of a knife blade pressing against her throat.
If her cheeks reddened, it most certainly wasn’t from embarrassment; she was absolutely furious. Jeez, what the hell’s wrong with these two?
The Stockton Boys are absolute creeps. Is that why Ella wasn’t in the dining room? Scarlett had noticed earlier the way Nate had leered at poor Ella. I can probably handle them as long as I keep my cool. Still, I better watch it while I’m here, she decided. She certainly didn’t trust either of them.
She had thought the hotel would be a great place to hang out until things returned to normal. That was until Nate and Paxton had joined them for that extremely uncomfortable lunch. Not to mention, she had unwittingly managed to make a frenemy of LuLu. Also very strange, was the fact that no one (not even her for that matter) had mentioned anything about their families. She found it disturbing.
Had everyone given up? I still have hope. Giving up is like accepting this new creeper-infested world. If she was destined to turn into a soulless creeper, then really—like LuLu said—what was the flipping point? That meant the meaning of life or death no longer held any validity and was merely an eternal curse. No, Scarlett refused to buy into the belief it was pointless and hopeless. Help will come soon—it has to.
After lunch, Scarlett helped Ella with the dishes. It seemed like they expected Ella to do all the cooking and all the clean-up. Poor thing, maybe she should stay and help sort things out. Ella needed someone to look out for her. I can teach her assertiveness and build her self-confidence. After all, I did attend a two-day self-esteem seminar last summer.
“Ella, thank you so much for that fantastic lunch,” Scarlett complimented and began rinsing the bowls.
Ella gave a quick, timid smile and shooed Scarlett out of the kitchen like a pesky fly. “Oh, I want to help you. I can’t believe those jerks, those—those imbeciles—bullies, expect you to do all the work. We’ll just see about that!” Scarlett huffed.
Ella giggled.
It made Scarlett think for a second. “Sorry, I do get a bit miffed when it comes to jerks.” (She was thinking about her ex-fiancé—what’s his name?)
Then Scarlett realized Ella had laughed, which meant her vocal cords were probably fine. Ella most likely refused to speak due to trauma, probably something horrid she had endured these past few months. Nobody could blame her for that, and she hoped Ella’s wounds would heal in time. It looked like Justin was helping her. It was quite apparent he had a thing for Ella, and Ella didn’t seem to mind so much. However, it was also obvious Ella was afraid of Nate and Paxton.
On a hunch, Scarlett tried signing, “Thank you for lunch.” Unfortunately, it had been a while since she had taken the sign language class, so she ended up only signing, “Thank you.” Ella didn’t respond. It looks like Ella hasn’t been mute for long, or surely, she’d know how to sign.
Justin barged into the kitchen. “LuLu wants to see you. She’s ready to show you your room,” he said breathlessly like he had just run a marathon.
“After I finish with the dishes,” Scarlett insisted.
“Hey, I always help Ella with the dishes. That’s my job,” Justin said as if it were his favorite part of the day. Justin wiggled his eyebrows knowingly to Ella as if they had a little secret. Ella turned away, flushing.
“I see.” Scarlett wiggled her eyebrows in response. “I’ll help out with your phone project later,” Scarlett promised and left the kitchen. I thought I caught those two flirting. Scarlett smiled.
LuLu stood in the lobby. “Follow me,” she demanded in a rather terse tone. They took the stairs to the third floor. “We only use the third-floor suites for our living quarters. Safer up here and the rooms are much bigger.”
“Here’s your key, room 306.” LuLu handed her a silver key. Scarlett expected the traditional electronic card key and was surprised by the actual metal key.
“Yeah, Dean installed regular doorknobs with actual locks and keys on several of the rooms,” LuLu answered in response to Scarlett’s surprised expression.
LuLu escorted her into the room. “See, you even have a balcony facing the back. There aren’t as many of those monsters back here. They tend to congregate on the main road in front of the hotel.” LuLu pointed to the engagement ring Scarlett wore on her left ring finger. “So, you engaged? When’s the Big Day?” LuLu’s snarkish tone revealed her insincerity.
“Uh, yeah, I mean, yes—engaged.” Scarlett hadn’t meant to lie; she didn’t even know why she had. It would have been just as easy to say, No, I’m not engaged, and it’s none of your flippin’ business.
“Good luck—on that,” LuLu said with hesitation.
“So, the gals’ rooms are on this end, and the guys’ rooms are at the other end of the hall. Lunch is at noon, and dinner’s at six o'clock sharp. If you’re a morning person, we’ve got more boxes of cereal than Tony the Tiger. Dean’s always up early. Ella’s usually up early too if you want a cup of hot tea or oatmeal. Me, let’s just say—I’m not a morning person,” LuLu said, sounding somewhat congenial.
“What about laundry? And showers?” Scarlett asked.
“Conserve as much electricity and hot water as you can. This place is running on generators. Dean’s liable to have a conniption fit if you use too much power. The rule is three-minute hot showers. I doubt anyone here really follows that rule,” LuLu admitted. “I do the laundry around here. That’s one of my Resident Housekeeper duties,” she practically warned as if Scarlett wanted to take the job from her. “Don’t worry, I’m sure Dean will come up with a list of duties for you as well. You’re good to go, kiddo. See ya at dinner.” LuLu left without a smile or a welcome.
Scarlett plopped onto the bed, bouncing up and down, checking the springs for comfortableness as if it mattered. She felt completely alone in the blandly furnished room. Guess the hotel had to save money somewhere. She glanced around the room and frowned. Jeez,
what is it with hotels these days—such ugly furniture and stupid pictures. There must be some Ugly Hotel Furniture Law, requiring hotels
to buy their furnishings from the same place. Hmm, uglyhotelfurnishings.com, she thought dryly. If the Internet still worked, she would have Googled it just for kicks to see if such a website existed.
Really, you don’t have any right to complain, she chastised. She was safe and warm and with people. Why doesn’t this feel right? And why hadn’t she taken off the flipping engagement ring months ago? Scarlett twirled the ring nervously around her finger. She couldn’t. She wasn’t ready. The ring stood for everything that might have been—her perfect happily-ever-after life. She refused to accept this new world . . .
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SCARLETT AND ELLA had spent the last couple of weeks helping Justin with his “CFO” project, Call for Others. After a phone had been charged to about ten percent, Ella made a list of the stored contact phone numbers. Scarlett and Justin had the tedious task of calling each number. Justin had made a recording to save time, but it seemed too automated for the occasion—end of the world and all that. So, Scarlett and Justin left live messages.
Scarlett preferred to keep her messages short and to the point: “Hello, if you’re getting this message, we’re looking for other survivors or help. So, if you know of a FEMA shelter, or if you want to join our small group, please give us a call at one of the following numbers . . .”
Scarlett had to laugh when she overheard Justin. His messages usually sounded as crazy as he was. “Hello, citizens of Zombieland, USA! No, we don’t know each other. We liberated this cell phone from someone, uh, let’s just say someone less fortunate. We’re looking for help, the government, military, or survivors. We’re hangin’ out in cow town, otherwise known as Vacaville, here in not-so-sunny California. So, like, call me.”
The Stockton Boys thought the CFO project was a waste of time. They spent most of their days searching the city for fuel and spent their nights on the mysterious second floor of the hotel getting aimlessly drunk. Dean didn’t seem to mind Paxton and Nate’s reckless behavior as long as they brought in a steady supply of fuel for the generators and vehicles.
LuLu spent most of the time recovering from the night before and making it quite clear to Scarlett that she was the Resident Housekeeper and alpha female during the day (and perhaps the resident slut by night), spending most of her evenings with Paxton and Nate. Scarlett made it a point to avoid the second floor and warned Ella as well.
Scarlett spent most of her time working on the CFO Project or working out in the gym. After much prodding, Dean had finally assigned Scarlett as the group’s official “First Aider.” After all, being an elementary school teacher, she had undergone CPR training and knew the basics—the very basics. Dean had given her the okay to scrounge the uninhabited rooms for first-aid supplies.
She had informed Dean of their inadequate medical supplies, advising she needed to go on a house-to-house hunt for items such as antibiotics and antiseptics. To her surprise, he had forbidden her from leaving the hotel, promising he’d look for the supplies when he was out and about.
The monotonous life at the hotel continued. Every morning like clockwork, Dean ate his predawn breakfast in the dining room and then disappeared to the semi overlooking the interstate. Scarlett was starting to think he just wanted to get away from all of them. And that was another thing that bugged her. Lately, Dean seemed to be avoiding her. She had tried discussing the group’s future plans countless times. He’d always say something like, “Sure thing, after I do this or that . . .” She was becoming increasingly frustrated, bored, useless, and ever so lonely.
After another restless night, Scarlett paced her room like a prisoner. Sure, the safety of the hotel was comforting; however, she needed to practice her sneaking skills (or rather her bravery skills) she had so painstakingly acquired. Her skills withered away while banished to the hotel like a teenager placed on restriction by an overly-protective parent.
And although she enjoyed watching Ella and Justin’s flirtatious relationship bloom before her eyes, in a way, it only made her lonelier. The tension inside of her escalated. She couldn’t stay trapped in the hotel for the rest of her life. Scarlett was in dire need of a friend, so when she spotted LuLu lugging a stuffed laundry bag over her shoulder, she decided to see if she could make peace with her.
“Hey LuLu, need help?”
“Got it covered,” LuLu quipped.
“You know, LuLu, I could really go for a cup of hot coffee. How about you?” Scarlett tagged along like an anxious puppy.
“I sure miss the stuff.” LuLu sighed while sorting the laundry. “We’ve been out of coffee for months.”
“Well, coffee shouldn’t be that hard to find. I mean, almost every household drinks—used to drink coffee. Why don’t you take a ride with me? Justin told me there’s a housing subdivision nearby,” Scarlett said encouragingly.
LuLu crossed her arms and stared at Scarlett as if she had just said something completely taboo.
“You don’t have to do anything, just be my backup,” Scarlett promised.
“You know the rules. Dean would have a heart attack. And don’t think I can’t smell a rat. You, with your cute dimples and your sweet voice, trying to weasel your way to the top.” LuLu gave her a long, hard look. “Don’t you be messin’ with my men either.” The hatred in LuLu’s eyes flashed.
Scarlett didn’t know quite how to respond. She hadn’t realized how much LuLu hated her. Sure, LuLu had never been very friendly, but the stressful survival mode had everyone on edge. Scarlett did an about-face. And she stormed out of the laundry room, fuming.
She happened to find Justin in the lobby taking a break from the CFO project. “Justin, what are you up to?” Scarlett snapped, attempting to blow-off her anger.
“You know, stuff,” he rattled off.
“You got a few minutes?” Scarlett barely smiled, self-conscious of her dimples after LuLu’s nasty remark.
“What’s—up?” Justin asked cautiously.
“Grab your gear. I need a cup of coffee. Now!” Scarlett raved.
“Uh, sure, we are so out-of-here.” He dashed to the conference room, returning with his backpack, a crowbar, a bat, and a small handgun. “Are you PMSing or something?” Justin asked timidly.
“I’m tired of being trapped in here,” she retorted, practicing a fatal swing with the steel bat Justin had just given her.
“We can’t let Dean see us,” Justin fretted.
“Do you always follow his rules?” Scarlett asked a bit caustically.
He gave one of his silly up-to-no-good smirks. “Heck no. How do you think I got all those cell phones? Even went to Best Buy a few times for supplies.”
“I see.” Scarlett nodded with approval.
“Before Dean got so super grumpy, I used to ride with the Stockton Boys. Those dudes are freakin’ cray-cray. They actually drive around herding Zs for fun—Z-smashing.”
“Ugh, what?” Scarlett wrinkled her nose in disgust.
“Ya know, zombie smashing or more like zombie four-wheeling.”
“Dean did mention something about that, but I thought he was exaggerating. Very disturbing.” Scarlett grimaced. “Dean called it pest control.”
Justin rolled his eyes. “Let’s go out the back door. We can’t let LuLu see us. She might rat us out,” Justin said.
“What’s up with her? I’m getting the feeling she hates me.”
“Don’t worry. She’s always like that. Just moody, I guess,” Justin said.
Justin and Scarlett snuck their way to the hotel’s gated entrance. They crouched behind a tall stack of tires Dean had collected and scanned the area in silence.
“Any creepers?” she asked.
“How many times do I gotta tell you, woman? They’re zombies,” Justin teased.
“What do you think—take the car or walk?” she asked.
“Walk it. The Starbucks is down the street.”
Scarlett hadn’t realized there was a Starbucks in the area. Of course, isn’t there a Starbucks on every corner? She was instantly relieved, for it was much better than a house-to-house search. She was already starting to panic in the security of the parking lot. How did I use to do this? Had she lost her nerve?
Once they were on the main street, fear gnawed away at her. She had gotten lazy these past few weeks hidden away in the hotel. A part of her wanted to run right back up the stairs to the refuge of her boring and safe room. But, she couldn’t stand it anymore. It was more than just a cup of coffee. She needed to face her fears and keep up her survival instincts if she planned to survive until they found the rest of civilization.
They made their way down Orange Drive all the while Scarlett’s heart throbbed. Was she ready for this? What would she do if she came face to face with a creeper?
“Your three o’clock,” Justin whispered, pointing to a small pack ambling to the road.
Scarlett gasped when she spotted the pack of scabby-flesh-covered creepers juddering about.
“Do you want to go back? It’s okay you know,” Justin started.
“Justin, are you wimping out on me?” she scolded.
“Who, me? Not a chance.”
They waited a few minutes, hiding behind a burnt-out vehicle until the pack wandered across the street to a Chevron gas station.
“Okay, we’re good to go,” Justin said as if Scarlett needed prompting.
Scarlett was grateful to find the Starbucks’ glass door wide open, which meant they didn’t have to waste time figuring out how to break in; however, at the same time, it was a bit unnerving. Anything or things could be lurking inside.
“Okay, so, I think I should go in first since I’m the guy—” Justin started lecturing.
“Whatever,” Scarlett mumbled and strutted past him, leaving Justin behind in amazement. The expression on his face was priceless.
A creeper lurched from behind the register’s counter, inches away from Justin’s back. She clenched the metal bat tightly, knocking it down with the first swing. Justin jumped up in bewilderment. He finished the thing off with the zombie-slayer knife he bragged about so much. It was a quick, fatal move, and Justin didn’t even flinch.
“Wow, I sorta like this side of you. I bet women’s survival chances are much better when they’re PMSing,” Justin said, giving one of his trademark smirks.
“Hey, watch it,” Scarlett teased. “Anymore?” she whispered.
“They’d be all over us by now,” he said, but they waited in silence another minute.
“Jeez, what happened in here?” she exclaimed.
“Looks like we weren’t the only ones wanting a caffeine fix. There was a lot of looting in the beginning,” Justin said while combing the shelves.
“There has to be coffee in here—somewhere. Let’s check out the back.”
“Okay, you open the door. I’m hella ready to do some de-activating.” He set down the backpack and braced himself in a full zombie-killing stance. “Okay, so watch closely. I’ll show you my latest move,” Justin said, completely serious.
Scarlett slowly opened the door to one of the back rooms. Justin raised his zombie-slayer knife, ready for action.
He let out a disappointed whine, “Dude—no Zs.”
“Woo-hoo!” Scarlett gasped. The back wall was stacked with boxes and boxes of coffee.
“I’ll load the backpacks. You want to stand guard?” Scarlett didn’t wait for Justin to respond. She started ripping open the boxes.
“Next time we bring the car,” Scarlett proclaimed.
“Next time it’s Pete’s Coffee—like nobody does Starbucks anymore,” he chided.
“Rrr RRRrrrrrrr RRRrrrrrr!” A series of wails warned Justin and Scarlett. They exchanged frantic glances.
“Ye-ah, sounds like a horde. We’ve got enough coffee. Time to go.” Justin grimaced.
The moans grew louder. Closer. They left out the back door and then peered around the corner of the building. The littered parking lot was creeper-free.
“Come on.” Justin motioned, and they snuck back to Orange Drive.
She didn’t see any creepers, but based on the chorus of moans and groans, a vocal pack was closing in on them. She could almost feel their hunger pangs as if it were her own body slowly starving to death. Slowly, Scarlett and Justin crept back to the hotel down Orange Drive, darting from vehicle to vehicle for cover. She was both surprised and relieved to find no creepers in sight.
Scarlett started to dart behind a smashed-up Toyota when Justin tugged on her backpack. He held his index finger to his mouth, pursed his lips, and pointed to the Chevron station across the street. A pack of about fifteen creepers encircled one of the pumping station islands. Their abnormal behavior rather disturbed her. Instead of their usual lackadaisical rambling about, the pack seemed to be searching the area—methodically. The pack of creepers staggered like Mick Jagger on Quaaludes, jerking from one set of pumping stations to the next until they had completed a search of the gas station’s perimeter.
When the pack seemed satisfied with the search, they scurried to Orange Drive only a few yards down the street from where Scarlett and Justin hid. The pack loitered in the middle of the street. Scarlett’s solar plexus twinged in horror as they tilted their hideously disfigured faces to the sky, sniffing the wind. Were they waiting for Scarlett and Justin to return to the hotel?
She caught Justin’s apprehensive glance, and they instinctively retreated, ending up in a Burger King’s parking lot. The creepers gained ground. They couldn’t have seen us?
Justin pointed to a fenced-in area. “To the dumpster,” he whispered.
The gate to the fenced dumpster area screeched when Justin opened it, causing them to flinch at the same time. They backed their way into the over-piled trash. The dumpster lid was open, and trash spilled over onto the pavement, the stench unbearable. Scarlett tried holding her breath, but that didn’t work for very long.
“Don’t worry,” Justin said. “They’ll forget about us in a couple of minutes and scramble off at the next sound they hear.”
But she heard the anxiety in his hoarse whisper. After a few minutes, Justin edged out of his hiding place to check the street. He crouched back to Scarlett and didn’t say a word.
“Well, are they gone?” Scarlett asked. His olive complexion had faded to a pale-ashen color.
“It’s not looking good. Counted twenty. They’re just shambling in the middle of the freakin’ road—like they know we’re nearby.” He seemed close to panicking.
“I’m thinking that too. Our scent must be in the air,” she whispered.
“Must be this reeking trash that’s throwing them off. It super-stinks in here,” Justin whispered, plugging his nose with his fingers.
The Burger King’s rear parking lot was enclosed with a tall, cinder block, security wall similar to the hotel’s. They were trapped. The only way out was by way of Orange Drive. They waited.
A few minutes later Justin left the dumpster’s rank safety-zone for another view of Orange Drive. He hunched back over to Scarlett, shaking his head.
“Now there’s like thirty of them. And they are coming this way!” he lamented.
“Then we go to plan B,” Scarlett encouraged.
“We have a plan B?” Justin looked bewildered.
“Ye-ah,” she teased. “We’ll jump the wall. And make a run for the back of the hotel,” she suddenly decided, hoping it made perfect sense to him.
“Uh, Scarlett, we don’t know what’s on the other side of this wall—” he started to argue. Gurgling-groans came from the Burger King parking lot. “Amazing idea! Let’s make a run for it,” he shouted.
He ran to the eight-foot wall with Scarlett right behind. They were in plain view of the pack. Their dreadful moans intensified when they saw food within their grasps.
“We need something to hop the fence,” Scarlett shouted, no longer needing to be silent.
“The pallets by the dumpster,” Justin yelped.
“Shit!” Scarlett screamed. “We can’t go back—it’s too late.” Justin dropped his fully-loaded backpack and ran back to the dumpster. The pack staggered at surprising speed.
“I got this!” Justin yelled back.
He grabbed two wooden pallets just as three creepers stormed the dumpster area. Justin shoved them back with the pallets, knocking them down to the pavement.
“Run!” Scarlett screamed. She grabbed his backpack and ran for the wall. She threw the two stuffed packs over the cinder block wall while Justin turned the pallets into a precarious ladder.
“You first,” Justin gasped.
She didn’t bother to argue and pulled herself to the top of the rough cinder blocks. “It’s clear on this side,” Scarlett announced with relief.
Scarlett jumped down to the empty field, her heart pounding so loudly she thought her eardrums might burst. Justin practically flew over the wall, yelling, “Totally awesome!”
Scarlett glanced back at him, his eyes wild with exhilaration and his cheeks flushed.
“That was like super-hecka amazeballs!” he whooped.
“Uh, that’s one way to put it,” Scarlett wheezed, trying to slow her rapid breathing.
“Ye-ah, I’m thinking we’d better not tell Dean about this,” Justin chimed.
“As if—” she responded. They laughed nervously. “Never thought I’d actually die for a cup of coffee,” she joked and swung her pack over the shoulder, thinking how stupid and lucky they’d been.
“Next time we’ll be better prepared,” Scarlett said defiantly.
“Next time . . . are you
cray-cray?”
An impish grin took over. I can’t wait to see Dean’s expression when he sips his tea tomorrow morning. Won’t he be surprised, Scarlett mused.
   
Scarlett dashed down the stairs and practically ran to the dining room, relieved she made it there before Dean. Ella and Justin were already sitting at the table, giggling about something as usual.
“Is he up yet?” Scarlett asked. Her mini-alarm clock decided to stop working this morning. It had been in need of a fresh set of batteries, but batteries were quickly becoming a rare commodity.
“Any moment,” Justin replied, a silly smirk played with the corners of his mouth.
“Ella, did you make the coffee yet?” Scarlett asked.
Ella nodded an exuberant yes.
“So, let’s play this uber-cool. We won’t say a word—” Justin stopped in mid-sentence looking like a guilty kindergartener.
“Why’s everyone up so early?” Dean entered, obviously surprised to see them.
“Oh, you know, we’re busy with the CFO project,” Justin said.
Dean seemed pleased. “Like my ole granddaddy used to say, ‘the early bird catches the worm.’ Ella, what’s for breakfast this bright and cheery morning?” Dean asked.
As if Dean didn’t know. It was boxed cereal every flippin’ morning. At least he was in a good mood, Scarlett thought.
“By the way, what’s the status of your CFO project?” Dean asked as Ella nervously placed his favorite over-sized Gone Fishin’ mug in front of him.
“Oh, that, ye-ah, it’s going,” Justin said anxiously.
They eagerly waited for Dean to take his first sip of the French Roast. Scarlett was surprised the coffee’s aroma hadn’t given itself away, and then she realized why. Apparently, Justin or Ella had just doused the room with a familiar, fake smell-of-clean. Is that Lysol? Scarlett caught a big whiff of it and almost choked.
Finally, Dean lifted the mug to his lips. “What’s the scuttlebutt? You all are acting mighty peculiar.” He sat up straight and looked around the room, setting his Gone Fishin’ mug back down on the table.
“Like, I want to ask your opinion about something,” Justin started to ramble.
Jeez Louise, Justin’s so bad at lying. Scarlett was getting impatient but kept her mouth shut, not wanting to spoil the surprise.
Ella placed several cereal boxes in the center of the table, and everyone automatically reached for their favorites.
“We’ll talk when I get back,” Dean promised. Once again, he held the mug to his lips. “What in blazes? Ella, real coffee? Where’d you find it?” Dean took another sip. “It’s fantastic!”
Ella’s rather comical crooked-raised-eyebrow expression had Scarlett and Justin bursting with laughter. Ella dropped the stack of napkins she’d been about to place on the table and then ran into the kitchen. Uh-oh, here it comes. Get ready. Might need some earplugs for this.
“All right, who’s the culprit?” Dean paused, glaring from Justin to Scarlett then back to Justin. “Justin, where’d you get the coffee?” Dean accused.
But Scarlett was ready, ready to face Dean’s anger, and she responded a bit too casually. “Oh that, it’s nothing. Just a little something Justin and I picked up in town yesterday,” she chatted, pouring a splash of evaporated milk over her berry-bran granola cereal.
“What in tarnation?” Dean’s voice boomed. “Thought I made myself perfectly clear. No one leaves this place without my escort. It’s dangerous out there.”
Trying to be reasonable, Scarlett said, “Dean, you can’t keep us inside the hotel forever. We know your intentions are good, but—”
“What I say goes,” Dean interrupted.
“Be reasonable. We’ve managed to survive on our own before you came along . . .” Scarlett tried to explain.
“Do not—I repeat, do not leave this place again without me. End of story!” Dean stood up abruptly, glaring at them, his face turning a purplish-red.
Ella rushed into the room. Scarlett, deeply embroiled with anger, wondered why Ella returned. She always left the room during a heated discussion.
Dean stood there, fuming. “Well, for Pete’s sake, Ella, don’t tell me you’re in on this too?” He seemed disappointed in her. “You all don’t know what it’s like out there. It’s far too dangerous. Hell, it’s beyond dangerous it’s, it’s . . .”
Ella tugged on Justin’s arm, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“I forbid each and every one of you from leaving without me. And that’s final!” Dean’s words reverberated throughout the room.
Scarlett slammed her cup on the dining table. “Like hell . . .”
“It’s—it’s for you,” a tiny voice murmured.
Scarlett dismissed the muffled voice in the background, worried Dean was about to explode. She hoped the hotel’s defibrillator was half-way charged, noting it had needed a new battery the last time she had checked it.
“Now, Ella, you’ll stay out of this if you know what’s good for you,” Dean scolded.
Then it registered. Was that Ella? “Ella?” They all shouted—almost sang—like some off-the-wall scene in a wacky sitcom.
“It’s for you,” Ella said calmly and handed the cell phone to Justin. It was the purple iPhone Justin carried with him everywhere; he must have left it in the kitchen.
The room went completely silent as anxious eyes darted around at each other. Scarlett didn’t know what surprised them more: the fact Ella had spoken for the first time, or the fact Justin actually had a phone call. Justin grabbed the phone with trembling fingers.
“Hello?” Justin questioned as if he had never talked into a cell phone before.
“Yes, this is Justin. Who the heck are you?”
Everyone else remained silent. Scarlett held her breath, clutching her chest, and ignored the unreasonable notion that breathing might cause the call to disconnect.
“Ye-ah . . . uh-huh . . . ye-ah . . . okay . . . ye-ah. We’re at the Sweet Suites hotel. Off of Orange Drive, past Nut Tree Road,” Justin paused. “Ye-ah, okay . . .” Justin handed the phone back to Ella, which she returned by placing it into his shirt pocket with a giggle.
“Son, why’d you hang up?” Dean frowned.
“He, he had to go—” Justin’s voice drifted. “That was some guy named Luther. He wants to drop by tomorrow for a friendly visit.”
“Well, Twinkle Me Mary! Justin, your CFO project did the trick,” Dean elated, clapping him on the back, almost knocking Justin over.
Scarlett glanced around the room. It was as if the argument had never happened. They enjoyed their breakfast and hot coffee, everyone giving kudos to Justin for making “contact” as he called it. They had finally connected with someone from the outside world. It made her think of Carl Sagan and how he might have felt after making first Contact.
“I knew he’d do it,” Ella gushed. For once Justin seemed speechless.
“Well, everyone, let’s hop to it. We’re expecting company. Is my lunch ready?” Dean asked, brushing his hands off on his pants.
Ella returned from the kitchen with two coolers. She handed the blue cooler to Dean and gave the red cooler to Scarlett.
“I’m coming with you today, Dean. No getting out of it this time. We need to talk,” Scarlett’s tone was dead-serious.
Dean shrugged. “Come on then. The sunrise doesn’t wait around for dawdlers.” Dean paused in the doorway. “Do me a favor. How’s about we don’t mention this Luther fella to Paxton and Nate. Or, LuLu for that matter. Let’s keep this to ourselves—until Luther shows up,” Dean said politely, and no one argued.
Scarlett turned to give Ella a big hug, so happy the girl decided to talk again. But, Justin and Ella were completely lost in conversation. They must have oodles and oodles to talk about.
Scarlett and Dean rode in silence. Once they climbed into the cab of Dean’s jackknifed semi, Dean finally spoke. “What’s this all about? The Stockton Boys hasslin’ you? I warned them. I’d just as soon shoot ’em dead if either one of them messes with you.”
“No, Dean. I can handle those jerks. Remember the day you found me?” It feels like a lifetime ago. “You said you had a plan. But if you do have a plan, you’re leaving me—all of us, out of it. So, I’m thinking, maybe there is no plan.” She left it at that.
Dean rubbed his chin. “The thing is, I do have a plan. It’s just not workin’ out the way I had intended. Why do you think I come out here every day?”
“To get rid of us, I suppose.” Scarlett looked out the window, pretending to watch the sunrise.
“Now that’s where you’re wrong. I come up here every blasted morning hoping to find help. The military or someone? I’ve listened to this CB radio for hours. Something just isn’t right. Things are worse than I thought. Hell, we should’ve seen signs of the military by now.” Dean sounded despondent.
Has he given up? “That’s why we need a plan,” she encouraged.
Dean ignored her. “And, and all of this—it’s too much for an old fella like me—keeping you all safe, keeping the generators running, finding the supplies—” It was his turn to vent.
She heard the agony in his tired voice. “Dean, you’ve done an excellent job.” Scarlett felt bad; she hadn’t meant to be ungrateful. She had never thought about it from his point of view. I suppose we’ve been trying his patience. “So, what exactly is your plan?”
“I had figured on headin’ up to Travis Air Force Base to scope things out. Search for signs of the military or a refugee camp. If that doesn’t pan out? Then, hell, just keep headin’ west to San Francisco and check out the military installations up and down the California coastline.”
“So, what’s stopping you?” she gently prodded.
“Well, it’s on account of—you know . . .”
She stared at him “What? What exactly are you trying to say?” Scarlett’s voice went up an octave.
“Truth is, I’m afraid of leaving you and Ella alone with the likes of Paxton and Nate.”
“That’s ridiculous. They don’t mess with Ella. And by the way, LuLu practically threatened me to keep away from her men.” She shook her head in disgust. “We’ll all go. Why not?” Scarlett asked.
“For one thing, fuel is downright scarce. We could get stranded or trapped for days. It would be sheer lunacy to endanger everyone,” he stated.
“Don’t you see, our lives are in danger every flippin’ day, even when we’re in the hotel. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but those things are aware of our presence. Yesterday, they actually searched for Justin and me. It was like they knew we were there—waiting to ambush us. They even had us cornered. It’s only a matter of time before they converge into one huge mega-horde and storm right over that chintzy 4-H Club fence you made,” she said with a shudder.
She was surprised by his silence. Was he considering her words? “Dean, I have this uncanny feeling—I don’t know, call it intuition if you will, but they are learning. And we don’t stand a chance in hell. We’ve got to find help. The hotel’s a death trap—waiting to happen,” Scarlett’s voice cracked, for at that instant she had a fleeting image of death. The image was so intense she could almost feel the dagger of death slowly piercing her heart.
“Cheer up.” His tone changed. “Let’s hope Luther has some good news for us. If not, betcha bottom dollar I can sweet talk him into taking the road trip with me,” Dean said, faking a smile.
“Uh, right.” Her sarcastic tone said it all. “Do you really think Luther would come here if he knew of a safe, normal place?” She frowned, disappointed in Dean’s decision.
   
The next morning Dean drove Scarlett and Justin across town to the western end of Vacaville. One lane had previously been cleared on the I-80 westbound lane, giving her hope that perhaps the military had been in the area.
Dean parked the truck in the middle of the interstate by the Monte Vista Avenue exit. “Might as well head Luther off at the pass,” Dean drawled with remnants of what sounded like a southern accent.
Scarlett found Dean’s down-to-earth, southern-like attitude comforting. When he’s not in a grumpy mood. They were in good moods this morning. Hope and anticipation were good for the soul, she decided.
“By the way, Dean, where are you from? You have this way of talking—” Scarlett started.
“Dude, sometimes you talk like that cowboy who made those vintage westerns . . . you know, what’s his name?” Justin quipped, but it was evident Justin didn’t know the actor’s name.
“John Wayne?” Scarlett offered, trying to hold back a smile.
“Exactly,” Justin said.
“I know, I do sound like an old-timer. Well, older than I actually am.”
“Like dude, how old are you, anyway?” Justin asked in amazement.
Dean ignored the question. “Born and raised in Las Cruces, New Mexico on my dear ole granddaddy’s ranch. See, I was sort of an accident. In those days, it was a mortal sin to have a child out of wedlock. Soon after I was born, my mama left me there with my granddaddy.”
“Didn’t she visit you?” Justin seemed sad.
“Now and again, but as the years passed, she eventually married and forgot about me. Had to, that’s just the way it was back in those days.”
“That’s so sad.” Scarlet sighed.
“Never thought of it that way. Life on the ranch was great. Had lots of family around. Learned a hell of a lot of things—how to live in the real world, how to do things with my hands, and how to use my brain. Yep, not afraid of a little blood, sweat, and tears. No computers back then,” he said, turning to Justin.
“How did you meet Mary?” Scarlett asked.
“Well, it was on account of my granddaddy’s deathbed wish. Naw, you didn’t argue with him,” Dean paused, smiling as if lost in a pleasant memory. “He had it in his mind that I was wasting my life away at the ranch. Just before he passed on, he sold the ranch and set up a trust fund. It was all mine. If I went to college—in California. He said I needed modern-day learnin’ ’cause the world was changing fast. And I’d better be ready for it.”
“You went to college in California?” Justin asked in astonishment.
“You betcha, Chico State.” Dean almost sounded embarrassed. “And that’s where I met my Mary.” A tear found its way to his cheek. “Old habits are hard to break. There’s still a smidgeon of my ole granddaddy and the ranch in me.”
Scarlett thought about what Dean said, and she understood him better. It was funny how all of one’s life experiences (good and bad) molded one’s way of thinking and edged a path for one’s journey through life. It made her wonder what series of events had been the catalyst for mankind to end up as soulless man-eating creatures.
The three of them sat low in their seats with the windows rolled-up, so their human scent wouldn’t give them away, only leaving the security of the truck to relieve their bladders. Silently, they nibbled on their cooler-packed lunches. And they sat there. Waiting. And Waiting.
Justin fiddled with the purple cell phone, making sure it still worked. He even tried calling Luther several times. No one ever answered his calls. Periodically, packs ambled the destitute highway, fortunately unaware of their presence.
At dusk, Dean finally said, “Let’s call it a day, shall we? Don’t think Luther would risk traveling the dead-head infested roads at night.”
They made it back to the hotel in time for dinner, not wanting to rouse the suspicion of the Stockton Boys. Dinnertime was particularly gloomy that evening. Justin’s exuberance didn’t fill the dining room as usual. She realized how much they relied on Justin’s enthusiasm, his funny impressions, and silly exaggerations to keep them entertained or rather, distracted from the creepers twitchily pacing the barbed wire fence. For some reason, Nate and Paxton tolerated Justin’s wacky personality and never-ending supply of outrageous quips.
Even Nate and Paxton were exceptionally quiet and sedate during dinner. Dean didn’t bother asking how much fuel they’d scavenged. And Scarlett, as always, avoided expressing her opinions at the dinner table. Her outspokenness often caused a flare-up with LuLu, which usually caused Nate and Paxton to tell LuLu to shut-up, which in turn caused Dean to get red-faced with anger. For some reason, everyone was on their best behavior. Or was it hopelessness?
After dinner, Justin helped Ella with the dishes while everyone else seemed to feign tiredness and went upstairs. As usual, Nate, Paxton, and LuLu stopped off at the second floor. Scarlett had a sick feeling she did not want to know what the three of them did—besides the drinking. According to Dean, The Stockton Boys were even meaner when they were drunk.
Scarlett sat cross-legged in the middle of her bed sulking, in desperate need to talk to someone. She absentmindedly shuffled a tattered deck of Bicycle playing cards she’d found in one of the vacant hotel rooms. With nothing else to do, she set up the deck to play an old favorite game Aunt Marge had taught her as a child, clock solitaire.
Raised by her elderly Aunt Marge, she had grown up playing cards, reading, drawing, listening to music, and there had always been daydreaming . . . I loved daydreaming. She hadn’t done that in ages. Luckily, she had learned to keep herself occupied without all those electronic gadgets, or she would have gone insane. She wondered how the younger generation managed without their electronic devices keeping them entertained. If there are other people out there? There must be.
Why’s it taking so flippin’ long for the military to take control?
The Super Summer flu must have been far more devastating than she had realized. Every night she tossed in bed thinking, worrying, and regretting the things she had and hadn’t done with her life. Her thoughts often drifted to Cyndi and her two precious sons, hoping Cyndi, Rex, and the boys had made it to Levi’s Stadium. Scarlett scolded herself. She should’ve gone to Pinole to find out for herself. She needed to know if her sister, brother-in-law, and two nephews were alive.
It brought her back to that same question: Why had she survived? She wasn’t a survivalist. She was merely an elementary school teacher, who happened to be a damn good shot with a rifle. Even Kevin had said she was a natural. It hadn’t taken much training except for learning how to handle and load the gun. The trick was to gently squeeze the trigger without flinching. Kevin had taught her that. Would she still be alive if he hadn’t taken her shooting that one day last May?
The tears started. The salty droplets trickled to her quivering lips. She was tired of holding them back. Dammit, Kevin! How could you leave me like that? A part of her still clung to his memory, his comforting arms, and all those times he had said he loved her. She shoved the memories away. If he had truly loved her, he wouldn’t have dumped her days before the wedding.
With a quick swipe, she smeared the cards across the bedspread, destroying the perfect clock-like spread she had so carefully arranged. Scarlett gazed about the boring hotel room: the ugly brown and blue striped wallpaper didn’t match the ugly brown and blue striped carpet, and neither matched the ugly brown and blue striped drapes.
Her eyes drifted to the novel sitting on the dresser. It was a Charles de Lint novel, Moonheart, a wonderful, whimsical story—a great way to pass the time. Ella had mentioned she wanted to read it next. Scarlett impatiently wiped the tears with the back of her hand. Grabbing the book, she sprinted down the stairs, hoping to catch Ella in the kitchen or maybe in the lobby, which they had turned into an entertainment room. She might even join them for tonight’s movie; she didn’t care what they watched. She just did not want to be alone.
The lobby was empty. “Ella. Justin? Are you in the kitchen?” She poked her head in the dining room. No one was there, and she went to the kitchen. “Ella, I have the book you wanted . . .” Scarlett turned the corner into the kitchen, face to face with Paxton. Her soul froze over.
Paxton seemed rather pleased. He quickly cornered her against the cold, stainless steel refrigerator, shoving his body against her. An evil smile spread across his thin lips as he pressed his muscular body against her harder and harder. “I’ve been waiting for you.” It sounded more like a threat.
“Fuck off!” She glared. He leered, nudging in closer. Feeling the bulge swelling in his groin, she tried shoving him back, but his broad shoulders engulfed her small frame.
“Nice tits.” He groped at her breasts. “Baby, you know you want it,” he bragged.
Scarlett squirmed about, trying to avoid his hands, his hot breath lashed at her neck like the rank, searing breath of a dragon. “Damn you, Paxton—Dean will get you for this,” she hissed. It was the only thing she could think of to say.
“Fuck Dean. Hmm, you probably already did. Ready for a real man?” He reached around her back, trying to unhook her bra.
This is not happening! With one sudden knee-jerk, she slammed her knee into his balls.
Paxton croaked, “Bitch!” He doubled over in obvious agony.
Paxton glared up at her with dark, piercing eyes sharp as scalpels. “So, you like it rough. Just my type.” That evil smile appeared again. “Dean can’t protect you forever. One day, mark my words, bitch—you’ll be begging for it,” he threatened as he rubbed his groin.
“Scarlett, I heard you calling me,” Ella’s voice called from the dining room.
Scarlett quickly composed herself. Paxton hobbled over to one of the kitchen cupboards. He snatched a package of Nutter Butter cookies, slamming the cupboard door just as Ella entered the kitchen. Ella jumped when she saw Paxton and was obviously relieved when she saw Scarlett. Paxton glowered at them both, sneered that wicked smile of his and left, laughing like a demented character in a psycho-horror movie.
“Scarlett—you okay?” Ella murmured.
Scarlett nodded, but she was woozy from his groping. “Here’s the book you wanted to read,” Scarlett said, trying to sound cheerful. “Has Paxton ever tried anything with you?”
Ella didn’t answer.
“Ella, if he or Nate ever touched you, I need to know. Dean will do something about it.”
Ella whispered, “Paxton scares me, but he hasn’t tried anything sexual. Nate grabbed me once when I was cooking dinner. I kinda hit him on the head with a pan. He left me alone after that. But, I don’t like the way he looks at me sometimes when he thinks I’m not looking. Really, I’m okay. Justin’s almost always with me when Paxton and Nate are here. Unless I’m in my room—by myself,” Ella emphasized.
Scarlett continued, not convinced Ella was telling the truth. “Ella, I’m serious. You need to let me know if Paxton or Nate have ever tried anything.”
“Don’t worry. I’m still a virgin—if that’s what you’re getting at?” Ella blushed and stormed out of the kitchen.
Isn’t that just flippin’ great!
I came downstairs for a nice chat, and I end up pissing-off Paxton and Ella. Scarlett ran back to her unsympathetic room. She tossed the book back on the dresser and then plopped on the bed and spent the evening staring blankly at the ugly brown and blue carpet, sulking.
   
The next day, Scarlett loitered around downstairs furtively waiting for Justin’s phone to ring again. Dean, Justin, Ella, and Scarlett buzzed about doing menial chores around the hotel. Dean hadn’t gone to his morning lookout post; instead, he revised the food inventory list. Justin tinkered around with the entertainment center in the lobby, checking the wires and connections. Ella spent the morning in the kitchen, baking something delicious based on the aroma, and Scarlett reorganized the first-aid supplies (all five of them) for the umpteenth time and pretended to reread the Cracker-Jack-sized pamphlet, which had been stuffed perfectly inside the minuscule packet of bandages she had found in the maintenance room.
But really, Scarlett knew they secretly hung around, waiting for Luther to call again. He didn’t. She felt the group’s morale and hope fade into an evaporating mist of nothingness. Scarlett wondered if this was how they felt: the creepers, listlessly milling about. An eternity of waiting . . .
Discouraged, Scarlett went to her room, no longer able to stifle her urge to scream. I can’t go on like this, she thought while flipping through a Katy Perry calendar. “It’s already December. Time to move on.”
She was not staying at the Sweet Suites hotel forever. Apparently, they were in denial, thinking help would arrive any day. It had been four months since the flu pandemic and not a single sign of the government or society. If California had survived the pandemic, surely the military would have shown up, strutting their power.
Perhaps this part of California was in a hot zone, an area too dangerous to control. Even so, Scarlett figured there would have been reconnaissance flyovers. Wouldn’t the military be monitoring the area, if not with planes, with drones? But they hadn’t seen any planes or drones. According to Justin, the Super Summer flu hadn’t just hit California. Scarlett contemplated her next move, realizing it was time to move on. She needed to prepare for her journey.
She ran into Dean in the lobby. “Where’s Justin?”
“Kitchen, last I saw,” Dean grumbled and stomped to the supply room.
“There you are,” Scarlett said
“What’s up?” Justin asked with a mouth full. “You gotta try these while they’re hot.”
Ella handed Scarlett an oven-hot tortilla. “Delicious.” Scarlett’s taste buds tingled with delight, reminding her of a question she had meant to ask Ella for a while. “Did you do the cooking for your family?”
“My parents owned a restaurant, Dos Lunas. I helped my mom after school and on the weekends.” Ella smiled proudly, but there was sadness in her tone.
“No wonder you’re such a fabulous cook.” Scarlett nibbled on the tortilla savoring each bite.
“Dean went over the inventory again,” Ella said, rolling her eyes. “He said we had a shitload (she giggled, looking down while covering her mouth) of flour and vegetable shortening. He was going to throw it out to make room for the canned goods in the storage room. I started telling him all the things I can make with flour and shortening. And do you know what he said?”
Scarlett waited for Ella to answer her own question, amazed at Ella’s chatty side. Poor Justin, if she’s a chatterbox, he’s in for it.
“Uh,” he said, “ ‘get to it then, chop, chop.’ ”
They laughed. Everyone was in a better mood, even if they were faking optimism. Scarlett was greatly relieved Ella was no longer irritated with her, and she started to feel human again.
“Justin, I need your help with something,” Scarlett said, purposely vague. He followed her into the dining room.
“Ye-ah, remember the last time you asked for my help? Dean almost had a freakin’ heart attack.” He shook his head with an emphatic “No.”
“I need a few things, and you’re the only one I can trust to watch my back. I’m sure we only need to hit a couple of houses to find what I need,” Scarlett explained all the while Justin kept shaking his head no. She didn’t dare tell him she wanted a few things for her trip to Pinole. “So what if Dean gets pissed. It’s not like he’s your dad,” Scarlett retorted childishly.
Justin continued shaking his head no. “Not gonna do it, no matter what you say.” He put his hands over his ears, pretending not to hear her. “La, la, la, la, la. I’m soooo—not listening.”
“I happen to know a secret,” she hinted. “A very special secret about your girlfriend,” Scarlett hinted tantalizingly, knowing the always curious Justin wouldn’t be able to hold out for too long.
“Okay, so tell me, already,” he moaned.
“If you take me shopping for supplies, I’ll help you find a special birthday gift for your sweetheart,” she tempted. “Her birthday’s December twentieth. I saw her school ID card the other day. LuLu found it when sorting the laundry and asked (more like ordered) me to return it to her.”
“I’m sure Ella would be pleasantly surprised if you gave her a birthday present,” Scarlett continued. She could almost see the thoughts whirling around in his head as that silly smirk of his lit up his face.
“You are so on! Dude, I wish I’d had you as a teacher. Let’s sneak out tomorrow at dawn. We’ll take the car this time. I know this super-fancy neighborhood not far from here. What do you need anyway?”
“Oh, a few things, first-aid supplies, and a pair of pink pumps,” she teased.
“What the heck?” he smirked.
“Really, I could use some winter clothes. And a few books to read. It’s getting rather repetitive reading the same novel over and over,” she joked, pleased she’d finally convinced him to come along. She didn’t have the nerve to go out there on her own.
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AFTER DINNER, Dean remained at the dining room table, waiting for the Stockton Boys to retire upstairs for the evening. Meanwhile, he attempted reading the Tom Clancy novel Scarlett had given him. Where she found it, he didn’t want to know, and he hadn’t bothered to ask. He’d given up on keeping her inside the hotel—where it was safe.
All Dean wanted to do was enjoy the novel in his room, reclined in his favorite armchair with a highball of Crown Royal. However, it was his duty to keep an eye on things. So, he stayed to keep the peace, making sure the Stockton Boys didn’t get riled up like they had a tendency to do in the evenings. Scarlett sat in the lobby reading while Justin and Ella bustled about the kitchen and dining room, giggling about this and that during their usual after dinner clean-up. If he tried hard enough, they almost seemed like one big, happy family. Almost.
Paxton, Nate, and LuLu sat at the dining room table, downing coffee and devouring a package of about-to-expire Oreos while arguing over which Fast and Furious movie was “mo’ betta.” How many of those blasted movies did they make? They seemed to be at a stalemate.
“What do you think old man? What’s your fave?” Paxton interrupted Dean from his novel.
Without looking up from his book, Dean retorted, “Raiders of the Lost Ark. They sure don’t make ’em like that anymore,” Dean grumbled, trying his hardest to ignore their rowdy Fast and Furious banter.
“Justin, get yo bony ass in here,” Nate wailed. Justin came smirking in from the kitchen. “What’s yo fave Fast and Furious flick?”
Justin opened his mouth, most likely to spout off one of his usual sarcastic remarks; instead, an obnoxious “Ringggg” abruptly stopped the conversation. Is that the kid’s phone? Scarlett rushed into the dining room with a surprised expression on her face.
“What in tarnation!” Dean shook his head in disbelief.
“Ringgggg . . .” Dean recognized the annoying, buzzing ring of a facsimile machine. Why in tarnation did the kid choose that blasted ringtone? One of the few decent things about modern technology was that a fellow could choose his own ringtone these days. Dean puzzled over that instead of the fact there might be someone at the other end of the call.
Ella came running out of the kitchen. “Answer it, silly,” Ella exclaimed. Everyone turned to look at Ella.
“Yeah, silly—answer the fuckin’ phone,” Paxton said in a little-girl-like whine, a poor attempt to mimic Ella.
“Ye-ah, this is Justin.”
The room was finally quiet of the babbling chatter driving Dean batshit crazy.
“Dude . . .”
Everyone waited, eyes darting around at each other.
“No Problemo!” Justin shouted.
Justin put the phone back in his pocket, snatched his zombie gear sitting in the corner on the credenza, and then ran out of the dining room. Everyone else remained in their chairs, glancing at one another as if the young man had gone completely bonkers.
Justin must have caught on that no one had followed him, and he poked his head back into the dining room. “Guys, come on—” he said impatiently.
“Well, son, who in blazes was that?” Dean questioned.
“Luther. He’s in trouble. He needs our help—like now!”
Suddenly, chairs raked across the floor as Nate, Paxton, and Dean rushed to their feet. Scarlett already had her bat in hand, which she usually kept at the foot of the stairwell. Dean wondered why she was always ready for action inside the safety of the hotel.
“Who’s Luther?” Paxton appeared concerned.
“A fella we heard from the other day,” Dean offered vaguely.
“Who’s driving?” Paxton asked.
“Nate, you take your truck. Paxton, take yours. Justin—ride with me,” Dean decided as they scrambled to the door.
“I’m coming too,” Scarlett announced.
“Need you to stay here and monitor the gate,” Dean ordered.
“I’m coming,” she demanded.
Dean looked at her as sincerely as he could. “Scarlett, I’m not trying to be an SOB. Fact is, we need you to close the gate when we leave. And open it when we get back,” he said calmly, knowing full well it would be impossible to get LuLu or Ella to monitor the gate. Hell, they’ve never stepped foot outside this hotel. Scarlett nodded in agreement, but he could tell she was none too happy about it. Scarlett sure could be stubborn as all get-out at times. Most likely the reason she survived this long.
“Justin, talk to me. Where to?” Dean said, patting himself down, making sure he had his gun and flashlight. He always kept the crowbar in his truck.
“Luther’s trapped in a food joint on Orange Drive.”
“Which one?” Dean asked.
“He didn’t say. He had to go—he didn’t sound so good.”
“Follow me,” Paxton interjected surprisingly. “I’ll track him down.”
“Hell yeah! Paxton can track down anyone,” Nate hooted.
Dean glanced in the rearview mirror as Scarlett closed the gate he had made. What had she called it—a chintzy 4-H Club gate? He had meant to secure the front entrance last week but had never gotten around to it. So many things to do . . .
Dean and Justin raced down Orange Drive, trying to keep up with Nate, who raced behind Paxton, dodging the vehicles on the debris-ridden road. Paxton slowed down at each restaurant they passed, always driving around the back of the building while the other two trucks waited for the all clear. Then Paxton sped off to the next restaurant. Paxton seemed to know what he was doing as he sped along, guided only by the pale gleam of the parking lights.
When they neared the end of Orange Drive, Paxton pulled a sudden ninety-degree right turn into a Jack in the Box parking lot and turned on his headlights. Dean and Nate followed suit, turning on their headlights. Dean wasn’t prepared for the eerie scene of what looked like hundreds of roving arms, legs, and heads writhing about the building like a bulbous Medusa’s head. Their spine-chilling groans were even more insufferable.
“Holy Mother of God!” It was all Dean could say.
“Holy shit!” Justin jabbered nonstop.
Paxton and Nate repeatedly flashed their high-beams and blasted their horns in an apparent attempt to distract the motley mass of monsters. It was the strangest thing. Normally dead-heads would be all over their vehicles. Not this time. They definitely wanted whatever was inside the building, either ignoring the men in their trucks or completely oblivious to them.
“Justin, you’re the Zombie Expert. What do you make of this? They don’t seem to be obliging to your zombie rules,” Dean wondered out loud.
The popping sounds of glass giving way and crashing to the ground filled the night, and the mass of roving arms and legs swarmed into the Jack in the Box.
“Poor Luther,” Justin shrieked.
If Luther’s in there, the fella doesn’t stand a chance in hell. Paxton got out of his truck and then tossed flares around the parking lot. Dean’s hand automatically tapped his heart when he saw the mobs of dead-heads approaching from all directions. The nightmare that threatened his dreams every night was occurring this very second.
“Time to go . . .” Paxton warned, cautiously backing his way to his truck.
“Hey!” a voice yelled, muted by the gurgling moans.
“Wait, did you hear that?” Justin shouted.
Dean squinted, trying to get a better view, wishing he had a pair of those night-vision goggles. Still, no signs of anyone . . . human. The visible perimeter highlighted by the flickering flares reflected dozens of spastic movements. Dean sat in the truck, thinking this wasn’t such a good idea after all.
Justin kept blathering “Holy shit,” over and over like an old forty-five with an annoying skip until Dean gently Gibbs-smacked him on the back of the head.
“Up Here!”
This time, Dean spotted the source. “He’s on the roof!” Dean shouted and dashed out of the truck.
“Don’t leave me!” A voice bellowed from the roof.
A dull thud followed as a huge, dark mass crashed onto the dead flowerbed by the Jack in the Box entrance. Dean, Justin, and Paxton rushed to the fallen object. A man. They carried the man to the back of Dean’s truck, all the while stealing quick glances at the approaching horde lurching closer and closer.
The massive mob swarming the restaurant must have heard the tailgate slam shut, for the colossal horde immediately twisted around. Their convulsing cockeyed bodies dropped off the building and began snarling toward the men. The ravenous creatures had them surrounded.
Nate, still in his truck and seemingly unaffected by the sheer madness of it all, started ramming over the dead-heads as they evacuated the building. Dean, Justin, and Paxton scrambled into the trucks. The three trucks rammed their way through the advancing mob of walking corpses.
   
Scarlett waited restlessly in the dark. When she heard the roar of the trucks approaching, she quickly opened the gate. The trucks rolled in like tanks after a bloody battle. She plugged her nose with her fingers, the stench unbearable. The front grills looked like they had been drenched in spaghetti sauce, the extra-meaty variety. “I’m never eating spaghetti again,”
she gagged.
Scarlett ran up to Dean as he scurried out of the truck. “Did you find Luther?” She had to know.
Dean nodded. “Hell, found someone—better be Luther.” He motioned to the back of the pickup.
“Good God Almighty,” a voice wailed. “You all are about the craziest muthas . . .” The man in the truck bed hobbled out. “And thank God for that, or I wouldn’t be here.”
Justin looked up in wonderment at the black man. The huge man looked like a giant compared to Justin’s small frame.
“I’m Luther Jones. The guy on the phone?”
“Dude, like what took you so long?” Justin chided.
“Couldn’t figure out what to wear.” Luther busted out laughing and pointed to the rather bright Hawaiian shirt he wore.
The man winced, his jeans ripped at the knee, and his left leg was bleeding. Dean ran up to him to steady the man as he hobbled about.
“You bit?” Paxton yelled it like an ominous warning.
“Yeah, he be bit!” It was Nate making the accusation this time.
“Now, now, you all cool your jets. That’s an old injury. I banged it jumping off the roof. I don’t suppose you all have any medical supplies you can spare.” Luther seemed almost embarrassed to ask.
“Holy shit, the front gate,” Justin yelled, “They're here!”
In all the excitement, they had completely forgotten one of Dean’s golden rules: silence in the parking lot. They knew too well if a horde stormed the gate, the creatures would be everywhere in minutes.
“Turn off those headlights,” someone yelled.
“Everyone inside!” Dean commanded.
The clinking sounds of bodies slamming into the chain-link fencing warned Scarlett not to look back. Their forlorn moans transmuted into high-pitched wails, piercing the night and her soul. LuLu opened the lobby door with a wild-eyed expression, expressing Scarlett’s anxiety—exactly.
Once inside, Dean and Paxton set Luther on the stone-floor entryway and feverishly examined his body for bite marks.
“He’s clean.” Paxton seemed disappointed.
Scarlett rummaged through the first-aid kit and selected the items she needed. The man had a six-inch gash nearing the infected stage, running down his calf. After dousing the wound with a bottle of hydrogen peroxide, she gingerly coated the wound with a layer of Neosporin. However, she wasn’t sure if the ointment was strong enough to keep the infection at bay. She decided to use the antibiotics she had snagged on the last scavenger trip with Justin. Although, she really didn’t know if amoxicillin was the right type of antibiotic for Luther’s wound.
“Here, take this.” She handed Luther a pill and a glass of water, hoping the amoxicillin would kill the infection before it was too late.
Justin grabbed Dean’s arm, and in a whisper everyone overheard, he said, “I don’t think the fence is going to hold.”
The terror in Dean’s eyes was unmistakable, but he remained calm. “Turn off every dad-blast-it light in the place. Use your flashlights. Everybody’s got a flashlight—right?” Dean presumed.
It was another one of Dean’s golden rules: Always carry a flashlight at night, which most had velcroed to their pant legs for convenience. Scarlett automatically reached for hers and hoped the battery still had some juice left.
“You want me and Nate to shoot the hell out of those bastards?” Paxton said, pulling out a rather large gun and ammo clips from the stuffed duffle bag he lugged everywhere.
“Is that an Uzi? Where in tarnation did you get that? If you start shootin’ with that thing, we’ll have every zombie this side of San Francisco . . .” Dean stopped in mid-sentence. He continued in a calmer tone, “Why don’t we wait it out. You and Nate take point on your balconies—avoid shooting. This isn’t the time to go antagonizing them if you know what I mean, boys!”
“Got it,” Paxton said.
Paxton and Nate ran up the stairs, two steps at a time. Scarlett was surprised they hadn’t bothered to argue as usual. They must be worried.
“LuLu, do you have a room ready for our new friend?” Dean asked.
LuLu smiled. “Of course, we’re always prepared for guests,” she assured as if she were the hotel’s proprietor.
“Scarlett,” Dean asked, “didn’t you say you found a pair of crutches—think Luther here will be needin’ them.” Scarlett nodded in compliance. “And Ella—” Ella stood there quiet as a mouse. “Why don’t you whip-up something for him to eat?”
Dean had made all the crucial decisions in a matter of mere seconds. Scarlett dashed back with a pair of pink crutches graffitied with faded unicorn stickers. She showed Luther the pair of girly-crutches perfect for a ten-year-old and about one-fourth his size, expecting him to protest. Instead, Luther blinked his eyes rapidly.
“Did I mention I’m allergic to certain types of antibiotics?” His voice faded.
“Quick, get him a Benadryl,” Dean shouted. “Let’s get him to a room. He’ll be safer there anyway if they breach the lobby.”
Scarlett fumbled through the first aid kit until she found the Benadryl. There were only two left, and they had expired two months ago. “Take these.” Scarlett put the pills in his mouth.
The men grabbed hold of Luther. “Dude, you must weigh over three hundred pounds.” Only Justin would dare say that to a complete stranger.
“About sixty pounds less than before the Summer-Super flu,” Luther garbled.
Luther’s eyes fluttered to the back of his head momentarily. Luther fought it and clung to the stairway railing as they helped him up the stairs. Once they finally hauled Luther to his bed, he blacked-out instantly.
Dean looked at Justin. “By George, you did it, son. Your cockamamie cell phone scheme paid off.” Dean good-naturedly slapped Justin on the back.
“Who’s George?” Justin quipped.
It was Dean’s turn to roll his eyes disdainfully.
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DEAN HUSTLED to the dining room in dire need of another stiff cup of joe before he assessed the damage outside. Last night had lasted an eternity. The dead-heads forlorn moans and incessant pounding had taken over the night, consuming all rational thought. He had stayed up the entire night, guarding the lobby, praying the horde wouldn’t bust through while Paxton and Nate guarded the hotel’s back entrance. By midnight, he had finally sent Ella and LuLu to their rooms; their terrorized expressions had scared the living daylights out of him. It was Dean’s job to protect them. And by God, he’d do it, even if it ended up killing him.
Justin and Scarlett had remained level-headed enough to keep him company by the fading beams of their flashlights. And as the night stretched on, he had been relieved he hadn’t been able to see the terror in their eyes. Or had it been the other way around? To this day, Dean struggled with his own demons, tormented by scenes from a movie he’d seen at the drive-in when he was a teenager: Night of the Living Dead. The low-budget movie had been the scariest movie he’d ever seen. Of course, he and his buddies had laughed the whole thing off after an evening of pranking each other.
The thing was, after all these years, an irrational fear still spooked him—something about that movie. And he regretted ever watching the dad-blast-it movie. Being a sensible man, he knew nothing like that could possibly ever happen. Not in a million years . . .
Looking around at the gloomy-groggy faces gathered around the dining room table, it was evident no one had slept. But everyone was there, most likely waiting for the damage report. Last night had been the first time their mini-fortress had been put to the test. Dean wanted to kick himself for not reinforcing the front entrance. Honestly, I never thought it would get this bad.
Justin, hyper as usual, braved the predawn darkness and was the first to give the group the lowdown. “Ye-ah, they’re like everywhere, crashed-out in the parking lot. And Dean, your maze-thing worked. There’s like tons of Zs snagged on it. But, uh, guys—the gate and the front fence are totally demolished.” Justin’s voice faded into a monotone of despair.
After a quick cereal breakfast, Dean chugged his coffee. “Best we clean that mess before those things start waking up.” He handed Scarlett the rifle with the scope, which he usually kept locked in his room. “Scarlett, on account you’re most likely the best shot, I hereby appoint you sharpshooter—you are officially deputized,” Dean announced in his best Marshall Dillon impression, hoping to catch her smile. Only a faint wisp of a smile crossed her lips, disappointing him immensely. The beautiful, headstrong woman always brightened his day (although he had never thought to tell her that), and it disheartened him to see her so blue. In fact, everyone was downright wretched, even Justin and Ella. It was Dean’s fault; he had let everyone down.
“Post yourself on one of the second-floor balconies. Give us a shout-out if you see a mob headin’ our way. And keep an eye on those sleepers in the parking lot—might have some early-risers if you know what I mean.” Dean patted Scarlett’s shoulder reassuringly.
“Paxton, what do you figure is the most efficient way to clear the parking lot—before they all wake up hungry?” Dean asked, rubbing his chin. It’s goin’ to be a long day.
“We’ll take care of it.” Paxton motioned to Nate.
Dean walked with them to the front door. Paxton and Nate tiptoed between the twisted, slumbering creatures cluttering the parking lot like remnants from a ghoulish, paper-mache, masquerade party left out in the rain to rot. The two men left the hotel on foot.
“Now for cryin' out loud, where do you suppose those two are off to?” Dean pondered.
Justin shrugged his usual “I don’t know” response.
“Follow me,” Dean said. “The basement’s chock-full of scrap metal and whatnot. Best we get a move on it—need to reinforce the fencing before the rest of Vacaville shows up for breakfast,” Dean said, trying to say something funny in an attempt to lighten up Justin’s glum mood.
“Whatever you say,” Justin mumbled.
Dean and Justin made their way to the lobby with as much scrap metal as they could carry.
“Do you hear that?” Justin asked.
Dean opened the front entrance. “What in tarnation?” Dean gawped. In the dawn’s red glow, Paxton scraped the pavement with a big yellow bulldozer. Nate rode shotgun, hanging on with one hand and leaning into the crowd of early-risers with a machete. They’ll wake up every blasted one! Dean’s panic abruptly turned to revulsion at the severed body parts flying all over the dadgum place. Nate and Paxton didn’t seem phased by the ghastly task as the bulldozer shoved the massive mess of gory gunk out of the parking lot and across the street.
“El sicko.” Justin gagged, the stench lingering in the air.
In all actuality, it was the most efficient method to clear the area. Why didn’t I think of that? Of course, the dead-heads were starting to meander about but were no match for the bulldozer in their half-slumber state. Meanwhile, Scarlett began firing away, picking off the stragglers one by one. Damn, that woman’s one hell of a shot.
After the Stockton Boys hosed off the lot, Dean and Justin hauled out the building supplies, while Dean mentally drew up the plans in his mind. But he could only do so much with their limited materials. The plan was to build a stronger fence and gate, reinforced with the steel pipes they retrieved from the basement. But, if a horde as big as the one that had trapped Luther stormed it—it wouldn’t hold. All he could do was pray his five-and-dime security system would keep them out until they found a new home. Scarlett was right; it was time to get out of Dodge. He sensed the group’s restlessness and their need to find their way back to society. Whatever and where ever it was.
“Say, Justin, will you hand me the pipe wrench in the lobby?” Dean shouted from across the lot. No use in being quiet. Time was of the essence.
Paxton, Nate, and Scarlett kept the area clear while Justin assisted him. Meanwhile, Dean muddled through his quandary. A few days ago, he had started hearing chatter on the short-wave radio again. Usually, it sounded like a bunch of gobbledygook. However, yesterday he had distinctively heard Travis Air Force base mentioned several times. He was thrilled with the possibility Travis AFB was up and running. Was the military finally gaining control of the situation? It was high time he found out.
It brought him back to the same problem; he needed someone to watch his back. The Stockton Boys were completely out of the question. The last time he had gone on a supply run with those two, they had damn near killed him off. Oh, they had played nice like they hadn’t heard his call for help when a mob of dead-heads had him cornered in the Walmart. But he’d seen Paxton’s reflection in a window. Yep, he’d seen Nate’s shadow jumping all over the place. Fortunately, Dean had managed to escape by way of the Garden Center. And it was the last time he had gone out with those two sons of bitches.
And there was Scarlett, constantly pestering him about tagging along his journey to check out the military bases. Dean figured she could most likely handle herself in a tough situation, but he’d never be able to forgive himself if God forbid, she became one of them on his watch. He had considered taking Justin. Leaving the Stockton Boys unsupervised with the three women was a bad idea.
And then his prayers had been answered. Luther had shown up. Luther looks mighty tough. Reckon’ he can hold his own in a street fight.
   
“You done pissing around, old man? It’s two fuckin’ o’clock!” Paxton yelled. “Justin, get your woman to bring us lunch.”
The Stockton Boy’s cooperation had lasted longer than expected. Dean gave Justin a knowing glance. “Let’s call it a day, shall we?” Dean announced while double-checking their handiwork.
“I’m sure Ella has lunch waiting for us inside. She always does. You’d know that if you two weren’t always gallivanting around God knows where, doin’ God knows what,” Dean said as politely as he could.
“Tell yo big-eyed girly-friend to bring it to us,” Nate joined in, always ready to rant.
“Like, you know, Ella and LuLu never-ever leave the hotel,” Justin retorted.
“Shit man, that’s gonna change,” Nate mumbled.
Paxton gave Nate a scalding “shut-the-hell-up” glare. Despite the sudden flare-up between Nate and Paxton, the clean-up had gone faster and smoother than Dean anticipated.
   
Scarlett rushed down the stairs and into the dining room, glad the parking lot was finally cleared. She was absolutely famished. Please don’t tell me we’re having Spam again. The dining room table was arranged buffet style with stacks of cute finger sandwiches, bowls of black olives, green olives, baby corns, and artichoke hearts.
“Ella, this is a fabulous spread. You’re such a doll,” Scarlett complimented, pleased there was something to eat other than Spam.
“I for one, don’t eat no rabbit food shit,” Nate prattled off. Nate and Paxton grabbed most of the Spam sandwiches and took off.
“Ella, did Luther come down for lunch?” Scarlett asked.
Ella shook her head no.
Jeez Louise, I hope she’s not resorting back to not talking. “Did you check on him?”
Ella’s wide-eyed expression told Scarlett all she needed to know. Scarlett rushed up the stairs. Dean followed. In their frantic rush to secure the hotel, they’d forgotten about their guest. The poor man tossed about in the bed shivering and babbling, his body drenched in sweat.
“I should’ve checked on him. It’s my fault if he dies—” she lamented. “It never occurred to me he might be allergic to antibiotics.”
“Don’t you worry none. The sweating is a good sign,” Dean promised. “For now, all we can do is wait it out and hope his body fights off the infection and the allergic reaction.” Dean nodded in reassurance as he left the room.
Scarlett went back downstairs and loaded a plate of food. Then she ate in Luther’s room and waited for him to wake up. She was too keyed up to sleep. And she stressed over the future confrontation with Dean. He’s going to be furious. Why was it that during a crisis, Dean was calm as a cucumber, but when things were business as usual, and someone did something he didn’t approve of—he exploded?
Nevertheless, the time had come. She could not postpone it much longer. Would Dean understand? Did she? She knew it was idiocracy, this farfetched idea of hers that Cyndi and her family had somehow survived and were alive and well—living in their lovely home in Pinole. Still, this urgent desire of hers intensified every day. Sometimes she wondered if her desire to find her sister was really just a catalyst to get her to leave the hotel. The foreboding feeling plagued her like an ominous warning whispering in her dreams: Leave.
Scarlett sat at the edge of the room overlooking the balcony but not seeing, lost in thought as she relaxed to the sound of Luther’s deep breathing. Angry voices from the hallway brought her back. Great. The Stockton Boys were at it again. They’d been getting on each other’s nerves lately. She had to admit the two had worked hard clearing the creeper-infested parking lot with the bulldozer. It had been an excellent idea, despite the disgusting mess.
Their voices amplified. Paxton and Nate stomped down the corridor outside Luther’s room. That’s just flippin’ great. Scarlett prayed they didn’t decide to check on Luther while she was there. The last confrontation with Paxton had given her the heebie-jeebies. A door slammed, muffling the argument. She was relieved to be alone with Luther and her thoughts again.
   
“Wha da fuck, Paxton? You said Ella was mine, man. All mine! And you promised me sloppy seconds with the teach,” Nate howled, having another one of his psychotic fits.
It was the kind of fit Nate threw when he needed another fix. But Paxton’s supply of coke and crank was running low. He was saving his meager stash for dire emergencies—the days when it was impossible to control the tweaker. “Lower your voice,” Paxton warned. “I told you, I’ve got it worked out,” Paxton assured.
“You know what I think—think you’re full of shit, man. You be acting all tough back in that holding tank in Stockton. Now I’m thinkin’ you’re just a pussy-wussy,” Nate hissed.
“Like I said,” You dumbass, “it’s all under control. There’s no need to push it. We’ve been doing good, right.” Paxton turned the question into a statement.
“I be tired of that same ol, same ol LuLu-bitch. I want something fresh. I want Ella’s cherry—’fo Justin pops its. Man, I want her something bad!” Nate practically drooled.
“Ooh Baby,” Paxton moaned, grabbing his own junk, “you’re gonna be in bootwah-heaven. The timing’s got to be right if we’re going to pull this shit off.” Paxton reined Nate in slowly, for Paxton and all his small-time grifting years knew how to manipulate people when he wanted to.
“So how you pullin’ off this plan with the new bro in town?” Nate went on.
Paxton clenched his jaw even tighter and resisted his urge to punch Nate in the nose. All he wanted to do was shut Nate the fuck-up, but he couldn’t risk pissing him off. He needed Nate. He needed Nate more than he didn’t need him if that made any sense at all in this fucked-up world.
“Did you ever stop to think Luther might want to play ball with us?” Paxton said, trying to kick the ball back in his own court, the way he liked it.
“Not sharin’ my bitch three ways, and that’s my final answer.” Nate snorted a psychotic laugh as if he’d just said something clever.
“I’ve got it all worked out. And I don’t need you to go and screw things up,” Paxton said firmly, eyeing Nate pacing around in a semi-circle. It was one of Nate’s annoying habits, something he did when he was unsure. Paxton waited for Nate to calm down a notch, knowing he was close to convincing the tweaker.
“I don’t get it, man. We could have offed the old fart months ago,” Nate continued whining.
“Patience is a virtue, my friend. We needed Dean in the early days. He runs this hotel and everyone in it. Except us. All we’ve got to do is scrounge the city for fuel, take out the trash, and act like we’re playing by the rules. Which gives us plenty of time for our extracurricular activities.” Paxton raised one eyebrow suggestively. “If you know what I mean?”
“You let that old fart boss you around like you’re his little fuckboy,” Nate spouted, sending a mist of saliva into the air.
“Think about it, Nate. While we play Dean’s game we’re earning their trust. And when they least expect it—Bam! We take abso-fucking-lutely over.”
“But, why not now? Right now!” Nate whined.
“Timing, it’s all about the right timing. We still need to know what’s happening out there, see if the government is in fact—AWOL. ’Cause if it is, then my friend, we’re about to rule this new world. A world made for people like you and me. People who aren’t afraid to grab the world by the cojones and squeeze them so tightly they’ll do anything we want.”
“But Luther done screwed-up our plans. I say we go finish him off now, b’fo he wakes up,” Nate said eagerly, his eyes darting about wildly, the way they did when he went on a rampage.
Nate’s one sick fucker. “Think about it. Luther’s arrival here is perfect. He can tell us what’s going on out there. And depending on what he says . . .” Paxton deliberately left the sentenced unfinished and opened the dresser drawer. He pulled out a bottle of Johnny Walker Black; he always kept a bottle in his room for emergencies. He poured them each a glass, breaking Dean’s rule of drinking on the third floor.
“Depending on what Luther says—” They clinked glasses. The art of distraction . . . sleight of hand. It always worked on the simple-minded tweaker. All Paxton needed to do was distract Nate a little longer. Paxton continued, “By next week, things will be just as I promised.” Paxton downed his glass and then poured another round. The frown lines in Nate’s brow eased.
Paxton placated Nate by going on and on about their exciting plans all the while thinking what a dumbass Nate was. And he wondered out of all the people in this fucked-up world, why the hell had he gotten stuck with Nate as his sidekick. The tweaker would just have to do until he found someone better.
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SCARLETT SAT at the small table in her room, studying the map she’d found in one the houses they had raided the other day. The map had been a lucky score. Nobody seemed to have paper maps these days; they were forgotten relics buried at the bottom of cluttered desk drawers. She carefully unfolded the map to get a better view of her route. Interstate 80 was the most direct route to Pinole, but she should prepare for detours. She neatly folded the map into the square section revealing the route, and then carefully slipped it into a plastic baggy, ready for quick decision-making.
The scavenging hunt she had gone on with Justin had been successful, and she was both grateful and relieved to find the clothing she needed after being stuck wearing the same clothes since her arrival at the hotel. Her overly stuffed luggage bag leaned against the bed, packed with winter clothing: two pairs of jeans, two sets of sweatpants, several sweaters, a raincoat, rain hat, rain boots, socks, underwear, and a pair of Nikes.
Last night’s nightmare clung to her like a bad case of morning breath. Unfortunately, Scarlett couldn’t recall the dream. It remained elusive and ominous. However, she hadn’t forgotten the dream’s urgent warning: Leave! She dreaded breaking the news to Dean. What if he doesn’t let me leave?
Frustrated, Scarlett tossed the map on the bed. It was time to check on Luther again. She had checked on him after lunch, and thankfully the fever had finally broken. But he’d still been in a deep slumber.
What? Scarlett panicked. Luther was gone. Voices in the lobby? She rushed downstairs. To her surprise, Dean, LuLu, and Luther were chatting in the lobby when she joined them.
“You must be Scarlett. Don’t really remember much.” Luther held out his hand, giving her a gentle handshake. “I can’t thank you enough. Looks like you healed me,” he said and rolled up the bloodied, torn pant leg for everyone to see. The infection was gone, and the wound had scabbed over, healing nicely.
“Thank God.” Scarlett sighed in relief.
“Luther joined us a few minutes ago. You’re here just in time,” Dean said to Scarlett.
Ella eyed them from the doorway of the dining room, hesitant to join them. Scarlett patted the spot next to her on the sofa, and Ella shyly curled-up next to her like a skittish kitten.
LuLu spoke next. “What in Hell’s Angels is going on around here? Is this the Rapture or what?”
The smile on the big, black man waned.
Scarlett felt sorry for the guy being put on the spot. “So, where are you from?” Scarlett asked, hoping to take off the pressure.
Luther hesitated for a second as if it were a complicated question. “Originally Texas, then Ohio, then the Bay Area. I was living in Oakland when the Super Summer flu hit.” Sadness crept into his voice.
“What’s it like out there? You come across other people?” Dean asked.
“I ran into a few bands of—survivors. Most people are—” Luther paused again, “shell-shocked.” He seemed to choose his words carefully.
“Aren’t we all?” Dean said. “What about the military? Any sign of them?”
Luther hung his head low. “Nope.”
“Not even FEMA?” Dean almost sounded despondent.
“So, are you traveling with family or friends?” LuLu inquired.
A solitary tear slipped down Luther’s cheek. Scarlett was surprised to see a man of his ruggedness reveal such vulnerability. The dark circles under his eyes darkened even more, like black patches of soot mirroring his pain.
“Levi’s Stadium . . .” the words came out like scratchy sandpaper.
“Yep, the new Forty-Niners’ stadium. Never did make it there. Heard it’s a real humdinger of a stadium,” Dean said.
“Is that where we’re going?” LuLu asked.
Even Ella sat up straight, alert, excited for the news.
Luther sat in silence looking down at the carpet. They waited for him. Finally, he spoke. “The news stations told everyone infected with the flu to get to Levi’s Stadium. They had the vaccine.” Luther seemed lost in the pain of remembering. He looked up at their anxious faces. “You see, my baby sister LaTasha caught the flu. I told Mama to take her to Levi’s Stadium. Told her not to worry, and I’d catch up with them there.” He stopped again. “I was almost there. I swear to God I’da been there in time, but the traffic was a bitch. I was so close . . .”
Scarlett was uncomfortably aware of the deafening silence in the room as if no one knew what to say next. Her heart poured out to him while he struggled with his grief.
“I was on my way there—to the stadium. Next thing I remember, these jets roared by. Seconds later, an explosion rocked the place. A massive fireball mushroomed in the sky.” His voice took on a monotone. “I remember thinking that was one hell of a fire. And I’d better get there before the fire trucks blocked the roads. The only thing was, you see . . .” He stopped again.
“It’s okay, Luther,” Scarlett interrupted, feeling a flash of his intense grief. “You don’t need to talk about it.” She wanted to cry for this man, a man she didn’t even know.
“Don’t you see? I sent them there. I signed their death warrants. Good Lord have mercy. Can you believe our military firebombed the goddamn stadium!”
Every single person in the room gasped at the same time.
“The roads were at a standstill. I don’t even remember getting out of my car. I just remember running to the stadium. The entrance was a mosh pit, hundreds of people. Everyone, running for their lives. Some people were even on fire.” Luther shook his head. “Yup, our almighty government sent the sick ones there and then blew-up the place. Heard rumors,” he paused. “Heard they firebombed all the stadiums. That’s one way for containment,” his voiced cracked.
“Holy Mother of God!” Dean whispered.
Ella sobbed softly. Even LuLu’s face was damp with tears. Scarlett stared in utter disbelief. She thought back to the arena in Natomas. It had apparently been bombed, but after hearing Luther’s painful recollection, it made it all too real.
“Did you happen to drive by Pinole?” Scarlett asked, wanting to change the subject, but afraid of what his response might be.
“That’s off I-80. I ended up taking 680, so I can’t help you with that,” Luther said apologetically. “However, I do know some of the bridges were blown, the Benicia-Martinez Bridge for one. Had to wait a few weeks to hitch a ride on a boat. Yup, that cost an arm and a leg. And, the Bay Bridge was blown, I know that for sure. The National Guard and WHO—the World Health Organization, were trying to quarantine the entire Bay Area. All I have to say about that is the military underestimated man’s desire to—live.”
“What do you mean by that?” Dean looked worried.
“Despite the military’s feeble attempts to barricade the place off, people found a way out, all right. Unfortunately, both the human and non-human types. Nope, you do not want to go west. That’s one thing I know for sure!” Luther stated rather emphatically.
Justin and the Stockton Boys strolled in. “Look-e what we got!” Nate bragged. “We got ourselves a big Christmas ham.”
“Ella, can you make us a big Christmas dinner with those Mexican Wedding cookies you make?” Paxton coaxed.
Paxton and Nate were behaving peculiar, almost with an icky-fake niceness, making Scarlett want to gag. What’s up with those two? Then Paxton saw Luther on the sofa and must have realized he had missed out on something crucial, for his expression quickly transformed from his fake gag-me-with-a-spoon smile to his usual hard-ass glare.
“Dude, you’re like so awesome!” Justin exclaimed, apparently noticing Luther for the first time.
“Luther, this is Justin, our official Zombie Expert,” Dean said, attempting to lighten the mood.
“Hey, why he gets to be the expert? I’m mo’ betta at smashing-in their stinkin’ skulls,” Nate said, as always missing the point.
“So bro, what’s it like out there? Got any good news for us?” Paxton prodded.
“They say Texas,” Luther said, keeping it short and sweet.
“What?” Paxton seemed surprised.
“Word’s out, Texas seceded from the Union right after the stadium attacks. I got a call from my uncle in Houston. According to him, they sealed off the Texan border.”
“Any excuse I suppose. Texas has been threatening to secede for as long as I can remember,” Dean said while rubbing his chin.
“So, you going to Texas?” Paxton asked rather slowly.
“Who, me? Nope, not that desperate. It took me seventeen years to get out of there. Ol’ Luther here ain’t never going back.” Luther sounded appalled.
“Why not?” LuLu asked astonished. “If that’s where the people are—and the zombies aren’t.”
“No way in hell.” Luther stopped, looking a bit sheepish. “Excuse my French, but in case you didn’t notice, I’m a black man. Very black. No, they’ll probably revert back to their old ways if you know what I’m talking about.”
“Dude, what are you talking about? You know it’s illegal to display the Confederate flag now?” Justin reminded.
“That’s nothing but pure BS—white people trying to be politically correct and all that. At least when someone proudly brandishes the Confederate flag, you know what side of the fence they’re on,” Luther stated bluntly.
Scarlett thought she understood what Luther was trying to say as they skirted around the racial issue.
“So, what’s your plan?” Paxton probed.
“Reno. Got a buddy with a cabin on the outskirts of Reno. He said I could shack-up with him till things mellowed out.”
“How many people are with him?” Dean asked.
“Not sure. Haven’t been able to reach him for two weeks. His phone must have died. Which reminds me.” Luther glanced at Justin. “What kind of crazy-ass message was that anyway?” Luther asked.
Justin shrugged. “Just trying to get somebody’s attention.”
“It sure enough did the trick. But hey, you all are welcome to join me. See, I got this theory. I’m thinking these things, these zombies, as you call them—I’m thinking they don’t like the cold so much. I sure as hell don’t,” Luther said.
“No thank you. We’ve got things under control here,” Paxton said as if he spoke for the whole group.
“We’ll have to think it over,” Dean said politely. “Actually, I do have a proposition for you before you go your merry way,” he said, all eyes suddenly on Dean.
“You name it,” Luther said. “You all saved my ass. I owe you for that.” He smiled, revealing a perfect set of bright-white teeth.
“Well, bro, you ain’t’ heard what the old fart wants.” Nate’s tone was caustic, and he started prancing around as if his jeans were lined with fire ants.
Jeez Louise. Nate must be on something, Scarlett thought.
Luther ignored Nate. “I’m a man of honor,” Luther said. “From what I’ve seen, there isn’t much left of society from the Bay Area to here. All I’ve got left is honor, brains, fast legs, and an overwhelming desire to live. And did I mention a weakness for food?” He pointed to his rather large body mass.
Dean explained, “Here’s the deal. Been hearing some chatter on the short-wave. Usually, it’s just a bunch of mumbo jumbo—never was able to make heads or tails out of it. This time, I distinctively heard Travis Air Force Base mentioned several times.”
A wave of excitement seem to ripple through the room.
“And you didn’t bother to inform us?” Paxton interrupted.
“Yeah,” Nate interjected, “You holdin’ out on us, old fart?”
“Not exactly. Figured the rest of you could stay here and run the place while Luther and I scope it out. Shouldn’t take more than a day or two. Hell, if it’s a smooth trip, we might make it back the same day. But doubt it, with the way the roads are blocked,” Dean said.
“No problem. It’s the least I can do after everything y’all did for me. I need to go back anyhow—left precious cargo in my car somewhere between Vacaville and Fairfield,” Luther said.
“My man, my good friend, what kind of precious cargo you be talkin’ ’bout?” Nate sniffed, running a finger against one nostril.
Dean glared at Nate.
“Bro, Luther here doesn’t have anything to do with narcotics. Never have and never will,” Luther declared, firm and correct. “Nope, got me a Hawaiian shirt collection,” Luther said rather proudly.
“Say what?” Justin asked. Luther had apparently sparked Justin’s curiosity.
“Don’t you worry none. I’m sure we’ll come across your things on our way to Travis,” Dean said, attempting to smooth out the possible misunderstanding.
“When do you want to leave?” Luther asked.
“As soon as your leg will let you.” Dean sounded excited.
“Sounds like a plan. Give me a few days . . . see how my leg heals. A man’s gotta be able to run and run like hell in this new world,” Luther said. His stomach let out a long, low, rumbling growl. “I do hate to be rude, but I’m starving. Who do I need to coax to get a meal around here?”
Everyone turned to Ella. Her cheekbones flushed slightly, and she scurried off to the kitchen.
“That’s enough for me.” Luther pointed to the canned ham sitting on the lobby’s coffee table. “What are you all having for dinner?” Luther’s white teeth gleamed.
LuLu picked up the large ham and asked, “When’s Christmas, anyway?”
“Uh, last week,” Scarlett murmured. An icy-cold silence followed. It was another ugly reminder of how drastically their realities had changed. Christmas had come and gone, and no one had even thought of it until then. Really, who flippin’ forgets Christmas . . .
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“DEAN, I need to talk to you. Mind if I tag along?” But Scarlett wasn’t really asking. She refused to let Dean avoid her this time. The past few times she had attempted a private conversation with him, he had always been too busy, putting her off.
“Reckon, I don’t have much choice, now do I?” he responded with a wisp of a smile.
Great, he’s in another one of his moods. When Dean was in a bad mood everybody had better watch out. And everyone usually did except for maybe the Stockton Boys. They ate breakfast in silence. Meanwhile, she mustered the courage to say what she needed to say. But not there. She didn’t want Ella, Justin, or Luther to overhear in case things got ugly.
After Dean downed his coffee, Ella handed Dean his blue Igloo cooler. “I put an extra sandwich and thermos in there for you, Scarlett.” Ella scampered back to the kitchen, probably sensing Dean’s aggravation.
They walked to the lobby. Scarlett was ready, bat in one hand and the 9mm tucked inside her partially zipped jacket. Dean was armed with his blunt weapon of choice, a crowbar, 9mm, and the cooler.
“I walk these days on account of our dwindling fuel supply,” Dean grumbled.
“Works for me,” she said, dreading the cold morning but thankful for the opportunity to practice her sneaking skills with a skilled partner.
It was an easy hike. Not many creepers. Maybe Luther was right. Maybe they didn’t like the cold weather. Once inside the semi’s twenty-degree warmer cab, they silently sipped the coffees Ella had packed. They didn’t talk for a while as if afraid to break the morning’s peaceful silence.
“The dead-head activity has mellowed out lately,” Dean stated.
“There doesn’t seem to be as many,” she agreed.
“Hmm,” he said, rubbing his chin.
“Maybe the Stockton Boys’ Pest Control strategy is actually working,” Scarlett joked.
“Reckon that’s another reason why we’re so low on fuel these days. According to Paxton, it’s getting harder and harder to find petrol,” Dean said. “I’m saving what I can for the trip to Travis.”
“So, when are you and Luther leaving?” Scarlett finally blurted, tired of tiptoeing around the issue.
“Tomorrow, at first light. Luther said his leg’s fine. He’s good to go.”
“I’ve been planning on taking a trip to Pinole for some time now,” Scarlett admitted like some dark secret she’d been holding on to.
“I know,” he said.
“Why didn’t you say something?” She was surprised.
“Figured you’d tell me when you were good and ready to.”
Scarlett continued, “I have a car ready to go, the blue Toyota in the parking lot. Justin helped me jump-start it on one of our supply runs. I’ve been starting it every few days to keep the battery charged. And, I have several cans of gas, which Justin and I found.” She was ready for him to start ranting.
“I’m aware of that as well,” Dean stated.
Dean seemed perfectly calm. Jeez, does he know everything? And here I thought I was so sly. “I thought you’d try to stop me,” she said, embarrassed.
“Scarlett, perhaps you’ve misunderstood my motives. Hell, perhaps I’ve misunderstood my own motives. I’ve been so dead set on keeping everyone safe, it was beyond my belief anyone would want to leave the hotel, especially alone.”
“I can’t explain it. I know it’s horribly dangerous, but I absolutely have to find out about Cyndi,” Scarlett rambled.
“You still want to chance it, despite Luther’s warning about headin’ west?”
“Pinole’s on the outskirts of the Bay Area. Besides, I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t at least try.” She finally released the long, deep sigh she’d been holding back.
“Reckon I’d do the same. Probably should wait ’til Luther and I get back. What if there’s a refugee camp at Travis? Heck, your sister might even be there.”
“Do you really think you’ll find help there? You’d think if the military was that close, we’d have seen signs of them by now, like flyovers, helicopters, something—” she argued.
“That’s bothering me too. Still, to clear my conscience, I’ve got to check it out. Might only be civilians there. It would explain the lack of military presence,” he reasoned. “Do an old man a favor, will you? Wait for us to get back.”
For the first time, Dean turned to look at her. He looked tired and worn out. “I’ll put a deal on the table. Wait for me to get back. And hell, I’ll go with you. We’ll be needin’ a new hotel anyhow since fuel supplies are running out. We can scout it out together,” Dean said. His crinkly-lined eyes pleaded louder than his optimistic tone. Dean finally smiled. It was the same sincere smile he had given her the first day they had met.
“Dean, we could’ve done that weeks ago . . .” her voice trailed off. Jeez, he could have told me.
“To tell you the truth, after talking to Luther, reality has sunk in, so to speak. If things don’t work out at the airbase . . .” he paused. “Promise me this, if we don’t make it back, I want you to organize the group and go to Texas.” He said it so softly she could hardly believe her ears.
“What? Of course, you’ll make it back,” Scarlett rebuffed. As gruff as Dean liked to come across, he really was a sweet man with a big heart.
“Dammit, Scarlett, I want you to promise me. If I don’t make it back for whatever reason—take Justin and Ella to Texas. There, now I’ve said my peace.” He rubbed his chest.
“And what about LuLu?” Scarlett was afraid of Dean’s answer.
“LuLu does what LuLu wants—if you know what I mean,” Dean blustered, waving his hand in the air like he really didn’t care.
“Are you all right?” her voice wavered. He didn’t answer, an annoying habit of his when he didn’t like the question. Scarlett felt guilty for behaving so selfishly. “You’re right. I’ll wait. It’s the smartest thing to do.” Still, she was disappointed her trip to Pinole had once again been postponed.
“And Scarlett, watch out for the Stockton Boys. They’ve been behaving mighty peculiar lately. Think something’s up,” he warned.
“I’ve noticed it, too.”
“Since Luther arrived, those two are gone more often than not. They check-in for dinner then leave the hotel. I don’t know if you noticed, but their trucks weren’t in the parking lot when we left,” Dean worried.
She hadn’t noticed. “Maybe it’s a good thing. They could be tired of us.” Her instant relief was followed by a surge of fear.
“If we’re not back in a week,” Dean paused, “take Justin and Ella with you to Pinole. And if you don’t find signs of civilization—go to Texas. Whatever you do, for God’s sake, do not leave Ella alone with the Stockton Boys. Not even for one minute!”
“Dean, have you forgotten? Ella won’t even go in the parking lot. How do you expect me to get her to leave the hotel?” Scarlett reminded.
“I’m thinking Ella will go wherever Justin goes. I’ll talk it over with Justin this afternoon.”
“Honestly, I don’t think Justin can get her to leave the hotel,” Scarlett said.
“Might have to drug her. Got any sedatives in that first-aid kit of yours?” Dean asked.
“Are you serious?”
“Do what you gotta do.” As if he wasn’t sure Scarlett took him seriously, he reached across and held her cheeks gently in his hands. “Scarlett. Promise me. If something happens, you’ve got to get them to Texas.”
“I’m sure you’ll be back in a couple of days,” she assured, trying to calm him down.
“One more thing, I don’t mean to be such a curmudgeon, it’s just that—” he faltered for a second. “Thing is, sometimes you remind me of my dear Mary, so damn headstrong so—so invincible. Well, she thought she was.” Dean sighed. “I had to watch her slow, agonizing death as she gradually succumbed to the cancer. No man should ever have to witness such a thing! I want you to be careful. You’re not invincible.”
Dean’s words stung like ice cubes stuck to her tongue, refusing to let go. Scarlett affectionately stroked his shoulder.
“So glad Mary isn’t here to see this ghastly world . . .” his words trailed off.
At that very moment, Scarlett had a peculiar notion Dean wasn’t sitting next to her; he was sitting next to Mary. She let him have his moment while she gazed out the window at the approaching mini-horde, wondering how in hell she was going to get Justin and Ella to Texas if she was not—invincible. Dean, you better not die on me. I can’t do this without you. She prayed it wasn’t an unreasonable request.
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BY 4:30 A.M., the lobby was full of chatter and nervous laughs and silly jokes. It was like a bon voyage party. Everyone was jovial; even the Stockton Boys were there to see Dean and Luther off. Justin had Luther cornered, zealously demonstrating his five favorite freakin’ zombie moves (otherwise known as Justin’s Fab-Five). Poor guy. Luther pretended to be fascinated from what Scarlett could see. Scarlett wistfully watched the entire scene unfold from the stairwell’s landing, wondering if it was the last time she would ever see Dean. She had only known him for a short time, a matter of months, but it seemed like a lifetime. She had grown fond of him; he was like a dear uncle. Scarlett sheepishly walked up to Dean with her hands behind her back.
“Looks like someone’s up to no good,” Dean said with a wary expression.
“It’s a going away gift.” Scarlett handed him a large, pink gift bag.
“And just my color,” Dean teased.
“I couldn’t find any Wild West gift bags,” she teased back.
Dean slowly stuck his hand inside the gift bag. “Dern near bit my hand off.” He yanked his hand out of the bag.
“You’re close,” Scarlett said.
“For crying out loud what is it?” LuLu rasped.
“Dude, like open it already,” Justin quipped.
Finally, Dean pulled out a wad of hot-pink tissue paper and then removed the layers of tissue. “Well, Twinkle Me Mary, my dear ole granddaddy had one like this,” Dean exclaimed, holding the black, leather, western hat gingerly in his hands. “It’s even got a snakeskin band.” He seemed pleased.
“Put it on. You can take a selfie,” Justin said, pulling out his phone.
“What in tarnation is a selfie?” Dean’s eyes crinkled playfully. He obligingly tried on the western hat, adjusting the brim just so to give it that cowboy mystique. Then Dean sauntered through the lobby, hands on hips, in what looked like an attempt to mimic John Wayne. “Well, I’ll tell ya . . .” Instead, his impersonation ended up sounding more like Johnny Cash. Everyone burst out laughing.
“Scarlett, thank you for thinking of me. But, I told you not to go on any more of those shopping sprees,” he scolded in jest.
“Luther, this is for you.” Scarlett didn’t want Luther to feel left out, so last night she had sorted through the special items she had acquired on her recent scavenger hunts with Justin. She decided the Swiss Colony Old-Fashioned Fudge tin was perfect for him; it didn’t expire until March. The rather large man had an affinity for edible items.
Luther held the Hello Kitty gift bag as far away as possible as if it were a pair of stinky socks.
“Sorry, uh, masculine gift bags are a rarity these days,” Scarlett apologized.
“I loved Hello Kitty—when I was about six,” Luther said, enjoying the attention. “Umm um, Swiss Colony Fudge.” He held up the red and white tin for everyone to see. “I see you know Luther already.” Luther gave her a hug.
“Now that we’ve managed to rouse-up every dead-head in the city—best we be on our way,” Dean said. He gave Scarlett a long hug and whispered in her ear, “Promise me . . .”
All she could get out was an “Uh huh.” She turned quickly, hoping no one saw the tears brewing. Scarlett stood back and watched everyone say their goodbyes, but she couldn’t talk. Her throat ached from holding back the sobs.
“See you soon,” Scarlett uttered as they closed the door behind them. The words fell flat onto the stone flooring. If she trusted her strange vision-like dreams, she would have pleaded with Dean to stay. But she didn’t. She didn’t trust this new sensation, this new sense that had developed since the Super Summer flu . . . and she didn’t beg him to stay.
Justin had given Dean a cell phone that still had a signal; although for how long, no one knew. Justin had been completely wonderstruck when Dean had told him he didn’t know how to charge a cell phone. But then again, she thought, Dean was probably pulling Justin’s leg, just to get a rise out of the young whippersnapper, thinking it sounded like something Dean would say.
Justin and Ella were extremely gloomy after Dean and Luther’s departure, so Scarlett followed through on her promise to keep an eye on Ella and decided to make it a play-day.
“Anyone up for a game of Gin Rummy?” Scarlett asked, trying to lighten the mood.
“Uh, like nobody plays with actual cards anymore,” Justin retorted as if Scarlett were a hundred years old.
“They do these days,” Scarlett quipped back and shuffled the deck of Bicycle playing cards.
They sat around the coffee table in the lobby, and Scarlett dealt the cards. Paxton and Nate left out the front entrance without saying a word. She was greatly relieved when she heard their trucks take off. Scarlett cheerfully taught them to play Gin Rummy (one of her favorite games as a child). They seemed to appreciate the distraction. It felt rather like a group therapy session. All the while, her mind kept wandering to Dean and Luther. Her heart pained like an anxiety attack threatening to implode, and her gut wrenched. So, she made a silly promise and said a prayer to herself after every hand of Gin Rummy, praying Dean and Luther were all right.
Scarlett and Justin helped Ella prepare a quick dinner of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese with canned milk and buttered flavor Crisco: Justin and Ella’s favorite quick meal. Scarlett was relieved the Stockton Boys didn’t show up for dinner. Things were going much smoother than she had anticipated. After dinner, they decided it was time to call Dean and Luther. The phone rang and rang. At midnight, they agreed it was time to get some sleep.
Scarlett snuck into Dean’s room, searching for the bottle of Crown Royal. I know it’s here somewhere. Dean had confided it often took him two to three drinks to get to sleep some nights. She desperately needed a drink. “There it is!” She grabbed the bottle and crept back to her room.
   
Images blurred by. A cloudy, hazy dream of suffocating . . . Scarlett woke up unable to breathe. A commotion in the hallway brought Scarlett out of bed instantly. The door to her room burst open. Justin stood in the doorway yelling. What’s he saying? He ranted and waved his arms about wildly. Just another crazy dream? It took a moment for his words to register.
“Fire, like we’ve got to get out—Now! The hotel’s on fire!” Justin raved on and on.
She automatically slipped on her jeans and her shoes, thinking this was part of her dream. “What?” Scarlett, groggy from the alcohol, was puzzled by the strange sensation burning her eyes—until she choked from the smoke. “Fire?” she gasped.
“We have to jump!” Justin yelled. He stood in her doorway, Ella clinging to him.
“LuLu?” Scarlett choked, taking in a whiff of smoke into her lungs.
“Not in her room,” Justin answered.
“The stairs,” Scarlett said, trying to think logically.
“Too late. Both stairwells are on fire—” Justin spluttered.
“Come in,” Scarlett said firmly. She slammed the door, hoping to buy them a few precious minutes. “Keep low to the ground.” But, he wasn’t listening.
“We’ve got to jump!” Justin shrieked.
“Okay, okay,” Scarlett rattled, trying to calm him down. “Ella, are you all right?” All she got was a meek nod from her.
“We’ll climb down my balcony,” Scarlett said, thinking out loud. It was the only thing she could think of.
“Are you cuh-ray-zee?” Ella stared wide-eyed.
There was no time to argue. Scarlett ripped off a sheet from the bedding. She tied one end of the sheet to the balcony’s rod-iron railing and then dangled the other end over the balcony. It was about a five-foot drop but their only option. Much to her relief LuLu scurried around in the parking lot below, yelling something at them.
“Justin, you first. Then you can help Ella,” Scarlett ordered.
Justin slid down the sheet. He jumped to the parking lot below. “Easy-peasy!” he hollered up to Ella and Scarlett.
“Ella, you're next,” Scarlett rasped. The smoke seeped in from under the door.
“No!”
“You can do this. Hold onto the sheet as tightly as you can. Justin will catch you,” Scarlett encouraged. Will the knotted sheet hold?
Ella stood there with a blank stare.
“Ella!” Justin yelled up.
It seemed to jolt the young girl back. Ella seized the sheet, which served as a lifesaving-rope while Scarlett helped her over the railing. Justin stood below ready to catch Ella. A loud explosion rocked the building. Justin and Ella tumbled onto the pavement.
“Are you all right?” Scarlett shouted, her voice muffled by the roaring fire. At that moment, Nate and Paxton showed up in their trucks.
“Your turn,” Justin yelled to Scarlett. Scarlett climbed over the balcony’s railing. She let herself down with trembling arms. Strong hands grabbed hold of her. She let go of the sheet and turned around, never so happy to see Paxton.
“In the trucks you morons! A horde busted through the fence,” Nate screeched.
Paxton snatched Ella with one arm and carried her by the waist like a petite mannequin. He tossed Ella in the backseat of the double cabbed truck. Justin scrambled in next to Ella. LuLu ran into Nate’s truck. Scarlett doubled over in a coughing spasm and leaned against the truck, relieved everyone had made it out.
“No time for that,” Paxton said, manhandling her into the front passenger’s seat. She didn’t bother to resist. Paxton shifted the truck into gear. “Buckle up, this could get messy,” Paxton warned.
Paxton spun-out around the corner of the burning building, tires squealing. Scarlett wobbled around the front seat feeling like a human bobblehead. She grabbed onto the handy-dandy, hold-onto-your-life handle the manufacturer must have designed with insane drivers like Paxton in mind. She was too busy choking and coughing to be irritated with his reckless driving.
“Dammit, woman, don’t be puking in my truck. Stick your head out the window,” Paxton shouted while sideswiping a pack of creepers. “Yeah, that’s what I call vehicular warfare!” Paxton whooped.
A series of high-pitched squeals and muted thuds nauseated her even more. Something slimy splattered her cheek. “Yuck!” She gagged, swinging her head back inside the truck. She swore Paxton was laughing, but with everything that was happening—the roar of the trucks, Ella’s sobs, and Justin’s muttering—she really wasn’t sure.
Justin bellowed, “Dude, did you see those Zs in helmets? Think we just ran over Vaca High’s entire football team!”
“Touchdown, baby!” Paxton cheered.
Is Paxton enjoying this? Meanwhile, Ella sobbed in panting-like gasps. She wanted to ensure Ella everything was all right, only she couldn’t stop coughing long enough to speak. Scarlett finally caught her breath and peered out the flesh-splattered windshield for the first time. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Creepers everywhere! They jerked their way toward the hotel as if mesmerized by the enormous starburst of flames licking at the dark-dead night.
“Where’re we going?” Scarlett rasped, her lungs wreathing of smoke.
“I know a place.” That’s all Paxton said to them as he kept the truck at a steady pace.
The next thing Scarlett knew, they were on the highway going extremely fast with vehicles blurring by her spinning head.
   
Scarlett sluggishly opened her stinging eyes. The pink and lavender walls blared out at her. Reluctantly, she dragged her depleted body out of the miniature bed. Then she noticed Ella on a bed adjacent to hers, still sleeping. Scarlett realized they were in a child’s room. Jeez, is this another one of my dreams? The constant throbbing of her head convinced her this was not a dream.
The memories of last night’s firestorm emerged. Fire! “Dear God,” her throat croaked. Ella seemed all right, her breathing deep and even. She didn’t see any burns or injuries on either of them. Where are
we? Beside the bed stood a pale-pink nightstand adorned with a cutesy lamp with a pink, feathery lampshade. A stack of neatly folded clothes next to the lamp caught her attention: a pair of jeans, a flannel shirt, a jean jacket, and even a set of underwear, all in her size. Her pair of Sketchers and a pair of tennis shoes sat at the foot of the nightstand. She pulled back the pink, polka-dotted curtains only to find the window boarded-up from the outside.
Dazed, she removed her smoke-laden clothing and then automatically changed into the clothes neatly folded on the nightstand. She noticed a set of clothing on the nightstand next to Ella’s bed as well. The room seemed surreal, a time before the world had gone mad, such a contrast after last night’s hellish escape—from Hades to Disneyland. Her brain found it difficult to comprehend the transition.
Had Paxton and Nate found help? She was too disoriented to make sense out of all the incongruities; everything seemed perfectly normal, yet an unreasonable fear deep within screamed of danger. She ran to the bedroom door with an urgent need to relieve her bladder. The door didn’t budge. She twisted the knob repeatedly. A wave of claustrophobia smothered her. Trapped! Get a grip, Scarlett scolded. Hmm. The door was locked from the outside. Thinking logically, she shoved back her hysteria, and simply tapped on the door, not wanting to disturb Ella.
“Justin, you there?” she whisper-yelled.
Finally, the door opened. There stood Paxton with a surly grin. “Sleeping Beauty awakens,” Paxton said, his eyes blatantly probing every inch of her body.
Scarlett quickly closed her jacket, feeling violated. “Did you actually lock us in the room?” she accused with unexpected anger. Her anger caused her head to pound more violently, and her hands rushed to her forehead in an attempt for instant pain relief.
“Making sure the little ones are safe and sound.” He dangled a set of keys in front of her nose.
“The little girl’s room is the next door to your left,” he said, an unsettling grin twitching at the corners of his mouth.
Scarlett absentmindedly pushed her way past Paxton. “I need the bathroom.” Paxton let her pass, but not without brushing up against her in an awkward moment.
When Scarlett joined them in the kitchen, Paxton and Nate were arguing again about something. She was relieved to see everything had returned to normal with the two of them. Or Not? The tension between the two men gave her the heebie-jeebies.
“Where are we?” Scarlett whimpered, rubbing her temples. Paxton tossed her a bottle of Tylenol. He pointed to a case of Glacier bottled waters on the kitchen’s black, granite countertop. She mouthed, “Thank you so much.” She chugged down half the bottle. “Is everyone all right? Where’s Justin?”
“Front porch. Guard duty,” Nate barked, apparently still mad at whatever had transpired before she had interrupted them.
“What, we have guard duty now?” Scarlett said a bit confused.
“Nate, have you forgotten your manners? Offer our guest breakfast.” Paxton’s sickening-sweet voice oozed like rancid maple syrup dripping from a toxic-coated spoon.
Nate glared at Paxton. “Don’t you tell me what to do. I’m not your little bitch-boy,” Nate snarled.
“Shhhhh, can’t you see the poor thing’s got a headache,” Paxton continued in that same sickening tone.
Scarlett didn’t know what the heck was going on with those two, but food sounded absolutely amazing, and she sat down at the white Ikea-like dinette table adjacent to the kitchen counter. The dinette set overlooked the backyard patio, giving her a great view of a child’s playground set. She started to feel comfortable in the homey house after the blandness of the hotel.
Nate shoved a plastic bowl and a box of Cocoa Puffs in front of her.
“Do you have a spoon?” she asked, eyeballing the rather unhealthy cereal box like it was an alien life form. Who eats this stuff?
“Yes’m, Miss Scarlett,” Nate shrilled, his high-pitched voice clamoring at her head.
Jeez Louise, Nate’s pissed. It must have been some argument. She really didn’t care at the moment. “So, where are we?” she asked again before stuffing her mouth with a spoonful of milk-less sugar-balls. The dry cereal went down harshly, but her body thanked her for the calories.
Nate and Paxton exchanged glances. She took another bite. Come on, Tylenol, kick in. “Paxton, I’m serious. Where the heck are we?” She wasn’t in the mood for their juvenile behavior. What is this, flippin’ first grade? Her elementary students behaved better than the two of them.
   
Paxton was so lovin’ it. Keeping Scarlett clueless, savoring the moment—the moment when she finally realized she was his. He enjoyed toying with her. He couldn’t wait to see the disbelief, the pain, the fear in her eyes when she realized that she belonged to him, and there wasn’t a thing in hell she could do about it. He was the bossman. And he’d do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, as many times as he wanted. So, Paxton smiled sweetly at her, savoring the moment—waiting to spring it on her like a clever panther lusting over its long-coveted prey.
“We got here early this morning. Don’t worry, we made sure it’s zombie-safe. It’s a great place to hang for a while,” Paxton said vaguely.
“When are we going to check out the hotel? And what about Dean and Luther?” she asked.
Paxton, aware Scarlett was still under the effects of the Quaalude he’d given her last night, decided, No, Scarlett baby, you’re not ready yet. This was all foreplay. He relished every second of his cunning charade. “We already went there. The hotel’s crawling with Zs, we better wait awhile,” Paxton lied, enjoying the moment.
LuLu stomped through the dining room giving everyone a dirty look. She sat at the kitchen counter, poured a bowl of Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes, and then stared into her bowl.
Scarlett scraped her bowl for one last bite. “If you guys don’t mind, think I’ll go back to the room and rest until the Tylenol kicks in. I can help Justin with guard duty later.” Scarlett left the room, holding her head in her hands.
“Man, you gonna let her walk off like that?” Nate shook his head.
“Patience. Nothing’s worth having if you don’t have to work for it. Gotta wait for it—and when the moment’s right—Bam!” Paxton struck his fist on the table.
“Wha da fuck? You psycho or something? I want Ella—tonight!” Nate demanded.
“Nate, follow my lead.” This time, Paxton gave him a warning look that could kill. Paxton knew how far he could push Nate. And Nate was getting close to his breaking point. Careful now. He needed to keep Nate distracted a little longer . . . to Paxton, they were characters in his very own screenplay. And he was the sadistic director. Everyone’s gonna have to play the Paxton way. I’m lovin’ every fuckin’ minute.
LuLu gave them both a look that could peel the paint off the wall as she threw her spoon down on the granite countertop.
“Wha you lookin’ at, ho?” Nate spewed. “Shit, we don’t even need this bitch no mo’. Now we got ourselves some prime-pussy,” Nate said, glaring at LuLu with abhorrence.
LuLu’s eyes widened. Paxton reveled in the hatred and terror consuming her. This is one fantastic mother f’n day . . .
   
It was almost dusk when Scarlett finally dragged herself out of bed again. Her throbbing head had eased to a dull ache. Ella wasn’t there. Scarlett selfishly hoped she was preparing a huge feast; she was absolutely famished.
Scarlett found Ella in the kitchen stirring a pot of something that smelled fantastic. “How are you feeling?” Scarlett worried, giving Ella a comforting, happy-to-see-you hug.
“Blah blah blah, I got up about an hour ago, and do you know those two ordered me to make dinner?” Ella said with furrowed brows.
“Aw, men. It figures. How’s Justin?” Scarlett asked.
“He seems quiet, for Justin, that is,” Ella said.
“We had a terrible experience last night. I’m sure we’re all still recovering,” Scarlett said, hoping to put Ella at ease. She lingered over the stovetop, wishing she could simply inhale dinner. “So, what’s for dinner?”
“Not you, too?” Ella smiled.
“You spoil us with your wonderful cooking. Where are the Stockton Boys?”
Ella shrugged her shoulders and stirred the pot on the stove.
Scarlett opened the front door of the house to find Justin on the porch.
“Hey you, how the heck are you?” Justin asked. He seemed relieved to see her.
“Much better. Still have a bit of a headache and a sore throat from the smoke. Justin, thank you so much. You saved my life last night. If you hadn’t been there the smoke inhalation would have killed me,” she whispered, not wanting Ella to overhear.
“You’re the one who figured out how to get us out of there. I couldn’t have gotten Ella out of there by myself. Nate and Paxton got there just in time,” Justin said somberly.
It got Scarlett thinking. “Hmm, Paxton and Nate just happened to be there, below the balcony to my room.” She paused for a moment, remembering. “And, LuLu was already in the parking lot when we were still trapped upstairs. Why didn’t she warn us?” Scarlett wondered out loud.
“Uh, maybe she was already downstairs when the fire started. She was probably watching a movie in the lobby and fell asleep. She does that sometimes. By the time I woke up, both stairways were blocked by the fire,” Justin said.
“I don’t know. Call me paranoid, but something’s off,” Scarlett said, thinking about it. “Seen any creepers, I mean zombies?” She corrected herself, knowing full well Justin expected the official terminology, he being the official Zombie Expert and all.
“No. It’s been super quiet here, which is hecka odd.”
“How close are we to the hotel? I was thinking of checking it out. What if Dean and Luther find the place deserted?” Scarlett said, already planning her next move.
“Ye-ah, Dean’s gonna freak.” Justin rolled his eyes.
“Do you want to go with me to check out the hotel? We should leave a note for Dean and Luther to meet us here.” Scarlett decided.
Justin crammed a handful of potato chips into his mouth; the crunching sounds tortured her hunger pangs. On the wicker table, next to Justin was an open bag of Lay’s Potato Chips. Then he took a long gulp of Mountain Dew.
“Hey, where’d you get the chips and soda?” Scarlett reached over for a handful of chips. Justin snatched the bag, keeping it just out of her reach.
“Pretty please with sugar on top,” Scarlett said, giving what she hoped was her cutest smile. She hadn’t had potato chips in months. “Where’d you find chips that aren’t expired?”
“Who said they’re not expired?” Justin quipped.
Scarlett leaned over him and grabbed the bag. “They expired in October,” she said in her mom voice.
“Are you for real? After all we’ve been through, the end of the world and flesh-eating monsters rising from the dead . . .”
“Zombies, we call them zombies,” she mimicked.
“Really, I’m not so worried about dying from expired potato chips,” Justin retorted.
“Point taken.” She nibbled on a chip. Wow, her taste buds zinged. “Where’d you get these anyway?” she asked, enjoying the salty crunch she missed.
“Like, the whole garage is full of freakin’ junk food. I thought I’d died and gone to Geek-Squad heaven.”
“There’s food in the garage?” she questioned.
“Tons of it!”
“Don’t you think that’s peculiar?” Something’s definitely not right, she thought.
“Ye-ah, boxes and boxes of food. And supplies like toilet paper and stuff, even gasoline,” he said while munching.
They both grabbed another handful of chips.
“Dean’s likely to have a heart attack when he returns to the hotel,” Scarlett said sarcastically. “Especially, if he can’t find us.”
“Uh, Scarlett, there’s something you need to know.” Justin hesitated. “Um, ye-ah, we’re not in Kansas anymore.”
“What do you mean?” Scarlett saw an uneasiness flickering in his eyes. “Well,” she prodded, still wondering how the garage could be full of supplies so soon. They had just arrived.
“Last night, Paxton and Nate—” he hesitated, “drove us to Sacramento.”
“What! You’re flippin’ kidding me?” But she didn’t see any signs of his usual smirky-ness. “Why the hell did they do that?” Now, I’m pissed.
“Why didn’t you stop Paxton?” she scolded.
“Like, how exactly was I supposed to do that? Paxton’s way bigger than me. And, and, he’s the one with a gun,” his voice faded into the early evening breeze.
“So, we all have guns,” Scarlett reminded him.
“Not anymore . . .”
“Paxton always has extra guns in his truck, and God knows what else is in that duffle bag he lugs around. Surely, we only need to ask; after all, it’s only common sense. It takes all of us to survive these days,” she said, thinking as logically as she could.
“I don’t think we’re here as houseguests.” Justin was skirting around something, but she couldn’t tell what. She stared at him. What is he not saying?
“Okay, okay, okay, you don’t get it. I overheard Paxton and Nate. We’re, uh—prisoners.” His whisper was so low she doubted his words.
Her mind went cosmic-black. A lucid dream-image materialized before her eyes. Her entire body shuddered. Fear paralyzed her from the inside out . . .
   
Disoriented, Scarlett felt herself come back slowly.
“Scarlett, Scarlett—” Justin was gently shaking her shoulders.
The vision-like spell seemed different this time, like she had left her body. She couldn’t remember what she’d seen—if anything. But she remembered the terror. We’re in deep shit!
“You scared the crap out of me! Why didn’t you tell me you have seizures?”
She heard the panic in his voice. But it was nothing like the panic ricocheting around in her head. She didn’t tell him about her premonition. Would he even believe her? Besides, what would I say? I see scary things. We all do these days. “Justin, I think we might be in some trouble here.” It was all she managed to say.
“I think they’re taking us to Texas. I heard them talking,” Justin said.
Why kidnap us? Jeez, they could have asked us to go. That’s where everyone wants to go anyway. “Actually, did Dean talk to you before he left? He wants us to go to Texas anyway,” Scarlett said, ignoring her gut feeling.
“I’m cool with that, but not without Dean. No freakin’ way!” Justin was adamant.
“Maybe things aren’t as dire as we think,” she said, still deep in thought. “I can do Texas after I check out Pinole.”
“I should tell you, Luther said it’s suicidal to go to Pinole. He said you wouldn’t make it past Vallejo,” Justin said gravely.
“I absolutely have to, or I’ll never forgive myself,” she said, holding back the tears.
“Ye-ah, Dean said you’re dead-set on it. He’s planning to attempt the trip to Pinole with you when he gets back, just to make you happy. But, it’s a waste of time,” Justin warned.
She eyed him carefully while he crammed another handful of chips into his mouth. “I haven’t seen a single creeper,” she said, still trying to come up with some sort of strategy just in case her recent vision had been a warning. Am I just paranoid?
“It’s amazingly quiet here. Like, I haven’t seen a single Z. Can you believe it? After they ridiculed Dean’s awesome Z-maze, they actually built one to secure this entire area,” Justin retorted.
Suddenly, Scarlett knew. She knew it and felt it more than any gut feeling she had ever had. Dean was not in the Stockton Boys’ game plan. At the end of the residential street, a Ram truck turned the corner. Every muscle in her body tensed. Her heart thudded. They’re coming. Stay calm.
“If things—bad things—start to happen, take Ella and get out of here. Maybe go to Reno, like Luther. The Stockton Boys probably won’t think of Reno. And then maybe by spring, if things haven’t returned to normal, go to Texas,” Scarlett said, thinking out loud.
“Are you cray-cray?” his voice escalated about ten octaves.
Nate and Paxton were out of the truck, briskly walking to the porch. She forced a fake smile, waving casually to them and whispered to Justin, “If things get ugly, I’ll try to distract them. Don’t wait for me, just go,” she pleaded.
Paxton and Nate stepped onto the porch, eyeing the two of them. Here comes the hard part. Don’t blow it! Scarlett’s anger billowed inside of her like the flames consuming last night’s fire. It took all her willpower to keep from confronting the two of them. Had they intentionally started the fire? Why hadn’t they told everyone about the Sacramento safehouse? Things were starting to add up. And she did not like it. Play it cool.
The fact that they don’t know—that I know—is my only trump card.
She caught her breath, forcing herself to breathe slowly, normally. “Hey, you two, dinner’s almost ready,” she said cheerfully, forcing another smile and hoped it didn’t look like a grimace as she seethed.
They ate dinner in silence. She didn’t even taste the Fettuccini Alfredo Ella had prepared. Scarlett refrained from talking, blaming it on her headache. Thankfully, her headache had diminished for the most part, but it was the only excuse she could think of for being so quiet. After dinner, Scarlett busied herself with the clean-up. LuLu finally sat down at the dinner table sporting a huge, bluish-black eye. It must have hurt like hell. Hmm, I didn’t notice it this morning.
Ella was wiping down the kitchen counter when Nate burst into the kitchen. He brushed up against Ella, sneering. “Hey, Justin’s girlfriend. I’m still hungry!”
Justin butted in, “Dude, there’s a whole case of Pepperidge Farms cookies in the garage.” Nate stomped off.
Justin gave Scarlett a knowing look. Anger boiled inside as Scarlett’s fear reached critical mass. Think. What does Paxton really want?
Don’t worry about Nate. She wasn’t stupid; Paxton was the one in charge. She racked her brain for the best way to handle their precarious situation. Paxton was a hard nut to crack. If she knew what motivated him, maybe she could figure out how to play him. She had taken plenty of psychology classes in college.
As she recalled, psychologists or profilers labeled each personality type into a few so-called categories. However, based on her life experience, things didn’t always go “by the book.” There was always someone with a bizarre personality trait, someone completely off the chart. Someone like Paxton? She wondered. He’s definitely off the flippin’ chart—a super freak.
Scarlett decided to play dumb and go along with the Stockton Boys until she figured out a plan. Rooted deep inside of her was the rationalization she might be suffering from paranoia.
After they cleaned the kitchen, Scarlett grabbed a Rachael Ray cookbook from the cupboard and joined Paxton and Nate in the den. They were in the middle of another one of their heated discussions, but they ceased arguing when she entered the room.
She sat down on the leopard-print, sectional sofa and nonchalantly flipped through the pages all the while trying to figure the best way to broach the subject: What are we doing here? But first, she had to stop her heart from pounding so fast.
Gradually, she calmed her racing heart. “Did you check out the hotel this afternoon?” She hoped it would get the Stockton Boys talking and ease the mounting tension. Their silence drove her mad.
“It’s gone. Nothing but smoldering ash,” Paxton said.
“I think we should leave at dawn. And wait in the hotel parking lot for Dean and Luther,” she said, relieved her voice hadn’t quivered.
No response. Nothing. Silence. Nate twitched about in his chair and glanced over at Paxton. Nate looked like he wanted to say something, like he was about to burst, Scarlett thought.
“I hear you loud and clear,” Paxton mumbled, more interested in the gun magazine he was reading.
Scarlett had the impression Paxton sat there scoping out the situation just as she was. Justin and Ella joined them in the African motif den. The cute couple sat on the floor at the coffee table.
“Look what I scored. Sweet,” Justin drawled, shuffling a deck of Coca-Cola playing cards.
Scarlett figured Justin was trying to cheer up Ella. He dealt Ella and him a hand of Gin Rummy. Scarlett smiled to herself. Justin’s playing it cool. She wished she could feel as cool and collected as Justin appeared.
Nate was enjoying a Penthouse magazine a little bit too much. They ignored his vulgar slurs. For some reason, LuLu hadn’t joined them; instead, she had stayed in the dining room after eating her cold dinner. Scarlett thumbed through the cookbook with no time to daydream over the decadent German Chocolate cake illustration tempting her taste buds.
Were the Stockton Boys up to trouble, or was she just paranoid? She needed a Plan B just in case Paxton and Nate had an ulterior motive for bringing them to Sacramento. What did they have to gain by burning down the hotel? It had also served as a safe haven for them as well.
Scarlett feigned contentment, all the while analyzing the situation when all she really wanted to do was bolt to the princess bedroom to contemplate the situation in solitude. She needed to remain vigilant. What was that old saying? “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer . . .” Something like that. She needed to figure out what was going on without confronting Paxton and Nate. A confrontation would only cause trouble. An avalanche of trouble. What she needed was some sort of avalanche control, since she didn’t have Dean to protect her.
No Dean.
No gun.
Trouble.
Justin casually tossed down an ace on the throw-away pile of cards. Ella giggled and snatched it. “Looks like someone’s about to win,” Scarlett remarked cheerfully.
“And it’s gonna be me,” Justin teased.
“Not!” Ella teased back.
Scarlett enjoyed the moment. It was relaxing watching Ella and Justin goof around again. The screechy ring of a fax machine ringtone startled everyone. Justin jumped up, bumping the small table, cards spilling everywhere.
“What the heck!” Justin exclaimed and patted his pocket.
Paxton and Nate made eye contact as if blaming each other for something. The phone screeched again.
“Justin, you didn’t tell me you still had your phone,” Paxton accused.
“Wha da fuck?” Nate joined in.
“Like, dudes, it’s the same phone I’ve had forever.” Justin answered the phone while Paxton and Nate scrambled out of their recliners.
“Dean, Dean, the hotel burned down. We’re in Sac—”
Paxton cold-cocked Justin, knocking him to the floor. Ella was by his side first.
Paxton snatched the purple iPhone. “This the old man?” Paxton asked. A moment of silence followed. “Any luck at Travis?” Another moment of silence.
Paxton laughed eerily. “You are soooo fucked.” Paxton threw the phone to the hardwood floor. He stomped it with his army-like combat boots, smashing it to smithereens.
“What the hell?” Justin got to his knees, but Nate kicked him back to the floor.
Ella screamed.
“Shut da fuck-up Bambi-bitch,” Nate shrieked.
Justin glared.
If looks could kill.
“Whoa, everyone calm down! I’m sure this is a misunderstanding. Ella, why don’t you go get some rest,” Scarlett said, attempting to bring the situation under control.
“No one’s going anywhere!” Paxton glowered.
“That’s wha I’m talkin’ ’bout. Let her have it. Right now! Man, show her who da boss is. Make her blow you right here in front of us. I wanna watch!” Nate raved, staggering around the room like a creeper on crank.
“Now Nate, you’re scaring the children.” Paxton grinned wickedly.
“Do her now! Come on, be a man. I dare you,” Nate egged on and jumped on top of the sofa next to Scarlett. He ripped the cookbook out of her hands, flinging it into the fireplace’s warming fire.
Scarlett didn’t think. She slapped Nate across the cheek. He stumbled back, falling flat on his back, fortunately for him, landing on the sofa. She instantly regretted the slap. Oh, shit! Nate flashed a switchblade. Before she knew it, he was beside her. The blade stung hot-and-cold against her neck.
“Justin!” She tried to yell, but the pressing blade stifled it to a hoarse whispery yell. “This is it.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Justin freeze. Bewildered. Paxton grabbed Nate, swinging him around. The switchblade grazed her collarbone. The African mirror over the fireplace mantle caught the reflection of the ruby-red ribbon bloodletting droplets seeping through her skin. She stood up, knees weak, and collapsed to the floor in shock. Justin grabbed Ella’s hand, and then they bolted out the front door.
Paxton and Nate rumbled on the floor. Nate’s wiry frame could not hold off Paxton for long, no matter what kind of drugs the druggie had in his system. Paxton gained control of the situation and towered triumphantly over Nate. “You fucker!” Paxton spat.
Nate whined and rolled about on the floor in obvious pain. LuLu came running into the den with a first-aid kit. Her deadpan expression showed no signs of empathy as she helped Scarlett to the sofa. Paxton’s eyes darted wildly around the room. Paxton went tearing down the hall. Oh please, oh please, let Justin and Ella escape!
“What’s going on with you and Nate? Are you both insane?” Scarlett yelled from the den, hoping to distract Paxton despite her growing fear.
Paxton returned to the den, staring her down. Scarlett winced involuntarily. His rage devoured her like acid rain dissolving flesh. She found herself lost in a moment of agonizing pain. The sound of an engine got their attention. Paxton dashed out the door, Uzi in hand.
Tears seared down her cheeks. She didn’t care if LuLu thought she was a wimp. All of this was too horrid to comprehend. How could people be so evil, especially after everything that had happened these past few months? She expected people to band together during a crisis. This madness was beyond her comprehension of the human race.
“You’ve got to get out of here and save Ella.” LuLu looked straight through her. “Nate wants to—” LuLu couldn’t seem to say it, whatever it was. But Scarlett got the idea.
LuLu continued dabbing ointment (not so gently) on Scarlett’s slash. “Don’t know if this antibiotic stuff works. Expired last year. Look, I know I ain’t exactly been nice to you,” LuLu admitted, forcing a fake smile, which looked more like a grimace. “I never did care much for your type.”
“What do you mean, ‘my type’?” Scarlett took offense.
LuLu waved her hands emphatically in the air. “Little Miss Goody Two Shoes, your whole I’m so holier-than-thou shit. Guess it ain’t your fault God dealt you a perfect life. I probably wouldn’t hate you so much if you weren’t so damn smart and pretty. Some people have all the luck in the world.” LuLu seemed lost in thought.
Scarlett didn’t know how to respond.
“I spent my entire life going from one shithole to the next. Always trying to upgrade to a better man. Finally found a decent job as a waitress in Woodland. I was making it on my own. Then this shit happens. And who do I get stuck with—these sick bastards.”
“We can all escape!” Scarlett exclaimed. She was somewhat taken aback by LuLu’s outburst but still wanted to save her from Paxton and Nate.
“Shut your mouth. Nate might hear you.” The look in LuLu’s eyes as she glanced over Scarlett’s shoulder was that of pure fear.
Nate ranted and squirmed and crawled from the hallway to one of the bedrooms.
“God knows it’s too late for me. The things I’ve done in my life—someone like you would never understand.” LuLu stared at Scarlett accusingly. “But Ella, we’ve got to save her,” LuLu whispered.
Is that a tear? LuLu’s eyes shimmered over. Scarlett was speechless. LuLu had a heart after all. Scarlett started to get up, wanting to peek out the window for signs of Justin and Ella, thinking it was a good sign Paxton hadn’t returned yet. LuLu yanked her back to the sofa.
“I was sixteen when I escaped my trailer-trash life in the middle of the night on the back of a Harley with promises of love and happiness.”
Why had LuLu picked this moment for a heart to heart? Really, now—of all times?
“What a scumbag he turned out to be. After our month-long fling across Southern California, he traded me to a motorcycle gang for some Bettie Page chick. Come to think of it, she did look a lot like you.”
Scarlett gasped, engrossed in LuLu’s impromptu confession. No wonder she hates me.
“I never was the same after that. Spent the rest of my life in survival mode, going from gang to gang, always depending on a man. Never was brave like you—” LuLu looked away.
Scarlett thought she caught a glint of compassion in LuLu’s eyes. “Why didn’t you just go back home?” Scarlett really didn’t understand how people let themselves fall so low.
LuLu’s moment of compassion quickly eroded to contempt. “And then what? End up alone like my loveless mother,” LuLu snapped.
“LuLu, we can all escape,” Scarlett promised.
“That’s another thing I hate. You’re always so, so damned optimistic,” LuLu hissed, back to her usual bitchy self.
Scarlett stood up, desperately wanting to look outside. Once again, LuLu forced her back down on the sofa. Scarlett gingerly patted the gauze LuLu had wrapped around her wound. She had been centimeters away from turning into a creeper.
“We have to get out of here,” Scarlett warned, not hiding her impatience. Please let Justin and Ella escape!
“Did I ever tell you?” LuLu paused for a moment as if thinking back. “It was Ella who saved me when things first started going apeshit? Back when no one really knew what was happening. If she hadn’t let me in the van that day—” LuLu shivered. “I couldn’t outrun those things forever. They were everywhere. Taking care of Ella these past few months has given me something to live for.”
Scarlett interrupted, “LuLu, you’ve got to get yourself together. Now’s the time to get out of here!”
“Have you not listened to a damn thing I’ve said? I could never go out there, like you. I’m scared shitless of those things. I wouldn’t survive one night out there.”
Scarlett had never thought of it like that. LuLu used her bitchiness to hide her fear. It was a cover-up. Scarlett certainly didn’t consider herself brave. Not at all. She went out there in the creeper-infested world to survive—not to hide. LuLu had it wrong. Scarlett was scared to death most of the time. The difference between LuLu and her—Scarlett had hope.
Scuffling noises on the porch. Yelling and crying. Her heart faltered. They didn’t get away . . .
“I’ll do what I can to help you escape,” LuLu said briskly.
“Why, if you hate me so much?”
LuLu’s eyes narrowed. Scarlett swore she saw her own reflection in LuLu’s eyes shrouded by specks of hatred and fear. It must have been one of her mysterious vision-like-images playing tricks on her.
“Don’t you see? If they have you—they don’t need me!” LuLu seethed as if the words barely squeezed through her clenched teeth.
The front door flew open. Paxton shoved Justin and Ella inside by the scruffs of their jackets, proudly dragging them into the den like he had just captured prized lions on a safari hunt. Scarlett’s heart sank.
“Justin, on the porch. Guard Duty. Ella, sit your pretty, little ass down in that chair and don’t move a muscle.” Paxton pointed to the recliner Nate had been sitting in.
Justin charged Paxton in an attempt to protest, but Paxton merely held him back with one hand. Justin, although quick and nimble, could not overpower the brawny, muscular man.
“Since all of you seem to have a soft spot for sweet, little Ella—she’ll be my insurance policy—to keep you in line. We’ve had enough fun for one day. I’m the bossman now. Forget about Dean. He’s not saving you.” His eyes drilled into hers.
The cold steel of his grey eyes cut into her like the knife slash stinging her collarbone.
He dug through his duffle bag and tossed something blue to LuLu. “Tie Scarlett to the couch. All you girly-girls,” he emphasized, “are sleeping in the den with me.” It was an apparent warning.
Justin’s high-pitched voice pleaded, “W-T-F? Dude, this is messed-up. Like, what’s wrong with you?” Justin was furious.
“I told you to take point,” Paxton ordered.
“Ye-ah, I heard you the first time. Like I need a gun—don’t ya know?” Justin said it so sarcastically, Scarlett was sure Paxton was about to give him another black eye.
“I’ll be right here. Holler if we’re being invaded.” Paxton yanked Ella by her hair, threatening.
“Ye-ah, okay, I’m going—but don’t you touch her!” Justin’s nostrils flared. He stormed out in a fury.
Paxton dug into his duffle bag, pulling out a pharmaceutical bottle. “One for each of the girly-girls. Don’t worry, it’s only a sedative. I need some peace and quiet.” Paxton seemed exasperated with them.
LuLu held out her hand for a pill.
“Not you. I said girly-girls.” Paxton sneered. “I’m thinkin’ you ought to tend to Nate. He could probably go for a quickie. Help take his mind off things if you know what I mean,” Paxton said, grabbing his groin and leering at Scarlett. “Tomorrow, baby. Tomorrow I’m really going to show you who the bossman is.”
Scarlett wanted to vomit. The whole thing made her sick to her stomach. Her only consolation was that Paxton had been looking at her and not Ella when he had said it.
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SCARLETT THOUGHT it extremely odd to find LuLu bustling about, making the morning coffee. Next, LuLu placed a variety of boxed cereals in the center of the kitchen table and then cheerfully set the table with coffee mugs, bowls, napkins, and spoons. Justin and Ella sat at the table, speechless.
“Anything I can do to help?” Scarlett asked.
“Sit.” LuLu pointed to a chair.
Scarlett scooted into a chair next to Ella.
LuLu bent down and whispered, “Don’t drink the coffee. Sip at it.”
Puzzled, Scarlett glanced at Justin and Ella, and the two nodded as if they were in on something. LuLu must have put something in the coffee.
LuLu went around the table filling the coffee mugs in what looked like a scene from an old television series her Aunt Marge had loved. LuLu reminded her of Flo, without the candy-pink waitress uniform. Scarlett envisioned LuLu spouting off, “Mel, kiss my grits,” to Paxton. The comedy scene played out in her mind until the Stockton Boys joined them. She quickly tensed.
“So, boys and girls, this is how it’s going to play out,” Paxton said, taking a swig of coffee. He gagged. “You call this coffee? What is this shit?”
“I made the coffee—” LuLu began.
Paxton waved her off. “As I was saying, we play by my rules now.” Paxton beamed with satisfaction.
“About f’n time!” Nate chipped in.
“You do what I say when I say, and we’ll be one big, happy family.” Paxton smiled. It was a sadistic smile. “We’ll be staying here for a couple of days for some good old-fashion R and R.” He looked directly at Scarlett. “Then we’ll be taking a road trip.”
“We aren’t going back to Vacaville for Dean and Luther?” Justin seemed surprised.
“Hello?” Nate rattled. “You a fuckin’ moron?” Nate snorted his usual vile laugh. “It’s Vegas baby! All the blow and whores we want.”
“Aren’t we going to Texas?” Justin started.
“Fooled ya.” Nate snorted again.
“Ha, the state of Texicution—don’t think so. Not really my cup of tea, if you know what I mean.” Paxton snickered, lifting his pinky finger as he took another drink of coffee.
“W-T-F! Guys, spoiler alert. Las Vegas is probably a mega-metropolis of zombies. Like, how could you not figure that out?” Justin retorted as if they were idiots.
Paxton yawned. “Too bad, so sad. We’re going to Vegas.” Paxton eyed Scarlett suspiciously. “Why aren’t you drinking your coffee?”
“It sucks,” Scarlett said vehemently, apparently catching him off guard. Tense laughter jangled the room. Scarlett pretended to take a drink and hoped she hadn’t blown it.
“Now, to keep the peace, I got this very special,” Paxton arched one brow wickedly, “contraption for the troublemakers. It’s in the back of the truck. Come on, let’s go check it out.”
Once outside, Nate said, “Yeah baby, it’s a cage. Like the one we had in Stockton. Had ourselves some fun in the early days, didn’t we, Paxton? Didn’t we, didn’t we?” Nate ranted, prancing around the truck like a rabid hyena. “Look-e-here! It’s got—”
“Nate, shut your f’n trap. Let the suspense kill them—if the zombies don’t first. So, if you three get any ideas of escaping or shall we say, ‘disorderly conduct’—you’ll be zombie bait. Capiche?” Paxton confirmed his threat with a cold-stone glare. “If anyone of you fucks up, Ella pays the price.”
Nate rubbed his hands together and smacked his lips repeatedly. “Boy howdy, I can’t wait. Paxton, can we try it out for size? I wanna see how ‘teach’ looks behind those bars. She do remind me of that first ho we found.” Nate’s sickening laugh haunted the chilly morning. “Man, her crazy-shit screaming still be givin’ me a boner—”
“Enough!” Paxton shouted.
Scarlett’s stomach turned, and her knees went wobbly. The Stockton Boys were more dangerous than she had ever imagined. More dangerous than creepers. She understood the urgency of her ominous vision-dreams. The dreams had been warning her of Paxton and Nate and had not been warnings for Dean and Luther’s trip to Travis AFB.
Ella was stunned, her mouth wide-open in a silent scream. Justin rushed to Ella’s side, holding her. Justin was about to lose it: his teeth grinding, his jaw flexing, his nostril’s flaring. A defiant expression swept over his face, and Scarlett knew Justin was going to punch Nate. She stepped next to Justin and shook her head while Paxton sprayed the hinges with WD-40, testing the swing of the door as if it were a threat.
Scarlett had to think and think fast. She needed some sort of a plan, anything to get away from these evil bastards. “So, tell me, why are we outside without any guards?” Scarlett questioned, wanting to find out as much information about the area as possible.
“Haha, we’ve been busy these past few weeks, teach. While you all were playing house, we secured this fancy court. Got a shitload of supplies. And,” he snorted, “and all those times Paxton said there was no mo’ gas, we was storing it here. Remember when the generators broke down? That was us. Stealing the parts for our generator,” Nate rambled on rather proudly.
Scarlett stared at him in utter amazement. They’d been planning this for weeks.
Nate clapped his hands and ran to the end of the driveway. “Look-e see, down there.” Nate pointed to the houses at the eastern end of the street where the court intersected a residential street. “We got traps and barricades all along this here court,” Nate boasted.
“Nate, shut the fuck-up. Anybody ever tell you—you talk too much?” Paxton slammed the tailgate to the truck. “Enough of ‘show and tell,’ ” Paxton ordered.
“I can’t wait, can’t wait. I wanna be first. Can I, huh? Can I please?” Nate jumped up and down like a crazy stickman on a pogo stick.
“Nate, cool it, will ya? You’re too loud.” Paxton gave Nate an impatient look.
“You da bossman.” Nate twitched and let out a very vocal yawn.
Paxton seemed concerned and aimed his binoculars at the intersection down the street. “A horde’s approaching the outer perimeter. Inside.” Paxton’s tone was low and serious.
After getting over the initial shock of Paxton’s sickening plan, Scarlett finally gathered her wits and began surveying the area, remembering every detail of every house, including the barricades. She tried to see what was at the eastern end of the neighborhood, but Paxton nudged up against her from behind.
“Recess is over, teach,” Paxton whispered in her ear, grabbing a handful of her butt. “Inside boys and girls,” he sing-songed.
Scarlett swore Paxton just yawned. His hot-fowl breath lingered on the back of her neck giving her the heebie-jeebies. LuLu must have spiked the coffee with a sedative, but she had no idea how long it would take to work, or if it would work at all. Paxton was much too vigilant, always on guard; she couldn’t see him falling asleep. Nate, on the other hand, was already showing signs of fatigue with erratic movements and slurred speech.
   
Nate groggily went inside as Paxton herded them into the den. Nate was relieved when Paxton headed for the garage, probably to check on the generator. Nate parked himself in one of the leather recliners and let out a yawn. Time to catch some zzzs and dream of Ella and the Zombies!
Nate was so ready to watch his favorite reality show. The one he had thought up all on his own back in Stockton. And this time, he was going to play it with Ella. Ella and the Zombies! He imagined the TV commercial showing scenes of the next episode, teasing him, taunting him, begging him to watch the show. He could not wait for his favorite part, where he got to watch them eat her guts out and then watch her turn. Watch her turn from Miss Bambi-eyed to all zombie-eyed and shit, blood spurting out and guts spilling out all over the place.
Nate patted his pocket to make sure the cell phone was still there. He had charged it in his truck on the way back from the fire. It was always ready. Ready, so he could record Ella and the Zombies and watch it over and over just like he had done back in Stockton when this whole Super Summer flu shit first started. It had been the best summer of his life. He couldn’t wait to have fun with Bambi and the teach. And even more fun with those whores in Vegas.
Paxton yelled, “Nate, what the hell do you think you’re doing? We’ve got work to do.”
Yeah, Yeah, now what does Paxton want—Nate do this. Nate do that.
Yada Yada Yada . . . Nate jumped up all obedient-like. “You da bossman.” Nate was so tired of Paxton pushing him around like he was a dimwit. But it would be worth it when he got to play with Ella and the Zombies.
“Nate, you’re in charge,” Paxton said, bossy as shit.
“Wha da fuck? Where you be going?” Nate started to argue.
“Jacked-up my truck the night of the fire. It twerks like a pole dancer—if you know what I mean,” Paxton said with a nasty grin.
Always with the sex stuff.
Oh yeah, Nate played along with Paxton and his sick obsession with sex. Deep in his groin, Nate knew sex was evil. His mama done told him long ago, when he was six-years-old, told him sex was the root of all evil, told him that every night before she went out to work her street corner.
He was ready to save the world. And the way he saw it—was to get rid of all the whores. That way, men wouldn’t be tempted to do the evil deed. It was them whores’ fault. Nate wondered why no one had thought of that before the Super Summer flu. And as far as Paxton was concerned, Oh yeah, I know how to play a playa. Nate wasn’t as stupid as he led everyone to believe. Lazy yes, but stupid—Nah, he believed in the KISS concept: Keep It Simple, Stupid.
“Earth to Nate. Keep your head in the game!” Paxton shouted.
Paxton’s annoying voice interrupted his thoughts again. “Where you gettin’ a truck around here?” Nate asked, unable to hold back another yawn.
Paxton reached into his green duffle bag (the bag with all the goodies) and pulled out a pharmaceutical bottle. “Take a couple of these. I need you to stay focused,” Paxton said, downing a couple of pills before tossing the bottle to Nate.
“You da man.” Nate greedily eyed the bottle. Uppers meant he didn’t have to crash before the party started. I’m sho’ tired of Paxton hoarding the stash. One day he’d kill Paxton and take over. One day. Nate wanted to get to Vegas first. Then he’d shoot the fucker dead in the head and record him turning all zombie-eyed. Add Paxton to his collection of zombie clips—that was something worth waiting for.
“LuLu, I need a refill of your disgusting coffee. Which reminds me, the ‘First Rule of the Day,’ from now on, Ella makes the coffee,” Paxton proclaimed.
Nate frowned. Is Paxton ever gonna stop making rules?
Paxton tossed him a roll of blue masking tape. “Tape their wrists behind their backs. They won’t get very far,” Paxton ordered.
“But why you gotta go now?” Nate whined. “It’s time to get the party started—if you know what I mean.” Nate snorted and grabbed his junk, wanting everyone to see. Ooh wee, I’m so playin’ Paxton.
Won’t that fucker be surprised when I’m the bossman?
“Nate, ‘Rule Number Two,’ always be ready for a fast getaway. Anything could happen, anytime. Although, I seriously doubt Dean can track us here,” Paxton said.
Paxton’s such an f’n know it all. Nate whooped, “Yeah, we really fooled Dean, hah Paxton? Yes-siree-Bob.” Tricking Dean and Luther to go cruisin’ off to the zombie-infested airbase had been his idea—he was pretty sure. The old fart should have known it would be crawling with Zs. He and Paxton had checked out the air base in August, and it had been a fuckin’ zombie-zoo.
“There’s a nice, big-boy truck down the next street,” Paxton continued, annoying Nate with his self-impo-tent talk as usual. “I’ll have to hotwire it and jump-start it. Back in a few. Then my friend, the fun begins.” Paxton finally left.
Nate felt a killer-crash comin’ on. He needed a few minutes of peace, and then he’d be ready to party. “Gonna save all the whores in the world, so there’s a place for me and my mama in heaven.” Hot-damn, I just wrote me a number f’n one country hit . . . Save all the whores in the world!
LuLu handed him a cup of coffee. “Looks like you can use a jolt of caffeine.”
“Sho’nuff, in a minute. How about you tie them up like the bossman says fo’ he gets his panties in a wad.” Nate couldn’t keep from laughing. I sho’ am a funny fucker. Should have done stand-up comedy. That would have made his mama proud.
“Yeah, yeah, why bother. We can handle them,” LuLu said simple enough.
LuLu must be tired of Paxton actin’ like tough shit and all that. Paxton ain’t so tough—not after he’s a zombie. Nate slouched back in the recliner, lost in a daydream, thinking how Paxton would look as a zombie. He chuckled and snorted. A quick nap to recharge, and he’d be good to go.
   
Scarlett waited and watched, praying with every inch of her scared-shitless heart that Nate would miraculously fall asleep in the next few minutes. The room was silent as if they secretly waited for Nate’s rather loud obnoxious snoring.
At least Ella wasn’t crying, but her lovely Latino complexion had turned the pasty color of a newly-turned corpse, accentuated by the lovely pearl earrings Justin had given her for her sixteenth birthday. Why she noticed the earrings with everything that was happening, she really didn’t know. Her senses were definitely working overtime. She studied every detail almost as if in slow motion while racking her brain for a viable escape plan.
Everyone was unbearably tense. “How about a game of Gin Rummy?” Scarlett asked in an optimistic tone. Justin looked at her as if she might be insane. “Just go with it,” Scarlett whispered.
They sat on the hardwood floor around the mahogany coffee table. Justin dealt them each a hand. How long does it take to hotwire a truck? Knowing Paxton, not long.
About five minutes into their game, Nate’s obnoxious snoring started. LuLu silently stepped out of the recliner next to Nate, leaving it in its reclined position perhaps afraid the squeaking of the leather or hinges might awaken him. For some reason, LuLu tiptoed to the fireplace. LuLu snatched the poker from the ornamental fireplace stand. Whop! She hit Nate on the forehead with it, just like that.
“Go!” LuLu screamed as a bloody streak trickled down Nate’s forehead.
“Come with us, LuLu,” Scarlett said while running to the window, slowly pulling the curtains back to get a quick view of the front yard. Paxton was at the end of the residential intersection checking out the tires on a blue truck.
“Go!” LuLu screamed again.
“LuLu, we can’t leave you. They’ll kill you!” Scarlett ran to LuLu and shook her by the shoulders in an attempt to reason with her.
LuLu shoved her out of the way.
“Justin, take Ella and run!” LuLu warned.
Scarlett didn’t know what to think. She’d been trying to organize a plan all morning. Her plan really sucked, but without weapons, supplies or vehicles, there was no such thing as a good plan. We’ll just have to wing it . . .
“Justin, you and Ella escape out the patio door,” Scarlett said.
“Scarlett, we aren’t leaving you here with those, those evil men,” Ella exclaimed.
“We should leave together—” Justin hurried. They ran to the patio door.
“You know Paxton will catch us if we’re together. If we split up, the odds are someone will make it out of here,” Scarlett said, thinking out loud.
“Are you for real? This is like that graveyard scene in a horror flick where some idiot says ‘ye-ah, I know—let’s split up,’ ” Justin spouted.
Justin was right. Still, she had to go with her compelling intuition, and it told her they had to go separate ways in order to save Ella. Paxton didn’t really want Ella. No, Paxton wanted her.
Scarlett ignored Justin’s comments. “Don’t go to the hotel. That’s the first place he’ll look. Reno. Go to Reno!” she said, giving Ella a hurried hug. “Who knows, maybe you can catch up with Luther in Reno. Or, hide-out somewhere along I-80 and wait for Luther. Dean might even be going to Reno too,” Scarlett said it as convincingly as she could. But it was all BS; she really didn’t know.
“So, you’re meeting us in Reno?” Justin asked slowly.
“Pinole. I’m going to my sister’s house,” Scarlett lied. A warning flashed like a red strobe light, flashing so brilliantly in her mind it blinded her momentarily. “He’ll find us if we’re together,” her words rushed out. Time was running out. Besides, LuLu would probably tell Paxton she was going to Pinole. It could buy them precious time. Sadly, Scarlett finally accepted the fact that Pinole was no longer an option. Not ever.
“Okay, I’ll Facebook you, Scarlett Lewis from Roseville, when everything’s back to normal,” Justin said, giving her one of his trademarked smirks.
“Take care of him,” Scarlett whispered and gave Ella another hug, afraid to let her go.
Justin and Ella darted out the patio door, holding hands. The young couple jumped the fence to the backyard directly behind them. She prayed Paxton wouldn’t start searching there first. No doubt LuLu would point Paxton in Scarlett’s direction.
“Okay, LuLu, last chance.” Scarlett tensed.
LuLu stood in front of her, blocking the patio’s sliding glass door. “Not so fast,” LuLu rasped.
That’s when she noticed the gun in LuLu’s hand. Nate’s gun. Pools of hatred swirled in LuLu’s hazel eyes, blazing of hell, the vision so real it singed her skin. Scarlett instantly shut her eyes; however, when she closed her eyes, the vision became even more searing. Intense hatred seemed to consume LuLu’s soul. LuLu wanted her dead, of that she had no doubt.
“You’re gonna love this part . . . shoot me,” LuLu said with a deadpan expression.
“What?” Scarlett gasped.
“Got to make this whole scam look real or Paxton will kill me. You know he will.” LuLu dared her with those hellish-hazel eyes. LuLu shoved the gun in her hand. “Shoot me in the arm!” LuLu demanded.
Scarlett stared, speechless.
“Do it!” LuLu’s eyes shrieked louder than her voice ever could. “You snitch bitch, you little Miss Prissy, goody two shoes, I’m too good for everyone . . .”
Click. Scarlett squeezed the trigger again. Click.
“That piece of shit. Can you believe Paxton gave Nate an unloaded gun?” LuLu raved.
Scarlett checked the chamber. No bullets.
LuLu dashed into the den and returned with the fireplace poker. Nate’s blood still coated the hook. “Hit me on the back of my shoulder,” LuLu hissed. “Swing away. And don’t go wimping-out on me.” LuLu turned around and faced the sliding glass door, her back toward Scarlett.
Scarlett stood there, stunned.
“You snitch b—”
“All right, all right.” Slam! Scarlett nailed her on the back, carefully avoiding the poker’s bloodied-hook. LuLu crashed into the sliding glass door.
“Well, is that convincing enough for you?” Scarlett fumed. LuLu’s dishwater-blond hair smeared blood on the glass door as she slid, slowly, slowly to the Pergo flooring, lifeless. LuLu collapsed to the floor, forehead against the sliding glass door. Scarlett hadn’t planned on that; she didn’t know the blow would knock her head against the glass.
“What have I done? LuLu! LuLu—” she cried, letting the poker fall to the floor. Jeez, how she hated Pergo flooring, and she really, really hated it as she stared down at LuLu’s lifeless body.
The faint sound of the truck pulling into the driveway startled her. Time’s up. Scarlett grabbed the poker and then slipped out the sliding glass door. She jumped the fence to the house next door and then crept along the side of the house. No sign of Paxton. She hoped he was inside, and she darted across the street. She hid behind an overgrown Oleander bush. Between the foliage, she had a clear view of the front door and the truck, allowing her to see the direction Paxton searched first. Surely, Paxton wouldn’t expect her to remain in the vicinity.
If Scarlett absolutely had to, she’d use herself as bait to lure Paxton away from Ella and Justin. Then again, if Nate was dead, she didn’t need to worry about Ella as much. She wrestled with the possibility that she could handle Paxton. There was no doubt in her mind Paxton was a sick bastard, a psychopath, maybe one of those sadist-masochist she had read about in college. On the other hand, Nate was the unpredictable one, just plain evil. Who knew what horrid things he had planned? So, Scarlett waited, crouched behind the Oleander bush.
A gunshot ripped through the air, causing her heart to pound even harder. A sudden burst of heat ripple through her entire body. At that moment, she knew someone had died. Nate or LuLu? She watched. And waited for Paxton to leave the house.
Scarlett closed her eyes, willing for a glimpse of one of her vivid dream-like images, which had often haunted her these past few months since the flu outbreak. She shrieked silently to her subconscious: Where are you when I need you? Only darkness. She hid behind the bush and concentrated. Willing. Until, a blurry image deep in the far corners of her mind flirted with her. It was the image of a little girl. Ella, when she was a child? With her mind, she focused in on the image, willing it to come in clearer.
A commotion from the inside of the house disrupted her concentration. It was Paxton, shouting at someone, which meant either LuLu or Nate was still alive. Paxton ran out of the house with his duffle bag and then drove off in the blue Ford truck he’d just acquired. He sped down the street, turning left, the opposite direction Justin and Ella had gone.
An irrational urge tempted her to run inside the house to see if LuLu was still alive. Maybe, this time, she could convince LuLu to escape with her. But if she ran into Nate . . . could she kill him, too? Like LuLu. I’m just paranoid. Chances are, I didn’t kill LuLu. While her conscience flip-flopped, Paxton raced off in the opposite direction, in the direction Justin and Ella had gone. But, there was no telling where those two were at this point. It had been at least thirty minutes or so since Justin and Ella had left.
Scarlett darted from bush to bush, and house to house, toward the residential intersection. She needed to be more careful after passing the barricade. She was in creeper territory. She knelt behind a tree at the end of the street and waited for signs of Paxton. The next thing she knew, Paxton raced down the street in the opposite direction again. Luckily, he hadn’t spotted her. He turned down the next street.
She cautiously approached the intersection to get a better view. She spotted Paxton’s Ram truck a few houses down. The truck he had traded in earlier that morning, the driver’s door still open, hood left up. Scarlett took a last look around and tilted her head, listening. No sign of anyone. Making a run for it, she dashed inside the truck just as a pack of creepers meandered around the corner a half-block away. She scrunched down in the seat and slowly closed the door, not latching it shut, afraid it might alert the pack.
She waited for the pack to amble down the street. She almost let out a cry of excitement when she noticed the key in the ignition. Holding her breath, she turned the key one notch, praying it still had gas. Enough to get away. The idiot light flashed in her face, less than an eighth of a tank. She looked back at the pack loitering in the middle of the street, their heads twisting about, sniffing. Was her scent in the air?
Scarlett ducked further down in the seat and peered out of the window through a tiny gap between the truck’s open hood and the bottom edge of the windshield, and through that minuscule opening, she watched. If they spotted her—smelled her human scent, she’d be trapped in the truck until Paxton inadvertently found her. It was too dangerous to close the hood. They were only a few feet away. She could handle two, maybe three of them, but not an entire flipping pack. No, she knew her limits.
Paxton came charging back down the street, right past her. What? She was completely blindsided by his sudden reemergence. Paxton spun the truck around and backed the truck through the approaching pack. Then he turned around and backed over the ones he’d missed. And he didn’t stop until every one of them had been pulverized into the street’s asphalt—like mashing avocados into guacamole with salsa. Lots of salsa. Then Paxton roared off in the truck, turning right a few streets down. Think he’s pissed.
She wanted to gag, the air ripe with rotting creepers. Finally, she turned the key. The truck started. Must be my lucky day! After closing the hood, she pointed the truck in the opposite direction Paxton had gone and sped down as many streets as she could, knowing she had to get out of there fast before Paxton noticed the truck was missing.
Scarlett had no flipping idea where she was. Justin had told her earlier they were near a big mall, Arden Fair Mall. He had remembered seeing it when they had exited the highway during their escape the night of the fire. Unfortunately, she didn’t know her way around Sacramento. The freeway entrance by the mall was the only one she knew of in Sacramento unless she happened upon another entrance. If I can make it to the mall, I can get out of here.
She drove around the neighborhood, searching for a road out. She was trapped in a nightmare, knowing at any moment Paxton might show up in the rearview mirror. The hum of the engine attracted stragglers. Creepers stumbled into the streets, reminding her of a childhood memory: kids running to the street programmed like Pavlov’s dog to the music of the ice cream truck. Only these weren’t kids, and she wasn’t driving an ice cream truck. And, she was almost out of gas. Then what? She wanted to scream. Get a grip, Scarlett . . .
“Damn!” She passed Blackberry Lane, again. She had been there minutes ago. The stragglers had formed into a pack. They were ready for her when the familiar sound of the truck’s engine approached again. She had to get out of there, but the truck had a problem going more than twenty miles per hour. It shimmied uncontrollably. She prayed one of the wheels didn’t go flying off like the Mini Cooper.
At the next intersection, the remnants of a burnt down school brought chills to her bones. Peering down the intersection, commercial buildings lined the street. Finally, a main road, and she drove down Howe Avenue around the mass of deserted vehicles.
The truck shimmied so badly she could barely go ten miles per hour. The truck definitely wouldn’t last much longer. She turned left onto Arden Way at the “Howe about Arden” intersection. One of her favorite shoe stores was in that shopping center, but she couldn’t remember the name of the store. In a world of creepers and psychopaths, shopping no longer held any relevance.
A sigh of relief escaped Scarlett’s lips when she spotted the shopping mall up ahead. She had often shopped the Arden Fair Mall during the Holiday Season. The mall’s huge parking lot might be a safe place to find a better vehicle. Ding! A little light went off inside of her head when she heard the annoying sound of tools shifting about in the back of the truck. Are there jumper cables in the back of the truck? She could jump-start a car!
She cranked the wheel hard and turned into the mall’s parking lot. Surprisingly, well, not so surprisingly, the mall’s parking lot was nearly empty. As she recalled, Sears was at the other end of the mall. She decided to start her search there since it was a more secluded area. She made her way to the Sear’s end of the mall. She scouted three possible vehicles and several creepers off in the distance, but she had at least five minutes or so.
“Damn!” Paxton had taken the jumper cables. Still, it was possible one of the three cars had a set of cables. Does anyone carry jumper cables these days? Practically everyone has a flippin’ new car.
That’s it. Most likely the oldest vehicle would be equipped with cables, she figured, trying to think logically.
She glanced at the three vehicles. The silver Toyota Camry looked the oldest based on its faded paint job, but the door stood open. She figured it was a “no go,” the battery most likely would be too dead for a jump-start. She popped the trunk. “Ta-Dah, cables!”
She just needed a car with gas and a key. Yeah, right! That left a Subaru and a Scion. The doors were locked. She sat on the pavement deciding her next move, keeping her eye on four sets of creepers closing in on her, but she still had a couple of minutes. If necessary, she’d drive the truck to the back of the mall.
Lost in thought, Scarlett blankly stared at the debris-covered pavement, all the norm these days, thinking how bizarre it was that people had abandoned their cell phones, purses, and backpacks. It had been the same scene everywhere she’d been. Guess when you turn creeper, you don’t need your personal stuff.
Stuff! She started searching the parking lot for purses and crawled over to a handbag, dumping the contents onto the pavement. The jingle of keys caught her attention. She grabbed the keychain with the Subaru logo imprinted on a key.
Subaru! Lucky door number one, the thought flashed like a scene from the old television show she used to watch with Aunt Marge, Let’s Make a Deal. Was it a zonk or a deal? She was about to find out.
The battery was dead. She didn’t waste any more time trying to start the car; instead, she quickly connected the cables. Unfortunately, the whining noise the car made when she tried to start it alerted every flipping creeper at the mall.
“Ah, come on, come on. You can do it!” Finally, the engine turned. “Yes!” She was thankful for the truck’s powerful battery, which was probably the only reason the car had started.
“Time to go.” Creepers closed in on her from all directions. Soon, they’d join into one huge, hungry horde. She didn’t have the time to strip the truck of its priceless tools. She did manage to grab a crowbar from the floorboard of the truck. It looked similar to the one Dean always used, and she liked it better than the poker. The poker reminded her Nate or LuLu—could be dead.
Once in the car, she zig-zagged between the creepers, not wanting to damage her newly-found vehicle. She glanced at the fuel gauge. A half-tank of gas.
Now what? She never really expected to make it this far.
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AFTER JUSTIN and Ella exchanged frantic goodbyes to Scarlett and LuLu, Justin helped Ella hop the backyard’s fence. They had only made it to the adjacent backyard, and Ella was already tired.
“Really? We can’t stop here,” Justin warned. Ella silently agreed.
Justin urged her on as they snuck to the side of the house. After making sure the street was clear of zombies and Paxton, they sprinted across the residential street to the next house, cautiously making their way to its backyard, and they hopped the next fence.
By the time they had jumped their third fence and had made it to the next residential street, Ella panted, “I need a break.” She hunched over with hands on trembling knees.
“Ye-ah, okay.” Justin couldn’t shake the uneasiness in his voice. They had to get hecka out of there before Paxton found them. “Like we can’t just stop in the middle of the freakin’ street,” he said, glancing around the neighborhood nervously. Tugging her hand, he led her across the street to the side of a blue and white painted house. “Okay, you’ve got one minute.”
He was amazed Ella had made it this far considering she had never left the safety zone of the hotel the entire time he’d known her. Apparently, Nate and Paxton frightened her more than the zombies. Me too. Zombies were just stupid, repulsive creatures with only one desire: eating. They had no ulterior motives for power or sex, which made them easy to predict. Unlike Nate and Paxton, he’d known them for months and was stunned by their despicable intentions. Who’d of thought the two were so sick in the head? He had to protect Ella from them. But, he did feel like a super jerk for leaving Scarlett and LuLu behind.
“You do know where we’re going—right?” Ella looked up at him with her gorgeous, brown eyes.
“Sure.” He really didn’t have the heart to tell her, Hell no. He scoped out the street while she rested. A mini-horde shambled down the street several houses down. He automatically shifted his position, blocking her view, so she couldn’t see them. He didn’t know how she’d react. If Ella freaked-out and started screaming, they’d be in mucho trouble. That’s when he realized he didn’t have an anti-zombie weapon. He’d been so freaked, he hadn’t even thought about a weapon. Like, how lame is that?
“Okay, so where to?” Ella asked, breathing more easily.
Justin paused for a moment. An idea formulated in his mind. “I’ll know it . . . when I see it,” he said, thinking about his awesome idea.
“That doesn’t sound so convincing,” she said with a touch of sarcasm. “So tell me already?” she said too loudly.
Please don’t tell me she’s about to have a girly moment, not with those Zs over there. “Shhh,” he hushed her.
“OMG, don’t tell me to . . .” Ella started to scold.
“I got this, c’mon.” Justin tugged at her arm.
“Seriously, where are we going?” Ella whispered.
“Trust me,” he whispered back. The two crouched house to house, heading in the opposite direction of the horde.
“Wouldn’t it be faster to take the street?” Ella interrupted his concentration.
“Ye-ah, but we don’t want to run into a freakin’ horde, you know what I mean? Besides, Paxton could drive down the street any second. He’s got to be looking for us by now,” Justin explained, trying so hard not to lose his patience. This is like way easier when I’m by myself.
He stopped in the middle of the property easement area between two houses, and they ducked behind some scraggly shrubbery. Justin scanned the rooftops of both houses but didn’t find what he was looking for.
“Not here,” Justin mumbled. They continued westward, sneaking from house to house. Occasionally, Justin saw a Z in the distance and purposely didn’t point it out to Ella. She was handling this amazingly well, even if she was getting on his nerves.
They passed a burnt-out school. It had been a high school from what remained of the WELCOME TO ENCINA HIGH SCHOOL sign. Graffitied in red paint were the words: THE DEAD DON’T DIE. He had a sick feeling it might have been human blood and not spray paint. It spooked the crap out of him.
As they approached the intersection of Bell Avenue and Arden Way, he saw the top of a Taco Bell sign above the trees. He was familiar with this area, at least the main roads, not the residential streets so much. He decided to stay away from the main roads. If it was like Vacaville, hordes congregated and roamed the main streets. He really didn’t know why they patrolled the main roads. Could be an instinctual thing, he thought. Zs related streets to humans, and humans equal food. Or heck, maybe it was some “universal zombie law” to hang out wherever they had originally become zombified. Ye-ah, like zombies think.
Unfortunately, they did need to be on the street. It would be dark in a few hours, and he needed to find them a safe place soon. Sneaking from yard to yard is taking forever.
Justin stopped again, taking cover next to a burnt-out SUV, and scoured the area. “We’ll try Bell Avenue for a while.” He was familiar with the street. Sort of. He knew where it was in relation to the mall and the highway.
“You’ve been dragging me around for hours. I need to eat.” Ella pouted.
Actually, he was hungry too. He lightly patted his jean jacket; he was always stuffing something in his pockets. He felt like a hero when he pulled out a smashed granola bar, which looked like it had been in his pocket for months. It was the healthy bran kind Scarlett loved. He thought they sucked, but the particular brand fit in his pocket perfectly, so he had grabbed one from the kitchen yesterday.
“Really—that’s it?” Ella grimaced.
“Ye-ah, I know. Tastes like cardboard.” He split it in half, giving her the slightly bigger portion.
“I’m such a whiner. You’re so awesome.” Ella munched an oversized bite full of crunchy granola.
She smiled, and her cheeks poofed-out like an adorable chipmunk. He laughed. Dude, stay focused.
Ella’s so distracting. The ability to focus and remain calm had kept him alive all this time. “Alive—Not Zombified,” that was his motto. Things are different now. He had to protect Ella! Or life wasn’t worth living.
To make better time, they snuck along the street’s gutter. If they had to, they’d take refuge inside a house, but that could be just as dangerous. The homes could be crawling with Zs. He could probably de-activate a few with his bare hands, but he should save his strength for when he really, really needed it.
Justin listened attentively for Paxton’s truck as they approached a commercial intersection. Not a good idea, Justin thought. Should they turn around? However, his instincts told him to keep going. They took cover inside a Honda in the back of a Carl’s Jr. lot. Ella looked up at him with those gorgeous eyes of hers as if searching his face for an answer.
“You okay?” he asked, nervously peering through the rolled-up windows.
“Sure.” Her voice was tired and distant.
“Cool. So, I’m gonna scout out the intersection. See if it’s safe to cross. You should stay here. Any trouble, tap the horn—only once. Uh, does the horn work when the battery’s dead?” he said with a note of wonderment.
When he opened the door, she grabbed his arm. “Don’t leave me!” Ella pleaded.
“Uno momento por favor. That’s the only Spanish I know except for the bad words,” he teased, hoping to ease her angst.
“For real, you’re gonna leave me here?”
“Promise, I’ll be quick!” He got out of the car. On impulse, he ducked back inside to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. Ella smiled. It was all he needed to give him courage. He hated big intersections. They gave him the willies. All those zombie games I used to play. Now, it’s all too real.
A variety of scuffling sounds startled him while he snuck to the intersection. Was it just the trash blowing in the wind? The street signpost ahead read ARDEN WAY AND HOWE AVENUE. He knew exactly where he was; he had played baseball in the park down the street when he was a kid.
A distant whirring buzzed over the wind-flying debris. He was near the driveway entrance of a florist shop when he realized the whirring sound wasn’t the wind. It was an engine. “Shit!” A truck turned onto Arden a few blocks down. He darted behind an abandoned motorcycle tossed on its side. It didn’t provide much cover, but it was the only thing he could hide behind. If Justin took off running, the driver of the truck would see him. And, he knew it was Paxton or Nate.
The truck skidded to a stop in the middle of the intersection as if deciding which way to go. Justin willed himself to be invisible. If I had one superpower, it would definitely be the invisibility thing, he thought randomly. He hoped Ella didn’t freak and start honking the horn or worse, come running into the street looking for him.
The truck waited in the middle of the intersection, revving its engine. What the heck? What’s he doing? Gurgling groans approached. The truck skidded around in a circle in the middle of the intersection like it had suddenly turned zombie or something. That’s freakin’ weird. Zombie-trucks? He shoved back his crazy imagination.
The truck continued spinning 360s, tires squealing, horn blazing. That’s beyond weird—that’s super-psychotic. It had to be Paxton. Justin popped his head up over the motorcycle’s seat after the truck zipped by. A part of him was relieved to see the back of Paxton’s shaved head through the truck cab’s rear window. His irrational fear of zombie-trucks lingered. To Justin’s horror, Zs began emerging from their hiding places, hording into the middle of the street. It petrified him to see how many Zs had been there all along, blending into the scenery. He ran super fast to Ella before she totally freaked.
Justin tried opening the door to the Honda. The doors were locked. Ella sat in the car, shaking, tears gushing down her cheeks. He tapped the window to get her attention, but she was lost in la la land or super pissed. Either way, he had no time to deal with attitude. Zs are coming!
Finally, she opened the door. “You said one minute.” She sobbed.
“Like, we gotta go!” She ignored him. “Ella—c’mon,” he nagged, unable to keep the fear and frustration out of his voice. “Let’s go!”
She didn’t budge. Frustrated, Justin scooted across the seat just as she reached over and girly-punched him in the arm.
He felt bad, knowing how difficult this was for her. He held her for a quick second. “Zombie-truck did you see that?” he blurted. The sound of squealing tires intensified as if confirming his ludicrous statement.
“We’ve got zombie-trucks now?” Ella panicked. Her eyes couldn’t possibly get bigger.
“Uh, no, I mean, calling out the Zs. It’s Paxton’s thing,” he explained.
“Zombie-trucks? Why would you even say something like that?” She pouted, brushing the tears away with the back of her hand.
He hadn’t meant to freak her out about the wonky zombie-truck vision stuck in his head. I’ve got to watch what I say. “He’s trying to trap us by getting the Zs to do his dirty work,” he said, choosing his words carefully. Actually, it was a hecka good idea, and it made Justin’s stomach knot up in a fiery ball of hatred for the sick man.
“What’s wrong with him?” she said, sounding more reasonable.
“We gotta go. They’re everywhere!” he warned. “C’mon, we’ve got to double-back. They’re hording in the intersection, like right now!”
He grabbed Ella’s hand. They ran like crazy. No time for sneaking around. The Zs seemed mesmerized by the truck, stumbling toward it, and didn’t pay much attention to them.
“This way.” Justin turned down the first residential street they came to.
He had bypassed this street earlier due to a mini-horde. Luckily it was gone. They ran, ignoring the few stragglers finding their way to the street. They had probably been trapped inside these houses for months until suddenly motivated by the zombie-truck’s revving engine and screeching tires. Somehow Ella kept up the pace and even more unbelievable, she wasn’t totally freaking-out.
Running by house after house, Justin finally found the house type he was searching for. Then he spotted the mini-horde. The horde lurched to an abrupt stop when it saw Justin and Ella. Each one cocked their scuzzy heads from Ella to Justin and then jerked their heads to the street corner. Justin stared at the horde in a “you wouldn’t believe it unless you saw it” moment, for the horde seemed to be making a decision, an extremely difficult one: choosing between the two of them or the zombie-truck at the end of the block.
The zombie-truck better not come down this street . . . To Justin’s horror, the truck screeched around the corner and headed straight toward Ella and him. Holy Shit, the Z-truck’s coming for us! The Zs groaned and reeled toward the approaching truck. The horde scrambled between them and the Z-truck. Justin fretfully wished for the invisibility superpower again. With any freaking luck, the horde had blocked Paxton’s view.
“Behind that car!”
The Z-truck zipped by the car they hid behind. Justin stared in awe at the Zs joggling after it—instead of them. “Holy shit, you ever notice what short attention spans Zs have—like the size of an ant,” Justin remarked.
“Was that Paxton?” Ella asked.
“Ye-ah,” Justin whispered, catching his breath.
“Did he see us?” Her words came out as a mere whimper, but at least she was not crying.
“Don’t think so,” he said. But, he really wasn’t sure yet.
They waited for the last zombie to turn the corner, hustling after the long-gone Z-truck. I’ve gotta stop calling it a zombie-truck, I’m freakin’ myself out.
“Awesome,” Justin whispered, “If Paxton had seen us, he’d be back by now.” Justin pointed to a brown Spanish-styled, stucco house across the street. “There! That’s what I’m looking for.” He was elated. Finally, a house with a flat roof. Ella gave him a look like he had totally flipped-out.
He took off running across the street, practically dragging her with him. He stopped on the garage side of the house, out of plain sight.
“Stay here. Yell, if you see anything coming from the front,” Justin said briskly. Ella nodded.
Justin snuck to the back of the house relieved it was clear of Zs. Unfortunately for him, the back door was locked. He ran back to get Ella. “Okay, you stand guard right here on the back porch,” he said, grabbing her by the shoulders. “I’m going inside to make sure it’s zombie-free,” the words rushed out in a breathless gasp. He grabbed a rock from the flower garden and banged on the kitchen window, wincing every time the rock clamored against the glass.
“Like, maybe it’s not even locked. Mama always keeps—kept the kitchen window unlocked because she couldn’t undo the little lock thingy,” Ella said incredulously.
“I’m so sure,” Justin said and pulled up on the window frame to show her. The window slid up.
“Silly, what would you do without me?” She giggled.
“Ah, women,” he groaned, shaking his head. “Okay, stay here for a minute.” His nimble body climbed inside over the kitchen sink.
“But, what if a zombie . . .” her voice trailed off.
“Duh, then scream,” he said, giving her one of his best smirks. He ignored the panic in her voice, knowing their precious daylight was almost gone. He had to find a safe place for the night. Like now! After unlocking the back door, he popped his head out to say, “Back in a sec—” He grabbed a knife from the butcher block.
   
Ella paced the back patio, biting her fingernails down to the quick until she tasted the blood of a nail bitten down too far. She jumped at every minuscule sound as the wind wrestled with the remnants of last autumn’s leaves that had never been raked, and she wondered if they ever would be raked.
Gradually, the sounds changed—sounds she found unnerving. A putrid scent wafted in the breeze. A skunk?
“What’s taking him so long?” Ella murmured. A rustling sound from the other side of the house got the best of her. She had to know if it was just the leaves blowing in the wind before she screamed for help. She was already so embarrassed for acting like such a baby in front of Justin. She made up her mind; she wasn’t going to scream only to find out it was leaves blowing in the wind.
She clutched the rosary beads around her neck and slowly mustered the courage to peek around the other side of the house. And when Ella finally did, she covered her mouth, stifling a scream. A few feet away, a zombie thrashed about, pounding its head against the fence, its back to her. She froze, transfixed in sheer terror. She hadn’t been this close to one since that day—that ungodly day.
She flashbacked to the day the world had ended for her and everyone she had ever loved. Those hellish demons forever imprinted in her mind. The agonizing pain of knowing she could have saved Mama if she had done something. Instead, she had merely stared spellbound by its evil, just like she was this very instant.
Ella tried to turn around and run. Her feet refused to move. The disgusting thing banged its head against the fence in what looked like a feeble attempt to free its ankle from a small hole in the bottom of the fence. How long had it been trapped there—bashing in its own head, trying to get its ankle unstuck? From the looks of the ankle, raw to the bone, it could have been there since the beginning of the Super Summer flu.
The creature abruptly stopped its erratic head-banging and stiffened. It lifted its mangy head to the sky, snorting the air. Its entire body spasmed-out. Its mangy head twisted around 180-degrees without moving its torso, twisting eerily around until Ella saw its grotesque face snorting at the air. Its reddish-greenish flesh was disintegrating, revealing a hollowed space where the nose would have been. Then, it saw her. Their eyes locked. Eyes black as death flashed and swirled. Its body quaked, rippling the entire section of redwood fence. After God knows how long, a plank in the fencing snapped out of its perfect placement—just enough.
Justin . . .
Ella opened her mouth to scream. Nothing came out. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t feel her feet. The demon groaned with un-godly rapture. Her knees buckled. The hairs on her arms stood straight up, electrified. It lunged at her. It must have forgotten it had only turned its head, not its body. It snapped back to the fence like a rotten rubber band. Then it crumpled to the ground. No longer bound to the fence, it didn’t bother to stand. Its fleshless, bony fingers dug into the moist ground, inching its way to her with black-blank eyes—longing to devour her bite by bite.
Ella swayed about and shut her eyes, squeezing them tightly. It clawed at her feet. She felt herself falling to the ground—she heard the dried autumn leaves crunching under her body—she smelled its stench of death. Then, it was tugging at her shoulders. It tossed her around on the cold, damp, winter ground. A series of swishing and swooshing sounds followed. And then . . . then she felt something hot and wet and slimy.
Please let this be over . . .
   
Justin knelt beside Ella, tears blurring his vision. Zombie guts splattered Ella’s lifeless body. He lovingly carried her frail pixie-like body inside the house and then laid her on the living room’s couch. He sat on the floor next to her, his eyes glazing over. Why did I leave her alone? But, he had wanted to make super sure the house had been safe. If a horde had been inside, he really didn’t think he could save both of them. So, he sat there grieving. Waiting for Ella to turn. And, when she did turn—did he have the courage to de-activate her?
Justin sat on the hardwood floor next to Ella and lost track of time. How long does it take? Finally, her body stirred. She mumbled and twisted about on the couch. Without warning, her body sprang up. Gurgling groans gushed from her mouth. Puke spurted from her lips. His heart frosted-over. Icicles pierced his soul.
“Don’t ever leave me alone like that again,” she spluttered.
“Huh?” Justin shrieked. “Ella, you’re okay?”
“Ugh, do I look okay? I got zombie-goo all over me. That smell is absolutely disgusting.” She gagged and puked again on the side of the couch.
“I mean, you’re not a zombie?”
“Maybe just a little.” She snarled, raising a claw-like hand.
“Ella, that’s so not funny.”
“That’ll teach you not to leave your girl alone in this zombie-infested world!” She was definitely pissed.
“Okay, I get it. Uh, you need to shower, like now,” he said, pinching his nose closed. “And, I need to get rid of the Z that almost nailed you. If Paxton sees it—it’ll give away our hiding place.”
“Why here? Scarlett told us to go to Reno.” Ella said, wiping off zombie guts with her shirt.
“I’ll explain later,” he said in a nasal tone, still pinching his nose. He led her to the bathroom. “There’s water in the hot water tank, so you can take a quick shower. But it’s gonna be hecka cold,” he warned.
“Anything to get rid of this zombie-goo!”
“Okay, I’ll leave you to your business. We’ll talk later,” Justin said, handing her a fluffy, green bath towel from the linen closet.
“No!” she screamed.
“What? What’s wrong?” He scrambled back to the bathroom, almost tripping over his own feet.
“Don’t leave me!” Ella started to cry.
“Uh, okay, sure.” He realized how frightening this whole thing had been for her. “Let me know when you’re ready for me to come in. We can, uh, talk.”
Justin waited anxiously.
“Okay, you can come in. H-holy c-crap, it’s f-f-friggin’ cold.” Her words came out in shivering gasps.
Justin sat on the closed lid of the toilet while she took a shower. He felt sort of awkward, yet at the same time, he felt super special, like they were a normal married couple.
Justin rambled on about his plan. If they tried to get to Reno or Vacaville, they’d probably run into Paxton and Nate. It was safer to hang there for a few days or heck, a few weeks, thinking Paxton and Nate would eventually give up.
The faucet handle squeaked off. Justin watched as the green towel draped over the seashell shower curtain slowly disappeared to the other side. Suddenly, all he could think about was the girl he loved was just on the other side of the flimsy, plastic, shower curtain. And she was naked except for the towel. Down boy, he scolded his lower body. For the first time, his body seemed to have urges he couldn’t control.
He’d never been into girls, and his father had always been concerned he might be gay. Justin had never really cared one way or the other until he had met Ella. He certainly couldn’t come on to Ella in the shower. Not after what she had just been through. Ella swept the shower curtain aside and stood there wrapped in the fluffy, green towel, water dripping from her hair. He was mesmerized.
“Seriously? We’re going to live on the roof? It sounds so cuh-ray-zee, but kinda cool.” She stepped out of the shower.
Ella fiddled with the shower curtain. Transfixed, he watched each water droplet dribble down the nape of her neck to her shoulder and then down her shoulder, melting into the towel. He so wished he could be one of those water droplets.
She finished fiddling with the shower curtain and turned around. “Justin, like what’s wrong with you?” she said, completely oblivious to the effect she had on him. “Duh, I need clothes,” she moaned, staring at him like he was a total idiot.
“Ye-ah, I’m on it.” He dashed out, glad for an excuse.
He ransacked the master bedroom’s walk-in closet and found a set of flannel pajamas. These ugly, striped, flannel pajamas should get rid of my crazy thoughts and desires.
“Don’t say I never gave you anything,” he joked, tossing her the ugly pajamas.
“Really?” Ella wrinkled her nose. “I have to live on the roof and wear these stupid pajamas?”
“Be back ASAP. I need to get rid of the de-activated zombie.” He handed her a stack of plastic shopping bags from the kitchen cupboard. “Can you load the bags with all the food you can find? And don’t forget blankets. We’ll need lots of blankets and pillows,” he said as he ran out the back door.
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THE WHIRRING of an approaching engine caused Scarlett’s heart to pound even harder. She knew it was Paxton. Somehow, she knew Paxton wouldn’t stop searching until he had found her, which was the reason she had decided against driving to Vacaville in search of Dean and Luther. Heading westbound on I-80 would be idiotic. It’s probably what Paxton’s expecting, she thought. All the while she prayed Justin and Ella were on their way to Reno, but if they hadn’t found a vehicle, there was a good chance they were stuck in Sacramento just as she was.
Exiting the mall’s front entrance was definitely out of the question. She spied several small packs merging into a mega-horde. It had to be Paxton at the front entrance, making all that racket. He’s trying to trap me. Very clever. The freeway entrance was right there; she could see it.
And so could Paxton. She couldn’t risk it. Instead, she drove to the back of the mall at a very slow speed, wary of any stragglers ready to ambush her.
She vaguely remembered a back exit. She had gone shopping there last Christmas with Maggie, and they had been detoured to a back exit due to an accident blocking one of the main exits. She found the exit and turned in the opposite direction of the blue truck spinning donuts in the intersection.
Scarlett drove around from subdivision to subdivision until finding a house with an open garage to hide the car. She parked inside and sat in the car, waiting to see if anything nonliving or living had followed her. She was ready to go blasting out of the garage if she had been followed.
A glance at the dashboard clock told her an hour had passed. Time to check out the street. She forced herself out of the car and then crept to the edge of the open garage door. To her relief, both ends of the street were empty, free of creepers and Paxton. The only sound, the only movement, came from the wind as it whipped at the scattered debris.
Scarlett needed to come up with a plan. What would Paxton do? He’d try to track her down, and if he couldn’t find her, he’d try to detain her. Trap her. Well, that’s a given, he’s doing a good job of that right now.
Think, Scarlett. Think! So, what are my advantages? Number one, Paxton didn’t know where she was—exactly. Number two, he didn’t know she had a car, and number three, she was pretty sure he had no idea she was used to surviving on her own. He probably thinks I’ll just hide in a house.
Not going to happen. No, she had to go to some off-the-wall place, a place he’d never think of. A place she hadn’t even thought of yet. That’s it.
Scarlett decided to wait until dark before driving to the outskirts of the city. She only knew one way out of Sacramento without going by way of a highway. It would take a while to get to the country road she was thinking of. But she could do it. She had to. Scarlett pictured her plan mentally, carefully planning every detail as if envisioning it would help manifest it.
It would be dark soon. She should search the house for food and other useful items, although she dreaded it. She had been relying on Justin’s help on her scavenging hunts. Gathering her courage, she searched the garage for anything useful but was ready to make a mad dash out of there if need be.
Scarlett added a tire iron to her arsenal. It was lighter than the crowbar. Still, she’d much rather find a bat. She found an empty, wooden lug box and put it in the back of the Subaru and then filled it with items from the garage: black electrical tape, a camping stove, a container of propane, a handful of wrenches and screwdrivers, a hammer, and a box of nails.
She couldn’t delay it any longer. Her hunger pangs refused to be ignored. Scarlett took a deep breath. With the tire iron in one hand and one hand on the garage doorknob, she tried the handle. It was unlocked. And she timidly yet boldly stepped inside.
“Anyone here?” she called out, hoping to draw out any creepers lurking inside while she was still close enough to the car for a fast getaway. Why didn’t I sign up for the Zombie Defense Class Justin had been begging to teach me? He had taught her a few of his Fab-Five zombie moves, but she had always meant to spend more time with him.
By the time she reached the hallway, it was evident the house had already been looted. Empty food containers, dirty dishes, dirty clothes, and a pair of sleeping bags were scattered about. Someone had been camping-out there recently from what she could tell.
“Hello,” she yelled, ready to run back to the car. Complete silence. She quickly closed each bedroom and bathroom door, hoping to trap any creepers. “Phew,” she let out a sigh of relief. The house appeared creeper-free. She searched the cupboards for food. And was pleasantly surprised to find an open box of soda crackers and a nearly empty jar of peanut butter. That was it for food.
Next, she decided to brave one of the bedrooms for warmer clothes and a blanket. It would be cold tonight, and who knew when she’d find a warm place to hide. Scarlett opened a bedroom door and yelled, “Hello?” No sounds, no creepers. She grabbed everything she could and loaded the backseat with blankets, pillows, and clothing.
The sun was descending too quickly for her nerves. The wind picked up. She sat in the front seat of the car and dreaded the darkness taking over the night. Meanwhile, she studied the street from her narrow vantage point and scarfed on stale crackers dipped in peanut butter.
“Hmm—” Scarlett jumped out of the car and searched through the lug box for the roll of electrical tape. Most likely, Paxton would be looking for her tonight. The taillights would give her away. She quickly taped-over the lights on the back and sides of the car, leaving only the lights in the front uncovered, which she could use as needed.
It was time. Struggling to find an inner calmness, she started the engine. And wondered how far she’d get on a half-tank of gasoline. She rubbed the dashboard as if it were a magic genie. Just get me out of Sacramento . . .
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“FUCK! FUCK! FUUUCCCK—” Paxton ranted, racing balls-out to the nearest Interstate 80 on-ramp. He and Nate had spent the last month barricading the highway entrances and exits in the area, blocking the roads with vehicles except for the exit by the mall, the point-of-entry they always used. If a barricade had been tampered with (which would be easy enough to do with a group of people), it would alert him of survivors on the move. He planned to recruit more men. And, of course, more women to add to his harem. A work in progress.
After checking the barricades, he was positive Scarlett, Ella, and Justin hadn’t left Sacramento. It would require a vehicle, and the odds of them finding a working vehicle were slim at most. “Damn you, Nate!” Nate must have scared the shit out of Scarlett and Ella with his crazy-ass cage talk. He thought the whole cage thing was downright sick and only used it to placate Nate. Nate had so much fun with the cage they had found back in Stockton with that do-anything-to-save-her-ass office girl from the police station. It was all the twisted tweaker raved about.
Paxton hadn’t expected Scarlett’s group to escape, never in a million-fucking years. They didn’t have the balls to do what it took to survive in this man-eat-man world. “Ha, the jokes on them.” They had underestimated his persistence. “When I find them, I’m gonna make them pay bigtime.” Paxton snickered. It was a thought he enjoyed—making them pay.
After not finding any traces of the escapees, Paxton analyzed the map again. There’s no f’n way they’ll get beyond this point. He drew a larger circle around the previous circle he had marked. They had to be somewhere within the circled perimeters he marked on the map.
Time to get jiggy with it. He headed to Bell Avenue first, and then he’d hit Howe, Arden, Fulton, El Camino, and Marconi. After that, he’d hit the smaller residential intersections according to the map. He spun about each intersection pulling 360s, revving the engine and banging the horn until he attracted enough Zs to form a horde. He knew from experience he’d have them trapped once the intersections swarmed with Zs. They’ll be begging me to take them back. And he would—for a price. His grin grew wider.
He waited patiently for nightfall. Time was on his side. There was no way in hell they’d travel at night. Nobody was that stupid or brave, especially that scared-of-her-own-shadow Ella chick. Hell, she’d probably shit if she saw zombie shit. There was absolutely no way they’d get out of this town without reckoning with him or the zombies. He would make damn sure of it!
It was an hour after dark. The gas tank needled hovered over empty. He’d better get some sleep and rest up for tomorrow. Scarlett’s group was probably hiding out for the night, ready to make a run for it at first light. And he’d be there waiting for them.
The taste of his cruel smile wetted his appetite. Think I’ll take the truck with the cage at dawn’s light. The devilish idea taunted him. “I just might have to teach them a lesson.” His balls got hot and sweaty thinking about it. Maybe Nate wasn’t so crazy after all. And if he was really smooth, he might even convince Justin to be his new wingman—if he threatened to harm his precious Ella.
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IT HAD TAKEN Scarlett most of the night to find the country road on the eastern side of town that had finally taken her out of Sacramento. It had been a spine-chilling drive, detouring around the huge hordes ruling the roads. Paxton’s crazy antics had alerted every flipping creeper in the city, and on top of it, the Subaru’s dim parking lights attracted the creepers like moths to a flame. She had avoided hitting as many as possible but couldn’t help splattering several with the front bumper, leaving a gory trail of smashed creepers in her wake. It was a trail Paxton could follow.
Scarlett spent the next few hours in the eerie darkness with only the hum of the engine keeping her awake. She must have nodded off for a brief second. The car swerved, jolting her back. Attempting to shake-off her exhaustion, she rolled down the window. The brisk air forced her into alert mode. Still, she needed to pull over soon.
She drove down the dark, deserted, country road. In order to throw Paxton off her trail, she alternated turning right and then left at every four-way intersection she came to, as long as it wasn’t a dirt road. Sure, she’d be lost. Lost enough that Paxton couldn’t find her.
The lonely roads intensified her despair and had her questioning each of her decisions. Had she made a deadly decision demanding Justin and Ella to escape without her? She realized how ludicrous it was. How would they survive? And then there was the gunshot. Its finality rattled through her brain. Someone had been shot, probably killed. Murdered. And it had been her fault. Despite the guilt, she hoped it had been Nate. Nate was evil by pure choice, unlike a creeper.
Remorse for leaving LuLu behind set in. Had she killed LuLu—by accident? Scarlett scolded herself for being so judgmental, blaming LuLu for her jaded outlook on life. It really wasn’t surprising. Before humans had become so civilized, women in many cultures had done whatever they had deemed necessary in order to survive. Apparently, that was how life had been for LuLu before the Super Summer flu. She had lived in perpetual survival mode, always taking care of LuLu first. It sounded selfish, and it didn’t make it right, but it was human nature, no matter how uncivilized it seemed.
Scarlett shook her head out of frustration. She should have told LuLu she’d been jilted, instead of brandishing her gaudy engagement ring around like it was a status symbol. Maybe then, the two of them would’ve been friends. But, Scarlett couldn’t let go of that ring. It was the only thing she had left from the non-creeper world.
And even more devastating was the realization Scarlett was alone once again. Her never-ending commitment to find her sister had kept her focused, motivating her to persevere in the creeper-infested world. But, finding Cyndi was impossible. Failure tormented her soul as the agony of hopelessness slipped through her tired fingers grasping the wheel.
A thick, ground fog drifted in from the countryside and began swallowing the road. She crept along at five miles per hour. She lost the road and found the shoulder, nearly crashing into a sign on the side of the road. She backed up to read the sign: CECIL’S FRESH PRODUCE hand-painted on warped plywood. The low fuel warning light flashed.
Should I drive until I’m out of gas? Or pull over and wait until dawn? She stood a much better chance of finding gasoline or a vehicle in the daylight. She turned on the fog lights to find a place to pull over and rest until sunrise. She drove behind the produce building. Actually, it was more of a shack. She turned off the exterior and interior lights. The eerie fog entombed her with her thoughts. Her back stiffened. Petrified. Can creepers see in the fog? Something from deep inside shouted, “No.” But, they could smell her human scent.
She needed sleep, wanting to be ready at first light. She fumbled through her supplies until she found the mini alarm clock. One hour of sleep was all she’d risk—that was if she wasn’t too wound up to fall asleep. She reclined the driver’s seat, snuggled under a blanket, and thought of a time long ago when she was a little girl, and there were swing sets and butterflies and snickerdoodles and Power Rangers. And life was perfect . . .
   
Scarlett ran to the porch of an old country house under a threatening dark sky. She made it inside the old house as the rain started. Lightning flashed. Thunder boomed. The walls shook. The windows popped. The house flew in the sky like a tumbleweed caught in a cosmic storm. And then she was in—Texas.
An irritating beeping startled her. Scarlett couldn’t remember where she was, what day it was, and for a second, she couldn’t even remember who she was. Wow, what an intense power-nap. She yawned, remnants of the Wizard-of-Oz-like dream already dissipating. How she wished she only needed to click her heels three times and chant, “There’s no place like home . . .”
The morning sky flashed a lovely crimson “good morning” as the clouds played peek-a-boo with the sun. She rolled down the window to listen for sounds. The early morning wake-up call of a rooster cried off in the distance, but other than that, there were no sounds of civilization. The fog had receded back into the countryside, leaving the morning air crisp and fresh, so much fresher than the festering foul odors of the city.
Parked behind the roadside produce stand, she decided to check it out for food. With weapon in hand, she sneaked to the front of the stand, hoping to find something to eat. But there was nothing left in the bins that had once contained loads and loads of fresh produce, according to the various handwritten signs. How long had it been since she’d eaten a fresh tomato or an apple? Then she noticed the deep-red chili ristras and strands of garlic bulbs dangling on the back wall. On impulse, she grabbed an armful of the red chilies and garlic bulbs, tossing them into the back of the car.
Scarlett continued down the country road and searched for signs of people and vehicles. She passed acres of farms and dozens of country farmhouses, the kind of old houses that always looked in dire need of a fresh coat of paint. And she wondered, how many of those homes were inhabited by the undead?
Finally, she approached an intersection with a run-down country gas station and mini-mart. Her dreary eyes squinted in an attempt to read the road signs of Lucky Lane and Ridge Road. Surprisingly, several vehicles were parked in the gravel lot. The vehicles were definitely out of place for this run-down rural area. A Cadillac Escalade, driver’s door still open, was parked with its nose butted against a tree as if someone had jumped out of the moving vehicle at an extremely slow speed. On the other side of the mini-mart, was a silvery-blue Honda sports car, windows bashed-in, with what appeared to be dried blood trailing down the driver’s door. And next to the Honda was a white Lexis convertible, top shredded (as if torn apart), with dark stains smeared on the caved-in convertible top. Is that blood?
Unfortunately, her imagination envisioned the possible events that had occurred once the creepers had stormed the people in the car. Then she saw the pile of bones, and she quickly turned away from the unspeakable sight. These people had stopped just like she had, perhaps for gas, food or the restroom, maybe just to ask for flipping directions. She shuddered.
The open car doors and shattered windows were an all too familiar scene as she recalled the early days of the disaster back in Roseville. Scarlett drove to the back of the mini-mart, turned off the engine, and remained in the car to watch for signs of life: human or not. After a few minutes, she grabbed the tire iron and crept her way to the back door of the mini-mart. The door was unlocked.
She whispered, “Anybody here?” She dared a little louder, “Hello, anybody here?” Surely, if a creeper lurked inside, she would have heard it shuffling about. All was quiet.
The front screen door to the mini-mart blew open in the early morning breeze and then slammed shut, startling her. The grocery shelves were tossed on their sides, and what remained of the product was scattered about on the floor. Upon closer inspection, the products were actually empty containers. Scarlett looked around the store nervously. She needed food and water, but the store had already been raided. Even the stock room was empty. She made a run for the restrooms: no water. The faucets were bone dry.
Great, now what? She peered out the front screen door and latched the metal hook-lock to stop its perpetual slamming. That’s when she spotted it, one of those old-fashioned soda pop machines, the kind that required coins. But she didn’t have any money. She didn’t even have a purse. Purse!
She dashed to the parking lot. The crunching gravel conformed under her feet. She snagged a mildewy Anne Klein purse, which had been there for months by the look of it. She hastily dumped the contents onto the gravel in search of coinage. No wallet. “Damn!”
Nearing hysterics, she wondered if people still left change in their cars, or if it had become an outdated habit since the takeover of debit cards and—creepers. Well, she certainly didn’t want to check out the bloody caved-in convertible. The Escalade looked like her best bet, mainly because there were no signs of blood.
Scarlett cautiously peered inside the tinted windows, tire iron in hand, arm slightly raised, ready. The Escalade was safe, and she scooted behind the driver’s wheel. The key was still in the ignition in the on position. She realized whoever had bailed out of the SUV had probably left the engine running, never to return as a human. She turned the ignition off and on again; the clicking sound didn’t surprise her.
Sure enough, in the cup holder, a handful of change waited to be found. Jackpot! She greedily counted the quarters like an old miser. I can get two sodas. She calmed herself, afraid she was on the verge of going loony. “You need to get a grip.” So what if it’s the end of the world. “I still need to keep my wits.” Uh, did I just say that out loud? I really am going loony.
Scarlett headed back to the front entrance of the mini-mart and noticed the front-end of what looked like an RV on the other side of the mini-mart, hidden behind a broken down fence. Another stroke of good luck, she thought. The RV might have food. But her parched throat begged for attention first. She practically drooled over the vintage soda machine, hoping it worked, and wasn’t just for show.
Despite the chilly January morning, the quarters were already sweaty from clutching them so tightly. “Huh?” The odd selection of sodas the old boxy-style vending machine offered had her puzzled. The top part of the sign had been hand-painted over with the words GRANDMA’S FAVORITE SODAS. Cute, she thought and wondered if it had originally been a Coke or Pepsi machine.
She scanned the soda labels: Fresca, Tab, RC Cola, and Fanta. Wow, do they even make these sodas anymore? Had she entered the Twilight Zone? Ah, Dr. Pepper. She clumsily fed the quarters into the coin slot. Clanging jangled the silence for each quarter she fed. Except for the fourth quarter, which had gotten stuck somewhere on the way down. She ignored it and pressed the square tab for a Dr. Pepper. Nothing happened. Does it need electricity? She impatiently shoved another quarter in the machine. Nothing happened, and she repeatedly pressed the square tab harder and harder, lusting over the Dr. Pepper.
“Holy Mother of . . .” she caught herself, her voice much too loud, and she smiled, thinking she sounded a bit like Dean. She jiggled the machine, ignoring the PLEASE DON’T HIT ME. PLEASE SEE THE CLERK sign taped to the side. Yeah, right.
Out of frustration, she kicked the side of the machine. To her delight out tumbled three Dr. Peppers. “Thank you, Mr. Soda Machine.” And she curtsied to the machine. She took several long gulps, pausing only for air. A belch involuntarily squelched-out breaking the silence. Old habits prevailed, and she looked around embarrassed, hoping no one had heard her burp. “Really? Get a grip,” she scolded. She sat on the store’s front porch, enjoying the soda and keeping an overly-anxious watch. She felt punchy, needing food and more sleep. A scene from an old Star Trek episode panicked her overworking imagination: What if a pack of creepers suddenly materialized in front of her? “Beam me up, Scotty,” she whispered in jest. But, the place was deserted. No creepers, no people. Only her . . .
Scarlett had to drag open the dilapidated gate to get to the RV. Upon closer inspection, the RV was an old junker and probably hadn’t been driven in years if the dried-out leaves on the windshield and hood were any indicator. A metallic-silver sunscreen covered the front window, and the doors were locked. Surely, the RV must have some food? It was worth a try.
The passenger’s side window was down about an inch. Easy enough, she thought. And she pried it open with the tire iron until the glass shattered to the ground like ice crackling over the surface of a winter’s frozen puddle.
A horrific stench flooded out just as a swarm of tiny hands reached the back of the front seat, clawing the air. Gurgling cries gave her the shivers. Three little creatures pounced on the front seat! Snarling. She screamed. Their decomposed faces jerked with her every movement, salivating . . .
Unprepared, a creeper jumped out of the window, latching onto her shoulder with fingernails that had mutated into claws. It let out a high-pitched shriek before lunging for her neck. Instinctively, Scarlett grabbed it by its arm. She hurled it against the RV, its claws shredding her jacket—not her. The RV’s door sprang open! Another one? It crouched. Ready to pounce. She slammed the RV door on it. The gushing-pop sound of stomping on a plastic pudding cup followed. Due to its size, it was sandwiched between the door and the doorframe. The first one came to. But she was ready, and she smashed in its skull with the tire iron.
A third miniature creature gurgled about madly, trying to body-slam the door open. Scarlett stared in sickening disgust as it slithered over the glass shard-lined window frame, scraping off what remained of its molten-flesh like some gruesome potato peeler. The entire time its black iridescent eyes didn’t leave her neck. Without hesitation, she smashed in its skull.
“Dear God!” She puked and stumbled around until her knees gave, collapsing to the gravel. “They were only babies,” she cried. The horror of the entire situation had gotten the best of her, and she ran to the Escalade (only because it was closer than the Subaru). She scrambled into the backseat and then slammed the door. She curled up, arms hugging her knees, shaking uncontrollably. All the while the ghastly toddler-creepers haunted her. She envisioned their mother or father returning to the RV to find their children had become infected, and instead of putting the babies out of their misery, they had locked them inside for—forever. It seemed so uncompassionate if not ruthless. Inhumane. Yet, what would she have done?
It made her think about her sister and nephews. Could Cyndi do such a despicable thing? Smash in her babies’ heads until they were mush . . . The guilt continued plaguing her. She should have at least tried to go to Pinole, despite Luther’s warnings.
Scarlett huddled in the Escalade’s backseat and peered out of the dark tinted windows, waiting for a pack of creepers to find her. With all her screams and the creepers’ shrieks, surely, they were scrambling about eager for the new food source. They always did, remembering something Justin had said, “It’s a simple Z-equation: Noise = people = food.”
Her body went rigid, overwhelmed with fear. She must have sat in the backseat for over an hour, waiting, barely breathing. To her astonishment, the area remained creeper-free. It was a typical, brisk, January morning in the country, and she was lost and cold and hungry. Realizing she wasn’t about to get mauled by a mob of monsters like the people in the crushed convertible, her breathing steadied. Her pulse returned to normal.
She relaxed in the backseat, stretching out her cramped legs, and noticed something on the floor. It was a child’s backpack, according to the Batman logo. She snatched it and hastily reviewed the contents. Her stomach growled knowingly when she spotted the candy wrapper, a Snickers Bar, king size to boot. “Fantastic!” She took a big bite, the chocolate so sweet it made her teeth hurt.
Scarlett didn’t find anything else of use except for the backpack itself. It was small and light enough to keep on her at all times. The sugar-rush surged through her body, replacing her hunger pangs with vitality. She decided to check out the rest of the vehicle for useful items. That’s when she noticed a clipboard on the front dashboard. A printout of MapQuest directions caught her attention, and she curiously flipped through the pages, wondering where the people in the Escalade had been going. The top of the MapQuest printout had the words BUG OUT handwritten in red marker.
An overpowering sensation swept through her entire body with goosebumps and all. These intense sensations and vivid imageries usually indicated something really dreadful or something really great. Although, it didn’t always seem to work; it hadn’t warned her about the creepers in the RV. Or had it? Being in a constant state of fear, sometimes it was hard to differentiate between an actual warning and her current state of fear. This new sense was something she needed to trust and take advantage of.
Bug out? She thought for a moment. As she recalled, a bug out was a sort of hideout for those fanatical survivalist-types in Idaho. She had watched a television show on survivalists a while back. These people stored weapons and food for a “shit hits the fan” catastrophe. She remembered thinking it was a rather absurd, pessimistic, and expensive hobby.
One of Kevin’s friends had been a prepper. A weekend warrior, the guy had bragged. They had invited the guy and his girlfriend (Butch and Samma) over for a barbecue. Kevin and Butch had argued tirelessly over the best types of weapons and foods to store. She had assumed it was a testosterone thing. She remembered thinking Butch was an obsessive nut. It looks like Butch was the sane one after all. She’d been the frivolous, delusional one with her obsessive designer shoe collection. She hoped he and his family were safe and sound in their secret bug out, wherever it was.
A thought emerged: Go to the bug out. “Why not? What do I have to lose?” But, what if these people had made it there? Hmm, probably not. The directions had been there since last August. An intense tingling sensation caused her to drop the clipboard. She thought her conscious wanted to teleport to the cosmos. An out of body experience or too much sugar? Secretly, she heeded the urgent warning to move on.
Scarlett carefully studied the directions; as far as she could tell, the bug out location was about twenty to twenty-two miles away. Jeez, I can walk there. It was still morning. She’d get there before dark unless she ran into trouble along the way. It was the only plan she had, and Paxton would certainly never find her there. And that’s what made the final decision.
Unfortunately, someone had already siphoned the gas from the vehicles. Someone desperate like her had already been there. The Subaru would only take her a couple of more miles before the gas tank gave out. Then she risked having to get out of the car with no refuge. She decided it might be better to walk there. That way the sound of the car wouldn’t alert any creepers along the way. And, if by some bizarre twist of fate Paxton had managed to track her this far, he’d never find her at the bug out. Not if she had the only set of directions. She thought about it for a few minutes.
“I’m going for it!” She snatched the Batman backpack and quickly loaded it with items from the Subaru: the flashlight, clock, the other two Dr. Peppers, and a camouflage poncho raincoat still in its package. On impulse, she included the strand of garlic bulbs. Stuffing the directions inside her jacket pocket, she draped a multicolored, crocheted blanket around her like a cape and grabbed her handy-dandy tire iron, deciding to forego the crowbar, because it was a bit too heavy for her.
Scarlett was pleased with herself after finally making the decision. She began the journey, walking the next twelve miles down Ridge Road. She walked about ten feet along the edge of the country road, hoping not to be spotted by any two-legged creatures. Which meant walking through ditches and around the edges of orchards, but the ditches and trees provided a bit of cover. Still, she held the tire iron with a firm grip and hiked toward the mysterious bug out.
She passed orchard after orchard and row after row of barren trees lost in a deep winter’s slumber. The thought of all these trees bearing fruit in the summer made her mouth water. Occasionally, she stopped to scout the area for any movements off in the horizon, but all she spied were birds, seemingly unaware the world had gone mad. Nothing had changed for them.
When Scarlett reached River Valley Road, she rested in a dry irrigation ditch and drank her second Dr. Pepper. Halfway there. The wind picked up. The temperature quickly dropped about ten degrees, and the sky darkened in the west. A winter storm. She put on the ridiculous-looking camouflage poncho, not wanting to catch pneumonia when the rain started. Uh,
does it snow here? The elevation couldn’t be more than two thousand feet or so. Hungry, tired, and deflating fast from the sugar-high, she thanked the adrenaline rush that kicked in at the thought of being stranded in the middle of a flipping snowstorm.
She approached a long, windy driveway entrance leading to a neglected farmhouse. The entrance was blocked. And a strange odor lingered in the air. Several mangled KEEP OUT signs were nailed into the crusty, creosote-soaked railway ties barricading the entrance, warning passersby. Does anyone live there? A part of her wanted to run up to the front door and ask for help. It could be a fatal mistake. Someone might shoot her in the head, thinking she was a creeper, or shoot her in fear she was a looter. Or heck, shoot her dead just because—just because they could in a world-gone-mad and a government gone AWOL. All humanity and compassion seemed a luxury no one dared to risk these days.
By 3:45 p.m. her heart pounded as erratically as the sky churned. The heavy, midnight-blue clouds engulfed the earth. Desperation shrouded her as if she were lost inside the lonely lyrics of a Lana Del Rey song; the singer’s forlorn voice haunted her heart. Scarlett was alone.
Finally, she reached the area where the bug out should be according to the directions. Nothing was there. Absolutely nothing. She backtracked several times, searching the area for a side road. Nothing. Her heart sank.
She restudied the map. This has to be it. While retracing her steps, her foot kicked a hard object. “Ah—” On the ground, entangled in layers of ivy vines was a faded-blue street sign, halfway buried in the dirt as if intentionally disguised, she speculated.
Scarlett parted the ivy and was instantly thankful to read the rusted street sign: PAYTON’S PLACE. Jeez Louise, where’s the road? After wandering around the area, she noticed what might be an overgrown path between two aisles of winter-barren fruit trees. She followed what she hoped was an actual path and not a figment of her imagination. She came upon an old barn, which looked like it might collapse if a single bird landed on it. She passed an old, weathered-grey shack that had collapsed and then came to a rusted-out water tower and found rusty pieces of dismantled farm equipment scattered about.
The orchard ended abruptly into an overgrown forest of ancient oaks, leafless for the winter and plagued with a bad case of ivy and mistletoe. Several trees were completely overrun with the invasive ivy. The sight was quite breathtaking, giving her the sensation she’d somehow been transported into a long-lost fairyland dimension.
The wind wrestled with the ivy strands, warning of the approaching storm. She feverishly searched for the bug out. Vertigo befell: The forest spun around her, playing havoc with her sense of direction. The four cardinal directions no longer existed. She was lost in a between state of dimensions. And then the sky let go.
Cold, harsh droplets lashed at her face. Haphazardly, she darted from one tree to another, seeking refuge under the limbs, but the pelting rain followed her. The wild winds fought her back, and she struggled to grasp her billowing hair with one hand while the other gripped the tire iron even more tightly.
The forest blurred around her, spinning wildly until one tree came into view. It was completely overgrown with ivy and was encircled by evergreen bushes. A thought flashed: Think like a deer! She made a run for it, practically diving through the bushes surrounding the tree. To her surprise, she was in a circular clearing between the trunk and the bushes. The ivy vines drifted down from its limbs creating an enchanting tent. Instinctively, she draped the hanging vines over her shivering body and then fumbled around under the vines until she managed to cover her head with the poncho.
She nestled her back against the warmth of the tree. The poncho, tree, vines, and bushes shielded her from the storm. Finally, her teeth stopped chattering, and her body stopped shivering, and her heart stopped pounding as a soothing warmth enveloped her body. Scarlett felt safe for the first time since the night of the fire.
   
The whoosh of wings and the coos of mourning doves awakened the forest. Confusion set in. She was no longer held prisoner by Paxton but by a—monster-tree. She thrashed under the clingy vines. Then upon remembering the warmth and shelter they had provided from the storm, she untangled the vines carefully.
After leaving the narrow clearing protected by the ring of evergreen bushes, Scarlett scanned the forest. Wispy-whimsical clouds adorned the bright blue sky, but the rain still dripped under the forest’s myriad of limbs. Sunlight flitted through the trees, illuminating the dewy-like rain lingering on the vines. She listened to the forest’s silence and realized it wasn’t silent at all. A gazillion drip-drip-drips, each with its own unique tone, along with the chattering of birds, and a creek off in the distance added to the forest’s melody. So peaceful, she never wanted to leave its sanctuary. In the dead of winter, the forest sang with the vigor of life unlike the city—the city of the dead.
Scarlett cautioned herself, perhaps this euphoric feeling was simply due to the lack of food, or maybe she was delirious or hallucinating. Or had she finally gone crazy?
What was that? She swiftly turned around, startled by a different sound. She froze. There it was again, a sort of clangy sound—the sound of water droplets splashing onto something metal. She stood still, waiting for it, hoping to track it down. Scarlett gazed up at the enormous tree, peering between the vines as the sun flickered through. A chilly breeze caught the vines, and they drifted in the wind. She swore she saw a glint, something shiny—something metal up in the tree.
Scarlett paced around the tree, peering up its huge trunk. A metal spike protruded from the tree, blending perfectly with the tree bark. Upon closer inspection, she noticed several more metal spike-like objects making a ladder up the tree.
“There must be something up there,” she whispered in amazement. “A treehouse?” Anxious to climb the tree, she drank the last Dr. Pepper for the sugar-rush. She gripped the trunk and tried climbing the spikes. Slipping several times, she finally got the hang of it and climbed higher and higher until immersed in a shadowy-umbrella of ivy vines, draping over her like a huge weeping willow tree.
Scarlett took another step up and bumped her head. She tapped on the object. It was definitely manmade. Intrigued, she searched for an opening. Is this a door handle? She slowly turned it. A sound, like the opening of a hatch, and a gasp of air rushed out. Her heart pulsated as she dared to shove her body through the narrow opening.
She quickly grabbed the flashlight from her back pocket. She was in a small, round room. Jeez Louise, this is it—the bug out! The room was piled with neatly stacked plastic tubs. How did they get these tubs up here? She opened several plastic shutters, revealing screen-enclosed windows. The light flooded in, illuminating the round room. Food? She desperately scoured through the tubs. There were oodles and oodles of freeze-dried foods, which would be great later. I need something now. That’s when she found an entire tub loaded with cans of Spam.
“Holy crap!” She loathed the stuff—but not today. No cooking required. Her stomach churned when she pulled off the metal tab. Shaky hands tore open a box of plastic spoons. Aw, the first bite . . . She savored each salty bite, afraid her stomach might cramp if she ate too quickly.
After she had eaten half of the small can, she began sorting through the supplies. She found a tub full of Trader Joe’s snacks, a fantastic find of chocolates and cookies and crackers. The items were still in the Trader Joe’s reusable shopping bags. The receipt was dated last August, which meant the bug out owner had been there in the early days of the pandemic. Uh, is anyone here? She panicked.
Caught up in the excitement of finding the bug out and food, she hadn’t thought to check things out further. She studied the round room. She spotted a built-in ladder on the wall. Her eyes followed it up to a hatch-like opening in the ceiling. Another level? She climbed the ladder and then fiddled with the hatch-like door until it swung open. She pointed the flashlight around the dark room. There was no sign of anyone, and she stepped into the bug out’s second level.
She opened the small windows, letting the light fill the room. It really was a bug out, complete with a tiny kitchenette on one side, compact bathroom on the other side, a small, plastic dinette table in the center, and a small sitting area with a television mounted on the wall. The door next to the kitchen sink opened to a tiny covered balcony with a small barbecue and what looked like a meat smoker along with a plastic supply cabinet filled with fishing equipment. Must be a lake or river nearby. Maybe she could learn to fish? She recalled hearing a creek earlier.
Stunned, she went inside. Well, there must be a bedroom. She eyed the ceiling, relieved to see the hatch above the built-in ladder. She climbed up the next opening. The third level of the modular consisted of six narrow bunkbed compartments, each with a retractable curtain for privacy. A hobbit-sized door opened to a tiny balcony with two plastic chairs and a table. A ladder was fastened to the side of the wall, and she climbed it to find a series of solar panels. Wow, solar power! This must have cost megabucks. The only problem, she didn’t have the slightest idea how to operate solar equipment.
She began sorting through the supplies on the kitchen table and caught a glimpse of a notebook. “A note!” she gasped.
Karl & Paula,
I couldn’t get through to you on my cell. Had to go back to the city to get Mom. She’s afraid to leave the house with all the soldiers and tanks parading the streets. It’s getting bad there. See you tomorrow. The kids will have to share a bunk bed. Hope that’s all right.
See ya soon, Brad
Apparently, two or three families had planned on returning but had never made it. Scarlett sat down at the plastic-like dinette table cluttered with bags of supplies and found herself thinking about the people in the Escalade. How ironic that after months or perhaps years of preparations, they had never made it to their bug out. How cruel life was to have planned everything so perfectly. Only to die at a mini-mart in the middle of flippin’ nowhere. And yet there she was—without any planning whatsoever.
Her unexpected good fortune made her think of Dean. Where were Dean and Luther? She thought wistfully of Justin and Ella, hoping they had escaped the wrath of the Stockton Boys. She had a funny feeling Justin would be fine. He had a way of being lucky—like all the time. She smiled; she had just used one of Justin’s favorite overused words. It used to drive her nuts. She prayed Justin could protect Ella until the crisis ended. Surely by spring, the government would have things back under control. If they could hold out until then . . .





27

“NO, LIKE THIS.” Justin frowned and re-demonstrated his stealthy Duck-and-Roll Slasher move for the umpteenth time.
“For real? You actually want me to do a somersault with a knife in my hand? That’s soooo cuh-ray-zee, even for you.” Ella’s brows knitted at the arches in the comical raised-brow look she was so good at.
“At least try.” He responded with a scowl.
“I’m so not doing somersaults on the roof. Period!”
“It’s easy-peasy. Look, I’ll show you in slow-mo.” He overly-exaggerated his Fab-Five move but couldn’t stop the momentum of the well-intended slow-motion somersault. He collided into the Coleman camping stove with a clanking crash.
“Uh, yeah,” Ella mocked. “That maneuver’s uber-cool.”
They quickly peeked over the rooftop to see if they’d alerted any Zs rambling by. A horde at the end of the block scrambled around looking for the source of the noise and finally shambled off in the opposite direction. They crawled back to the middle of the roof, out of view.
“Ella, I’m serious. We’re not leaving here until you de-activate a zombie all by yourself.”
She gave him one of her I-don’t-think-so looks, the kind his mom used to flash when he had said something ultra-sarcastic. But, he wasn’t being sarcastic—he was super serious. He couldn’t protect her every single second of the day. She needed to learn how to protect herself—ASAP.
“Okay, okay, practice swinging the bat. You know,” he said, trying to encourage her, “the bat is Scarlett’s weapon of choice ’cause it’s more gut-splash resistant.” He really didn’t think it was gut-splash resistant; it just sounded convincing.
Ella picked up the bat and then practiced some swinging moves. “I kinda like the bat. It’s not as gruesome as the knife or those machetes Paxton and Nate use.” She took another swing and then a much harder and swifter swing. “Yeah, I kinda like it.”
“Finally,” he mumbled.
“What did you say?” She gave him an icy-cold stare followed by a disdainful fluttering of the eyelashes.
“Oh, nothing dear.” Justin rolled his eyes emphatically, which she answered with another rolling of the eyes. They plopped down on the roof and laughed the whispering laugh they’d grown accustomed to these past few weeks on the cold rooftop.
Justin had been super relieved when Ella had finally agreed to watch his Fab-Five demonstration, giving in to his charming persistence—he’d like to think. However, he found it super annoying that she refused to participate. He’d just have to take it one step at a time since de-activating a zombie in real-time was way more intense and gory than his semi-silly and semi-serious simulations. So, he joked about it, entertaining her with his de-activating moves, which he had quickly learned was way better than freaking-her-out. Besides, they had all winter.
The two of them had talked it over and had decided to wait until spring to search for Dean and Luther. It might be impossible to cross the summit into Reno during the winter. They could freeze to death in a blizzard or something. He guesstimated that Paxton, Nate, and LuLu would be in Vegas by spring. This was the perfect opportunity to train Ella on his awesome zombie moves if she would stop being so obstinate and girlie and just do it.
Lately, Justin had been working overtime, scavenging food, supplies, and camping gear like the tents, sleeping bags, and the small Coleman camping stove. He had also acquired several cans of Raid bug spray, which he had sprayed around the yard to throw off their scent from the Zs. He had taken every precaution he could think of to ensure their safety.
“You think she’s okay?” Ella looked up at him with her beautiful, brown eyes. “Scarlett?” she said, her forehead frowned in concern.
He worried about Scarlett too. He hadn’t forgotten the gunshot he had heard the day they’d escaped. But, he didn’t want to scare Ella. “Scarlett’s amazing—a born zombie de-activator.” He smiled, and they hugged.
Justin had other concerns. It was getting harder and harder to find unexpired food. And, for some reason, he couldn’t stop obsessing over his major worry: Paxton and Nate. What if those two psychos were still in Sacramento? Meanwhile, it was going to be a long, cold, winter stuck on this rooftop with Ella. But, Justin couldn’t think of anyone else he’d rather be with. As long as they were on the roof—they were safe.
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SCARLETT HAD SPENT the previous two weeks inventorying and organizing the well-stocked bug out’s supplies. She had studied the solar power manual and had managed to get the power unit up and running. Unfortunately, it didn’t provide much power, which made her wonder how six or more had planned to live off its meager power supply. She had started conserving the running water when she saw how small the water tank was. Meanwhile, she collected the rainwater on the upper balcony. She was pleased with how great the LED lights worked, but not so pleased to find that the small cooking stove was the only heat source. She had expected to find guns, but all she’d found was a small handgun and a box of ammo. Still, all and all, the modular, plastic-like bug out had been a fabulous find.
She was relieved to be safe, away from Paxton and Nate. She enjoyed the peacefulness of the bedroom’s balcony, cozied-up in two blankets to keep warm. It had drizzled on and off the past two weeks, giving her plenty of time to contemplate plans for the future. Much to her relief, she hadn’t seen a single creeper since her arrival. But, she hadn’t left the security of the bug out yet.
She needed to scout out the surrounding area—she knew that. She blamed her hermit lifestyle on the dreary weather, yet deep down inside, she knew it was fear holding her hostage. She was safely nestled in the secluded treehouse high above the reaches of the ravenous creatures roving the lands.
Scarlett sat on the balcony off the kitchen, sipping a cup of powdered hot chocolate with itty-bitty dehydrated marshmallows. At last, the sun made an appearance, peeking through the spider-web of leafless tree limbs, infusing life to all it touched. She hoped with more sunlight, the solar unit would provide enough energy to watch a movie or listen to music. The bug out came fully-loaded with a plastic tub of CDs and a CD player, provided she had the power to spare.
She took in a deep breath of the fresh air and listened to the menagerie of birds. They always seemed to have something to say. The babbling creek also seemed extra chatty as if calling to her. “I can’t put it off any longer,” she touted with eager anticipation.
She gathered her gear, complete with a camouflage hunting vest to carry the essentials. She grabbed the flashlight out of habit, stuffed two granola bars in one of the pockets and a canteen of water in another pocket, added a mini notepad and pen, and slid the loaded gun into the inside vest pocket for quick and easy access. Then she draped a compass necklace around her neck, grabbed the tire iron, and then cautiously climbed down the tree.
Despite the brisk January morning, it felt good to get out after being cooped inside the past two weeks. Glancing at her watch, she decided to walk twenty minutes in each direction and write notes of her surroundings.
Heading east, she rediscovered the dilapidated shack and rusted-out water tower. She came across the old barn, which looked as if it might collapse at any moment. Scarlett peered inside the door-less doorway with the aid of the flashlight. No signs of any two-legged or four-legged creatures. She decided to investigate the small barn more thoroughly. With the tire iron ready in one hand and flashlight in the other, she went inside. Not too bad. The roof had caved in at one corner, and animal droppings and old hay littered the ground.
The barn was completely empty; the only thing she noticed of interest was a built-in ladder leading to a small loft. She shoved the ladder to test its sturdiness. It was more stable than it appeared, the weathered-grey wood belying its age. Cautiously, she climbed the ladder and flashed the light around. I could have stayed here that first night.
At the time, the storm had been so fierce, she hadn’t considered the old barn, thinking it might have blown away like the house in the Wizard of Oz dream. Good thing I went running into the woods like some crazed banshee—that’s how I found my little bug out. She almost laughed.
After losing her supplies in Natomas and then again in the hotel fire, the barn might be a great place to store emergency supplies in case she had to make another fast getaway. She couldn’t risk being that vulnerable again: no weapon or food. Think I’ll stash a set of clothing, a blanket, a few tins of Spam, a lantern, and a weapon. Unfortunately, she was short on weapons, maybe a sharp piece of metal from the pile of old farm equipment she’d seen earlier. It got her thinking about the possibilities.
She climbed into the loft, guessing it to be about ten by twenty feet in size. She could hide a backpack of supplies behind the hay bales or under the wood in the corner and then cover it with a plastic camouflage tarp, something she had plenty of. Then, restack the wood over the tarp. She certainly wouldn’t ever want to live there, but it was a good place to store emergency supplies.
Note to self, she jotted on her notepad: SEARCH SCRAP METAL FOR WEAPON. The bug out was equipped with a few knives but try killing a creeper with a knife—It was quite gruesome and nerve-rattling, not to mention extremely messy. She had done it only once and hadn’t slept for a week. Even the thought of it made her squeamish.
Scarlett continued eastward. She remembered passing the old orchard of small trees. She continued until she came to River Valley Road. It took several minutes to find the fallen-down Payton’s Place street sign covered in vines. On impulse, she stomped on the sign, embedding it further into the soft soil. Just in case someone else happened to find a set of MapQuest directions in an abandoned vehicle—as she had. After all, there had been at least three families on their way to the bug out. She couldn’t risk Paxton or anyone else for that matter, finding the directions.
Of course, the odds of Paxton coming across the directions were astronomical—like owning a winning Powerball jackpot ticket. A wry smile crossed her lips. Eventually, someone always won (used to win) the Powerball. It was only a matter of time. So, no matter how ridiculous and absurd the possibility of someone accidentally finding her bug out sounded, she felt secure knowing it would be practically impossible for anyone to find. She labeled it “peace of mind insurance.”
Scarlett retraced her steps back to the tree-lined cover of the old orchard. She sat under a tree for a while to observe the roadway for signs of life other than the forest’s usual inhabitants. All was quiet. Too quiet. Surreal. Rather abruptly, her mind pulled her into a dream-like state. How could she dream with her eyes wide open? “Scarlett . . .” a whispering in the wind drifted from across the country road. She ignored the silly notion, realizing the long-term isolation was causing her mind to play tricks on her by seeking out alternative forms of companionship, even if it was only make-believe. She forced herself out of the trance-like state.
Uneasy about crossing River Valley Road, she heeded her intuition, and continued her twenty-minute hike westbound past the bug out. And that’s when she came upon the river. Definitely not a little babbling creek. Well, she certainly didn’t have to worry about running out of water, although it would be a pain in the butt to haul.
She found a spot on the river’s edge, hidden amongst several evergreen bushes, and enjoyed the tranquility of the river. Everything is going to be all right, she thought. She watched the sunlight shimmer across the rippling water while magpies and jays fluttered about the trees in apparent territorial disputes. For a moment, she wondered if the past few horrifying months had been an illusion of sorts. Maybe she was detoxing at an isolated retreat after overdosing on those painkillers . . . and life was normal. The moment passed all too quickly. The harsh truth pricked her soul.
A plopping sound made her jump. She searched the shoreline but couldn’t find the source of the noise. Another plop. She couldn’t stop chuckling. No creepers, silly, just fish. Of course, the river has fish! A wave of excitement swept over her. “I can fish.” Great, she hadn’t been looking forward to eating freeze-dried soup and Spam for the next few months. Only one problem, she didn’t know how to fish. She remembered the fishing poles and the box of lures; apparently, the owners had intended to fish. As she recalled, there was even a book, something like Fishing for Dummies. Perfect.
Scarlett headed back to the bug out with a renewed zest for life. What was I so scared about, you little scaredy-cat? She smiled, remembering the last camping trip at Lake Almanor with Cyndi, Rex, and the boys. Joshua had wanted to play in the lake without getting his feet wet. Cyndi had called him a scaredy-cat, which ended up being the catchphrase for the weekend.
She might as well spend the next few months (until her departure—she reminded herself), learning how to fish and maybe try out the smoker. The government will have things under control by springtime. At least it’s what she had always promised Ella and Justin. But in all actuality, it had been more of an affirmation: Positive thinking. She found instant relief knowing there were plenty of projects to keep her busy. Scarlett was going to be just fine. “Just fine and dandy,” somehow hearing Miss Purlie’s voice in her mind.
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“HOLY MOTHER OF . . . it can’t be!” Dean’s jaw must have dropped a foot when Luther pulled into the Sweet Suites parking lot.
“Hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Luther said with hesitation. “That’s your hotel all right.”
Dean hustled to the charred foundation. “Damn thing burnt to the ground. What in tarnation happened?” Dean stood at the edge of the rubble, flabbergasted.
“Hey now, they’re around here somewhere,” Luther consoled.
“Huh, reckon you’re right. Scarlett must have left a note,” he muttered more to himself than to Luther. She was the most logical of the bunch, usually.
The Stockton Boys’ trucks were gone, leaving only his Fiat and the Civic, the car Scarlett had been prepping for her Pinole trip. He and Luther policed the parking lot, analyzing the remains of the hotel. He felt like one of those television CSI investigators inspecting a crime scene. ’Cept I don’t have a dad-blast-it clue what I’m looking for. Something was amiss, but Dean couldn’t put his finger on it.
“Dean . . .” Luther hesitated. “Check it. You might want to see this.” Luther pointed to the back of the Fiat.
Spray-painted on the Fiat’s windshield was SUCKER. The orange paint blared out a silent warning to Dean. Dean met Luther’s wary expression.
“Any idea what it means?” Luther asked, his eyes darting around, eyeballing the area.
“Damned if I do. Sure sounds like something Paxton might say,” Dean said somewhat dumbfounded. Dean checked out the inside of the car for any clues.
Luther looked about nervously. “My skin’s quivering. ’Bout time to jet.” His voice wavered. “There—” Luther pointed to the east. “There’s a horde gathering.”
Sure enough, in the horizon, highlighted by the rising sun, a mob of dead-heads scuttled toward them. Seemed like no matter what time of day, or how quiet they were, the dead-heads always sniffed them out. It was most likely why it had taken them so long to get back to Vacaville in one piece. The two of them had barely escaped from one predicament only to find themselves smack-dab in another.
“Yup, time to go,” Luther said somberly. The figures staggered closer, gaining speed. “Maybe three minutes—maybe not,” Luther’s voice warned.
Dean frantically scanned the parking lot, convinced there had to be a note, something informing him where his people had gone.
“We won’t get far without gas. The truck’s running on fumes,” Luther reminded.
Dean paced the lot, trying to remember their last phone conversation. Come to think of it, Justin had sounded overly-anxious on the phone that day. At the time, Dean had chalked it up to Justin’s hyper nature; the boy was always riled up about something or another. Thinking back, the call had ended abruptly. As he recalled, Paxton had been carrying-on about something, but the connection had been weak, and all Dean had heard was a bunch of gobbledygook until the call disconnected.
“Yup, we’ve got trouble,” Luther warned again.
Dean snapped back to the issue at hand. “Should be petrol in Scarlett’s car.” The day before the trip to Travis, he had taught Scarlett how to siphon gas, and they had filled the tank together. “Reckon the Stockton Boys didn’t figure on that,” Dean’s voice faltered. “I’ll start siphoning—”
“Too late.” Luther pointed to the south. “A whole gang’s coming from the south and the north. Got a minute, if we’re lucky,” Luther said with a note of panic in his voice.
“We’ll take the Civic,” Dean said, thinking out loud.
“You happen to have the keys?” Luther asked dramatically, adjusting the front seat.
“If not in the ignition, flip the sun visor. One of our rules.”
“Gotcha. Good Rule!” Luther dangled the keys out of the window. “Battery’s dead,” Luther said with grim finality.
“I’ll hook up the jumper cables,” Dean said, popping the hood to the truck.
Dean connected the battery cables to both batteries and waited for Luther to turn the key, but the Civic’s engine didn’t catch. The click, click, clickity sound of a dead battery haunted the parking lot.
“Check the connection,” Luther yelled out the window.
Dean turned around just as a dead-head charged him headfirst. Dean punched it in the shoulder, buying him a second to snatch the crowbar he’d left leaning against the truck’s front bumper. He struck down on the thing’s head, bashing-in its bulging skull with a single blow.
Luther rushed to his aid. The next thing he knew, the dead-heads had them surrounded. Dean and Luther circled around in a back-to-back stance, brandishing and swinging their weapons, resembling a hellish pinwheel with blood and guts spewing everywhere.
After they annihilated the first wave, Dean managed an out of breath whisper, “You all right, Luther?”
“Damn straight. And you?” Luther panted back.
“Never felt better,” Dean gasped, clutching his chest. “Reckon we got a 30-second window ’fore that next bunch gets here,” Dean said, pointing to the two hordes juddering as fast as they could toward their hopeful dinner.
“I’m on it. Check those connections, will you? I’ll try turning the engine again,” Luther said, already in the Civic.
“Nothing,” Luther shouted.
Dean didn’t have time to get in the truck. Instead, he leaned into the truck and pressed on the gas pedal with the crowbar. He revved the engine until the engine caught with black smoke belching out the tailpipe.
“Get your ass in here, you crazy old man,” Luther hollered out with his thunderous voice.
Dean hesitated. He didn’t have time to unhook the cables. He slammed the car’s hood on the cables, causing the hood to crumple to a contorted shape. Dean scrambled into the Civic’s passenger side just as Luther stomped on the gas. There was a sort of pause as the cables held the car in place like in a game of tug of war. Until, the cables connected to the truck’s battery flew through the air, crashing into the car’s windshield as they drove off in the Civic.
Luther peeled out of the parking lot with the cables dragging on the pavement behind them, emitting sporadic sparks. Luther swerved, avoiding a head-on collision with a new horde that spawned from out of nowhere. Dean stared in the side mirror in astonishment when the sparking cables dragged past another horde and ignited one of the dead-heads. Its tattered pants went up in flames. The dead-head stood in the middle of the horde, prancing around, its spluttering scream piercing the morning. Its fellow hordes-men encircled it as if enchanted by the flames. But the horde got too close. Their raggedy clothing went up in a poof. The cursed things flickered about like demonic sparklers and then chased after the car in a scene from a homemade horror movie.
“Hell’s bells, you see that?” Dean shrieked. “There you have it. A new way to kill those bastards.” Dean laughed. Justin would be proud!
“Good God Almighty!” Luther exclaimed. “Anyone ever tell you, you’re pretty damn tough for a white boy?” Luther shouted, letting out a wide grin, showing off his pearly whites.
“Matter of fact, believe you did yesterday after we escaped from that mob on Monte Vista Avenue,” Dean said with much more conviction than he felt. He didn’t know how much more of this his heart could take. He turned to face the window, hoping Luther didn’t notice him clutching the left side of his chest in an attempt to suppress the pain. Now wouldn’t that be a kicker if’n my ol’ ticker gives out now—after all this?
“Reno, here we come!” Luther bellowed out the window and slapped at the horn, alerting even more dead-heads.
The thing was, Dean had absolutely no desire to go to Reno. He was ready to call it quits and ride out the rest of his days in Winters. Peacefully. In my own cabin. On my own terms. Despair swept over him when Luther drove past the I-505 exit. He was about to tell Luther to back up, that he had missed the exit to Winters, but the word SUCKER still haunted him. It dawned on him when they passed the green highway sign: Sacramento. Was Justin trying to tell me they relocated to Sacramento?
Reckon I got a few good days left in me. For the life of him, Dean had to give it one more shot, even if the odds of finding Ella, Scarlett, and Justin were slim to none. He certainly didn’t want to die without a clear conscience. Got a hunch
they’re in a heap of trouble. After mulling it over, Dean realized the whole thing had been a set-up from the get-go. It was too much of a damn coincidence. Come to think of it, the radio chatter had been non-stop after Luther’s arrival.
Might as well have put it in a box, wrapped it, and topped it with a ribbon, for Dean had walked right into Paxton and Nate’s trap. Still, Dean pondered, wouldn’t it have been much simpler just to kill him off, instead of going through all the trouble to create such a cockamamie plot to get him out of the picture?
Luther remained silent as they sped past the stranded vehicles on I-80 East. Dean drifted deep in thought and got to thinking about the sabotage of the generators. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure someone had been tampering with them. Dean had managed to Macgyver it, getting the generators running again minus a few crucial connecting parts. He thought back. Yep, there had been parts missing each time. If the Stockton Boys had stolen the parts, that meant they probably had their own safehouse. In Sacramento?
Hell, I let it happen right under my nose—let them bastards take over. What if they had kidnapped Scarlett and Ella? And poor Justin, an innocent kid; he had most likely been blindsided by the Stockton Boys as well. As for LuLu, well Dean figured she’d do whatever it took to ensure her own livelihood. He had seen it many a time. When Dean had been the only man in town, LuLu had offered herself to him nightly. After the Stockton Boys had joined them at the hotel, she had ignored him more often than not, except for an occasional night when the Stockton Boys were too drunk or hadn’t returned to the hotel for whatever reason. It all makes sense now.
Luther drove lickety-split down I-80 East when Dean noticed the clear pathway. The highway hadn’t been this clear the last time he had checked it out back in September. Yep, the Stockton Boys had been working overtime these past few months and all the while playing him for the fool that he was. Yesiree, I do believe they’ve been planning this for quite some time. He was responsible for Ella and Scarlett and Justin. And he had let them down. Yet, what could he do? His old aching bones warned his days were numbered.
“What’s on your mind?” Luther’s voice interrupted Dean from his troubling thoughts.
“You notice anything peculiar?” Dean asked.
“You joshin’ me, right? You mean, besides all those rank-smellin’ nimrods . . .”
Dean didn’t answer for a moment, carefully considering the situation. “Sacramento might be a good place to stock up on supplies and gas-up . . .”
“What'd ya have in mind?” Luther asked cautiously.
“Got enough petrol to make it to Sacramento?” Dean asked.
“Yup.”
“I know you got your heart set on Reno. But, how’s about we make a pit stop in Sacramento at the first unobstructed exit we come across? And take a look-see, see if we spot any signs of them,” Dean said, aware Luther was most likely getting fed up with all these side ventures. “Feel bad enough as it is. Hate to waylay your trip to Reno. Hell, I’ve already screwed up your plans, quite royally I might add.” It was Dean’s best offer of an apology.
“Yup, you and every black-eyed, foul-smellin’, walking-abomination roaming the streets,” Luther agreed with a cold-hearted laugh.
“How’s about we keep our eyes and ears open, and see what we run into,” Dean stated, hating to push his luck. Dean decided if they didn’t find any signs of Ella, Justin, and Scarlett in Sacramento, he’d head back to Winters and weather out the end of his days like a loyal dog ready to die—in his own neck of the woods. Besides, he might have a message waiting for him at home from his son, Kyle. It was his one hope that kept him going day after day.
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JUSTIN CHEN SNUCK to the flat-roofed house they’d been hiding in the past few weeks, his pack heavy with canned goods. He found himself rushing, not being as careful as usual, excited to tell Ella about his latest find. It had taken him a while to devise a sneaky plan to get Ella off the rooftop for a test run. Try as he might, she absolutely refused to leave. She was so adorably obstinate it drove him insane. Sometimes he worried they’d be stuck there forever. But, early this morning, while scrounging through the remains of the already-raided Best Buy for batteries, he came up with an idea that just might work.
Justin crept to the side of the stucco, Spanish-style house and tossed a pebble on the rooftop, Ella’s signal to lower the rope ladder he had nailed to the roof. Ella peeped over the edge of the roof. The ladder came flinging down. He had a comical vision of Ella as Rapunzel, trapped in her tower, only fast-forwarded a few centuries, replacing castles and witches with rooftops and zombies. He nimbly climbed up the ladder and then pulled himself over the ledge. He purposely gave Ella one of his best up-to-no-good smirks.
“What?” Ella asked.
“Oh, nothing.” He kept smiling, knowing he had to broach the subject carefully.
“What did you find?” she whispered anxiously, snatching his pack, already going through it.
“Yuck, not more beans and corn,” she fussed. “Hey, where did you find these?” She held up a handful of Duracell AA battery packages.
Justin avoided answering until he showed her the CD player he had found the other day. He had hidden it, waiting to find batteries so he could surprise her.
He came out of the tent waving a Sony Walkman CD player. “Shazam! Now you can fall asleep listening to music,” he announced proudly.
Ella did okay during the day, but at night, she freaked-out like a feral kitten, jumping at every little noise. All it took was one groaning Z, and she’d wake up screaming. Some nights he didn’t get any sleep at all. So, he’d been super stoked when he had found the portable CD player. But batteries were like super impossible to find these days. This morning, he had decided to chance it and checked out Best Buy for batteries.
“Awe-some,” she practically sang. “What CDs did you get?”
“Check it out. Best Buy has tons of CDs—on sale today only,” he quipped.
“So, what’s the catch?” Ella frowned.
“Put on your mascara and stuff. We’ve got to get there before they sell out,” Justin teased.
“Are you cuh-ray-zee or what?” She used “the tone.” The tone, meaning she was close to getting super pissed, depending on what he said next. So, he just didn’t say anything. Ye-ah, living on the rooftop with Ella these past few weeks had been like a crash course on how to deal with women and their wonky hormones and their super illogical ways of thinking.
“What? You got me a CD player and the batteries—but no CDs?” her tone went up another octave.
“Mariachi music?” he offered with a questioning look. Careful. This could start an entire afternoon of the silent treatment. He turned his back to pull up the rope ladder, thereby avoiding the evil-eye-glare he was already getting.
“What kind of music do they have?” Her tone changed.
“Tons of CDs, like all scattered on the floor.”
“I get it. You just want me to go zombie hunting. You’re such a scammer.”
“Whatever, if you don’t want music—”
Starving, Justin heated a can of Bush’s Baked Beans on the camping stove, pretending not to wait for her to say yes.
“So, how long would it take to get there?” Ella almost whispered.
“Twenty minutes or so depending on the traffic.” He smiled.
She slugged him in the arm. “What traffic?”
Awesome, she’s not mad, but it was a close one. He was relieved she hadn’t banished him to the corner. Otherwise, he would’ve been stuck spending the rest of the day Z-watching and thumbing through the stack of comic books he had recently confiscated.
“So, you wanna go tomorrow morning?” she asked hesitantly.
“Why not now? It’s not even noon yet. The weather’s great—partly cloudy with a slight chance of scattered Zs but no thunder-hordes,” he said casually, sounding as if he didn’t care whether she went or not.
Ella paced the rooftop while he ignored her and gorged on baked beans.
“You promise it’s safe out there?” she asked, her voice uneasy.
“It’s quiet in this part of town. They must be downtown at the Kings’ game,” he said with a smirk. Yes, think it’s working. He secretly gave himself kudos for a job well done. Now, if I can just get her to de-activate one . . .
They snuck down Bell Avenue as long as they could. Ella had done okay until they saw the first zombie. She froze-up. He carried her to the side of a building while they waited for it to amble down the next street.
“Really? It was like way over there,” Justin said.
Justin grabbed her hand, and they continued. As they approached the Arden and Bell intersection, they ducked behind a car pile-up. Justin reconned the streets. The sunlight captured several slow-jerking shadows hovering over the road ahead of them. When Ella saw the shadows, she froze again. They waited. Weird, the streets had been clear earlier. It was like the Zs expected them. It made Justin wonder if Zs could read his mind or maybe not so much read it, but see his thoughts like on a big screen TV or something. Dumb idea.
“C’mon, already.” He gently shook Ella by the shoulders. “They didn’t see us.” He peeked over a car as if to reassure himself. “Ye-ah, they’re just sort of spasming in the middle of the freakin’ road. I know the back way,” Justin said and pulled out a can of Off Insect Repellant from his pack. “This’ll throw them off our tracks.” He had sprayed them before they left but doused them again to give her more confidence.
“Rule number four: Yo smell tells,” he said, encouraging her.
“I thought we weren’t doing the number thing anymore.” Ella’s brows knitted in disapproval. But she didn’t argue, and they headed the back way.
“Almost there.” Justin pointed to the shopping center next to the Arden Fair Mall. “It’s right there,” he said, feeling her tense up. “Remember, if you get close to one—start swinging.” Too much info. He regretted saying it. Ella just stood there with a vacant expression on her face, scaring the crap out of him.
“Seriously, you can do this,” Justin said, feeling like a cheerleader.
She shrugged and nodded. They were about to turn the corner to the back wall of the Best Buy when he heard a repetitive thudding. He put his hand up and mouthed, “Stop.” He peeked around the corner of the building, surprised to look directly into the dead eyes of a green-faced Z.
“Holy shit,” he gasped. He hadn’t been ready for it mentally, but his crowbar was. He pounded on it until its bloated skull popped open like a giant zit.
“Ew!” Ella screeched.
Justin turned around in time to see a look of disgusted-terror on her face—a look he’d never forget. Grabbing her hand, he led her to the Best Buy’s back door.
“Easy-peasy,” he quipped, except that one had actually surprised him. Sure he had heard it, but he’d thought it was on the other side of the building. He figured his spider senses weren’t as amped as usual because he was too busy worrying about Ella. Dude, stay focused.
“Look at all these CDs,” he announced, relieved they had made it to Best Buy all right. Piles of plastic-packaged items covered the floor as if a rowdy bunch of punks had trashed the store, tossing its entire inventory onto the floor. “Okay, so go through the CDs,” Justin said, making sure the back door was securely closed. “I’ll take point at the front of the store.”
“Look who I found.” Ella waved a CD in the air.
He looked over his shoulder and recognized the Lily Allen CD cover. “Cool,” he said, trampling over the plastic-coated floor. Uh, what was that? It kind of sounded like it came from the parking lot. He didn’t see anything from the windows.
“I like this one too.” She waved another CD in the air. “Wow, I always wanted this CD,” Ella exclaimed.
At least she was having a good time. He was starting to have second thoughts. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. Justin tiptoed quickly to the store’s back entrance to double-check the outside area. No signs of Zs. He made his way back to the front of the store and stood guard again. Ella’s comments comforted him while he nervously spied through the cracked, spider-webbed windows, frenziedly surveilling the front parking lot.
“Regina Spektor, and, and, Lenka. And Justin, here’s a Linda Ronstadt CD,” she yelled excitedly.
He heard it again. “Uh, Ella?” he warned in a tone above a whisper. But she wasn’t listening to him.
“Didn’t you say you love Linda Ronstadt?” she yelled again.
“Holy shit!” He dashed to Ella, slipping on the CD-covered floor. “Okay, remember, if you get in a jam, swing your bat like you’re a super-insane baseball batter. Ella, like where’s your bat?”
“I set it down somewhere.” She shrugged.
It was his turn to give “the look.”
“What? You told me to get CDs.” She grimaced.
“Remember rule number—” He stopped in mid-sentence, her frown reminding him how she hated the Z-COS, which he had so logically written. He heard it again, loud and clear. He had no freaking doubt this time. It was the sound of squealing tires. And from the expression on her face, Ella had heard it too.
“OMG is that—that?” Ella started to shake.
“We don’t know that,” he lied.
He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Ella, Ella, look at me. Do you trust me?”
Her gorgeous eyelashes fluttered closed and then opened to reveal her terror, but she nodded.
“Chances are they won’t come in here. I’ll keep watch at the front. You stay back here. It’s safer here,” he said, trying to sound calm.
Two trucks roared passed the store’s entrance down Arden Way. Paxton and Nate? From what he could see, the blue truck stopped at the intersection and spun 360s like a possessed demon or something. He still had nightmares about Paxton’s Z-truck. Having a graphic imagination sucks. Then, the blue truck raced by again, followed by a black truck. The trucks zipped into the mall’s parking lot. Right next to the Best Buy!
That’s when Justin saw it. Holy shit, dude. Holy shit! It was the horde of all hordes! Paxton and Nate herded it into the mall’s entrance, which was adjacent to the Best Buy parking lot.
Justin clasped his hands over his ears tightly, not wanting to hear the gushy sound effects of the zombie-trucks plowing over the horde in a gut-gushing, bone-splintering rampage. “Uh, ye-ah, it’s Paxton and Nate.” He heard their whooping of yee-haws. When the Z-smashing and the ranting finally ceased, Justin and Ella crept out the back door. Why are Paxton and Nate still in Sacramento?
“What if Scarlett’s with them?” Ella asked in a papery-thin voice. “If she is, you know we have to rescue her.”
“Like, how?” he quipped, feeling guilty. All he was thinking about was getting the two of them the heck out of there.
“You got a gun, right?” she said sarcastically.
“Seriously, you think I can take down Paxton and Nate?” No freakin’ way, man. “WTF, are you out of your freakin’ mind?” Justin spouted.
“Justin Luke Chen! Don’t you swear at me,” she snapped, hastily making the sign of the cross, and then reached for the jade rosary beads around her neck.
I knew I’d regret the day I told her my middle name. “Ella, I’m not some action hero. I can’t go out there all willy-nilly and expect to—”
Ella stood there, hand on hip, foot tapping the floor. “Really, you’re just going to let them do those despicable things to Scarlett? And what about LuLu? She so saved us.”
Justin shook his head vehemently. “Not gonna happen,” he said, thinking how unreasonable, more like delusional, Ella was most of the time.
“What if it was me?” Her voice cracked. Tears sparkled down her cheeks. Not the crying thing. He couldn’t stand the crying thing. Ella was sort of right. Scarlett could be in the back cab of the truck. It had looked like a woman with long hair from what he could tell. But if it was LuLu, he really didn’t think she wanted to be saved.
“Okay, okay, I’m on it.” Justin peered around the corner of the building. “It looks like the Z-smashing rampage is over.”
“Are they still there?” Ella asked.
“The trucks are parked next to a restaurant, The Cheesecake Factory. I’m thinking they’re going on a food raid. I’ll try sneaking up from behind them to get a better look.” How he wished he still had that awesome pair of binoculars, but he had lost them in the fire. “Okay, so you wait for me inside—”
Ella rushed to him. “You can’t leave me here!”
“Like, what do you want me to do?” he asked exasperatedly. Do this. No—do that. Then he remembered his parents, and he realized that’s what married life was all about. Better get used to it.
“Look, I can’t scope it out and protect you at the same time,” he managed to say calmly.
“I’ll stay behind you.” She practiced swinging the bat. “I’m ready now,” she said, the most determined he’d ever seen her.
“About freakin’ time,” he mumbled.
“What did you say?” her caps-lock voice on.
“Oh, nothing, honey.” He smiled a fakey-sweet smile, and she covered her lips with a cute giggle. “Let’s do this!” he said, sounding more heroic than he felt. And, he wondered why he was freaking out more than she was.
They crept to the side of the building and then from car to car through the Best Buy parking lot toward The Cheesecake Factory restaurant. “Isn’t this where Penny and Bernadette used to work?” he said, completely off the cuff.
“Oh yeah, The Big Bang Theory. I so miss that show,” she whispered.
Justin stopped behind a narrow boulevard of ornamental trees. He spotted the trucks and heard two men talking. Then he heard a third man’s voice. But it wasn’t Dean or Luther. They argued about something, not bothering to keep their voices down. Then he heard LuLu. He recognized the raspy voice.
“Stay here,” Justin whispered. “I’ll sneak to the shopping cart island and scope it out from there.” He crept to a cluster of Best Buy shopping carts strewn about the shopping cart island. It would provide cover if the men weren’t looking for him.
“You guys can go screw each other. I’m not getting out of the truck. Hell no. I’ll stay right here, fuck you very much,” LuLu said and slammed the truck door.
Paxton stomped over to the truck’s passenger side. “I told you to get out—” Paxton ordered.
Paxton yanked LuLu out of the truck by her hair. LuLu responded by slapping Paxton in the face. Justin heard Ella’s gasp.
“Bitch, you’re gonna pay for that,” Paxton ranted wildly.
Two other voices joined in the shouting match apparently protesting Paxton’s violent behavior. To Justin’s surprise, Nate wasn’t there. He’d never seen the other two men before. The argument intensified, and Justin used the opportunity to sneak a little closer. For some reason, Ella was tailing him. He motioned her to go back, but she shook her head. He gave up. Unfortunately, one of the trucks partially blocked his view. The truck’s window captured the reflection of the men throwing punches in the air. It reminded him of his shadow boxing days with his dad.
Wow. Paxton and a man were still going at it in one heck of a fistfight. A thud caught his attention. The two men kept at it. But, someone was on the ground. Justin backtracked a few steps to get a better view, bumping into Ella.
A nightmarish scream pierced the air, stopping the fistfight in midair. Holy shit!
LuLu? She was on the ground, convulsing. He’d been zooming-in on the fight and had forgotten about the de-activated Z with a major case of the crushed-leg-syndrome lying on the pavement next to the truck. Only it hadn’t been completely de-activated—just temporarily e-mash-i-ated.
“What the fuck?” the taller of the two guys yelled.
“Now we don’t—” the other guy started.
“Tired of that mangy slut anyway. Time to go. We’ll check out the food joint later,” Paxton ordered. The two men hesitated and stared at each other. Paxton drew his gun. “Think you forgot who the bossman is around here,” Paxton hissed, brandishing his gun.
Paxton strutted over to LuLu convulsing on the pavement. The Z latched onto her arm and wouldn’t let go as if it knew how to chomp but didn’t know how to eat. It kneeled over LuLu’s spasming body with a mouthful of arm, making Justin think of a pit bull with lockjaw. Paxton shoved the gun to the back of the Z’s head. Bang! He shot it point-blank in the head. Its brain exploded in a gory burst of reddish goo. It toppled over onto LuLu. Paxton tossed his head back with a heartless chuckle and hopped in his truck. The two guys stared at each other, and then at LuLu, and then at the de-activated Z.
“Hey, man, you’re not going to leave her like that. Show her some mercy. After all—” one of the guys shouted.
“Shut the fuck up. And let it be a friendly reminder. I’m the bossman around here,” Paxton warned.
The trucks sped off to the Arden Way entrance. Something brushed past Justin. Before he knew it, Ella had grabbed the gun out of his super-cool, cowboy-ish hip holster. Then, without hesitation, Ella shot LuLu in the head—just like that. She stood over LuLu’s quivering body, gun shaking in her hand and collapsed to her knees. “LuLu, I’m so sorry we didn’t save you in time. . .”
The trucks’ reverse lights flashed. “Holy shit, they heard the gunshot.” Justin snatched the gun out of Ella’s hand and then shoved her behind the stack of shopping carts. “Ella, no matter what happens, do not say a word. Or Paxton will do the same horrible things to you that he did to LuLu.”
They looked into each other’s eyes for a fleeting instant. He begged her to listen—for once. Ella answered him with those big, beautiful eyes, shaking her head just as the trucks came charging backward toward him. Justin was pretty sure the men hadn’t seen Ella. Pretty sure. Paxton hopped out of the truck at the same instant it lurched into park.
Justin quickly calmed himself and slowed his breathing down from rapid gulps to a slow, steady breath. If he wanted to live, and even more importantly, if he wanted Ella to live, he needed to play his part convincingly, like an Academy Award winner. Maybe he could just act all nonsensical like a Billy Bob Thornton character or better yet, Woody Harrelson. That’s it. I’ll play it all wonky and cool like a Woody Harrelson character.
Justin waved frantically like he was glad to see Paxton. “Dude, I was trying to catch up with you. I had to shoot LuLu—she got bit.” Justin dropped to his knees.
Paxton lifted him by the scruff of his jacket like he was a half-drowned kitten. Paxton grabbed the gun out of his hands and then pistol-whipped him across the cheek with his own gun. “Ow, what’s that for?” Justin grimaced. All the while he regretted, I coulda shoulda woulda killed that psychopath. But the other two men were there. Justin didn’t have the chance to kill Paxton.
“Where the hell you been, boy?” Paxton’s ambivalent tone remained flat and steady.
The other two men kept their distance from Paxton. “You know him?” one of them said.
“It’s Justin. Part of our old Vacaville gang,” Paxton said with an unwavering glare. “Where’s your girlfriend?”
Now’s the time to win that Academy Award. “S-she, she—” he stuttered, hoping it didn’t sound too fake, “she didn’t . . . make it.” For a second, he relived the gut-wrenching moment when he’d thought Ella really had died. And he actually produced a real tear.
Paxton held the gun to his head. The cold-hard metal pressed unyieldingly against his forehead, bearing down as hard as Paxton’s piercing eyes. “Last chance funny-boy.”
The cocking-click of the gun had a finality to it. Justin couldn’t say a word, his mouth momentarily numb. It took all his willpower to not look back at the pile of shopping carts for one last glimpse of Ella. He dared not, knowing full well if their eyes met, she’d come running out to save him. Try to save him, he thought.
Paxton shoved Justin with one hand while uncocking the gun with his other hand. “You piece of shit. In the truck,” Paxton ordered.
The two trucks raced off, leaving Ella behind in the zombie-gut-splattered parking lot. Holy shit! What have I done! And he didn’t have Dean to smack him on the side of the head, telling him to get his act together. He had just abandoned the girl of his dreams, the girl he desperately loved. Left her alone in—Zombieland. Sure, his off-the-cuff scheme had worked. But, he really hadn’t had time to think it through. How the heck is Ella gonna survive five freakin’ minutes out here—alone? Yet, as he thought about it, it was a super-sad world when they’d rather deal with zombies than Paxton and Nate. Of that, he was super sure. Silently, as if telepathy was an actual possibility, he urged Ella to go back to their rooftop before the sun set.
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ELLA VASQUEZ SAT amongst the circle of Best Buy shopping carts she had fenced around her seconds after the trucks had left. Justin had abandoned her. And she was alone . . . waiting for them to find her. Their rank un-dying bodies infused her nostrils with the scent of death. A hellish-frigid darkness overtook the night, chilling Ella’s soul. Their scuffling and moaning crept closer and closer, and she squeezed her eyes shut tighter and tighter.
The tears gushed down Ella’s cheeks as she tried pushing back the painful memory. Inexplicitly, she had the sensation of flying through a wormhole in time, bringing her back to the exact time and place of that hellish day.
   
The day started off badly. Little Miguel had caught a cold, and Mama was convinced it was the weird summer flu everyone was talking about on social media. Mama made Papa come home from his construction job in Lodi and even closed the restaurant, something Mama only did on Sundays. Ella hoped it was a sign she’d still be able to go to Six Flags the next day with her cousins. Because if the restaurant was closed, there would be no excuse to keep Ella from going this time.
Papa came home in an extra-bad mood, and then Mama and Papa ended up arguing all afternoon. Their argument came to life like a YouTube clip. She smiled. But the demon moans threatened to take over. She shoved the demons to the back of her mind, so she could remember. She had to remember!
Ella was in her room. Safe. Her lime-green iPod was on her bed. She put the earbuds in, clicking on her latest playlist. The moans disappeared. Suddenly, she was going through her closet, picking out the cutest outfit to wear to Six Flags.
Someone knocked on her bedroom door. “Mija, we’re taking the van. I need you to put mijo’s car seat in the backseat,” her mother said.
“Sure,” she replied, ecstatic they were finally leaving. Awe-some, they’re taking the van. Which meant they didn’t expect her to tag along. There was only one seat in the back since Papa had renovated the van into a mini-camper. Maybe her cousin could pick her up tonight instead of tomorrow. Yes. Six Flags!
Papa burst into her room. “Where’s your suitcase?”
“Huh?” That’s when she found out they were all going. They were staying the night at Aunt Rosa’s house in Concord, that way they could take little Miguel to get the vaccine first thing in the morning. The news said the Concord Pavilion was the closest place to get the vaccine since the hospitals were out. I don’t get it. Why does little Miguel need the vaccine? He’s already sick.
“I can’t go with you guys in the van—there’s no seat?” she reminded. The look in Papa’s eyes warned her to shut up. “But, no seatbelt? Really? That’s soooo illegal—” she blustered.
Are they cuh-ray-zee? Why do we have to take the ugly van? It was so embarrassing, and the air conditioner barely worked. Papa always took the old 80s van to his job sites; he could stay in it all week instead of paying for a hotel. Ever since the Big Recession (“The Crash” as her parents called it), it had been difficult for Papa to find steady work.
Papa was hardly ever home, and he never helped Mama with the restaurant either. She and Mama had to do everything. It so wasn’t fair. Mama had promised her weeks ago she could go to Six Flags tomorrow with her cousins. She had promised . . .
Ella stuffed a suitcase with the usual items and on a hopeful whim, included the cool outfit she had picked out, thinking Concord wasn’t too far from Vallejo. One of her cousins could pick her up in Concord. Besides, no one had said she “couldn’t go.”
She prayed to Archangel Michael while she made herself comfortable on the mattress at the foot of the van with a mini-fan blowing directly on her face and all the portal-like windows opened to the max for the fresh air.
Poor Miguel. His crying turned into screaming. He was pitchin’ a fit, and Ella was too worried about missing out on Six Flags to care. And on top of that, her parents were arguing, again. She cranked the volume to the iPod.
Between songs, she realized their argument had turned into a full-fledged shouting match.
“I told you to register with the DMV,” Mama scolded. It was one of their usual arguments. Ella was tired of it.
“The whole ‘Undocumented Worker’ bullshit is a scam. They just want to track us so they can tax us. That way when they no longer need us—” He mumbled a bunch of words in Spanish. “They can ship us back to Mexico.” Papa’s tone was full of hatred and anger.
Ella wanted to scream. Her parents were so paranoid about every little thing. I’m never getting married.
“If you had the cojones to marry me, you wouldn’t have to worry about being an illegal—” her mama cried back.
“You know why I can’t,” Papa interrupted.
What?
They aren’t married? Ella quickly removed the earbuds. Suddenly, she was more worried about her unmarried parents than Six Flags. She quickly made the sign of the cross and then clutched her rosary beads and whispered a string of Hail Marys. That was another thing bothering her; Papa never went to church anymore.
The van swerved off the highway. Papa slammed the brakes while muttering every Spanish swear word ever written. Ella couldn’t stop herself from rolling forward off the mattress and onto the grungy floor as the van skidded to a stop.
Papa stormed out of the van. Apparently, it had overheated, and he was trying to fix it. Little Miguel started screaming again, his eyes bloodshot from crying. His face was as red as a freshly-picked habanero pepper with sweat dripping down his forehead.
Mama turned around in the front seat and gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, mija, everything’s all right. Hold mijo while I help your papa.”
Ella took little Miguel out of the car seat and tried to comfort him, all the while thinking about what Mama had just said, “Everything was all right.” Does that mean I get to go to Six Flags tomorrow?
“Me gotta pee,” Miguel gasped between tired sobs. He really wasn’t a baby anymore. He was two and potty-trained, so she didn’t have to change his diapers anymore.
Ella stepped out of the van with Miguel’s clammy hands clutched around her neck. He was doing better. At least he wasn’t screaming. To her surprise, the highway was at a total standstill. People were just sorta walking around the highway like they do at a street fair.
“What’s with all these people?” she asked.
“Get back in the van,” Papa yelled.
“He’s gotta pee,” Ella insisted but made sure Papa didn’t see her exaggerated eye roll.
“Babe, take mijo to that tree over there,” he yelled to Mama.
“Can’t we stop at a gas station or something?” Really? That’s so ghetto.
“Estella Marie Vasquez! In the van. Pronto!” Papa yelled. He didn’t even look at Ella; instead, he eyed a group of people coming their way.
“It’s all right, mija, go in the van,” Mama said and then unlatched little Miguel’s hands from Ella’s neck. Mama took him to the tree.
OMG. Ella was so embarrassed.
“Van!” Papa shouted.
“It’s too hot,” Ella spouted, but Papa flashed his warning look.
Several people ran past them, screaming and pointing toward a crowd of drunks, staggering down the highway. Is everybody cuh-ray-zee today? Ella stomped into the van and then plopped onto the mattress. She held the battery-operated mini-fan to her cheeks until the sweat dried, leaving a cooling sensation. It felt so good. She cooled down the back of her neck and then the inside of her shirt as well. She felt much better. More yelling outside, so she cranked the iPod’s volume and sang the next song with a guilty pleasure.
The door to the van slammed shut. Ella bolted up from her comfortable position in time to see Mama toss little Miguel to the front passenger seat. Then Mama took off driving down the shoulder. Little Miguel isn’t in his car seat? He didn’t even have a seatbelt on.
Wait—Where’s Papa? “OMG, did you just leave Papa?” Ella screeched.
Ella fought for her balance and tottered to the window. Papa was fighting off the drunk people. And then, he was on the pavement. Papa?
“Mama—”
“Stop! Go Back!”
“Mama?”
Little Miguel started making really weird sounds. Growling? She did a double take when little Miguel leaped from his seat onto Mama’s shoulder. Mama crashed into the back of a truck. Ella landed on her butt after hitting her head on the front seat. Stunned, Ella stared in total shock when he burrowed his face into Mama’s neck.
“Miguel, what are you doing?” Was he delirious from his fever? Ew! Is he gnawing on Mama’s neck? The gurgling sounds made her gag.
“Stop it.” But the words stuck in her throat. Shutting it out, she squeezed her eyes closed and clasped onto her jade rosary beads and frantically prayed. When the hideous gurgling finally stopped, she caught her breath and squinted through reluctant eyes. Little Miguel stared straight at her with un-knowing-eyes.
The gurgling started again.
On impulse, Ella jumped out of the van’s side door. Little Miguel followed. To her surprise, Papa was right in front of her. He looked at the sky and howled like a mangy, rabid coyote on peyote. There was a hollowed, bloodied gouge in his stomach. Ew! And his intestines dragged on the ground. It was the most ungodly sight.
Papa looked at her with black-blank eyes. Then, she thought she saw a flicker in his eyes. His pupils swirled and shrunk back to normal size. Papa jerked to a stop, cocked his head at her in a peculiar position, and gawked. And, for that brief, bizarre moment, a moment when time stood still, it was like every memory of her and Papa went floating by. But it was more like his thoughts, not hers. And, she felt his intense love for her—more than ever. The kind of love every child dreams of, like the days when he used to push her on the tire swing he had strung up on the old sycamore in the backyard. Words from her childhood whispered in her mind, “Don’t stop, Papa. Higher.” And he’d push her so high while she reached for the sky with one hand.
Little Miguel jumped onto her shoulder, almost knocking her down. Miguel snarled with the vicious gnarly teeth of a chupacabra. Papa’s eyes went black, dead-black, dilating like a cat’s. Papa snarled back and grabbed Miguel by the neck with his teeth.
What?
Mama was there too, her neck chewed-off on one side. Mama just stared at her and moaned. Then Mama’s whole body shuddered. It was like Mama forced herself not to attack her own daughter.
Ella screamed a soundless scream, falling to the ground in an endless fall. She tried not to faint and at the same time, hoped she would, hoped she’d wake up, and the nightmare would be over.
Gunshots.
Lots of gunshots.
More gunshots.
She began crawling to the van. At one point, she looked back to see Mama, Papa, and little Miguel squirming around on the ground. Ella felt herself collapse onto the unbearably hot pavement, but she didn’t care. She didn’t seem to have the will to go on. Nothing mattered.
Something hard pressed against Ella’s head. She looked up to see a CHP officer standing over her, his gun to her head. She screamed, “Help us!”
“This your van?” he asked.
She nodded. The CHP officer helped her into the van and ordered her to lock the doors and remain there until it was safe.
Hours later, she woke up to moaning. Total darkness. Did I die? Am I in Hell? She had never been this scared in her entire life. So scared. So alone. So forgotten. She huddled in the van and wondered why in the name of dear sweet Jesus, why the CHP officer had shot her family. Although, she thought she knew why, even if she didn’t want to understand—could never understand.
Ella lost track of time. Had it been one day or a week? She slept, picked at the meals Mama had packed, and peed in an old paint bucket Papa had left in the van. Every now and then she looked out the windows only long enough to see if it was safe. It never was—safe.
At one point she heard a human-scream. “Help me!” She stared out the window at a woman running from the demons. The woman must have seen her because the woman wouldn’t stop banging on the van. Finally, although it took all of Ella’s courage, she let the woman inside. Her name was LuLu.
Her memory glitched like an old VCR with a bad cassette tape. Think harder. You need to remember. The memory was fading. All she could remember was they had been trapped in the van for days. LuLu had kept her sane and brought her out of the dark place she had escaped to when the van had been crawling with demons. But Ella had lost her voice somewhere. She couldn’t really remember when.
At some point, a man found them. He had seen the demon-covered van and had lured the demons away somehow. Ella only vaguely remembered driving off with the man, Dean, while LuLu held her the entire time. LuLu had comforted her and promised her everything would be okay.
Suddenly, Ella remembered it all, even the parts she had sworn never, ever to look at again. LuLu had saved her when Ella had been at her lowest point of despair. Maybe that’s why she had shot LuLu without thinking twice about it. In a sense, Ella had saved LuLu, saved her from becoming a soulless demon.
A faraway voice tugged at her soul. She twirled in a cosmic dust cloud. Her body stretched and stretched and stretched like being sucked into a black hole.
   
Ella landed with a thud—in the Best Buy parking lot. She was no longer in her bedroom listening to her iPod or in the van listening to her parent’s arguing and little Miguel screaming. All she heard were the demons’ bloodcurdling moans of hunger.
“Ella!” A voice in the night called. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dark. But she instantly shut them again. A blurry dream-like image of Justin appeared.
Justin, is that you—I can’t do this!
“OMG, I’m hallucinating.” She couldn’t stop freaking about Justin. Will Paxton kill him? She supposed if Paxton had wanted him dead, he would have shot Justin right there in the parking lot and not bothered to take him. She convinced herself Justin was okay. Probably. Knowing Justin, he’d think of some crazy plan to escape. I feel it in my heart.
Justin hurry—save me!
She anxiously rubbed her beloved rosary beads while the terrifying moans of the demons edged closer . . .
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JUSTIN CLUTCHED the bottom of the truck’s seat so tightly his fingers went numb. Paxton skidded to a stop on the long-gone lawn of the familiar house at the end of the court, the same house where he, Ella, and Scarlett had been prisoners.
The three men were already out of the two trucks, but Justin remained in his seat, giving in to the sickening feeling festering in the pit of his stomach. What was I thinking? He had left Ella to fend for herself, and he could not stop obsessing over it.
“You can get out of the truck now,” Paxton snarked. It was more of an order than an option.
“So, like, am I your prisoner or what?” Justin chided childishly trying to hide his fear. The three men walked to the front porch.
“Butch, take the first watch.” Paxton motioned to the taller of the two men who looked like he might have had a not so successful career as a boxer with a flat-crooked nose, scarred face, and a fresh black eye.
Justin swallowed back his fear and anger, knowing he’d have to play this super cool to outwit Paxton. Butch perched himself on the front porch, holding two guns and still managed to scan the perimeter with a pair of binoculars. Justin casually nodded to Butch and caught up to Paxton on the front porch.
“I caught a lucky break and met up with Butch and Mason the first week I was searching for you, Ella, and the teach. They came down from Tahoe,” Paxton said.
“Did you find Scarlett?” Justin hadn’t meant to ask that question until later, but he was dying to know. Paxton glared at him for a second.
“Damn Nate and LuLu. I can’t believe they screwed me over like that. I finally beat the truth out of LuLu—after it was too late.”
“What?” Justin felt his body go cold, afraid of what Paxton was going to say next.
“Scarlett’s one of them now . . .” Paxton laughed. “Shit happens. Plenty more babes in Vegas.”
“Dude, are you serious?” Justin wanted to puke and scream at the same time. Scarlett’s dead? A zombie? Really? Wow, he really, really hated Paxton. Play it cool, Justin kept telling himself.
Paxton pulled up a chair to the dining room table and motioned for Justin to take a seat across from him. Mason had opened several cans of corned beef hash and was stirring it in the skillet. Unexpectedly, Justin’s stomach growled loud enough for everyone to hear. He used it as a prompt. “Dude, I’m like starving,” Justin exclaimed.
Paxton’s hard eyes bored into him as if trying to read his mind. Don’t underestimate Paxton, a voice from deep within warned.
“So, am I like your prisoner or what?” Justin boldly asked again. Justin returned Paxton’s challenging brick-wall of a stare, trying his hardest not to squirm around in the chair.
“I thought I made it quite clear. I’m into women.” Paxton turned to Mason. “Hey, Mason, he your type?”
Mason’s smile widened as if proud of his missing-two-teeth grin. “Hell no,” Mason said, flipping a spatula of crispy corned beef hash in the skillet. The sizzling-searing sound made Justin’s stomach growl even louder. The corned beef hash’s aroma permeated the kitchen. Justin wondered if the Zs could smell it. Paxton didn’t seem worried about it.
“Don’t have the time or supplies to waste on male prisoners,” Paxton said.
“So, where’s Nate?” Justin asked next, trying to find out as much info as he could while he had Paxton talking.
“We don’t have to worry about the tweaker anymore,” was all Paxton said on the subject. “You’re lucky we found you. We’re leaving for Vegas in a couple of days,” Paxton said.
“Maybe I don’t want to go to Vegas,” Justin said with attitude.
“Why stay here? Nothing left but the dead,” Mason interrupted.
“What makes you so eager to stay? Most people are looking to hook up with survivors, aren’t they Mason?” Paxton nodded in Mason’s direction.
Paxton stood up abruptly, tossing the chair aside. It skidded sideways on the floor, crashing against the patio’s dirty sliding glass door. Is that dried blood smeared on the glass?
“Why would you want to stay here by your little, Asian, lame-ass self when you have the opportunity to man-up and hang out with the big boys?” Paxton grilled. His eyes pried into Justin’s skull like a mental crowbar trying to rip open the contents of his thoughts.
“Ye-ah, well maybe I just hate your f’n guts—hate what you were going to do to Ella and Scarlett. Ever think of that you schizoid-psycho-sicko-sadist?” Justin couldn’t help it; the words came rushing out in a fit of rage.
Paxton grinned that maniacal grin of his, making Justin cower back down in the chair. Paxton picked up the toppled chair and sat back down at the opposite end of the table while Mason served them each a plate of steaming corned beef hash. Mason took two plates to the front porch, leaving Justin alone with Paxton. Not good. Justin found the tension unbearable. A random thought whizzed by, if only he could find the eject button under his seat. His hands automatically groped for the button. Am I losing it or what?
“As you recall, back at the hotel, I gave you the chance to be my right-hand man. Frankly, I can use a Zombie Expert like yourself.” Paxton’s tone changed.
“Ye-ah, but you had Nate. Dude, you were so bullshittin’ me,” Justin contradicted.
“I was dead serious. Nate was a waste of humanity. Hell, he’ll make a much better zombie than a partner.” Paxton laughed wickedly.
Justin wanted to puke. The gunshot . . . Did Paxton kill Nate the day they escaped?
“It was just my luck Nate and LuLu were the only idiots I had at the time. I’m relieved I don’t have to waste my food supply on them.” Paxton paused for a moment. “Come to think of it, LuLu was good for a couple of things—if you know what I mean. I wanted her to teach Ella how to suck the chrome off a trailer hitch.” Paxton let out that wicked laugh again and grabbed his junk. “Oh, Ella, harder, harder—”
Justin’s plate of corned beef hash went flying across the table and landed on the front of Paxton’s red and black flannel shirt. Paxton looked down at his shirt as a clump of hash began to tumble over, and he caught the clump with two fingers in the millisecond it began to fall. Then, he casually plopped it in his mouth. “Funny-boy, didn’t yo mama teach you not to be wastin’ food,” Paxton’s voice was freakishly calm, like the calmness of the Devil himself.
“I’m just messin’ with you funny-boy. It’s good to see things haven’t changed,” Paxton said lightheartedly, scraping a bite of hash from his plate. “For the record, you are not a prisoner here. But as Dean once said, ‘there’s safety in numbers.’ ”
“The government will have things back to normal by spring. That’s what Scarlett said,” Justin blurted, embarrassed he had sounded so juvenile. And why is Paxton calling me funny-boy? It sounds so sick the way he says it.
Paxton practically snarled, “And where’s your precious Scarlett and your precious girlfriend? You better think about that. We did pretty well for ourselves back at the hotel. All of us working together—doing our part.”
“The hotel you burnt down . . .” Justin accused.
“Things were getting too comfortable there. Nobody wanted to leave. Me, I’ve got plans—big plans.” Paxton’s sadistic grin made Justin squirm in his chair.
“Okay, okay, I get your point.” Justin reined in his rage. His desire to save Ella finally pushed aside his anger and the overwhelming hatred he had for the man. Paxton is so whacked-out. How had he not noticed how evil Paxton was when they had been staying at the hotel?
“Think it over. We leave in two days. If you wanna play on Team Paxton, that’s cool—you wanna stay here and play house with your zombie girlfriend, that’s cool too. I ain’t no babysitter. No time for that—not in this man-eat-man world.” And Paxton left to join the men on the porch.
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ELLA SAT SHIVERING on the pavement, huddled in the center of the Best Buy shopping cart barricade she had created. The demons were so, so very close. In the pale moon’s light, she peered through the carts’ grids, cowering at the sinister shadows haunting the parking lot.
Why hadn’t they found her yet? Does the bug spray thing really work? She had thought it was another one of Justin’s tricks to build her self-confidence. Who’d a thought bug spray could fake-out demons?
What rule was it? “Yo smell tells.” She reminded, trying to remember Justin’s whacky Z-COS, Zombie-Code of Survival.
She kept telling herself that all she needed to do was make a run for the Best Buy and then lock herself in the restroom. After Justin had left her, she had tried to do just that. But her knees had given out on her, refusing to work. Then she had thought of the barricade idea. Ella shifted position in her tiny perimeter and bumped one of the carts. A new wave of groans started. Closer and louder. If I’m quiet, I can stay here until sunrise.
What rule was that? “They don’t spawn at dawn.”
She felt around for the pack Justin had prepared for her. She vaguely recalled Justin explaining everything in detail about the survival items, but she had ignored him, fooling herself into believing zombies didn’t exist. Because, if she pretended the ungodly creatures didn’t exist: she was safe. It was a mental game she played to get through the days and nights. She was unable to face the reality of—zombies.
Ella quietly examined the pack’s contents in the waning and waxing moonlight of the cloudy night. She stacked the CDs to the side and then sorted through the candy bars, flashlight, first-aid kit, bug spray, plastic tarp (still in the package), paper, pen, a bottle of water, and little tablets of something. She clicked on the flashlight, using her body to shield the light. Really? Leave it to Justin to find dehydrated toilet paper tablets. “Just add water” the directions stated. Before or after you use it?
And, of course there was the dangerous-looking hunting knife in a leather sheath. The knife reminded her of all those times Justin had shown off his Fab-Five moves. He’d been adorably serious with his zombie training. She had thought it silly and gross. I’m definitely not “Ella the Zombie-slayer.”
A long, terrifying groan pierced the night. Once again, she froze. Another groaner started, and another, and another. Soon a chorus of agonizing groans reverberated in the dark void she was trapped in. They know I’m here: somewhere. She endured their pain . . . their hunger.
This might help, she thought. Silently, she opened the camouflage tarp package. She draped the tarp over the ring of carts and then tied the cords to the carts, creating a makeshift tent. Then she self-consciously sprayed another dose of anti-bug spray to disguise her scent.
Ella sat there for hours and concentrated on Justin’s Z-COS in an attempt to focus on something other than the zombies patrolling the parking lot. What is number five again? She racked her brain.
One of the carts moved ever so slightly. The wind? Without warning, the ring of carts rattled. They’re here! She peered under the carts at the shadows stumbling in and out of the moonlight.
She whispered like a magical mantra, “No spawn at dawn, no spawn at dawn.” Ella glanced frantically at her watch. It would be dawn soon. Would the demons magically fall asleep? Could she talk her legs into running?
Could she hold out another forty-five minutes or so . . .
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JUSTIN HAD BEEN LYING on the den’s couch for hours, pretending to be asleep. And waiting for the right moment. Butch came inside, mumbling his watch was over, and Mason stomped to the front porch, obviously not too happy it was his turn for guard duty. Justin had lost track of Paxton. He’d gone to the garage after dinner and that was the last time he’d seen him. He was probably sleeping, Justin rationalized. It was almost four in the morning.
Justin hadn’t heard Mason’s footsteps pacing the porch for some time. He stole a glance out the front window. The front porch’s patio chairs were empty. Paxton’s truck was parked on the lawn, blocking Justin’s view of the street. That’s when Justin spotted Mason in Paxton’s truck, slouched over the steering wheel. Mason had apparently fallen asleep during his watch. Yes! It was the lucky break he’d been waiting for.
He couldn’t worry about Paxton. He had to chance it. Like now! He had to know if Ella was okay. She must be super worried. She’s probably pacing the rooftop. She’d better be at their hideout. That’s what any reasonable person would do. But Ella really wasn’t always so reasonable. Not so much . . .
He slipped out the den’s side window, disappearing into the night. Justin’s bigger problem: he only had a flimsy butcher knife for a weapon. Paxton had confiscated his weapons and his pack. The night was super spooky without a flashlight or reliable weapon, making him feel sort of naked. He adeptly avoided any roving dark masses. When he came upon a straggler, it was way faster to outrun it than it was to de-activate it.
An unnerving feeling rattled him as if time was running out for Ella. She’s probably freaking out. She hated the dark. He kept hearing scuffling noises behind him, but every time he had ducked into a shadow to see if a horde was on his tail, he hadn’t seen anything except an occasional straggler off in the distance. His nerves were getting the best of him, which was so unlike him. So, he picked up the pace.
Justin snuck to the back of their Spanish-styled house and found the rope ladder still hanging over the edge of the roof. Did she leave it down for me? He climbed the ladder and pulled himself over the ledge of the house’s flat roof.
“Ella?” He opened the flap to the main tent expecting to find her. It was empty. He dashed over to the sleeping tent—no sign of her. She’s probably in the potty-tent he had designed, complete with fancy pink curtains and pink towels for that homey look. He rushed over to it. A thud, the sound a pair of boots might make.
“Ella, you really—”
There, on the roof by the rope ladder, stood Paxton, gun aimed at him. Threatening. “You think I’m that stupid, funny-boy? Hell, I ought to shoot you out of plain stupidity. Ella, you have company,” Paxton sing-songed like a Cinderella character on crack.
“Ella!” Paxton poked his head into the main tent while keeping the gun pointed at Justin. “It’s the big bad wolf, and he’s famished,” Paxton continued in a totally whacked-out tone.
Paxton went inside the tent. At that precise second, Justin took a full-bodied leap into the sleeping tent, sliding to his sleeping bag. His hands found the gun he always kept under the pillow.
Justin cocked the gun and without the slightest hesitation let off three rounds the instant Paxton stepped out of the main tent. Paxton swayed in the moonlight. Then Paxton charged him, tripping over the camping stove. Paxton regained his balance and stood up. His demented laugh seemed to ricochet off the cold darkness of the night, splintering Justin’s eardrums.
“I’m not that easy to kill,” Paxton gloated.
Justin swallowed hard and squeezed off three more rounds. This time, he did not miss. Paxton teetered about and then tumbled backward. Falling off the edge of the roof, Paxton landed onto the trash dumpsters below with a thunderous crash.
Wasting no time, Justin reloaded the gun. He grabbed a spare backpack (he always had one ready) and a crowbar from his weapon’s supply. Holy Shit—Holy Shit! Apparently, Ella hadn’t made it back to their hideout. Maybe she had locked herself in one of the rooms. He quickly checked the inside of the house.
Grief stabbed his heart when he didn’t find her in the house. The possibilities were limited. Either she had stayed at Best Buy, or she was trapped somewhere. Or, or . . . Dude, don’t even think it. She’s alive—waiting for you to get off your ass and save her!
It was almost dawn, which was the only thing he had going for him. The Zs would be in zombie-slumberland soon, buying him time. An intense fear hovered around him like a chick’s cheap perfume, clinging to the insides of his nostrils, and just wouldn’t go away. Meanwhile he struggled over the fact he had just killed a man in cold blood, for no other reason than to save his beloved Ella. What had become of him? Then again, why hadn’t he killed Paxton or Nate sooner? “Because,” he retorted, “I’m not a murderer!” Until today . . .
From out of nowhere, Justin knew. He knew it like an ESP thought. He only had a few minutes to get to Ella. And knowing it—feeling it—absorbing Ella’s terror intensified his own. Justin broke out into a full run. His heart randomly skipped beats as he sprinted and hurdled to Best Buy, ignoring the tears stinging his cheeks.
It was like he heard Ella’s cries in the night. Had he reached his breaking point? Her cries so real, he expected to find her behind each vehicle he came upon. And when he closed his eyes, he saw Ella huddled in a ball—scared to death. His vivid imagination was working freaking overtime.
Without thinking, Justin yelled out at the top of his lungs, “I’m coming, Ella!” Uh, ye-ah, bad idea. He alerted a mini-horde window shopping at the Toys R Us. He easily outran them. He finally made it to Best Buy and then snuck in the back entrance.
She’s not here . . .
A commotion outside startled him. He rushed to the storefront’s shattered glass windows to get a view. In the twilight of the morning, a massive horde groaned about doing their creepy hokey-pokey dance near the shopping cart island. It was definitely a bizarre sight. They should be settling down for their not so long winter’s nap. He smirked.
A pitiful scream pierced his ears. Where is she? At the risk of alerting the massive horde, he yelled, “Ella!” It dawned on him that the shopping carts was where he had left Ella. Had she stayed there the entire night?
“I’m coming!” Justin opened the store’s front doors to get a better view of the parking lot. At which point a series of pops—like a zillion pop-rock candies sizzling and zizzling took over the dawn as their ghoulish-heads twisted around without moving their bodies, lusting for him! Seriously, exorcist-zombies?
As if ordinary, rotting, oozing, rank Zs aren't bad enough.
How do I think up this stuff? He struggled to find his sanity and tried turning off his wild imagination.
“Over here you slime-balls,” Justin wailed. “Ye-ah, see ya, smell ya, wouldn’t want to be ya,” he rambled on, flailing his arms to get their attention. He certainly got their attention. The horde eagerly jerked the Monster Mash—toward him. But he was more concerned about Ella. More like petrified. Was she all right?
Technically, it would be dawn any minute, but Justin had a peculiar feeling they weren’t like vampires. They wouldn’t suddenly all collapse to the ground, not after he had antagonized them—not when food was within their grasp. His Z-COS definitely needed a revision. Zs were evolving.
Justin stood in the front of the store and yelled for them to come and eat his brains. Meanwhile, he frantically scanned the parking lot for Ella. He didn’t see her. He swore he heard her crying out for him. He kept peering back and forth from the Michael Jackson wanna-be backup dancers to the stack of shopping carts. The first rays of the morning sun glinted on the storefront’s spider-webbed-shattered window nearly blinding him. Justin backed his way into the store as the first wave of Zs approached the front entrance. He stumbled and flipped backward over a down shelf.
“Holy shit! Holy shit!” It must have been a hundred of them. Justin went numb with fear. He was the bona fide Zombie Expert caught without a POA. Absolutely no freaking Plan of Action. He pulled himself up from the rubble of the trashed store.
“Justin!” This time he knew for sure. It was Ella, not a hallucination.
The crackled front window finally gave way. A maelstrom of glass rained onto the horde as they stormed inside. From out of nowhere, an overzealous Z nose-dived him, latching onto his foot. Justin wildly kicked it away.
“What the heck?” All the zany Zs started diving at him. A random commercial flashed through his mind. “Gotta get away.” Uh, ye-ah—like right now! He gathered his wits. An idea streamed through his head like one of those airplanes spraying “GEICO” in the sky—only the words were EVERY PROBLEM HAS A SIMPLE SOLUTION with colored smoke and all. It was an idiom his father swore by. And, of course, his father was—had always been right. Justin simply ran out the back door. Then he jammed the door closed with his crowbar. Easy-peasy!
Justin scrammed to the shopping cart island. A ring of shopping carts had been arranged to create a small circle. That’s freakin’ ingenious.
Sobs came from under the tarp.
“Ella?” Justin asked, eyeing a slowpoke mini-horde coming from the opposite side of the building. It juddered for him. He didn’t have time to deal with a horde. Ella had to be under the tarp, but he hesitated, afraid of what he might see. Visions of bite marks covering Ella’s body flooded his mind.
“One, two, three, go!” With knife in hand, he yanked on the tarp, rattling the carts. But the tarp was tied down. He slashed at the knots on one of the carts and then pulled the cart away.
“Justin!”
“Ella!”
Ella jumped into his arms. Time stood still, but only for a millisecond. The mini-horde was only a few feet away. With Ella clinging to him, he bent down and grabbed her bat, knowing it was more effective than the knife. Justin started swinging away, smashing their liquefying, bulbous brains.
“Only five, no big deal,” Justin gasped between brutal de-activating swings.
“You came back for me! I knew you would,” she exclaimed, her big, brown eyes brimming with tears.
“Like, you didn’t think I would?” He smirked. His instincts kicked in. Something’s wrong. Then he heard the most spine-tingling groan ever. It must have lasted an entire minute.
“Justin, what—what kind of zombie—” Ella turned around searching the parking lot. “What is that?”
He had never heard anything like it in all his zombie days. But whatever it was—it was definitely not a good thing.
“Hide behind the carts!” Justin shouted. He searched the lot. It was clear of Zs. The shadowy mass in the Best Buy told him the mega-horde was still obsessed with pounding down the store’s back door, which he had retrofitted with the crowbar. All the horde had to do was turn around. Justin wasn’t so worried. They could easily outrun the mega-horde—if he could get Ella to run. Uh, maybe I should be worried?
The long bellow of a moan shrouded the early morning with an eerie surreal-like feeling, the moaning much closer. Is it coming from behind The Cheesecake Factory? A huge shadow whizzed by, briefly blocking out the rising sun’s glare. As he squinted into the sun, the sunlight played tricks with his eyes, causing the approaching Z-shadow to appear way bigger than it could possibly be.
Justin turned away from the sun’s blinding glare and rubbed his watering eyes. He opened his eyes, trying to focus. There it was: a Super-Zombie! His gut wrenched in solidified fear. That’s not a normal zombie! It wasn’t all skinny and emaciated and gooey . . . They never get that big.
“Ye-ah, uh, Ella, uh,” Justin rambled.
The Super-Z was a few feet away. Justin so wished he had the crowbar. He planted his feet and practiced swinging, determined to hit a home run on the first swing. Because he really didn’t think he’d have the chance for a second swing.
“Eat this, you piece of shit!”
The Super-Z stopped and cocked his head sideways. Its swirling dead-black eyes searched the perimeter, ignoring Justin. For some reason, Ella popped-up from behind the carts and let out a terrifying scream. It looked at Justin and then to Ella as if contemplating the situation. The Super-Z threw its head back and let out a hideous howl. Then, it looked Justin dead-straight in the eyes. Justin stood there, ready for a grand slam swing.
“Ella, I got this,” Justin promised, getting his stance just right, but he really wasn’t so sure.
It lunged with incredible speed and force, knocking Justin to the pavement before he had a chance to swing. They struggled on the pavement. Justin used all his strength to keep its chompers from his neck. It zeroed-in for the kill-bite. Justin was astonished by its super strength. It wasn’t a lifeless mass of mush. This one was strong and determined. Ruthless. All Justin heard were the terrifying snaps of its deadly teeth. Chomp—Chomp—Chomp. After several near misses, Justin’s strength waned.
The Super-Z pinned Justin against the pavement. Its foul breath singed his neck. Then it sat on Justin and glowered at him. A sneer formed on its lips like it enjoyed the moment or something. Did it just smile at me? Of all Justin’s expansive Z-experience, he’d never had such an encounter. Its dead-black eyes drilled into his mind. It snickered.
I know that snicker . . .
“Ella—run!” It came out as a breathless scream.
Justin’s heart sank. Paxton’s death stare seared his eyes. Justin couldn’t think. He couldn’t move. Only one thought flooded his mind. I love you, Ella . . .
Its
weight bore down on him. Justin thrust his head to the side, avoiding the kill-bite. For a moment, they were face to face. Its foul-hot breath misted his face. It snarled and snickered. And it lunged . . .
A high-pitched scream pierced Justin’s ears. The Super-Z thrashed around on top of him. Its gloating glare morphed into bewilderment. Wait—what? That’s when Justin realized Ella straddled its back with her thighs, madly stabbing it with a knife. It let out a painful-like wail and flung her aside onto the pavement, giving Justin the break he needed to get to his knees. But it was ready for him. The Super-Z kicked him in the ribs.
Justin curled into a ball to avoid the painful kicks. A bright light flashed like a thought demanding its presence known. The gun! And Justin finally remembered the gun he had stuffed in his coat pocket. The gun he had used to kill Paxton. Why hadn’t he thought about the gun earlier? I’m losing it. It took all of Justin’s energy to pull out the gun. He felt like a hundred-year-old invalid as he fumbled with the butt of the gun.
It kicked the gun out of his hands as if it knew what a gun was. And the Super-Z beat him. It seemed like it would rather beat him than eat him. That’s when Justin knew beyond any shadow of a doubt. The Super-Z was—had been—Paxton.
Justin curled-up smaller and smaller as each kick took him further and further away from consciousness. He mumbled, “Ella, go . . . before it’s too late.” When Justin was sure it was all over, when the world went swimming around him like he was drowning in a dream-like dimension, a thundering sound jolted him back.
   
Ella grabbed the gun. She fired it point-blank at the back of the demon’s freshly shaven head. After the third shot, it slowly turned around and glared at her. Its glare burned her from the inside-out. It grabbed her by the neck. Squeezing until she couldn’t breathe. She fired the gun until it clicked empty. It froze as if someone had hit the pause button. It dropped her. Then, it collapsed to the pavement.
“Oh, my God,” Ella uttered. Justin whimpered on the ground. “Justin, you okay?” It was the most stupid thing ever to say. Of course, he’s not okay. She knelt beside him, gently stroking his head. “Wake up!”
Crackling crunches clinked in the background. She ignored it, trying to get Justin to his feet. “Justin?”
The crackling crunched closer. Finally, she turned to see a huge horde jumble out of the Best Buy—coming for them! “Uh, Justin? We gotta go!” she urged, refusing the temptation to freeze-up. She gently shook Justin and stared at the horde lurching toward them.
Justin wailed, “You go—I can’t walk.”
“I’m not leaving you . . .”
She snagged a shopping cart. Then she desperately tugged on Justin until she got him to his knees. “In the cart!”
He sputtered, “Go.”
“C’mon.” Ella continued tugging at him. She turned his head toward the demons and shrieked, “They’re coming!”
Justin tumbled head-first into the cart. She gasped at all the blood on his body. Had he been bitten? He seemed halfway coherent. She refused the possibility he might have been bitten. Ella tossed the bat and the gun into the cart. And took off running like some fanatical contestant in that show (her mama used to watch) where you had one minute to load the cart with as many groceries as you could. She ran passed The Cheesecake Factory and entered the mall’s parking lot, passing Barnes & Noble. Out of breath, she stopped for a moment in front of Macy’s smashed-in windows.
Another horde approached the main entrance. She bolted again and ran past the Starbucks so wishing for a Unicorn Frappuccino. What a ridiculous thought. Out of breath again, she stopped in front of Sears. She panicked. She had reached the end of the mall. She didn’t know where to go. It was one humongous parking lot with a whole lot of nothing—just a lot of empty space. She ruled out the three abandoned vehicles. Last resort only, she thought, remembering those days she’d been trapped in the van.
Ella yanked the cart around and ran behind the Sears toward the back of the mall. She stopped. The cart rolled a few more feet while she stood spellbound. The entire back lot raged with demons. It was like they had all texted each other to meet at the mall for a demonic flash-mob dance.
“OMG, Justin?” He’d know what to do. He always did. But Justin had passed out. She grabbed her rosary beads and prayed and prayed and prayed, harder than ever before. She prayed even harder than the day she had lost her parents and little brother to the demons.
A wave of inspiration engulfed her, giving her the courage to scout the area. Only one direction appeared demon-less. And so, she pulled the cart around and ran toward the end of the parking lot. The cart clamored and rattled the entire way. She didn’t know how much longer it would last before it lost a wheel. She ran and ran. The rattling cart seemed to attract more demons than they were losing.
What am I supposed to do? The lump in her throat tightened, and she desperately fought the urge to cry. For if she wasted a minute crying, it would be—too late. Then she noticed a sign: SACRAMENTO INN. An entrance led to the hotel. A hotel, right there. Really?
She pushed, more like shoved, the cart toward the narrow roadway. Can I get to the hotel from here? The area was more secluded with trees providing a little cover. They were out of view from the hordes tracking them but not for long. If only she could avoid alerting more zombies. She slowed down, reducing the clamoring of the cart. Ella made it to the hotel’s parking lot. With a renewed burst of hope, she pushed and shoved the cart onto the hotel’s walkway. She rubbed her rosary beads and prayed she’d find an unlocked door. And she flew down the covered walkway, trying the doors on the first floor.
OMG! The knob turned. She peeked into the room. A rush of stale air flooded her. The hotel room showed no signs of life or death. She awkwardly maneuvered the cart over the metal threshold, losing a wheel in the struggle.
Justin whimpered. To her relief, he lifted his head and mumbled, “Where the heck are we?” Then he slumped back down in the cart.
Once inside the room, she quickly latched the deadbolt and then leaned heavily against the door, catching her breath. What if they saw us come in here? She panicked. If so, they’d be trapped inside this room forever.
“Justin, we made it,” she whispered, wondering how safe they really were. Justin would tell her what to do next. When he woke up. The room had the usual hotel furnishings: two queen-size beds, flat screen TV on the dresser, coffee table, and two chairs. Justin screeched. He thrashed about in the cart and mumbled something about Paxton.
She rushed to him. “Justin, wake up.” His eyes rolled to the back of his head. “C’mon, help me get you to the bed,” she said more calmly than she felt.
“See,” she encouraged, pulling back the bedspread and then fluffing a pillow, “this is way more comfortable.” She turned to give him a big smile. OMG! Blood on his neck! Was it a bite? Unable to keep the terror out of her voice she wailed, “Talk to me—” Please, say something.
Justin finally acknowledged her, probably because he was tired of her hysterical whining. He climbed over the shopping cart with trembling knees, collapsing onto the bed. She struggled to take off his pack and the bloodied jacket, only to find more blood. Instinctively, she tore off the blankets from the other bed, wanting the sheet to wrap his wounds. Justin tossed on the bed in delirium while she cleaned his wounds with the antibiotic treatment from his pack’s first-aid kit.
“Go. Not safe,” he blubbered as she wiped off the blood.
Had he been bitten? She tried to remember that rule, the worst rule ever. It went something like “Been bit, tough shit, time to get.” And based on the few words he uttered, she thought he might be warning her to leave before he turned into—one of them. Nooooo!
“Shhh, it’s okay. Everything’s gonna be okay,” Ella whispered. She sat on the edge of the bed next to him, terror-stricken. His beaten body curled into the fetal position. Her heart poured out to him. She curled next to him and spooned him, hoping her body heat would warm his shivering body. She hummed random lullabies, wanting to comfort him as well as herself.
Ella blamed herself for chastising him so often on their rooftop hideout. She had consistently ignored and refused his advances every time he wanted to make-out, thinking she shouldn’t have such sexual desires at her age. Especially during this ungodly time; after all, she was in mourning and barely sixteen.
His breathing gradually slowed. She realized her feelings for Justin were far beyond sexual. She truly did love him and decided at that very moment she wanted to be with him—Forever. Even if—Well, even if he does turn into a zombie—we can be zombies together. She knew how cuh-ray-zee and childish it sounded, but she couldn’t deny her emotions at that very moment. How could she go on living without him?
She vowed if he came through this okay, she’d tell him how much she loved him. The words “twin flame” whispered in her mind. Twin flames were way better than a soulmate according to those silly romance stories she used to read. Mama had always told her true love would find her someday. “Oh, Mama, you were right.” And, she had found it and lost it—all in one day.
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“THERE IT IS,” Dean said, pointing to the Pep Boys sign. “Knew it was around here.” He vaguely remembered giving Kyle a ride there several years ago.
“See it,” Luther confirmed, quickly turning the recently acquired Jeep Cherokee into the parking lot. “Hope they aren’t sold out,” Luther joked.
“Reckon they ought to have a few car batteries left,” Dean said, worried the store had been completely looted.
Dean and Luther had driven around the Sacramento area the past several days, searching for signs of Scarlett, Justin, Ella, LuLu, and the Stockton Boys. Dean sensed Luther’s impatience. Luther was ready for Reno. And Dean felt bad for taking unfair advantage of Luther’s good nature.
“We have to take care of that bunch first.” Luther nodded toward the west side of the building. “You ready for this?” Luther asked, stepping out of the Jeep with the pipe threader, his melee weapon of choice.
“You betcha.” Dean automatically grabbed the crowbar. He was sure sick and tired of smashing skulls. It was getting to be a monotonous pastime. They snuck up behind the five dead-heads, knocking off two before the other three lunged at them. Standing in their back-to-back stance, Dean and Luther quickly disposed of them as well. Dean couldn’t ignore the intense pain in his chest and bent over to rest his hands on his knees.
“You don’t look so good.” Luther’s tone sounded worried, his eyes darting around the parking lot. “Looks clear. You hang in the Jeep. I’ll check out the batteries.”
“I’m good. Just need a quick breather,” Dean lied. He thought his chest was about to implode. Then the pain vanished as quickly as it had appeared.
“It’s unlocked.” Luther motioned to Dean.
In stealth mode, they reconned the store and then headed straight for the auto batteries.
“That’s whut I’m talkin’ about!” Luther did a little NFL football jig. “How many you want?”
“How many they got?” Dean asked, catching up to Luther. “Might as well take what we can,” Dean said.
Luther loaded a cart with batteries while Dean tossed in several packages of jumper cables for good measure.
“Let’s check out the mechanic’s bay for the good stuff,” Luther said with a touch of excitement.
“Why not?” But Dean was ready to get out of Dodge. He followed Luther to the mechanic’s bay.
“Nice,” Luther marveled, caressing a Snap-on toolbox. “Always wanted a set of these.” Luther grinned.
“Take it, you’re a motorhead?” Dean asked.
“Yup, before cars got so damned high tech. Now you’ve got to have a Ph.D. to work on a car.”
“Know what you mean. I restored Mustangs in the eighties to make a little beer money.” Dean reminisced briefly, remembering how sweet that candy apple red, ’66 Mustang had purred. Instead of selling it, he had talked Mary into giving it to Kyle for his eighteenth birthday. Dean had never forgotten the expression on their son’s face when he handed over the keys.
Dean made up his mind right then and there. It was time for him to go home. Thinking it was possible Kyle had made it back from Afghanistan in one piece. Hell, what if Kyle’s waiting for me on the front porch? At least that’s what Dean pictured in his mind. If he could have one last wish, he’d cash it in to see his son again, and tell him how proud he was of him.
After Mary had died, he and Kyle had ended up having a humdinger of a falling out. Dean had accused him of being a coward for running off to join the Army, instead of helping Dean cope with Mary’s loss and all that bullcrap. It wasn’t that Dean thought serving his country was the wrong thing to do, not at all. It had been the plain simple and selfish fact that Dean hadn’t wanted to be alone, left with only memories. Their relationship had been tense ever since the day Kyle had shown up with his Army Basic Training Orders. First, Mary had left him—then his son. Regrets: how deep the blade cuts into an old man’s soul. If I had it all to do over again . . .
Luther manhandled the Snap-on toolbox and plunked it onto a dolly cart. “Couldn’t resist. It be calling my name. ‘Luther, please take me home.’ ” Luther grinned.
Dean almost grinned back. “You ready?”
“Time to jet,” Luther agreed.
Dean took the cart and Luther pushed the dolly to the parking lot. “Holy Mother of God!” Dean shrieked. Two hordes merged into one massive mob at the Fulton Avenue and Arden Way intersection. “Luther, they always seem to know when you’re in town.” Dean shook his head in disbelief.
“Yup, all three hundred pounds of this here U.S.D.A. certified organic, Black Angus, good ol’ Luther meat. They just be achin’ to get a bite of me, don’t ya know,” Luther boasted as they loaded the Jeep.
“Where to?” Luther asked.
“I believe if we keep heading west on Arden Way, we’ll run into the freeway. Need to find me a decent vehicle, once we get to the highway. Sorry, my friend. Made up my mind to go back home. That is, if you think you can manage it to Reno on your own?” Dean said, afraid to disappoint Luther. But a new regret taunted him; he finally accepted the fact that he’d failed in protecting Ella, Justin, Scarlett, and LuLu.
“Yup, I’ve made it this far. I’ve known for some time you were ready to go home—see it in your eyes,” Luther stated. “Can’t say I blame you one little iota. I’d certainly be hangin’ at home with my family if my home wasn’t in the No-Zone. Don’t worry about me. Ol’ Luther here can outsmart those rank-smellin’ nimrods. I’m well aware of the fact you only came this far in the hopes you might meet up with your people. Understandable my man,” Luther said without argument.
A tremendous sense of relief overtook Dean. He’d been given a new chance at finding peace, the peace of mind that he could die with dignity in the sanctuary of his own home. Hell,
everyone’s gotta go sometime.
They cruised down Arden Way. When they approached the Arden and Howe intersection, a familiar sight of 360-degree skid marks scarred the middle of the intersection.
“Speakin of rank-smellin’ nimrods—” Luther gagged.
“Yep.” Dean associated the intense odor with a massive slaughter of dead-heads. It was definitely the Stockton Boys’ calling card: Z-smashing raids as Justin had so succinctly put it.
“Good God Almighty, remind me to get some nose plugs—will you? What could a done that?” Luther asked, carefully avoiding the gelatin like-gunk congealing to the pavement.
“Slow down, if you don’t mind. Let’s take a look-see. The big mall is just down the street a ways,” Dean said, carefully surveying the area.
They followed the trails of squashed dead-heads to a shopping center adjacent to the mall. “Fresh kills, not more than a day old. What do you think, Luther?” Dean pondered.
“Yup, definitely fresh kills.” Luther nodded in agreement.
“Someone was here,” Dean mumbled, somewhat perplexed. They drove around a Best Buy and a restaurant.
“Don’t see anyone,” Luther said, eyeballing the place.
“Someone’s still here. I feel it in these old achin’ bones of mine.” Dean hadn’t realized he had said it out loud until he caught Luther’s quizzical glance. “Turn here. It connects to the mall. I know, I know, sounds crazy, but someone’s here. Probably hiding,” Dean said, knowing Luther must think him an old fool.
They drove past the post-apocalyptic mall of busted windows.
“That way! There’s a hotel at the end of the parking lot—see the sign?” Dean shouted.
“Simmer down. Don’t be having a heart attack on me,” Luther said uneasily.
They drove into the adjacent lot leading to the Sacramento Inn.
“Good God Almighty!” Luther bellowed.
It was the biggest damn horde Dean had ever seen. “Remind you of something?” Dean asked, rubbing his chin. “Last time I saw a horde swarming a building like that, they were after you.”
“Yup, don’t remind me. It looks like someone’s in a shitload of trouble. Those things look ravenous.” Luther looked aghast.
“They haven’t spotted us yet,” Dean said, rolling up the window, the stench unbearable.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Luther asked.
Dean nodded. “We need a distraction. What’s the fuel status?” Dean asked.
“Enough . . .” Luther said and started pounding on the horn.
Lost in their bedlam of groans and moans, it took a while before the motley crew of dead-heads noticed them. Luther continued pounding on the horn. One by one, the dead-heads popped off one another like an old dog with a bad case of the fleas. Then, they lusted toward the Jeep in a hypnotic-crazed state.
“How’s about we slowly lure them back to the far end of the mall. Then, we can double-time it back here,” Dean said, afraid to take his eyes off the approaching mob.
“You got it!” Luther waited, baiting the horde dangerously close. One lurched onto the passenger’s side door.
Luther swerved the Jeep until it lost its grip. In the side mirror, Dean watched the thing roll down the street like a ghoulish bowling ball, knocking down several of the dead-heads in its path before it finally uncurled and found its feet again.
“You see that?” Dean yawped.
“Now that’s what I call an overachiever,” Luther hooted.
“They’re definitely getting stronger and smarter. Or just more desperate,” Dean jabbered.
“Ain’t that the truth.” Luther laughed it off.
They lured the massive horde to the opposite end of the mall. “Make a right at the entrance. You can get to Arden Way from there,” Dean said, keeping an eye on his side mirror.
Luther slammed the pedal to the floor, and they zoomed down Arden, and then turned into the hotel.
“Which room was it? Hell, we’ll each take an end and meet up in the middle.” Dean began frantically rapping on the rooms. When he reached up to knock on room 111, the door swung open. There stood Ella.
“Dean! Oh-My-God! How’d you find us?” Tears streaked down Ella’s already tear-stained cheeks.
“Ella! Well, Twinkle Me Mary!” Dean gave her a bear hug.
“Luther,” Dean hollered. “Over here.”
“I knew if I followed my gut instinct, I’d find you all.” Dean smiled.
“Good God All Mighty!” Luther drawled. “We found you!”
With Ella still latched onto him, Dean asked, “Is everyone here?” He gently grabbed her by the shoulders. “Ella, you’re safe now. Everything’s going to be all right.”
“Um, umm,” Luther interrupted. “We’ve got maybe three minutes before those rank-smellin’ nimrods make it back here.”
Dean gave Luther a frown like he had just said something idiotic. Thanks, I’m trying to calm Ella down.
“I’m just sayin’?” Luther threw up his arms as if to say “whatever,” then took watch outside the door.
“Why in tarnation are you holed-up on the first floor? Thought I taught you better than that.” A whimpering sound came from inside of the room.
“Someone hurt?” Dean asked, scurrying into the room with Ella still clinging to him.
“He, he was attacked—by a huge zombie,” Ella wailed, flinging herself from Dean to Justin.
Luther poked his head inside the room. “When?”
“Uh, yesterday, I think. Sorta lost track of time.” She shrugged her shoulders.
“Dean, want to watch the parking lot? I’ll check the kid out. I’ve seen my share of bites,” Luther said, rushing into the room.
“Hey, Luther, is that you?” Justin propped himself up on the pillows. “Dude, I’ve got like the biggest headache ever,” Justin grumbled.
Ella hugged Justin. “He’s getting better, really—” Ella said, but she didn’t sound too sure.
“Ella, that so hurts,” Justin grumbled.
“First off, I think your ribs are broken,” Luther stated. “And your nose is crooked. Guess you won’t be a pretty boy anymore,” Luther teased.
“Where’s Scarlett and LuLu?” Dean questioned from the front door.
“Looks like knife wounds. Did someone stab you?” Luther asked.
“I think I sorta did—by accident.” Ella’s eyebrows crossed.
“Nope, he’s not afflicted,” Luther said, after giving Justin the once-over.
Ella gave Dean a quizzical look.
“What Luther means to say is, Justin won’t be turning into a zombie anytime soon,” Dean explained with much-needed relief.
“Looks like you’ve been in one hell of a fight—broken ribs, broken nose, stab wounds?” Luther shook his head as he made his way to the front doorway, his huge mass blocked out most of the sunlight.
“You ought to see the other guy . . .” But he didn’t sound too convincing.
“Yup, time to go!” Luther warned.
Luther dashed to the bed and picked up Justin.
“Where’s Scarlett and LuLu?” Dean panicked.
Justin gave Dean a knowing look, but Dean didn’t know what Justin meant by it.
“Aren’t they with you? And how did the hotel burn down?” Dean questioned as they scrambled into the Jeep.
“It’s sort of a long story,” Ella hinted.
“I see a freeway entrance,” Luther announced.
“Wait!” Justin yelled, startling everyone. “Turn around.”
“Where’s Scarlett and LuLu?” Dean asked again, but everyone kept ignoring him.
“No! I need to get back to the mall.” Justin was out of his blooming mind.
“Okay, Luther here needs to know which way to go.” Luther sounded frazzled.
“I’ll explain everything. Just go back.” Justin was adamant.
“What in tarnation?” Dean was losing his patience.
“I need to check on something at the Best Buy,” Justin blathered.
“No Problem, I can do that,” Luther said. “Everyone, simmer down. Ol’ Luther can’t handle you all going postal.” Luther flipped a 180 and headed back down Arden Way.
“Stop!” Justin yelled when Luther entered the Best Buy entrance.
Luther stomped on the brakes, and everyone turned to Justin.
“Dude, can you help me out?” Justin said emphatically, holding his ribs in obvious pain.
“Did you lose something?” Dean asked, his patience wearing thinner. As much as Dean loved the kid, sometimes Justin had a way of getting on his nerves with his cockamamie ideas.
   
Justin had to know one way or the other: Had the whole thing been a vivid hallucination, or had it actually happened? He’d been reliving the zombie fight over and over in his mind. It didn’t seem real anymore. How could it be? He didn’t think he could explain it because it seemed unbelievable even to him. He knew if he did try to explain it, they’d think he had been delirious or something.
After Luther helped him out of the Jeep, Justin surveyed the shopping cart island. He stood there staring and thinking. He fought back the wooziness and hobbled over from one de-activated Z to another, not finding what he was searching for. He noticed the strange looks Luther, Dean, and Ella exchanged when they thought he wasn’t looking.
“You sure he’s not turning? He’s acting weird,” Ella whispered.
Then Justin saw it: the Super-Z. It still wore the red and grey flannel shirt. Like the dude only had one shirt. Facedown on the pavement, its skull had disintegrated into a mushy-gooey substance. Justin shoved the body with his foot, rolling the Z onto its back.
“Paxton,” Justin ranted. Rage took over and Justin kicked it repeatedly. “You son of a bitch, you evil, psycho son of a bitch—”
Dean rushed to him. “Son, it’s all right. It’s over,” Dean said, trying to calm him down.
“That? That’s Paxton?” Ella cowered.
“Yup, time to go people,” Luther’s voice boomed. “They’re on to us!”
They rushed into the Jeep. “Where to?” Luther asked as he stormed out of the parking lot.
“We can’t forget Scarlett and LuLu,” Dean reminded.
“Dean—” Ella started.
Dean turned around and looked at Ella sitting in the backseat next to Justin.
“LuLu’s dead,” Ella managed to say without sobbing.
Justin had been avoiding breaking the news. The sadness in Dean’s eyes pinched his heart as well. Speechless, Dean slowly turned back around in his seat.
“And Scarlett—” Dean started as if afraid to finish his sentence.
“Sorry to say, she didn’t make it either,” Justin said.
“Any of this got to do with the Stockton Boys and the burnt-down hotel?”
Justin fought the lump swelling in the back of his throat. He gave Ella a questioning look, and she responded with glassy eyes ready to spill over with tears. It was time to tell Dean.
“Might as well give it to me straight,” Dean said softly.
Justin explained, “Apparently it was an elaborate scheme to get you to go to Travis AFB. ’Cause the night you guys left, the Stockton Boys started the hotel fire. Paxton and Nate made us think they had saved us. But in actuality, they were, well, kidnapping the women.”
“LuLu saved us!” Ella blurted out. “And, and Scarlett saved us too.”
Dean glanced back at Justin. “Go on, son.”
“Ye-ah, well Paxton and Nate wanted Ella and Scarlett for, uh,” Justin was super embarrassed to say it. “Like, uh, sex slaves.”
Dean’s eyes narrowed, and his jaw clenched. Justin thought for sure Dean was gonna spontaneously combust with anger.
“And, you know Scarlett, she is—was—always so brave. She came up with a plan. And we escaped,” Justin said.
“What happened to her?” Dean’s tone was flat and remorseful.
“It happened so quickly. Ella and I went one way, and Scarlett went in another direction to keep Paxton off our trail,” Justin continued.
“But what happened to Scarlett?” Dean whispered.
“We never saw her again. Then, we accidentally ran into Paxton and a couple of his new recruits. And they sort of kidnapped me, again. Paxton told me Scarlett was dead or a zombie. He never did say how it happened,” Justin said.
“And LuLu, poor LuLu . . .” Ella wailed.
“Uh, ye-ah, and Ella actually de-activated her first Z. Unfortunately, it happened to be LuLu. And then she de-activated Paxton,” Justin said, realizing he and Ella probably weren’t explaining things in the right order and hoped Dean and Luther were following along okay.
“They were gonna leave her like that—all zombie-like . . .” Ella cried.
“You mean to say LuLu got bit, and Paxton didn’t put an end to it?” Dean asked in disgusted outrage.
“Ye-ah, dude. He like, left her there for the fun of it. Like he enjoyed it.” Justin shuddered. He still couldn’t get that sick scene out of his head. “Ella and I hid from Paxton. And then Ella did the craziest thing ever. She grabbed my gun and shot LuLu—in the head. So like, they, I mean Paxton and his two new recruits came back. I told Ella to hide. So, they only saw me, you see.” How could Justin possibly explain it when it still didn’t make sense to him?
“And, Justin left me by the shopping carts,” Ella chimed in.
Dean stared from Ella to Justin with his mouth gaped open. “And then what?” Dean asked.
“I escaped just before dawn when I thought they were asleep. I went back to our hideout. And then—”
“Dean it was so cool! We lived on a roof,” Ella interrupted again.
“Anyway—” Justin rolled his eyes. It was hard enough to explain without Ella helping him. “I went back to our rooftop hideout to find Ella. Only she wasn’t there. Apparently, Paxton followed me. It was like he knew Ella was really alive all along, and he was just playing me, waiting for me to lead him to her so he could kidnap her.”
Dean kept shaking his head and rubbing his chest.
“Then, then, well, I sorta shot him. Several times. After that, I ran like crazy to the Best Buy ’cause that’s where I last saw Ella. It was so freaky—it was like I could hear her calling out to me.” Justin stopped for a moment thinking how bizarre it had been. “But, you want to know the weirdest part? I killed Paxton on the roof. I shot him several times. I actually watched him fall off the roof.”
“Wait,” Ella said confused. “You killed him before I killed him?”
“Son, you know none of this makes any sense whatsoever . . .” Dean looked completely baffled.
Justin really didn’t understand how Paxton could have followed him after being shot and falling off the roof. “He must have been in a kind of pre-zombified state. Ye-ah, but that breaks all the rules. Zs don’t have any brains once zombified. They can’t think. You know what else is weird? It was like he was a Super-Z. He had incredible strength.”
“Saw that back in the No-Zone.” Luther joined in the conversation.
All eyes turned to Luther.
“In the beginning, the people who died from the Super Summer flu instantaneously reanimated into the zombie-state. Zombies, as you know, are feeble and dimwitted. Guess I didn’t mention about the new strain of zombies—” Luther paused, as if afraid to continue.
“What?” Justin, Dean, and Ella all said at about the same time.
“My bad. Back when this shitstorm hit the Bay Area, I was trapped in the No-Zone for a few months with a group of people—people not infected with the virus. The military had enforced a lockdown. Nobody could get out or in the quarantined area: the No-Zone,” Luther said.
“Ye-ah, but you escaped the No-Zone,” Justin said, wondering what the big deal was.
“In a matter of speaking,” Luther said.
“Go on,” Dean said, his tone tense.
“You ever hear of contrails?” Luther’s voice wavered.
“That conspiracy theory bullcrap is just a bunch of malarkey invented by those New Age stoner-hippies,” Dean remarked flippantly, waving his hands in the air.
“Yup, that’s what I used to think too. But, after the lockdown, the sky was full of planes spraying the skies with some lethal shit—God knows what? Contrails were everywhere,” Luther stated.
“There’s a scientific explanation for contrails,” Dean said impatiently.
“These here weren’t normal contrails. Nah, these glowed a fluorescent green, like the color of antifreeze. Man, it lit up the sky with glowing shades of green. Looked like the aurora-fucking-borealis in broad daylight. Pardon my language, Ella,” Luther apologized.
“Sounds creepy. What did you do?” Ella whispered, squeezing both of Justin’s hands tightly.
“Dude, I remember seeing that on YouTube—tons of video footage of glowing disco-green skies. I thought it was fake news.”
“Ol’ Luther here is a God-fearing man. When I saw that shit falling out of the sky, hauled my black ass underground and hid out in a janitorial room in the BART station,” Luther explained.
“What was it?” Justin asked, but he really didn’t see the point of scaring them. Not after everything they had been through the past few months.
Luther cleared his throat and continued, “We had a scientist with us. He said the contrails were the easiest and fastest way to fumigate large areas. He went so far as to say the government had been dousing the skies for decades with all kinds of shit. Can you believe it? They used entire cities as lab rats and doused the people with chemicals, pesticides, immunity builders, and nanotechnology shit.” Luther sounded upset.
“Luther, my friend, what exactly are you saying here? ’Cause if you’re trying to make a point, I’m afraid I’m not getting it?” Dean said, glancing back at Justin and Ella.
“What I’m sayin’—is this. The military or the powers that be attempted to control the zombie virus, otherwise known as the Super Summer flu, by fumigating the entire Bay Area with toxic chemicals. As usual, those lamebrains got it all wrong.”
“What do you mean?” Dean asked slowly.
“The aerial fumigation did manage to kill off some, the weak ones.” Luther’s voice took on a super-serious tone. “But, the ones it didn’t kill—those muthas mutated from the emaciated zombie into what you call a super-zombie.” Luther’s eyes locked onto Justin’s in the rearview mirror. “These ones are fast, tough, and can even think a little. It’s like you can see them working out things in their head. And, did I mention damn near impossible to kill? It usually takes a few bullets to the brain. Or, blowing them up works pretty damn good too.” Luther let out a tense laugh.
“So, it’s sort of like the overuse of antibiotics,” Justin theorized to everyone. “The virus strain mutates just enough to become immune to the antibiotic. And suddenly it’s a super-strain.”
“You got it,” Luther said.
“Come to think of it, I do recollect Paxton mentioning they had only made it as far west as Vallejo before he and Nate had to turn back,” Dean said.
“Yup, if Paxton made it to Vallejo, that’s damn near close to the No-Zone barricades. And with the wind factor, there’s a good chance he and Nate were exposed to the fumigation. And that would explain Paxton’s super-zombie behavior,” Luther said plain as day.
“Say, whatever became of Nate?” Dean asked.
“Ye-ah, he didn’t make it either according to Paxton,” Justin said. “So, what happened to the people and the Zs in the No-Zone?” Justin asked, getting an uneasy feeling.
“Imagine being trapped in the No-Zone with super-zombies. Let’s just say at a certain point we became extremely motivated to find a way out. We got a hold of some explosives and blew up a section of the barricade. And escaped. Not so surprisingly, the military had already deserted the area. So we all escaped, the healthy and the infected . . . And then one day Ol’ Luther was driving east and got this goofy message on my cell from some looney toon named Justin.”
They enjoyed a tense laugh.
“And the Zs?” Justin reminded.
“God only knows—coming soon to a theater near you,” Luther said in an eerie tone.
“Oh, My God!” Ella was starting to freak again.
Justin put his arm around her and whispered, “It’s okay.”
“Still, you managed to escape?” Dean questioned.
“Somewhat, but there’s more to this story. Ever wonder why I seem to attract them so much? That stuff they sprayed infected everyone even though we waited damn near a week before we went outside. Now I’m like zombie bait. It must have messed with my DNA. The scientist guy tried to explain it.”
“Say what?” Dean asked.
“The way I understood it: The fumigation caused instant DNA mutation, which causes our bodies to exude a chemical. A pheromone, I believe, which attracts the zombies. Nah, you all don’t want to hear this—”
“Dude, you mean there’s more?” Luther’s story was like a wonky dystopian documentary.
Luther stopped the Jeep in the middle of the highway and turned off the engine. “When we, meaning all us who were exposed to the contrail fumigation—when we get bit by a zombie, we’re called second generation zombies because we’re stronger, faster, smarter: deadlier. Damn near impossible to kill. I should know—had to kill enough of those stinkin’ nimrods before I escaped. There, I said it. It might not seem like a big deal to you all—but it scares the livin’ shit out of ol’ Luther here.”
“But, you’re okay now, aren’t you Luther?” Ella whispered.
“You bet, sweet pea,” Luther offered.
“I’m just sayin’ if I get bit, don’t mess around. And don’t wait for me to turn, neither. Shoot me in the head A-S-A-P.” Luther’s hands trembled when he started the Jeep.
“Luther, my friend, you just scared the bejesus out of every one of us.” Dean sighed. “If you want to know my opinion, it all sounds like a bunch of malarkey to me. No disrespect, but what evidence do you have?” Dean questioned.
Luther turned to Dean. “I get where you’re comin’ from. I thought it was conspiracy X-Files crap too . . . Until they sent in a Navy Seals team in hazmat suits to extract that scientist,” Luther said. “They must have killed dozens of civilians in order to get their hands on him. And they got him all right. Damn straight,” Luther said, shaking his head emphatically. “They took him and left the rest of us for the zombies—”
“How about those Niners?” Dean butted in, obviously changing the subject. “Think they have a chance at the Super Bowl this season?” Dean laughed, but no one else did.
They rode in silence for a few miles as if afraid of what to say or what not to say. Justin felt the need to comfort Ella, and comforting her comforted him as well. He had never been so happy and so scared. Sure, he had his Ella, but it didn’t look like the government would be getting things under control soon.
“Dean,” Justin finally said. “I’m so glad you’re back. I really missed you!”
“Me too!” Ella exclaimed, blowing kisses to him from across the seat. “Everything’s gonna be awesome. We’ll find another hotel—without the Stockton Boys. Things are going to be way better this time,” Ella said and nestled against Justin’s shoulder ready for a nap.
A road sign blurred past, ten miles to Roseville. It made Justin think of Scarlett. It wasn’t fair; Scarlett had been the best woman Z de-activator ever. She should be here with us.
“Where to?” Luther asked. But, no one answered. “Reno—here we come!” Luther announced loud and clear.
No one argued.
They headed eastbound in silence . . .
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IT WAS AN EXCEPTIONALLY quiet April morning. Scarlett sat hidden in a little alcove surrounded by overgrown, evergreen bushes along the river’s edge with fishing pole in hand, waiting for a tug at the end of the line. She tried recalling last night’s dream. The lucid dream had seemed so real at the time. Only random fragments remained. She gazed at the river, mesmerized by its rippling waves, like her subconscious flowing in an endless stream of thoughts. She shrugged, disappointed. Every time she caught a glimpse of the dream, it vanished. The dream had seemed of significance at the time. At least it had been a peaceful dream. This morning she felt more vitality and more inspiration than she had since the day the world had gone apocalyptic, or rather, since that day “what’s his name” had dumped her. Jeez, I can’t even remember his name. Or so, she’d like to think.
The fishing pole casually cradled in her lap jerked, bringing her wandering mind back. She checked the tautness of the line, and the gleam of her engagement ring caught her eye. Tucking the pole under her arm, she slipped the ring off and gazed into it as if it were an exquisite crystal from another world. Momentarily awestruck, she ignored the fish floundering on the line.
The ring was the only thing she had left of her old life. Had Scarlett been happy with her seemingly picture-perfect life? She had been engaged two times, and each engagement had not ended well. She held the ring up like an offering to the sky gods, admiring its brilliance. Perhaps, it was Scarlett’s destiny to be alone—forever. She did find it quite peaceful; still, an emptiness consumed her. Her soul was an empty vessel—stripped of everything. Impulsively, she flung the exorbitantly priced diamond ring into the middle of the river.
“There, that’s over with.” She rubbed her hands as if wiping off an annoying powdery residue. A surge of refreshing energy swept through her body from head to toe. I should’ve done that months ago. LuLu had made it abundantly clear that Scarlett had thought she was “holier-than-thou” with her college degree, her teaching career, and her gaudy engagement ring.
Why didn’t I tell LuLu my fiancé jilted me for the boss’s daughter so he could be a partner in the firm? Scarlett huffed. I was too busy trying not to feel worthless about myself, I came across as an arrogant jerk. I hope you’re all right LuLu—wherever you are. And dear, sweet Ella and Justin and Dean and Luther . . . Please let them be safe.
The pole jerked again, reminding her of more pressing matters. Scarlett reeled in the small fish easily enough, finally getting the knack of the whole fishing thing. It had been somewhat of a disaster in the beginning. The Fishing for Dummies book conveniently included in the bug out’s minuscule library had been a lifesaver.
She had quickly given up on the live bait method and had resorted to the jar of bubblegum-pink eggs (fortunately for her) included in the tackle box. After all, if she were a fish, she’d obviously go for “something pink” and not a squiggly worm. She had also given up on the fly fishing technique because she couldn’t stay hidden in the alcove. After the trials and errors of the learning curve, she found she rather enjoyed fishing; it gave her time to reflect.
Spring had arrived, and she had smoked plenty of fish the past few months. She was ready for the journey. But to where? Every week she had made it a habit of hiking to the two main roads for signs of civilization. She had spied the roads for hours but hadn’t seen any signs of humanity. Oh, she had seen an occasional creeper—creepers still existed.
From what Luther had said, Pinole was dangerously close to the No-Zone. Scarlett had finally accepted the fact that finding her sister, brother-in-law, and two nephews were impossible. She thought about heading to Los Angeles and if no luck there, attempt a trip to Texas. But it would be an impossible trip to make alone.
She unhooked the fish. Its silvery-rainbow scales shimmered as it flopped in the net with the others. That makes three. Time to get back. She had made a deal with herself to always stop by ten-thirty or three fish, whichever came first. She didn’t want to be greedy, besides the little smoker couldn’t handle more than three fish anyway.
She hiked back to the bug out through the green-budded forest, thinking about where she should go. Surely, society had reclaimed itself somewhere in California. There must be other survivors . . . A rustling in the bushes startled her. Without hesitating, she drew the small gun tucked in her jacket pocket, feeling like an old-western schoolmarm turned gunslinger. She laughed when the spooked jackrabbit darted by. “Well, you ain’t no daisy,” she drawled to the rabbit, letting the gunslinger thought linger in her head. “You need to stop talking to yourself.” She didn’t bother stifling the giggle tempting her lips.
Uh, did that bush just move? Was her peripheral vision playing tricks on her? From out of the corner of her eye, she could have sworn a small, evergreen bush about four feet tall had changed its physical location. She faltered, gun still in hand, aware her hands had the shakes and noticed the tiny, thin hairs on her arms stand straight up as a gentle spark of electricity ran down the back of her spine.
“Excuse me,” a man’s voice jolted her from her paranoid thoughts.
Scarlett’s head spun, searching for the direction of the voice. She reeled around upon realizing the voice had come from the opposite direction of the peculiar bush. Maybe she had finally gone crazy? Bit by bit her reality continued to unravel with the whispering voices in her dreams and the voices floating by on the river. And now, voices in the forest . . .
“Can I have a moment of your time?” the voice asked a bit too politely.
It wasn’t the faint whisperings she usually heard. And, and that bush is definitely scurrying about. A man stepped out from behind a tree. He blended into the scenery, decked-out in complete camouflage attire, including a small tree branch attached to his green helmet, like a soldier with a camo-painted face. She aimed the gun at him. Warning.
“Lady, I can assure you—I mean you no harm.”
She heard his words but doubted her senses were functioning logically. It wasn’t possible for a soldier to be standing a mere six feet in front of her.
“I’d like to have a word with you if I may,” the imaginary man said.
Jeez, so polite. This has got to be my imagination. She struggled with the illusion. “Okay, I’ll close my eyes, and the vision will go away,” she chanted.
“Lady, I can assure you. I’m no hologram,” an amused voice said.
“Go away vision, or I’ll shoot you,” Scarlett announced to herself and cocked the gun.
Without warning, the mobile bush sprang to life! It crashed into her. “Mommy!” the bush cried. The thrashing bush clung to her, knocking her to the ground. The bang of her gun startled her even more.
The animated bush seemed to be hugging and kissing her, screeching, “Mommy,” repeatedly.
“Damn, lady, you shot me! It’s the third time I got shot at today! Twila, that’s enough. Leave the crazy lady alone,” the soldier scolded and scooped up the amorous bush with one arm.
A series of rapid-fire gunshots ripped through the air, followed by the roaring of engines and urgent shouts. Her quiet forest had turned into a combat zone.
“Lady, we need to get the hell out of here, ASAP. Ravers are approaching the river. After your gunshot, they’ll be all over this side of the forest.”
Scarlett stood there in utter disbelief as the bush shed its leaves. What? A child? The engines revved closer.
“You hear that? We need to hightail it out of here. You happen to have a safehouse nearby?” His tone had gone from politeness to amusement to bemusement to disbelief to urgency all within the first few moments of their encounter.
Scarlett shook her head no in response to the craziness of it all.
“Fine, take the girl. Twila. She’s a sweetheart. I’ve got to haul ass.” He started to leave.
“Wait,” Scarlett yelled. Her voice nearly drowned out by the approaching vehicles. “You can’t leave me with a child,” Scarlett responded in complete shock.
“They’ll be here in seconds. I can’t keep her—she slows me down. She’ll be much safer with your people.”
The man ducked back into the woods.
“I know a place—” Something from deep inside her heart compelled her to call out to him, and before she realized it, the words had come out. Was she making a huge mistake by breaking her own rule? Trust No One.
The roar of an approaching off-road vehicle plowed along the deadwood-covered riverbank. She led the way; the three of them ran until they reached the bug out. The soldier in camo-paint gave her a quizzical look when she glanced at the tree.
He looked up at the tree and parted the vines. “Clever,” he said, searching for a way up. They made it to the first level of the bug out when a series of shouts echoed closer. The man turned off the LED light she had left on and only responded by whispering, “Shhh.”
They huddled in the room, waiting for the engines, shouts, and sporadic gunfire to fade into the forest. The little girl was surprisingly quiet and calm, unlike Scarlett. Scarlett’s heart pounded with the ferocity of a violent thunderstorm. The girl wasn’t even crying; instead, the little thing cuddled in Scarlett’s lap and actually fell asleep.
“Sounds like they’ve moved on. But they’ll be back when they don’t find what they’re looking for,” the man warned.
“What are they looking for?” Scarlett asked boldly.
“Me, the girl,” he said casually.
Scarlett turned on the light and gasped when she saw the blood pooling onto the floor.
“It looks much worse than it is.” The man winced, unable to hide his pain.
“Do you happen to have medical supplies? Had to stash my gear when I found the girl.”
“I thought she was yours,” Scarlett said, confused.
“No. Found her two days ago. We’ve been on the run since. It’s been, shall I say—challenging, finding food, protecting her, and outrunning Ravers.”
“Ravers?” Scarlett asked, not liking the sound of it.
“You haven’t heard of the Ravers?” He seemed surprised.
“Let’s get your arm bandaged. Then you can tell me about the Ravers. I can’t believe I actually shot you. I am so sorry.”
“That makes two of us,” the man said with a smile that seemed genuine.
Scarlett shifted the plastic storage tubs around to make room for them. She quickly rolled out an extra sleeping bag and gently set the sleeping girl in it. The poor thing looked like a ragamuffin, dressed in a pair of tattered overalls and a worn-out sweater, like a little vagrant from the depression era. Her face was coated with layers of muddy grime. She definitely needed a bath. A three-day bath to get rid of all that muck.
“I know, dressed her in boy’s clothes and camouflaged her face with mud,” he said if he had sensed her thoughts.
“I see,” Scarlett replied hastily.
“As you probably know, it’s not so safe for the female gender. In some circles they are considered valuable property,” he said as if feeling the need to explain.
Scarlett certainly knew that to be true. She nodded in agreement.
“Nice safehouse. How many people in your enclave?” the man asked.
She didn’t answer, afraid to tell him she was alone. “Don’t go anywhere. The medical kit’s in the attic,” she said, implying there was only a small storage area above. She couldn’t risk him knowing how supplied the bug out was.
He let out a laugh. “Lady, I’m sure as hell not going anywhere just yet.”
She grabbed the deluxe-sized emergency medical kit, compliments of the original bug out owners and filled a bag with yesterday’s smoked fish, a box of crackers, a bottle of juice, along with plates and napkins. We can have a little picnic later. Maybe it won’t be too scary for the little girl if she turned this into something fun. Abruptly, Scarlett felt a strange sensation. It reminded her of—happiness?
She set out the medical supplies in front of the man, using a plastic tub for a table. “Not sure what you need,” she offered.
“We haven’t been formally introduced,” he said, offering his right hand for a shake. “I’m Zac.”
“It’s a pleasure, I’m sure,” she said with a wry smile, trying not to laugh at his formality. “I’m Scarlett, Scarlett from Roseville.” Wow, it’s been a long time since I’ve said that. So much had happened since her life in Roseville. She was no longer the pampered, spoiled, at times self-righteous, and needy person she had been. A lifetime ago . . .
“Roseville, how did your people make it here?” Zac sounded surprised.
“Just followed the path of least resistance and ta-dah, here we are.” She didn’t dare tell him she lived alone. No, let him think she was with a group of people.
“What’s with the bush disguise?” Scarlett asked, changing the subject.
“Pretty clever, don’t you think?”
His smile was all too appealing despite the camo-paint. Her face went hot, and she quickly turned away from his inquisitive eyes.
“Uh, maybe if you’re a hummingbird,” she snapped back, not wanting to get too friendly with the stranger. Scarlett sat next to him and began gingerly cleaning the wound on his left bicep, attempting not to notice his muscular arms.
“Ouch, why’d you have to go shoot an unarmed man?” His eyes seemed to mock.
“Somehow, I don’t think you’re the type to go sneaking around the forest with a walking bush, unarmed,” Scarlett said, calling his bluff.
“Right you are!” He cocked an intriguing brow. “Let me get comfortable here.” He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a gun and placed it on the plastic tub.
Scarlett started to wipe the wound again. He shook his finger no and then reached to his back and pulled out another gun. It was slightly bigger. Then he proceeded to place two more guns and three knives on the tub beside them.
“Is that all?” She grimaced.
Zac’s smug smile vanished. He winced and gritted his teeth. “It needs to come out. Can you do it?”
“You mean the bullet’s still in there?” Scarlett was shocked.
“What the hell kind of gun is that anyway?” he asked, suddenly pissed.
“It’s a Derringer.” She rather liked the small handgun, which had been left behind by the bug out’s owner. It was small enough to tuck inside her jacket or just about anywhere.
“Your people will need better weapons than that,” he retorted, rummaging through the medical kit. “Exactly what I need.” He held up a tube of topical anesthetic cream and then applied it around the wound.
“In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t too many creepers in these parts,” she drawled, continuing her gunslinger accent. A part of her didn’t believe the encounter was real. Another lucid dream?
“Is that what you call them? Lady, creepers, are the least of your worries,” he rebuked.
“What do you mean?” She tensed.
“The bullet’s right here.” Zac pointed to the wound on his arm. He rummaged through the medical kit. “Use these.” He handed her the forceps.
A wave of nausea flooded over her. She shook her head at the suggestion.
“Look, if you can’t do it—I’ll wait for someone else,” he said a bit irritated.
But no one else was coming. “All right—I’ll do it.” What am I saying? Surely, I’ll pass out.
“Wait,” his voice turned panicky. “You don’t happen to have any tequila? I’ll pay you for it. It may help reduce my screaming . . .” His eyes pleaded.
“Back in a second.” She disappeared up the ladder again.
Scarlett returned with a bottle of Grey Goose Vodka that had been sitting in the cupboard for months.
“Classy, from France.” He twisted off the cork top and took a sip. “Not bad.” He guzzled the bottle for a few seconds, choked, and resorted to slower, longer swigs.
“How much for the vodka?” he asked between swigs.
“A special deal—just for you,” she retorted.
“My firstborn? Too late, already promised,” he mocked.
“And when was that, last week?” she responded in the like.
“Are you this friendly to everyone?” He retorted back, but she saw a glint of playfulness in his eyes. A smile slowly swept across his lips. It remained a moment too long.
Jeez, I better not be blushing. Scarlett couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like under all the camo-paint. Her heart raced at the mere thought of him cleaned-up and decided it might not be such a good idea to know.
“I see, you got a thing for me already. Must be my Prince Charming good looks,” he continued to jest as if reading her thoughts.
“I’m only this nice to commandos I shoot the first time,” she hinted with a casual warning.
“You mean there’s a next time? Damn, I knew it. You are crazy.” He handed her the forceps again. This time, she accepted them.
“Okay, right here. Dig in and pull out. And lady, I mean Scarlett, don’t stop no matter what I say. Or how loud I yell,” he practically begged.
“Jeez, that really sounds encouraging.” Her gut wrenched again. Scarlett grabbed the vodka from him and then took a drink, hoping to calm her nerves. I can do this! And, she dug in with the forceps. She felt an object and latched onto the bullet. But the bullet slipped. His entire body tensed as he unsuccessfully tried stifling a moan.
Zac took another healthy swig from the bottle. “Don’t stop,” he said through clenched teeth. Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead, and his jowl twitched. “Do it—now!” It was almost an order, but she recognized the pain in his voice.
This time, she had a better feel of the tool and the bullet, and she delved in again, determined. After what seemed like the longest minute in the world, she finally latched onto the bullet. “Got it!” she said triumphantly, holding the bloody bullet up like a trophy, and then fought the urge to gag. He handed her the bottle this time, and she took another drink to calm her nerves.
“Now it’s time for this. A few stitches should do it.” He gave her an unsure look and handed her the needle and suture thread included in the kit.
She didn’t bother to refuse and hoped he could handle the pain. After she closed the wound and cleaned it, she topped it off with several butterfly closure strips; then she carefully bandaged his arm. When she was done, he muttered something under his breath and took another drink from the Grey Goose bottle.
“Give me a minute,” Zac mumbled with drooping eyelids.
Scarlett let out a deep sigh. Certainly glad that’s over with. She turned to find Twila watching bright-eyed.
“Sweetie, how long have you been awake?”
“I’m hungry!” the little girl announced.
“Sure, sweetie, let’s have a pic-a-nic while Zac takes a little nap,” Scarlett said, trying to remember what it was like to be an elementary school teacher again, those days so long ago.
“I’m six-years-old—not two. You don’t have to talk to me like I’m a little girl.” Her golden eyes flashed.
“Okay, sweetie,” Scarlett resisted the urge to laugh, not wanting to alienate the child. “Do you like fish?”
“Wait—” The girl made a funny cross-eyed face. “I’m supposed to say something—” The girl stopped again as if she couldn’t think of the word. “Veggy-terry-n?” the girl said slowly in a questioning tone, almost as if she wasn’t sure it was the right word.
“Are you the type of veggy-terry-n that eats fish?” Scarlett asked carefully, trying to stay on the little girl’s level. Scarlett showed her the smoked fish.
“Yum! She said I can eat fish,” Twila said and eyed the fish with ravenous eyes.
“Zac should be better soon. Then you two can continue your hiking trip. Where are you two going?” It was Scarlett’s turn to find out information.
“Here, I was looking for you,” the girl exclaimed like it was a formal announcement.
“Ahh.” Scarlett didn’t know how to respond.
“You are my new mommy.” Twila’s golden eyes remained steady and serious.
Scarlett smiled but screamed inwardly: Don’t tell me the poor little thing’s gone mad. I certainly can’t blame her. It’s a miracle she survived this long.
To change the subject, Scarlett said, “Tell me when you need a bathroom break.”
“Okay. More juice, please.” The girl held up her cup in anticipation.
The little girl seemed mesmerized by the bottle of juice and watched intently while Scarlett refilled her plastic cup. She slurped down the juice. “Okay, I have to pee now,” she said proudly, giving Scarlett a goofy clown-like, red-juice-stained smile.
Scarlett decided to take the little girl upstairs and let her use the real toilet, thinking it probably wasn’t safe to go outside yet. She checked on Zac and whispered, “Are you doing all right?”
Zac grumbled, “Need another minute.”
“Follow me.” Scarlett motioned to Twila. They climbed the narrow ladder to the next level.
“Holy cow, what a fun place!” The little girl’s red-clown smile widened. She turned around, oohing and aahing at everything in the room.
“Let’s keep this our little secret,” Scarlett said.
“Why?”
“It’s for girls only.” The girl seemed satisfied. “When you’re done, we can wipe off all that grime from your face.”
Scarlett washed off the mud Zac had apparently used as camouflage. “Wow, I think there’s a pretty girl under here somewhere,” Scarlett teased. “There she is!” The little girl had a mess of freckles sprinkling her entire face. She was the most adorable thing.
“Do you like chocolate? Here’s a bag of M&M’s just for you, sweetie.” Scarlett handed her a mini-package.
“You’re awesome. She promised me you’d be the best mommy in the whole wide world,” the girl proclaimed.
The statement gave Scarlett the heebie-jeebies. “Why don’t we get back to Zac before he finds out about our secret room?” Scarlett urged.
They hung out on the first level, waiting for Zac to wake up. After a while, the shouting started again. She pressed her ear to the floor of the bug out. Someone was out there, near the bug out. Zac started muttering in his sleep. She nudged him gently, hoping to quiet him.
“Someone’s out there,” Scarlett whispered.
Surprisingly, Zac jumped into action aware of the present danger. He quickly turned off the light. The three of them waited in the dark with only the late afternoon sunlight peeking through the slits of the narrow windows. The child sat in silence and arranged the M&M’s into designs on a paper plate.
Zac inched nearer to Scarlett. She found herself tantalizingly close to him. “I’m leaving at dawn. I need to warn my people Ravers are in this valley.”
“You never told me about the Ravers,” Scarlett reminded.
He sat inches from her and whispered, “We first heard of them in December, once it became apparent the world had gone to hell in a handbasket. They started out as a bunch of thugs and gangbangers going from town to town, raiding stores and homes. In the beginning, they could be bought off. But as their numbers grew, they just started taking whatever the hell they wanted. They systematically disbanded small groups of survivors by capturing the strong men—killing the weak ones and,” he paused, “capturing all the women.”
“Jeez, like modern-day pirates,” Scarlett gasped.
“More like a modern-day Genghis Khan. They have a brutal leader. No scruples on taking or killing whoever—whatever gets in their way.”
Scarlett stared at him in disbelief.
“My advice. Your people should pack up and go another thousand feet or so up the Sierras until after the harvest.”
“Why?” Scarlett asked.
“Unfortunately, they’ve chosen this particular valley. No one here is safe until after the harvest.”
“What makes you think that?” She wondered how he could possibly know so much.
“Trust me, this area is as rich as Fort Knox with all these orchards. Food’s becoming scarce. Sure, there might be plenty of food stockpiled in residential homes in the metropolitan areas. But the big cities, if they weren’t bombed, are swarming with the infected.”
“So, our government really did bomb our cities?” Scarlett asked, still finding it hard to accept. Luther had mentioned it as well. Of course, she had seen the arena in Natomas but had hoped it had been an isolated event.
“You hadn’t heard about it?” He cocked a curious brow.
“I’ve, we,” she corrected, “have remained very isolated. How else do you think we survived?”
“I get your point. Most of the metropolitan areas have been neutralized as our government calls it,” he said wryly.
The little girl handed her a red M&M. “For you!”
“Thank you, Twila.” What a sweet little girl, Scarlett mused.
“I don’t hear them now,” Scarlett said, unsure.
Zac shifted his position. “They’re probably reconning the other side of the river.”
“What else do you know?” Scarlett was curious.
“I’ve been going from town to town, reconnoitering the outlying areas, trying to find out who’s in charge.” He seemed vague.
“And, who, exactly is in charge?” Scarlett asked firmly.
“Whoever the hell wants to be. It’s like Mad Max out there, in case you hadn’t noticed: no laws, no morals, no scruples.”
“So, how have you managed then?” she prodded.
“Lucky, I guess—just like you. Hell, how does anyone survive during these formidable times?” Zac sighed and looked away.
She wondered what godforsaken events he must have witnessed. Scarlett often wondered how she had survived so long without any special survival skills.
Getting back to the Ravers, she said, “There’s much more farmland in the San Joaquin Valley. Why would Ravers waste their time with these little mom and pop farms?”
“Water. Another drought year for California. It only rained six or seven times the entire winter except for here in the Sierras. The reservoirs are extremely low. With no one to monitor the water supply, anyone with the manpower can divert the water and steal what little there is. The Sierra’s western-slope watershed areas supply plenty of water with all the creeks and rivers flowing with the snowmelt. Enough to supply these small orchards and farms through harvest time. Not to mention, this is a much smaller, secluded area to defend.”
She eyed him suspiciously. “Hmm, so how do you really know all of this? I mean, they just got here.” She found it a bit peculiar he knew so much.
Zac turned his head to the side for a moment, giving her time to study his profile: his long nose, his sturdy chin covered with stubble, his sandy-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. His Adam’s apple rippled as he swallowed. Am I making him nervous now?
“All right, if you’re so damn smart, why are you still here?” he spouted, obviously irritated with her question.
“Never mind.” Scarlett turned away, wondering why he was pissed.
“Look, I joined up with the Ravers about a month ago . . .” Zac paused.
Was he waiting for her reaction? She didn’t say anything, thinking it was best to let him talk.
“Call it a secret mission—if you will. I have family and friends in these counties. My family has been farming this land for generations. Anyway, when rumor got out Ravers were planning on confiscating farms, I let myself be captured. I proved myself invaluable so I could obtain intel. Sure enough, the Ravers had decided to stake their claim this side of the Sierras. Right here in this valley.”
“So, you escaped?”
“Finally, and I would’ve been long gone—” Zac stopped and looked at the little girl playing with the M&M’s. “Let’s say, my plans changed when I found—” He glanced at the child.
“Was Twila all by herself when you found her?” Scarlett whispered.
He mouthed, “Yes.” It didn’t look like he wanted to talk about it in front of her.
Scarlett thought about it for a moment; all of this must be terrifying for the girl, like being lost in a nightmare. How could Twila tell the difference between reality and non-reality? Most of the time, Scarlett found it difficult to distinguish between the two. How could a child? Ella had been so traumatized, she hadn’t spoken in months. I can only imagine how traumatized this little girl must be.
Zac interrupted her troubled thoughts. “I need to warn my family and the other farmers in this valley. Your people should probably leave in the next day or two because once they take over an area, they guard it well.”
“Why didn’t they kill you?” she prodded.
“I have my ways.” He gave her a charmingly-wicked smile. “The gift of gab—a great bullshitter. I learned a thing or two about how to deal with people in New York. Besides, I’ve got connections. I’m good at finding things, hooking-up people with the supplies they need. I’m quite a commodity myself,” he bragged.
And perhaps a bit conceited as well. Scarlett didn’t respond. She contemplated on telling him she lived alone. She sternly reminded herself not to risk it—not after the Stockton Boys and not after that seemingly innocent, young couple had robbed her and left her for the creepers. No, trust him, she would not. Still, he must be a good man to save a little girl at the risk of his own life. However, never underestimate anyone. If there was one thing she had learned, people did whatever they had to do in order to survive.
“So, you still have family?” Scarlett was jealous and sad at the same time. And she wondered if he was married.
“Two brothers left, with wives—last I checked.” She heard the pain in his faltering voice.
“Are—were you in the military?” she asked.
He shook his head, which surprised her.
“One of those survivalist types? I mean before . . .”
“No. Yes, actually, come to think of it. I was a stockbroker. Extremely successful. Then the market crashed. Lost everything.”
“I thought you were a farmer?” Jeez, looks can be deceiving.
He took another swig from the bottle. “I was the black sheep of the family. I grew up to be an unscrupulous stockbroker in New York.” His tone was sarcastic, remorseful, almost shameful.
“Really?” She would never have guessed it.
“The whole nine yards—decadent lifestyle, high-rise penthouse, fancy yacht parties, beautiful and expensive wife . . .” he said with obvious regret.
“Go on.” Scarlett was curious.
“Not much to say. After the bottom fell-out, I was up to my ass in debt, upside-down mortgage . . .” He flicked his hand in the air as if in disgust. “You know, the same story for so many Americans, living beyond our means. Then I woke up one morning, and the economy had tanked. I lost everything, including my wife.” He grimaced. “I pulled a Jack Kerouac for about two years, hiked and camped on this side of the Sierras, avoiding society. In actuality, I was just avoiding myself and all those illicit stock trades and subprime mortgage loans I was a part of. It didn’t seem like such a bad thing at the time . . . who knew?” Zac stopped as if deep in thought. “Payback’s a bitch.”
“Well, that was years ago. Did you ever go back to the stockbroker life?”
“Hell no, I couldn’t stomach it. I’ve spent the last few years helping my brothers with their farms in exchange for room and board. Had four brothers—in those days. The ironic thing was, back when I was in New York, I was ashamed of my farming heritage. I was so full of myself for pulling myself out of the gutter and making it to the bigtime. I was such an ass.” He paused for a moment. “Since then, I’ve learned so much about life, what’s really important, and how to appreciate it. Then, then this shit happens.” Zac shook his head.
“This whole Super Summer flu disaster taught me a lot about myself as well. There are so many things I’d do differently,” Scarlett said with a heavy sigh. Silence seemed to paralyze the moment. She thought it extremely strange that he had confided such personal details to her until she noticed the bottle of vodka was nearly half-gone.
Twila stacked the M&M’s by color, something she thought rather odd. How does she keep them from falling over?
“So, what do you think really happened? How can a simple flu virus wipe out humanity?” It was the million-dollar question, and she really didn’t expect him to know the answer, but she had to ask it.
Zac didn’t say anything. Instead, he grabbed the bottle and took a long drink as if contemplating something. He handed the bottle to her. “Might as well.” And she took a long drink herself.
“Chemwebs . . .” he said in a low, eerie tone.
“What?” Sounds like he’s drunk. She didn’t know what he was talking about.
He reached for the bottle again. “The metropolitan areas were like human incubators and swe,” he slurred. “We were the guinea pigs. Planes dispersed this spidery-web substance over the big cities. Chemwebs,” he said again, looking at Twila.
“You mean contrails from airplanes?” Justin had mentioned something about contrails. She had considered it a farfetched theory, something always good for a laugh on YouTube.
Was Zac avoiding eye contact? He seemed distant. Finally, he looked at her. Fear shrouded his eyes. She hadn’t noticed it before: not when she had shot him, not when she had removed the bullet, and not even with the Ravers practically on the doorstep. But at that moment she recognized the fear eating away at him—heard it in his voice.
“Chemwebs . . .” he said again, the word fading like the early evening sunlight.
“And, what are chemwebs?”
“They look like ordinary spider webs floating in the sky, drifting in the wind. But it’s a façade. Oh yeah, we thought the Bankstas were corrupt. Hell, that was nothing, compared to . . . Have you ever heard about the New World Order conspiracies?” he asked, taking another drink.
“Sure,” she said, not liking where he was going with this. Jeez Louise, not another paranoid conspiracy theory.
“More, like New World Disorder!” Zac let out a demented laugh.
Great, he’s drunk. She didn’t want to listen to him anymore.
“See, they embedded optic-like fibers with protein molecules to mess with our DNA and RNA. Why, you may ask? I see your disbelief.”
Scarlett waved him off, hoping he’d just hush-up.
“The proverbial “they” intentionally infected us.”
“Never mind.” Scarlett had heard enough.
“Obviously, they didn’t know what the hell they were doing. They infected us,” he said rather emphatically, waving his unbandaged arm. He knocked over the Grey Goose bottle sitting on the plastic tub. He stared at the bottle and didn’t bother to pick it up, letting the vodka spill all over the place.
“I think you’ve had enough,” she chastised. She grabbed a T-shirt from a bag of clothing and cleaned the mess.
“They designed the perfect DDS,” he ranted.
“DDS?”
“Unofficially known as a Disease Delivery System.”
“Are you saying our government intentionally created the Super Summer flu?” Scarlett asked.
“No, no, no, no . . . The gl-global corporate elites,” he slurred.
“Like the Illuminati,” she replied, playing along with him since he obviously wasn’t shutting up.
“Far scarier than the Illuminati.”
“And why would they do such a thing?” She frowned.
“A biotech-pharmaceutical company. A ‘get-rich-quick’ scheme that backfired. Bigtime. They infected us with their designer-flu virus. And only they had the vaccine. A vaccine everyone needed. Which, they so conveniently provided to everyone for a price. Only, somewhere along the line, the virus mutated, and the vaccine no longer worked.”
“Wow,” the word slipped out in a mere whisper. Scarlett didn’t believe in conspiracy theories. And yet, after he had said it, it seemed plausible. Not only plausible, it seemed like the only logical explanation for such a thing—for the human race to turn into cannibals.
He rubbed his forehead. “Sorry for my outburst. I don’t do so well with alcohol. I don’t mean to sound so pessimistic,” he said as if aware of how irrational he had sounded.
“Do you have proof?” she said and handed him a bottle of water.
“A colleague of mine knows a bio-scientist, who knows another scientist . . . and so on.” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s how I heard about it back in the early days of the pandemic.” He held his injured arm. “Mind if I bum a Tylenol?”
She handed him the bottle from the medical kit.
“Do you mind if I close my eyes for a few minutes?” He suddenly seemed withdrawn and distant.
“Be my guest. After all, I did shoot you.” She offered a smile.
Scarlett couldn’t stop thinking about what Zac had said. Her secluded, peaceful environment had turned upside down, and she was scared for the first time since she had called this place her new (temporary) home.
Shouting started outside again. She wished Zac would wake up. But he was out, cold. She made a makeshift bed on the opposite side and decided to take a quick nap.
   
Scarlett woke up screaming with Zac’s hand covering her mouth while Twila stared at her wide-eyed. A cold-and-hot sweat had Scarlett shivering like she had pneumonia. I better not be coming down with the flu. The thought startled her. And she jumped up.
“It’s all right.” Zac caressed her back. “Just a bad dream. Take some deep breaths before you hyperventilate,” he said in a calm, soothing voice.
Finally, she caught her breath after taking several slow, deep breaths.
“Do you remember the dream?” he asked with a worried look.
“No,” she lied.
“Too bad, these days dreams seem to answer questions. Or, maybe it’s just wishful thinking,” he said with a wistful look in his eyes.
Scarlett wiped the sweat from her brow. “So, we never did finish our conversation.” After her dream, she was ready to know more, ready to accept whatever he had to say—after that dream.
“Ask away. I’ll tell you what I’ve heard,” he said.
“Any signs of recovery?” she asked, hopeful.
“Nada.”
“What about Texas? I heard it’s safe.”
“That’s my next venture—Texas. The stories I’ve heard about Texas are not so promising. When word got out it was a safe zone, people herded there like deranged cattle and bombarded the Texan borders. I’ve heard horror stories.”
“What?” Scarlett was shocked.
“Mass killings of uninfected people—Mass graves,” he whispered in her ear, causing a new wave of goosebumps to tingle her skin.
“Impossible,” she said. She wasn’t sure if it was the mass killings or the arousing sensation of his breath caressing her neck that caused the new outbreak of goosebumps.
“Only so many supplies. From what I’ve heard, they only let you in if you’re healthy and have a valuable skill or an offering like—” He nodded toward Twila. “And that’s only if you don’t get robbed or murdered at the immigration camps patrolled by the Enforcers.”
Queasiness flooded over her. “Enforcers?”
“Basically, Enforcers are the henchmen patrolling the Texan border. They were supposedly hired to maintain law and order of the immigration camps. But, you have to pay-off the Enforcers to get to the actual border. And rumor has it—it’s more efficient and convenient for the Enforcers to just kill-off the immigrants and steal their supplies.”
“That can’t be.” Scarlett was totally disgusted. “They actually have immigration camps?” Scarlett wanted to know more about it.
“Think Syria, only a thousand times worse. Remember all those refugees? People migrating to Texas get stuck at the immigration camps. And the Enforcers do whatever they deem necessary to keep the situation under control.”
“I can’t believe it’s that bad,” Scarlett scoffed.
“Human nature at its worse. I’m not sure how much is fact and how much is an urban legend. I plan to find out soon.” He seemed rather sure of himself. “Any children in your group?” he asked, changing the subject.
She shook her head no. The shouting started outside again. “You think they’ll find us?” Scarlett felt the need for reassurance.
He looked at Twila. “No way, Jose,” he said emphatically and gave the girl a smile. But Twila didn’t respond. She seemed distant, lost in a faraway blank stare.
“She does that sometimes,” Zac said, responding to Scarlett’s frown. “Just blanks-out. Other than that, she’s no problem.”
“Do you think she has seizures?” Scarlett whispered, leaning into him so Twila couldn’t hear.
“I don’t think so. It’s more like she’s deep in thought at times.”
Scarlett was relieved when the girl snapped out of it. Still, something did seem odd about the child. She probably needs a lifetime of therapy after what she’s been through, poor thing. Scarlett’s heart poured out to the girl.
Twila began playing a Pac-Man-like game. She slid a yellow M&M along the paisley-printed paper plate, eventually colliding it into the other randomly placed M&M’s. She even mimicked the game’s silly sound effects. Funny thing, Twila played with the candy instead of eating it.
Zac leaned into Scarlett, his breath tickling her ear. Her goosebumps were about to burst. “I’ve only seen a few children since the outbreak. Most didn’t survive,” he whispered.
Scarlett turned, agonizingly inches away from him. She studied his soul-searching eyes while he seemed to search hers—for an answer to an unasked question. For a moment she thought he might kiss her.
“More juice, please.” Twila interrupted their almost-intimate moment.
Scarlett jerked back to reality and the tightening-tingling pulsation in her groin vanished. What would I have done if he had kissed me?
“Sure, sweetie.” Scarlett poured the girl another glass.
“You smell funny.” The girl giggled and plugged her nose with her fingers.
Scarlett’s hands rushed to her face at the heat sweeping across her cheeks. Dammit! She had added a new item to her arsenal. Garlic. Before leaving the bug out, she had made it a part of her regimen to rub a fresh clove of garlic on her arms to disguise her scent from the creepers. It worked great, although it was still in the testing stages.
“Uh, that would be the garlic,” Scarlett’s voice cracked.
“I didn’t want to say anything. You being the host and all,” Zac teased. “By the way, it’s a brilliant idea. I’ll have to try it.”
The garlic reminded her of the fish. “Oh, shit!” Scarlett exclaimed a bit too loudly. “I left today’s catch in the forest. When I accidentally—shot you.”
“Explains why they’re still searching this area. There’s nothing we can do about it now. We’ll just have to wait it out. Don’t worry, it’ll be dark soon. They’ll never find us here.” He winked at Twila.
“No way, Jose,” Twila said, gliding a yellow M&M across the paper plate.
“What a great safehouse. I might have to make me one of these. Was this yours before the pandemic?” he asked, studying the framework.
“No. I, we happened to come across a set of MapQuest directions and found the place empty. I think it’s made of a lightweight plastic-like material, but it’s really sturdy,” she explained.
“What a stroke of good luck,” he said, surveying the room.
“How’s your arm?” she asked, still embarrassed that she reeked of garlic.
“What do you think? Hurts like a mother—” He stopped and smiled at Twila.
The girl had yawned three times in the last minute. The poor thing must be exhausted. Scarlett rummaged through the tubs looking for the extra sleeping bags. “Sweetie, do you like slumber parties?”
“We get to sleep here tonight?” Twila giggled.
“Sure do.” Scarlett deliberately arranged her sleeping bag, so it was the farthest distance from Zac’s.
“It’s been quiet for a while. I’ll do a quick recon outside. Back in a few.” Zac left the bug out.
While he was out, Scarlett took the opportunity to pop upstairs to relieve her bladder. Jeez, I look like death warmed-over. She rinsed her face, did a quick comb-through of her unmanageable hair, attempted to scrub off the garlic, and put on a fresh shirt. Oh, stop it. It’s not like you need to impress him. Suddenly, she felt extremely self-conscious. It had been ages since she had bothered with her appearance; lipstick and mascara were like vintage treasures from another era.
After giving up on her appearance, she grabbed more food. No telling when he had last eaten. When she returned to the storage level, Twila was already sleeping in Scarlett’s sleeping bag. Great! That left her the sleeping bag closest to Zac.
Scarlett put together a dinner plate for Zac: smoked fish, canned corn, canned pears, and the rest of yesterday’s homemade biscuits along with a special treat, a jar of raspberry jelly. There, that’s a nice peace offering. I feel horrible for shooting the guy.
Zac knocked on the hatch, and she quickly unlocked it.
“Expecting company?” Zac winked as if noticing her feeble primping attempts. “I’m famished.” He eyed the food.
They sat around the blue plastic tub, which they used as their dinner table. After a long awkward moment of what-to-say-next, he picked up a slab of smoked fish.
“Ah, this is the best
smoked fish I’ve ever had. Good thing you weren’t smoking fish today. They would have tracked us.”
Scarlett had been thinking that herself. After her last inventory, she had smoked a two-month supply, enough for her trip. And, of course, there was enough Spam and dehydrated foodstuff to last until the next Ice Age. She, however, preferred the smoked fish.
“Nada. Knowing them, they’ll be scouring the valley at first light. As a rule, they don’t go out at night,” Zac said.
“Jeez, I forgot to close those blinds.” It was night; she always closed the plastic blinds before sunset, not wanting to risk a light flickering in the forest.
“No one’s made it back yet?” Zac seemed concerned.
“Huh?” she said, not understanding.
“I’m surprised your people haven’t made it back. Do they have a habit of leaving you alone?”
“Oh, they went on a supply run. We have other hideouts. They’re probably hiding from the Ravers,” she added, hoping she sounded convincing.
“If I were you, I wouldn’t leave the safehouse for a couple of days. Don’t risk it. They’ll give up in a day or two—looking for me. Then, I recommend getting the hell out of here. Or you’ll be stuck here till after the harvest. This forest is backed by the Hutton’s walnut orchard. And across from that is a pear orchard, and on both sides of you are apple orchards. You’re smack-dab in the middle of orchards with only the river and a strip of National Forest land as a buffer.”
“Don’t they have trackers?” She worried.
“They do. But they aren’t too good at it. That’s how I got away.” He took another slab of smoked fish. “At dawn, I’ll create a false trail by the river leading them downstream. In a couple of days, follow the river up the Sierras. If you come across a horse ranch, that’s my Uncle Mario’s place. Tell him you’re a friend of mine, and he’ll let your group campout for a while. He’ll probably even feed you, knowing him.”
“Great,” Scarlett said.
“So, what did you do back in the good ole days?” Zac asked.
“I was an elementary school teacher. Taught math and physical education.”
“I got shot by a gorgeous, school teacher? At least you aren’t an English teacher. My brothers would never let me live that one down. It would be the absolute worst—” His eyes flirted.
She giggled, but quickly stifled it and covered her mouth, self-conscious of her dimples. They ate the rest of their dinner in silence. It had been a long, adventurous day, and she was exhausted. And, she was somewhat perplexed, for she seemed to have a crush on a complete stranger, a man with a mysterious face. She could only imagine what he looked like. She packed the remains of the dinner while he rearranged the plastic tub into a room divider, conveniently positioning it between their two sleeping bags—a great relief to her.
“You look exhausted. I’ll take the first watch while you get some sleep,” Zac offered.
“Sounds great.” Scarlett yawned and decided to dream about what he might look like under the camo-paint. The thought made her smile.
   
Scarlett bolted out of the sleeping bag, alarmed. It took her a second to realize she wasn’t in her bed, but in the storage level, nestled amongst several sleeping bags. Then she saw the little girl, Twila, sitting in the corner, brushing her hair. Zac wasn’t there. She remembered him saying something about making a false trail in the morning.
“Good morning, sweetie,” Scarlett said, checking her watch. It was only six o’clock in the morning.
“I’m hungry,” Twila said cheerfully.
“I bet you are. Better get my lazy bones moving and get us breakfast.”
“Do you like cereal?” Scarlett asked.
“What kind?” the girl squeaked.
“Hmm, let’s go up to our secret room, and you can pick one out before Zac gets back.”
“He left,” Twila said.
“Good for us. The last one up the ladder’s a rotten egg.” Scarlett chased her up the ladder.
“Fruit Loops! I love Fruit Loops.” The girl pointed to the box in the pantry.
By mid-morning, Scarlett was beyond worried. “I better check on Zac. Will you be all right if I leave you for a few minutes?” She looked around the room and noticed one of his guns on the blue plastic tub.
“He’s not coming back,” the little girl replied, her voice distant.
Sometimes Twila exhibited strange behavior. “I need to find him.” Scarlett began gearing up.
“No!” Twila yelled. “It’s not safe. He made me promise. You can’t leave for two days,” Twila said frantically.
It was the most animated Twila had been since the moment she thought the girl was a bush. Scarlett ran up to the little girl and gently held her cheeks in her hands. “Twila, did Zac talk to you this morning?” Scarlett pleaded, looking straight into her golden-flecked eyes.
Twila nodded her head yes.
“Think, what did he say?”
“He said he had to go away.”
“What? He left you here—with me?”
Twila nodded again.
Scarlett was beside herself. She checked his sleeping bag, and that’s when she noticed the note. It was tucked under his 9mm (complete with a silencer) along with a small ammo box on the plastic tub.
Dear Scarlett,
Thank you for your hospitality. Not the part where you shot me, LOL. I look forward to seeing you again under different circumstances. Twila is convinced you are her new mommy. So, good luck with that. I left you my best weapon. Try it out for size. It’s more efficient.
P.S. I took the leftover fish—next time dinner’s on me!
Yours truly,
Zac
“Impossible! I can’t—” Scarlett bit her tongue, not wanting to scare the girl. How on earth can I take care of a child?
The little girl came up to her and gave her a hug. “Now do you believe me?” Twila nuzzled up to her. “You are my new mommy.”
“Did he say that? The nerve of that man!” She was really pissed. That conniving, egotistical, son of a bitch—why the next time I see him, I’m really gonna let him have it!
“The Silver Lady told me,” Twila whispered, completely out of the blue.
Scarlett was speechless. Either the girl had an incredibly vivid imagination, or this was some bizarre coincidence, for Scarlett had been having peculiar dreams with a silver-haired lady as well.
“Well then, sweetie, you’re taking a three-hour bath to get rid of all that dirt, you little ragamuffin, you,” Scarlett said playfully.
For a brief instant, Scarlett was the happiest she had ever been in her entire life: she finally had a little girl. She didn’t know how, but she knew—some way—against all the odds, she would find a way to take care of this adorable, precocious, loving child . . .
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I PAUSED on the way to my two o’clock meeting, and watched the woman standing outside the restroom with her forehead against the wall, clawing at the paint. After a long moment, I hesitantly reached out. “Excuse me, are you all right?”
At the sound of my voice, Melanie from Accounting turned her head. Her skin had a sickly jaundiced pallor to it, her eyes glazed over. She stared, swaying from side to side in a stilted trance-like manner.
I winced. “Christ, you look like shit.”
She groaned, the jerky motion causing the line of drool hanging from her mouth to swing from side to side. She cocked her head as though trying to figure me out.
I took a cautious step back, not wanting to catch whatever bug was taking my coworkers and half of the Midwest by storm today. Ever since lunch, people had started complaining of indigestion. The cafeteria’s daily special had been known to bring on afternoon bouts of heartburn, but this was crazy. “You had the taco salad, too, huh?”
The door to the women’s restroom swung open and a blur ran past us, startling me and knocking Melanie out of her stupor. Her lips curled in a snarl. Then she lunged at me, her jaws snapping.
“Shit!” Lucky for me, she moved slowly and I sidestepped to the left, leaving her to stumble clumsily onto her stomach. My papers fluttered to the floor while she floundered around. I threw out my hands. “What the fuck, Mel!”
She glared up at me, this time vocalizing a guttural growl that sent shivers up my neck. She jerkily dragged herself up. Fear crept into my nerves. I edged around her, careful to keep my distance, and pulled the bathroom door open and jumped inside.
I put all my weight into pushing the door closed, but Melanie was over twice my size. She heaved the door open, tumbled inside, and took me down. The air whooshed from my lungs. She pressed against me, her jaws snapping like she wanted to swear-to-God eat me.
Holy fuck, I’d been scared in my life before, but this went beyond terror. When folks talk about fight or flight instincts, it’s really fight and flight instincts. Everything I’d learned from self-defense classes was forgotten as I held my forearm against her neck while kicking and pushing with everything I had to get out from under her.
My arm shook under the weight. With a surge, I rolled her off me and shoved away. She grabbed at me, her fingers snagging my shirt and taking most of a sleeve with her with a loud rip. With nothing left to pull, the back of her head collided into the wall with a solid smack.
The bathroom door opened, and a high-pitched shriek pierced the air.
“Help!” I yelled while kicking away from Melanie, my Doc Martens squeaking across the floor, but whoever had opened the door had already disappeared.
A staccato pounding erupted from one of the bathroom stalls, matching the beating of my heart.
Knocking her head against the wall didn’t slow down Melanie in the least. If anything, she was more pissed off than ever, now crawling at me like a clumsy, rabid dog. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the yellow “caution: wet floor” sign propped in the corner. I grabbed it and swung just as she closed the distance, nailing her across the cheek.
Snarling, she charged and I swung again, this time breaking her nose. Thick brown blood sprayed out with every snort and hiss. She came back at me like I hadn’t even hit her. With no time to swing, I shoved the hinged end of the plastic sign forward as hard as I could, karate-chopping her in the throat. The force knocked her back just enough for me to get solidly onto the balls of my feet.
Having her windpipe crushed put an end to the animal sounds and stopped her from spraying any more blood. Yet, even though she clearly couldn’t breathe, she came at me again like she didn’t even need air.
Terror froze my muscles.
My instructor had said a throat chop would take down an assailant in mere seconds. Yet, it had done nothing to stop a desk jockey from Accounting.
With the pounding and growling escalating from the bathroom stall a few feet away, I started swinging the sign relentlessly at Melanie’s head. My heart pounded and my breaths came in gulps, yet Melanie kept on coming at me.
When she moved to pounce, I slammed the sign into her temple, causing her to misjudge her attack, and she head butted the wall instead. She turned around. Her forehead was a bloody mess, and she still didn’t seem fazed.
“What the hell?” I asked breathlessly and swung again. The now-bloody sign’s corner nailed her in the eye, knocking an eyeball out of its socket. Another hit made her eyeball swing until it finally flew free and bounced off the wall. I swung again and again and again, my blows echoed by whoever was pounding on the stall door.
Bones crunched, and Melanie collapsed face-forward onto the floor.
More of that gelatinous coffee-colored blood trickled from her head and pooled on the floor. I hit her with the sign one more time to make sure she wasn’t playing possum, and I was about to kick her when the stall door swung open and Julie, the new girl, tumbled onto the floor. She looked up at me with that same sickly, ravenous look.
“Agh!” I smacked her in the face with the sign, and ran out of the bathroom, throwing the sign at her before I yanked the door open.
And I found myself in utter chaos.
I flattened against the wall in the corner where I’d come across Melanie earlier. Copies of my meeting agenda still littered the floor. Cubicle city was generally a quiet place except for the white noise piped in, but now people were running, shouting, and screaming. The pounding of work shoes across hollow floors echoed around me. Over a nearby cubicle wall, I watched as one man tackled another to the ground, his mouth clamping onto his victim’s throat. The other man screamed. Red dots splattered the beige fabric walls.
I’d like to think that it was because I was in shock that I didn’t run to help. But to be honest, I was scared shitless. Still watching the wall where the men went down, I ducked and crabbed down the hall, trying to ignore the anguished screams, focused only on avoiding the crazies. When the man’s screams abruptly stopped, something in my brain kicked me into gear, and I took off running toward my cubicle.
A hand reached out for me, and I twisted away. The work alarms blared. Phones were ringing everywhere. There were more screams and shouts in every direction. Some were begging for help, others were crying.
“Calm down! It will be okay!” a woman yelled from her desk. The next second, bloodied hands grabbed her and yanked her down as she let out an earsplitting scream.
Someone ran into me and I jumped back to find Alan from my team. He looked behind him before looking at me, his eyes wide. “This shit’s fucked up. I’m outta here,” he said under his breath as he headed past me.
Biting my lip, I glanced down the direction of my cube a dozen long feet away, where my bag and car keys waited in a drawer, and then turned back to Alan. “Wait up,” I called out. “I’m coming, too.”
He kept moving, and I sprinted to catch up. He slowed down, looking to the right, and I tugged him to the left. “This way.”
We ran in the opposite direction of the mass exodus heading toward the main elevators. Alan hit the down button at the rarely used back bay of elevators. While we waited, a terrifying image shot through my mind of Melanie jumping out from the small six-by-six compartment.
Just as the elevator dinged, I grabbed Alan’s elbow and tugged. “Stairs.”
“Why?” he asked but followed me around the corner to the back stairs.
There were several others already heading down the steps. Alan pushed ahead of me, and I stayed at his back as he shoved past others, followed by a chorus of “hey” and “watch it.”
We were only on floor eight, so we made it down the stairs fairly quickly. I paused at the third floor landing when I saw two men tackle a third man. One bit a chunk out of the guy’s face while the other went for the screamer’s throat. My adrenaline had already taken over, and my feet kept moving despite my shock. A gunshot rang out somewhere on the first floor. It was kind of like watching disasters on TV. It’s so horrendously surreal that it doesn’t fully register in the brain as reality. The whole Prima Insurance building had turned into the set of a slasher film, and unwillingness to face reality was the only reason I hadn’t frozen.
Alan flung open the large glass doors. I rushed outside, shading my eyes against the afternoon sun, and scanned the parking lot. Some spaces were empty, some cars were tearing out of the lot, but most were still peacefully parked, waiting for their owners.
Gunfire erupted somewhere in the distance.
“Where’s your car?” I asked breathlessly.
He turned around and looked at me like he’d forgotten I was still there. “Uh.” He looked around. “Over there.” He pointed to Lot C and took off toward it.
We were panting, but we sprinted all the way to his car, making wide arcs around other people running to their cars. It was a warm spring day, and my clothes clung to my sweaty skin.
Alan was an early-morning person, so his small Mitsubishi was parked only a few cars down the second row. He fumbled with his keys before holding out the fob. The lights flashed, and I yanked open the passenger door.
I swept the papers and CDs off the seat with a brisk move and fell onto the hot black leather. I had my door locked before Alan had the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life, and he squealed the tires in reverse, throwing me against the dash.
I hastily fastened my seatbelt and held on.
“What the hell is going on around here?” he muttered, throwing the car into gear and squealing the tires again.
I swallowed. “No idea.”
For the past two weeks, there’d been talk about a fast-spreading epidemic in South America that had been quickly moving northward, though I hadn’t worried. The Midwest was a long distance from South America, and we’d closed our borders to Mexico over a week ago. And most of the military stood between us and them to make sure the borders stayed closed.
Strange. The epidemic in South America was said to cause violent symptoms, exactly like what I’d seen today.
Maybe I should’ve worried.
Today had started as a typical Thursday. I’d listened to the radio on the commute to work. There’d been more talk on the growing epidemic, but local news overshadowed talks of the epidemic. At Prima, gossip ran wild all morning about last night’s attacks on joggers and walkers in nearly every southern state west of the Mississippi. Several paranoid employees had called in sick today.
Then, two cooks in the cafeteria got into some kind a brawl just before lunch. One left in an ambulance, and the other had been taken away in handcuffs. The news was reporting similar attacks across the Midwest and Western United States. With all that, would Prima close for the day? Hell, no.
Several worried employees had already left for home to pick up their kids from school. And now, not even three hours after lunch, half of the office was going ape-shit crazy on each other. Whatever was going on, it felt like I was caught in the middle of Ground Zero for some seriously screwed up shit.
I focused on breathing in and out. I reached for the radio and fumbled with the knob. I wrung my shaking hands, wiped them on my black pants, but they kept shaking.
Alan cranked up the volume, and I noticed his hands were shaking even worse.
“Reports are coming in from Kansas City, Des Moines, and Minneapolis of a fast-spreading pandemic. Seek shelter immediately and avoid contact with anyone infected. The infected will display violent tendencies and attack without provocation. They do not respond to reason,” an unfamiliar even-toned woman reported. “If you or a loved one is infected, you should quarantine yourself immediately so as not to spread the virus. Do not go to the hospitals as they are at full capacity. Stay tuned for more information.”
“That’s it?” Alan asked. “That’s all those idiots have to say about this thing? Nothing like how it’s transmitted, or what we can do to protect ourselves?”
“Give it time,” I said. The news last night had shown footage of random people attacking others without provocation, but I’d assumed the attacks were the result of some new illegal drug gone bad. The idea of a pandemic made my jaw clench.
My dad was a doctor. My mom was a nurse.
My parents, early-retiree snowbirds, lived in a southern suburb of Des Moines. With me as their only child, they kept their house in town for the warmer months while moving to Arizona every winter. I prayed that they were safe at home, that they didn’t think to go help out at the hospital. I had to believe they saw the news this morning and knew better than to get caught in the middle of some off-the-charts violent pandemic.
I wanted to call them to make sure they were all right, but my phone was tucked into my bag, which was still sitting in a drawer at my cubicle. I looked over at Alan. “Can I use your phone?”
He felt his pockets and then frantically swerved around a fender bender before shooting through a red light. Sirens blared as a police car sped past us.
“I think it’s still on my desk,” Alan replied in between panting breaths.
“This is crazy,” I said. “Everyone’s gone crazy.”
“It’s got to be a terrorist attack,” he said. “Chemical warfare or something that’s making people go nuts. It’s like they’re jacked up on serious shit like bath salts or something. Damn it!” He swerved again. “This traffic is insane.” He turned to me, his glasses slipping down his sweaty nose. “You live on the north side, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, why?”
“I’m way out on the east side. Mind if we hit your place until the roads open up?” His voice cracked and he wiped his face.
“Sure.” I scrutinized him. “Are you okay?”
He grabbed the wheel with both hands. “No, I’m not okay! What about today would make you think that I’m okay? That anything’s okay? It’s World War III out there. No, it’s worse than that. It’s like the end of the world out there!”
I got it, I really did. The proverbial shit had hit the fan, and the rational part of my mind had decided to curl up in the fetal position. “We got out early,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. “Hopefully we can beat the worst of the traffic.”
As though on cue, a car veered in front of us and rammed into the concrete separating the lanes. “Watch out!” I shouted as Alan cranked the wheel, nearly sideswiping the vehicle. I could’ve sworn the driver looked in the same bad way that Melanie had. The SUV behind us wasn’t so lucky because it rammed into the jackknifed car and started a domino-effect pile-up behind us.
Alan and I stared at each other, and he stepped on the gas.
In the background, the radio station had switched to interviewing people outside one of the hospitals.
“I thought the kid was lost. I bent down to help, and the little bugger bit me! Can you believe that? The kid damn near took my thumb clean off! He went nuts, like he had rabies or something. And now they won’t let me into the hospital. They’ve got barricades in front of the doors, and cops are in full riot gear, just standing around everywhere. I’m stuck outside bleeding, and no one is telling us what’s going on. We have a right to know!”
“You think you got it bad?” another male voice chimed in. “You should’ve been downtown. This old bum attacked a woman. I saw it all. He was stumbling around all drunk-like, and then he just attacked. He went straight for that poor gal’s throat like he thought he was a vampire or something. A couple guys tried to pull him off her, but he wouldn’t let go. I jumped in to help, and he tore a chunk out of my arm. He wouldn’t stop. Some guy had to shoot him. Can you believe it? It was insane, man. What’s the world coming to?”
My heart felt like it was going to jump out of my chest, and I found myself on the verge of hyperventilating. I punched in another radio station, only to find the same barrage of stories. No one had any useful information, just more of those horrific tales. I leaned back, tried to tune out the radio, and focused on the traffic outside. With every mile, the number of vehicles on the side of the road increased. Some cars were in pileups, others looked like they had stopped haphazardly, as though their drivers had decided to simply stop driving.
I sucked in a deep breath. “I think I killed Melanie,” I said quietly.
“Melanie Carlson?”
“What?” I glanced at Alan. “Oh. No. The other Melanie.”
“Oh.” He frowned. “Did she try to hurt you?”
“Of course she tried to hurt me. She tried to eat me.”
Alan was quiet for a time. “I bet she could eat a lot.”
I belted out a laugh. Not because it was funny but because my adrenaline high was coming down, and with it, my shock. Alan laughed, too, though the stress was getting to him. He wiped his sweaty forehead with his arm and kept driving.
I’d killed someone today. The truth really hit me just then, and I let my head fall against the headrest. I hadn’t even thought about the repercussions. Would I go to jail, even though it was an open-and-shut case of self-defense? I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. I’d lose my job. That was a given. How the hell would I pay the bills?
And then there was Melanie. That poor woman’s final minutes were in a bathroom of all places.
“No, no, no, no,” Alan chanted.
Startled, I glanced up to find a massive pileup of cars dead ahead. Vehicles were mashed together, filling up every inch of open space in the four lanes in front of us. An ambulance and two police cars were on scene but no tow trucks yet. Concrete prevented us from getting into the lanes of oncoming traffic, and a deep ditch prevented escape off to the right.
“Can you turn around? Take the last exit?” I asked.
He was staring in the rear-view mirror. “I don’t think so. It’s getting pretty crowded back there. Maybe we can find a way around this mess.”
Doubtful, I scanned the wreck as we drew closer. People were running away, but not everyone. One cop was handcuffing a man who kept twisting his neck, trying to bite him. Several others were standing by cars, helping free the drivers and passengers. I narrowed my eyes.
Hell. They weren’t helping free the people still in cars. “Oh, God,” I whispered.
“What is it?” Alan asked.
“We have to get out of here,” I said, staring at the crazies attacking the people in cars. It was like the entire world decided to go cannibal at the same time.
He frowned, pointing ahead. “Exactly how do you think we are going to get past this mess?”
“I mean now, Alan.”
A man jumped out of his car and started firing his pistol into the mob. The sound must’ve finally registered what was underway because Alan’s eyes widened, and he yanked the car around. Something slammed into our car and an explosive force threw me against the seat. Dazed, I blinked to see that we were now facing another direction.
Powder from the airbags sent dust flurries in the air. I shoved at the deflating white bag. The driver of the car that had t-boned us was still hidden behind his airbags. I glanced back at the horde of crazies to find them looking in our direction.
I unlatched my seatbelt and tugged on Alan’s arm. “C’mon. We need to get out of here.”
He muttered something, and shook his head as though to clear it.
“Stupid idiot!”
I looked outside to see the other driver climb groggily out of his car, shaking his fist. He stepped up to Alan’s door, and pounded on the window. “Moron! What were you thinking turning around in the middle of the road like that?” he yelled.
“Fuck off!” Alan growled right back.
Alan was not a large man. He was my height and had maybe thirty pounds on me. To see him yelling at a pissed off guy only added fire to a tinderbox. Then I saw them coming our way. “Uh, Alan?”
“What!”
I pointed at several crazies with pallid skin stumbling toward us, their jaundiced sights homed in on the man standing outside our car. Their faces and chests were blood-soaked, and a few sported violent injuries of their own. One hobbled along with a broken leg. Another was missing an arm. Still another looked like half her throat had been ripped out. They moved slowly and jerkily but were relentlessly closing the distance. Alan looked and gasped.
The man outside continued to yell until he realized Alan was no longer paying any attention to him. He followed Alan’s gaze. He cried out and took off running back to his car but was too late. All of the crazies attacked him at once. The driver screamed. It was an awful, bloodcurdling scream, but I couldn’t see what was happening under the pile of writhing flesh and gushing blood. Not that I wanted to.
I glanced at Alan, and then opened the door and ran.
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TIRES SQUEALED as cars rammed into the bottleneck. Gunshots rang though the air. With Alan at my back, we sprinted away from the crazies and into the oncoming traffic.
I headed straight for the midnight blue eighteen-wheeler just rolling in, with an American flag painted on its trailer, dwarfing the vehicles around it. Even though the truck was still moving, I jumped up on the driver’s side step, pulled on the locked door handle, and pounded on the window. “Please let me in!”
The driver scowled. His eyes were covered by aviator-style sunglasses, and I couldn’t see if he was watching me, the crazies, or something else. His lower lip bulged with chew, and with a wave of his hand he motioned me away.
I tried the handle again. No luck. I risked a quick glance behind me to see that, sure enough, the group of crazies that had been huddled around a small truck was now headed this way. I swung back to the truck driver. “Please!”
After a long second, the window opened, and the barrel of a shotgun pressed against my chest.
I didn’t fall back. I didn’t jump to the side. Instead, I stood there as though waiting for him to shoot me. “I’ve got nowhere else to go,” I said weakly.
He scowled even more, causing lines in his five o’clock shadow. He kept the shotgun level at my chest. “You bit?”
I gave my head a fervent shake. “No.” Then I frowned, confused. “Why?”
He seemed satisfied with my answer, though he also didn’t seem in the mood to elaborate. He cranked his head around mine and nodded toward Alan, who was hanging on right behind me. “How about you? You don’t look so good.”
I glanced back to find a sweaty, pale Alan.
“I’m f-fine,” Alan replied with a stutter. When the trucker didn’t respond, Alan threw up his hands. “I was just in a freaking car accident, man!”
The crazies were less than thirty feet away and quickly closing in. I snapped my gaze back to the trucker, pleading. “Mister, please!”
He moved his head slightly to check out the crazies closing in. He spit off to my right and pulled in his gun. “If you want to live, you’d better climb in.”
I heard the pop of the door unlocking, and I stepped to the side to open it. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I murmured as I crawled over him, knocking his cap askew, on my way to the passenger seat. Once there, I fastened the seatbelt as fast as I could in case the trucker changed his mind and tried to shove me out. Alan came in right behind me, only he collapsed in the cab behind us. The driver slammed the door shut, set the gun between him and the door, and grabbed the long shifter. Air shot from the brakes.
A crazy rammed the door and clawed at the now-closed window. The truck lurched forward, and the man in a bloodied business suit tumbled off the truck.
“Damn zeds,” the driver muttered, his hat still crooked.
“Zeds?” I frowned, recognizing the term. “You don’t mean…”
He pointed outside where several crazies stood literally dead ahead of us. “You know damn well what they are.”
What the trucker had said made perfect sense, but it shouldn’t be possible. Yet, not only did one of the infected try to eat me less than an hour ago, they moved like zeds—zombies—clumsily and relentlessly. No different from the crazies in front of us now. With no regard to their well-being, they kept shambling toward the truck barreling down the road on its way to meet them.
“I guess you’re right,” I said softly as the realization of fiction becoming reality hammered at the tension headache already pounding behind my forehead.
The driver stepped on the gas, and I sucked in a breath. The heavy rig rammed through the group of crazies like a bowling ball, only these pins left behind goo and flecks of skin.
“Holy shit,” I muttered as the trucker ran over zeds like they were nothing more than small speed bumps. The windshield wipers smeared brown streaks across the glass. He kept picking up speed, setting us up for a bull’s-eye approach to the roadblock. I braced my legs against the dash the instant before he rammed into a small car jackknifed between an SUV and a minivan. Something heavy slammed against the back of my seat, followed by a muffled moan.
I looked back to find Alan crumpled on the floor. “You okay?”
“Nnnh, yeah.”
The truck shoved the car to the side with metal-on-metal screeching. As we carved our way through the wreckage, the rig knocked around the sedan the zeds had swarmed earlier. The driver, still strapped inside, reached out to us with his only remaining arm. Even though he no longer had a face, the man watched us with unblinking eyes while his mouth opened and closed.
I shivered and turned away.
Once we broke through the bottleneck and put distance between us and the zeds, the road opened up. In the distance, a few cars entered from the next ramp, but most of the traffic was headed in the opposite direction.
I grinned. “Hot damn! We got through!”
In response, the trucker glared. “I’d be surprised if I didn’t bust something,” he growled out. “She’s not made for this sort of abuse.”
I glanced in the side mirror to see a line of vehicles following us, though the zeds were closing in on the cars on both sides. The woman in a convertible never stood a chance. I snapped my gaze straight ahead to the open highway. After a moment, I found my voice again. “What you did back there…thanks. I mean it. You saved our lives.”
He grumbled something under his breath.
The open road looked like freedom, and for the first time since getting mauled by Melanie I let myself relax. I felt halfway in control again even though I knew it was a false feeling. Too much had changed since this morning. I loved routines. I hated chaos.
Five days a week I sat in a small mushroom-colored cubicle in a sea of mushroom-colored cubicles, at the same desk I’d sat at for over five years since college. I was an actuary, which my parents thought was a pretty big deal, but really it just meant I ran a lot of reports and analyzed spreadsheets.
Two years ago, I’d saved up enough money to make a decent down payment on a fixer-upper in the Gussdale district, and most of my free time went to renovating the old bungalow. Well, to that, and flying. My Piper Cub was the one splurge I’d allowed myself after college. Dad had been a pilot, and I got my pilot’s license the same week I got my driver’s license. I rubbed my bare arm where the Cub logo tattoo—a fuzzy teddy bear—looked up at me.
After today, I’d probably never get the chance to log another hour in the Cub. The entire world had fallen apart before my eyes. After running a finger wistfully over the teddy bear, I looked out the window.
Startled, I pointed to the sign. “My exit is the next one coming up.”
A small nod was the only acknowledgement I got before the trucker picked up a soda can from a cup holder and spit in it.
Another grunt from the back seat reminded me that I wasn’t the only passenger. I turned around. Alan was lying on the floor, his face covered by his arm. “How are you holding up back there?”
No response. I frowned. He hadn’t hit the back of my seat that hard. “Alan?”
Still nothing.
“Alan,” I said louder.
Alan looked at me then. His tongue was hanging out as though he was panting. His eyes had yellowed, and his features morphed from confused to dull. Then he moaned.
“Oh, shit.” I unlatched my seatbelt. The trucker was watching me, and he caught on fast.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he said, taking his foot off the gas and reaching for his shotgun.
My intent was to grab Alan and toss him out of the truck before he went crazy. It seemed like there was a short window when Melanie had been out of it before going into raging attack mode. But I didn’t get the chance.
I was halfway to Alan when the shotgun went off.
The next split-second was a blur. The shot blasted my eardrums. Alan’s face literally split in half. Brownish blood and brain matter sprayed the cabin and me, and Alan’s body slammed against the back wall. I may have yelled, but I couldn’t hear it if I had. The only sound in my world at that moment was a loud, throbbing, constant ringing.
Even though I thought I’d just recovered from shock, it was amazing how quickly I was thrown right back into it. I stared at Alan’s crumpled body in a daze. Dark liquid spread out from his head. I felt the truck come to a stop.
The trucker leveled the gun on me and said something.
“What?” I asked, his words nowhere near as loud as the ringing in my ears.
“I said…one good reason…blow your brains out.”
It took a moment for his words to make sense in my head. Then I watched him, numbly, for a moment. “I can’t.”
A flash of genuine surprise crossed his face, but the expression was lost all too quickly to anger. “I asked if you were bit, goddammit.”
“I’m not bit,” I said, before shaking my head.
He motioned to Alan. “And him?”
“I thought Alan was just freaked out from everything.”
The driver sat there and scrutinized me for what seemed like an eternity. “Are you cut? Did you get any blood in your mouth or eyes?”
I looked down at my clothes damp with Alan’s blood. With my black clothes, the dark blood blended in but the flecks of skin and brain dotted my shirt. “I’m okay.”
“You sure?”
“Pretty sure.”
“You better be more than ‘pretty sure,’ Cash. Because this thing spreads through contact. Blood-to-blood, saliva-to-blood. If you got it, you’re going to be like your boyfriend before long.”
I didn’t answer.
He motioned over my shoulder. “Get out.”
I looked out the window. I was still at least three miles from home. I thought of my tiny bungalow in a neighborhood full of tiny houses. How many neighbors were already sick? With my car still back at the office, where could I go?
Outside was already turning into a war zone…
A man boarding up windows on his house just off the interstate.
Two people running down a street.
The occasional pops of gunfire becoming constant echoes of rat-tat-tat.
A shape stumbling around a tree.
How many zeds stood between me and home?
The only thing I knew was that I would never even make it to my front door, let alone to my parents’ house on the other side of town. It was both a miracle and luck that I’d already made it this far. Out there, on foot, I didn’t stand a chance.
Operating on autopilot, I opened the door but couldn’t make my legs obey. I lowered my head, and the tears came. It wasn’t an act. I didn’t want to cry, I never cried, but the tears just kept coming. My shoulders shook from exhaustion as much as from adrenaline and hopelessness.
Silence filled the cab for what seemed like an eternity, before I heard a heavy sigh. “I know I’m going to regret this. If you start looking sick, I swear to God I won’t hesitate to fill your brain with buckshot. If you’re not sick, I’ll give you one day.” He held up a finger. “One day. Then you’re on your own. Got it?”
Sniffling, I nodded vigorously. “You won’t regret it, I swear.”
“I already do,” he grumbled.
I went to pull the door shut; he nudged me with the barrel. “Nuh, uh,” he said. “Get rid of your boyfriend first. And be quick about it. He’s stinking up my cabin.”
I looked back and winced. “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said weakly before my gag reflex kicked in. I twisted and reached out the door just in time to throw up the pepperoni pizza I’d had for lunch. After several heaves, I was able to sit up again. Taking a deep breath, I glanced at the trucker. He was watching me carefully, but at least he didn’t mistake my retching for getting “sick” and shoot me.
I wiped my chin and headed to the back of the cab. Fortunately, Alan was slouched over, his face hidden in his lap, which made it a bit easier to pretend that this wasn’t someone I’d worked alongside every weekday. Dark, brownish blood and brain bits were splattered everywhere. Dazedly, I noticed the blood around Alan seemed darker and more congealed than it should have been, but I was no expert. My parents would know that kind of detail. I nudged him with my toe to make sure he was really dead, as though a shotgun blast to the head hadn’t been convincing enough. No response. Some of the tension in my spine released.
Once I could breathe without gagging, I glanced around. A stack of folded bedding sat neatly in the corner, and I grabbed the top sheet already speckled with dark spots. Breathing through my mouth, I knelt by Alan and none-too-gracefully rolled him into the sheet. Frowning, I noticed his pants had been ripped, and I nudged the material aside to see a jagged wound in the shape of a human mouth.
“He was bit,” I said, taking a long breath to keep from throwing up. “In the calf.”
“Figured something like that was the case,” the trucker replied.
I continued wrapping Alan in the sheet, trying to distance myself by imagining this was anything but a human body, but my subconscious kept reminding me. Once he was fully wrapped, I tugged and dragged him to the door and had meant to lower him gently to the ground, but he was heavier than me and the position was awkward. The sheet-wrapped body slipped right out of my hands and landed on the concrete shoulder of the interstate with a solid thud.
I stared at the body. While Alan deserved better than to be left at the side of the road to rot, I really, really didn’t want to leave the safety of the truck and risk being left behind. Biting my lip, I turned back to the trucker.
He shifted the truck back into gear. “You’re cleaning up the rest of this mess when we get to my place.”
I collapsed onto the seat and slammed the door shut just as the truck moved forward. I let out a breath and stared outside, focusing on nothing in particular as the trucker drove and weaved around cars. As we left the city behind, traffic shrunk to nil. Other than a couple small military convoys and state troopers, few vehicles were heading into town, and those vehicles were speeding down the interstate, as though they were in a hurry to get to Des Moines.
No doubt they were trying to get to their families.
While I’m abandoning mine.
I sat in a numb trance, my head resting on the headrest. Stay safe, mom and dad. I’m coming back. I promise.
The radio was on, but the CB radio was louder, with truckers constantly reporting in status of the interstates. All the talk was of zeds and blocked roads. Every couple minutes I found the trucker eying me.
“I still feel okay,” I said each time I caught him looking at me.
Seemingly assured that I wasn’t going to go zed on him, he put on a Bluetooth and reported in on the CB. “This is Clutch dead-heading at yard stick 153 on I-80 reporting in. Avoid I-80 eastbound near Des Moines. Just passed through a bad 10-50 with zeds rubber necking the area. Over.”
“10-4, Clutch. This is Dog Man. Heading west from The Windy. How’s the big road westbound outside city limits? Over.”
“Hammer lane for now, Dog Man. But I wouldn’t count on it staying that way. Two Rivers has been overrun. Zed city. Over.”
Zed city. I thought of my parents, and the rock in my gut grew into a boulder, and I hugged myself. They’d be so worried right now, unable to get a hold of me.
They were okay, safe at home. They had to be okay.
“Same with The Windy,” the other driver said. “Also heard The Circle and The Gateway are zed city, too. Whatever this thing is, it’s spreading hard and fast. I saw a guy get nearly decapitated and he was back on his feet in two minutes joining up with the other nut jobs. Have three beavers on board, and hoping to make the Big Miss by dark. Over.”
“Picked up a seat cover myself. Watch your six, Dog Man. Clutch over and out.”
Clutch removed his Bluetooth, clicked off the CB, and turned the radio back up.
He shot me a look, then returned his focus to the road. I noticed he wasn’t as old as I’d first assumed—mid-forties, maybe. And he was big and tough and scary. He’d straightened his cap, hiding more of his brown crew cut. He wore nothing fancy, just old jeans and a T-shirt, with tattoos covering his arms. His clothes were clean, whereas I looked like I’d just escaped a war zone.
Which was too damn near the truth.
Clutch nodded toward the red cooler at my feet. “Grab me a beer, Cash.” Then he tacked on, “Grab something for yourself if you’re thirsty.”
I didn’t care that his last sentence came out more like a gripe than an offer. I reached in and pulled out a beer and a bottle of water from the ice. “My name’s Mia. You go by Clutch?” I asked. “Or, at least that’s your CB handle, right?”
He didn’t reply.
I handed him the can and opened the plastic bottle. The water was cold and oh so good. After throwing up, my throat was raw and my mouth tasted awful. The water soothed and I swooshed it around my teeth. I drank the entire bottle before opening my eyes. “So,” I said, drawing out the word. “Where are we headed?”
“My place.”
Three long tones beeped on the radio.
“About time,” he said as he cranked up the volume.
“This is the Emergency Broadcast System. This is not a test. Repeat, this is not a test.”
Three more tones sounded before a man’s voice came on. “This is Doctor Jon Meriden, managing director of the Center for the Disease Control. A state of emergency has been declared for the continental United States. An epidemic is now affecting the Midwest and quickly spreading. Houston and Kansas City are considered the worst locations and should be avoided. Cases of the virus have been reported in all major cities in the United States, southern Canada, and all of South and Central America. Any borders that remained opened as of this morning have now been closed. Cases are also being reported at Hong Kong International Airport.
The virus has been confirmed to be a member of the Marburgvirus family. Scientists are working hard to identify the new virus, and it is believed to have originated in South America. However, due to its symptoms and the mannerisms of the infected, we’ve assigned the layman term zombiism to the superbug.
Symptoms include slow and awkward movement, jaundice, and severe violent propensities. We strongly urge you to distance yourself from anyone displaying these symptoms. If you come into contact with someone displaying any of these symptoms, the CDC recommends quarantining yourself. If you are infected, symptoms will begin to appear anywhere from minutes up to an hour, depending on severity of initial infection. The more severe the initial infection, the quicker you will succumb to the virus. Treatment is not available at this time.
We have traced the entry of the virus into the United States to several dozen contaminated shipments of produce from Mexico. At this time, we recommend you do not eat any fresh produce imported within the past three days.
The superbug is transmitted through contact with bodily fluid of an infected person. The slang term ‘zed’ is trending across the Internet and radio. Should you hear this term, it simply refers to an infected person or persons.
Due to the ease of the virus’ transmission, all public transportation and air travel have been suspended until further notice. Travel is not advisable and is considered unsafe. If you must leave your current location, expect delays and likely increases in lawlessness. Emergency responders may be overwhelmed. Please be patient and remain where you are. Gather emergency supplies should you need to evacuate to a temporary location. Do not panic.
All military units have been assigned to contain the spread. All inactive and retired military personnel have been reactivated and should immediately report to the nearest base for assignment. Martial law is now in effect. Stay inside, stay safe, and help will be on the way.
We will report on all channels every thirty minutes. For more information, go to www.emergency.cdc.gov online.”
Three tones sounded once more, and the radio resumed to what sounded like a national talk show sharing more information about the “zombie outbreak” and how to protect against zeds.
“How are you feeling?”
I glanced over at the man next to me. His hands were tight on the wheel as he watched me.
“Fine.” I realized he was asking about symptoms rather than my emotional well-being. “Really, I’m still okay.” Terror had long since given way to hopelessness. “The world’s seriously fucked, isn’t it,” I stated quietly.
“Yeah.” He spit into the soda can. “We’re all fucked.”
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WHEN WE PULLED into Clutch’s driveway, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a sign that read: Abandon all hope, all ye who enter here.
Not that the farm wasn’t lovely. Fields and woodlands went on for miles and miles. Just above a valley, a long gravel lane led us through several acres of woods, with flowers blooming along both sides. The lane opened up to a classic farm setup: a two-story white farmhouse standing boldly alone with three sheds as backdrop. A tabby cat lounged under a tree, watching me.
Clutch pulled up along the largest shed and cut the engine. The whole scene was idyllic…and very, very isolated. I was alone with a stranger who’d killed Alan and run down several zeds like they were nothing.
Sure, I’d killed Melanie, so I guess I wasn’t any different. But, what if he changed his mind about letting me stay for the night and killed me? Almost as bad, what if he wanted “favors” in exchange for shelter? I’d been terrified of being alone in this mess, but I suddenly wondered if being alone wasn’t the safer option.
“What’s up, Cash? You’re looking at me like I’m about to dismember you.”
Startled, I realized Clutch had taken off his sunglasses and was now watching me. His piercing hazel eyes seemed to see too far into me.
I blinked a few times. “Just feeling like a fish out of water. That’s all,” I replied in a rush, opening the door and jumping outside. In the fresh air, I stretched my tight muscles as I stood before the sun dipping low in the sky. The weather was beautiful, a spring evening with a gentle breeze.
Clutch walked toward the house, and I followed. “I wouldn’t have guessed you for living on a farm,” I said.
“Why?”
“With you being a truck driver—”
“I’m from a fourth-generation farming family on this land. I just drive truck in the off season for extra income.”
He unlocked the porch door, but instead of opening it, he turned around and studied me for several long moments.
Any confidence I’d built bled away under his scrutiny.
“Stay here,” he ordered. He didn’t wait for an answer before disappearing inside, leaving me to wait. The peaceful chirping of crickets was the only sound besides the ringing in my ears, and I realized that the same isolation I feared about this place was the key quality that made it all the safer. The farm was in the middle of nowhere, far from any city. The yard was big enough to see zeds coming from the woods on any side, and the trees concealed us from the roads.
Clutch returned with an armful of rags, some rubber gloves, a garbage bag, and a couple spray bottles. “There better not be a spot left in the cab when I check it out.”
I nodded dutifully, taking the supplies.
“There’s a light in the cab. Just be sure to turn it off when you’re finished. I want to keep everything fully charged in this cluster fuck.”
“Light off when I’m done,” I replied with a robot-like tone.
He grunted before turning back into the house.
With a sigh, I headed back to the truck and started scrubbing away every last drop and bit of Alan.
   
Four hours later, I peeled off the yellow gloves covered in brown goo and chemicals. With a sigh, I dropped them into the garbage bag and tied it shut. Even with the industrial-strength stain remover, Alan’s blood had been a bitch to scrub away, and I wouldn’t know if I got everything until daylight. I’d been desperately motivated to do a good job. I only hoped it was good enough that Clutch wouldn’t make me leave before the National Guard got the whole zed thing under control and I could return home.
I sprayed every surface in the cab with one more round of disinfectant before turning off the light and stepping outside and groaned. I was flat-out exhausted. My arms were numb. My lower back hurt. My thigh muscles ached. Every inch of my body throbbed.
Despite the stench, I’d kept the truck doors closed while I cleaned in case any zeds showed up. After taking several deep breaths of fresh night air, I sprayed my grimy body with disinfectant, knowing it probably didn’t do any good, but figured it also couldn’t hurt.
The half-moon was fully overhead now, sharing just enough of its light for me to hurry to the house without tripping over anything. I was half surprised to find the porch door unlocked. Looking down at my Doc Martens, I suspected the black leather was as grimy as I felt. But, there was no way in hell I could scrub them until tomorrow when—hopefully—I could feel my fingertips again. Stepping inside, I took off my boots and left them on the unlit porch.
A savory, meaty smell wafted forth, and my stomach growled. It was late, and I’d lost whatever had been left of my lunch after Alan died. I hustled forward, only to be blocked at the mudroom by a towering Clutch. He was wearing different clothes, and his hair was still wet. Gray peppered his stubble. Lines marked skin that had seen a lot of the outdoors.
He was handsome in a hard way. Maybe it was his eyes. There was an intensity in his gaze. Even without his tattoos, he would’ve had an aura of power.
Or, maybe it was because he had a pistol leveled on me.
My eyes widened as I met his gaze.
He grimaced. “Relax. If I was going to kill you, I would’ve done it outside where you wouldn’t make a mess.”
I chortled. Like that made me feel any better.
It was then I noticed that he was also holding a rag and a small bottle of gun oil. “You were cleaning your gun.”
He looked me up and down before narrowing his eyes. “Take off your clothes.”
I pulled together the collar of my utterly destroyed shirt. “What?”
“I don’t mean it that way. Jesus.” He ran the back of his hand over his face. He laid his weapon on the washer, reached behind him, and pulled out a garbage bag. “You’re covered in zed sludge, and I don’t know how contagious that shit is. Everything’s got to go. I’ll burn it tomorrow.”
He held open the garbage bag. I shot him a hard glare while I unbuttoned what was left of my shirt.
He sighed. “Don’t worry. I won’t look. You’re not my type, anyway. Too scrawny.”
“Scrawny?” I asked but received no response.
Clutch kept his word, looking over my head while I stripped out of my disgusting clothes. I stopped at my bra and underwear. “Nothing soaked through.”
He glanced down and grimaced, like he wasn’t enjoying himself. I scowled. I wasn’t that hard on the eyes, and I was petite, most certainly not scrawny.
“Turn around,” he ordered. “I have to check.”
I gingerly spun and felt his eyes on my back. I shivered, more self-conscious than I’d ever been in my life. If I’d known how this day was going to turn out, I wouldn’t have worn a thong. Then again, I would’ve done many things differently.
“I think they’re savable,” Clutch drawled out in a rough voice. “Throw both in the wash when you’re done with your shower.”
Turning back to face him, I covered my chest as best I could with my arms, though thankfully Clutch was busy looking anywhere but at me.
“The shower’s upstairs. Second door on your left. I set out something you can wear for tonight. Dinner will be ready by the time you’re done.”
“Got it,” I said and hustled past him.
“Oh, and Cash…”
I paused.
“Be sure to scrub good and hard,” he called out behind me. “You’ve got bits of your boyfriend’s brain in your hair.”
Bile rose in my throat, and I bolted up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Once in the bathroom, I took deep breaths, refusing to look in the mirror. When I had control of myself again, I pulled off my remaining clothes in a rush, cranked on the shower, and hopped in before it was warm.
The cold water that ran down the drain was brown at first, with little flecks of things I didn’t want to think about. I set the water as hot as I could stand, grabbed the washcloth, and started scrubbing. Clutch clearly wasn’t married, because the shower/tub combo only had a bar of soap and a bottle of generic shampoo.
I washed my hair three times before I felt relatively confident that it was clean. And, I scrubbed at my skin until it was red, standing under the spray until it was lukewarm.
Stepping out, I grabbed the towel left out on top of a thin stack of clothes, and dried myself off. I caught my breath when I looked into the mirror. Dark circles underlined my bloodshot eyes. Fresh bruises marred my chest courtesy of Melanie. I looked like shit, plain and simple.
Picking up the clothes he’d left, I found a pair of white long john bottoms and a gray T-shirt with ARMY across the front. Both were huge on me. The shirt nearly went to my knees, and the bottoms slid down every time I moved. Sifting through the well-stocked medicine cabinet, I found a couple large safety pins and tightened the long johns around my waist.
I couldn’t find a brush, so it took ten painful minutes to finger-comb through my snarled, unconditioned mess. Finally, my strands began to resemble hair again, with its bold red streaks interlaced with the black. Reaching for the dental floss, I pulled out a long strand and used it to tie my hair back before it snarled all over again.
Glancing down at the discarded pile of underwear, I grimaced. I really didn’t want to touch anything that I’d worn today. I probably should’ve tossed it, but I went ahead and wrapped the towel around the tiny pile of undergarments and carried everything down to the washer in the mudroom.
I walked past the kitchen on my way to the mudroom, and saw Clutch pulling plates from a cabinet. His back was to me, though I had no doubt he knew I was there. His back was broad, like he worked out every day. He was well over twice my size. Part of me felt safer, part of me worried how easily he could overpower me.
My stomach growled loudly, and I hustled to the mudroom. After stuffing my dirty clothes in the washer along with Clutch’s clothes that were already in the tub, I went double-duty with the detergent, and started it up.
When I returned to the kitchen, he handed me a cold beer, silverware, and a plate covered with a huge steak, a baked potato, and steak sauce poured over the entire thing. He motioned to the living room. “I eat in there.” He grabbed his own beer and dinner, and I followed him, taking the couch when he claimed the recliner.
I dug in before opening the beer. I was thirsty, but I was even hungrier. With the plate on my lap, I sawed at the T-bone, cutting off the next piece while chewing on a piece twice the size I should’ve cut. “This is really good.”
My words were muffled as I chewed loudly, but Clutch seemed to make them out. “It sucks wasting a good T-bone on the stove, but I don’t know how long the grid will stay up. Figured I may as well clean out the freezer now.”
I swallowed, the steak going down painfully hard in my suddenly constricted throat. I cracked opened the beer and took a long swig. I hadn’t even thought about losing electricity. What else would give out? Water? Phone lines?
Stores would be closed, which meant no fresh food. My sudden reality made me set my fork down. “How long do you think it will be until the military makes it safe again?”
His left brow rose. “I think it’s already too late. The outbreak spread too fast and too hard. If we didn’t get out when we did today, I doubt we’d be talking tonight. You better start getting used to this way of life.”
“But the military—”
“Doesn’t stand a chance against millions of zeds,” he interrupted. “It’s a numbers game. The zeds are spreading too fast. There’s no way our guys can keep them in check. Not without nuking every populated area. And that would also take out any survivors.”
The next bite tasted like cardboard. And the one after that. If nearly everyone turned into a zed, there wouldn’t be anyone left to fight them. Even soldiers weren’t impervious to a zed’s bite if they were caught unaware or without ammo.
If I hadn’t hitched a ride with Clutch, I’d still be in Des Moines, surrounded by zeds right now. Out here, miles from any town, I was relatively safe. More important, I wasn’t in this alone.
I looked up. “I have skills.” Not really. “I can help.” I have no idea how. “Give me one more day, and I’ll prove it.”
He shook his head and held up a finger. “The deal’s for one day.”
“An extra pair of eyes and an extra pair of hands can’t hurt. I can help,” I added.
“Do you know how to fire a gun? String a snare?”
“I can learn.”
“It would take you months to become proficient, even if you had the aptitude for it.” He leaned back. “You’ll only slow me down and eat my food.”
“Then I’ll go out and get us more food.”
“First time I take you with me, you’ll get bit, and then I’ll have to put you down.”
“I’ll be careful.” I jutted out my chin. “Besides, I killed a zed today.”
“Really?” The corners of his mouth curled upward. “And exactly how did you manage that?”
I thought for a moment. With sheer luck and a miracle. “With a ‘wet floor’ sign.”
He looked confused at first, then smirked, but shook it off. “You’ll be a drain. You’ll use up more resources than you could possibly bring in.”
“I’ll go get us whatever we need. If something happens to me, then you’ll be on your own again. It’s a no-lose situation for you.”
He rubbed his eyes. “Not good enough. I’m not set up here to take in strays.” He looked up, his gaze hard with resolve. “The deal was for one day. Come tomorrow, you’re on your own. I’ll get you to a car, but then we’re done.”
I wanted to argue. God, I wanted to beg him to change his mind. Instead, I looked down at my plate and gave a tight nod.
Clutch turned on the TV, and flipped through channels. It looked like nearly all the channels were offline. Only one news channel remained, and the reporter was giving updates on the major cities. With the TV as a backdrop, we finished the meal in silence.
When Clutch stood, I came to my feet. “Here,” I said, reaching for his plate. “I’ll clean up.”
He probably thought I was trying to show him how I could help, and he’d be right. He eyed me for a moment before holding out his plate. “I’ll secure outside. When you’re done, there are a couple plastic jugs I set out. Fill them with water.”
“But you’re out in the country,” I said. “Don’t you have well water?”
“I do,” he said. “But the pumps still need electricity. I have a manual pump outside that will still work if the power goes out, but that’s no reason to not be prepared in case it’s too dangerous to leave the house.”
“Oh.” I headed toward the kitchen and paused. I debated for a moment before asking, “Do you have a phone? I’d like to call my parents. They’re still in Des Moines.”
A flash of sympathy flashed on his face, and he pulled out a cell phone and set it on the side table. “I tried to make a call earlier but couldn’t get through. Phone lines are probably still choked.” The look on my face must’ve bothered him, because he added on, “But go ahead and give it a shot.”
“Thanks.”
He left without another word, and I went about cleaning up. After filling the five-gallon jugs, I sat on the couch and watched the cell phone still resting on the side table. I’d been putting off the call, afraid of having my worst fears confirmed. After cracking my knuckles, I grabbed the phone and punched in my parents’ number.
Call Failed.
Next, I tried to send a text message.
Message failed.
“Damn it,” I muttered, tossing the phone on the cushion next to me and leaning back, covering my eyes.
“No luck?”
I jumped at Clutch’s voice. “Service is still swamped. I’ll try again in the morning.”
He turned away.
“Need help with anything else?” I scanned the room, and my eyes fell on the windows. “I could help you board up the windows.”
He followed my gaze. “I’ll get to those tomorrow. I’m far enough out of town that as long as we keep dark and quiet, we should be okay for tonight. From what I’ve seen, zeds operate with minimal physical acuity. It won’t take much to defend this place against a few who find their way near the house.”
“I can help in the morning,” I offered hopefully. “Many hands make light work, you know.”
He watched me. “Get some sleep, Cash. You’ll need your strength for tomorrow.”
He turned and headed up the stairs. He didn’t say I was staying. But he also didn’t say I was leaving, and I clung onto that tiny splinter of hope.
“Why do you call me Cash?” I asked as I followed him upstairs.
“You were dressed like Johnny Cash when you jumped onto my truck.”
“Oh.” I thought for a moment “I guess I do wear black a lot.” I glanced down at the oversized T-shirt and long johns. “But not always.”
Clutch showed me to the guest bedroom containing only an old dresser and a full-sized bed. No pictures hung on the wall. The bedding was flannel and, though dated, looked enticingly comfortable.
I pulled back the comforter and found myself shoved onto my stomach. Clutch’s weight bore down on me from behind. My face pressed against the mattress. I tried to fend him off, but he managed to pull my arms behind my back, and I heard the zip of a plastic cord as it tightened around my wrists.
“Fucking asshole!” I yelled out, kicking, while he all too easily did the same to my ankles.
“You keep going on like that, Cash,” he murmured from behind me. “We’re going to have zeds from a twenty-mile radius upon us.”
I quieted, kicking at him as he backed away. No matter what he had planned, I refused to go down without a fight. “Asshole,” I muttered.
Clutch pulled the comforter out from under me. I tried to roll off the bed, but he pulled me back and then, surprisingly, covered me with the blankets. He positioned the pillow under my head.
Frowning I looked up at him. “What are you doing?” My voice cracked.
“I don’t want to wake up to find a zed loose in my house,” he said before walking to the door, where he paused. “If you don’t turn, I won’t have to kill you in the morning.”
Then he turned out the light and left me alone in the dark.
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I BOLTED awake at the sound of a thunderous gunshot. My wrists and ankles were free, the plastic ties lying in broken pieces beside me. I jumped to my feet, and every muscle in my body protested. With a wince, I made my way to the window. The sun had not yet peeked above the trees bordering the backyard, but in the glimmer of morning light I caught sight of Clutch dragging a body and disappearing around the side of a smaller shed.
A zed? Someone else?
I scanned for more signs but found nothing. The yard stood empty except for a large vegetable garden that had been tilled for spring planting and three, twenty-foot cylinders of propane sitting side-by-side. Beyond the yard stood acres and acres of woodland, making it impossible to see if there were more intruders out there.
The birds had started singing their morning songs again, which meant my hearing hadn’t been permanently damaged by the shotgun blast yesterday. The birds chirped like the world was peaceful, but they lied. The world was deadly and vicious. And, instead of getting ready for work, I was about to head out and fight for my life.
I rubbed the pink scrapes that marred my wrists where I’d wriggled to pull free last night, but the plastic hadn’t stretched. I wanted to crawl back into bed and pretend that it was Wednesday—not Friday—the day before the world I knew ended. But, I needed an early start if I was going to find a safe place before dark. After a quick stop at the bathroom, I headed downstairs to find Clutch sitting in his recliner, decked out in camos, eating eggs, and watching the news.
“Breakfast is in the kitchen,” he said without taking his eyes off the TV.
I wanted to strangle him for what he’d done to me last night. But while I’d lain in bed, working at my restraints, I’d realized he was protecting himself. To be honest, I would have done the same if I’d been in his place had I thought of it. This whole time I’d been thinking of how bad I had it, never once thinking of how bad he had it. Clutch had allowed two strangers—one infected—into his truck and brought one of those strangers into his home. Before I’d fallen asleep, I’d made the vow to myself to let go any remaining anger.
I’d enough to deal with the way it was.
I stepped into the kitchen to find fried eggs, bacon, and toast already on a plate. After having a huge steak dinner, I was surprised that my stomach was already growling. Then again, running for your life burns a lot more calories than punching keys on a computer.
I took my seat on the couch and dug in while watching some national news channel. The reporter looked ragged, like he hadn’t slept or been home since yesterday. A map of the United States was behind him with red Xs over every major city. The map then expanded to the world, showing parts of Europe and much of Asia in red.
“The infected are considered dead by all medical definitions, but yet they continue to move…and feed,” the reporter said. “For lack of a better term, they are undead. Their bodily functions, such as heart rate and blood pressure are nonexistent. Their blood has congealed and they will not bleed out, which the CDC believes accounts for their stiff gaits.
If you must come into contact with the infected, use extreme caution. Destroying the brain stem is the only known method of killing an infected. Due to lack of blood flow, the brain seems to be their only critical organ. A bullet directly through any other normally vital organ, such as the heart, has proven ineffective. However, they can be incapacitated by decapitation or removal of limbs, but they will continue to pose some risk even incapacitated.
The high fever that sets in before the virus takes over seems to destroy most brain activity, which means they can be outsmarted if you do not panic. The infected are violent and hungry and do not seem to require rest. The CDC believes that their insatiable hunger is caused by the superbug altering the hypothalamus in a way to promote transmission of the virus. While a bite is the fastest way to transmit the virus, any direct contact with infected saliva or blood may lead to infection. Even a small open wound, such as a scratch or blister, carries risk of infection. The CDC does not believe the infection can be transmitted by mosquitoes or through contact with animals bitten by the infected, but that doesn’t rule out the possibility of infection through those means.
We have reason to believe the virus originated from a new biologically engineered pesticide where the cells were coated with silica. When the pesticide was combined with a specific cleaning agent, the cells were shown to mutate.
There is no cure. Infection rate is believed to be at or near one hundred percent. Once infected, the virus will take control of your body, and you will either die or turn violent. This was all the information we received before we lost contact with the CDC.”
Clutch tossed me his cell phone. “Phone service seems to be unclogged,” he said while the reporter started reading off a paper he’d just been handed.
I stared at the phone’s screen and already knew why the phone lines were no longer clogged. There weren’t enough people left to make calls. No one left to go to work or school. Ah, but the schools would be closed today, anyway. “Today’s Good Friday.”
“So?”
I shrugged. “No reason, I guess.” I swallowed and redialed the number I called nearly every day of my adult life. I tried not to think about how my parents could’ve been calling my phone over and over and not getting an answer. And if they hadn’t been trying to call…I tried not to think about that at all.
After the fourth ring, the call went to voicemail. My heart panged.
Hi. You’ve reached the Ryans. We can’t come to the phone right now, but if you leave a message, we’ll return your call as soon as possible.
I took a deep breath and tried to sound cheerful. “Hey, Mom and Dad. I hope you’re okay. I wanted to let you know that I’m out of town and safe. And I’ll see you soon.” I went to hang up, then added, “I love you.”
I also sent a text message to them before I opened my email through the phone’s web browser. Nothing but the usual spam. I sent off a quick email, filling my parents in on where I was and assuring them I was safe. I left out the parts about Melanie and Alan and sleeping tied up the night before.
With that done, I handed the phone back to Clutch. “Thanks.”
He gave me an almost gentle look before he reached behind him and plugged the phone back into its charger.
I thought back to the gunshot this morning. “Any zeds pass through the area yet?”
He paused. “Just one.”
Something in the way he spoke made me look up. “You knew him, didn’t you?”
After a moment, he gave a tight nod.
“Sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.
After that, the news reporter’s voice was the only sound as I finished my breakfast. The military had set up roadblocks and bombed bridges, but I suspected Clutch was right. They were facing a losing battle at containing the zeds.
The reporter ran through a list of every major city considered no longer viable, which was government-speak for saying the military had pulled out and the city had been overrun by zeds. He could’ve saved ten minutes by saying nowhere was safe, because there didn’t seem a city left unaffected in the States. Contact had even been lost with Hawaii and was spotty with Europe and Asia. The northern parts of Canada and Alaska seemed to be the only places still keeping ahead of the outbreak, and I imagined masses of survivors were heading north already.
Clutch got to his feet, and I moved into action, taking his plate and heading into the kitchen to clean up. He disappeared down the hall, reemerging once I’d finished, with knives and guns strapped to his chest, waist, and thighs. Yesterday, I would’ve been terrified. Today, I felt protected. He may be dumping me off, but at least I’d be safe as long as I was still with him.
Which wouldn’t be for much longer.
A sense of doom weighed me down as I laced up my stained Docs, tucking the long johns into the boots. I tied the oversized shirt at my waist so it wouldn’t get in the way in case I had to run.
Coming to full height at over a half-foot above me, Clutch nodded, and I followed him silently out of the house and toward the big rig. Every step I took dripped dread onto my veins. When we reached the truck, he opened the passenger door and climbed up and inside. I waited under the sunshine, leaning against the tin building, while he spent the next several minutes examining the cab. Done, he hopped out and looked me up and down.
My muscles tensed, and I held my breath. Clutch would send me off on my own soon. While I wanted to make sure my parents were safe, I couldn’t imagine how I’d possibly get to them without getting myself killed. I’d barely gotten out of town yesterday. To head back to the city after a day of those things infecting others…I shivered.
“We need to get you gloves if you’re going to help hang boards over the windows. Those hands of yours will get all sliced up otherwise.”
It took me a long moment before his words sank in, and my clenched jaw inched open. Without thinking, I squealed and hugged him. “Thank you!”
I let go about the time he pushed me away.
I held out my hands. “I won’t let you down. I swear it.”
“It’s just for another two days,” he said, holding up two fingers. “As I told you before, I don’t have the supplies to take in an orphan. Then you’ll be on your own. Got it?”
I nodded, hoping, praying that I’d be able to convince him otherwise within two days. “Deal.”
“Okay, Cash,” he drawled. “Let’s get this place secure.”
   
Three days later…

Clutch and I got along just fine. His clothes were huge on me, but it was nothing that an extra hole in one of his tactical belts couldn’t fix. He liked things quiet. When he did talk, he barked out military jargon and acronyms I didn’t know. I felt the nervous need to fill the silence. Even with a bad shoulder, he was a hell of a lot stronger than me. Without caffeine, headaches shortened my temper. When Clutch ran out of chewing tobacco two days ago, he got cranky.
But I never complained. Not once, even though more than once I had to walk away to cool down.
After all, Clutch was the only thing that stood between me and a world full of zeds.
“When the power goes out, we can’t count on the generator. It’s damn fussy and works only some of the time, and when it works it’s noisy as all hell,” Clutch said while we worked on setting up an early warning system around the perimeter. “As soon as we use up the perishables in the freezer, we’re going to have to ration.”
I strung another tin can on the wire. “I’ll start inventorying food and supplies tonight, and I can start planting in the garden in a couple weeks. My mom and I had just picked up supplies for expanding her herb garden last weekend.”
I swallowed a lump, remembering that had been the last time I’d been with my mother. Focusing on surviving kept me busy enough to not dwell on Mom and Dad, but I still thought about them. Often.
“We’ll have to make a run into town for seeds.”
“Oh. Okay.” Until the outbreak, I’d never realized how dependent I’d been on stores for everything. While we could set up the farm for long-term survival, there were some bare essentials, such as seeds, that we needed from town to get us started. Once we had a garden, we could prep our own seeds for next year, though I had a lot to learn.
Not that I could even think of everything I’d yet to learn without stressing. Surviving each day was enough of a struggle. “How about all those bags of seed in your shed? Can we use those?”
“The seed corn and soybeans?”
“Yeah.”
“We can, but we won’t want to depend on them. Seed corn is bland. It doesn’t taste anything like sweet corn, but it would provide some basic nutrition at least. Soybeans are a solid option. But no matter what we plant, we’re going to have to go old school and plant by hand. The tractors and combine make too much noise.”
I nodded in acceptance. Funny thing, before all this, I’d always been the leader with both coworkers and with friends. Now, I found that I could follow just as easily. Strange how quickly people can change.
Clutch’s life before the outbreak had been completely different from mine. He knew his stuff. He’d served two tours in Afghanistan and became a doomsday prepper when the economy turned to shit a few years back. I had complete trust in him, even though I’d known him for only a few days. To be honest, I trusted him more than I had anyone in my life, maybe even more than my parents.
I still couldn’t reach them, though I continued to send them an email every day. The email became my journal, proof that I still existed. I’d never gotten a reply, so I could only hope that they were hunkered down somewhere safe without access to the Internet. I knew it was a weak hope, but I held onto it nonetheless.
The last news channel had gone offline yesterday, leaving nothing on the TV. We’d scanned radio stations every few hours. Nothing was left on FM, and only random updates were sent through AM, and most of those came from folks holed up like us. No one reported anything on Des Moines, and I had to assume that whatever was left of the military had pulled out. Each night, I prayed for my parents’ safety, even though in the pit of my stomach I suspected I’d never see them again.
“That should cover everything for now.” Clutch came to his feet after tying the last wire. “I’m heading out.”
Taken aback, I stood. “What for?”
“The chaos should have settled down enough by now. I need to scout the area to see what we’re up against. And I need to start stocking up our supplies before looters clear out the town.”
“I’ll go with you,” I said right away.
“No.”
“I can stay in the truck and watch for zeds. It can’t hurt to have an extra pair of eyes.”
His lips thinned before he released a drawn-out sigh. “Let’s get you some gear.”
Feeling a surge of anxious excitement, I headed back to the house with Clutch.
“Come on,” he said, and I followed him into the room he’d disappeared to every day. A metal desk sat in the center and a bookcase filled with books, magazines, and boxes covered much of one wall in the small room.
It looked like Clutch had an extensive library of manuals covering the spectrum from survival and first aid to gardening and canning. There was an entire section on organic farming. “Nice library,” I said.
“I like to be prepared.” He pulled out a book and then twisted on something. A loud click sounded, and he pulled the entire bookcase out. Behind it was an even smaller room, lined with metal cabinets and a rack of least a dozen guns, knives, and other weapons.
My jaw dropped. “Holy shit, Clutch. You’ve got a hidden room.”
“Gramps had this room put in way back during the Depression. He’d always said a person needed to be prepared for the worst.” He motioned me to come closer. “Give me your belt.”
I pulled it off, and held up my pants—an old pair of Clutch’s cargos—while he slid a sheath and holster onto the canvas strap.
He handed it back to me. I was still fastening the belt when he held out a knife. “This tanto is yours to keep. It’s a good blade, so take care of it. This should be your go-to weapon in close quarters, especially in dealing with zeds.”
I slid it into a black plastic sheath, which he then snapped shut.
“Have you ever fired a gun?”
“Sure. I had a BB gun when I was a kid.”
He gave me the same exasperated look I’d seen many times over the past few days. “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.” He held up a gun and stepped through the basics of loading the cartridge and firing it. He dumped bullets into my left hand and handed me the pistol in the other.
I looked at the gun in my hand, the gun rack, then at the gun in his holster. “Why’s mine so much smaller than yours?”
“That’s because mine’s a Glock and yours is a .22. Yours is a great starter pistol because it doesn’t have much recoil. Show me you can use it well, and I’ll let you try my 9mm.”
Dropping the extra ammo into a cargo pocket, I repeated everything he’d shown me to make sure I understood.
“We can’t afford to attract attention, so only go for your pistol as a last resort. And whatever you do, don’t fire unless your target is less than eight feet away. Save your bullets. The .22 is a baby and will just piss them off from any distance greater than that.”
“Thanks.” I holstered the gun.
“Be careful. If you’re bit, you’ll turn. There are no second chances out there. Got it?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Let’s go.”
He locked up, grabbed a small backpack of extra gear, and we headed to the shed where his black 4x4 super cab pickup truck waited. He topped off the gas tank at one of two large cylindrical fuel tanks set up behind the shed. We were strapped in and heading down the lane in no time.
Clutch drove slowly down the gravel road, turning left, then left again. He continued until he’d made a full square loop around the house. The next time, he went one road farther out, and repeated the process. He slowed down near each of the three farmhouses we passed but never stopped. I saw no signs of zeds, but I also saw no people. Cattle still grazed in the fields. Everything looked deceptively normal, completely different than how busy Des Moines had been a few days earlier.
“We’ll check each one out later,” he said, moving on. We continued the scouting mission, me watching for zeds and Clutch watching for I-don’t-know-what until we pulled onto a paved road, and he came to stop.
“What if there are people still living there?” I asked.
“Then we leave them be. I’m not taking in any more strays.”
I had thought about that, too. And, though I knew it was selfish, I didn’t want to have another mouth to feed. We had a good thing going, and another person would only throw a wrench into that dynamic. I also felt guilty thinking that way, knowing we were equipped to help others. “At least we’ll know who’s in the area. We only clear out the places that have been abandoned. Mark the others as off-limits.” I thought for a moment. “What now?”
He turned right. “Let’s check out town.”
I swallowed. It had been over three days, but it felt like an hour ago now that we were back on the road. “Are you sure it’s not too dangerous?”
“We have to know what we’re dealing with. Today will be a quick recon. Just to the edge of town. I need to hit two stores before they’re looted…if we’re not too late already.”
We drove for several miles without seeing a single car or zed. Only one house, with its windows boarded, showed signs of survivors. As Clutch didn’t know them, he quickly laid down the law that we’d avoid that particular farm for now.
My anxiety climbed when we passed a sign that read: Fox Hills, 3 miles.
I focused on breathing normally while scanning for zeds.
He stopped the truck at a roadblock. Cars and debris were piled across the road.
“Who do you think did that?” I asked.
“National Guard,” he replied. “I heard it on the CB during the outbreak. When they saw that zeds prefer to stick to flat surfaces, they blocked all the roads to contain the spread as much as they could.”
Clutch pulled the truck into the steep ditch, and I held on, waiting for the truck to tip over. It sure felt close, but once past the roadblock, he climbed back onto the road, nearly getting stuck in the mud at the bottom.
Just on the other side of the roadblock was a sign indicating that we’d just entered Fox Hills’ city limits. It wasn’t a huge town. According to the sign, 5,613 souls lived here. But the idea of 5,613 zeds lumbering around was downright petrifying.
We came to the Wal-Mart first, a new monolith standing alone on the outskirts of town. A couple dozen cars sat in the parking lot like the store was still open, and I wondered where the drivers to those cars were. “I need some things if we’re stopping.”
His brows furrowed. “What do you need?”
“Some clothes that fit would be good. A sports bra.” The lacey bra I’d been wearing was pretty but worthless for the work I’d been doing the last few days. “And…” I bit my lip. “I’m going to need some, uh, feminine products within a couple weeks.”
“I’ll see what we can find,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “You definitely need gear. My clothes are too loose on you. Too easy for a zed to grab. Same with your hair.”
“My hair?” I twirled a handful of the long, silky strands.
“A zed could grab it and pull you down.”
“Oh,” I said quietly, and disappointment flared. “I suppose I could cut it.”
I heard another engine and jerked my head to find the source. A red SUV came tearing around the corner of the Wal-Mart, and one of the cardboard boxes stacked on top tumbled off. As it approached and slowed, I gripped the arm rest. Inside, I could see three occupants. A male driver, a woman in the passenger seat, and a teenage boy leaning forward between the two front seats. Clutch stopped, and they pulled up alongside. The man was favoring his bloody arm, while the woman, who I assumed to be his wife, cried in the seat next to him. She was pale and bleeding profusely from her cheek and neck. Bitten.
“They’re neighbors,” Clutch said before rolling down the window. “Good people. They live a few miles west of me.”
The man leaned against his steering wheel as he rolled down his window.
“Frank,” Clutch said with a slight tilt of his head.
“Clutch,” the man replied, and I cocked my head. Everyone called him Clutch?
Clutch nodded toward the Wal-Mart. “How’s the pickings?”
“I bet there’s plenty in there,” Frank said. “But we just grabbed what we could off the back of a truck behind the building. There are zeds everywhere. Even in the unloading area.”
Clutch nodded. “You bit?”
The other man grimaced, and then looked at his wife and son. “Afraid so. We both are. We needed food and underestimated the bastards. They just never stop.”
My jaw tightened. Clutch and I were about to do the same thing, maybe even to the same store, and I wondered how many zeds were where we were headed.
“Sorry to hear that,” Clutch said before nodding toward the backseat. “And your boy?”
“Jasen’s too fast,” the man replied with a proud smile in his son’s direction. “The zeds can’t get close to him.”
I looked from the teenager to his parents and back again. Wet streaks lined his cheeks, and his eyes were red. Oh, the poor kid knew exactly what was in store for his parents.
“He’s not safe with you, you know,” Clutch said in a low voice.
Frank lowered his head. “I know.” He gave a long look at his wife. “We’re just going to get these supplies home for Jasen before…”
Silence filled the air.
Frank’s wife leaned forward. “Please, Clutch,” she said, sobbing and oblivious to her injury. “Please look after our son. He’s just a boy.”
“I’m not a boy, Mom,” the teenager replied. “I can take care of myself. I’ll be all right.”
Clutch didn’t speak for the longest time. When he did, his words sounded like they were weighted down. “Jase, how about you come on over and climb in my truck.”
Jase’s mother gasped. “Oh, thank you! Jasen’s a good boy. He’s strong and smart and you won’t be sorry. God bless you, Clutch.”
Frank’s face instantly lifted. “You’re a good man. I wish I could—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Clutch interrupted.
“I’m not leaving you guys,” Jasen broke in from the backseat.
“Jasen,” his father said, sounding exhausted. “You’ve got to go.”
“Not until you get sick. The guy on the radio said that he heard that not everyone got sick,” he replied.
“That’s just a rumor, Jase,” his father said.
“Besides, Betsy’s still at home,” Jasen said. “I’m not leaving her locked in the house to starve to death.”
“Betsy?” I asked.
“The dog,” Frank replied with a sigh.
“Your parents are going to get sick, Jase,” Clutch replied. “Soon.”
“I know,” he replied, the words barely above a whisper. “I can’t abandon them now. They need me.”
“Go with Clutch, Jasen,” his mother pleaded to her son. “You’ll be safe.”
“I’m not leaving you like this, Mom.”
Clutch sighed. “We’re burning daylight. The offer stands, Jase. You know where I live. Come on by anytime. I’ll be home in a few hours. Just be careful to not attract any attention.”
Jasen nodded before sinking back into the shadowed seat.
“No, Jasen,” his mother said. “You go with Clutch.”
Clutch rolled up the window and pulled away, and we could hear Jasen’s mother piteous cries for us to stop.
“He’s going to die, staying with them like that,” I said.
“Probably,” Clutch replied. “But it’s his choice. If he left with us, that regret of abandoning his parents would fester and eat him up inside. If he makes it through the day, maybe we’ll see him again.”
“Maybe,” I mused, wondering what it would be like to have to take in a kid. Clutch already complained about the amount of food I ate. A teenage boy could easily eat twice my share. If Clutch suspected there wasn’t enough to go around, would someone have to leave? The thought sat like a rock in my stomach, because I suspected if Clutch had to choose, he’d choose the son of a friend over an unskilled girl he didn’t even know four days ago.
“So everyone calls you Clutch?” I asked, forcing myself to change the subject. “I thought that was just your CB handle.”
“It came from a tractor incident back in grade school,” he replied.
My brows rose. “What happened?”
“Don’t ask.”
I smacked the leather and smirked. “You’re killing me here.”
“Well,” he drawled out. “When I was just learning how to drive the tractor, I hit the gas instead of the brakes, and drove into my dad’s shed.”
I burst out laughing. “I bet your dad wasn’t happy.”
“No. No, he wasn’t.”
I caught a movement that had been nearly hidden by a minivan, and I sobered. “Look,” I said, pointing at the blonde woman coming around the minivan.
Dark stains marred the front of her shirt and her mouth. Her arms, what was left of them, swung limply with each step. Then I saw the boy hobbling behind her, dragging his left leg. He couldn’t have been more than three or four. He was also covered in blood. He followed her like she was his mother, though according to the news, zeds retained minimal cognitive functions, let alone memories.
I shivered at the thought of a kid getting attacked. What kind of monster would go for a kid?
“You can’t think of them as people anymore,” Clutch said, and I found him watching me. “That kid would kill you the first chance he got. Any of them out there would. They’re the enemy. Out here, you either have to kill them or be killed.”
“I know,” I said as Clutch drove past a row of new houses. A garbage can sat at the end of each driveway waiting for a pickup that would never come, a stark reminder that civilization had just stopped. “But knowing it is easier than seeing it.”
“You’d better come to terms with it quick because we’re stopping up here.”
I looked out the window to see Clutch pull up to a row of old brick buildings. He stopped in front of a pharmacy, wedged between a barber shop and a clothing store. The sign overhead read Gedden’s Drug. The store was small and easy to miss. The glass window next to the door was intact. Through it, I could see decently lit aisles, and everything looked quiet and nothing appeared out of place. A Closed sign hung on the glass door, and I hoped they’d locked up before any zeds got inside.
“No telling how many are wandering around outside so we’ll have to be careful,” Clutch said, and I followed his gaze to the end of the block, where another zed limped across the street. Tires squealed, and a truck lurched around the corner, barreling right over the zed. Someone let out a whoop, and the truck tore past us.
Clutch gripped his gun. Neither of us moved until they’d turned another corner.
“Trouble?” I asked.
“Don’t know.” He drove us around the store and down an alley alongside the building to the lower-level back entrance off the street. It only had one door, and it was closed. The small parking lot backed up to the river.
I grimaced. Two cars sat in spaces marked Employee Parking. At least the door to the pharmacy was still intact. “Looks like we may have a couple helpful smiles in the aisles,” I said, nodding toward the cars. “At least it doesn’t look like anyone else has been here yet.”
“Looters think short-term. The idiots will go for things like cash, booze, and electronics. The smarter ones will go for food, drugs, and ammo first. I’m surprised no addicts have hit this store yet for pain killers, so we need to treat this run as our only shot. The more drugs we can load up on now could save our lives when winter hits.”
That’s what I respected about Clutch. He was always thinking ahead. Not just a day ahead, but months and years ahead. Being a prepper, he already had a full year’s supply of food tucked away in his basement. Well, six to eight month’s supply now that he had me hanging around. The basement was lined with shelves, and every shelf was filled with food, water, and supplies.
His need to be prepared started with something he’d seen in the military, but I was thankful for his worst-case-scenario mindset now. “So what’s the plan?”
“I go in and check it out. You keep watch out here. Keep the doors locked and stay low. If that truck comes around again, lay on the horn, and we’ll cut our losses. If everything’s good, when I give you the all-clear, follow me in. Once inside, get to the pharmacy and load up on every antibiotic and any other drug you can find for sickness and injuries. When in doubt, throw it in the cart. What we can’t use ourselves, we can barter with. We won’t be coming back. I’ll hit the aisles for painkillers, Imodium, and other supplies. If anything happens, you run straight to the truck and lock yourself inside. I got a key and can unlock it from the outside. Got it?”
I nodded, though the entire time my mind was locked on the potential for caffeine. Clutch had to be the only trucker in the world who didn’t drink coffee. My life had done a one-eighty, and while I’d fallen into a new routine more easily than I’d expected, my brain hadn’t. It still craved its daily fix, and reminded me with a headache every morning.
Clutch checked the door, and it didn’t open. With the butt of his rifle, he broke the glass, unlocked the door, and disappeared inside.
Silence put every single one of my nerves on edge. I scanned the open lot, watched the door, and then repeated the process. After a couple minutes, my leg started to shake with nervous adrenaline. No zeds showed up in the alley or from another building. After five minutes, I was convinced we’d arrived without being noticed. After five and half minutes, I opened the door and stepped onto the pavement.
Come on, Clutch.
Where are you?
I had taken four steps closer to the building, still looking out for zeds or looters, when the back door opened, and Clutch held up his hand. All-clear.
I closed the distance in a heartbeat. “Any problems?”
“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
I followed him into the building and up the stairs. He hopped over a bundle, and I stopped cold. A body wearing a white lab coat lay crumpled on the steps. The dark gore around its head looked fresh. Even though it had only been days since the zeds came out, I was surprised how quickly I was becoming desensitized to the sight of dead bodies.
I glanced up at Clutch. “Your doing?”
He looked over his shoulder and shot me a quick nod before continuing on. With my teeth clenched tight, I took a cautious step over the body, part of me afraid that it would twist around and bite me in the ankle, just like Alan had been. As soon as I cleared the body, I rushed up the remaining steps to meet up with Clutch at the top.
“I took out two zeds, so the place should be cleared, but be careful. They’re slow, which makes them quiet.” He motioned to the left. “Pharmacy’s that way.”
I nodded and watched Clutch head off in the opposite direction. I nervously edged toward the counter with PHARMACY written in all caps above it. Clutch was counting on me. This was my first chance to show him I could help him in the field. When I approached the pharmacy, another fear hit me as I stared at the rows and rows of drugs. How the hell would I know what to take?
I grabbed two red shopping baskets and jumped over the counter. Nearest to the counter, I recognized a few of the names, such as Prednisone and Amoxicillin, so I assumed that this was where the most common stuff was kept and used my arm to slide everything into the cart. From there, everything looked to be arranged alphabetically, so I just grabbed anything that sounded or looked remotely useful, leaving little behind for the next looters.
When two baskets were overfilled, I climbed back over the counter to track down Clutch. I heard him rustle off to my side. I smiled, turned, and lifted my baskets. “Look what—”
A zed tumbled from the top shelf of the aisle and landed in a heap in front of me. It clumsily climbed to its feet. It still wore a smock with the name LAURA on a pin. A chunk was missing from its neck, but it looked otherwise uninjured. Except for the jaundice and hungry stare fixed on me.
“Clutch!” I dropped the baskets. The zed staggered toward me, and I reached for the knife, but it didn’t budge. I realized it was still snapped into its sheath, and I fidgeted with getting the tanto free. The zed was almost upon me. I instinctively shoved it back. Its mouth snapped at me. I finally pulled the blade free. The tip of another blade suddenly protruded from its mouth, and I stumbled back.
The blade disappeared. The zed collapsed, revealing the man behind it glaring at me.
“You bit?” Clutch asked.
I shook my head.
He picked up at least a dozen shopping bags, sliding them up his arms and shoulders, watching me. “Let’s go.”
Still holding onto the knife, I grabbed the baskets and hustled around the zed.
Clutch moved fast. He was back to the stairs and down the steps by the time I reached him. I’d expected him to head straight to the truck and half expected him to leave me behind. But he stood at the door, waiting for me.
Outside, he checked around and under the truck. He didn’t speak, just opened my door and then climbed in on his side. I dropped the baskets in the backseat and was in the front seat by the time he revved the engine. He tore out of the parking lot and turned in the direction of the farm.
The tension was palpable in the cab.
“She dropped down from the top shelf. She must’ve hidden up there to get away when she was attacked, and stayed until I walked by—”
The steering wheel creaked under Clutch’s grip. I didn’t speak another word the rest of the way back to the farm. Unease roiled through me as he pulled up to the house and slammed on the brakes. I grabbed the baskets, tossing in bottles and boxes that had spilled out on the rough ride back. Once outside, I closed the door and stood for a moment. When I turned and looked at Clutch, he was looking straight ahead, both hands on the wheel.
I knocked on the window.
He moved, and the window rolled down.
“I messed up,” I said. “You told me to be careful and I wasn’t. You told me to run, and I didn’t. I should’ve been ready.”
“No, Cash,” Clutch graveled out. “I was the one who messed up. I knew you weren’t ready, but I let you come along. You’re not ready, and you’ll never be ready.”
And then he drove off, leaving me standing under quiet, gray clouds.
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CLUTCH DIDN’T RETURN to the farm.
I paced the yard for over an hour, checking traps and alarms, waiting for him. At first, I’d been afraid that he’d send me packing and I’d be on my own. But then my fear morphed into something much more useful.
Anger.
I wasn’t mad at Clutch.
He’d been right all along.
I was mad at myself for not being stronger, for not being prepared. Even if he let me stay, I had to be able to depend on myself to get out of trouble, and right now I couldn’t.
I headed straight back to the house, grabbed the kitchen shears, and walked upstairs. I put the garbage can in the bathroom sink. I stared in the mirror for a long second. Then I sucked in a deep breath, lifted the shears, and chopped off a twenty-four-inch chunk of hair.
Then, I cut a second chunk.
I cut until there was nothing left to cut.
It had taken me years to grow my hair to the length it’d been. I’d always considered it my best feature. Yet, now, without all that hair, my head felt light and free. Empowering. After running a hand through the dark stubble, I nodded to myself and headed back outside.
I marched to the smallest tin shed for supplies before picking out a solid tree in the middle of the open backyard and sprayed the outline of a zed on its trunk. Then I hammered the sandbag I’d stuffed with rags about where a head would go.
I took out my knife and put everything I had in my swing, completely missing the bag and impaling the tree instead.
“Damn it,” I muttered, examining the tanto blade to make sure I hadn’t damaged it. Taking a deep breath, I focused on the bag and swung very slowly, this time hitting the bag nearly dead center.
I’d never had any kind of training with weapons except for pepper spray, so it was improv based on what I’d seen on TV and what I knew about zeds. Slashing would be a waste of energy since to kill a zed its brain had to be destroyed. I knew better than to throw the knife because, if I threw my knife, I’d no longer have it to take down the next zed lurking around the corner. I had neither the strength nor the weapon to decapitate. And so I focused on stabbing.
I spent the next five hours trying to figure out how to kill a zed using nothing but my knife. I grunted as I thrust and stabbed at the bag, the entire time Clutch’s words you’re not ready echoed in my ears. But he was wrong about one thing.
“I will be ready.” I said out loud before every strike.
The poor tree suffered. I missed the bag as often as I hit it. I almost sliced myself wide open once. After that, I became more conscious of every movement. With short breaks to rehydrate, another two hours of stabbing, with sweat drenching my skin, I finally discovered my rhythm. Stabbing became a semi-natural extension of my body, though I knew I’d be foolish to assume I was an expert yet. The tree didn’t move or bite.
Zeds were a different story.
An engine rumbled in the distance. I sheathed my blade, grabbed the canteen, and took a long drink of water before setting off toward the house to meet Clutch at the driveway. As the engine noise grew louder, I slowed. Whatever was coming down the drive wasn’t nearly as hearty sounding as Clutch’s throaty truck.
Setting down the canteen, I pulled out my pistol and moved cautiously toward the drive. A familiar red SUV emerged from the tree line. Several boxes were still on top, and it looked like the back was piled full of clothes and bags. The SUV stopped abruptly in front of the house, and two boxes tumbled onto the ground. I warily holstered the .22 when I saw the driver.
He didn’t look so good.
Frank’s teenage son sat, shoulders slumped, with both hands gripping the wheel. The kid stared at the house. He was covered in blood, though most of it was crimson, not thick and brown like that of zeds. The painful realization hit me that, with Clutch gone, the responsibility fell on me to prevent the kid from turning.
I waited. After a moment, he wiped his eyes and then opened the door and stepped out. He was a tall kid for his age, about the same height as Clutch. But, where Clutch was filled out with muscle, Frank’s lanky son was still very much a boy.
“You’re Jase, right?” I asked. “Call me….” I’d first thought to give him my real name but realized that Mia Ryan no longer existed. Who I’d been died four days ago during the outbreak. “Call me Cash.”
He held out his bloodied hand, noticed it, and pulled it back. He simply nodded instead. “Where’s Clutch?” he asked.
“He’ll be back later.” I took in a deep breath before speaking my next words. “I hate to ask this, but I have to.” I paused. “Are you bit?”
He looked down and shook his head. “No,” he croaked, and he cleared his throat. “I’m not bit.”
“That’s a lot of blood for not being bit,” I countered.
He shook his head harder this time. “It’s Betsy’s.” His voice cracked again, and he glanced back in the truck, running a filthy hand through already mussed sandy blond hair.
The poor kid looked like he was about to break. I wanted to make Jase take off his shirt to prove he hadn’t been bitten, but instead I kept one hand near my pistol and put the other hand on his shoulder. “Well, let’s get you cleaned up then.”
He wiped his nose and then nodded, taking a few steps with me toward the house. Then he stopped and pulled away. “Wait. I can’t leave Betsy…”
Frowning, I watched as he went around to the other side of the SUV. He returned, carrying what looked to be a small collie. Much of the fur on her back was matted with blood, and her eyes were glazed over. Whenever Jase moved, she whimpered.
I grimaced. Betsy looked in bad shape. With the amount of blood on her fur and covering Jase’s shirt, I doubted even a vet could help.
When we reached the house, I didn’t open the door. “Listen, Jase. You know how contagious zed blood is. You and Betsy can come into the mudroom, but you can’t come inside, not until you’re both cleaned up and in the clear. Got it?”
Jase nodded and sniffled again.
“All right.” I opened the door and he stepped inside, cradling the dog to his chest.
Inside the mudroom, I rummaged through the cabinets until I found where Clutch kept his rags and cleaning towels. I grabbed the thickest one in the pile and made a nest on the floor. Jase carefully set Betsy down on the towel, but she still yelped at the movement, her back legs kicking out. He collapsed next to her, keeping a hand on her, and making small cooing sounds.
I left them, locking the door behind me. It took some time, but I found a disposable plastic bowl that would work. I returned to Jase a few minutes later to find him petting Betsy. The motions seemed as soothing to him as it was for the dog. I set down the plastic bowl full of water near Betsy, but I doubted she’d drink. Her eyes had closed, her breathing labored.
I put a glass of water on a shelf near Jase before taking a seat across from them. The news had said that dogs didn’t turn, that bites were simply fatal, but I kept a close watch on both the collie and the teen, anyway. I’d left the .22 in its holster but had it ready.
“Mom turned first,” Jase said softly. “Dad told me to leave the room, but I stayed and watched. He shot her. Right in the head. He had to shoot her twice before she quit moving. God, the blood…” He sucked in a breath. “Then Dad, he turned the rifle on himself, but he just couldn’t do it.” He rested his head on the wall behind him. “We’re Catholic, ya know. He couldn’t do it. He shot Mom because it wasn’t murder since zeds don’t have souls. But he had to be able to get back to Mom.”
I stayed silent. I didn’t voice my thought that Frank had been selfish. No boy should be asked to kill his own father.
As Jase spoke, his voice became stronger. “So he handed the rifle to me. He hated himself for it. I could tell. But I didn’t mind. He was my dad, ya know? He raised me good.” His voice cracked and it took him a couple breaths to continue. “It was my turn to take care of him. But, then he started to turn…and then I…”
He looked at me then. “I couldn’t do it. When he looked at me, I thought that he was still in there, somewhere, but then he came at me. I stumbled back and tripped. Dad—no, he wasn’t Dad anymore—when he growled at me, I knew he was gone.”
Jase’s gaze went to the collie, her breaths had become weak and shallow. “Betsy was yapping, and then she jumped at him. Can you imagine a twenty-three pound fur ball flying through the air?” He chuckled, and then put his head in his lap. “He picked her up, just like he did every day to let her kiss him. Except this time, he bit into her. God,” he cried out. “He just kept biting and biting. Betsy was crying out so loud. I raised the rifle and started shooting. I shot at him until the mag was empty, but he didn’t even slow down. So I ran at him. I used the butt of the rifle to nail him in the head. I don’t know how many times I hit him before he finally let her go.”
Jase sighed. When he spoke again, the words were just a whisper. “At least Dad’s with Mom now.”
I found my lip trembling. “I’m sorry about your parents.”
“It’s my fault. If I’d shot him when I should have, Betsy wouldn’t have been bitten. She’d be fine now. She jumped in to save me. It’s my fault.”
“No,” I scolded. “We all make our own choices. You waited because you loved him. Betsy attacked because she loved you. Don’t drown out her bravery with your regret. Honor her by holding memories of her bravery.”
He sniffled and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, Betsy Baby.”
The dog showed no reaction, and Jase leaned forward and hugged onto her.
My vision blurred, and I looked away, while the boy said good-bye to his dog.
After several minutes, when I was confident that Betsy wasn’t coming back, I climbed to my feet and stepped outside to give the kid space. From inside, I could hear Jase sobbing.
I walked out to the small shed, grabbed a shovel, and picked out a patch of grass under a shade tree. It took me over forty minutes to dig a hole that would hold a twenty-three pound bundle.
By the time I returned, I was pleasantly surprised to discover a boy, not a zed. Jase’s face was red and blotchy, but he’d stopped crying. His hand rested on Betsy. His eyes held a faraway look that I’d seen in Clutch’s gaze every now and then. It was a look of someone who’d been to hell and didn’t get out in one piece.
Something tugged Jase back, because his eyes slowly focused on me. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it.
“I have a nice spot picked out back,” I said, breaking the silence.
With thin lips, he carefully wrapped the collie into the towel and followed me. He clutched his precious package against him and kissed her before setting her down gently in the center of the hole. I intentionally moved slowly and dropped the first shovel of dirt carefully onto the bloodied towel. Jase clasped his hands together and his lips moved as he recited prayers.
“I didn’t bury them,” he said aloud. “Mom and Dad. I-I couldn’t do it.”
I paused. “I’ll see that they get a proper burial.”
He swallowed visibly, and then nodded.
I went back to shoveling. The hole filled in quickly, until a small mound of black soil was all that remained of Betsy. Leaning on the shovel, I looked at Jase. He was clearly exhausted. The poor kid should be at school, hanging with his friends, not burying his family. We had about an hour before the sunset. “I’m going to get started on dinner,” I said. “Take all the time you need.”
With that, I left Jase to mourn. If he hadn’t turned yet, I figured the odds were low that he would. I returned the shovel to the shed, and headed back inside, locking the front door behind me, just to play it safe. Jase knocked just a few minutes later. I grabbed a garbage bag and went out to meet him. He’d already kicked off his tennis shoes. I held open the bag. “Anything with blood on it goes. Leave the shoes outside.” Though I had my doubts, I added, “We’ll see if we can scrub them clean tomorrow.”
“I packed clothes. They’re still outside,” Jase said in a daze.
“You can grab them in the morning,” I said, still holding out the bag.
In went his T-shirt, then his jeans and socks, and I looked him over for bites. Other than some bruises and a few scratches, he looked unharmed. But the scratches worried me.
When he went to pull his boxers off, I stopped him. “If there’s no blood on them, toss them into the washer in the mudroom on your way in. The shower is on the second floor. I’ll grab some clothes for you, and set them outside the bathroom door for you.”
“Thanks, Cash,” he said and I moved to let him in.
“And be sure to scrub good and hard.” After a moment, it hit me that I’d just echoed words Clutch had told me the first night.
While Jase showered, I set three steaks under the broiler, skipping the sides. I was simply too hungry and too tired to go to the effort. I jogged upstairs and stopped outside Clutch’s bedroom door. I reached for the handle but paused. I’d never been in there, and it felt almost like I’d breach some unspoken rule by stepping inside.
Instead, I turned and headed into my room and grabbed a pair of long johns and a T-shirt from my pile. They’d fit Jase better than they fit me and would get him through the night. Dropping the clothes at the bathroom door, I hustled back downstairs and finished cooking the steaks.
I wrapped Clutch’s steak in tinfoil and set it in the refrigerator. Each of the remaining steaks went on a plate. Just like Clutch had done, I drizzled steak sauce over each steak and grabbed a bag of potato chips.
Jase came down the stairs. “I’m not very hungry tonight.”
I dumped some chips on both plates, and handed him a plate. “Eat. You need to keep your energy up.”
He followed me like a lost puppy into the living room, much like I’d felt four days earlier. I took an edge of the couch and motioned for Jase to sit. I wolfed my steak down while he pecked at his. After cleaning off my plate, I grabbed a beer. I’d almost grabbed two but changed my mind and poured a glass of water instead for Jase. After a quick stop in Clutch’s office for something I’d need later, I scanned through the TV and radio stations but came across nothing but static.
Clutch had left his phone at home, and I sent an email to my parents. Even though I suspected no one was left to read them, I kept writing them. I needed to send the email as much as I hoped my parents read them. By the time I sent the email, Jase had finished his dinner. He looked out of place, and I wondered if I’d looked that insecure when Clutch took me in. “Let’s get you to bed,” I said, coming to my feet.
That it wasn’t yet nine and Jase didn’t object was a clear sign the kid was beat. He followed me up to my room. Instead of turning on the light, I said, “Now that the sun has set, don’t use lights upstairs. We don’t have the windows upstairs boarded, and the light is too easy to see from a distance.”
“Okay,” Jase said as he felt out the dark room.
Even though he didn’t act sick, I knew what I needed to do. I pulled out the zip ties I’d picked up in the office. “Listen, Jase…”
He turned around, noticed the plastic. His eyes widened and he took a step back.
I sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to do this, but it’s a necessary precaution until we have this whole zed virus figured out. If you turn, and I’m asleep, well, you see what I’m saying. We both know you’re bigger and probably stronger than me. If you fight, I won’t be able to get these on you. So I’m asking you…please let me tie your ankles and wrists. It’s only for tonight and it’s just a minor discomfort. Come morning, if you’re healthy, the ties will come off. Will you do that for me, Jase?”
After a moment, he nodded and then took small steps toward me. He gave me his back, and I strung the restraint around his wrists, careful to not make them too tight but making sure they would do the trick. I went to the bed and pulled back the blankets. Jase laid down in an almost robotic manner, and I pulled the strap around his ankles.
Stepping back, I tried to smile. “I know it’s not comfortable, but it’s only for one night. Try not to think about it.”
“It’s okay,” he said, rolling to his side. “I get it.”
I patted his back. “You’re a good kid, Jase.”
“I’m not a kid,” he muttered.
Sadness pricked at my heart. “No, you’re not.” Not after today.
I locked his door, and headed downstairs. I cleaned the mudroom and headed back inside, leaving the SUV and everything inside for tomorrow. At eleven, after a hot shower, I locked the door, figuring I’d hear Clutch drive in. I curled up on the sofa and passed out within seconds.
I was dreaming of cans rattling when something niggled at my subconscious, a warning percolating to the surface.
Cans rattling…
I shot awake.
The sound of tin banging against tin continued. I jumped up from the sofa and grabbed my belt with the .22 and knife strapped on and was ready to go. That the cans still rattled was an ominous sign that a shitload of zeds was passing through.
Once I pinpointed the direction the sound was coming from, I opened the window. From the outside, the window was completely covered by wood two-by-sixes, except for small sniper holes covered by plywood sliders.
With a clear night sky and a full moon, the yard was brighter than the living room, and I sighed in relief. Only one adult zed. It was hard to make out any more details in the dark at this distance. Sure enough, the dumb bastard had snagged the tripwire and was now dragging a line of cans as it lumbered across the yard.
I don’t know if zeds retained some hint of humanity and they sought out houses or if it was a predatory instinct. Whatever it was had the zed heading straight toward the house as it sniffed at the air. I scanned the yard for more, but saw no others.
I glanced at the .22 in my hand. My heart hammered a warning: don’t go out there.
I headed into Clutch’s gun room and used only a flashlight to not screw with my night vision. I shone the light over the guns, settling on a cluster of hunting-style rifles and shotguns that looked less complicated than the black military-style rifles. I grabbed the rifle in the middle that looked the most straightforward but also big enough to get the job done.
Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I checked the weapon, burning precious time since I really had no idea what I was doing. Once I verified that its magazine was loaded, I turned off the light and headed back to the window.
Careful to be silent, I slid the barrel through the sniper hole and took aim. The zed was less than a hundred feet away and lumbering through an open area, spotlighted by the moon.
I pulled the trigger.
Nothing. Not even a click.
Mentally cursing, I pulled the rifle back and looked at it. Stupid safety. I slid the black switch and aimed again. My first shot clipped the zed’s neck and nearly knocked it down, but it kept coming. The recoil kicked my collarbone, sending white pain shooting through my shoulder. It took me a moment to fix my aim.
“Cash?” Jase called out from upstairs.
“Just a zed passing through,” I said. “Go back to sleep, Jase.”
I took a deep breath. The second shot took out the zed.
Silence filled the night.
My collarbone pulsed from the recoil.
I knelt against the window, watching, waiting for more zeds to show up at the sound of the shots.
After my knees hurt and my tired eyes could no longer focus, I closed the sniper hole, switched the safety back on, and collapsed on the sofa.
My grip on the rifle never relaxed as I faded off to sleep.
   
I awoke the next morning to find Clutch watching me. He was in his recliner, eating steak sandwiched between two biscuits. He was wearing the same clothes from yesterday, and he looked utterly exhausted.
“You cut your hair,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.
I sat up and ruffled my hair, and found that it was sticking up everywhere. After a couple attempts at trying to tamp it down, I gave up. “Your warning system works,” I said. “A zed snagged on it last night.”
Clutch nodded like he’d already seen the corpse. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” I reached for the rifle but realized it was gone. I glanced around, but it was nowhere in sight. I paused and remembered the most important thing. “Jase is staying with us now.”
“I know,” he replied with his mouth full. “I saw the SUV outside.”
I came to my feet. “I should go check on him.”
Clutch swallowed. “Already did. He’s not sick, so I cut him loose, and he’s out cold.”
I let out a deep breath and closed my eyes. “Thank God.”
“You did good.”
I swallowed and faced Clutch. “About yesterday, I’m sorry. I—”
“Do we have any eggs left?” he cut in, coming to his feet. He stretched his back, and his joints cracked and popped.
I frowned. “Yeah, I think so. Why?”
“I’m hungry. If you wouldn’t mind cooking up a couple for me, that’d be great.”
I thought about pressing Clutch to talk more, but then I simply replied with a “sure” and headed for the kitchen to fry up several of our last dozen eggs. I stood there, thinking about Clutch. He was the sort to shove things deep down. If he didn’t want to talk about something, it was impressive how quickly he could change the subject. I imagined he’d done that his whole life. I already knew about the bad dreams—I heard the muffled sounds and curses he let out in his sleep. Twice I’d stopped outside his closed bedroom door. Once I touched the handle. But I hadn’t entered. Not yet, anyway.
I slid eggs on each plate, and I paused by the mudroom. Inside the door was a pile of military and hunting gear. Lots of OD—olive drab—with tags still attached.
I headed back to the living room and handed a plate to Clutch. He glanced up with his bloodshot eyes.
“Where’d you find all the military stuff?” I asked, taking my seat.
“There’s a surplus store in town, and it hadn’t been hit yet.”
I raised a brow. “I figured that would be a hot place for looters.”
“Me, too. Surprisingly, it wasn’t even locked. Most of its gear was still there.”
“Any zeds?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
The room was quiet, except for the clanging of forks on plates.
“You were right yesterday,” I said quietly.
Clutch paused for a second before taking another bite.
“You’re right,” I said louder. “I’m not ready yet. But I will be. I swear it. The way I see it, there’s two types of people left in this world: survivors and victims. And I sure as hell plan on being a survivor. All I ask is that you give me a chance.”
He gave a hint of a smile, but the dark circles under his eyes overshadowed any other expression.
“Why don’t you get some sleep,” I offered. “I can work on whatever you need today. Once Jase is up, I can start getting him up to speed.”
We sat in silence for a moment, before he nodded. “Move everything from the back of the truck to the office and sort it. I grabbed whatever shit I could, but there’s got to be a lot more to grab at the surplus warehouse out of town.”
“You bet,” I answered, popping to my feet.
He nodded, rubbed his stubble, and then stood and moved slowly and stiffly up the stairs. He paused. “Be careful out there, Cash. Zeds will start drifting through these parts in bigger numbers soon. I saw three on this road yesterday.”
“I’ll keep on the look-out.”
Ten minutes later, I had rubber gloves on and checked out the SUV, while keeping a constant watch for zeds. Fortunately, the vehicle had leather seats, making it easier to clean. Jase had put Betsy on the passenger floor mat, so I threw it out. After scrubbing down everything with bleach and disinfectant, I grabbed a wheelbarrow and went to the backyard to where I’d killed the zed last night.
With most of his head gone, it was impossible to tell its age, but by the filthy coveralls and flannel shirt, I’d guessed it had been a nearby farmer. Spring winds buffeted me today, but at least the zed was downwind so I didn’t have to smell its rankness. After dumping the body into the fire pit and tossing the rubber gloves on top, I poured some gasoline over the corpse and felt pride when I tossed the lit match. I hadn’t freaked out. I’d protected the house. For the first time since this cluster fuck started, I felt like I had a shot at surviving in this new world.
I ran a hand through my short hair. Already I was glad I’d cut it, for more reasons than to eliminate the risk of zeds grabbing at it. The winds would’ve turned it into a snarled mess by now, and I no longer had to deal with the hassle of hair in my eyes.
After the fire charred the zed, I cleaned out the SUV, dumping everything into the mudroom. From there, I headed to the truck. When Clutch said he’d loaded up everything he could, he wasn’t exaggerating. Both the bed and backseat were piled full of tan, green, and black gear.
It bothered me that he had put himself in danger. He had gone on a looting run, with no lookout, no backup, because he couldn’t count on me. Never again.
On my tenth or so trip, Jase joined me. He was still wearing the long johns and T-shirt from last night. He was moving slowly, looking around like a lost lamb. He’d pulled out a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from a bag I’d carried in from his SUV.
“Hold up,” I called out and closed the distance and handed him the armful of duffels and other things. “Take this to the office. It’s past the kitchen and to your right. Then, once you change into your clothes, help me unload the rest of the truck.”
“My shoes—”
“Are now melted rubber,” I said. “Go through the gear in the office. There might be some boots to fit you. Otherwise, we’ll grab shoes from your house.”
At the mention of his house, his face fell. Jase was quite a bit taller than me, but in his face, he was still a boy, a boy who’d seen far too much. I hadn’t really thought about how bad he’d had it since yesterday. I grabbed the armful back from him and set it on top of a box. “Let me see your wrists.”
He held them out. There were some faint pink lines, but it was obvious he hadn’t struggled.
“I’m sorry about having to do that. You know that, right?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I know.”
“Did you have breakfast yet?”
He shrugged.
I cocked my head. “What did you have?”
He jutted out his chin. “I had some chips.”
I rolled my eyes. “C’mon. I’ll make you something. You’re going to need your energy. I plan to keep you busy.”
He muttered something but obeyed. I washed up and cooked up the rest of the eggs and toast. It was already ten in the morning. I figured it would get him through until lunch at least. “Clutch was out all night and is sleeping in, so keep it down. Once you change clothes, you can help me finish unloading.”
He slid the eggs between the slices of toast and squeezed the sandwich together. “Sure thing, Cash.”
I ruffled his hair, and he wrinkled his nose.
I smiled. “I think we’ll get along all right.”
Several dozen trips later, Jase and I had filled the small space of the office with surplus gear and had sorted out the groceries, toilet paper, and other odds and ends from the SUV.
We spent the next two hours quietly sorting all the gear into piles. Clothing by size, bags by type, cots, and everything else in piles of similar items. I even made a pile of my own stuff. Cargo pants with large pockets, button-down camo shirts made of not-so-soft hearty canvas, black sports bras, olive drab tank tops, a heavy-duty rain jacket, a thick winter coat, a tactical belt, and two pair of boots. My old Doc Martens had held up great so far, but the abuse was already starting to show.
I changed in the mudroom. It felt good to wear something in my size. The knife and gun sat more comfortably against my waist on the smaller belt. For the first time in a long time, I felt a genuine smile.
I went back to find Jase, and he started chuckling. “You look like G. I. Jane.”
“Looks who’s talking. You look pretty badass yourself. OD looks good on you.” He’d already changed out of his clothes and into fatigues, changing his look from high schooler to soldier in the blink of an eye. He still had a youthful face, but the clothes infused him with confidence that I hadn’t seen this morning.
“Dad always thought I’d join the ROTC,” he said, and the smile dropped from his face. His next words were barely a whisper. “I-I don’t think I can go back there.”
I sobered. “Clutch and I will take care of it. Let me know anything else you want from your house, and I’ll see that we pick it up.”
After a stalled silence, he mumbled, “Thanks.”
I motioned him up. “Let’s grab some fresh air.”
Jase followed me outside. It wasn’t yet time for lunch, so we walked the perimeter, checking Clutch’s simple yet effective early-warning systems.
“You’re lucky you found Clutch,” Jase said as we walked.
“It wasn’t just luck,” I replied.
“What do you mean?”
I kneeled, checking a tripwire. When I stood, I faced Jase. “My mom always hated that I didn’t go to church.” I smiled, remembering how she scolded me. Then I sobered. “I was never what you call a true believer so once I moved into my own place, I quit going through the motions. I don’t know why I’m still here when so many good people aren’t, but I think there had to be something more at play than just luck when Clutch pulled up and took me in when I needed help the most.”
“You’re saying it’s a miracle or destiny or something like that why Clutch saved you?”
“Is that any different than luck?” I scanned the yard one more time and then headed over to my tree.
I pulled out my blade and began practicing. Jase sat off to the side, watching me but more often watching the mound of dirt a couple trees down. There was nothing I could say. He needed time, and I hoped that with time, he’d heal.
“Can I get weapons, too?” he asked while I stabbed.
“Ask Clutch,” I replied. I’d give him weapons if I could, but it wasn’t my place. Every weapon here belonged to Clutch, except for the two he’d given me. If and how he distributed his weapons was up to him. “Now, keep an eye out for zeds.”
The rhythm came easier today, like my body remembered the motions from last night. Muscles in my biceps and thighs reminded me that I needed to get in better shape. And I worked at doing exactly that.
After about an hour into my workout, I had to tape up the sandbag because it’d been thoroughly shredded. With the bag wrapped in silver, I went back at it.
“Put your left leg forward a bit more. You’ll be less likely to be knocked off balance.”
I jumped to find Clutch behind me. He’d shaved and had changed clothes, though he wore as many guns and knives as usual.
I turned back to the tree and spread out my feet. After a few awkward stabs, the wider stance put more strength into each thrust.
Jase clapped. “Looking good, Cash.”
“Now come at me,” Clutch said.
My eyes widened, and I held up the tanto. “With a knife?”
He chuckled. “I’ve been watching you. I’m not worried.”
My attack was hesitant, and he scowled. “Damn it, Cash. You can do better than that.”
My next attack wasn’t much better, but as I got more and more aggressive, Clutch had to work at avoiding me.
“Better,” he said. “But you need to remember that evasion should always be your first choice. If you’re forced into an attack, defensive maneuvers are more important than taking the offensive. Zeds will come at you with their teeth and hands. Looters and common criminals will be worse because they can think and use weapons.”
The next time I attacked, Clutch swung out, and I barely jumped out of the way in time. I was thrown off balance, and he knocked me down with a kick from behind.
“You’re relying too much on your weapon. Put it away, and focus on your body. You need to be able to protect yourself using just your hands and whatever is readily available.”
I sheathed the blade and spent the next hour alternating between getting my ass handed to me and watching Jase get his ass handed to him by a seasoned military vet. I was on the ground more than I was on my feet. Clutch was relentless. Once, I nearly got the upper hand with a self-defense kick to his knee, but he jumped back before my foot connected. In return, I got a well-placed hit to my solar plexus.
I collapsed to the ground next to Jase and sucked in air.
Clutch took a seat on the grass next to us and rubbed his shoulder. “Tomorrow we’ll head a few miles out and practice shooting.”
“I can shoot,” Jase quickly offered up.
“What’s your weapon?” Clutch countered.
“I’m a decent shot with a rifle. I’ve hunted both deer and ducks before.”
“Well then, we’ll see what you can do,” Clutch said.
I laid back on the soft grass, staring up at the clouds. Lying there, I realized that even though Clutch was no longer on active duty, he’d never really left the military. He was a Ranger—he had to be one of the best in my mind—and I think that was how he defined himself. Though I suspected his nightmares came from the tours he’d served. Driving the truck, farming, those were just jobs. Clutch was a soldier. He worked out every day as though he were still in the military. And now he expected the same from Jase and me.
Every part of me felt bruised, while Clutch wasn’t even breathing heavily, though I knew his joints ached at the end of each long day. Cracking my neck, I glanced at Clutch who was cleaning his nails with his knife. I noticed his nose had a bump from where it had been broken.
Under his gruff exterior, I could tell he was fiercely protective of me and now Jase. Clutch would’ve made a great father, that was, if he could’ve tamed his militant ways. Then I realized, for all I knew, he was a father. “You have any kids? A wife? Girlfriend, maybe?”
The knife paused, and he looked at me. “Why?”
I shrugged. “Just curious.”
“Clutch had a hottie around for a while,” Jase chimed in. “I saw you two in town a few times. She was blonde, curvy, and…” he whistled.
After a minute, Clutch sighed. “I never found someone I wanted to settle down with.”
A wide grin spread over my face. “See? Sharing isn’t so hard now, is it?”
He smirked before looking up to the sky. “Looks like a storm will be rolling in later.” He pulled himself up, held out a hand, and helped me to my feet. “Not too many folks know about the warehouse for Doyle’s military surplus store, but someone will come across it soon enough. It’s too close to Camp Fox for it to be missed. I want to get a truckload or two while we still can.” He glanced at Jase and me for a moment. “I could use a lookout.”
My brows rose with hope. “I’m in.”
He turned to Jase. “Think you can hold down the fort?”
Jase jumped to his feet. “You can count on me, sir.”
“I’d better show you what to do in case anyone or thing shows up.” They started to head off, and Clutch paused, turning to me. “Meet at the truck in fifteen.”
“Wilco,” I replied with a grin and a salute. Knowing this was my second chance, I took off at a jog to get ready.
Fifteen minutes later, I leaned against Clutch’s truck, holding on to a two-foot-long bolt cutter. When Clutch appeared with weapons and the backpack he always carried, I nodded toward the house. “Do you think he’ll be okay?”
“Kids are resilient. Give it time. He’ll get there.”
We climbed in and headed down a different gravel road than we’d driven down the day before. Fields of black, waiting to be planted, went on for miles and miles.
“Where’s this surplus warehouse?”
“It’s southeast of town. At an old farmers’ co-op,” he replied.
We drove along for a while, past several farmhouses. I saw only one zed wandering in the fields, but I think I saw another one standing at the window inside one of the houses we passed.
The winds had started to pick up, almost whistling through the truck. Then I saw something. “Wait,” I said.
Clutch slowed. “What is it?”
I pointed to the big galvanized corn bins. “I thought I saw someone.”
“Zed?”
I shook my head. “A woman, I think. She was running too fast, but she must be running from something.”
Neither of us missed the two men sprinting toward the bins next, also far too fast to be lumbering zeds.
Clutch’s jaw clenched. “Sonofabitch.”
A woman’s scream pierced the air, and I gasped, cranking my neck to try to see anything.
“Fuck.” He yanked the truck into the driveway, throwing me against the door. He reached for the shotgun. “Stay here and stay low. Whatever you hear, do not let yourself be seen.”
“Okay,” I said, frowning.
“Is the safety off the .22?”
I pulled out the pistol and checked. “Yes.” I also unsnapped my knife’s sheath.
“Stay out of sight.” He gave me one last look and then jumped out of the truck and flattened against the side of the bin.
I moved the seat back as far as it could go and crouched on the floor, holding the gun in one hand, and the bolt cutter in the other. The driver’s window faced the bin, but from my low vantage point, all I could see was metal and sky.
Shouts and gunfire erupted, and I tried to make myself invisible. Then…silence.
A minute later, Clutch opened the door and I jumped up. “What happened?”
“I took down both tangos, and I’m going to check out the other buildings in case they weren’t alone. Stay put.”
“And the woman?”
He grimaced, and then slammed the door.
I retook my position on the floor and waited. Was she dead? Whatever it was couldn’t have been good because Clutch had looked enraged. I wanted to go check on the woman, to see if I could help, but I didn’t want to break my word to Clutch even more.
After three minutes ticked by, my muscles began to cramp. The door snapped open behind me, and before I could turn, an arm wrapped around my neck and yanked me from the truck. I tried to yell out but couldn’t breathe. I struggled but was only pulled harder against my assailant.
“Well, well, well. What do we have here,” an unfamiliar male voice whispered in my ear. His breath reeked of booze and his body stank of sweat.
I swung the bolt cutter behind me, and he cursed. His grip relaxed enough so I could suck in air. I twisted around and swung again. But, this time he was ready. He caught the bolt cutter and wrenched it from my hand. I went to punch him, but he grabbed my wrist and jerked me tight against him as though we were slow dancing. He chuckled. Shivers covered my skin. The winds howled around us.
I looked up into the face of a man with a half-grown beard and greasy hair. He pulled me even tighter against him while he licked my cheek, and I winced. “Oh, we’re going to have fun, you and me.”
He threw me to the ground and fell on top of me. My face was shoved into the dirt. Panic blurred my vision. He was too busy grabbing at my pants to notice that I still had the pistol. I couldn’t get onto my back, but when he yanked on my cargos, I was able to aim it under my armpit. I fired, and he cursed, jumping back. “Wha?!”
I spun onto my back and fired three more shots. The first shot had only startled him. My next three hit him solidly in the chest and stomach. It was different than in the movies. There was no blood spray, only three red dots growing on his shirt. He looked down and frowned as though he hadn’t felt any pain.
He looked up and his face turned red. “Fucking bitch!” he yelled, spittle flying from his mouth. He tackled me, punching me in the face, and—blinded by white and black stars—I pummeled his head with the gun handle. I kept pounding his temple until he fell lax. With a grunt, I kicked him off me.
I pulled myself up into a sitting position, gasping and spitting blood, unable to see through the stars. Every inch of my face hurt. He’d very nearly knocked me out. As my tunnel vision slowly widened, I could see Clutch running toward me. When he got close, he looked at me and then at the guy who was already starting to come back to consciousness. I struggled to aim my gun, but Clutch was in the way. He kicked the man in the gut and then fired two shots at my attacker’s head.
Clutch knelt by me. “You okay?”
I came to my knees, spit out some more blood, and ran my tongue over the nasty cut on my lip. “I need a bigger gun.”
He belted out a single laugh, helped me to my feet, and held me up until the wooziness passed.
I rubbed my cheek. “Damn, that guy hit like a sledgehammer.”
“He’s had plenty of practice.”
I looked up at him, but he was scanning the area.
“The woman…” I said.
“They hurt her. Bad.”
Shivers crawled over my skin. There were too many victims of the zeds already. Adding more unnecessary victims poured acid onto my emotions. I looked over at the guy Clutch had put down. “I’m glad you killed him.”
“Some folks need to die.”
A flurry of movement caught my eye, and I turned to see another man run toward a truck in the distance. “Clutch!” I yelled, wincing at the sharp pain in my cut lip.
Clutch turned, a look of unadulterated fury washed over his face, and he bolted after the man.
The guy was a couple hundred feet away. My .22 was worthless at this distance, so I ran for the truck, jumped in the driver’s seat, and gunned the engine, kicking up pebbles.
Clutch was closing the distance, but he was still too far away. The man had already climbed into a dusty blue minivan. Clutch kept running even as the vehicle cranked around and sped directly toward him.
Clutch stopped, took aim, and fired at the windshield. Buckshot fractured the glass. The minivan was going to hit him head-on, but he fired again. I was on my way to T-bone the van, but I wasn’t going to get there in time.
At the last second, Clutch dove to the side.
I floored it to intersect the van, but it sped away, spinning out on the gravel road before straightening and tearing away from us.
I stopped, got out, and ran toward Clutch.
He was already on his feet, checking the shotgun.
“Are you okay?”
“Fucker got away.” He grimaced. “I didn’t recognize him, but he knows that there’s someone else out here now. We’ll have to be on our guard.”
“If we hurry, we might be able to chase him down.”
He shook his head. “It’ll draw too much attention. We’ll find him again.”
I nodded tightly, and then looked at the bin and started walking.
“Cash, you don’t need to see that. I’ll take care of it.”
I kept walking. The girl wasn’t far away, just out of the line of sight from the truck. She was covered in dried blood and bruises, making it impossible to tell her age, but she looked young. Probably hadn’t even graduated from high school yet. Could’ve been one of Jase’s classmates, even. Her nose was broken and one arm was bent at an unnatural angle. All the skin had been scraped from her knees.
She was nearly naked, her skin sallow. The wind flapped the tatters of clothing left on her. Her poor body looked like she’d been abused and broken since the virus outbreak started. She belonged in a hospital. Now, without doctors and medical technology, there was nothing that could be done. She lay there, one eye swollen shut, staring into nothingness. It was a blank stare. I thought she’d already died, but then she blinked.
I realized that it was only her spirit that had already died.
A tear trickled down her cheek. I came down on a knee and wiped the tear away with my thumb. I found it hard to breathe, like a fist had wrapped around my heart.
She tried to speak. Her pale, broken lips moved but no sound came out.
I pointed the pistol at her temple. “I’m sorry.” They were the only words I could manage to get out without choking.
She closed her eye and gave a weak smile.
I held the .22 as close as I could get it without touching and pulled the trigger. The blast made me jump, and I let out a sob.
I came back to my feet, staring at the girl, her destroyed features now relaxed.
Finally, she’d found peace.
Tears streamed down my cheeks.
I knew Clutch stood at my back. I had a protector, something this girl had never had. The first raindrops landed on her, creating shiny trails through the blood and grime. I turned my face to the sky to let the cool rain wash away my tears. But the rain could wash away neither the sins nor the memories of what had taken place here today.
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“I AGREE,” Clutch said as we shoveled mud into the hole where Jase’s parents now rested. “Zed sludge is the foulest odor in the world.”
I would’ve chuckled except I was still too focused on breathing through my mouth, my bandana doing little to block the stench. The mud stuck to our shovels, making the process tedious, but we both agreed that Jase needed to know that his parents had received a proper burial.
“I’ll finish up here. You want to finish loading the truck?” Clutch asked.
“Gladly,” I said and jogged away before Clutch could change his mind. I sucked in fresh air, though hints of decay still saturated the air.
Jase had made one hell of a mess in the living room. Frank’s wife hadn’t been too nasty, just a zed corpse with a headshot in the earliest stages of bloating. But Frank could’ve been an extra in a horror film. His head had been nothing but pulp, and from his chest up, he’d been covered in dried blood and sticky brown goo. The blood, if I had to guess, was canine.
Propped outside the front door sat bags and boxes filled with everything we’d found useful in the house. I grabbed the other two rifles Jase had told Clutch about and slid them behind the front seat before loading the remaining food from the cabinets and supplies into the back of Clutch’s black pickup truck.
This morning, Jase had also asked for us to grab his Xbox, and Clutch snorted out a “hell, no” before going off about how we were about to find ourselves in the dark ages. I grabbed the Xbox, anyway.
By the time I’d loaded the last bag, Clutch was headed my way.
He tugged down his bandana and didn’t look happy. “Ready to hit the next stop?”
I swallowed and gave a tight nod.
Neither one of us spoke on the drive to the corn bin where we buried the girl. We strung the bodies of her assailants together with a tie strap and propped them against the corn bin.
Finished, I pulled out a can of red spray paint I’d found at Jase’s house and painted large letters on the bin above the men: R-A-P-I-S-T-S.
I stared at the letters for a couple minutes. With no law enforcement, it seemed fitting to somehow note these men’s crimes. When I tossed the can on the ground, Clutch gave me a nod and headed back to the truck.
We drove around for an hour, scanning for the minivan, and only saw a zed here and there. The bastard was either long gone or had gone to ground, and neither option did us any good. I felt like our duty wouldn’t be done be until we could find the fourth rapist. Only then would the poor girl finally be avenged.
All in all, taking care of corpses took us five hours. We sat in the truck and ate the sandwiches I’d made this morning.
“Check out the warehouse next?” I asked between bites. I had the bolt cutters along, and Clutch had been hankering to get his hands onto all the surplus gear.
He nodded while he chewed.
Not even a minute later, thunder rolled, and the damn rain picked up again. I watched heavy drops pelt the windshield. “It’ll be tough watching for zeds in this.”
“Agreed. We’ll try again tomorrow,” he grumbled as he wiped his hands on his pants.
“At least the storms should keep other looters away, too,” I offered.
He grunted. “We can only hope.” And he started the truck.
By the time we’d returned to the farm, the rain had become relentless. Jase stepped out from his cover under a nearby shrub. With the rain parka, he blended seamlessly into the foliage around him. He unlocked the heavy chain and pushed at the gate. Metal screeched as he shoved it open. Something clanged, and the gate broke free from its rollers and swung out at an odd angle.
“Damn it. I knew we were going to have problems with that piece of shit gate,” Clutch muttered before gunning the engine through the open space. Once through, he jumped out of the truck and I followed.
It took all our strength to right the gate. The wind pushed against us and the hail pelted our heads. Once the gate was back in place, we tied it to the barbed wire fence we’d reinforced with chain link on each side. It wasn’t pretty but it would at least hold the gate and slow down anyone—alive or otherwise—trying to get onto the farm.
A thunderous boom shook the ground. A crack echoed through the air, followed by a large branch off an old maple tree slamming into the ditch behind us.
“C’mon!” Clutch yelled out, his voice a whisper over the wind. “We need to get inside. Now!”
We ran to the truck. Even though there was a backseat, Jase and I both tumbled onto the front bucket seat.
The truck lurched forward, buffeted by the wind that seemed to come at us from every direction. “This one’s going to be bad,” Clutch muttered.
Going to be? Spring storms in the Midwest were known to get nasty. But, maybe because I’d lived in a city where buildings tempered the winds, I didn’t remember a storm this bad in a long time.
Hail bombarded the truck, the noise deafening. When we reached the shed, both Jase and I tumbled out to slide open the large door. The hail hurt, and the wind had become vicious. The sky had turned an ominous green. We started pulling the door shut while Clutch drove the truck into the shed. Once in, he jumped out and helped slide the large door closed.
Hail sounded like an atrocious muddle of drums on the shed’s metal roof.
Then the screaming winds mysteriously stilled and the hail stopped.
We all stood and looked up as if we could see through a metal roof. Chills crawled over my skin.
“This can’t be good,” Jase said.
“We should get to the cellar,” I said. I headed to the side door to make a break for the house, but Clutch stopped me.
“No time. This way.”
Jase and I hustled behind Clutch through the winding stacks of seed corn waiting to be planted and to the far corner of the shed. He moved aside a couple empty pallets to reveal an earthen-colored tarp. He lifted the tarp and opened a round steel hatch.
“Cool! A bomb shelter,” Jase said from behind me.
“I wouldn’t call it that,” Clutch said, getting down on his hands and knees and pulling out a lantern. He pressed a button, the light clicked on, and he handed it to me.
The winds picked up again, howling like banshees, touting impending doom.
Holding the lantern in one hand, I gingerly climbed down the ladder into the dark hole. The small light lit up the dismally small space below. It couldn’t have been more than a five-by-five-foot hole, with the walls taken up by shelves of food, water, and a shotgun vacuum-sealed in plastic. A small square fan covered what I assumed to be the only air vent in the bunker.
Jase landed right behind me. “Cozy.”
The walls were rough concrete, but it still smelled of dank earth. “What is this place, Clutch?” I asked.
“My TEOTWAWKI hole,” he replied after locking the door above us. “Made it myself.”
Sudden silence boomed in the small space.
“The End Of The World As We Know It,” I clarified to Jase when he shot me a confused glance. Clutch had used the acronym the day I met him, back when I could still rely on the Internet to get my answers.
“I built it to support one person for fourteen days. But it’s tornado-proof, so we’ll be safe for tonight. There’s no way anyone or anything is going to get in here without a blow torch and several hours of extra time.” He tore open a plastic bag and pulled out a metallic sheet. “I have only one blanket, so we’ll have to share.”
As I sat next to Jase and dried my pistol, I wondered what would await us in the shed when we went to open the hatch in the morning.
   
“We could set up a fenced-in pasture out back,” I offered while we sat around a huge breakfast feast, cleaning out the last of the food from the freezer and refrigerator. Since the storm had blown the power out, the mood was somber. My final bite of steak marked the beginning of rationing. Clutch said we’d get used to being hungry. I wasn’t so sure.
More so, it was an eerie feeling to know that there was no one left to bring the power grid back up. Even though Clutch had a generator, he’d made it clear that it was for winter use only. It was old and loud and would only attract attention. It also used diesel fuel, and he had only a couple hundred gallons left in the diesel tank out back that had been used for his farm equipment before the outbreak.
No more TV, radio, or ice. No more Internet. No more email to my parents.
“Livestock will attract zeds,” Clutch countered, bringing my attention back. “Besides, that’s too much meat for the three of us. It’ll go bad too quick.”
“Not if we find goats,” I said.
“Have you seen any goats around?” Clutch said.
“What if we smoked the meat?” I asked.
“Mm, I love jerky,” Jase added. “Can we try it, Clutch?”
He scowled. “That means we’d have to keep a watch on the fire. If it puts out smoke that can be seen over the trees, then we can’t use it. The smell of smoked meat may also pose a risk. It could attract attention.”
“We’ll make sure it’s good and sealed,” I said. “Any risk whatsoever and we won’t use it.”
He watched me for a moment. “And you know how to make a smokehouse?”
I shrugged, and then smirked. “No, but I bet you have something in your library.”
He sighed. “See what you can find. But I check over anything you build before you start a fire in it.”
“Deal,” I said, and Jase gave me a high-five.
“Don’t you first need to build that chicken coop you’ve been talking about?” Clutch added.
I’d planned a pen out of chicken wire and two-by-fours to be connected to the smaller shed so that zeds, wildlife, and raiders couldn’t easily get to the chickens. It wouldn’t be pretty, but it would do the job. “I saw chickens at a farm a couple miles that way.” I pointed. “I’ll pick them up today and put them in the shed until I’m done with the coop. They won’t last long on their own.”
“That’s the Pierson’s,” Jase added. “They’re nice. Moved in just a couple years ago.”
“We’ll stop on our way back from Home Depot if there’s time,” Clutch replied. “If we don’t get that roof patched, we’re going to have serious problems, no thanks to all these rains.”
While we’d huddled together in our underground tomb, a twister had blown through. We’d been fortunate. The machine shed and two smaller surrounding sheds were left untouched except for some dents and bent corners courtesy of wind damage. The storm had uprooted one tree and split another in the backyard, but we decided to leave them where they fell since they provided decent obstacles for zeds.
One of the wood covers had snapped off a ground-floor window—a quick repair. The only real damage was to the roof of the house. When we checked out the roof the next morning, all Clutch said was, “I’ve been meaning to get that roof redone one of these years.”
“And the surplus,” I added. If Clutch thought there was some badass stuff tucked away in the warehouse, it was going to be Christmas for us. I was keeping my fingers crossed for a Jeep.
“It’s going to be a busy day,” Clutch said.
“I’ll stay back and guard the house,” Jase offered.
“Negative. You’re both coming. Home Depot is big. If I knew where I could get shingles anywhere else, I would, believe me. I need extra eyes and ears there.”
“But who’s going to protect the farm when we’re gone?” he asked.
“We’ll lock the gate up good and tight before we go. That should cover us for a few hours,” Clutch replied. “And you can carry in today’s water before you gear up.”
Jase slumped.
I gave him a reassuring pat. With the power out, we had to get our water from the manual pump outside.
A thump against the outside wall sent us all to our feet. “I’ll check it out from the living room,” I whispered, pulling out my pistol. Clutch had upgraded my .22 to a Glock 9mm after the run-in with the rapists, and the weight felt good in my grip.
“I’ll take upstairs,” Jase whispered before taking the stairs three steps at a time.
Clutch nodded and reached for his rifle.
I headed toward the source of the sound and paused, waiting for the next thump. When it came, I took the window on my left and slid open the peephole. The yard looked clear under the overcast sky, though with the peephole, I couldn’t see anything against the walls.
I turned to Clutch who was now behind me and shrugged. When I turned around to look outside again, I found a jaundiced face staring back at me. I jumped. “Shit!”
“Ahhnn.” The zed pounded on the wood and began to chant the meaningless sound over and over as though it was saying, “Let me in.” The window frame vibrated under the pressure.
“Cash?” Clutch asked.
I lifted my pistol, held it just inside the sniper hole, and fired. The pounding stopped and daylight shone through the hole once again.
Jase came running down the stairs a moment later. “The yard’s clear. That was the only one I could see.”
“It never should’ve gotten this close to the house. We need to take shorter breaks with the three of us together,” Clutch said. “No more than fifteen minutes without anyone on guard every three hours.”
“That gives us less time to plan and report status,” I said.
“We should use treadmills,” Jase said.
“What?” Clutch and I asked at the same time.
Jase gave us a wide grin. “Treadmills. We should surround the house with them. Any zed who comes up to the house will step onto a treadmill and will just keep walking and walking. Then we don’t have to stand guard at all.”
“Exactly how are you going to power a hundred treadmills?” Clutch asked.
Jase shrugged. “Solar power, maybe.”
“Oh, solar power. Of course. I’ll pick some up on my next grocery trip,” I said drily.
Jase flipped me the bird. “Jeez, can’t you guys take a joke?”
I smiled, though Jase had a point. It was too hard to find humor in a world that had given up.
Clutch sighed. “C’mon. Let’s hit the road.”
Jase’s smile dropped. “I’ll grab my stuff.”
As we headed out to repair the gate, the weather reflected Jase’s mood. The sun refused to shine, giving reign to a gray mist instead. I felt sorry for the kid. Going into Fox Hills would bring back a lifetime of memories for him. Where he went to school, where his mom picked up groceries—everything we’d drive by would be a stark reminder of what he’d lost.
With the gate back in place and operational, Jase sulked in the backseat while Clutch drove down the gravel road. Jase feigned nonchalance, but in the side mirror I noticed that he stiffened as we drove by the empty ranch house he grew up in. It looked deceptively welcoming, the scene of death hidden within its red brick walls. My overactive imagination feared that Jase’s parents somehow had come back again and dug out of their graves. Fortunately, the house disappeared behind us with no sign of zeds, those related to Jase or otherwise.
Another mile down the road, Jase and I got out to move a small tree that had fallen across the gravel. Broken branches littered the gravel, and one low part over a culvert showed signs that the road had been underwater a few hours earlier.
A bloated zed lay floundering under the shallow rapids of a rushing creek beyond the culvert. Trapped under a log, its arms flapped clumsily at the water.
“I don’t get it,” Jase said from the backseat. “That thing’s probably been underwater all night. How can it still be alive?”
“They’re not alive, they’re just…echoes of life,” I answered honestly. It’s what I told myself every day so that I no longer thought of them as people. When the time came to kill—not in self-defense like when Melanie had attacked me—if I believed that they still felt or thought, I wasn’t quite sure I could go through with it.
When we reached Fox Hills, we had to lay down plywood in the muddy ditch to get around the roadblock. From there, Clutch drove down Main Street, straight through the center of town. The store we needed was on the opposite side of town, and rather than burn precious gas, he’d made the call to risk driving through the more populated areas of town. It also gave us a chance to see how many zeds we’d have to deal with if we were to start looting houses.
Last night’s storm had wreaked havoc on Fox Hills. Plastic trash bins that had lined driveways the day of the outbreak were now strewn about. Garbage was scattered everywhere. Diapers, magazines, and milk cartons littered every open space, looking like the aftermath of a wild party. Every now and then we saw a zed with its head shoved in a garbage bag, going after an easy meal.
“They’ll eat anything,” Jase said.
“Yeah,” I replied, though we all already knew their favorite meal.
Clutch drove around trees that had been ripped from the ground, and their branches crunched under the truck’s tires along with garbage. A tree had smashed a convertible. A Honda and a Chevy were slammed together like bumper cars. Every now and then, we saw a zed lying motionless on the ground, which meant they must’ve taken serious blows to the head during the storm. But the storm hadn’t taken out nearly enough. More zeds than I’d seen last time wandered aimlessly outside, open doors and broken windows the only hints as to where they’d come from, though I suspected most of the zeds still lumbered around inside their homes.
I held the pistol on my lap. I had the tanto, but it was still in its sheath. My real confidence builder was the crowbar I’d found in one of Clutch’s sheds. Whenever we left the farm, I carried the crowbar since the knife was short and required me to get awfully close and personal to do any damage. The crowbar, on the other hand, was a power driver of cold iron.
At the sound of the truck’s engine, zeds turned and lumbered in our direction, sniffing at the air, but as we put distance between us and them, they soon lost focus and returned back to their eerie shuffling.
“Hey, you!” Jase yelled, opening his window. “Over here!”
Several zeds emerged from the shadows, coming at us. At the way their expressions changed when they homed in on us, I could imagine their mouths watering at the sight of three healthy people.
“Fuck, kid. Are you calling every zed to us?” Clutch spat out, stepping on the gas.
“What are you doing, Jase?” I asked.
He kept waving, not answering our questions, but after a moment, he slumped back in his seat. “I saw someone. A lady. But she darted around the corner of that house over there.”
“We ain’t a search-and-rescue, kid,” Clutch said, then added more softly, “Roll up the window.”
“But we have to help others if we can,” Jase countered.
“She didn’t want our help,” I said. I’d seen her, too. She looked in her late fifties or early sixties, and she’d been carrying a baseball bat. We’d made eye contact just before she ran. Was it bad that I was glad that she’d run away rather than toward us? Any orphan we took in was another mouth to feed.
I was pretty sure I saw another couple—a man and a woman—watching us through shuttered windows from a small starter home. I didn’t mention them to Jase. I figured if they needed help bad enough, they’d run to us.
It wasn’t our job to play hero.
Selfish? Hell, yeah.
But honest. And necessary to survive. After all, I was only human.
Besides, after seeing what had happened to the girl at the corn bin, I realized that laws and scruples were no longer viable in this new world. Now, people scared me as badly as zeds.
What I saw next made me burst out laughing.
The guys turned to me, and I pointed. “Look. A zed kabob.” Off to my right, a zed had somehow gotten itself skewered onto a still-upright parking meter, with the thick round top of the meter embedded in its ribcage. Its arms and legs flailed uselessly like it was trying to air-swim. The guys didn’t find it funny, and we continued on.
A stoplight was down in one intersection, and we had to turn around and find a detour. Two more detours past smashed cars and fallen power lines, and we were back on Main Street. I carefully noted every obstruction on a small notepad.
It took us twenty-three minutes to drive six miles through town and to our destination. Home Depot was a new massive store on the outskirts, sidled up against an old elementary school of all things. A wood privacy fence went out from behind the school to enclose what I assumed to be the playground.
A sense of bad omen settled into my stomach. I turned in my seat to face Jase. “When the outbreak hit, when did they let out the schools?”
He shrugged. “I don’t think they officially closed, but I know some parents picked up their kids, anyway. It all happened so fast. At the high school, some of the teachers let us out early, and I drove my bike home. But those who rode buses…I-I don’t know how they got home.”
I grimaced. “I’m guessing school is still in session.”
“You have a bike?” Clutch asked.
Jase nodded. “Mom and Dad got me a kickass Suzuki for my birthday. I’ve been practicing up for motocross. I’m going—I mean, I was going to race at the county fair this summer.”
I could hear the enthusiasm in Jase’s voice bleed out as he spoke.
“The bike’s at your house now?” Clutch asked.
“Yeah, why?”
“Because a bike is the perfect vehicle for us to scout the farm and surrounding area. We’ll pick it up on our way back. Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty of motocross practice in.” He sighed as he turned into the large parking lot. “Add the bike to our ever-growing to-do list.”
Jase gave a low whistle. “That’s a lot of cars.”
“Are you sure there’s nowhere else that might have roofing supplies?” I asked.
Clutch grimaced. “’Fraid not.”
He pulled into an open area toward the back of the parking lot. If zeds came at us, the one thing we had on them was speed. Having the truck at a distance from the store could be a lifesaver when it came to putting space between us and hungry zeds.
We checked our gear and weapons. We left the Kevlar vests at home since they were heavy and zeds tended to go for the face or extremities. With the black Kevlar helmets and gloves, we looked like Special Forces, but I felt nothing like an experienced soldier.
Clutch looked at both of us. “All right, we’ve got to be smart about this. No fuck-ups. We get what we need, then we’re out of there. The other supplies in there aren’t worth the risk, not until we know the place is cleared out. We go in silent and we stick together. We know zeds hunt off their senses, so we move slow and silent. Always keep a direct line to the exit. If either of you screw up, I might decide to leave your ass behind. Got it?”
Both Jase and I nodded.
Clutch left the keys in the ignition in case we needed to make a quick getaway, or, worse, in case he didn’t leave the store with us. “Let’s do this. Exactly as I taught you. Follow my lead. Silence from here on out,” he said and opened the door.
I gripped the crowbar. We moved as a trio of dark-colored shapes slowly through the parking lot. I’d expected that we’d have to take out a couple zeds in the parking lot, but nothing emerged from around the cars. Not a good sign. Because the owners of those cars had to be somewhere.
We flattened against the wall on either side of the wide glass entrance, and Clutch bent around to scan the area. He frowned and led us down the sidewalk to the exit door. He scanned the interior longer this time before finally nodding. Forcing myself to breathe, I stepped next to Clutch, holding the crowbar up. The sliding door didn’t automatically open. Just as we’d expected, the power grid for the entire area was down. Clutch pulled at the door while I stood ready to knock back any zed that may attack. Jase stood at our backs, a rifle slung on his back and a long wood-handled axe in his hands.
Clutch pried the door open just enough for us to squeeze through one at a time. Clutch went in first. Once through, he crouched and flattened himself against one of the checkout counters. He held his machete out while he checked the area behind him.
When he gave us the all-clear, I went in next, moving exactly as Clutch had done. When Jase reached me, he tapped my left shoulder. Ready. I did the same to Clutch’s shoulder, just like how he’d made us practice.
Clutch moved to the edge of the counter and looked left and right. After making a quick hand motion, he crossed the aisle, keeping slow and low, until he flattened against the other side. I moved but abruptly pulled back when I saw a zed in the aisle, sniffing at the air. Taking a breath, I waited until it faced the other direction, and I crossed the aisle. Jase followed.
We continued this process, avoiding zeds and following Clutch, as we moved deep into the belly of the store. For the number of cars outside, there were surprisingly few zeds meandering around, which made me wonder exactly where all the drivers to those cars had gone.
Clutch clearly frequented this store because he led us to the aisle we needed without any wrong turns or detours except to bypass zeds. I opened the duffel, and he slid in several heavy stacks of shingles. Jase stayed at my back and scanned the entire time.
“Uh, guys?” Jase whispered.
I glanced up to see a zed come around the corner and into our aisle. It’d been badly gnawed. One of its arms was nothing but white bone and stringy sinew. We didn’t move, hoping it wouldn’t see us.
We weren’t that lucky.
It only took a couple seconds for the zed to sniff the air and home in on us. It moaned and stumbled toward us. It’s like a fucking bloodhound, I thought to myself. Clutch stood, walked right up to it, and swung, his machete taking off the top of the zed’s head with a single powerful slice. The zed collapsed, and he caught the body just before it hit the floor and laid it down quietly.
He returned and grabbed the duffel as though nothing happened. On our way out, we nearly walked into a small group of zeds and were forced to backtrack. As we neared another aisle, Jase nudged me. “Look,” he whispered and pointed at a glass display case.
My mouth opened, and I tugged Clutch and then pointed.
He saw the display case, looked around, and then headed toward it. On proud display behind the glass was a little piece of heaven. Small camping axes, knives of all sizes, and the Cadillac—black machetes. While Clutch’s arsenal of rifles and pistols was impressive, he had few blades, with the exception of a machete and a wood axe, his blades were knives.
He felt around the back of the display case, then around the edges. When the glass didn’t slide open, he grabbed Jase’s axe.
“It’s locked. Get ready to move fast,” Clutch whispered. “Know what you want, and grab it. Don’t try for everything. We head straight to the truck two seconds after this breaks.”
He stood, laid an empty duffel against the glass, and then brought down the heavy end of the axe. Even with the fabric, the sound of breaking glass echoed through the store.
Clutch grabbed a couple small axes in one swoop, and then got out of the way. Jase and I were smaller and could reach in at the same time. We both went for the machetes, and then I grabbed an axe, sliding both into my belt.
“Let’s go,” Clutch said aloud, and we headed down the aisle.
We made it two rows over before we hit a roadblock of a half dozen zeds. We turned to the left and ran. Jase pulled ahead, though Clutch was quick. I struggled to keep up, my shorter legs a clear detriment in outrunning zeds.
The guys came to a screeching halt in front of me. The zeds had discovered the opened door, and had flocked toward it, moaning as they pressed through. That was, until they saw us, and their moans grew in volume as they changed direction en masse toward us.
A quick glance at the entrance door proved no better option.
Clutch looked around. “There’s a door to the lumberyard on the side.” He took off at a run. We followed, weaving around stray zeds. Clutch kicked the door open, and we burst outside.
I sucked in a breath.
At least fifty zeds turned our way. They must’ve fled outside when the outbreak happened, only to be corralled in the lumberyard. The herd moaned and came at us. We ran toward the front gate, only to find it locked with a big ass padlock.
“Oh, shit,” Jase said. “We’re so dead.”
We couldn’t go back inside because we’d already drawn the attention of every indoor zed. The herd closed in. Some were wearing orange vests with nametags, others in casual jeans and T-shirts.
“We need to get to higher ground. Stay with me,” Clutch called out and led the charge.
He ran toward the herd, and then cut to the left to dodge outstretched arms. Jase was insanely fast and moved ahead of Clutch in no time. By the time I reached the corner, the herd had blocked off the aisle the guys had taken, and I cut to the right, jumping over a stack of hoses. A zed stood in my way, and I swung the crowbar, smashing its head and knocking him to the side. I kept running, dodging zeds, swinging only when I had to, until I found the guys again.
Jase was climbing the lumber stacks on long shelves lining the back wall. Clutch had climbed into a forklift and was headed straight toward me. I ran to the side as Clutch skewered the closest zed. He jumped off the still-moving forklift and quickly caught up to me. “Get your ass in gear, Cash!”
With one final surge, I flung the crowbar onto the second shelf before leaping for a stack of two-by-fours. I’d been working out, but one week of strength-building didn’t cut it. I awkwardly held on to the end of a two-by-four and prayed it wouldn’t give. When it didn’t move, I swung, trying to get my leg over the edge. A zed grabbed onto my foot, and I kicked out. Its grip relaxed, and I used its head to step off, pushing myself onto the shelf.
Clutch had also leapt onto the shelf, though he made it look easy.
Gasping for air, I got back on my feet, and followed Clutch. I grabbed on to a metal shelf post, and pulled myself up to the next level. A gloved hand reached out from above, and I grabbed on, letting Clutch pull me up to the stack he and Jase were on. I hugged on to him as soon as I felt the solid surface under my knees.
Still on a knee, Clutch pulled back and looked me over. “You all right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”
“Come and get us, you stinky zed bastards!” Jase yelled out, flipping the zed the bird. Jase was on his knees, panting, looking over the edge.
“Jesus,” I said. “You’re a freaking mutant, Jase. I’ve never seen anyone run that fast.”
He grinned. “State 100-meter and 400-meter relays. Twice. Not to mention Fox Hills’ varsity football team’s best tight end.”
I couldn’t help but smile. Until I looked over the side. The zeds gathered below, looking up, reaching and groaning, as though begging us to come back down. Some tried to climb, but they fell back after the first step.
We’d use up all our ammo to clear out the herd below. And who knew how many more the noise would draw out. Already, the zeds from inside the store were filtering outside to join the soggy herd surrounding us. Why were there so many here? It had taken Alan nearly an hour to turn. That should’ve given most of these folks time to get home and turn there. Though, I remember the news had said that the worse the injury, the faster they turned. Many of the zeds below had serious bites.
And they looked ravenous.
I glanced at Clutch, who seemed to be thinking the same thing.
“C’mon,” he said. “Let’s get to the top.”
I poked my head out and looked up. There were three more shelves to climb. The fact that I was scared of heights did nothing to help my nerves. Jase took the lead. He climbed like a monkey, amped up on pure adrenaline. Clutch went next. Even with the heavy duffel and being laden with weapons, he climbed like he carried little extra weight. I double-checked my weapons to make sure they were secure, and I started to pull myself up the side. It was like climbing a rope on a jungle gym, except the bars were unforgiving, and if I fell, I’d get eaten.
At each level, Clutch helped pull me up, and we took a few minutes to rest, although I think it was mostly for my benefit. If it hadn’t been for the gloves, my hands would’ve been raw. Even with the gloves, I felt blisters forming.
Once we reached the top, I lay down on the stack of thick plywood and panted. Clutch scanned the area, and I pulled myself up to gauge the situation. Large shelves holding stacks of wood, blocks, and boxes lined the three walls. We had plenty of horizontal movement up here, but getting to the ground without becoming zed-food would be a challenge.
Clutch set down the duffel. “You two stay here. I’m going to check things out.”
I pulled myself up as Clutch leapt onto the next shelf over. He moved slowly but with a gracefulness that belied his size as he leapt from one shelf to the next. I looked out over the wall to see open countryside. A zed shambled along here and there, but otherwise, it was wide-open. The problem was we were a good twenty feet up, without any ladder or rope to get down the wall.
“We’re so dead,” Jase said at my side. “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”
I punched him in the arm. “I don’t ever want to hear you say those words again. Clutch will figure out something.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied quietly.
We sat in silence after that. When Clutch finally returned, Jase didn’t complain, not once.
“Find anything promising?” I asked.
Clutch pulled off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s a hell of a jump, but the roof of the elementary school looks like our only shot. Our other option is to wait it out and hope these guys move on.”
“You think they’ll move on?” I asked.
“No chance in hell,” Clutch quickly replied.
I slid my gloves back on. “I guess we’d better get going then.”
The shelf we needed was four over from the one we were on, and I moved more cautiously than Clutch. Once I reached the shelf, I looked over at the school. “For once, I wish you were exaggerating,” I grumbled. When he’d said it was going to be a big jump, he should’ve said it was going to be an Olympian feat. Not only was the roof nearly a good five feet lower, there was what looked like an eight-foot gap between the shelf and the roof. If I didn’t make the roof, the fall would likely kill me.
To make matters worse, a lone zed was stuck in the alley, blocked on one side by the playground fence and the other by a car. It was on the ground, its legs mangled as though it had been caught between the car and the fence at some point, and it had dragged itself around in circles, if the brown trail was any indication.
“Oh, Jesus—”
My glare cut off Jase’s words and he clamped his mouth shut.
“If I go first,” Clutch said. “One of you will have to throw me the duffel.”
I almost chuckled at the absurdity. There was no way I could throw a fifty-pound bag two feet, let alone fifteen. “I’ll go first,” I said. “I’ll catch.” What I meant was, I’ll use my body to block the bag’s momentum and hopefully not die upon impact.
He nodded, and I backed up to the edge of the shelf overlooking the lumberyard. If I thought about it, I knew I’d freak, so I didn’t wait. I took three big breaths before sprinting forward. At the other edge, I kicked off into a scary-as-shit long-jump. Just when I thought I’d never reach the edge of the roof, I landed on the flat surface, falling forward instantly. The air whooshed from my lungs, and my teeth snapped shut painfully when I hit my chin. I slid down a couple feet before coming to a stop on the abrasive shingles.
I rolled over and coughed and wheezed.
“You okay?” Clutch called out, and I held up my thumb.
Once I could breathe again, I pulled myself up and inched my way back up to the peak. “Throw me the bag.”
Clutch held up the bag, and I held out my arms and swallowed. Jase stood off to the side, watching with wide eyes. Clutch swung the duffel in a wide arc and released it with a grunt. I stood there and waited for the smack-down, and Clutch’s aim was dead-on. The duffel hit me square in the stomach, and I fell backward, holding it to me. I slid several feet down the roof, but the duffel’s canvas helped slow my descent. By the time I sat up, I found Clutch on the roof with me.
“Nice catch.”
I coughed and handed him the duffel. “I don’t think I have tits anymore.”
He gave that deep rumble of a chuckle, heaved the bag onto his back, and winced.
“Your shoulder?”
He rubbed it. “Yeah. Twisted it when I threw the duffel.”
He reached out with his other hand and helped me to my feet. We looked over at Jase. He stood there, frozen. The zed in the alley was groaning, reaching up.
I motioned him over with one hand while still holding my bruised ribs with my other. “You can do it, monkey boy.”
He looked down once more and then slowly backed up. With a half-crouch, he rocked back and forth before kicking off. He easily closed the distance and landed solidly on the roof. But his footing gave way, and he kicked out and went tumbling down the side. He grabbed at the roof but kept sliding until he disappeared over the edge.
“Jase!”
Clutch and I moved cautiously down the angled roof to the edge. Jase was on the ground, holding onto his ankle. Instead of the parking lot side, Jase had fallen into the playground. Shit. I scanned the enclosed area but saw no movement.
Jase winced. “My ankle. I think it’s broken.”
“Can you stand?” Clutch asked.
Jase grunted, was able to get to his feet, but he favored his right leg.
“Good. Now, do you see a door in the fence? Or, is there anything around you can use to climb back up here?”
As Jase looked around, I scanned the privacy fence, but found only a gate at one end, and it had a large, shiny padlock on it.
“There’s nothing down here,” Jase said, holding up his hands in defeat.
“Jase, do you see any zeds around?” I asked.
“Not out here. I see some inside, though. Oh, God. They see me.”
“Bloody hell,” I muttered. “I’ll handle this.”
Clutch eyed me. “Cash…”
“He’s injured. I’m not. You can pull me up once we get Jase to safety.” Before I had a chance to think about how dumb the idea was, I shimmied down, holding onto the edge until I had to let go. The drop sent shockwaves up my shins, but I landed without twisting anything.
“Godammit, Cash,” Clutch said from above.
I also heard a small pounding behind me. I turned to see children watching us through a classroom window. They were young, one of the earlier grades, and they were no longer alive. They watched us hungrily, smacking their small hands against the glass.
I hooked my fingers together to make a step. “Climb up, and be quick about it.”
Jase didn’t argue. With a grunt, he stepped into my cupped hands with his good leg. I lifted his weight as high as I could, using my legs. Clutch reached down from the roof. It wasn’t quite enough. Jase stepped onto my shoulder, and then his weight vanished. I looked up to see his legs disappear onto the roof.
Clutch reappeared an instant later. “Now get your ass up here, Cash.”
I jogged around the playground, looking for a jump rope but finding only rubber balls and jungle gyms. I fidgeted with the padlock at the gate, but I had nothing to pick the lock with, not that I even knew how to pick a lock. I tried to jump up to grab the top of the privacy fence, but it was too high. With a sigh, I looked at the windows, each filled with hungry, hollow little faces.
“Is there any rope in the truck?” I asked.
Clutch thought for a moment. “I’ve got tie straps.” He moved. “I’ll come down, and you can go grab them.”
I held up my hand. “No. Then you’ll be stuck down here. Go for the truck.”
Glass shattered, and I jerked around to find a teacher stepping through the now-broken window. I pulled out my new machete. “Get Jase to the truck. I’ll catch up.”
“We’re not leaving,” Clutch yelled back.
I swung the machete, nearly decapitating a teacher with its hands and forearms covered with little bites. “Go. Hurry!” I wasn’t used to the blade, so my aim was off. The second swing killed it. Small zeds tumbled out of the window. A gunshot rang out. A boy in jeans and a sports jersey dropped. Another shot. A girl with pigtails dropped. Several more shots and the rest of the zed kids dropped. The ones still held inside were pounding harder on the glass now, in a frenzy to get out.
I looked up at Clutch to find him reloading. “The shots will draw more zeds to the school,” I yelled up. “Take Jase and get to the truck before the parking lot fills up.”
“No,” Clutch replied.
I watched him. More glass behind me shattered. “I won’t let you die for me.” After a quick glance at the newcomers, I went for the only door that I knew would be unlocked.
“Cash!”
I pushed open the glass door with my left hand, and swung the machete at the first zed with my right. The kid went right down. The hallway was not nearly as congested as the classrooms, which I noticed nearly all had their doors closed.
I jogged down the hallway, shoving zed kids out of my way, thankful for the thick gloves and jacket I’d worn. A zed could bite through it eventually, but at least it’d have to work at it.
I turned the corner into the main hallway and froze. A couple dozen three- and four-foot tall zeds with three adult zeds turned to face me. One growled, and the groans began. They lurched forward.
I spun around to backtrack, but the hall had filled in behind me as well, with a zed wearing a tag reading HALL MONITOR leading the group. I lunged for the double door to my left and jumped inside. After making sure the door was shut tight, I spun on my heel.
“Fuck me.”
I’d found the school cafeteria. Food trays were scattered across the floors. The buffet line had been ravaged. Several bodies, with most of their skin and muscle gone, were sprawled on the floor, covered in writhing maggots. And now, the large room was full of food-stained, bloodied zeds, and every single one of the bastards were focused on me.
They staggered toward me with outreached arms, and I jumped up onto a table, then onto the next table, sliding through spaghetti sauce that I knew wasn’t really spaghetti sauce.
I slid the machete in my belt and leapt, grabbing the fluorescent light hanging from the ceiling. Surprisingly, it held. Miraculously, my adrenaline helped me pull myself up, safely out of reach of the small arms. But larger arms connected to zeds in lunch lady uniforms reached perilously close.
“I’m not going to die,” I muttered and punched up at the ceiling. The white panel moved, and I realized this was one of those drop-down ceilings that allowed space for wiring and cables.
Gripping the metal frame, I swung and kicked up, knocking out another white panel, catching my foot on the frame. Using the strength of my legs, I was able to pull myself up and above the frame.
A sea of jaundiced dead faces looked up at me, growling, reaching, and chomping. I moved carefully and slowly onto the next frame, careful to distribute my weight over two rows of metal framing. I had no idea how much weight these ceilings were meant to hold, but they sure as hell couldn’t have been built for human travel.
I crawled over one panel to the next, pausing every few panels to catch my breath. My directions were jumbled in the darkness. I had no idea if I was heading toward the parking lot, back to the playground, or if I was going in circles. I lifted the edge of the panel to find that I was still in the cafeteria. Zeds stood under the opening I’d made in the ceiling in the opposite side of the room, still looking up, sniffing the air, reaching, mouths opening and closing like baby birds.
A crack of light filtered in through the corner I’d lifted and lit up the wall of concrete blocks in front of me. Shit. The ceiling ended where the wall separated the cafeteria from the hallway. My arms and legs were already shaking. I had to figure out something or else I’d fall right down into the cafeteria again. Except this time, I’d never have the strength to get back up here.
But there was nothing up here except space, wiring, and…air ducts. My attention shot to the large duct leading straight through the center of the cafeteria and through the concrete wall. Many smaller ducts ran off it like a spider’s legs. Ducts looked so much bigger in the movies, but I prayed that this one would be big enough. It had to be.
I made my way toward the metal duct. Sweat burned my eyes and tickled my neck as rivulets ran down to soak my shirt. By the time I reached the duct, I was exhausted and clumsy, nearly tumbling off the ceiling grid twice. I moved alongside the duct until I found where one section ended and another began. Both were held together by screws. I pulled out my tanto and used the tip to unscrew the first screw, and then the next. It was a painfully slow process to take out the six screws on the sides I could reach.
I pushed against the duct but it didn’t budge. Trading my knife for the axe, I pulled back a few measly inches and swung. The metal clanged and dented, echoed by moaning and shuffling below. A couple dozen hits later, the duct broke open. I slid the axe inside and shoved myself through. Sharp metal from the axe’s damage dug into me, but I continued to squeeze into the tiny boxed-in darkness until I filled up the area of the duct.
I sneezed in the dust-laden air, causing the zeds below to echo with moans. Using my elbows, I pulled myself forward. I could see nothing except light filtered in from vents every eight feet or so.
At each vent, I paused and looked down. The hallway was filled with shoulder-to-shoulder zeds sniffing the air. When the duct split into three pathways, I decided to head left over the hallway, hoping it would bring me to the front doors. I followed the duct, through several more intersections.
I sobbed out in exhausted frustration. My cramped muscles burned. My helmet clanged against the metal, but there was no space to take it off and leave it behind. When I finally reached a vent where I could see the front doors, I rested my head against the vent and nearly cried.
The glass doors were blocked by zeds.
Biting back a whimper, I backed up about ten feet until I came to an intersection and I took the first right. This duct led to a room with a couple office-style desks. It wasn’t a classroom, which gave me some hope.
Seeing no movement below, I fidgeted with the vent until I figured out how to remove it, and it dropped, landing on the floor with an echoing clang. Something moaned, and a shadow moved. A female, wearing khakis and a blue blouse with dark stains, stepped on the vent and looked around.
“Can’t I get a fucking break?” I muttered.
Moving slowly, I reached out of the duct with the axe. The zed looked up right as I swung. The axe caught it in the forehead, and it tumbled back, taking the axe with it.
I grabbed my machete and waited for another one, but none came. I breathed in and out and waited. Dropping down feet first into a room with possible zeds was not my idea of a good time.
Careful to not bang my helmet on the metal, I lowered my head out of the vent to scan the room. It was an office with two desks and glass walls. The principal’s office was just on the other side of the glass wall to the right, and it was still occupied by a zed in a tailored skirt suit. She rocked on her feet, looking out the window.
The other glass walls faced two angles of the hallway, giving full views of the zed near the front doors. At least both doors were closed, but I had no idea if they were locked or would hold back the weight of zeds pushing against them.
I’d be in a fishbowl the moment I dropped.
Like the principal’s office, the fourth wall had a nice wide window overlooking the school parking lot. I could make out only one zed, and it was trapped inside a car. Maybe the zeds who’d escaped the Home Depot had followed Clutch’s truck when he left with Jase.
God, I hated maybes.
Unless the window was heavily tinted, the sun had nearly set, which meant I’d been crawling around this place for at least eight hours. I wasn’t the least bit surprised, not with how exhausted and thirsty I was. I even wondered if I’d be able to stand once I got out of this duct. My stomach had quit growling hours ago. My throat was parched, and my clothes were soaked.
I pulled my head back in, and shimmied forward over the opening so that I could back up and drop feet first into the room. I would’ve preferred to go head first to see around, but the opening was too tight, and there would be nothing to grab onto to keep me from breaking my neck from the drop.
After sliding the machete back into my belt, I squeezed through as quietly and motionlessly as I could to not draw attention. About halfway through, I heard a pounding on the glass. I shoved myself through the rest of the way, and I finally popped through, dropping onto the floor.
The moment I landed, every zed, including the principal, clambered to get to me. Putting a foot on the dead zed’s chest, I grabbed the axe handle and yanked it free. I ran to the window, swung the axe, and the glass shattered apart. The hallway door behind me cracked. I saw a handbag under the desk. I grabbed it and jumped on the desk and through the window.
I had no time to barricade the window, and I started running through the parking lot. Clutch’s truck was long gone, which I’d expected. They would’ve been idiots to wait around to get overtaken by zeds for the slightest chance that I’d survived.
Three zeds came out from around a minivan in front of me. I stopped, dropped the purse, and pulled out my Glock. Three shots. Three went down.
Slinging the bag over my shoulder, I ran to the car where I’d seen the zeds and ducked behind the trunk. I dumped out the contents of the large purple purse, and sifted through the pile of crap that had tumbled out until I found the one thing I needed. Coming up on a knee, I held up the car key, and hit the unlock button. Lights flashed and chirped on a car parked near the front door.
Five zeds had already emerged through the broken glass window. It wouldn’t take long for the parking lot to be flooded. With the Glock in one hand, the key ring dangling off my pinky, and the axe in another, I ran toward the car.
The zeds staggered toward me, but I was faster. With a cursory look through the car’s windows, I yanked open the car door and climbed inside.
Dropping the axe on the passenger seat and the gun on my lap, I slid the key into the ignition. The engine started with pop music blaring from the speakers, and I shoved the gear into reverse. The car barreled over the zeds coming around behind and struggled as it dragged itself over the bodies.
I needed a tank. I got a fucking Prius.
Zeds stumbled at the car, and I swung the car around, shifted gears, and peeled out. I took off my helmet and threw it onto the seat next to me and turned off the CD player before picking up speed. I barreled right down Main Street, taking out another four zeds on my way through. The Prius was no truck and one of the zeds clung onto the hood for several blocks before I finally managed to throw him off.
The compact car wasn’t made for demolition, but I was counting on its gas mileage. It showed a near-empty tank of gas (who the fuck drives on an empty tank?), but being a Prius, the computer indicated it had plenty to get me back to the farm. I sped straight back through town the way we’d come this morning, and nearly ran into a Humvee at the second detour. It was full of people, including the couple I’d seen this morning.
The blond guy manning the .30 cal machine gun on top waved me down. He might’ve been a soldier, or he might’ve been friends with the bastard raiders from earlier. I stepped on the gas, and the tires actually squealed as I sped away.
The Humvee followed for several blocks before slowing and breaking away. I checked the rearview mirror all the way back to the farm to make sure I wasn’t followed. When I reached the lane, I found the gate closed but unlocked, and I frowned.
This wasn’t like Clutch. He never made mistakes like this.
I didn’t have the strength, but somehow I managed to slide the gate open and then closed and locked it. As I drove down the lane, I scanned the trees for raiders and zeds, but my eyes could barely focus. My body was way past its limits. I prayed that the farm was still safe because I wasn’t sure I could defend it.
When I pulled into view of the house, I cried out with relief. Clutch stood at the truck, holding two rifles and a shitload of ammo. He set everything down. “Cash!” he yelled, jogging toward me.
I got out of the Prius, and stumbled to my knees. Adrenaline had abandoned me, leaving me utterly without strength. But then Clutch was there, picking me up.
“You’re safe now,” he murmured as he carried me into the house.
Sighing, I rested my head against his chest and listened to his steady breathing. I laid my hand over his pounding heart. It felt good to feel something alive again. I’d killed children today. Even though they were zeds, they still wore the guise of innocence. And still, I found killing was easy.
It’s the living with yourself afterward that’s tough.
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EXHAUSTION CLAIMED ME, and I sank deeper into Clutch’s safe arms.
Saying nothing, he carried me into the house and rather than bringing me to the sofa where I’d slept since Jase came to live here, he carried me upstairs.
“Cash! We were so freaking worried!” Jase yelled out through the open door of his bedroom.
Without pausing at Jase’s room, Clutch carried me straight into his bedroom. I barely stayed awake while he helped me out of my sweat- and dust-drenched layers, leaving me in only my sports bra and underwear.
He left, returning moments later with wet washcloths. He ran the cloths gently over my skin, likely checking me for bites and injuries more than cleaning me, but I didn’t care. His touch felt good.
Finished, he helped me crawl under the blankets of his king-sized bed, and tucked them around me. I groaned at the protective comfort of the blankets and pulled them tighter to me. “So good to be home.”
Clutch grunted before disappearing again, and the next thing I knew he was nudging me awake. I grumbled as he lifted my head up and held a glass of water to my lips. My hands wrapped around his fingers on the glass while I clumsily slurped at the contents. The cool water drenched the dust and debris lodged in my raw throat and I coughed. Once I could breathe again, I gulped down the rest. He wiped water from my chin before he lowered my head back to the pillow and stepped away.
At the door he paused. “I never should’ve left you behind,” he said, his voice a rough whisper.
I shook my head. “I made you go.”
“No. You didn’t.” Then he walked away, closing the door behind him, leaving behind only silence.
“Clutch,” I called out with a cough, but he never returned. At first I fought to stay awake so I could talk some sense into him, but all too quickly I surrendered to a dreamless sleep.
I slept through most of the next day, though I remember Clutch checking on me several times. Each time, his calloused hand brushed across my forehead and he made me drink water before letting me doze off again. One time, he wouldn’t leave until I’d eaten a protein bar. I grumbled, he grumbled, and I ate it. Then I fell back asleep.
Nightmares of children that were no longer children yanked me back to consciousness. Luckily, instead of the moans of zeds, I came awake to the sound of stacking plates and the smell of warm food.
Every muscle in my body griped when I climbed out of bed. After a full-body stretch, I forced myself through fifty sit-ups and fifty push-ups to get my blood pumping. My body hated me for it, but I pushed through it. Finished, I headed across the hall to the bedroom I’d given up to Jase when he moved in, and grabbed fresh clothes from a drawer I’d kept in the dresser.
Without power, we had no water pressure for a shower the three of us shared. I sighed in relief when I found four buckets of clean water waiting next to the tub. I poured them into the tub, stripped, and settled into the biting cold water, trying to scrub away the memories from yesterday, with little success.
Not having warm water tended to speed up the cleaning process. Shivering, I jogged down the steps to find Clutch cooking dinner on the tabletop propane grill we’d moved into the kitchen after the power went out. He gave me a small nod before turning his attention back to the food. I grabbed a spoon and reached into the pot, but he grabbed my wrist. “Nuh-uh. You have to wait like the rest of us.”
I pouted and then smirked. “Hurry up. I’m starving,” I ordered and headed into the living room, the only light from a small lantern.
“Hey, Cash,” Jase called from the sofa.
I nodded toward his left foot propped up on a chair, a thick wrapping around his ankle. “How’s the leg?”
He rubbed his ankle. “It’s just a sprain. Clutch says the swelling will be down enough in another day or two that I can start putting some weight on it again.” He looked up. “Wow, you slept for like twenty-four hours straight.”
“She needed it,” Clutch said before handing Jase and me each a bowl.
I grabbed a seat next to Jase and dug into tonight’s specialty—a steaming mix of mystery meat, beans, and rice.
Clutch returned with his own bowl and a warm beer.
“So tell me about the school. Were there more zeds inside?” Jase asked.
I paused before taking a bite. “Yeah.”
“What was it like? I bet it was scary,” he continued.
I kept chewing. The memories were bad enough for me. No one else needed to have them haunting their conscience.
Clutch gave me a knowing look but said nothing. He finished his dinner and beer before I was even halfway through mine. He came to his feet. “I should get back outside.”
I looked up. “Have you been covering both Jase’s and my shifts?”
He didn’t reply, but the dark circles under his eyes told me enough. He looked beat, and I’d bet he hadn’t slept once in the past two days.
“I’ll cover all of tonight,” I said. “You’re on bed rest, effective immediately.”
He raised a brow. “You’re ordering me around now?”
I smiled. Then nodded.
A smirk tugged at his lips before he relented. “Wake me when you need a break. Don’t overdo it because, at sunrise, we need to start hitting the farms around here hard and fast. A vehicle drove by slow yesterday, which I’d bet are looters scanning this area.”
“Shit,” I muttered. While I’d expected looters to sniff around this area sometime, I’d also hoped that they’d take their own sweet time before doing so. There were literally hundreds of miles of roads in the area. Why couldn’t they leave our four-mile stretch alone?
“We need everything we can get and fast,” Clutch added. “And, I’m out of beer and almost out of whiskey.”
I grimaced. “I can’t believe you’d drink warm beer.”
“Warm beer is better than no beer.”
“Point taken.” I shooed him away. “Now go. Hit the sack. You’re even grumpier when you’re tired.”
He grunted and cracked his neck. “Be careful out there. I saw a group of zeds pass through the field yesterday. We’ve been lucky they’ve mostly avoided the woods so far.”
“I wonder why they haven’t hit the woods more,” I said. After all, if I was a predator, they’d be a prime spot.
“I’m thinking they prefer taking easier routes since they can’t get around as easily as us,” Clutch replied before disappearing up the stairs.
So far, most zeds we’d seen had stuck to open flatlands like roads, yards, and fields. But a few had stumbled through the woods already, so they certainly didn’t have an allergy to shrubbery.
I would’ve eaten faster, but my stomach was cramping from going nearly two days on only a protein bar, and I had to pace myself. At least I was wide awake. A near-coma was exactly what my body had needed. My muscles were amped. I wished it was morning already so that we could get started on looting the nearby farms. We’d been forced to put it off while we fortified the farm against looters. But we needed food and supplies. Even though winter was at least eight months away, we needed to hoard anything we could to prepare.
Running into zeds or looters was a chance we had to take.
“You were lucky you got back to the farm when you did,” Jase mumbled with a mouth full of food. “Clutch was packing up to head back into town for you. I wanted to come, but he said I had to stay back and hold down the fort.”
“He was an idiot,” I said. When I’d seen Clutch loading weapons into the truck, I’d already figured he wasn’t heading out for another solo looting run. Going anywhere after dark was a suicide run, especially to a particular elementary school. Clutch could’ve gotten himself killed for the infinitesimal chance that I was still alive. It was a fucking miracle I’d gotten back to the house when I did. If he’d gone into town to look for me…if he hadn’t returned…
With a shiver, I came to my feet and headed into the kitchen to clean up, all the time praying that those thoughts would never become reality.
After I had my weapons strapped on, I stopped by the living room. “You need help getting upstairs?” I asked.
Jase looked up from the book he’d been reading and shook his head. “Nah. I’ll hang down here for a bit. I’m tired of being in bed.” He thumped the book down. “I hate being cooped up like this.”
“You’ll be back on your feet before you know it.” I gave him a quick wave and then headed outside. The sun had set, and I walked the perimeter around the house first. I’d always hated night-watch. Now, I had a whole new perspective. Even in the dark where zeds could lurk, I found the open space and fresh air a vast improvement over the school’s cramped air ducts.
The walk down the long lane, with trees lining both sides, seemed easier tonight. Sure, a zed could shuffle out from the darkness at any moment, but the idea didn’t terrify me as much as it had less than two days ago.
There was hardly a breeze, with every sound lingering in the air. My natural warning system of crickets chirping and frogs croaking was in full effect tonight. Insects and animals tended to go silent when zeds were around.
At the end of the lane, the gate stood solidly fastened to the barbed wire and chain link fence doubled up on both sides. I double-checked the locks. It was the only opening in the fence lining Clutch’s property along the roadside. We’d reinforced the old fence with reams of chain link we’d taken from Jase’s farm, but we needed much more to make it strong enough to hold back zeds and to build a secondary fence around the house.
A single human could climb easily over the fence or come through the woods, but with the deep ditches for Iowa winters, vehicles could enter the farm only through the gate. And, except for a couple trails, the woods surrounding the house served as a barrier against vehicles on three sides.
But the woods wouldn’t hold back zeds, not for long. Clutch owned a few hundred acres and with a fence only along the roadside, the other three sides were wide-open fields. If the zeds passed through in large groups, we’d have some serious problems on our hands.
I leaned on the metal gate, staring out at the star-studded sky. The stars were so much brighter here than in Des Moines…or at least when too many city lights clouded the nights. I guess the stars would shine just as brightly everywhere now.
A clear night and smooth air: it would’ve been a perfect night for a flight. God, I missed watching the sun set from the air.
Even more, I missed my parents. They lived in a residential area not far from downtown. Mom had diabetes and needed daily insulin shots. If they were still in town, they’d be surrounded by hundreds of thousands of zeds by now. The first week, I mentioned the idea of heading into Des Moines for them, but Clutch had said it was too dangerous. After seeing Fox Hills, a town point five percent the size of the Des Moines area filled with zeds, I couldn’t argue his logic.
My only regret was that I’d never even gotten the chance to say good-bye.
A rhythmic scraping sound off to my left drew my attention. Careful to avoid Clutch’s booby traps, I made my way down the fence line until the zed came into sight. A green John Deere hat hung crookedly on its head. It had been an older man, with short white hair peeking out from under the hat. Its facial features were impossible to make out since decay had already started to set in. It dragged one leg, its boot grating the gravel with each step in a monotonous rhythm.
Step.
Scrape.
Step.
Scrape.
The signature sound of a zed.
Once I made sure it didn’t have any friends, I stepped up to the fence. “Hey, fucktard.”
The zed lifted its head, and sniffed in my direction. Even with yellowish pupils, it seemed to see fine because it moaned and shuffled its way straight toward me, stumbling while walking down the ditch. When it finally regained its footing and dragged itself up to the fence, I pulled out my machete.
When it reached for me, I swung. Its head lobbed off and bounced on the ground. Its fingers had tangled in the fence, and I kicked the body, sending it backward into the ditch. Its hat had fallen off and landed near the head.
I leaned over the fence and watched the head for a good ten minutes. The fucking thing just kept watching me, moving its mouth. I narrowed my eyes but couldn’t see any kind of humanity left in its gaze. Its eyes were truly devoid of anything.
After scanning the area one more time, I climbed over the fence, looked at the head, and then brought the heel of my foot down. Its front teeth shattered. I stomped again and again until the skull crushed inward and the mouth finally stilled.
I picked up the hat and tossed it onto the body. The smell would be worse tomorrow, when I could safely move the zed’s body farther away and cover it with dirt since we’d decided to quit burning the zeds we took down. It was too much work and the smoke could be seen and smelled from too far away.
The crickets resumed their chirping. The stars still shone brightly, happy in their places so far away from a world consumed by death. And so I climbed back over the fence and continued my patrol.
I rehydrated every hour. At four a.m., I headed into the house to check on the guys. Jase was sleeping soundly on the couch, a paperback copy of the SAS Survival Handbook sprawled open across his chest. I gently tugged it from under his hand, dog-eared the page, and set it on the floor. I tiptoed up the stairs and paused outside Clutch’s room. Muffled grunts came from the other side. Every night was the same. A couple hours after he fell asleep, the nightmares would come.
Every other night, I listened, waiting for him to wake or fall back into a restful sleep.
Tonight, I turned the knob and entered.
Clutch lay in the middle of the bed, the sheets tossed around him. His skin gleamed with sweat. He grunted and jerked, lost within his dream.
Careful to not disturb him, I sat down on the edge of the mattress. I reached out and laid my palm on his chest. His blade swung out.
I sucked in a breath.
He stopped just before slicing my throat ear to ear. Blinking, his eyes grew wide. “Jesus.” He fell back onto the mattress, pulling the knife away. “Fuck, Cash. I could’ve killed you.”
I let out the breath I’d been holding. “You were having a bad dream.” Again.
He rolled onto his side, facing away from me. “It was nothing.”
I slid up on the bed, sitting with my back against the headboard. “Tell me about it.”
“Everything all right outside?” he asked instead.
I sighed, disappointed. “Just one. No problems.”
“What time is it?” he asked, sounding all too tired himself.
“Four.”
He sat up. “I can take over the patrol now.”
“No,” I replied, not moving. “I’m wide awake.”
He lay for a moment before sighing. “What are you doing?”
“I’m staying until you fall asleep.”
After several long seconds, he gave me his back. “Have it your way.”
I rested my head against the headboard and sat there in silence, waiting. I remembered when I’d had bad dreams as a kid, my dad would stay with me until I fell asleep. His presence chased away the imaginary monsters. I had no idea if it would help Clutch. His monsters were bigger and badder, but I couldn’t let him go on every night facing them alone.
After Clutch’s breathing became deep and regular, I crept from his room, grabbed another protein bar, and headed back outside. I had time to make another pass around the farm before the sky morphed from black to purple to orange. The world, for once, was at peace, and I savored watching the sun rise over the horizon.
Clutch emerged from the house looking refreshed, and we were ready to hit the road before the sun was fully over the horizon, with dew still creating sparkles on the grass. Jase limped outside to see us off, leaning on a tall stick for support, and armed to the teeth.
“I swear it, guys,” Jase said. “It doesn’t hurt bad. Take your time. I’ll cover the place today.”
Clutch nodded at Jase’s stick. “Then why are you still using your crutch?”
Jase pursed his lips.
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “The only way you’re staying behind is if you can shimmy up on the roof. That way, you can scan while you start replacing the busted shingles.”
Jase grinned. “Heck, yeah, I can do that.”
“Be sure to bring plenty of ammo with you. Watching for looters and zeds is more important than patching the roof,” Clutch added. He started to turn, then paused. “Oh, and use a mallet. I don’t want you drawing every zed in a ten-mile radius.”
Jase gave an enthusiastic nod. “You bet!” He grabbed his stick and hopped back into the house.
I smirked. “You were planning on letting him stay behind all along.”
He shrugged. “Ready?”
I held out my hand. “After you.”
With a fleeting smile, he headed toward the truck, and I followed.
On our drive, we came across a group of zeds feasting on a cow while the rest of the herd huddled together in the far corner of the pasture. I gripped my rifle tighter.
“We need to conserve our ammo,” Clutch said as though reading my thoughts. “They’re still a ways from the farm. Maybe they’ll keep moving on.”
“We should at least cut the fence,” I said. “Give the rest of the cattle a chance.”
He sighed before slowing to a stop. “We won’t be able to save all the livestock. The zeds will get to all of it eventually.”
“I know, but at least we can help these few.”
He jumped out and opened the back door and pulled out a bolt cutter. I got out and held my rifle at the ready. The fence was a simple barbed-wire, taking Clutch no more than four quick snips to open up a section for the cattle to escape should they find the gap. We were back on the road seconds later.
We saw a couple dozen more zeds, mostly alone or in pairs, walking aimlessly on roads and through fields. As we entered an older residential part of Fox Hills—what Jase named Chow Town after the Home Depot experience—the area was eerily quiet. With no people or cars, nothing moved except for the occasional zed.
“Where is everyone?” I asked softly.
Clutch didn’t reply, just kept on driving.
When he pulled in between two zeds meandering on the pavement and into the parking lot, I let out a sigh of relief. Mabel’s Garden Center was nothing near the size of Home Depot, meaning that there shouldn’t have been nearly as many people there when the outbreak hit.
Hopefully.
Still, my stomach was in knots.
I kept my fingers crossed that the remaining zeds in the area had already moved on to find food elsewhere. Clutch backed the truck up to the front doors, so we could load and then get away quickly. We moved silently from the truck, knowing that even though the area seemed relatively clear, zeds lurked everywhere.
He looked at me. “You can stay outside and stand guard if you want. I can cover the greenhouse.”
I pulled out the small axe and shook my head. “No. Let’s stick to the plan.”
We opened our doors at the same time. I scalped the first zed with a quick strike to its temple, and it fell lifelessly to the ground. I turned to see Clutch standing over a dead zed.
We walked up to the front glass doors and looked inside. A cashier still hovered at his cash register. With an axe in one hand and the machete in another, Clutch rapped on the glass, and the zed turned around. Its empty gaze leveled hungrily on us, and it stumbled forward. Another one emerged from an aisle. It had been an older woman, still wearing gardening gloves, and she’d been badly chewed upon. A third, another employee, headed toward the doors.
We waited until all three were at the doors, before counting down…three, two, one. I yanked the door open and jumped back. Clutch swung the axe and then swung the machete. One of the zeds refused to go down after a glancing blow, but my axe to its forehead finished the job.
We dragged the bodies out of our way, and scanned the rest of the place, finding only one more zed trapped under a collapsed shelf.
We wasted no time in grabbing all the heirloom seeds, fertilizer, and fencing we could find. If we could plant enough crops, we could get through the winter and have plenty of seeds for next year. We might even be able to take in another survivor or two, which we desperately needed. Defending an entire farm with only three people was exhausting work.
We were heading back to the front doors to close up the greenhouse when we saw them. All four men wore military fatigues—much like ours—and had automatic rifles slung over their shoulders. With shaved heads, the men looked all the same: white, dirty, and mean.
And they were currently in the back of Clutch’s truck, stealing our loot.
Clutch threw me a quick glance, then whispered, “Stay inside, and be ready to run in case this goes to shit.”
“Be careful.” I pulled the rifle off my shoulder and leaned against the door, aiming at the men busy moving things from our truck to theirs.
Clutch fired a shot into the air, and they froze like skittish deer, one of them dropping his stolen cargo. They scrambled to raise their rifles as Clutch took a couple steps forward, keeping his Glock leveled on them.
The cleanest looking of the men relaxed and grinned. “Clutch! It’s good to see a familiar face.”
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing here, Sean?”
One of the other men stepped forward. “You’re taking things that don’t belong to you.”
“And it belongs to you?” Clutch countered. “I knew Mabel, and she’s lying dead inside.”
“It doesn’t matter, Clutch. It’s the rules,” Sean said. “All supplies must go through the Fox Hills militia for reallocation. We divvy them out to citizens based on need.”
Clutch chuckled, though there was no humor in the sound. “Based on whose need? Yours or theirs?”
“You’ll turn over the truck, the supplies, and that girl with you,” another man called out, pointing at me.
“Good luck with that,” Clutch said before turning back to Sean. “Where’s the government order establishing a militia?”
“There’s no government anymore,” Sean replied.
“Camp Fox has fallen?”
Sean stammered. “We—we’re working in collaboration with the National Guard. We’re helping them out.”
“And who’s in charge of this little militia?” Clutch asked.
“Doyle,” one of the men said. “And he’ll kick your ass for getting in our way.”
“Let me see the government order from Camp Fox instating Doyle as head of the militia,” Clutch said. “Until then, you’re all just bandits. And, I’ll shoot any man who tries to take anything of mine.”
The men kept their fully automatic rifles raised.
“But Clutch…” Sean pleaded
“You going to shoot me, boy?” Clutch guffawed at the man who looked about my age. “You might get in a lucky shot or two, but I guaran-fucking-tee that I’m taking every last one of your sorry asses with me. And I don’t give a flying fuck that you’ve sold seed corn to me before, Sean.”
“Let’s just kill this asshole and be done with it,” one of the men said, and I leveled the rifle to aim dead center in the middle of his forehead.
“Dibs on the girl,” the third man added.
“Fuck you,” I called out, keeping my aim steady.
“Soon, girly,” the man with the toothy grin said.
Sean patted the air. “There’s going to be no shooting today. We’re leaving.” The men around him raised an uproar. Sean snapped around to his compatriots. “We’re leaving! This place is going to be crawling with zeds soon enough the way it is.” Sean turned to Clutch, looking exasperated. “You can keep this stuff from today, just because we have a history. But the militia is in charge around here. You’d be best to join up or get out of our way. And your little girl over there needs to be moved in with the other civilians at our camp for protection. The rules have changed. I’d watch your back if I were you.”
With that final warning, they climbed into their truck. One of the men in the truck bed fired several shots into the sky. They whooped and one flipped us off as they sped away, kicking up rocks.
“Assholes,” I muttered, coming around to stand by Clutch.
“Sean was right.” He looked at me. “We’re going to have to watch our backs. They’ve seen us. Sean knows where I live. And they know I won’t play along with their games. That makes me an enemy. As for you…” He looked me up and down.
I shivered, even though the sun shone brightly in the sky. “Then we’d best avoid them.”
He locked the lift gate and headed to the driver’s side. “These guys are nothing but Doyle’s dogs, using the façade of a militia to take what they want.”
“Who’s this Doyle guy?” I asked. “Someone to worry about?”
“He’s a cocky asshole who’s owned the surplus store for decades. He’s also one hell of a survivalist. Armageddon would’ve been a wet dream for him.”
   
We spent the next two weeks converting the farmhouse into a fortress and planting gardens, all the while killing any zeds that made the mistake of stumbling too close to the farm. We set up a sniper’s nest not far from the gate to watch for Doyle’s Dogs—what we’d nicknamed the self-proclaimed militia.
Jase turned out to be a great asset. Even though he slept until ten every morning, once awake, he was boundless energy, and his ankle healed quickly. Between the two of us, we could lift nearly as much as Clutch could.
We covered the first floor windows with chain link fence to hold back zeds and fastened strips of fencing up to the second floor windows, giving us a way to get inside in case the front door was blocked. We even boarded up the front door, leaving the only entrance in and out through the cellar door, which could be better secured from the inside. We reinforced the gate at the end of the drive so that intruders with anything less than a tank or heavy bolt cutters would have a tough time cutting the chains to get through.
Using the fertilizer we’d picked up at the greenhouse, Clutch introduced Jase and me to the art of setting explosive booby traps, multiplying the reliability of our existing perimeter protection tenfold.
But the three of us worked together only when absolutely necessary. Most of the time, we rotated shifts to have one person on guard duty. No more zeds passed through the yard, but more and more were showing up on the roads and in the fields. Only Clutch scouted the woods. Jase and I were neither gutsy enough nor good enough yet to go deep into the acres of tangled trees alone, though Clutch regularly reminded me that I needed to get familiar with those woods sometime. If the Dogs came at us, hiding in the woods could make the difference between life and death.
We figured that, at the speed zeds shambled along, it would take only a few months before they started spreading outward from Des Moines in a mass exodus. The four or five thousand zeds in Fox Hills were another story. We had to be ready for them now.
One thing that bothered me was that we hadn’t seen signs of any more uninfected humans. Clutch had said that they’d hide out as long as they could, but it had been three weeks since the outbreak. Most would’ve run out of food by now and would be forced to loot. Not hearing any other traffic made me wonder exactly how few of us remained.
The hours not spent on fortifying the farm were spent training for self-defense and killing. My strength and skills improved quickly, though I had a long ways to go. I could now do fifty diamond pushups without stopping. And, my caffeine headaches had finally gone away. Jase was already in good shape from playing in sports. Even with his still-healing ankle, he could run up to windows, check out a house, and be on his way back to the truck before zeds had a clue he was there.
Where Jase was our designated runner, I learned I had a natural affinity for being a sniper. Clutch, of course, was our diplomat should any Dogs show up. He excelled at hand-to-hand combat and could handle any weapon. He was also our strategist. Building on our areas of specialty, Clutch began to lay out plans—for both offense and defense. We were transforming from three individuals into a team.
Hoo-fucking-rah.
Clutch gave both Jase and me our own rifles. They were matching M24s with all the accessories. I hadn’t even heard of an M24 before the outbreak. Now, I spent hours practicing dry shooting, disassembling, and cleaning until I could use it in complete blackness. I could load the cartridges blindfolded.
Only when I’d perfected dry shooting—aligning my body position, sight picture, breathing, and trigger squeeze—did Clutch let me fire a real round. Rather than setting up a shooting range, Clutch had taken me several miles out until we’d come across zeds. At each outing, I was only allowed to use one cartridge to conserve ammo, which meant that I had to make every shot count.
The only differences between dry and real shooting were the noise and the recoil, both of which I’d been expecting and was ready for. It was during that first time, when I took out three zeds back-to-back at a hundred yards, that I saw the rare glimpse of pride in Clutch’s eyes.
Back at the farm, I’d studied the art of learning my surroundings. I trained myself to look and listen while remaining focused on something else.
I could stab the sandbag head every time, better than Jase, and I’d even dodged a couple of Clutch’s moves. But I was nowhere near Clutch’s class. He could still take me down any time he wanted. I gained a worship-like appreciation for Army Rangers after seeing what he was capable of.
“Every corner poses a risk,” he said after knocking me on my butt. Again.
“Silence is my friend,” I replied, coming to my feet.
“What is your best weapon?” He lashed out.
I dove to the side. “I am.”
“What is your second best weapon?”
“Anything I can use to shoot, stab, blow up, strike, or throw.”
Clutch moved, and I found myself in a choke-hold.
“OODA?” he asked, loosening his hold somewhat.
“Observe. Orient. Decide…” I pushed back into him, but he anticipated my move and pushed forward, and I elbowed him in the stomach. He relaxed his grip, and I twisted away. “Act.”
He stepped back a safe distance and crossed his arms over his chest. “And your mantra?”
I smiled. He’d given me an assignment the night before to come up with one rule, which I could meditate on to prep for any mission, to keep from getting too nervous. His was Hit ’em hard and hit ’em often. I wanted something that spoke more to my own internal muse. “Get ’em where I want ’em.”
“Meaning?”
“To never be stupid. Never let them get me where they can overpower me or take me down. Turn my opponent’s actions to my advantage.”
Clutch nodded. “That’ll do.” He looked around the yard. “That’s enough for today.”
I tugged off my leather gloves. Clutch was adamant that we wore gloves any time we worked or trained so that they became like a second skin. They made me clumsy at first, but I preferred them now, even with the rifle. If they could keep me from getting a cut that could get infected, or worse, a zed bite, they were priceless.
Walking back to the house, I scanned the yard. Jase would be at the end of the lane right now, checking the gate. He ran six laps a day down the long lane to scout for zeds and raiders. He’d turned into a regular grunt. Even though we all were decked out in military gear, Jase took the style to heart. He practiced running, crawling, and combat like he was at boot camp. I’d even found him trying out different types of mud to camouflage his face the other day.
But I also knew what he did at the end of the lane. He’d pause at the gate, and stare wistfully down the road, in the direction of his old home. It was a hard reminder of what he’d lost.
Keeping busy helped me to not think about my parents.
I kept very, very busy.
We remained vigilant, day and night, watching for intruders, especially for Doyle’s Dogs. At night, we took three-hour rotations, to give each of us a solid six-hour sleeping break. With the physical labor, I could fall asleep the second my head hit the pillow on the sofa. I’d gotten into a routine and was pulling my own weight next to the guys. We needed more people, but the simple fact was, aside from Doyle’s Dogs and possibly Camp Fox, we’d come across no one else in some time. Even the house with boarded windows now appeared abandoned, with its front door broken wide open.
As for our house, even if zeds could get inside, which I doubted, Clutch had jerry-rigged the stairs with C4 that he could blow at a moment’s notice. I never knew C4 was even legal, so I had no idea how he had come to own it. Fifty foot of paracord was placed next to each upstairs window in case the house was overrun. In the cellar, we’d built a fake wall in front of the shelves to hide our food just in case looters managed to break in.
In the gardens, Jase stood watch while I planted, and then we rotated every hour. We’d planted nearly all the seeds we’d taken from the greenhouse. We’d even planted a few herbs so we wouldn’t be doomed with overly bland food all winter, though salt was already missed.
Even with all the food in the cellar, we only had enough food to get us into the winter. We had to grow a hell of a lot of food if we wanted to survive. The fields weren’t safe—too much open space, and we couldn’t eat the corn or soybean seed as it had all been treated with pesticides and herbicides. So we planned to plant by hand seed corn and soybeans in rows closest to the farm since he had all the seed already on hand.
Clutch estimated that we’d converted the backyard into one and a half acres of garden. Within a year, living off the land would become our only source of food. It was terrifying yet empowering.
After the quick seven-step process—which had to be done in order—of getting into the house without setting off a trap, Clutch headed to the kitchen and I turned on the small battery-powered radio and began my routine during every break of slowly scanning both radio bands. Like every other day, FM was quiet. AM had a couple of transmissions, but they must’ve been too far away because static drowned out the voices. As I continued to scan stations, Clutch said, “Wait. Go back.”
I tuned the knob, and turned up the volume. The man spoke in a slow monotone, which was why I’d gone right past the station the first time.
“…militia now controls the towns in southern Iowa and some in northern Missouri. I drove near Des Moines two days ago. Had to see it for myself. The rumors are true. It’s scorched. The military dropped H6s on it at least a week ago since there were only a few fires left burning.”
I suddenly found it hard to breathe, and I fell back on my butt. Des Moines…bombed? Mom. Dad. While I’d known their odds were hopeless, knowing with certainty…I pressed my hand to my heart.
Clutch handed me a glass of water. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe they got out.”
His words were clumsy and rushed, and I knew he didn’t believe them. “Yeah, maybe,” I lied right back, breathless. The finality of the situation forced me to finally admit to myself that I’d been clinging to a strand of false hope for too long. Jaw clenched, I tried not to think about my parents, focusing instead on the stranger’s words.
“…I heard all major cities have been bombed to contain the spread, and any intact military units have pulled back. Though, it’s safe to assume there’s not much government or military left. At least one National Guard base is taking in survivors in Iowa, and that’s Camp Fox. Camp Dodge was destroyed along with Des Moines. I don’t have status on any Iowa units at this time.
During the American Revolution, the active forces in the field against the tyranny never amounted to more than three percent of the colonists. We are the three percenters of today. We are the militia, and we will survive this war. We will defeat the zed scourge and rebuild. I’m wired into stations across the country and will broadcast every day at 0900. This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone. Three percenters, unite!”
Silence came from the speakers, and I sat and stared at the radio.
“Any news?” Jase asked, walking into the living room, sweaty from his run.
“Des Moines was bombed,” Clutch said in a low, rumbly voice.
Jase smiled. “Hopefully they cleared out all the zeds so they won’t be heading this direction.”
I tossed him a glare and then turned away.
“Oh,” Jase said after a moment. “Damn, Cash. I’m sorry. I forgot—”
“It’s time we head out,” Clutch said.
I turned back to see him standing and motioning me to get up. My limbs felt like they’d been filled with lead, but I dragged myself to my feet.
“Where are we going?” Jase asked.
“To check out the Pierson farm and pick up those chickens Cash has been wanting,” Clutch said.
“If they’re even still alive,” I mumbled.
Clutch ignored me. “But you’re staying back and guarding the house. We’ll be back within three hours.”
Jase looked relieved that he didn’t have to go. “You got it, boss.”
“Whenever we’re away from my farm, we’re at risk of being overtaken,” Clutch said to me. “So we’ll clear the house and buildings first. Then, if everything’s clear, we’ll grab the chickens, food, and supplies.”
“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.
“I haven’t seen any of the Dogs on this road yet. Maybe it’s because they’re giving me this road as long as I stay off the others.”
I nodded, but I also knew any time he used the word “maybe”, he didn’t mean it. Besides, the men we’d come across at the greenhouse seemed too greedy to give up a few miles along one quiet gravel road.
I grabbed my helmet and gear before rustling around for a couple duffels Clutch had gotten from his surplus run. This time, I packed a bottle of water and a protein bar in my jacket, a lesson I learned after finding myself empty-handed at the elementary school. Clutch was already downstairs, geared up and eating a protein bar. We needed the chickens. Having fresh food would be a much-needed morale boost for all three of us.
In the truck, I asked, “How many lived there?” Up until now, we’d only grabbed anything off farms that didn’t require entering buildings, waiting for numbers to thin out. That was before we realized that zeds just kept on going.
We all knew we should’ve started cleaning out the nearby houses earlier, knowing that it was just a matter of time before the Dogs raided the area. But by the same token, they could’ve been watching us already, waiting for the time we left the safety of the farm to come after us or the supplies on the farm.
We had to be careful. We didn’t yet know which farmhouses hid infected inside. The only way to tell was to check them out. Chances were, occupants—infected or otherwise—would likely be hostile. I gripped the machete.
“Two. The Piersons were a young couple. Just starting out,” he replied, as we reversed the seven steps to get out of the house and headed for the truck.
Clutch drove slowly enough to not kick up any dust on the gravel road while I scanned for zeds and looters.
A creek meandered down the end of Clutch’s property line. With all the rains, the Fox River had flooded, filling its tributaries, this creek being one. The ground had given way not far from the road, and I saw why we hadn’t seen more than a few zeds for a couple days. “It’s better than a mousetrap,” I said, watching the zeds trapped in the mud.
They moved in dull, slow motions that only served to have the mud pull them in deeper. One zed was naked, with mud smeared over his bloated body. All the zeds were bloated, looking as though they’d ingested twice their body weight with polluted water. A pair had been pulled so deep that they’d become stuck under the dirty water, their mouths opening and closing like fish.
“Stop,” I said.
Clutch pulled to a stop and watched me.
“Once everything dries up, they could break free,” I said.
He looked outside, thought for a moment, and then nodded.
I opened the door, lifted my rifle, and took aim. The naked zed went down. I fired again. Fourteen shots. Twelve dead zeds. I needed to work on my aim.
“Happy now?” he asked when I settled back in.
I smiled. Twelve fewer zeds to trespass onto the farm. “Very.”
The Pierson farm was only another mile down the road, just past a farmhouse much in need of a new paint job. “Since it’s so close, we can check out this one next,” I mentioned as we drove past.
“Earl’s,” he replied. “A bit of a hermit, so he may have ridden out the outbreak. If he’s not around, we may be able to pick up an extra gun or two.”
A new green combine sat next to a machine shed. I thought back to the zed I’d decapitated a couple weeks back. “Was Earl a tall, skinny guy? Wore a John Deere hat?”
Clutch narrowed an eye at me. “Yeah, why?”
“We don’t have to worry about him anymore.”
He was quiet for a moment. “I guess we’ll check out his place next, then.”
He stopped before turning into the Pierson’s driveway, while we scanned their farm, but it looked quiet and untouched. But we knew that wasn’t the case.
We knew at least Tom Pierson was home. The house was close enough to the road that on two different drive-bys we clearly saw a man staring blankly out the window. Close enough for the man inside to see us and start thumping bloody fists against the glass. I suspected the only reason he hadn’t broken the glass yet was because zeds seemed to have a limited ability to retain focus.
Even though he wasn’t standing in the window now, we knew better than to believe the house was safe. We had at least one zed waiting inside. The question was, where was Tom’s wife? She could be in the house, or she could be lurking around the chicken shed. Or, if she was lucky, she got away.
I’d already learned that very few people tended to get lucky in this world.
Thunder boomed in the distance, startling me.
“You okay?” Clutch asked.
I nodded. “Sounds like another storm’s coming.”
Clutch parked the truck behind the Pierson’s Ford truck and cut the engine. The garage door had been left open, and the driver’s door was left ajar.
“We’ll clear out the house first since we know Tom’s in there. Then the yard,” Clutch rumbled in his rough voice. “Be ready.”
We moved with slow, silent steps into the attached garage. Putting my back to Clutch’s, we scanned the two stalls. He checked out both vehicles. I bent down to check under the vehicles. When I came to my feet, I gave him the sign for okay.
We stopped at the door leading from the garage to the house. Streaks of dried blood marred the paint. Clutch reached for the handle and turned it slowly. The hinges protested with a small creak. He looked inside and then took a step in. I immediately followed, checking behind the door and then taking the side of the door opposite from Clutch.
Even wearing a Kevlar helmet with the face shield down, the stench of decay and excrement was overpowering, and I forced myself to breathe through my mouth. No zed had emerged yet, which meant that maybe it hadn’t heard the door open.
Or maybe it just moved slowly.
A zed that I assumed had once been Tom Pierson ambled around the corner right when Clutch took a step forward. It saw us and gave a guttural hiss. I was closer. I swung, cleaving the top section of its head clean off. Some brown goo hemorrhaged from the wound, but not nearly as much as had come from Alan’s head in the back of Clutch’s rig. It seemed like the longer they’d been infected, the less “wet” they were…and a hell of a lot more smelly. I gagged and tried to block the stench that made me think of what moldy cottage cheese, rotten eggs, and putrid ground beef blended together would smell like.
Clutch kneeled by the body, and lifted its shirt. “Looks like someone unloaded a small caliber into him. If I had to guess, I’d say it was done after he turned.” Then Clutch stood, stepped over the body, and moved into the next room.
I followed, hoping the smell would improve. It didn’t. The living room was a mess. Broken glass and suitcases littered the floor. On the coffee table sat a purse with several hundred dollars scattered about. It looked like the guy’s wife was planning an escape. Too bad money couldn’t have helped her. I noticed the pistol then. It was a .22, similar to my first pistol. I picked it up and checked the cartridge. Empty. I frowned and slid the .22 into the back of my belt. “I don’t think she got out.”
Clutch’s lips thinned and he nodded before moving through the room and into the hallway. He took the stairs with silent steps, and I had to concentrate to be as quiet. Upstairs, there were no signs of struggle, though there were clear signs that someone had been in a hurry to pack. Drawers were pulled open, clothes draped the bed.
But no dark stains or bodies.
I checked under the bed while Clutch checked the closet. We repeated the process with the next three rooms. “Clear,” I said, though fear nagged at me. Where had she gone? Had she managed to flee the house before she turned?
We headed back down the stairs and finished off the rest of the ground floor. When we came to the last closed door, I groaned when I saw the blood on the handle. “It had to be the basement, didn’t it.”
I reached over and pulled out the flashlight from Clutch’s belt, and clicked it on. He motioned three-two-one before opening the door. Pitch black and vile stench greeted us. Beneath the smell of decay that haunted the entire house, the basement also smelled of wet earth and mildew.
With no windows to let in light, I realized that this must be a cellar like the one at Clutch’s house. I shone the light down the stairs to reveal dried blood stains on the steps but no movement. I glanced at Clutch. With a shrug, he called out, “Any zed-fucks down there?”
Something clanked, and then something grunted. The sounds of moaning, shuffling, and banging continued.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I sang, shining the light across the floor to draw it out. There’d been plenty of blood, and I suspected this was where Tom’s wife escaped after being attacked. Dark water covered at least a third of the floor, and I realized that without power, sump pumps could no longer do their jobs.
At the edge of the water, the light fell on a horribly damaged carcass of something small that had tufts of yellow fur still attached. I cringed. “Ah, geez. She ate the cat.”
A shape fell forward, and I jumped.
“And there’s the missus,” Clutch said drily.
Mrs. Pierson must’ve been brutally attacked by the man she’d trusted most in the world. Bites spanned the zed’s neck, hands, and arms. Scratches covered its face, but I suspected those were from the cat fighting for its life. The zed stumbled forward, reaching for the light with each step. Clutch pulled out his Glock but didn’t fire.
The zed kicked the first stair step. Bumped into it again. The third time, it fell forward.
“How about that,” I said. “They can’t climb stairs.”
As it dragged itself up, it started the process over again.
“But they never get tired,” Clutch replied. “I bet if it kept at it long enough, it’d get lucky and fall up the stairs.” He fired the gun, and the zed fell backward, its hand making a small splash in the standing water.
“Let’s make this quick,” he muttered, taking the first step.
I kept the light in front of us, moving it to scan the sides. It was an unsettling feeling, entering the literal bowels of the house, not knowing what else could be down here. At the foot of the stairs, Clutch motioned for the flashlight. He took it and shone it across the basement. I held the machete in front of me.
Fortunately, the basement was wide open, with no doors or rooms, let alone shelves or boxes. In fact, the only things down there were two corpses, one zed and one tabby housecat. “There’s nothing down here. Maybe they’ve always had flooding issues with it,” I said, thinking aloud.
“Good,” he muttered. “Let’s get out of here.”
He wasted no time hustling back up the stairs.
“Don’t like dark basements?” I asked when he shut the basement door behind us.
“Not one bit.”
I chortled.
“What?”
“I never would’ve guessed you to be afraid of anything.”
After a moment, he shrugged. “I’m only human.”
The thought of Clutch getting hurt—or worse—quickly sobered me. “Yeah. Guess so.”
With the house clear, we moved quickly through to inventory food and supplies to load later. The Piersons weren’t very good planners. They had little to offer, so we went ahead and loaded everything we found into one suitcase. I was about to open the refrigerator when Clutch pressed his hand over mine. “Before you do that, I’d hold my breath if I were you.”
I bit my lip. “Oh. Good call.”
Clutch stepped back as I sucked in a breath and opened the refrigerator. And I was glad I did. Milk, leftovers, and raw meat filled the shelves. I moved quickly, grabbing only the items I was hoping to find. Aluminum cans.
I pulled out the twelve-pack of light beer and the four cans of soda and slammed the door shut. I lifted the beer and smiled. I made the mistake of inhaling to brag about my find, and gagged from the lingering stench from the refrigerator.
Clutch smirked and opened the door to the garage.
I pushed past him and sucked in fresh air. He came out behind me and dropped the suitcase into the back of the truck. He pulled out an old wire carrier he’d found somewhere along the way. “Let’s wrap this up.”
I put the twelve-pack and soda in the back and followed. We’d only burned a half hour clearing the house, leaving us plenty of time for the only other building on the farm. It looked like an old hog house that had been converted to store machinery. A large caged-in chicken area had been built onto the side with a door leading into the old shed. The door was closed, likely blown shut in the storms. Four chickens and one rooster pecked at the grass. Their feathers were matted, and they were scrawny. They had to be near starving, with nothing to eat but what they could find in the twenty-by-twenty area of grass fenced in for their home.
They seemed agitated, ruffling their feathers and chattering away. I realized why when I saw the furred shape nearly hidden in the shadow of the tractor. It was big, maybe a wolf, and I nudged Clutch and pointed.
“Looks like we’re not the only ones eying these chickens.”
He took several steps toward the beast and waved his hands. “Shoo. Get out of here.”
It growled, showing its teeth.
Clutch stomped closer. “Sorry, bud. But we need these chickens as bad as you.”
It kept growling even as it backed up with every step Clutch took forward, until it turned and ran off. It was actually a mutt, big but skinny. Probably some farm dog in the area. I felt a bit bad that he’d probably suffered as badly as any of us had since the outbreak, going from an easy diet of dog food to having to fend for himself. But I didn’t feel bad enough to toss him a chicken. Clutch was right. We needed them.
Other than the dog, there was nothing to scare up around the building. Only a tractor and lawn mower sat in the shed, making it easy enough to check for zeds.
Inside the building stood a chicken coop made out of plywood, probably used to protect the chickens at night and during cold weather. I knocked on the door and listened for any movement. When I heard none, I opened the door, with Clutch at my back. Inside was hay and wooden roosts. Eight white-feathered bodies lay dead across the floor, likely from starvation or thirst, if the empty water and food bowls were any sign. A few eggs rested undisturbed in the nest boxes, but I left those, unwilling to test their level of rottenness.
There was another door across from us, and I opened this one without worry, having already seen where it led from the outside. “Hey, chickies,” I said, taking a step onto the grass.
They came running to me, clucking happy little welcomes, and I grinned. “They’re tame.”
“Get them loaded up,” Clutch said from the doorway. “I’m going to check out the fuel situation, and see if the vehicles have anything worthwhile.”
“I’ll take it from here.” I didn’t even look up. I was too busy enjoying being the center of chicken attention.
“And be careful,” he warned.
I was sweating by the time I got three of the five chickens loaded into the carrier. Just because they were friendly creatures that couldn’t fly didn’t make them easy to catch.
Taking a break, I grabbed the three large bags of chicken feed from inside the building and tossed them in the truck next to the portable fuel tank, which Clutch was finishing siphoning gas into from the Piersons’ two cars.
Finished, he disconnected the portable pump’s cables from his truck battery, and slid the pump handle behind the tank. He’d used the portable tank for his tractors in the fields, but it hadn’t taken him long to dump the diesel from the tank so we could use it for gasoline.
Clutch eyed the two chickens still milling in their fenced area and raised an eyebrow.
I shrugged. “They needed a break.”
He smirked, leaning on the truck.
I went back to work getting the last two chickens into the carrier. I must’ve worn them out because I caught both in less than five minutes, only falling on my ass once. The scraggly chickens didn’t look pleased to be cramped in a little cage, but I figured I’d earn their forgiveness by giving them a dry home with plenty of food and water.
I turned to find Clutch with his head in his hands. “What’s wrong?”
He looked up, laughing. “I’ve never seen anyone work so hard to catch chickens before.”
I lifted the cage. “Want me to release them and you take a shot?”
He cleared his throat. “You know, they’re starving. You could’ve put a bit of feed in the kennel, and they would’ve practically run into it.”
I wanted to snap back some smart remark, but he was right so I flipped him the bird instead.
A boom sounded in the distance, and Clutch’s face fell.
Confused, I looked around. “That didn’t sound like thunder.”
His brow furrowed. He stepped back and snapped his head in the direction of the farm. “That was an explosion.”
Shock blasted through me.
“The gate,” he said before taking off at a run toward the truck. I walked as quickly as I could, without risking injuring the caged fowl. He had the engine going by the time I set the carrier in the back. I hopped in the front, and he tore out the driveway and sped out of the driveway and onto the road. I grabbed my rifle and Clutch pulled out his Blaser—a heavy, impressive rifle with an even more impressive scope.
I opened my window and leveled my rifle on the frame as he slowed. As we approached the farm, we found the gate collapsed and a Jeep on the other side with a blown axle. The bloodied driver slumped over the steering wheel must’ve taken shrapnel. Two other men with shaved heads were outside the Jeep, walking down the lane toward the house. One was clutching his bloody arm. The other held his rifle in front of him. He must’ve heard our approach, because he snapped around. His eyes widened, and he nudged the guy next to him and aimed his rifle at the truck.
“Follow my lead,” Clutch said. He drove over the fallen gate and pulled off to the right of the lane where no booby traps had been set and stopped. “This is private property!” he yelled out. “Stop where you are and lower your weapons, or you will be shot.”
They didn’t lower their weapons. “This area is in the jurisdiction of the Fox Hills militia!” the injured man yelled back. “You have to pay tribute to stay on these lands.”
Clutch fired, and I startled. The injured man fell to the ground and didn’t move.
The other raider’s eyes widened. “You killed him, you fucking bastard!”
“This is your one and only chance,” Clutch said. “Drop your weapon. Leave in the next ten seconds and live. If you or any of your buddies comes near my place again, you will be shot on sight.”
“But you can’t. I’m with the militia!” He glanced from his dead buddy and back to Clutch.
“Seven,” Clutch said.
“But, but my Jeep is busted!” He pointed to the sky. “It’s going to be dark soon. There’s zeds out there.”
“Five.”
The guy paused, then dropped his rifle like it was on fire and ran toward the road. Once he passed the truck, he yelled, “Doyle will kill you for this!”
Clutch got out of the truck and aimed.
I froze.
The guy went down with one echoing shot.
In shock, I stepped out of the truck as Jase came running from the woods. “I was watching them the whole time. I wasn’t going to let them get to the house, I swear,” he said, breathless.
“I know,” I said, squeezing Jase’s shoulder.
He grimaced and took a step back. “Dang, you stink like a zed that took a shit bath.”
Another shot fired, and we yanked around to see Clutch standing beside the Jeep, the driver now sporting a gunshot to the head. Clutch looked up. “Let’s get this mess cleaned up.”
“Do you think they’ll know these guys were here?” Jase asked.
“Oh, they’ll know all right.” Clutch looked outward. “Doyle started the war today.”





WRATH
The Fifth Circle of Hell





8

Two weeks later
JASE SLAMMED his machete through the forehead of the first zed, while I split the skull of the second one right down the middle. I stood back and let Jase take down the third, wielding his machete like a broadsword.
“I’m getting sick of Doyle’s Dogs throwing zeds at us,” he muttered as he wiped his blade on the grass.
For the past three days, a garbage truck had driven down this road and dumped hungry zeds over the gate. On the first day, they dropped one. The next day it was two. Today, they were up to three. Tomorrow, it’d be four.
Eventually, it’d be a truckload.
They were toying with us, plain and simple. With every assault, they were saying, surrender or we’ll kill you.
“C’mon. They’re giving us practice,” I said, tugging a dead zed to the ditch. “What else is there to do on a Friday night besides killing zeds?”
Jase paused while dragging another zed and cocked his head. “Is it Friday?”
I shrugged. “No idea. Doesn’t matter, I guess. We should be heading in for the night.”
“Yeah. The fabulous dinner I made is getting cold,” he said with a sly grin.
I looked down the road where the green garbage truck disappeared in the distance. After today’s dump, the truck sported several new bullet holes, courtesy of Clutch, who was just coming down from his sniper’s nest in the tree. But the bullet holes weren’t enough. We needed to disable that damn truck. And soon.
Clutch checked his Blaser. “I should’ve taken care of those Dogs back at the greenhouse. Then they wouldn’t have known about this place.”
I didn’t need to voice my agreement. Clutch was right. If we’d killed Sean and his buddies—without getting ourselves killed in the process—we could go about our business and no one would be the wiser. For the past few days, Clutch had been beating himself up about letting Sean get away and outing our location.
But it wasn’t his fault any more than it was mine. They’d caught us off guard and now we were dealing with the repercussions.
We headed back to the Jeep. It had taken the guys two full days, but they had the Dogs’ Rubicon running again. Jase had even added his own brand of style by painting “Zom-B-Gone” across the back.
The Jeep could get through anything the truck could, but it was smaller and faster to get in and out of, unlike the efficient Prius, which the guys bitched about every time they climbed in. And so the Jeep had joined Jase’s motorcycle as a scouting vehicle around the farm.
Jase claimed driving rights and I snagged the passenger seat, leaving Clutch to hop in the back. When Jase gunned the engine, I grabbed onto the windshield. “Do you even have a driver’s license?”
“Of course,” Jase replied indignantly, and then shrugged. “Well, basically. I’ve got a school permit. But I’ve been driving tractors for most my life.”
I would’ve snapped back a witty remark, but my stomach growled. “What’s for dinner tonight, Jase? I hope it’s take-out from Pizza Hut. I could really go for a Cheese Lover’s with extra cheese.”
“I’d take Red Lobster,” Clutch added. “All-you-can-eat shrimp.”
“It’s better,” Jase said. “Tonight you get my specialty: Spam and rice.”
I let out a dramatic sigh with a hand fluttering to my chest. “My favorite.”
“Stop the Jeep,” Clutch ordered, and Jase slammed the brakes.
“What’s up?” I asked.
Clutch held up a finger. “Sh.”
I heard it then. The hearty growl of a big engine heading down the road.
“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “They’re coming back already?”
“Sounds different.” Clutch said. “Get back to the gate, but be careful. Don’t get made into a target.”
“Did I mention that I’m getting sick of this shit?” Jase muttered as he whipped the Jeep around.
I picked my M24 off the floor and checked the cartridge. Jase parked at our usual spot just before the last curve in the lane leading to the gate, and Clutch took off running for his sniper’s nest. Now that we were out of sight, I hopped out and flattened against a large tree, Jase took a tree on the opposite side of the lane.
A deep-throated engine purred nearby, and I poked my head around the tree to see a desert-tan Humvee parked at the gate. A single soldier climbed out of the passenger side. Another soldier stood behind a .30 cal mounted on the vehicle, leaving who knew how many more men with rifles hidden inside.
The soldier standing outside the Humvee held his rifle in the air before putting it back on the seat and then closing the door. He said something to the gunner, who took a step back from the .30 cal.
The soldier walked up to the gate. “This is Captain Masden with the United States National Guard,” he called out. “I’m unarmed and have come here to talk.”
This was one of those times I wished we had ear pieces so I could check in with Clutch. I wanted to ask him what to do, but I couldn’t risk him leaving his spot in the tree. He was our best and last defense.
Masden checked out the pile of zeds in the ditch before looking up and scanning the tree line. “I know you’re out there. I give you my word that my men will not fire unless you shoot first.”
I glanced over at Jase and held up my hand. Stay put. He didn’t look happy, but he readjusted his rifle to get a better view of the gate.
I propped my matching M24 against the tree so I could get to it easily in case things went to hell. “Don’t cross the gate. I’m coming out.” I waited a second before taking that first step around the tree. Knowing Clutch had me covered gave me the confidence I needed to walk up to the gate and into the view of the soldiers, even though I had no doubt each and every one of them had me in their sights.
Masden was attractive and well built, with tan skin and blond hair. Fatigues fit him nicely. The last time I’d seen him, it had been in Fox Hills, and he’d been behind the Humvee’s .30 cal.
When he saw me, his eyes widened slightly in surprise.
I walked warily up to the gate and stopped just on the other side from the soldier.
He held out his hand. “I’m Captain Tyler Masden. But you can call me Tyler.”
I shook his hand. “I’m Cash.”
His lips twitched. “Cash?”
I took a breath. “What brings you here, Tyler?”
He smiled. His grin was warm, inviting, and hinted at a flirtatious personality. “I represent Camp Fox. We try to locate all survivors, and either bring them to the Camp for safety or see how we can help. Someone mentioned that there was a small camp of survivors out here.” His smile fell. “It’s also my responsibility to make sure some level of law is still obeyed.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Meaning?”
He sighed. “I received a report of insurgents in this vicinity. My source said there were folks stealing from other survivors.”
“You’re looking in the wrong place for thieves,” I said. “We’ve had supplies stolen from us, but we’ve never taken anything from a survivor.”
His brows lifted. “Did you see who did it?”
“Of course,” I said. “They held us at gunpoint. It was Doyle’s Dogs. The so-called militia. And they’ve hit us more than once.”
Tyler shook his head. “We send them out with supplies to help survivors, not to steal from them.”
I cocked my head. “And you believe that?”
He lowered his head and rubbed his temples. “Honestly, I don’t know what to believe anymore when it comes to the militia.”
I felt sorry for him. His intentions seemed genuine, but we still had a problem to deal with. “If the Dogs are working with you, then you clearly have a communication problem or you’re lying to me.”
He sighed. His eyes narrowed and he smiled. “I’ve seen you before.”
“In Chow Town,” I said. “It looked like you were picking up survivors.”
“Chow Town.” He gave a tight chuckle. “That’s a good name for it. Yeah, I’ve been through there quite a few times.” Then he slowly shook his head. “Dang, I wish you would’ve stopped.”
“I’d had a long day,” I said.
“Too bad. I wanted to meet you. And, I could’ve offered you Camp Fox’s hospitality.”
My breath hardened. “The Dogs wanted to lock me up with the other women for my own ‘safety’,” I said with air quotes. “If you’re offering the same kind of hospitality as the militia, I’m not interested.”
Tyler’s jaw tightened. “The reserve militia was formed to kill zeds and rescue survivors. They have clear orders to send over any survivors to Camp Fox. They don’t have the authority to house any survivors except for the minutemen and their families.”
Even Tyler didn’t sound like he believed his own words.
When I didn’t speak, he continued. “Listen, I know they may be a bit unorthodox, but they’re keeping the zeds clear of the Camp. And they’ve brought in eighty-seven survivors already. Maybe you misunderstood them.”
“Maybe not,” I said.
He glanced at the pile of zeds in the ditch, and then took a step closer and leaned on the gate. “It looks like you’re having your own share of problems with zeds. If you’re not ready to relocate to the Camp, I could have Doyle send over a squad every day or so to help clear the area.”
I belted out a laugh, and Tyler frowned. “What’s so funny?”
I pointed to the pile. “Those zeds are courtesy of Doyle.”
He stepped back. “What are you talking about?”
I leaned on the gate. “Dogs come by in a garbage truck every day and dump zeds over our gate because we refused to pay tribute to the militia. We had no problem keeping zeds out of this area until the Dogs started importing them.”
Tyler cursed. Then he reached up and his thumb brushed against my cheek, startling me. “Come to the Camp. Doyle has no authority there. You’ll be safe from him and the militia.” He motioned toward the tree line. “All of your friends here can come, too. Out here, alone, it’s too dangerous. I’ve heard about entire herds of zeds moving through Missouri right now. At the Camp we’re rebuilding the way things used to be.”
I stood and watched him for a moment. “How long do you think Camp Fox is safe from Doyle?”
“Doyle reports into Lieutenant Colonel Lendt, and we’ve treated the militia fairly. I might not agree with Doyle’s methods, let alone like the guy, but he’s been effective in eliminating zeds. Even if he did try something incredibly stupid,” he replied. “He has only eighteen men, most of them farmers or desk jockeys. We have over fifty trained troops holding down a base with a fortified perimeter. No one would be dumb enough to go up against Camp Fox.”
From what I’d seen of the Dogs so far, I figured they’d be exactly that kind of dumb once they got enough numbers. The Camp would be Eden for the militia.
“Well,” Tyler drawled. “I’m going to have a talk with Doyle. I’ll make sure these attacks stop. Still, I’m glad I found out about your camp.”
I cocked my head.
He grinned. “Because I got to meet you.”
I couldn’t help but smile in return.
He leaned on the fence, closer to me. “How about I come back in three days, just to check in?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”
“How many of you are here?”
I narrowed my eyes and tensed. “Why does that matter?”
He held up his hands. “Relax. I’m not scoping out the place. I’m only asking so that I can bring back some MREs when I return. That’s all.”
“There are several of us here,” I replied simply. “Any food would be appreciated, and we could really use some 9mm rounds if you’ve got extra.”
“I’ll see what I can scrounge up.” He paused and glanced back at the Humvee before looking back to me. “The offer stands. If you or anyone here wants to relocate to the Camp, you just let me know. You’d like it there.”
I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll mention it to the others.” I didn’t mention that the others had been listening the entire time.
He reached into his pocket, smiled, and handed me a candy bar. “See you three days from now.”
   
Three days later

Clutch was crankier than usual while we scouted the woods. “I don’t trust them to not take control of us or our resources.”
“I don’t either,” I said. “But Tyler offered to bring us supplies.”
“Feels like bribery.” He shook his head. “We can’t count on them for help. We take care of ourselves.”
“But we can’t turn down any food or supplies,” I said.
“He’s working with the Dogs.”
“But he doesn’t trust them.” I shrugged. “Not completely, anyway.”
“He was flirting with you.”
I stopped and looked at Clutch. After a moment, I put a hand dramatically over my heart. “My, oh my. Is big bad Clutch jealous?”
He scowled.
I laughed. “Tyler’s too pretty and not nearly grumpy enough to hold my attention.”
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “What—”
A pained howl sounded beyond the trees, yanking our attention back to the woods.
“That sounds close,” I said.
Clutch took the lead and jogged us through the trees, keeping our weapons ready for any zeds that could be skulking around.
More cries followed, and we closed in on the pitiful sounds.
At the edge of the woods, three zeds tore at a fallen tree trunk. A fourth zed, several feet away, chewed on something with golden fur.
A tiny shriek shot out from inside the log, and I gave Clutch a quick glance. He gave a nod, and we moved in. One of the zeds saw us right away. It came to its feet with a moan, bringing the attention of the other two at the log.
Clutch swung first. He took the zed’s head clean off. My swing went wide and landed in the shoulder of the second. I stepped back and swung again, this time my machete lodged into the skull. I kicked up, planting my boot against its chest, and yanked the blade free. I pulled my weapon up just as the third zed reached for me, but Clutch decapitated it, just like he’d done the first, before slamming his machete through both heads on the ground.
The fourth zed looked up and snarled, its mouth covered in fresh blood. Bites and scratches covered its face, chest, and arms, enough that would have caused serious injuries in a human. It went after Clutch, and I stepped around it and took off half its head from behind. It fell, dropping the carcass it’d been feeding on.
I edged closer to the hollow tree trunk and got down on my knees. I rested my weapon against the trunk, and Clutch stood guard.
I leaned down to find the source of the whimpering inside.
Pups.
They were much smaller than the animal the zeds had been feeding on. She’d likely been their mother and had sacrificed herself defending her den. Two pups were already dead, one struggled to breathe. Without obvious injuries, I suspected they’d been crushed when the zeds dug at them in a frenzy. The fourth pup in the far back corner continued to whimper. I reached in. It cried louder and nipped at my gloved fingers.
I gently blanketed the pup with my hand. It was cornered and began to wiggle fervently. Wrapping my fingers around it, I picked it up as gently as possible and pulled it free. She screeched in my hand as I examined her, and then I pulled her against my chest. “Shh. It’s going to be okay, sweetie,” I murmured.
She couldn’t have weighed more than a couple pounds. After a moment, the pup’s shrieks turned into whimpers before it finally quieted but continued to shake.
Clutch came up behind me.
“There’s another one in there, but he’s hurt pretty bad,” I said, while stroking the pup’s fur with my thumb.
He took a deep breath, bent down, and reached in with both his hands. When he stood, his hands were empty. “It’s taken care of.”
I gave him a tight smile and held up the pup. “She’s definitely a mutt, but she’s cute in a mutty sort of way.”
He chuckled. “It’s not a mutt. It’s a mangy coyote.”
A coyote? “Oh. Well, it’s a she.”
He shook his head. “Coyote are wild. They’re not domesticated like dogs.”
“But she’ll die if we leave her behind.”
“That’s nature, Cash.”
“There’s been enough death already,” I said quietly.
After a moment, he scowled. “Let me see it.”
I reluctantly held her out.
He picked her up by the scruff of her neck, looked her over, and then handed her back. “It doesn’t look injured or sick. But it’s young, not even weaned yet. It’ll probably die, no matter what we do. I don’t know much about coyotes except that they’re a nuisance.”
The pup snuggled into my arm and I scratched her oversized ears. “I’ll take care of her.”
“I can’t believe you’re bringing a coyote home,” Clutch said.
I shot him a smile. “We’re all leftovers in this world. She’s no different.” I carried her in one hand, grabbed my machete in my other hand, and started heading back into the woods. “I think she’ll fit in nicely.”
Clutch caught up and we walked in silence through the woods. Once we reached the yard, I lifted the pup. “What should we call her?”
“Ugly.”
“Har, har.” I smiled. “Jase is going to love her.”
By the time we crossed the yard and reached the house, the pup had nearly chewed a hole through my glove. Jase rode up on his bike and pointed, his head cocked. “What kind of dog is that?”
“Coyote,” Clutch replied.
Jase raised a brow. “A coyote? For real?”
“She’s yours if you want her,” I offered.
His eyes widened. “Really?”
“Yeah, really.”
He held out his hands, and I handed the pup over. “Hey, little Mutt,” he murmured, scratching her back.
I smiled. As soon as I held the pup, I’d hoped she could help fill the void for Jase. “Hopefully, she’ll take to the powdered milk,” I said. “And you’ll need to make up a little bed or kennel for her.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said and headed off into the house.
“Make sure it doesn’t have fleas before you bring it inside,” Clutch called out, but Jase was already gone.
Clutch tried to give me one of his hard looks but failed. When his lips curled upward, I knew he’d also seen the light in Jase’s eyes.
There were too few moments like that to brush them off.
“Let’s check the gate,” he growled. “The kid’s going to be worthless the rest of the day.”
I tried not to grin as I jumped in the Jeep, and Clutch shrugged off the backpack of extra gear he always carried now and drove us down the lane. About midway there, we heard the now-familiar sound of the garbage truck.
“Those sonsabitches just won’t quit,” he muttered before gunning the engine. “Get ready.”
I lifted my rifle.
He stopped at the bend in the lane, and we got out and took cover behind the trees.
The garbage truck had stopped and was in progress of backing up. Either someone different was driving today or Sean was drunk off his ass, because the truck nearly backed straight into the ditch.
It would’ve been a lot easier for us if it had. But the driver overcorrected at the last moment and nearly went into the ditch on the other side. The back of the truck smashed into the gate, and the dump box opened. The box needed a couple more feet of space behind the truck to rotate. Terrible metal-on-metal screeching sounds ensued as the box tangled in the gate, lifting it, until something broke, and both the box and gate slammed to the ground, taking several feet of the barbed wire fence with it.
One zed caught between the box and gate was cut in half. The remaining five zeds began to crawl over it and onto the ground.
“You got to be fucking kidding me,” Clutch cursed. “You got the zeds?”
My first shot went through a zed’s eye. “Yeah,” I said.
“Good.” Clutch walked straight toward the truck that was now trying to pull away, but it was locked onto the gate. It wasn’t an ordinary garbage truck. They’d welded metal over the wheels so we couldn’t shoot the tires. Same with the windshield and windows. With the exception of a few peepholes, everything had been covered by sheets of metal. Otherwise we would’ve shot them the first time they’d invaded our territory.
Its tires spun, trying to break free, and the collapsed gate protested.
I took down the next four zeds with easy back-to-back shots as they tried to drag themselves to their feet. One final shot took down the half of zed still caught between the gate and truck.
Clutch came to a stop less than a dozen feet from the truck. Its engine and wheels suddenly calmed. A barrel poked through the slot in the driver’s side window, but Clutch fired first. His shot was close enough to hit or scare the driver because the barrel disappeared back inside the cab, and the truck engine roared. The gate moved several feet with the truck.
Clutch jogged up to the window, stuck the barrel of his rifle through and started firing.
I sprinted toward Clutch, holding my rifle ready. He quit firing by the time I reached the truck. Everything had stilled, with only the sound of the truck’s engine going.
I reached for the door handle and looked up to Clutch. He took a step back, aimed, then nodded. I flung the door open and jumped back, pulling up my rifle. But the two men inside didn’t move. Blood had splattered the interior. The driver was slumped over the wheel, and the passenger was lying back, sprawled across the vinyl seat. Neither was Sean.
Clutch took a step closer and fired two shots, one into each man.
A couple months ago, I would’ve found that action heartless. Now, I would’ve done it myself if he hadn’t shot first. These Dogs had attacked my home and the only people left in the world that I cared about. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t do. The only thing that scared me was how quickly and easily I’d slid into a ruthless way of thinking.
Jase came tearing down the lane on his bike. He jumped off and jogged toward us, holding his rifle. “What the heck happened here?”
“We won this round,” I said since Clutch was busy examining the mangled gate.
The pouch attached to Jase’s belt wiggled and whimpered. I cocked my head. A furry head with big ears poked out and looked around before disappearing back inside the pouch.
“It’s okay, Mutt,” Jase said, patting the pouch. “Just taking care of bad guys.”
“The gate’s fucked,” Clutch said, walking up to us. He sighed and then kicked the gravel. “Godammit. I’ve had enough of this shit.”
“Without their truck and two men down, it should take them some time to regroup,” I said.
“Doesn’t matter,” Clutch said. “The game’s changed. This is the second time I’ve killed Doyle’s men. He’ll up the ante next. I need to see what we’re up against.”
My brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” he turned to me, “that I need to see what kind of numbers and firepower Doyle’s got at his disposal.”
My jaw dropped. “Going to see Doyle is suicide.”
Of all the shitty timing, the Humvee pulled up outside the gate. When Tyler stepped out, I kept an eye on Clutch to make sure he wasn’t going to gun down the newcomers. He didn’t shoot. Instead, he stomped forward to meet Tyler at the gate. I followed, not trusting the situation.
“What happened here?” Tyler asked as we approached.
While I knew Clutch had been in the military, it surprised me when he saluted Tyler.
Tyler’s brows lifted, and he saluted back.
“Captain,” Clutch said. “You can’t control your own goddamn militia.”
“They attacked again?”
“Every fucking day.” Clutch pointed at the truck. “Take a look. It’s pretty clear who the aggressor was here. We’re being forced to defend our home against the militia.”
Tyler walked alongside the truck, pausing at the open cab and again at the zeds, before returning to the gate by us. He leaned toward me. “Are you okay?”
I nodded. “No thanks to the Dogs.”
Tyler looked at Clutch. “You have my word. I’ll do my best so that this won’t happen again.”
“That’s what you said last time,” Clutch said. “No. I’ll make sure they won’t bother us again.”
Tyler ran a hand through his hair. “Those two minutemen lying dead in that truck were sworn in. Attacking the militia is the same as attacking Camp Fox. Even though this was a clear case of self-defense, I can’t let you go after Doyle on your own. We have to go through the proper channels.”
My hands flung to my hips. “So the Dogs have get-out-of-jail cards to kill, steal, and rape?”
“I’m not saying that,” Tyler replied quickly. “You have to understand. It’s a tricky situation.”
Clutch paced, stopped, and paced some more. “If you want to help, take us to Doyle.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tyler cautioned.
Clutch spun on his heel and pointed at Tyler. “I’m going to see Doyle with or without your help, Captain. You can either take me to him or stay out of my way. Doesn’t matter.”
Tyler frowned and stared at the truck for several agonizing moments. Finally, he spoke. “I was going to see Doyle today, anyway. You can ride along.” He held up a finger. “But I have to take the lead. Doyle can be a bit…difficult.”
“Difficult?” I asked. “You said he reported to this Lendt guy.”
“He does, but Lendt’s offered him some leniency as long as the militia delivers results,” Tyler said before motioning toward the Humvee. A soldier stepped out from the back, followed by a teenager in jeans and a T-shirt carrying a cardboard box.
“Eddy!” Jase called out, coming out from where he’d taken cover behind a shrub.
The new kid nearly dropped the box in his rush. Tyler grabbed the box, and Eddy hurdled a collapsed part of the fence. “Jase!”
While the two teenagers slapped each other’s shoulders and bantered, Tyler set the box on the gate. “MREs. Enough to feed six for one week.”
Clutch took the box, set it on the ground next to him, and rummaged through it. “How about ammo?”
Tyler shook his head. “I can’t authorize the transfer of ammo. Even if I could, Camp Fox is an armory, not a munitions site. We barely have enough for ourselves.”
Clutch’s lips tightened. He headed back to the Jeep and grabbed his backpack. “Let’s go meet Doyle.”
Tyler didn’t look pleased, but he motioned to the young, clean-cut man behind him, who walked up to us. “I’ll leave Corporal Smith behind to help bury the minutemen and guard the place.”
“How do I know I can trust your man?” Clutch countered.
I put a hand on Clutch’s forearm and looked at Tyler. “If he stays, he’s not allowed in the house, and he does what Jase says. Aside from the MREs, you haven’t exactly proven that we can trust Camp Fox.”
Clutch’s jaw was clenched, but he nodded. He turned to Jase. “You get all that?”
Jase looked up from where he and Eddy were playing with Mutt. “Yeah. Want me to start working on the gate?”
“No,” Clutch said. “That truck isn’t going anywhere. It’s a better barricade than the gate was right now. We’ll get it fixed tomorrow. Just keep an eye out.”
“Can I stay, Captain?” Eddy asked.
“Eddy and I were in the same class. We played football together,” Jase added, and then stuck out his chest. “Of course, I could outrun Eddy any day of the week.”
Eddy razzed Jase right back while Tyler smiled. “You both stay out of trouble. We’ll be back in a couple hours. Smitty has a radio, so have him call me if you need anything.” The corporal jumped the fence and Clutch gave him a once-over as he walked over to the two boys.
“Let my mom know I’m all right, okay, Captain?” Eddy asked.
Tyler gave him a thumbs up before turning back to us, and he looked at my M24. “You won’t need your rifles on this trip.”
I clutched it harder as I climbed over the gate. “I always need my rifle.”
He opened his mouth to speak but shut it. He waved at the Humvee. “Nick, Griz, Tack, you’re with me.”
Clutch hopped the fence, his Blaser in tow. He brushed past Tyler, and opened the back door of the Humvee. I climbed in, followed by Clutch who sidled next to me.
Tyler took the front passenger seat, and I noticed another soldier behind the steering wheel. In the rear of the vehicle, I found two more soldiers: a black man at the .30 cal and a younger, lanky white man who, after seeing us, closed his eyes and leaned his back against the side. Even though neither looked aggressive, I was glad Clutch had sat next to me.
“Meet some of my team,” Tyler motioned to the other men. “Tack and Griz are handling the .30, and Nick’s our fine driver. Guys, meet Cash and…” Tyler turned in his seat to face Clutch. “I didn’t get your name and rank.”
“Seibert, Joseph. Sergeant First Class,” Clutch replied.
“With what unit, Sarge?” Tyler countered quickly.
“75th Ranger Regiment.”
“Hoorah,” the soldier manning the .30 cal called out.
Tyler nodded to the man who spoke. “Griz back there is a Ranger, too.”
“Hoorah,” Clutch replied, lifting a fist in the air.
“Being with the Rangers, I’m guessing you saw some action, then,” Tyler said.
Clutch gave a tight nod. “OEF-A. Two tours.”
Tyler whistled. “Two tours in Afghanistan? Yeah, that counts as action. Have you thought about joining up at Camp Fox? We could use a soldier with your experience.”
“How long do you think the Camp will be safe, Captain?” Clutch asked. “All those people confined in one place are going to attract zeds. And, all that heavy equipment is going to attract no-gooders. I’ll support your efforts, but I’ve got my own people to protect. I can’t relocate my people to Camp Fox until I know you can maintain a defensible position.”
“I could order you to relocate to the Camp, Sarge,” Tyler said. “All troops, including retired and inactive, were recalled to service when the outbreak started. And all remaining able-bodied men were called in for the reserve militia.”
Clutch jutted out his chin. “Too bad I didn’t get the memo.”
Tyler pursed his lips. “I’ll let that slide for now. I don’t want to force you, but we need you. There may come a time when I’ll have to order you back to duty, and that time could come soon.”
Clutch’s lips thinned and the tension thickened the air. “Yes, sir.”
“If the militia is tied to Camp Fox, why do you let them do whatever they want?” I asked.
“What they did wasn’t right,” Tyler replied. “I’ll make sure we get to the bottom of it, though it won’t matter much longer. The militia is just a temporary structure until order can be restored.” Then he gave me one of those warm smiles. “Have you thought more about moving to the Camp? As you saw, one of your folks has a classmate there.”
“Jase can make his own decisions. But I go where Clutch goes.” Feeling a hard gaze on me, I turned and found Clutch scrutinizing me. Did he want me with him? Did he want me to go to the Camp? It drove me nuts that I couldn’t make out his expression.
“Well, there’s a lot of folks counting on our help at the Camp, and Sarge could make a big difference helping us rebuild,” Tyler said.
“I’m a patriot, Captain, but I’m not suicidal,” Clutch said. “Any notion at rebuilding is delusional until you put an end to the militia and fold them under your command. Do it before it’s too late.”
“Zeds!” Griz yelled behind me, and gunfire blasted from the Humvee.
The noise was deafening, and I gripped my rifle tighter. I snapped my eyes from one window to the next. Then I saw through the windshield several zeds collapse on the road.
“Are we clear?” Tyler called out after the shooting stopped.
“All clear,” the gunner yelled, and the Humvee sped up.
I leaned back and caught my breath. I looked at my window, contemplated rolling it down so I could shoot if needed, but decided to leave it up—the glass would provide some protection against zeds. I glanced to my right at Clutch. He gave me a questioning look. I forced a half-smile, and he turned his gaze back outside.
Tyler made a couple calls on his radio. Every few minutes, the gunner fired, and a zed fell. When we crossed Fox River, zeds floated in the water. Some lay on the mud banks. All dead. In a muddy field not far from the river, sat a tractor riddled with bullet holes. Inside, a body lay slumped over the steering wheel. “You’ve cleared out this entire area?” I asked.
Tyler nodded. “As much as we can. But more show up every day. Most are coming down from Chow Town. There’s simply too many there for us to clean out without risking lives and burning through too much ammo. So we wait and hit the ones that migrate in our direction.”
“How about the survivors still in town?” I asked.
“We used to make drive-throughs every day. At first, we’d fill our trucks with survivors. But after a couple weeks, we were lucky to find one or two, if any. Then a mob of zeds took down one of our Humvees. So Lendt cancelled the drive-throughs. The risk wasn’t worth the payout.” He pointed outside. “We’re almost there.”
In the middle of a flat marshland stood an old farmers’ cooperative. Three large grain silos reached for the sky, with smoke billowing from the top of one. Tall chain fences reinforced with plywood and two-by-fours buffered the buildings from the road. What hung outside those walls made me grimace. Surrounding the militia camp, every fifty feet or so, a dead zed hung from a pole like a scarecrow.
“Do you think the zeds get the hint?”
“Doubt it,” Clutch muttered.
On an ancient-looking billboard was written faded letters. I had to squint to read the words:
Doyle’s Iowa Surplus
& Paintball Supplies:
Open Seven Days a Week.
The paint had long since faded, leaving only the bold capital letters D-I-S on the first line easily legible from a distance. Still, I shivered when I read Doyle’s name. This made what we were about to do feel all the more real.
“It seems odd to have a surplus warehouse in the middle of farm country,” I said while Clutch rolled down his window.
“Camp Fox is only five miles straight east of here,” Tyler said. “This place is owned by a retired farmer, Dale Doyle. He had a connection with some brass at Fox a while back, and he worked out a deal to buy surplus at a hefty discount. It was right about the time they built the new farmer’s co-op on the other side of town, so he bought this place at a rock bottom price.”
“And it looks like the deal has already been sweetened,” Clutch muttered, nodding toward the two armored vehicles sitting at the gate. “How many M1117’s did you guys hand over to Doyle?”
“They needed lead-in trucks for survivor runs,” Tyler replied quietly.
“Christ, Captain,” Clutch said. “You’re handing Doyle everything he needs to take over the Camp.”
“Watch your tone, sergeant. The militia has been instrumental in clearing zeds from the area and locating survivors. Doyle may have one hell of a temper and a superiority complex, but he’s turned farmers and kids into a militia that gets results.”
The Humvee slowed to a stop at the gate.
Guard towers stood behind the fence, one on each side of the gate. A man in each tower had his rifle aimed at us. Two more men—one of them Sean—with automatic rifles stepped through a small door next to the gate.
Sean saw Clutch and visibly tensed. After a moment’s hesitation, he warily walked up to Tyler’s window, while the other man stood back several feet with his rifle leveled on the Humvee.
Sean nodded toward us in the backseat. “What are they doing here, Captain?”
Tyler rested his arm on his door. “Open the gate, Sean. I’m here to see Doyle.”
Sean pursed his lips, clutching an AR-15 that matched the rifles Tyler’s team carried. “I’m afraid I can’t, sir.” He nodded in Clutch’s direction. “I can’t let in any unauthorized people. Not until I clear it with Doyle.”
“It’s not the reserve militia’s place to turn back any citizen,” Tyler gritted out.
“Doyle’s orders,” Sean replied.
“I have the authority here, Private,” Tyler snapped. “Open the damn gate!”
The man behind Sean lifted his rifle. “You assholes from Camp Fox don’t tell us what to do. That bastard killed our friends!” His wild-eyes homed in on Clutch at the same time he aimed his rifle.
I sucked in a breath. Pulled up my rifle. Clutch was in the way. I couldn’t get a clear shot.
“Fuck this,” Clutch muttered as he lifted his rifle and pulled the trigger.
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THE DOG YELPED, dropped his rifle, and cradled his hand to his chest.
“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Tyler yelled, jumping out from the front seat.
I waited for the Dogs to gun us down, but they never did. Clutch sat, unmoving, next to me, with his Blaser leveled on the whimpering Dog.
"Beware the man with only one gun, because he knows how to use it. Ain’t that right, Clutch,” an older man with a voice that sounded like he’d smoked a pack a day for forty years straight said as he emerged from the door at the gate.
“Doyle,” Clutch muttered under his breath.
I frowned. This was Doyle?
This man could have been anyone’s grandfather. He was tall and slim, with a casual swagger in his step. His cap and sunglasses hid many features, though weathered skin and tufts of white hair curling out from his cap hinted at an advanced age.
Nevertheless, I held my breath as he picked the rifle off the ground and handed it back to the whimpering man who now sported a bullet hole through his hand. Tyler stood between the Humvee and Doyle, as though protecting us.
“At ease, men,” Doyle said. “We don’t turn folks away. Especially one of our own.”
“But, Doyle,” Sean said with a frown, not lowering his rifle from Clutch and me. “You said—”
“But, nuthin’,” Doyle interrupted. He motioned to one of the guard boxes above the fence. “Open up.”
Metal clanged and two Dogs pushed open the creaky gate.
Wary, I kept an eye on Doyle as he stopped in front of Tyler. The older man looked harmless enough, though I knew to trust my gut. And my gut was screaming at me to shoot him already, grab Clutch, and get the hell out of there.
I’d seen enough. We needed to get as far from these guys as we could and fast.
“Sorry about the confusion, Captain,” Doyle said. “My boys simply tend to get a bit energetic in protecting their families.”
“Bullshit, Sergeant Doyle,” Tyler snapped. “You need to get your minutemen in line.”
Doyle smirked, and then shrugged. “Guess you’re just going to have to eat that bullshit, Masden. I report to Lendt, not you. You can’t touch me, not as long as my little militia is handling your zed problem. You know it, and I know it.”
I watched Tyler tense as he seethed with anger. “Lendt’s given you leniency, true, and I trust his judgment. But he also trusts my judgment. And after the stories I’ve been hearing from several survivors—including the ones with me today—I’m not convinced your militia should remain separate from Camp Fox, let alone continue to receive supplies.”
Doyle narrowed his eyes at Tyler but said nothing before moving around Tyler to lean on Clutch’s door.
Clutch was clearly tense but he pulled his rifle back inside the window and rested it on his lap. I readjusted mine so that I could take out Doyle in a split second if I had to.
The older man looked me over. His gaze narrowed and his lips turned downward. When Tyler slammed the front door shut, Doyle returned his focus to Clutch. I knew he’d already made his mind up about me: he didn’t like me, plain and simple.
My lip curled in return. Feeling’s mutual, bud.
“We need to talk,” Clutch stated.
“We’ll talk,” Doyle said, giving Clutch a wide smile. “But first, let’s get you folks inside where it’s safe. Damn zeds are starting to come out of the woodwork.” He swaggered back through the now-open gate.
An ominous feeling grew heavy in my gut as our Humvee passed through the high gate and several Dogs closed in around us. “Well, we’re in,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “And I’m ready to leave.”
Clutch watched me for a moment and then gave a nearly imperceptible nod.
I cradled my rifle as I kept an eye on the Dogs. The man Clutch had shot held his injured hand to his chest as he disappeared inside the first building. Except for one, the remaining men warily watched Clutch like he’d do the same to them. The only guard who didn’t seem concerned was the one too busy leering at me.
I’d seen him once before, when he’d called dibs on me at the greenhouse. I had wanted to shoot him then, too.
When we made eye contact, the weasel wagged his tongue and blew me a kiss. I would’ve flipped him the bird if I wasn’t holding my rifle so tightly. Instead, I turned away to find Clutch watching me, his jaw tight. “Don’t leave my side,” he said gruffly.
I swallowed a nervous chuckle. Like I’d even want to. “I just want to get back to the farm as fast as possible.”
Tyler turned in his seat. “No matter what happens, there’s not to be one more shot fired here, understood? This situation is a tinderbox that’s been getting hotter for some time.”
“Unless we’re forced to protect ourselves, you mean,” I corrected. “Where’d Doyle get these guys? Prison?”
Tyler’s lips pursed. “Stick with me, and everything will be okay. Doyle knows better than to fuck with Camp Fox. Still, I’m surprised none of them got trigger-happy when Clutch shot one of their friends. We’re damned lucky to be alive,” Tyler replied.
“That shit-for-brains was less than a second away from opening fire on us,” Clutch grated out.
“How do you know that for sure, Sarge?” Tyler asked.
Clutch inhaled and then narrowed his gaze on Tyler. “I’ve seen that look before, plenty of times. I know.”
Clutch’s words evidently sunk in because Tyler seemed to accept them and turned away.
Inside the fence wasn’t any more pleasant than outside. I counted twenty armed men in the camp. No telling how many more were either hidden behind doors or out looting the countryside. I looked at Tyler. “How many Dogs did you say there were?”
“Eighteen,” he replied quietly.
Which would’ve made sixteen after their latest garbage drop-off today. “Looks like Doyle’s been adding to his ranks.”
“Yeah,” Tyler replied, sounding none too pleased.
Doyle stepped in front of the Humvee, and Nick brought us to a stop. The gate behind us closed with a loud clank, locking us inside the camp, which appropriately, felt like a prison.
“They’ve got quite the setup here,” I noted, and Clutch nodded, not looking any happier than I felt.
Second-guessing Clutch’s idea to gain intel on the militia, I stole a glance at him when he reached for the door. He had on his “hard” look, making it impossible to see any emotion except badassness. “Stay with me,” he repeated his words from earlier as he opened the door, grabbed his pack, and climbed out.
Rather than opening the door next to me—and closest to the leering Weasel—I slid across the seat and followed Clutch.
“Seen enough yet?” I whispered.
“I don’t know what Doyle’s endgame is yet,” he replied just as softly.
Nick remained with the vehicle, while Griz and Tack got out to stand next to Tyler.
“Leave your gear in the Humvee,” Doyle said as he walked toward us. “You’re safe within these walls. You won’t need guns here.”
“No,” Clutch said simply, adamantly.
Doyle looked at me.
I gripped my rifle harder.
“As long as there are zeds, they can keep their weapons,” Tyler said. “That’s an order.”
After a guffaw, Doyle relented with a brush of his hand. “Have it your way. Keep them, but you won’t need them. You’re under my protection here.”
I didn’t exactly feel safe under Doyle’s “protection,” and from the look on both Clutch and Tyler’s faces, they felt the same.
“While we’re here, you can also brief me,” Tyler said. “I’ve told you this before: I’ve got concerns about how many rations you’ve been going through lately. And you have no authority to grow your numbers, not without Lendt’s approval.”
Doyle grunted and turned, leading our group through the militia camp. Three rundown grain silos towered into the sky. A line of smoke trailed out from the dome of one. A faded Iowa Hawkeye logo was painted across one silo. A large white cross was painted on the side of a long tin building with writing and graffiti all along its side. Overgrown grass and dandelions cropped up everywhere not covered by gravel. People milled about, including even a few children.
Woodsy smoke corrupted the fresh spring breeze. As we passed a small fire with a turkey fryer filled with boiling water, I asked, “What are all the camp fires for?”
“Cooking. Purifying water,” Doyle replied. “Our generators aren’t big enough to power the entire camp, so anything we can do the old fashioned way, we do. Besides, the smoke also helps keep the smell down.”
“Not worried about smoke or the smell of smoke attracting zeds?” I countered, knowing that we only cooked at night to mask the visibility of smoke.
Doyle smiled. “I say, let ’em come.”
As we moved into the shadows of the silos, I noticed two young women stirring a pot on a fire. The scraping of metal against metal overpowered the crackling wood. As we walked past, one of the women jerked up, revealing a black eye. Utter despair radiated through her swollen, red eyes. She quickly looked away, focusing all too intently on the pot.
My jaw tightened. “Tell me, Doyle. How many folks are here by their own free will?”
“Everyone is given a choice when they arrive,” he replied without turning. “They can choose to abide by my rules and stay here or go it alone outside the walls.”
“But only the minutemen and their families stay here,” Tyler added, while watching the young woman. “The militia has strict orders to bring all other survivors to Camp Fox.”
“Of course,” Doyle replied. “And others have chosen to stay to support the militia.”
Glancing back at the young woman, I doubted Doyle’s words. If Clutch hadn’t been with me that day at the greenhouse, I suspected I’d be in her situation now: trapped. I found both Tyler and Clutch stopped, still eying the woman, before glancing at one another. Whatever passed between them, I couldn’t see, but they both started to follow Doyle again.
The gravel crunched under my feet as Doyle led us alongside a long warehouse. The words “Gone but not forgotten” were painted on the faded wood siding under the white cross, with dozens of names painted around it.
Many names were separated into smaller groupings, each under a different last name. Lynn, Wahl, Hogan … the names went on and on, and I realized that while I didn’t trust the Dogs, many of them had suffered as much, if not more, than I had.
At the end of the building, Doyle opened a door and gestured, “Welcome to my office and my home.”
Tyler stepped inside, followed by his men. Clutch waited for me, his hard expression impossible to read. Just as I was about to step through the door, I heard a wretched cry. Pausing, I turned to the smallest of the silos. Then another cry, louder, almost forlorn, and I could make out a single syllable in its whimper. Please.
I shot a glance at Clutch before looking to Doyle. “I didn’t realize zeds cried.”
His lips curled upward. “Didn’t you, now.”
He turned and disappeared inside, and I stared at Clutch, frozen.
Because we both knew that zeds didn’t cry.
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CLUTCH STEPPED THROUGH THE DOORWAY. “What the fuck is going on inside that silo?”
“It’s our smokehouse,” Doyle replied calmly.
“Not that one,” Tyler said. “I heard it, too. It sounded like a person in the middle silo.”
Doyle lifted his hands. “It’s not what you think, gentlemen. Any survivor who wants to join the militia must go through survival training. I need to know that every man on my team will obey me, no matter what the order. No man becomes a minuteman until every man on my team knows he can count on him with his life. What’s going on within that silo is nothing more than a hazing ritual every man undergoes when he’s ready to take on the title of ‘minuteman’.”
“Then show us,” Clutch demanded.
Doyle smiled smugly. “I’d be happy to, but first, let’s eat. I’m starving.”
No one moved.
“You have my word,” Doyle added. “Now, come and have a seat. I’ve asked for some leftovers to be brought in for us.” Doyle motioned us to a table. The room, with one large bay window, offered a generous view of much of the camp. In the corner sat a large wood desk covered in stacks of papers and books.
We moved cautiously inside.
Doyle laughed silently, as though he found something funny. “You know, Clutch, most folks wouldn’t have the balls to rob me like you did.”
“I figured your store was fair game,” Clutch replied. “How was I to know you survived the outbreak?”
Doyle held up a hand. “Fair enough. But you killed five of my men. You’re lucky I didn’t repay kind with kind.”
“Seven. The two men you sent today are dead,” Tyler said, and Doyle’s face tightened. Tyler continued. “While their deaths are tragic, I’m not arresting anyone. Attacking civilians stops now, Doyle. If anything like this happens again, I’m putting you in the brig and having your militia reassigned to Camp Fox.”
Doyle’s lips tightened. “Most of my men are simple farmers. The stress of the outbreak may have proved too much for some to handle. But I don’t have anyone with military training here to help. If Clutch joined my team, I could ensure there’d be no more…misunderstandings.”
Clutch and Tyler chortled in stereo. I frowned. Where the hell had Doyle gotten the idea that Clutch would join the Dogs? Hell, he’d been attacking us for the past week, and now he thought Clutch would sign up with a smile. He should hate Clutch for killing his men. It was almost as if he’d wanted Clutch to come to him all along. But why?
“You don’t have the authority,” Tyler said. “This man is Army and has been reactivated. He goes to Camp Fox under Lendt’s command.”
I could feel the tension roiling off Clutch, yet he sat there, saying nothing.
“Bah!” Doyle waved a hand through the air. “It’d be a waste for Clutch to join Fox, and he doesn’t want to, anyway.”
Tyler narrowed his eyes. “How would you know?”
Doyle blew him off. “Besides, the National Guard has never been anything but wet nurses. The militia is the people’s real protector. I’ve seen the future, and it ain’t pretty. The only way to protect people is to be hard. That Clutch took out two of my men today proves it all the more. Clutch would be a good fit here.”
“Excuse me? You don’t have the authority.” Tyler came to his feet, and the two soldiers with him stepped closer.
Doyle ignored him. “Really, Clutch, tell me. Do you think you can hold down your farm against the zeds that will be pouring out from every major city with only a kid and a wetback?”
My jaw dropped, and I stood. “Wetback?”
Clutch grabbed my arm, whether to protect me or keep me from going for Doyle’s throat, I didn’t know. He glared. “Watch it, Doyle.”
I put a hand on my hip. “My mother was Puerto Rican, and my dad was Irish. I was born here, just like my parents, and my parents’ parents before them. That makes me as American as anyone in this room, so fuck off.”
Doyle smirked. “No wonder you’re keeping this one for yourself. She’s feisty. She’d make good bait.”
I went to raise my rifle, but Clutch latched onto my forearm. I tried to rein back my temper, failing miserably.
“Fucking racist,” Griz gritted out from behind me.
I nodded.
“Enough!” Tyler slammed a fist on the table. “This ends now, Doyle. You hear me? No more games. We’re all in this shithole together and need to be working together.”
A door off to our side opened, and I swung my rifle around.
The three women carrying platters entered the room and froze, eyes wide.
Doyle motioned to the women. “Come in, come in.” He sat down as though everything was dandy. “Have a seat. Oh, and Captain, I’ve already sent a plate out to your driver.”
“Thank you.” Tyler eyed the room cautiously as he and the soldiers with him pulled out wood chairs. He waited until Clutch and I took our seats before taking his own chair. I propped my rifle against the table next to Clutch’s, keeping it in easy reach.
As Doyle poured the wine, I realized that all we were missing was Jesus because it sure as hell felt like we’d been brought in for the Last Supper.
Even with the heavy atmosphere, my mouth watered and my stomach growled as the aroma of roasted ham wafted through the air. Clutch hadn’t yet let us butcher a hog or cow, not until we worked the kinks out of the smokehouse. When the older woman set down the tray full of meat, I made a mental note to finish the smokehouse tomorrow.
“It looks delicious. Thank you, my dear,” Doyle said, briefly holding the woman’s hand.
She smiled and kissed his forehead before leaving the room.
On the second platter lay a round loaf of bread and spring greens. “Mm, I missed bread,” I murmured and craved to dig in, but I didn’t trust Doyle. I watched him, and he smirked like he enjoyed having that kind of power over me. He took his time tearing off a chunk of bread and popped it into his mouth. After he swallowed, I pulled off a piece. As I took my first bite, I found Clutch watching me with a hint of a smile.
I savored the first taste of bread in two months. It had a heavy, whole-grain taste, making it easy to eat without any butter. I tore off a piece for him. “I like carbs.”
Before leaving, two of the women bowed to Doyle as though he was a god. There seemed to be a lot of that going on around here. I watched the two Dogs standing behind their leader, not eating. After swallowing, I turned to Doyle. “Why do you make your guys shave their heads?”
“It started as a matter of hygiene,” Doyle said while carving the ham. “It took me less than a week to start up the militia, but within two weeks, three men already had lice. Now, it’s become a badge of honor, and all new minutemen have their heads shaved before their training even begins.”
“But you didn’t shave your hair,” I said.
“No, I didn’t.” He took another bite.
As I chewed, I suspected their shaved heads had little to do with hygiene and everything to do with Doyle’s need for control. Not that I would ever say those words to his face, and I started to believe that Doyle had wanted Clutch to come to him all along.
Doyle handed plates to Tyler, who then passed them along to Griz and Tack.
“You keep this much extra food around?” Tyler asked.
“My men need to keep their strength up,” Doyle replied.
“No wonder why you’re going through rations at over twice the per capita rate at Camp Fox,” Tyler said. “Last week I let it slide because of the survivors you brought in. But, your ration list is even longer this week. Yet, you’ve brought no more survivors to the Camp in four days.”
“Just because we haven’t found any more survivors, doesn’t mean my men aren’t working hard.” Doyle handed a plate to Clutch, who then handed it to me.
I waited impatiently for Doyle to eat first. Could I trust the man enough to not poison us?
Hell, no.
“You need to start rationing better,” Tyler said. “Camp Fox doesn’t have enough supplies to keep this up. Our munitions are already under forty percent. With how many more zeds are projected to show up over the next few months, you need to conserve.”
Doyle handed a final plate to Clutch before taking one for himself. “Without supplies, we can’t clear out Fox Hills and make it habitable again.”
Tyler didn’t look happy. “I have three times as many men as you, yet you’re going through more supplies. You’re forcing my hand. I’m going to talk with Lendt about cutting your rations.”
Doyle gritted his teeth. “You don’t have the authority, Masden. Lendt runs the show, not you. And with Clutch joining up, we’re going to need more supplies so we can hit the zeds even harder.”
Clutch pounded a fist on the table “Godammit, Doyle. Get it through that thick skull of yours. I’m never hooking up with you and your crew of lowlifes.”
“I bet with the right persuasion, you would,” Doyle replied quietly.
Clutch looked at me. “Let’s go.” He came to his feet, grabbed his rifle, and headed straight for the door.
The scrape of silverware on plates turned to silence.
Still chewing, I jumped up, grabbed my rifle, and followed Clutch.
“Hold up.” Doyle shoved to his feet.
Clutch paused, his hand on the handle.
Doyle approached, his two Dogs alongside him. “Let me show you something.”
Tyler stood, throwing a worrisome glance in my direction. Griz and Tack didn’t look any happier.
Clutch stepped to the side, and Doyle walked outside, and we all followed him toward the northern edge of the camp. I kept eying Clutch, and I suspected that he knew, as I did, that Doyle’s attempt at pretenses had just vanished.
As we walked, the sickly sour reek of decay became more and more prevalent.
Clutch was scowling. “What is this about, Doyle?”
“Patience. You’ll see soon enough.”
A Dog wearing a surgical mask stood at a chain-link door built into the plywood-covered fence. Doyle wrapped a bandana around his face and motioned to the guard, who hastily unbolted the lock and held the door open. He tilted his head as his leader walked through.
Cautiously, I followed Clutch through the door, with Tyler, Griz, Tack, and Doyle’s two guards at my back.
I nearly threw up the food I’d just eaten. The stench was horrific. No wonder they’d had so many fires burning within the fences. They weren’t for preparing food and water. They were to cover the stench of death.
With my hand covering my nose and mouth, I edged toward the rim of the deep pit piled high with bodies. Hundreds of zeds were piled onto one another. None moved. All showed severe head trauma. Many had been burned, but the bodies on top were fresh, not yet burned. Half-rotted corpses sprawled upon one another, as though they’d been dumped there, dozens or more at a time.
The zeds on top looked like they’d been killed within the last couple days. What had been an older woman in a floral apron lay contorted, with one leg bent behind its back, staring lifelessly at me through gray glassy eyes.
Not far from her lay a toddler with a Tonka truck in a death-grip to its chest. She’d been young when she died, smaller than the ones I’d seen at the school.
The school.
I swayed, and Clutch leaned closer, his solid mass grounding me.
“Zeds rely on their sense of smell more. The stink seems to serve as a natural deterrent,” Doyle said. “And it helps mask the scents that humans live within the fence.”
I shook my head, unconvinced. The risk of disease seemed too high to have this much death near the camp.
“Why are you showing us this?” Clutch asked from my side.
“Zeds are an inconvenient bunch.” Doyle said. “My men have taken out nearly five hundred deadheads since the outbreak. But we’re seeing zeds passing through in greater numbers every week. My militia is the only thing standing between genocide and survival.”
“Your militia?” Tyler asked. “Careful, Doyle. You’re toeing the line.”
Doyle brushed him off with a wave of his hand.
Tyler frowned. “I’ve given you leeway since your men have been doing a good job at taking down zeds. But that doesn’t mean you’re not replaceable.”
Doyle’s face reddened. “You have no concept of the type of leadership that’s needed in times like these.”
Tyler took a step closer. “I have a better idea than you think.”
Clutch chortled. “I’m done with this bullshit. I’m taking Cash and we’re heading back to my farm.” He pointed at Doyle. “And from this moment on, your Dogs will leave us alone and stick with their job of killing zeds. Any act of aggression toward my people will result in more of your men being killed. Got it? I’m not fucking around, Doyle.”
Doyle stiffened. “You need to remember one thing: You don’t want to be my enemy.”
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“ARE YOU THREATENING ME?” Clutch demanded, stepping between Doyle and me.
“If I was threatening you,” Doyle said. “I’d have said how easy it would be to have you all shot and thrown into the pit to rot with these corpses and no one would be the wiser. I’m simply saying I’m someone you’d much rather have as a friend than as an enemy.”
I glanced at Clutch who looked as tense as I felt. Without looking down, I checked my rifle to make sure the safety was off. I realized now it had been a mistake coming here today. Doyle was a power-monger. And he clearly wanted Clutch. That Doyle wanted Clutch alive or dead, I hadn’t yet figured out.
“Watch it,” Tyler said. “You’re grossly overstepping your bounds.”
Doyle pointed at the pit full of zeds. “My men are protecting the Fox River valley. If we hadn’t destroyed these monsters, how many more lives would be lost by now? We are not asking for gratitude. All I ask for is a little support and regular supplies. You need to talk to Lendt and get him to grant my men full access to Camp Fox’s resources. Enough of this rationing bullshit.”
“No,” Tyler said. “From what I’ve seen lately, I’m going to advise Lendt that the militia should be reassigned under my command.”
Doyle pulled down his bandana. “And exactly what do you think you’ve seen, Masden?”
Tyler jutted out his chin. “I know you’re feeding me bullshit every week. For starters, do you think I wouldn’t notice that you have a hell of a lot more people on this camp than just the militia and their families?”
“It takes a lot of support resources to run a successful militia.”
“If you haven’t been killing so many zeds and bringing in survivors, I would’ve shut you down a month ago,” Tyler snapped back.
Doyle watched Tyler carefully. “You should tread carefully, Captain. Times have changed. Nature will take its course, just as it always has. The weak will die, leaving only the strong. If we waste our efforts protecting the weak…” Doyle shot a gaze at me before turning back to Tyler, “then we will all fall to the zed horde. You are incorrect, Captain. As the leader of the militia, I have the right to do whatever it takes to ensure my men are the strong.”
“You’re fighting each other when we should all be fighting the zeds together,” Clutch growled out. “You two can work out your own shit. I’m out of here.”
With that he turned, shot me a look, and headed back to the door, with me at his side. The guard from earlier blocked the door.
“Out of my way, boy,” Clutch ordered.
The man looked nervously past our shoulders and didn’t move.
“Think it through, Clutch,” Doyle called out, sounded exasperated. “You’re trained to analyze every situation. You know joining with me is the only logical decision.”
Clutch’s back straightened and he turned around. “And if I don’t?”
“Then you’ll realize your mistake when you find you’re unable to protect your own people.”
“Now that sounds an awful lot like a threat,” Clutch said.
“Enough, Doyle!” Tyler yelled out. “Sarge isn’t militia. He’s retired military and has been recalled to active duty as of thirty seconds ago,” Tyler said, his voice deeper and louder than before. “How he serves is Lendt’s decision. We’ll continue this discussion later at Lendt’s office.”
I heard it then. The hearty growl of a big engine. I searched until I found a green garbage truck barreling toward us. This truck was undamaged and didn’t have all the armor plating, but it was from the same garbage company. When it approached, I tensed.
It stopped, then turned and backed up toward the pit, the sound of beep-beep-beep echoing around us. The back lifted and dumped two more bodies onto the pile. I covered my nose and scanned the pile to make sure none were moving.
“You see, Captain,” Doyle said. “How many lives did we save today?”
Tyler didn’t reply.
Smugly smiling, Doyle turned to the man getting out of the truck. “I trust everything went well, Keith?”
The driver bowed to Doyle before speaking. “No problems.”
I gasped. “You.”
The man looked. His eyes widened, and he froze.
We’d found the fourth rapist. The one who got away.
Clutch and I raised our rifles at the same time. Doyle’s guards and Tyler and his men raised their rifles in response.
“Whoa.” Tyler held up one hand above his rifle. “What’s going on here?”
“Stand back,” Clutch nodded to the newcomer Keith, “That rat bastard is responsible for the rape, torture, and death of a young woman.”
“Do you have proof?” Tyler countered, though Tack and Griz both moved their rifles onto the Dogs.
“We both saw it,” I said. “She tried to escape and he was one of the four chasing her.”
“I didn’t do nothing!” Keith shrieked.
I looked at Clutch. His hard gaze told me everything I needed to know. I aimed my rifle and fired. Keith fell back, into the pit, a bullet hole through his forehead.
I expected to be riddled with bullets, but surprisingly, no one else fired even though everyone except Doyle held a rifle.
Doyle’s lips thinned. “You’ll be sorry for doing that, girl.”
Tyler leveled his rifle on Doyle. “We have laws, Doyle. I’m arresting her, and she’s coming with me to stand trial.”
“If you’d seen what he and his friends had done, Captain,” Clutch growled, “you’d have done the same thing.”
“Everyone, stand down,” Tyler commanded.
None of the Dogs lowered their weapons, and so no one else did.
“Doyle, your men are ordered to stand down,” Tyler said, reaching out to me, but Clutch grabbed me first and pulled me against him.
“That Dog got what he deserved,” Clutch said.
He took us a step back, and then froze.
“No!” I cried out when I saw Doyle’s pistol aimed point blank at Clutch’s temple. I turned to Tyler. “Clutch is innocent.”
“The only way anyone leaves here is if I allow it,” Doyle countered.
“You are disobeying a direct order, Doyle,” Tyler stated. “This camp is under the jurisdiction of Camp Fox. If you do not have your men stand down now, you will be stripped of rank and deemed outlaws. This is your last warning.”
Doyle snorted. “My camp, my rules. It’s you who need to lower your weapons.”
“If your men open fire,” Tyler said, keeping his rifle aimed at Doyle. “You’ll be the first one dead. Now, you are ordered to stand down!”
Clutch’s eyes were completely focused on me. “Let them go, Doyle,” he said, “and I’ll join your crew.”
I shook my head. Don’t do this.
After a lengthy pause, Doyle pulled away his pistol and sneered. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood today, Masden. You have five minutes to clear out of my camp.”
“Get her out of here, Captain,” Clutch ground out.
“The militia is done, Doyle,” Tyler said. “Effective immediately.”
Doyle belted out a laugh. “Camp Fox needs me. I don’t need you.” He sobered. “And you’re wasting your minutes.”
Tyler reached for me. “You don’t have to do this, Clutch,” I begged.
Clutch’s face hardened and he turned away, gritting his teeth while one of the Dogs disarmed him.
“Well, this worked out better than I expected,” Doyle said to one of his men.
Tyler grabbed my wrist. He pulled me through the doorway and through the camp, flanked by Griz and Tack.
Knots tightened in my gut with every step. Doyle had wanted Clutch. Defeated and under his control. And we’d let him do it. He’d expected Clutch to kill the rapist so he could imprison him. When I killed the man, Clutch had volunteered to stay, making Doyle’s job easy. Doyle had got exactly what he’d wanted. Clutch was no longer a threat, leaving those he cared about easy game for the Dogs.
With a surge, I twisted free and grabbed Tyler’s arms. “Clutch is a good man. He doesn’t belong here. Promise me you’ll try to get him out of here.”
Tyler watched me for a moment. Maybe he understood, maybe he saw something in my eyes. He gave a thin smile. “I’ll do what I can.”
When his words registered as truth in my mind, I nodded and inhaled. “Good.” I headed to the waiting Humvee, a thousand rescue scenarios running through my mind.
The only problem was, without Clutch, I couldn’t do anything, let alone pull off a rescue.
Before I climbed into the Humvee, I looked back one last time to find Clutch, but only saw Doyle watching us smugly, promising retribution. Clutch had sacrificed himself for our freedom. And it was a waste, because Doyle wouldn’t stop until we were all dead.
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I REMEMBERED the feeling of plastic restraints cutting into my wrists from my first night with Clutch. I understood why Tyler felt like he had to arrest me, and before the outbreak I would’ve agreed with him.
But the world had changed.
I felt even edgier without the weight of my gear and weapons. Being defenseless in the middle of zed country, with Clutch undergoing who knows what back at Doyle’s camp, unnerved me.
I sighed. “You didn’t need to tie me up. I’m not a danger to you.”
Tyler turned from the window to me, looking none too pleased. “You killed an unarmed man today.”
If he only knew the facts. “And I don’t regret it.”
Yes, I’d shot that criminal knowing that shit would hit the fan as a result. The man was dead, anyway. I’d simply fired before Clutch did. He was going to pull the trigger. I’d seen it in his eyes, just like he’d seen it in the eyes of the Dog he shot back at Doyle’s gate. So, I killed the man to keep Clutch safe. I just hadn’t figured that Clutch would be a victim in the ensuing cluster fuck. When I saw him again—and I promised myself I would—I was going to wring his freaking neck for playing hero.
Nick shot me a tender glance before returning his focus to driving, and I could feel eyes on my back from Griz and Tack behind me as well. None of them had seen what the Dogs had done to that poor girl. Still, being this close to the militia camp, they must’ve seen things or heard stories when it came to Doyle and his cronies.
“You know Doyle,” I said. “He never would’ve let you take one of his Dogs into custody to stand trial. Face it, the only thing that kept that rapist from getting off free was my bullet.”
Tyler narrowed his gaze. “How can you be so cavalier about taking a man’s life?”
“You didn’t see what they did,” I replied quietly, remembering her broken body and hollow eyes.
He was quiet for a moment. “In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t many of us left. We have to keep faith in justice. We’ll never make it if we each take the law into our own hands.”
I chortled. “We’ll never make it if we don’t take the law into our own hands.” It was futile trying to convince Tyler that the world was no longer wrapped with a comforting blanket of rules and traditions. We could no longer afford the luxury of hiding accountability beneath layers of red tape. Doyle wouldn’t follow the rules. Neither could we. In a matter of days, we’d toppled from thinking we were wolves to realizing that we were only rabbits.
I broke eye contact to look out the window. We were approaching tall chain-link fences, topped with razor wire, surrounding what looked to be at least ten acres of a National Guard base.
Camp Fox.
Too wide open for a solid defense. Too many areas for zeds to break through.
A white wind turbine rotated smoothly, towering above the base. My jaw dropped. “You have power?”
Tyler nodded. “Camp Fox has had its own wind energy for over five years now.”
“Showers?”
His lips curved. “Yes, we even have hot water.” I rested my head on the seat and fantasized about standing under a steamy shower as we approached the gate. Unfortunately, I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of fantasies. Not with Clutch’s—and my—current situation.
Several Humvees and armored vehicles rested on the other side of the tall fence. Camp Fox certainly wasn’t lacking firepower, though Clutch and I had watched on television while cities like D.C. and L.A. fell, despite having massive military power on their streets.
Two soldiers stood while a third stepped inside a guard’s box and opened the gate. They saluted Tyler as we passed through the gate, and he saluted in return. It was then I realized that I might never see the farm again.
“Will Smitty stay with Jase and Eddy tonight?” I asked, knowing that Jase had to be getting worried before long.
“I’m having the boys brought here tonight,” Tyler replied. “I’ll see that you connect with Jase tomorrow morning. I thought it would be safer than leaving him at the farm.”
“I suppose so,” I murmured, though I wasn’t exactly confident in Camp Fox’s strength, not after seeing the way Doyle had scoffed at Tyler.
Beyond the gate stood several small pens holding livestock. A lone bull with wide horns stood in a closed-off area across the road. No doubt this setup was to protect the animals from zeds, but to me, it was like setting out bait. Once zeds depleted the local population, they’d come in hordes to Camp Fox in search for food.
A single zed was easy to kill. They were dumb, slow things. Easy to outthink and outmaneuver. But a herd never tired. Tall fences and bullets couldn’t protect these people. They were rounded up for an all-you-can-eat smorgasbord. I felt a hundred times safer at the farm, where we were ready to bug out at the first sign of herds.
As the Humvee curved around the Camp’s winding roads, people milled around, some worked the gardens while others carried loads. Two young children played with a ball. Several looked up as we passed. Many smiled and waved as though these men were their saviors, which I supposed was true.
Seeing so many people in one place, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of hope. Maybe Jase would be safer here than alone at the farm, for at least now. Maybe Tyler was right. Maybe Camp Fox could recreate civilization. Maybe, just maybe, they could withstand zeds.
We continued past several barracks, all of which had people in regular clothes walking nearby. After another few blocks, Nick pulled to a stop outside a square brick building with a sign that read Camp Fox HQ outside.
Griz and Tack climbed out back before Tyler opened his door. Each man grabbed my arms and pulled me across the seat. With my wrists tied, I nearly stumbled climbing down from the Humvee.
As soon as Tack shut the door, the Humvee drove off, leaving the four of us standing alone in the small parking lot. The sun had already begun to set, casting a warm orange glow onto the red bricks. Clutch was in the direction of the falling sun. What would he be doing now? Would he be tied up like I was, or was he playing along with Doyle?
Tyler tugged me along and I had to hurry to keep up with his longer strides. Griz and Tack followed us up the steps and through the double doors.
Inside, the building seemed innocuous. With the exception of military insignias, the main area could’ve passed for any town hall. Tyler stopped us at the front desk, where a man and woman sat. He was in uniform, while she wore jeans. “Is the Colonel available?” Tyler asked.
The woman spoke first. “He is. Shall I let him know you’re coming?”
“Yes, thank you,” Tyler nodded and then turned to me. A pained look flashed across his face before he turned to the two soldiers with us. “Escort the prisoner to interrogation room one.” He gave me a final, almost-pained glance before turning on his heel and hurrying down a hallway.
Tension grew in my muscles.
“This way, sugar,” Griz said.
With one man on either side, they walked me down a hallway, stopping when we came to an opened door.
Tack flipped a switch, and light flooded the room. The room sat empty except for a table and two chairs.
Griz nudged me inside, and I winced at the sudden brightness. With his rifle, he motioned to a chair. “Take a seat.”
I swallowed and obeyed and was somewhat surprised that they didn’t restrain me to the chair, not that I was an expert on interrogations. The sum of my experience came from what I’d seen on TV. They left me alone, closing the door behind them. I suspected at least one of them remained just outside the door, but I could neither see nor hear them.
The room was small, maybe eight-by-eight, without any windows. No one-way mirror covered the wall, though I supposed video cameras had long since replaced one-way mirrors.
I closed my eyes. Focused on my breathing. Silently repeated my mantra to soothe my nerves until I realized there was no way to get the upper hand in this situation.
I was at their mercy, plain and simple.
Long after my butt had gone numb in the cold metal chair, the door opened, and I started.
A man I didn’t recognize walked in first, followed by Tyler. The newcomer was tall, his face craggy, and looked to be in his late forties. He took the other chair, while Tyler stood off to the side.
“I’m Lieutenant Colonel John Lendt.” The man sitting across from me looked every bit the leader Tyler had made him out to be. A piercing, sharp gaze, hard jaw, and strong shoulders hinted that this man was confident in both his intelligence and strength. He was downright intimidating without even trying.
“I’m Cash. I’d shake your hand, but my hands are preoccupied.”
“Just Cash?” He raised a brow.
I shrugged. “I’m no longer who I was before.”
One corner of his mouth rose. “I disagree. Who we were shapes us into who we are, and who we are shapes us into who we’ll become.” He leaned back. “But we’re not here to talk philosophy, are we. Captain Masden witnessed you shooting an unarmed man without provocation today. What do you have to say to that charge?”
A thousand different responses shot through my brain. I settled on simple honesty. “Yes, I shot him, but I had provocation.”
His brows tightened. “You realize that under military law the punishment for murder is death.”
I looked down at the table and swallowed.
Lendt came to his feet. “Sergeant Nicholas Lee has volunteered to lead your defense. I’ll have a tribunal scheduled for the day after tomorrow. No need to delay this messy business, but you have my word that you’ll be treated fairly.”
Tyler followed Lendt out of the room.
I frowned. This was an interrogation? No questions about why I’d done it?
“This way.”
Griz stood in the doorway, motioning to me, and I rose and followed him, feeling as though my doom was already sealed. Numbness coated my thoughts as they escorted me out the other side of the building and across a wide sidewalk to a low one-story building. Inside, the short hallway was lined with several cell doors and more hallways, though I could hear no one else nearby. They put me into the first tiny, windowless cell with a narrow bed and a steel latrine and sink.
“Hold still for a moment,” Griz said just before I felt a tug and the plastic restraint snapped free. I rubbed my wrists and faced the two soldiers as one shut the steel door.
Tack faced me through the bars in the door’s window. “The bastard got what he deserved,” he said before disappearing, leaving me alone in my cell.
I collapsed onto the bed and stared at the gray ceiling. How had everything gone to shit so quickly?
Silence boomed off the walls in response.
I thought of Jase. He knew people here. They could look out for him.
But Clutch…
For all I knew, he was lying dead in that zed pit right now.
The sound of boot steps echoing down the hallway brought me back, and I pulled myself up and walked toward the door in time to meet the driver from the Humvee.
He was looking to his left. “Open up.”
“I can’t, sir,” an unfamiliar voice said. “Colonel’s orders. He said the prisoner is a flight risk.”
Nick rolled his eyes before turning to me. “Hi, Cash. I’m Sergeant Nick Lee.”
“I remember,” I replied. “Good to see you again.”
“I’ll represent you at your trial. Since you already admitted to the murder, I think our best defense is to prove that there was no premeditation, and, therefore, this wasn’t first-degree murder. That way, you’ll just get time in the brig, and the death sentence gets ruled out.”
I watched him for a moment. “Why are you helping me, Nick?”
He shrugged, and then lowered his voice. “I’ve seen some shit. Bad things that have happened to women and men. We’ve all heard rumors. If you said both you and your friend saw this guy hurt a girl, I believe it. Now, if we can get your friend to testify, it will help your cause. The fact that he’s a veteran is even better.” He paused for a moment. “But, honestly, I don’t think we’ll be able to get him here for the trial.”
Not that I was surprised. Still, having my thoughts spoken aloud burned. “Can’t Lendt order him to come to the Camp?”
“Sure, but I don’t think it will do any good. Colonel Lendt ordered Doyle to come to the Camp after Masden filled him in, and Doyle hasn’t shown up yet.” Nick grinned. “And, Colonel Lendt doesn’t take kindly to being screwed with. I think he’s finally going to make Doyle come to heel and break up the militia.”
“Watch out for Doyle,” I said, a rock forming in my gut.
“What’s he going to do? Attack Camp Fox?” He smirked. “Don’t worry. We have many times the resources and firepower that Doyle’s got. We’re safe enough here. Let’s start prepping for your trial. Start at the beginning, and tell me everything.”
   
Several hours later, I woke, sweating and heart racing. I dreamed that Clutch was in the room with me. Except that he was a zed.
A siren pierced the night’s silence, and I lunged to the door. “What’s going on?” I called out, hoping someone was nearby.
“Echo Four reporting in, requesting status. Over.”
The soldier’s voice was to my right, but I couldn’t see him around the corner.
“All units report immediately to assigned defense points. Camp Fox is under attack. Zed Alert. Code Five. This is not a drill. Over.”
The voice on the radio repeated the message two more times before my guard stepped in front of my door, his eyes wide.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
He stared at me for a moment, and then took off running. A door opened and closed. Then silence.
“Damn it,” I muttered, kicking at my door. Without any visible doorknob or hinges, all I could do was shove at the door, but it was solid steel. Still I tried. Trying was better than accepting that I’d die in this tomb, either from starvation or when the zeds would finally find me. I turned and walked over to the bed. Pulled at the frame but it was screwed into the concrete floor. I returned to the door. After long minutes of kicking, a door opened somewhere. Buried under the piercing siren, I heard gunfire and screams.
Nick’s helmeted visage filled the window in my door, startling me. “It was Doyle,” he said, panting. “His men cut through the fence and laid down flares. Set off the sirens. They must’ve gone out and drawn all the zeds in the area here.”
He pulled off his helmet and wiped his forehead. “Doyle zed-bombed us.”
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“THERE ARE ZEDS EVERYWHERE,” Nick said, putting his helmet back on. “I can’t believe it. Doyle attacked us. He really did it.”
I pressed my hand over my heart as his words sunk in. While I didn’t doubt Doyle’s ruthlessness, the reality that he’d attack hundreds of innocent people made no sense. I pressed against the door. “Let me out. I can help.”
Nick noisily fidgeted with keys. “This is your only shot. Lendt will make you stand trial, and you’ll end up either in the brig or worse. And that’s just not right. I’ve seen shit the Dogs have done. You’ve got to run.”
More rattles, I heard a click, and the door swung open. I jumped out of my cell to find Nick already jogging away, his boot steps echoing through the empty hallway. When he opened the door, the gunfire sounded way too close, but there was no way zeds should have managed to cross acres of the outer camp to get to the center.
Before I stepped outside, I paused. “I have no weapon.”
He patted a couple pockets with his hand not holding an AR-15 and pulled out a folding knife with a camo paint scheme. “It’s not much, but it’s all I can spare.”
I opened the blade. “Better than nothing.”
Nick gave my shoulder a quick pat. “Head east. That’s the quickest way out of here. I got to get to my squad. As soon as all the civvies are in their barracks, we’re going to start unloading the heavies on the zeds.” Nick sprinted toward the tanks and Humvees rolling in, likely to congregate around the barracks in the distance, and I hoped that Jase was safe.
Movement in the darkness off to Nick’s left kicked me into action. “Your nine o’clock!” I shouted, running toward him.
He twisted to his left where at least a dozen zeds tumbled out of the shadows. He held down the trigger, firing into the onslaught and taking down several zeds, but most bullets embedded harmlessly into their torsos and limbs.
I sprinted to close the distance between Nick and me.
A zed wearing a business suit emerged from the darkness behind Nick. I spun around it and embedded the knife up to its hilt into the back of the zed’s skull. I hadn’t been sure the blade was long enough until the zed collapsed.
Nick’s rifle clicked on empty. He dropped it and pulled out a pistol that looked like a Beretta 9mm.
“Conserve your ammo,” I said as I picked up the empty rifle. “Remember to go for head shots!”
Wild-eyed, he fired into the thinning group, and I pocketed the knife. I jogged over to the zeds on the fringe, ones too shot up to walk, and swung down the rifle butt, making sure to crush each skull before moving onto the next.
After Nick quit shooting, I slammed the rifle into the last moving zed.
Walking back, I held out the AR-15, now dripping with brown sludge. He finished reloading his pistol, holstered it, and looked up. He grimaced at the rifle, but took it and reloaded.
“Hasn’t anyone trained you guys on the art of killing zeds?” I held a finger to my temple. “Always go for headshots. One shot, one kill. Anywhere else is a waste of ammo unless you’re overwhelmed and have to slow them down.”
“Lay off me, I’m just ROTC,” Nick said, reloading the rifle. “It’s just different when they’re right there. They should never have gotten this far into the Camp.”
Screams erupted in the distance, and we both jerked around.
Nick’s eyes widened. “They breached the barracks!”
No.
Jase!
We took off running toward the barracks, where gunfire flashed like lightning bugs in the night.
Several zeds lumbered after us along the way, but we easily outran any Nick didn’t take down with headshots.
By the time we reached the first barrack, cries seemed to be coming from everywhere. Zeds pounded at each of the doors and windows of the barrack. The people inside stood huddled together under the lights, making them look like fish in a fishbowl. Soldiers in full battle armor, unable to fire without risking casualties to friendly fire inside, used bayonet-knives, axes, and crowbars to take out the zeds and were making headway.
I came down on a knee by a soldier who’d lost his helmet and had been chewed to a pulpy mess. I relieved him of his rifle and knife before rummaging through his pockets to find two fresh magazines. His warm blood soaked my hands, making the mags slippery.
After reloading the rifle, I found a pale Nick nervously waiting for me instead of helping his comrades, his lack of experience all too obvious.
.30 cal machine guns belted out rounds into the darkness.
The first barrack had been nearly cleared by the troops. I tugged Nick’s arm. “Let’s check the other barracks.”
We ran down the long building to the second barrack. Only a few zeds shuffled by its doors and windows. With no lights on inside, it was impossible to see if the barrack was inhabited, but I suspected these civilians had been smart enough to hide from the zeds.
The third barrack was a different story. Its doors were thrown wide open, and the soldiers were firing directly inside. The lights were on, and I couldn’t make out who was zed and who wasn’t.
I ran toward the building, searching for Jase. I wasn’t used to the AR-15 so I got close to the crowd before I fired. My first shot went right through a zed’s brainpan. The rifle had less recoil than I was used to, and I took down two more zeds before running to a more open spot and repeating the process.
The ground was covered with hundreds of zeds, some not moving, some dragging themselves toward prey. But, for every zed on the ground, there were four still on their feet. I didn’t count my rounds, knew I couldn’t have more than a dozen shots left if I was lucky.
When the rifle clicked on empty, I swung it at the zed nearest me. The rifle got tangled in the zed’s clothing, so I let go and dodged to the side, narrowly missing a petite zed. I pulled out the longer bayonet knife I lifted off the dead soldier and planted it through the zed’s eye, and it tumbled backward, collapsing to the ground.
I tried to get closer to the barrack, slashing at zeds, but it was impossible. More zeds were closing in every minute. I was forced to retreat and I ran toward the first Humvee. Manning the .30 cal was Tyler. A soldier leaned against Tyler’s back, clutching a neck wound, but still managing to fire rifle shots at zeds coming at them from behind.
Something grabbed my foot, and I looked down to find a zed missing half its torso gnawing on my boot. I lifted my foot and brought it down on its head, breaking its nose. My next stomp was met with a pleasant-sounding crack of its skull fracturing.
I jumped onto the back of Tyler’s Humvee. The other soldier had collapsed, either unconscious or dead. I relieved him of his rifle, checked him for ammo (found none), and shoved him off, knowing he could turn any moment.
I hadn’t seen Jase yet, so I had to assume he was safely locked inside one of the other barracks. The alternative I couldn’t deal with. As for Clutch, I hadn’t seen any signs of militia yet, and I prayed that he hadn’t been pulled into this cluster fuck.
Zeds, for all their viciousness, had a tough time climbing. Several relentlessly tried to get onto the Humvee but kept falling back. But, it wouldn’t take long for enough zeds to surround us that they’d literally get pushed up onto the vehicle.
I searched around the bed of the Humvee for a mag, finding nothing for my rifle, but I did pull out a fresh belt of .30 cal rounds from under the pile of used shells and held it up for Tyler. He fed the belt into the gun, gave me a quick nod, and started firing again.
I noticed the Beretta in his holster and I tapped his arm as a heads up before freeing the pistol from his holster. At the back of the Humvee, I shot any zed that got too close. Then I stopped.
“Fuck,” I muttered when I watched the others use the bodies of the fallen to get higher. I swallowed, backed up a step closer to Tyler. We were surrounded on a small island that was about to get a whole lot smaller. I switched from killing zeds to my original plan of kicking them back.
An artillery blast nearby blinded me momentarily, and I remembered Nick’s comment about bringing out the heavies. Through the windows of the long barrack, zeds were tearing into the people, ripping them apart like ravenous harpies. Many people had been dismembered, bodies covering the floors like gnarled stumps, while zed continued to feed. Dark blood covered everything.
Even with all the chaos, the noise and smells around the third barrack drew all the zeds to it. Civilians began to emerge from the other barracks, carrying weapons and joining the fray.
My heart lurched. The familiar saunter was unmistakable. Jase. I watched as he fought alongside Eddy, each teenager firing his own AR-15, and Mutt tucked into a pocket, seemingly fearless. “Be safe,” I whispered before being forced to deal with my own issues.
I fired my last two bullets into a zed that made it onto the Humvee and resumed kicking the monsters back. My muscles burned and shook from exhaustion, but I kept pushing.
Finally, somehow, the tides began to shift. With the zeds centralized around the third barrack, Tyler shouted commands into his radio, and the troops formed a front against the mass. Soldiers with grenade launchers unleashed a fury of explosions onto the undead invaders.
Tyler’s .30 cal clicked on empty. The sudden lack of vibration and noise washed despair over me. Tyler and I shared a knowing glance.
The soldier I’d shoved off the back had turned and now jumped at the truck. Freshly turned zeds were nearly as fast and agile as humans, and it worked its way through the lumbering rotted lot to climb onto the Humvee. It lunged at Tyler first, who was already pulling out his knife. I grabbed the zed’s shirt to slow it down. It twisted around and lashed out at me. I jumped back, nearly tumbling off the edge and into the sea of waiting arms. As the zed came at me, Tyler shoved a blade through the skull of what used to be one of Camp Fox’s loyal soldiers.
The zed collapsed, and Tyler fell to his knees, his shoulders slumped. “Jonesie was a good man.”
I rested a hand on his back.
Tyler’s head sagged. “He was the last of my original squad.”
I stood there, staring out over the clawed hands reaching for us. Every now and then one fell. Confused, I scanned to find several troops shooting their way toward us. The heaviness from my chest lifted, and I was able to suck in a breath. “Look.” I pulled Tyler up. “See? It’s going to be okay.”
By the time the soldiers reached us, no zeds were left standing. Single shots were fired sporadically as soldiers put down zeds still moving.
I jumped down, stumbling over bodies. The Camp was utter carnage. Blood mixed with brown goo. I searched for signs of Jase, and found him with Eddy, finishing off wounded zeds. I smiled. You’re going to be all right.
My smile faded when I caught a glimpse of camouflage propped against the side of the barrack, and I burst toward him. But I wasn’t fast enough. “Nick!” I cried out right as the badly injured soldier shoved his pistol in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.
I collapsed to my knees.
I never saw the zed until it fell upon me.
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I ROLLED OVER, kicking away from the zed, and stabbed it through its eye before I realized that someone had already shot it from behind. Brown sludge seeped from the eye like half-set pudding, and I fell onto my butt, gagging at the stench.
“You okay?”
I looked up to see Griz standing before me.
“I am now,” I said.
He held out a hand and pulled me up. “Hoorah,” he grunted before heading after another zed that needed put down.
I stood near the third barrack—what remained of it, anyway—which was now a giant campfire, with flickers of embers and glints of soot showering us. Corpses covered the ground around me. Most lay unmoving. One zed had a blade through its mouth, pinning it to the ground. It chewed at the handle even while it convulsed and spasmed.
Someone had turned the sirens off, but the remaining sounds—cries of the dying—were heart-wrenching. A woman’s weeping drew me to the shadows to my left. I edged closer, keeping the knife ready. She lay amid the corpses, her shoulder and leg badly chewed. She didn’t have long before she turned, not with injuries that bad. She was clawing at the dirt with wretched, bloody hands, trying to pull herself toward something. “My baby,” she cried over and over.
I frowned and looked to where she was trying to drag herself. A tiny body lay unmoving on the ground, its limbs twisted in unnatural ways.
I kept the knife ready in case the infant had turned, though I supposed it’d have no teeth to bite with. I rolled the baby over to find myself looking at the lifeless eyes of an infant, his fear frozen in his features at death. With such severe injuries, if he were going to turn, he would’ve by now. I’d seen a handful of people who’d died instead of turning. Maybe their bodies weren’t strong enough to support the virus, maybe they had some kind of immunity, who knew. I figured those were the lucky ones.
I lifted the baby’s broken body as gently as I could and carried him over to his mother. She reached out with her uninjured arm and pulled him to her. She buried her face in his hair and rocked him, murmuring loving words into his ears.
I left her alone while I went back to where Nick lay propped against the building and got what I needed.
I reloaded the Beretta as I walked toward the woman. Tears blurred my aim, but I was close enough it wouldn’t matter. I fired twice at point blank.
Her suffering was over.
A hand touched my shoulder, and I snapped around to see Tyler.
He grabbed my free hand. “Come with me.”
He led me down the block. He only let go to shoot a stray zed.
At the end of the block, he commandeered a Jeep. He drove in silence, taking me through the winding roads. As we approached the open square, I stared at the silhouette of the lone gallows under the moonlight.
“You were going to hang me?” I asked. “Is that part of your so-called justice system?”
“It wasn’t for you,” Tyler said quickly. “It was for a convict who killed one civilian and injured another when they caught him stealing food.”
I rode numbly as Tyler drove us to an area of the camp where several large garages stood. In the fence was a gate that had been blasted open.
Tyler parked and looked me over. “Lendt’s a stickler for rules, so even though you helped tonight, he’ll still have you stand trial. I agree with him that you should stand trial, but the game’s changed. But, I also think that, sometimes, the rules need to be broken. With all the chaos, it would’ve been easy for you to escape.”
I cocked my head at Tyler’s words.
“Though I wish it wasn’t the case, we have to part ways. At least until I can get the charges against you reduced,” Tyler said.
Before getting out, I paused. “Take care of Jase. He’s a good kid.”
Without waiting for a response, I jumped out and set a brisk pace into the darkness.
“Hold up,” Tyler said, catching up.
I swallowed, then turned. He handed me another clip and then placed his hand behind my neck and kissed my forehead. “Be careful out there.”
I gave a small smile and started walking again.
“Watch your six,” Tyler called out behind me.
I paused for a moment, and then took off at a full run through the gate and into the night.
   
The east horizon was growing lighter than the west, meaning that dawn wasn’t far behind. I jogged down the road to cover as much distance as possible before the sun would betray me to any Dogs and zeds in the area. I ran around a few zed stragglers on the roads, but didn’t stop to kill them, instead, moving as quickly as I could before more showed.
My lungs burned. My body was drenched with sweat, and I’d run less than five miles because I could just make out the outline of Doyle’s camp in my path.
I wanted to burst into the camp and save Clutch. Except stupid heroics would only get us both killed. Clutch had always told me to never go on an offensive without being prepared. He’d told me often, “Whatever you didn’t plan for, that’s what’s going to happen.” Worse, after the Camp attack (What the fuck was Doyle thinking, to go after Camp Fox like that?), the Dogs would be on high alert, waiting for repercussions, and ready to gun me down the moment I stepped near their camp.
“I’m coming back for you,” I promised Clutch and kept jogging.
As the first rays of sunlight ebbed over the horizon, I detoured through a field that had been freshly plowed in the spring but already showed signs of being retaken by prairie grasses. The ground was rough, and I slowed to a walk to not twist an ankle. Within minutes, I entered the woods that lined the field, where the trees could hide me from both zeds and Dogs.
But trees could hide zeds just as well.
When the sun lit up the world, I moved slowly but steadily toward the farm. I figured I had around thirty miles to go, which would take me a full day at the rate I was moving.
Spending a night in the woods with zeds wasn’t my idea of fun, but any nearby houses could have Dogs. So I kept moving through the woods like a predator but feeling more like prey.
When I came to a road, I didn’t cross. Still too close to Doyle’s camp. I walked alongside the highway, weaving through trees until I came to small creek running under the road through a round culvert. Keeping my larger knife firmly in my grip, I crept closer, stepping into the water. Cold water climbed up my legs and trickled down into my boots, and I grimaced. Soggy feet would be hell in a few hours.
I moved slowly to prevent splashing water. Finally, I reached the metal culvert, and thankfully it was empty except for a few inches of water rippling through it.
My throat was parched. I wanted to drink from the stream so badly, but between farm runoff and the potential for zeds or dead bodies to be lying in it upstream, there was too great a risk of dysentery.
The culvert was small. I had to wade through it on my hands and knees, and with every move forward, I prayed that nothing hungry waited on the other side. God, I wished there was another way, but I had to cross. The road curved around to the east, and I needed to go west.
When I came out the other side, it was blissfully peaceful, with nothing but the sounds of the water burbling into the creek below. Feet forward, I pushed myself out but slipped on the wet metal.
I hissed at the sharp pain. “Shit!” I watched the blood as it grew from the deep slice across my palm. Red tinted the water as the blood dripped from my hand and washed downstream. Having no gear meant having no first aid kit. I leaned back and held my hand up to slow the bleeding. The cut was deep and wide and would likely get infected if I didn’t take care of it properly soon.
The sun was high overhead. My tongue felt like it had doubled in size from dehydration and sat like a giant cotton ball in my mouth. My stomach growled, but hunger was an easier thing to ignore.
With my hand still bleeding, I continued moving through the woods, surprised at the absence of zeds, especially with their seemingly excellent sense of smell. Doyle’s Dogs did a hell of a job, either by keeping their area cleaned out or by leading every zed in the area into Camp Fox. Regardless, it made my trip back to the farm easier.
But it wasn’t faster. I still had to pause at every tree to scan for movement.
I came across my first zed in the woods sometime during late afternoon. It’d been a man about my age, wearing a sporty T-shirt with a big logo. I couldn’t see any injuries. In fact, as the dull infected features went, its were almost gentle behind gold-rimmed sunglasses. That was, until it sniffed the air and snarled.
Taking a breath, I stepped out and it lunged. I jumped around the tree and came up behind the zed, shoved the knife through the base of its skull, and pushed upward.
Its body shuddered, and then collapsed.
Zeds were vicious monsters, but they had their Achilles heels. One of those was that they couldn’t corner worth a shit.
I bent down and lifted the zed’s left wrist with a silver watch strapped around it. Five-fifteen.
Less than three hours until sunset. I was moving slower than I’d planned.
I couldn’t make it much longer. I had to find clean water soon. Taking on the risk of creating noise, I moved faster through the woods, sloshing through two more creeks until I stopped at a mulberry bush laden with green and dark berries. Most weren’t ripe, but I ate several handfuls, anyway.
With my energy somewhat renewed, I continued searching for a house to stay in for the night. When I finally saw the shape of a house in the distance, I sighed. “Thank God.”
I set off into a jog toward the clearing. When I emerged from the woods, I slowed down, and then stopped. “Oh, fuck me.”
Because standing before me wasn’t just one house. It was Chow Town.
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I’D TRAVELED TOO FAR NORTH.
Clutch’s farm was southwest of town. Camp Fox was southeast of town.
I never should’ve gotten close to Chow Town.
Without a GPS or compass, I’d let the woods guide me right to the backyard of a large two-story house in a row of cookie-cutter two-story houses in a newer sub-development for as far I could see.
“Sonofabitch.”
I walked past the play set and up to the patio door. Certainly, not all of these houses had zeds inside. I crossed my fingers. After looking inside and seeing no signs of zeds or violence, I rapped on the glass. A clamor erupted from somewhere deep inside the house.
I sprinted over a short chain-link fence and into the next yard. That was the good thing about zeds. They clung to the out of sight, out of mind philosophy and lost focus on their prey quickly if they couldn’t see, hear, or smell it. But once they’d homed in on a target, they could be damn near relentless.
I didn’t even knock at the next house. I could see overturned chairs, something dead and furry and on the floor, and a shape hovering at the kitchen window. I crept away from the patio door.
Finally, at the fifth house—one with a nice rock garden in its backyard—I rapped on the glass and waited and rapped again.
Silence greeted me.
Even better, the patio door had been left unlocked, and it slid open silently and smoothly. I pulled out my larger knife and stepped inside, carefully closing and locking the door behind me.
The air was stale and hinted of rotten fruit but didn’t contain the all-too-familiar stench of infection and decay.
I tiptoed across the open dining room and noticed drawers left ajar in the kitchen as though someone had left in a hurry. I bypassed the kitchen to the adjacent living room. No signs of struggle. Checked out the hallway, closets, a nicely finished basement, and upstairs. The master bed hadn’t been made yet, and several shirts lay strewn across the mattress. “Thank God,” I muttered and hustled downstairs. Whoever lived here must’ve left town as soon as the outbreak hit. If they got lucky, maybe they got to wherever it was they’d been headed.
Back in the kitchen, I turned on the faucet. Nothing, as expected. Before checking the refrigerator for liquids, I walked into the large walk-in pantry and smiled. Inside was bliss. It wasn’t fully stocked by any means, but a dozen or so cans of food, several bottles of wine, and a case of flavored water waited on the shelves. I went straight for the water, tearing through the plastic, and grabbed two bottles. I chugged the first down without stopping.
I leaned back against a shelf, careful to avoid the fuzzy green bread. There was enough here to last me a week, maybe longer. Since this neighborhood hadn’t been looted yet, the Dogs must’ve had the same idea as us when it came to Chow Town. The risk of drawing out a herd of zeds in this town was too high to take as long as we could still find food in solitary, secluded farmhouses with no more than a few zeds to deal with at one time.
It was a good reminder that I had to remain silent and unseen. I’d already stirred up zeds in at least three nearby houses. I could only hope they’d given up by now and gone back to lumbering around their homes. They could easily break out of the homes, especially through the all-glass patio doors. Clearly, they hadn’t had a reason to…until possibly now.
No matter. I planned to be back to the farm by dark, which was only an hour or so away.
I closed the kitchen blinds and patio shades to hide my movements.
I grabbed a can of fruit cocktail and looked around for a can opener. “Of course,” I muttered when I noticed the power opener on the counter. Rather than wasting time hunting around for tools, I opted instead for a jar of peanuts while sipping a second bottle of water.
Finished, I grabbed my knife off the countertop, and headed back up to the master bedroom and adjacent bathroom. I peeled off my clothes caked with sludge, blood, sweat, and dirt.
Without water pressure, a shower was impossible. Instead, I grabbed a half-empty bottle of shampoo and soap from the shower. I dipped a washcloth in the tank behind the toilet and thoroughly scrubbed myself. After I’d used nearly all the water in the tank and made a mess of the floor, I grabbed a tube of Neosporin and Band-Aids for my palm that still oozed blood.
Leaving the wrappers on the counter, I headed into the walk-in closet and sifted through clothes until I found a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt that fit. I hurriedly dressed, fastened my belt and weapons, and ventured to the garage. I tapped lightly on the door and heard nothing in response. This time, rather than going slowly, I threw open the door and scanned the three stalls.
I sighed with a smile and leaned back against the wall. Not only was the garage clear, but a Ford sat in one stall. After a quick sweep under the sedan, I opened the car door and a beeping tone reverberated throughout the garage, energetically telling me that both the keys were still in the ignition and the battery wasn’t dead. I turned the battery on and found that the car still had over a half tank of gas. I turned off the battery and patted the dash. “You’ll do just fine,” I said as I hopped back into the house.
It took me several trips to carry all the food to the car. After another search of the house, I found a baseball bat. By then, the sun had long since set. Without knowing the roads—and roadblocks—in this area, I did one final sweep of the house before settling in for the night in an upstairs bedroom facing the street.
Even though there was no way zeds knew where I was, I didn’t sleep well. After an especially violent nightmare of Clutch being attacked by zeds, I shot awake as dawn was just beginning to light up the street.
I went down on a knee to look out the window, and fell back on my butt. Now, at least twenty zeds milled around the street below me, sniffing the air, as though sensing prey in the area. Their sheer numbers could crush the car with me in it.
I cupped my head in my hands. How the fuck…
After watching the herd for over an hour, I accepted the fact that they weren’t going anywhere, and I changed my bandages and ate cereal out of the box.
And waited.
Their numbers never changed throughout the day. Some came, some went. Zeds shuffled in lazy circles as though waiting for food to come to them.
It wasn’t until night returned that something snagged their attention and the street cleared except for a few stragglers. Now. I hustled to the garage. When I opened the car door, something thumped on the other side of the garage door.
I stood there, holding my breath.
Another thump.
I edged closer to the garage door and inched onto my toes to peer out the high windows. Under the moonlight, I could see a single zed on the other side, but as it banged at the door, it drew the attention of others. I came back down on my heels, my breath coming in short pants. Soon, a second pair of fists joined the first at the door.
“Shit!” I whispered.
If I waited any longer, the noise could draw out every zed in the area. It probably wouldn’t take more than the weight of twenty or so to push in a garage door.
They had me exactly where they wanted me: in a gift box, ready to open.
I did a slow three-sixty, looking for anything to distract the zeds, trying to concentrate above the ruckus.
Then it hit me.
Get ’em where I want ’em.
I wanted them as far from the garage as possible.
I went back to the car, pulled out the bat and headed back into the house. I headed down the hallway and to the office near the front door. I took a swing and smashed the front windows. Home run.
I rushed back to the garage, looked out through the windows and found the thumping had stopped. I tossed the bat onto the front seat and grabbed the cord on the garage door.
One, two, three.
I yanked the cord, and the door opened with a clatter. I jumped into the car and slammed the door shut as I slid the key into the ignition. The car roared to life, and I had the tires squealing in reverse.
A zed slammed into the car before I was out of the garage. The car lurched over its body. More zeds shuffled from the darkness, filling the street with their relentless groans. As soon as I was on the street, I slammed on the brakes, shoved the car into drive, and rammed into zeds head-on.
The car snagged on bodies as I drove over them, and the right wheel ended up off the ground, leaving only the left front wheel with any traction, and it was burning rubber uselessly. I rocked the car between gears, using reverse and forward to try to nudge free like I was stuck in snow.
By now, the zeds that I’d drawn to the house had turned their attention to the car. The window behind me shattered. I pulled out my Beretta while keeping my foot on the gas. Zeds pushed against the car as they tried to get to me from all sides. The extra weight pushed the car forward, and the right tire caught traction. The car took off, pitching to a near stop when plowing through a wall of zeds trying to block me in.
Somehow, the car made it through and the strays slid off the hood. I took the first right, realizing too late that it was a cul-de-sac. “Fuck!” Spinning around, I got back on the main street.
When the number of zeds dissipated, I chanced a glance in the rearview mirror. One reached out to me under the moonlight. It looked young—too much like Jase—though months in the sun had baked its skin into a jaundiced husk.
I sped away. Since I was on the edge of town, it took only three turns, some lawn driving around a roadblock, and a couple curb-checks before Chow Town disappeared behind me.
I drove west until I came to a familiar stretch of road. The car made a clacking sound and the steering wheel shuddered if I went over twenty, not that I could drive any faster without headlights, which would give away my location. According to the car’s clock, it took me over an hour to make it to the gravel road the farm was on.
As I turned onto the gravel road, I slammed on the brakes. Taillights in the distance signaled a vehicle leaving the farm. After the taillights disappeared and no other lights appeared, I crept forward and parked the car by the garage of Jase’s old house, making sure it was hidden from the road. After a wistful glance at the beat-up sedan with an arm caught in the bumper, I stepped into the night.
I didn’t like the idea of walking at night, but I couldn’t risk driving into an ambush at the farm. The smell of smoke was strong in the air, and a bad feeling formed in my gut.
As I closed the distance between Jase’s house and Clutch’s farm, the smell of smoke grew stronger every minute. When I noticed the garbage truck had been shoved into the ditch, I avoided the lane and walked through a field that never got planted and into the trees enclosing the farm. I crept soundlessly through the woods, expecting a zed to pop out from behind every tree.
Not a single zed sniffed me out, likely thanks to the blanket of smoke over the area. Soon, I could see a glow through the trees and hear the crackle of a large campfire. I cautiously moved close enough to see the yard.
Or what was left of it. I gasped and covered my mouth. “No.”
The Dogs had burned everything to the ground.
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I GRIPPED the baseball bat as I fell to my knees. The house was nothing but a charred framework and a pile of burning ash and blackened debris with still-glowing embers.
This farm had become my home when the outbreak hit. It was a fortress. I was safe here. Months of hard work, the supplies, weapons, all the food we’d stored, gone.
It made no sense. Clutch had willingly joined the Dogs. Why would they destroy his farm? They wouldn’t do something like this to one of their own. Which meant…
“No.” I had to lean on the bat to keep from collapsing.
Clutch was dead.
I clenched my eyes closed. If only I’d gotten here earlier. If I’d returned to the farm last night, I could’ve prevented this somehow.
I chortled. Who was I kidding?
Like I could’ve single-handedly held back the Dogs.
Furious, I pulled myself back to my feet. In the distance, I saw two men with shaved heads leaning against their truck parked in the lane several hundred feet away. Too far away for me to overhear their conversation. I looked for more Dogs but found none.
I heard a rustle to my right and saw three zeds encircle me, groaning through jaws that no longer worked. They were badly burned, their arms and faces charred.
I grabbed the baseball bat and swung, crushing the first zed’s skull like it was a T-ball. The second zed was on me too quickly and I kicked its ankles together, knocking its feet out from under it. I left it floundering on the ground, while I swung at the third, nailing it in the chest. The force knocked it back, and my second swing crumpled its head.
After smashing the zed on the ground, I turned back to the house.
All the food, weapons…gone.
Everything Clutch, Jase, and I had built was destroyed. The Dogs had burned the fuel tanks, and it looked like the explosions took down two of the three sheds. Only the smallest shed still stood, though its door was open, and I suspected any valuable contents gone. They’d even slashed the tires on the poor Prius.
After giving the house a final brokenhearted look, I headed past the burnt gardens, careful to keep the still-burning house between the Dogs and me, and cautiously around the backside of the largest shed, held up only by Clutch’s combine. Feathers littered the ground, though I couldn’t find any sign of the chickens.
Coming down on a knee, I pulled at the tin and debris as quietly as possible. Blood dripped from my hand. When I finally pulled away the last bit of plywood, I sighed in relief.
The Dogs hadn’t discovered Clutch’s TEOTWAWKI bunker.
I opened the round door and climbed down a few steps. With one final look around, I noticed the Dogs were still lounging by their truck, and I tugged the plywood up so it’d cover the bunker door.
“Damn Dogs,” I muttered before shutting the door and descending into the darkness.
Knowing I was secure, I curled up on the floor and slept.
That was, until the door overhead opened.
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“WHY THE HELL didn’t you lock the door?” Clutch demanded in a gruff whisper, the moonlight casting him in an imposing silhouette.
“Clutch?” I asked, pointing the Beretta at him.
“Lower the gun, Cash. I’m coming down,” he replied before closing—and locking—the door above him.
A lantern in Clutch’s hand suddenly cast a gentle glow in the small space.
“I forgot the door locked,” I said in a daze as I watched him climb down the ladder. Sweat glistened off his shaved head. Then I dropped the pistol and jumped him from behind. “You’re alive!”
He was hot and sweaty and I didn’t care. He turned around and pulled me into a full embrace.
“How?” I asked, holding on tight.
He rubbed my shoulder. “Doyle sent out most of his Dogs that first night. He left me in the silo with only one guard.” He paused. “I got out. That’s all that matters.”
I pulled back to look at him. Emotion laced his words. “Let me guess. You pissed off Doyle in the process.”
“Yeah.” He ran a hand over his now-shaved head and grimaced, like he didn’t enjoy the feel. “Were you here when they…”
“No,” I replied quickly. “I got here after.”
“Good.” He paused. “Jase?”
“He’s at Camp Fox. He’s safe.”
Clutch sighed, and then looked around. “We can’t stay here. Dogs will be sniffing around my farm until I’m caught or dead. There were two waiting outside tonight.”
Probably the same two that I’d seen. “I’m glad you’re here,” I said softly. I felt safe with Clutch in this bunker, but I’d already realized it could all too easily become our tomb. Only one way in or out. Only one air vent that could be too easily blocked from the outside.
He slid to the floor. “The captain let you go?” he asked gruffly.
“Yeah.”
“Good. I couldn’t tell if he was playing to get you away from Doyle or if he was actually thinking of arresting you.”
“He let me go,” I said instead, sitting back down. Clutch didn’t need to be burdened with the details. Not with his home lying in ruins above our heads. I wrinkled my nose. “You smell.”
He grunted, resting his head against the wall. “Thirty-six hours in the woods will do that.”
I grabbed a bottle of water and tapped it on his arm. “Here.”
He took the bottle, and then grabbed my wrist. “What’s this?”
I tugged back my injured hand. “Just a cut I picked up yesterday.”
“Why weren’t you wearing your gloves?” He narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Whose clothes are those?”
I shrugged.
“Hell.” His jaw clenched. “Masden didn’t let you go, did he?”
“He let me go,” I replied. “I just had to find my own way back home.”
Clutch pounded the floor. “Sonofabitch. When I find him, I’m going—”
“You’re going to do nothing,” I interrupted. “We’ve got enough shit to deal with right now than take on Camp Fox, don’t you think?”
“And your gear?” he asked, hoarsely.
“Somewhere at Camp Fox.”
Clutch glared for a moment before taking a long draw of water and leaning his head back again, eyes closed. When his eyes opened, he leveled a hard gaze on me. “You all right now?”
I smiled and moved to sidle up next to him. “Yeah, I’m okay.” I laid my uninjured hand on his knee. “You?”
He grunted again—his typical response of consent—and rolled up his sleeve. “I got lucky.”
My eyes widened. “Holy shit.”
There, on his forearm, was a dark bruise in the perfect semi-circle outline of human teeth.
“I was lucky I had long sleeves. But still, when they lock on, they bite hard. The bastards have got jaws like pit bulls.”
I gingerly touched the marks and whistled. “I think you got very lucky.”
“Your turn.” He nodded to my hand.
“I cleaned it this morning,” I said as I pulled back the first Band-Aid. Even in the dim light, the skin around the cut was red and swollen.
His brow furrowed. He grabbed a first aid kit off a shelf and motioned for my hand.
I held it out, and he gently peeled off each Band-Aid. He pulled out a small plastic bottle and poured it into my palm. I hissed as liquid fire shot through my arm. “Jesus, Clutch. Are you trying to kill me?”
“It’s just alcohol. Don’t be a baby.”
I wasn’t being a baby. It seriously burned. He dabbed a cotton swab at it until the sharp agonizing pain numbed into a constant throb. He covered my palm with a bandage and wrapped gauze around it.
“I’ll clean your cut again in the morning,” He said after putting the kit back.
Then he grabbed my uninjured hand and rested his forehead against it.
I rubbed his thumb. “It’ll be okay.” And I meant it. I knew that as long as Clutch was with me, everything would be fine.
He chuckled drily, the sound devoid of humor. “We’ve got no weapons, no food, no shelter. Doyle crippled us with one easy blow. Jase is at Camp Fox. And Masden made it clear that if we go after Doyle, we’re attacking Camp Fox.”
“Doyle’s no longer with Camp Fox,” I said. “He zed-bombed them a few hours after we were separated.”
“Jesus.” Clutch’s muscles tensed under me. “So that’s where the Dogs went.”
“I guess Doyle saw a shot and took it.”
“Were you there?” he asked quietly.
I nodded and laid my head on his shoulder. “They lost one of their barracks along with several troops in the attack.” I thought of Nick. “They lost some good folks.”
“The Camp will be better prepared against Doyle next time.”
“You sure there will be a next time?”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, his voice low. “Doyle has a hard view on how to survive, and he assumes everyone will see that he’s right.” He chuckled. “He actually believed I’d willingly join his Dogs. Doesn’t matter now. The only good thing is that Doyle will no longer get support from Camp Fox. I bet Lendt’s guys are keeping the Dogs running as we speak. That should distract Doyle enough until we can secure a new location. We’ll scout out places in the morning. How are we on weapons?”
“I’ve got a Beretta with nine rounds, a baseball bat, and two knives. And whatever else you have.”
“It’s not enough,” he said.
“It’ll be enough,” I said, snuggling closer. I wasn’t worried. I had Clutch back. I knew everything would be okay, and I found myself falling soundly asleep, safe in his arms.
   
I woke up with my entire body stiff from lying on hard, damp concrete. Being underground, I had no idea what time it was. I could’ve been asleep for only an hour or ten hours. I’d slept soundly, except for when Clutch’s nightmares began, and I’d held onto him until he fell back into a more peaceful sleep.
Unfortunately, PTSD isn’t curable. It’s a way of life.
Clutch was already awake and heating something in a tin can. When he noticed I was awake, he tossed me a Gatorade. I caught it with my injured hand and winced. He then handed me a metal spork and a tin can wrapped with a towel.
I yawned. “What time is it?”
Clutch put another can on the tiny stove and glanced at his watch. “Five-forty. It should still be dark enough to take out the Dogs that are topside before they see us.”
After we ate our refried beans, Clutch rummaged through the shelves and pulled out a shotgun that had been vacuum-sealed in plastic. He loaded several shells into it. “I go first. If there’s more than two, we’ll wait them out. You stay by the shed and take out any Dogs who try to get away.”
I checked the Beretta and grabbed the baseball bat. “Ready.”
Clutch slung the shotgun over his shoulder and climbed the ladder. At the top, he slowly unlocked and opened the door a couple inches. No light came in. After a long moment, he held up a single finger and pointed to my right.
Only one Dog? Could we get that lucky?
I followed up the ladder and outside. The cool, damp morning breeze swept away any lingering sleepiness as I crawled behind a pile of tin while Clutch moved toward a four-by-four truck sitting in the drive. The Dog was sitting in his truck, facing away from us and watching the driveway.
It was too easy. Clutch snuck up behind the truck and had the shotgun leveled point blank through the open window before the Dog even noticed.
“Hands on your head,” Clutch ordered.
The Dog obeyed instantly. Clutch opened the truck door and stepped to the side. “Out of the truck and on your knees.”
“Don’t shoot!” the scrawny teen cried as he fell from the truck and onto his knees. An AR-15 tumbled harmlessly off his lap.
“How many are with you?” Clutch asked, kicking the rifle away.
“I’m alone. I swear it,” the guy answered, keeping his hands on his head. “Please don’t kill me.”
“I won’t if you keep telling the truth,” Clutch said.
“You…you won’t?” The young man sounded genuinely surprised.
I could’ve asked Clutch the same thing. I scanned the area and saw a shape shambling around the edge of the woods. I pulled out the bat and stalked toward it while keeping an eye on the Dog kneeling before Clutch.
“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Clutch said. “Take my advice. Don’t lie.”
The Dog nodded furiously.
“What are your orders?”
“Wa-watch for you. Call in if I see you.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes!”
“Why are you alone?”
The Dog didn’t answer.
“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Clutch said.
“Camp Fox invaded our camp,” the kid quickly replied. “A lot of guys are busy relocating their families.”
The zed had noticed the two men and was making its way toward them. At first, I thought it was bloated, but then I realized it was pregnant, probably near-term when it’d been bitten. Bile rose in my throat as I readied the bat. A purse hung across the zed’s body, and it hobbled in one sandal. It hissed and turned to me when I approached. I swung. Its head broke open like a beanbag.
“When’s the next shift arrive?” Clutch asked, turning back to the Dog after watching me kill the zed.
“Eight o’clock,” he replied, his voice cracking.
When I approached the Dog from behind, Clutch nodded, and I disarmed him, startling him. The Dog was young, not much older than Jase, and obviously scared shitless.
“Cripes, kid,” Clutch said. “You’re too young to be caught up with the likes of Doyle.”
The Dog jutted out his chin. “Doyle saved my life. We’re going to make Fox Hills safe again.”
“Keep telling yourself that, kid,” Clutch said.
I lifted a two-way radio I’d found on the Dog’s belt.
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “How often do you report in?”
The Dog swallowed. “The bottom of every hour.”
Clutch glanced at his watch. “Looks like you got seven minutes. What’s the code for all-clear?”
He didn’t answer.
“The code for all-clear?” Clutch asked more firmly, lifting his shotgun.
“The eagle soars,” he replied quickly.
Clutch held out the two-way radio. “Report in. This time, with the right code for all-clear, and I’ll let your last fib pass.”
The Dog’s jaw dropped before he snapped it shut. He nodded tightly. He took the radio, took a deep breath, and clicked the side. “Hamster reporting in. Over.”
“Base. Report. Over.”
“The swallow has flown, repeat, the swallow has flown. Over.”
A slight pause.
“Affirmative. The swallow has flown. Over.”
The Dog handed the radio back to Clutch.
“You aren’t a bad kid. It’s too bad you got hooked up with Doyle.”
“I owe my life to Doyle,” he replied.
“And he’s made sure he gets exactly that from you,” Clutch said. “Dammit, kid. You shouldn’t have lied on the radio.”
“Wha—what?” The Dog’s wide eyes shot up. “No!” he cried out the instant before Clutch blew his brains out.
My mouth fell open.
Clutch slung his shotgun back over his shoulder. “The Dogs need to work on their codes. The Swallow Has Flown is an acronym for the Shit’s Hit the Fan. Code 101.” He kicked at the gravel. “Goddammit, kid, why’d you have to go and force my hand?”
“How much time do you think we have?” I asked, staring at the Dog’s body.
“If he was telling the truth that Lendt hit Doyle’s Camp, then it may take them awhile. Then again, they could have a unit close by already.”
“We better hurry, then.”
We ran back to the bunker. Clutch disappeared inside and came back seconds later with a stuffed backpack. He fastened the door closed and set a combination lock that I hadn’t noticed on top of the door before. We covered the door with tin and debris.
Clutch eyed his big rig, which looked like the Dogs had fun taking a bulldozer to it. “She was a good rig,” he growled.
“We’ll take the Dog’s truck,” I offered, not seeing Clutch’s pickup truck or Jeep anywhere. “I left a car at Jase’s house along with enough supplies to get us by for a few days.”
We sprinted back to the truck and tore down the lane. Clutch turned onto the gravel road, and fortunately, there was no dust in either direction indicating that Dogs were on their way. “We got lucky this morning,” Clutch said.
“I’ll take every bit of luck I can get,” I said.
Clutch nodded. “We can’t risk stopping and grabbing the car right now. We’ll come back for everything else in the bunker and the car after we’ve secured a new location.”
I leaned back, a weight on my chest. I’d already been thinking through how soon I had to transplant the seeds from the garden before it was too late. Not to mention having to start all over with looting runs. It was hard the first time, when we had so much to work with. Now? We were fucked. I swallowed. “Any thoughts on where we can hide that’s safe from Dogs?”
Clutch shrugged. “They avoid Chow Town.”
“Oh, hell, no,” I said in a rush. When he eyed me suspiciously, I tacked on, “Trust me.”
“Any farm we move to won’t be any safer than mine was,” he said. “That leaves our only option to head out of the area. Or…wait a second.” He snapped his fingers. “I got it.”
He cranked a hard left on the next road and stepped on the gas.
“Where are we headed?”
“Fox National Park. It’s as far from any town as we can get without venturing into unknown territory.”
Thirty minutes later, we drove through the park’s winding narrow roads. Clutch took us deep and high into the hilly park, and we saw no zeds, though I knew the monsters lurked in these woods just like they had everywhere else. Clutch stopped at the DNR office that seemed to be near the park’s highest point. Only a park ranger’s truck sat outside.
“This might be the best location for our camp,” Clutch said, reloading his shotgun. “We’ll check the cabins, too. They should keep keys to all the cabins somewhere inside.”
I looked around. The A-line cabin sat on a ledge, leaving only three sides vulnerable to zeds. The narrow park roads would be easy enough to block. The place gave me a good vibe. I picked up the rifle I’d lifted from the Dog. “Let’s do this.”
Birds chirped in the distance, and a warm breeze blew scents of evergreens over me. Side-by-side, we moved to the two-story cabin.
Clutch checked the door. It opened.
He glanced at me, and I nodded, clutching the rifle. He rapped on the window. Nothing. He rapped again. Still nothing.
After a moment of waiting, Clutch took the lead inside. A familiar stench polluted the air. Dammit.
Clutch grimaced.
I sighed before calling out, “Hey, stinkface. Where are you?”
Something shuffled from above. My gaze shot upward to see a lone zed move around the open loft. It was wearing a brown DNR uniform and had wild, shaggy hair. It groaned and tried to walk toward us, but the railing stopped it. It continued to batter the railing, reaching out, until finally it toppled over and crashed to the ground floor.
The zed landed head-first, the impact sounding like a shattered light bulb. Its brittle skull collapsed into itself.
“That was easy,” I said. Then the stench hit me. I pinched my nose. “God, that’s awful.”
Clutch held his forearm over his nose. “Let’s hurry up and get Smelly outside.”
Each grabbing a foot, we dragged the corpse outside and sent it off the deep slope that went off each side of the cabin. It tumbled down, disappearing into the trees below.
The rest of the office was thankfully clear, and the zed had made surprisingly little mess upstairs.
“He was here alone,” I said.
“He must’ve gotten infected before he came into work.”
We stood on the second floor, looking out through the two-story window over the wide expanse of the park. Trees went on for as far as the eye could see. No signs of violence.
“I like it here,” I said.
“Yeah. Me, too,” Clutch replied.
It was even more peaceful than the farm. Here, it was as though we were alone, free, and safe. As long as everyone thought we were dead, we had a chance.
But, we weren’t safe.
Because as long as Doyle and the zeds were still out there, we’d never be safe.
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Ten days later
THE WET SPRING had turned into a humid summer. The park was lush and green, with only the sounds of nature as background music.
It was a pleasant mirage.
Clutch and I tried to make the best of the shitty situation. Despite having no fences, the park turned out to be a decent camp, its hills a natural deterrent to zeds. Another huge perk: the park’s water supply was fed by a rural water tower, so water had suddenly become the least of our worries.
We were careful in our movements in case any Dogs passed through. After losing our stockpile, we had to start nearly from scratch. Fortunately, one of the rooms in the park’s DNR office contained boxes of stuff either left at the park or confiscated by park rangers.
I used several hours of sunlight every day fishing and setting snares. But, living on protein alone was draining us, especially with the exercise regimen Clutch had us on. In just over a week, I noticed I had less stamina and energy. Even the cut on my hand was taking longer to heal.
I’d been sifting through the park’s library to find out which plants and berries were edible in the area. The park no doubt had a wealth of food that could be eaten, but getting to it was the challenge. There was no telling what trees a zed could be lurking behind. And so I started to dig up soil around the edges of the office’s parking lot for a new garden.
“Ready to hit the road?” Clutch said, coming down the stairs.
He looked set for battle in his camos while I’d been stuck in the same designer jeans for the past ten days, though we’d both been wearing T-shirts from the gift shop.
I grabbed the plastic water bottles I’d been refilling every day. “Ready.”
Clutch gave a quick nod and headed for the door. Stubble covered his head now and would be as long as my thicker hair in no time.
“We need fuel,” he said over his shoulder. “The truck has less than a half tank left.”
“Seeds are critical, too,” I added. “Ooh, and gardening tools. Maybe a net. Definitely food. Weapons would be nice.”
Clutch raised a brow. “Anything else?”
I smirked. “I’ll be sure to let you know.” I followed him to the truck. “Do you know any farms in the area?”
He shook his head. “No, but there’s a gas station not far from here. It was a hotspot for day-trippers loading up on ice and beer before heading into the park. They might also have some camping supplies.”
I climbed in and rolled down the window. “Did you bring the hose?”
He held up a five-foot length of rubber water hose I’d found at the office and cut into sections. My life had become a state of improvising. Finding tools or weapons in everything.
He started the engine. “If we can get gas from the tanks, then we’ll be able to head farther out for your wish list items. It’s pretty rural around here and far enough away from where Doyle’s camp was that it may still be good for looting without running into anyone.”
As Clutch weaved through the maze he’d been making of the park roads, I kept an eye out for intruders. When I was working on food, he was busy blocking off the roads and marking safe routes on park maps. The roadblocks signaled that there were survivors in the park, but—more important—the roadblocks would slow down zeds and especially Dogs in getting to us.
Only three zeds had passed near the park office since we moved there, and they’d been on the roads. Since the roadblocks went up, no zeds had passed through. We figured the hills and trees caused too many problems for the decomposing shamblers, so they likely wouldn’t show up at the office unless they were lost or had homed in on us. And we were far enough inside the camp, that zeds should have no way of hearing, seeing, or smelling us.
Still, without much for weapons, we’d been brainstorming ways to corral zed stragglers into traps. We had plenty of ideas, but so far no manpower or tools to make anything work.
We passed several of the park’s cabins in the heart of the park. With over two dozen buildings, we could set up a small town of survivors here, though the park’s rough and wooded landscape wasn’t exactly ideal for growing food or scouting for zeds. When I mentioned the idea of bringing others onto the park, Clutch changed the subject. I suspected the loss of Jase to Camp Fox had hit him harder than he let on.
Ever since the run-in with Doyle, Clutch’s PTSD had worsened. His nightmares lasted longer, and during the days, he often had a distant look. Whatever had happened had really hit Clutch hard. Since he refused to talk about it, all I could do was hope that time would help heal the wounds on his soul.
I pointed to a cabin nearly hidden by trees. “That’s our bug-out cabin, right?”
“Yeah. You’re starting to get the park figured out.”
I smiled and leaned back. Clutch had covered more of the park than I had so far. He’d found us the most secluded rendezvous cabin should we get separated and couldn’t get back to the office. He’d shown it to me a couple times already, but it was easy to get lost in hundreds of wooded acres with no straight roads.
I noticed the time on the truck’s clock. “Oh, it’s almost nine.”
“Got it.” He clicked on the radio to AM 1340. Every day, for a mid-morning break, we’d sit in the truck to listen to Hawkeye’s broadcasts.
Like clockwork, the usual static silenced in favor of a voice. The broadcaster was either a hundred miles away or had poor equipment. We could barely hear his broadcast unless we turned the radio all the way up.
“This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340.
I have more news about zed-free zones for you. It sounds like Montana has built a city with high walls. But, if you are thinking of making the trip to Montana City, think again. Right now, they are only allowing Montana citizens into the city. Anyone else will be turned away. But, what’s important is that there are zed-free zones out there. There is hope from the plague monsters wandering our lands.
For news closer to home, Lt. Col. Lendt’s announcement last week that requires any Iowa militia to be commanded by a military officer has stirred backlash across the state. I’ve heard rumors that some militias are banding together against Camp Fox rather than submitting to Lendt’s power play.
The militias are made up of good people, folks who’ve stepped up and volunteered to fight against the zed scourge. And now the government is trying to control them.
Here’s my question for today: if all militias are forced to report into Camp Fox, what’s to stop Lendt from misusing his power and becoming a despot over us survivors? I leave you with a warning: absolute power corrupts absolutely, my friends.
This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe, stay strong, and know that you’re not alone.”
Hawkeye rarely had good news and showed no love for Lendt, but the final words he spoke every day grounded me.
You’re not alone.
Even though we hadn’t seen another living soul for ten days.
A large sign displaying gas prices that would never change again peeked out from the trees. As we neared the station, the stink hit me, and I wrinkled my nose. “Oh, that’s horrible.”
“Jesus,” Clutch said, holding his forearm over his nose. “Smells like the sewer backed up.”
“Lovely,” I muttered. Add one more annoying trait of the apocalypse to an every-growing list.
Today, we at least had the benefit of dealing with fewer zeds at the gas station than we would have if the outbreak had hit during tourist season. Even so, there were still a half-dozen cars in the lot. Four zeds wandering nearby bee-lined for our truck the moment we approached. One was covered in dried mud, one was naked and chewed up, and all four were shriveled by months under the sun.
“How the hell do some of these guys end up naked?” I asked. Seeing a zed was bad enough. Seeing all of a zed was enough to make a stomach roil.
Clutch shrugged. “Caught on the shitter, maybe.”
They stumbled in our direction as though coming to greet us, and Clutch stepped on the gas, taking down two with his first hit. He put the truck into reverse and rammed into the third. The naked zed moved too slowly and was too far away to be a problem.
Clutch stopped near the underground gas tank cover.
I swung open the door and clobbered the female zed struggling to get up with two newly broken legs. Clutch was out of the truck with a tire iron and taking down the least rotted of the bunch, and I walked up to the crusty mud-covered zed and gagged.
Shit. Not mud. My eyes watered, and I swung extra hard to make sure I finished it off quickly and moved away.
When I turned to Clutch, he was just finishing off the naked zed that had finally reached us.
“Keep an eye out.” He got down on his knees and pulled out his knife.
I stood at his back, gripping the bat covered in layers of dark stains, and analyzed the wide one-story building. The gas station was covered in slate and had three glass doors, one to each section: the gas station in the middle, the liquor side to the left, and a small café to the right. The glass was shattered on the large door to the gas station. Two zeds lay dead in the shadow of the overhang.
“Damn,” I muttered. “Looks like we aren’t the first here.”
With some muscle, he pried the cover open and peered inside. “At least there’s plenty of gas.”
“How do you know it’s not diesel?” I asked.
“Smells like gas,” he replied, going for the hose. He dropped one end into the underground tank, and held out the other with a smirk. “Want to do the honors?”
I handed him the bat and grabbed the hose. “Sure.” I opened the gas cap, and then sucked hard at the hose.
I’d never siphoned gas before, but it looked to be a relatively easy thing to do.
Nothing happened.
I looked up.
He smirked. “Keep sucking.”
I scowled but did what he said. At first there was nothing, then came the fumes, then the liquid.
“Ack!” I coughed out in between spitting out gasoline and shoving the hose into the truck’s gas tank. Tears ran down my face. “That shit burns.” More coughing.
Clutch chuckled while he pulled out a five-gallon red gas can from the back of the truck. “That’s why I didn’t want to do it.”
I flipped him the bird before spitting again. At least I couldn’t smell the sewage anymore. “Next time, you siphon,” I muttered when I could speak again.
After we finished fueling and resealed the underground tank, Clutch backed the truck up to the building. When he jumped out, he looked at me. “Ready to do this?”
I blew out a lungful of air. “Yup.”
It was times like these when I especially missed the farm. We’d had enough weapons and ammunition to start a small war, over six months’ supply of food stockpiled, and had it secure as any place could be without being a high-security prison. We’d reached the point where we didn’t have to go into high-risk places like these to survive. I sighed. We had no choice now.
We either adapted or we’d die.
I held the baseball bat tight in my grip as Clutch rapped on the broken glass, sending several shards crashing onto the concrete. Every sound was razor blade to my nerves.
A distant thump greeted us. There was definitely something waiting inside. Clutch gave me one more look before stepping through the door. I quickly followed and pulled back the bat to swing, but no zeds attacked. Instead, a stack of pastel Easter bunnies smiled at us in front of long aisles shrouded in shadows.
The place gave me the creeps.
Whoever had come here before us couldn’t have left with much. All of the shelves looked fully stocked. When I noticed the cash register open and a near-empty shelf of Marlboros, I rolled my eyes. Money and cigarettes. Whoever had that kind of shit for brains was likely shuffling around the countryside now.
Then again, their idiocy was a good sign. It meant more goodies for us.
“I look out, you fill?”
I turned to see that Clutch had grabbed all the plastic bags off the counter. I swiped a small item from a shelf behind the counter, pocketed it, gripped the bat, and did a three-sixty to scan for zeds. Hearing no signs of any predators—other than the constant thumping coming from the back of the store, I grabbed the bags.
“Let’s do this.”
With tension prickling my nerves, I started in the grocery aisle, filling up five bags with soup, canned meat, saltines, and anything else with a decent shelf life. The bags were flimsy and couldn’t hold much weight, and I slid each bag onto my arm to start another. I skipped most of the candy bars, instead going for nuts and fruit chews. Then, out to the truck to drop off full bags and back inside for more.
While grabbing batteries, something thumped on the bathroom door behind us, startling me. Memories from a different bathroom on the day of the outbreak doused me with ice, and I dropped a bag.
“Don’t worry. It can’t get out,” Clutch said, picking up the bag.
“I know.” I hastily grabbed a few bottles of water, more for the reusable bottles than for the water and made another drop of supplies into the back of the truck.
After two more trips, one to the automotive aisle and one for soap and cleaning supplies, I leaned against the truck. “What else?”
“The best part.” He headed left, and I followed him into the liquor section. Most of the top shelves were empty, and several bottles were broken on the floor. Clutch slid the bat under an arm and grabbed a couple bottles of whiskey and I pointed at the Everclear. He dumped the bottles into bags, and I grunted at the weight.
I glanced out the front window to find the parking lot still wide open. “Still looking good. Knock on wood.”
Clutch shot me a glare. “Cash, don’t jinx us,” he warned.
I shook my head. For being a badass, he sure was superstitious. Smirking, I followed him back through the gas station and toward the front door. Before stepping through, I had a feeling of being watched and I paused. I looked to my left toward the café.
“Clutch,” I whispered, and he stepped back in.
“What is it?”
I glanced at him before looking again.
A glass door separated it from the rest of the station. When we’d first entered, it was empty. Now, on the other side, two jaundiced pairs of eyes stared at us. Two zeds—one who’d been a boy no more than twelve and one who’d been a slightly younger girl—stood. They were likely siblings, with the same hair color and similar features, but it was always hard to tell after bodies started to decompose.
Neither moved nor pounded on the glass. They simply watched. That was eerie enough. But what spooked me more was that they were holding hands.
Clutch tugged me outside. “Let’s get out of here.”
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IT HAD BEEN A SURPRISINGLY low-key day. Zeds were blissfully few and far between, and we’d yet to see a Dog.
After the gas station, we hit two farms. The first was a quaint white house with an old couple inside who’d taken fate into their own hands by blowing out their brains. They were ripe, had likely killed themselves not long after the outbreak. Annoying flies buzzed around my head while I said a silent prayer for them.
“…Amen.” I tugged the shotgun from the old man’s stiff grip and went about my looting.
We’d gained some spices, home-canned foods, and much-needed canning supplies (even though neither Clutch nor I had any idea how to can), taking a load off our biggest stressor of not having any way to store food for the winter. The old couple had also been avid gardeners, but all the sprouts in the garage had long since wilted from lack of water. I’d found a few packets of squash and several gardening tools. It was a start.
At the next farm, the only sign of the outbreak were two graves with blades of grass just starting to break through the dirt. Hope pinged at my heart for the survivor who’d dug these graves. We’d spent several minutes calling out and searching, but no one answered.
Inside, we found the cabinets empty and little else in the house. Though, I discovered that the clothes in a teenager’s room were a near perfect fit, even though they were boy’s clothes. When I stripped out of my jeans, I paused in front of the mirror on the back of the door.
I had a solid farmer’s tan from spending nearly every day in the sun without sunscreen. Messy dark spikes did nothing to soften my blunt features. My curves had disappeared, leaving behind straight, hard lines. No wonder I could wear a boy’s clothes. Sure, Clutch had become leaner, too, but he’d been in good shape before so the change didn’t seem so severe. Me? Even my parents wouldn’t recognize me.
Mia Ryan truly was gone.
In a daze, I emptied the pockets of my old jeans, grabbed an armful of new clothes, and headed outside.
Frowning, I scanned the open area. “Clutch?”
He poked around the corner of a tin building, and he was grinning like a schoolboy. “There’s a fuel farm here. They’ve got an entire tank of gasoline. You won’t have to suck gas for a while.”
I couldn’t help but return his smile. Another backup plan to our backup plans. “I’ll mark it on the map. But you’re sucking gas next time.”
By the time we had everything unpacked at the park, it was time to cook my morning catch: two trout, one bass, and a small rabbit. It was a typical meal. Most days we burned more calories than we took in.
Every day, I’d wait until twilight to start a fire, when the darkness smothered the smoke, though I couldn’t do anything about the smell of fire attracting notice downwind. After a couple dismal failures in the first days at the park, I had finally gotten the hang of cooking meats so that they’d last through the next evening.
It was the first night in a long time we had seasonings for our meat. I closed my eyes. “Mm, I never knew salt could be so decadent.”
Clutch leaned back, rubbed his shoulder, and took a long swig of amber whiskey.
“Oh. I almost forgot…” I reached in my pocket and threw the can at Clutch. “Happy birthday.”
He frowned. “My birthday’s in December.”
I shrugged. “I had no idea when it was, so I took a guess.”
He looked at the can of chewing tobacco and smiled. “My brand, even.”
I smiled. “I know.”
He tucked it into his pocket.
“You’re not going to open it?” I asked.
“Nope,” he replied with a smile. “I’m saving it.”
After a moment, he came to his feet and stared out the window. The park office had no generator. The two-story A-line window of the cabin faced the west, so we had plenty of light up until sunset. After the sun went down, we either had to use precious batteries (we had even fewer candles) or get by in the dark. Fortunately, the days were getting longer, so sunset meant bedtime, or as Clutch called it, rack time.
Clutch turned. “I’m going to lock up.”
I wiped off the tin dishes we used, and arranged our weapons near the two twin-sized mattresses Clutch had taken from one of the cabins. I made sure the shotguns were loaded and looked over our bleak inventory. An AR-15 with three clips, the two shotguns along with an extra shotgun we’d found in a locked cabinet in the office, a box of shotgun shells, a baseball bat, a camping axe I’d found in one of the lost-and-found boxes, and a few knives. We’d also found a tranq gun in the same cabinet as the shotgun, but we figured we’d have to be pretty desperate to try that on a zed.
Darkness had taken over the world by the time Clutch came upstairs. With only the two of us and few zeds in the park, we no longer did patrols like we had at the farm. Since the office sat on a ridge, it was the safest lodging in the park, but it didn’t yet have a fraction of the security features we’d built around Clutch’s house. If someone managed to break through the door or windows we’d yet to board up, we were fucked.
He lay down without a word, and I watched the stars wink peacefully back at me until I drifted off.
I awoke to the sounds of Clutch’s nightmares, just like I did every night. He mumbled and tossed and turned. Like every night, I crawled over to him and wrapped an arm around him. He rarely woke, but when he did, he’d roll over and pull me to him like I was his anchor.
His muscles tensed and he shot awake.
“Shh,” I murmured. “It’s just a bad dream.” I pressed him back down and placed a gentle kiss on his forehead.
He looked up at me. In the moonlight, his gaze moved to my lips.
I ran a hand over his short hair and gave him a soft smile.
He cupped my neck and pulled me to where his lips met mine. It was just a brush, but then I deepened it, pressing my lips against his. For a long second, he didn’t move. Then he grabbed me and rolled, pinning me beneath him. He took over. He came crashing down to me, kissing me hard and deep, with take-no-prisoners intensity, and a moan escaped from my lips and into his mouth.
My thighs spread to cradle him, and he shifted, lodging him tight against me. I’d been careful never to cross the line into intimacy, but now that we had, I’d rather give up breathing than his kiss. After seconds—or minutes—of kissing me senseless, he pulled back, leaving me gasping for air.
He, too, was breathing heavily. His calloused hand brushed against me, and I shuddered in pleasure as he tugged off my underwear and shoved out of his boxer briefs. He cupped my ass and pulled me tight against him. I could feel his cock, hot and throbbing, press against my core.
“Clutch,” I begged and grabbed his head, pulling him into a brutal, raw kiss.
He replied with a growl. He slid his arms under my back, grabbed my shoulders, and plunged into me. I cried out as my body was forced to accept the sudden intrusion.
I raked at him, widening my thighs, pulling him to me with all my strength, but his weight held me in place. He clamped onto my hips to pull me even closer. He thrust hard and deep. Exactly what I wanted—what I needed.
He pounded into me over and over until I could do nothing but hold on. His low growls combined with my shameless cries. The next instant I cried out, freefalling into a climax. Clutch’s back arched and he bellowed as he pulled out, shooting a burst of seed onto the blanket.
I lay there, boneless, while he rolled onto his side, panting and sweaty. He lowered his head to the mattress next to mine, and pulled me tight against him.
Time was lost while I floated, the mattress unfeeling below me.
“I killed her.”
The words were soft, barely audible. “What?” I asked, confused.
“At the Dogs’ camp…” Clutch rolled onto his back. “Doyle left me in the silo, with one guard outside. Only it wasn’t a Dog. It was a woman.”
I pulled myself up onto my elbows and watched Clutch.
“He’d threatened to go after you and Jase if I tried to escape. He assumed I wouldn’t try it. He was wrong. He posted her outside my door. She had no training, no experience.”
I laid a hand on his heart. His muscles tensed.
“I killed her. Broke her neck so I could get out. I had to make sure you were safe.”
He jerked away, got up, and stood in front of the window.
I came to my feet. “It’s not your fault. Doyle forced your hand.”
“He didn’t force me to kill her.”
I walked over to him and watched him stare out over the dark valley below. “He did, in a way. He forced your hand. You did what you had to do. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be alive today. I wouldn’t be alive today.”
He turned, looked into my eyes for a moment, then pulled away and grabbed his clothes and a bottle of whiskey. He paused at the top step. “She was Doyle’s wife.”
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Three days later
“THERE’S one coming up your six,” Clutch called out before diving behind a pew to reload. I twisted around and blasted buckshot into the head of an exceptionally overweight zed, pumped my shotgun, and then took out the aggressive one reaching for Clutch.
I continued shooting, taking out their legs if I couldn’t get a good headshot. Clutch rejoined, and the church was like a Tarantino film, full of gunfire and gore. I used up my last two shells on a priest wearing a collar stained with dried blood.
“Reloading!” I yelled out and scrambled back several steps. I rushed to slide the shells into the shotgun while a zed in the form of a decrepit old woman stumbled toward me, its head askew with a broken neck. I’d only gotten five shells loaded when it closed in. I swung the gun up and shot it in the chest. The force sent it flying back, and my second shot was a direct hit to its face.
I looked around for what to shoot next but saw no zeds still standing. I frowned. “We’re clear already?”
“All clear,” Clutch said as he pulled out a knife.
I finished reloading my shotgun before slinging it over my shoulder and pulling out my knife. We went around to each zed, making sure it wouldn’t come back. Shotguns packed a punch, but they didn’t always get the job done.
Afterward, we stood at the baptismal fountain, washing up under the watchful gray gaze of a statue of the Virgin Mary. “Jesus,” I said, and then glanced at the crucifix hanging at the front of the church. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Did everyone in a ten-mile radius come to church when the outbreak hit?”
“Plenty of folks get religious when things turn to shit.”
My eyes fell on the priest. “Guess the priest would’ve had his hands full giving last rites.”
“Too bad the dead didn’t actually stay dead.”
I dried my hands on my jeans and scanned the corpses and toppled pews. “We used up a lot of ammo.”
“It’ll all be worth it if this place hasn’t been looted yet.”
I grinned and clapped. “Let’s check it out.”
   
What we discovered quickly proved Clutch right. We’d struck gold at the Catholic church in the town nearest to the park, if you could call six houses and a church with an attached reception hall a town. According to the banner hanging outside, they’d been collecting donations for a local food pantry to help the needy at Easter.
And we definitely qualified as needy.
“See if you can’t find a P-38,” Clutch said as he rifled through cupboards in the kitchen.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I called out in reply, stacking another box of canned food near the front door with the dozen other boxes. “You know, for a small town, these guys were really generous.”
I headed back to the kitchen. “Everything’s boxed up and ready to go.”
“Aha, a P-38.” Clutch held up a small metal can opener not much bigger than a razor blade. He pocketed it.
My brow furrowed. “It’s a can opener?”
“It’s a P-38.”
With a sigh, I rolled my eyes. “Ready?”
“Ready.”
We headed to the stack of boxes. “You carry, I watch,” I said.
Clutch lifted two boxes and grunted. “Did you have to pack them so full?”
I patted his shoulder. “Just doing my part to help you stay in shape.” With the shotgun in one hand, I propped open the door with a brick. After a quick sweep of the area between us and the truck, I motioned Clutch forward. “Clear.”
He carried the boxes outside, and I stayed close, constantly scanning a full three-sixty around us. Afternoon shadows of tall trees danced like taunting spirits across the tombstones in the quaint cemetery on the other side of the church.
I opened the back of the truck, Clutch slid the boxes onto the bed, and we headed back for more boxes. We were getting efficient at looting, but we both knew that there’d be nothing left to loot in another year. We’d deal with that problem a year from now.
On the third load, I came to a hard stop.
“Aw, hell.” In one smooth move, Clutch set down the boxes and swung his shotgun around.
Parked next to our truck was a Humvee.
Don’t let it be Dogs. Don’t let it be Dogs. I treaded cautiously toward it, careful to keep the truck between us and them.
As I neared the vehicle, I let out a breath as Griz stepped out from the driver’s seat and waved while still speaking into the handheld radio. Tack emerged from the other side of the Humvee. He casually gripped a rifle, looking none too bothered that we had two shotguns aimed at them.
When Griz put down the radio, I lowered my weapon. “What brings you boys all the way out here?”
“Standard recon,” Griz replied. “Damn, I never expected to run across the pair of you. That teaches me for betting against Tack.”
I lifted a brow.
Griz busted out a wide grin. “The odds were twenty to one that you two were zeds. Tack was the only one to bet on both of you.”
Tack gave a nod.
“Thanks.” I lifted a brow. “I think.”
“So everyone thinks we’re dead?” Clutch asked by my side.
“Everyone at Fox, anyway,” Griz replied. “With the exception of Tack, me, and now Captain Masden.”
Ah, so that was whom he’d been talking to on the radio.
Griz, joined by Tack, headed our way. Griz whistled at the church. “Gutsy move to clear out a church. We’ve learned to keep our distance from churches. They’re right up there with grocery stores and police stations as being zed hubs.”
“Beggars can’t be choosy,” I said.
Griz nodded to the boxes. “Here, we can help.”
“We’re good,” Clutch said, grabbing the boxes.
Griz held out his hands. “We’re not trying to take what you’ve rightfully stolen.”
“Recon, you say? You guys still out looking for survivors?” I asked.
“Some, but our focus has shifted more to tracking down Doyle. His guys are still a pain in the ass.”
My muscles tightened as I watched Clutch for any sign of emotion. I knew he’d never forgive himself for killing that woman. Not that Doyle would be any less forgiving if he found out Clutch was still alive.
“Lendt hasn’t taken care of him yet?” Clutch asked.
Griz frowned and shook his head. “We busted into Doyle’s camp and caught several of his men and freed some of his ‘indentured servants’.”
I cocked my head. “Indentured servants?”
“That’s what Doyle told them,” Griz said. “Doyle convinced them that Camp Fox wasn’t safe. So, for food and shelter, they had to sign contracts to service the militia for seven years. Lendt figured his attack on Camp Fox was as much to convince people that with him was the only safe place.”
My jaw dropped. “Holy. Shit.”
“But he’s surprisingly wily for his age,” Griz added. “His guys have gone guerrilla on our patrols, but there have been no more attacks on the Camp, so we know we’ve got him on the run.”
“I wouldn’t be foolish enough to count on that assumption,” Clutch said, pushing the box onto the truck bed and heading back for more.
“We’re not,” Griz said, keeping up. “But we’ll get him one of these days. You can bet on it.”
“It doesn’t sound like you’ve made the smartest bets yet,” I said with a smirk before stepping back to the reception hall. Tack and Griz followed.
Tack picked up a box, and Griz lifted the top. “Who would’ve guessed that cheap toilet paper would become a luxury item?”
“How’s Camp Fox holding up? The civilians are all safe?” I asked, thinking of one in particular.
Griz sighed. “We’re getting by, but Doyle’s attack put a hurt on our supplies. Before long, we’ll be out doing what you’re doing.”
Tack dropped the box into the back of the truck and faced me. “That friend of yours, Jasen Flannigan, he’s all right. Fitting right in at the Camp.”
I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. When I reopened my eyes, I smiled. “Thank you.”
Griz and Clutch set down the last of the boxes.
“We’d better head back,” Clutch said.
I checked the sun sitting just above the roof of a two-story house across the street. Zeds tended to disappear at night, especially on cloudy nights. I suspected it was some sort of instinctual need for self-preservation. They couldn’t see any better than us, so they could walk right into a river or off a ledge in the dark. Not that they were bright enough to avoid doing that in the daylight.
Except last night was a full moon. Tonight wouldn’t be much better, without a cloud in the sky. It would be a good night to be back at the park and locked in before the sun set.
“I saw what they did to your farm. That’s a damn shame,” Griz said. “Where you staying now?”
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “Why do you want to know?”
“I’m guessing it’s out this way,” Griz said, looking around. “We’re tight on resources, but whenever we have a squad out this way, I can have them stop by to check in to see how things are going.”
“Things are going fine,” Clutch retorted.
“I read you loud and clear. But, the attack really cut into our numbers and decimated our ammo supply. We’ve started training civilians, but we could use all the help we can get.”
“Help?” I asked with a hand on my hip. “Tell me something, do they still have the prison cell waiting for me?”
Griz’s lips thinned and shook his head. “Lendt’s wiped the slate clear on anyone charged with assaulting the militia. After the stunt Doyle pulled, Lendt realized that he had to revisit his approach to military law. Hell, you just might get a medal now.”
I didn’t share his confidence. “Clutch is right. We need to get going.”
“Hold up.” Griz jogged back to the Humvee and pulled out something. “This radio pack is fully charged, and it’s got an adapter for a cig lighter. I already dialed in our frequency. Call if you need anything. Leave it on so we can reach you. If we see any herds or any of Doyle’s guys sniffing around this area, we’ll let you know.”
Clutch nodded and took it.
“Thanks, Griz,” I said and followed Clutch to the truck.
“Do you think they’ll try to reach us?” I asked, closing the door.
“Yeah.” Clutch paused. “The radio is Masden’s way of saying I’ve been called back to duty.”
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“WHY CAN’T anyone just leave us the fuck alone?” Clutch growled as we drove back to the church two days later.
I reached out and intertwined my fingers with his. “That’s because we’re irresistible.”
Neither of us laughed. I wasn’t any more comfortable with the idea of tying ourselves to Camp Fox than Clutch. When Tyler had called in on the radio this morning and said he needed to meet with us, a rock had formed in my stomach and had been expanding ever since.
As we rolled up to the church, we found two Humvees waiting for us.
When Clutch turned off the ignition, the back door on the first Humvee flung open, a nearly full-grown coyote jumped down and a teenager with a wide grin stepped out.
My eyes widened. “Jase!”
He waved wildly and met me midway with a bear hug. Clutch came up from behind me and patted him on the shoulder. “Damn, it’s good to see you, kid.”
Jase took a step back. “Man, when Griz told me you guys were okay…well, it’s just good to see you. Really, really good.”
The golden coyote sat behind Jase, and I grinned. “I see Mutt’s turned out all right.”
He bent down and picked up the furry canine, and she licked his cheek. “Yeah, she’s a regular zed hunter now. She comes with me scouting.”
Clutch frowned. “You go on scouting missions?”
“Yeah.” Jase nodded back at Tyler, Griz, and Tack, who were now walking our way. “They asked for folks to join up after the attack. Eddy and I are on Captain Masden’s squad.” He stepped to the side, making room for Tyler, while Griz and Tack stood back with their rifles ready, scanning the area.
Tyler smiled at me. “It’s good to see you again.” He held out his hand, and I shook it, having a hard time returning his smile.
Tyler didn’t even try to shake Clutch’s hand. Tyler never liked Clutch, and Clutch still held a grudge against Tyler for abandoning me in zed and Dog country. I wasn’t angry. Not anymore. Tyler had simply been trying to do the right thing in a world where all the old rules had changed.
I still wanted to punch him.
“What do you want, Captain?” Clutch said.
Tyler gave a thin smile. “Always to the point, Sarge. I respect that. Griz said he filled you in on our current situation with Doyle and his minutemen.”
“He said you guys were at war,” Clutch said.
Tyler chortled. “It’s been more like a hunt than a war. Though, Jase might have found a game changer.”
“How’s that?” I asked.
“Your boy here came across one of Doyle’s outposts.”
“When are you going in?” Clutch asked.
“Tonight.”
Clutch narrowed his eyes. “But you’re not here for a briefing.”
“You’re right, Sarge. To be honest, we’re tight on resources. Before the outbreak, we didn’t have many troops with real field experience. And Doyle’s attack on the Camp put a hell of a hurtin’ on us. You’ve served two tours, Sarge. I need you out there with my men tonight. It’s not a request.”
I watched Clutch turn and pace the sidewalk. When he returned, he ran a hand through his short hair. “What’s the SITREP?”
“From what Jase and Southpaw reported, this isn’t Doyle’s primary camp, but we believe he’s running out of multiple small camps instead of one larger camp now. Nevertheless, the camp Jase and Southpaw found would be a critical hit from a payback perspective. The payload is three fuel tankers, which we believe constitute all of Doyle’s mobile fuel reserves. We could really use that fuel at Camp Fox, so we can’t go in with guns blazing and risk blowing the trucks sky-high.”
He motioned to Jase who handed Clutch his iPhone. After Clutch scrolled through the pictures, he handed the phone to me. Three fuel tankers sat side by side at a rest stop. Calling it an outpost was an exaggeration. There were no fences, hardly any people, and only the single building. If the trucks were lined up, I would’ve driven by without looking twice.
“As for tangos,” Tyler continued. “We’re looking at no more than five guys on duty at any time, but they’re likely patched into Doyle through handheld radios we provided the militia awhile back. I think Doyle figured this place is far enough north that we wouldn’t find it.”
“Which rest stop is this?” Clutch asked.
“It’s about twenty miles north of Chow Town, just south of the ethanol plant.”
“I know the place,” Clutch said.
“I’m leading the mission, and I’m taking my entire squad with me. That makes ten of us. With you, it’d be eleven.”
Silence boomed, and I noticed Clutch watching Jase. “If I do this, both the kid and Cash are on my team.”
Tyler nodded. “I was planning on that.” He turned to me. “Since you’re not ex-mil, I couldn’t make you come along, but your assistance is appreciated.”
I gave a tight nod.
Tyler faced Clutch and continued. “Griz has Alpha team. You’ll take Bravo team. That brings our total to twelve troops for the mission. It should be an easy in-and-out.”
Clutch shot me a strained glance before turning back to Tyler. “Hoorah.”
Tyler smiled. “We head out at zero-three. I’ll make sure you both have clearance into Camp Fox. We meet inside the front gate. Got it?”
“Cash and I need weapons and gear,” Clutch added.
“Roger that,” Tyler said. “Those are two things we still have in good supply. Ammunition is another story.”
“How low are you?” Clutch asked.
“If we’re careful, we might have just enough to take Doyle down. But we’re going to have to get creative with the zeds.”
Clutch nodded and headed back to the truck. I shot Jase a quick smile before following.
We drove away, and neither Clutch nor I spoke until after we passed by the farms we’d looted a few days earlier. “I guess it’s official. We’re with Camp Fox,” I said.
Clutch took in a deep breath. “Yeah, guess so.”
My eyes widened. “Wait. Turn around.”
He hit the brakes and did a one-eighty. He frowned. “What’d you see?”
I hurriedly pointed to a house with a couple rustic tin buildings. “Turn in here.”
He pulled into the drive. “Is that—?”
“Yeah.”
He stopped the truck next to the old tree, with dozens of red apples dangling from it. I shot him a wide grin before we both rushed out to the tree. The apples were high, and I had to jump to reach one. When I bit into it, tart juices splattered, and I groaned. “Mm, so good.”
Clutch didn’t reply. He was too busy chewing on his own apple.
It had been so long since we had fresh fruit. These tart apples were meant for pies, but they tasted like heaven. Clutch finished his before I finished mine and grabbed another apple. I tossed my core, and he held the apple out to me. I grinned, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him into a long, sugary kiss. Bliss.
I pulled away to find Clutch wearing one his rare smiles.
My smile fell at the same time the blood in my veins froze. “Watch out!”
He twisted around just as the zed tackled him.
I reached for my shotgun and realized I’d left it in the truck.
I pulled out my knife and ran at the zed snapping its teeth at Clutch, who was holding it back. I grabbed its legs and yanked it to the side, got to my knees and shoved the knife through its cheekbone. Clutch was next to me, stabbing it through its eye. Jumping to my feet I turned around to find at least a half dozen more heading our way, all looking less than friendly and more than hungry.
“We’ve got trouble,” I murmured.
“Truck” was all Clutch said, and we both sprinted back to the still-running vehicle.
As Clutch tore out of there, I watched the zeds through the back window. They stood under the apple tree, watching us, as though daring us to come back.
I turned back around and sighed. For more apples, I just might.
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“YOU’LL STAY at my side and do everything I say,” Clutch said on our way to Camp Fox. “This situation could go FUBAR in a flash. I don’t like you this close to the action, but I’d rather have you with me than alone at the park.”
I yawned, then saluted. “Yes, Sergeant Bad Ass, sir.”
He muttered something under his breath. I grinned and went back to scanning the dark landscape.
It took us two hours driving without headlights and around the ever-growing numbers of zeds to get to Camp Fox. By then, my nerves had amped up a million levels. I’d fought against zeds plenty. This was my first time playing the aggressor against other people, and I felt sorely unprepared.
At the Camp’s front gate, we found a friendly reception and load of gear and weapons waiting for us. Clutch helped me gear up before fastening on his own armor. As I checked out my new sniper rifle, Tyler drove up with a Humvee full of troops with faces painted black.
They stepped outside and we all formed a circle around Tyler.
He looked over everyone, and then threw me a plastic container. I unscrewed the lid to find what I guessed was dark face paint. Clutch dipped two fingers in and started wiping it across his face, and I did the same.
“Sarge, you’ve got Tack, Southpaw, Cash, Eddy, and Jase,” Tyler said. “Everyone else is with Griz and me. Here’s the plan.”
   
Two hours later, Bravo team lay flat on the grassy hill behind the rest stop, waiting for Tyler’s signal. To my right, Mutt, an honorary member of Bravo, was sprawled out next to Jase, seemingly unconcerned that shit was about to hit the proverbial fan. Eddy was on Jase’s other side, one of his legs shaking. To my left, with Clutch between us, was Southpaw, the other sniper in Bravo. Tack was silent and unmoving next to Southpaw, and I couldn’t tell if he was even awake.
Clutch looked like he was analyzing the situation, and I turned my attention back to my target. There were two guards on the backside of the rest stop, one on each corner. Southpaw and I each had our assigned target in our sights for the past ten minutes. Just waiting for the signal.
We each had a role in the straight-forward mission: Go at them from both sides. Take down the guards. Smoke out any hiding in the rest stop and neutralize. Grab the fuel trucks and reclaim any weapons and ammunition.
Clutch tensed, and I suspected he was getting the call from Tyler. Camp Fox had been ill-equipped for war, leaving only the three mission leaders with headsets.
“Bravo. Received.” Clutch turned to Southpaw and then to me. “Green light.” He paused for a three-count while we each readied to fire. “Green light, go.”
I inhaled. As I exhaled, I pulled the trigger. My target fell to the ground, unmoving. My shot was echoed by Southpaw’s rifle, and his target collapsed.
“Nice.” Clutch held up two fingers and motioned back and forth.
Show time.
Clutch took the lead, with Tack, Jase, and Eddy lined up one by one in trail. Southpaw and I stayed behind to take out Dogs before they posed a risk to our guys, though I suspected Clutch’s motive was to keep me out of danger, leaving Southpaw behind to cover me.
The rest stop, right off the interstate, was a smart location for moving large trucks. Instead of fences, every forty feet or so, there was a zed, buried up to its knees and chained to the ground. Interesting defense.
Lights erupted from an amped-up pickup truck and its horn blared.
“Shit!” I muttered.
“Guess the surprise is up,” Southpaw said from my left, sounding none too happy.
Alpha team reached the rest stop as soon as the first Dog emerged. Clutch took him out with a clean chest shot.
Clutch slammed against the building, nearly dropping his gun. It was then I noticed the Dog he’d shot wasn’t a man at all but a young woman. As Clutch leaned against the building, I wanted to shout, she’s a Dog, goddammit! Instead, I fired off a shot at the next Dog coming through the door.
The shot snapped Clutch out of his stupor. He pulled up his rifle, shot a glance my way, and headed back into the fray. Jase fired off several shots, and I heard him yell. Mutt took off running and jumped onto an injured Dog trying to flee. The coyote tore at his throat and clawed at his skin until the Dog’s screams found silence.
Clutch pressed his hand to his ear. He made a hand motion. Eddy and Jase ran toward one of the fuel trucks, with Mutt on their heels. Four of Alpha team met them at the trucks, and a pair climbed into each of the three trucks.
Heavy engines roared to life, and the lights on the fuel tankers came on one by one. As they started rolling, Southpaw and I continued to lay down fire whenever we saw a Dog.
Clutch held up a hand and shouted, “Pull back. Company’s coming!”
When Clutch and Tack reached our position, Southpaw and I sprinted with them into the darkness. Bullets zinged past us and I wanted to dive for cover but kept running.
Southpaw stumbled, and I stopped to help him. He was trying to pull himself back up while holding his side.
“South’s down!” I yelled, bending down to pull him up. Clutch moved me out of the way and he and Tack grabbed the fallen soldier.
I fired off cover fire as the guys ran past me.
“Haul ass, Cash!” Clutch yelled.
I fired off three more shots and reached the guys as they were loading Southpaw into the back of the Humvee. We climbed inside, and Clutch took the driver’s seat. He was cussing at Tyler, but I couldn’t make out the jargon.
But I did notice the onslaught of headlights in the distance, and they were coming right at us.
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CLUTCH SPED DANGEROUSLY FAST without headlights. I had no idea how he managed to keep the Humvee on the road. He pressed two fingers against his headset. “We have one man down.”
A pause.
“Affirm. Bravo team is still a go. Repeat, Bravo is still a go.”
A pause.
“Wilco. Bravo, over and out.” Clutch grimaced and turned on the headlights.
My eyes widened. “What are you doing?”
Clutch clenched his jaw. “Alpha is rendezvousing with the tankers to provide firepower support to the Camp. We’re to lead as many Dogs as we can away from the convoy.”
I swallowed, found it hard to breathe, and immediately started reloading my rifle.
He glanced at me and then took a quick look in back where Tack was busy tending to Southpaw. “How’s he doing?”
Tack didn’t answer.
“Tack, report.”
The soldier looked up slowly. “It was clean, through and through, no organs hit. But…I think he’s gone.”
Clutch hit the wheel. “Fuck!”
“I don’t get it,” Tack added on though in a daze. “It wasn’t that bad of hit. He should be conscious and talking to us right now.”
I looked around and noticed lights—a lot of them—closing in. “Do you know this area?” I asked.
“Not good enough.” Clutch cranked a hard left, sending me against the door, and he barreled down the on-ramp and onto the interstate. “Let’s hope for no roadblocks.”
Something chinked the metal, sounding like a rock chip, except we were on pavement.
“Tack, take the .30,” Clutch ordered. “Cash, feed him ammo.”
I started crawling into the back.
“Fuck!” Tack yelled and jumped back.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“It’s Southpaw. He’s turning!”
“How’s that possible?” I fumbled with my rifle.
Southpaw plowed into the much smaller Tack, but I was close enough I barely had to aim. I fired an ear-ringing shot, and Southpaw collapsed on top of Tack.
Tack sat up and shoved off his comrade.
I kept my rifle leveled. “Are you bit?”
He kicked away Southpaw’s body. “No.”
“What the hell was that?” Clutch asked.
“No idea,” I said, making my way to Tack. We hadn’t been close to any of the zeds in the area. So how in the world had Southpaw gotten infected? More pings against the metal reminded me that I didn’t have the luxury to think right now.
Tack fired rounds at the headlights behind us. The first vehicle swerved but then straightened out, but at least we now had more space between us and them. Another pair of lights came up alongside the first, and flashes of gunfire from both trucks winked back at us.
“Can’t you go faster?” I yelled toward Clutch.
“Humvee,” he replied as if that explained everything.
I fed more ammo to Tack.
Clutch jerked the Humvee onto an exit ramp, knocking me across the floor and onto Southpaw’s body. As I pulled myself back up, I saw the sign that read Fox Hills 3 miles, and by the look on Tack’s face, he’d seen it, too, though he went back to firing.
“You’re taking us to Chow Town?” I asked.
“We can’t outrun the Dogs, and they’d be crazy to follow us into town.”
We’d be crazy to go into town, I wanted to say. Instead, I warned, “It’s almost dawn.”
Clutch kept on driving. “I plan on only making a quick drive-through.”
As Clutch suspected, the Dogs backed off when we passed the sign that read Welcome to Fox Hills, Midwest’s hidden gem, pop. 5,613. Clutch drove the Humvee off the shoulder and through the ditch, around the blocked road, and into the Wal-Mart’s parking lot. Already, at least a dozen dark shadows lumbered toward us.
The truck behind us stopped but kept its machine gun leveled at us. The other trucks peeled out and headed in different directions. “Fuck!” Clutch stepped on the gas. “The shits are trying to block us in town.”
Clutch turned left on the first street, running over a zed wearing a gaudy shirt, its sequins glittering in our headlights. “Come on, come on, come on,” he muttered as he sped faster and faster.
When we reached the next road leading out of town, on the other side of the roadblock was one of the Dogs’ trucks. They fired off several shots, and Clutch slammed on the brakes. He made a U-turn and headed for the next street. The gunfire had drawn zeds out from the darkness. Clutch dodged some and hit more on his way to one of the few roads leading out of town. Chow Town wasn’t a large town. With a river running along two sides and all bridges blocked or destroyed during the outbreak, there weren’t many roads leading out of town.
Clutch slowed, and I saw the Dogs on the other side of the roadblock.
The wheel creaked under Clutch’s grip. “Shit.”
“If we can’t get out of town, we need to find a place to lie low until the Dogs clear out,” I said, fear tightening my muscles as I remembered how well that worked the last time I was here. I looked from Tack to Clutch. “Any ideas?”
“My apartment is about three miles from here,” Tack said.
I frowned. “Apartments sound too dangerous.”
“When that sun comes up, anywhere is going to be too dangerous,” Clutch said.
“How about the pharmacy we cleared out? It’s not far,” I said.
Clutch shook his head. “The glass windows will make it hard to hide.”
“My girlfriend’s house is across the street from First Baptist. She went to Des Moines with her parents shopping when…you know, so the house should be clear,” Tack said.
Clutch sighed. “Let’s give it a shot.”
Tack gave directions, and Clutch weaved around cars and cut through yards. A lump formed in my gut when I saw the zeds building behind us.
As soon as we hit a side street, Clutch stepped on the gas to put some distance between us and them. “We’re going to have to move fast. Run to the back door. Don’t be noticed. If you are, take care of any that home in on us. Tack, you make sure you get us inside fast. Then we’re going into silence so no zeds get a bead on us. Got it?”
“Got it,” I said.
“Tack, grab any extra ammo off Southpaw. I have a feeling we’re going to need every round,” Clutch said before relaying our next coordinates to Tyler.
A moment later, Tack pointed. “There. That two-story brick one. That’s the place.”
“Let’s do this.” Clutch cut the engine of the Humvee while it was still rolling into the driveway, and I jumped out.
It was dark enough that the herd of zeds about a block away was only an ominous fog of shapes. Sweeping trees cast ominous dark shadows over the yard, hiding God only knows what. Clutch scanned the backyard alongside me.
Tack checked the back door. When it didn’t open, he lifted a flower pot and grabbed a key. He opened the door and disappeared inside.
I went to follow but stopped cold. I pulled out my knife, walked down the steps, and stood on the patio. A zed emerged from the shadows. It groaned, and I lunged forward and stabbed it through the top of its head. I looked around for more. Clutch tugged my arm and motioned to the door.
I followed him inside. He locked the door, and I found us in a kitchen. Aside from the earliest glimmer of dawn coming through the windows, it was pitch black inside. I moved slowly to not make any noise and closed the blinds on the kitchen window. I turned, leaned on the sink, and inhaled.
Death.
I smelled death.
I stepped cautiously into the living room, where Tack was closing the curtains. The smell was stronger here. He noticed me, held up a hand, and whispered, “It’s Daisy.”
“Daisy?” I mouthed back.
“Golden Retriever.”
Relief replaced my tension. Now all we had to do was wait it out.
Something thumped against the window.
Tack and I both stiffened. Clutch walked silently into the room. Thump.
I flattened against the wall and peered out of the crack at the end of the curtain. Several zeds grabbed at the Humvee. Even more zeds stood on the other side of the window, sniffing at the air.
Thump, thump.
I stepped back, mouth opened. Impossible. They couldn’t possibly find us through brick and glass. Clutch exchanged places with me and he looked outside. Tack looked outside from the other edge of the curtain.
Both looked as surprised as I felt.
The pounding on the glass grew, and more zeds joined in.
“If I can get to the Humvee, I can unleash the .30 on them,” Tack whispered.
“There’s too many,” Clutch said in a low voice. “When that glass breaks, we’re going to have to make a run for it.”
All three of us checked our weapons one last time.
The glass shattered.
Clutch yelled, “Run!”
And we did.
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WE BOLTED out the back door. Tack fired the first shots, clearing the patio. Clutch took the lead from there. I gripped my rifle as I sprinted behind him, with Tack at my side. It was still dark, but the coming dawn shed enough light to reveal outlines of zeds waiting in the shadows.
We ran in the opposite direction than we’d come. We ran through backyards, turning at fences and dodging zeds, shooting open escape routes. Once we broke from the herd near the house, Clutch set the pace at a quick jog, faster than any zed but slow enough that we could keep this pace for some time, if we had to.
And we had to. My clothes were soaked and my muscles burned by the time the sun reached into the sky. It was already easily eighty degrees and it was still morning. Body armor held the heat against my skin.
We could outrun any zed easily enough. But more just kept showing up. Around every corner, out of every alley. As soon as we got away from one herd, we’d find ourselves smack dab in the middle of another, and we’d have to zig and zag around houses and cars.
Tack ran out of ammo first. I was out eight rounds later. When Clutch’s rifle clicked empty, I think we all sucked in a collective breath. With nothing but pistols and knives, we kept running. The sun baked my head under the helmet, and I had to drop my rifle and backpack to keep up with the guys’ longer strides. My lungs couldn’t suck enough air by the time the zeds’ numbers dwindled and we reached an industrial park. Clutch slowed to a stop, bent over with his hands braced on his legs, and panted. I fell back against a wall, sucking air. Tack walked slowly, his hands on his hips, while he caught his breath.
Tack huffed, pointed to the north, his finger shaky. “There’s an old bridge that leads out of town just beyond these buildings.”
Clutch reported our status to Tyler, and then faced us. “They got the trucks back to Camp Fox okay.”
“Thank God,” I panted out.
Clutch did a slow three-sixty. Sweat dripped from his brow. “We have to keep moving. Too much open space. We’re easy targets out here.”
As though on cue, two zeds stumbled around the corner. The first, a farmer in jeans and cowboy boots, lumbered forward. At its side came a heavily tattooed biker zed with an intricate dragon climbing its sunbaked arm.
Two shots and the zeds fell. I turned to find Tack with his pistol still leveled where the zeds had been standing a second earlier.
Clutch sucked in another breath. “Let’s move out. It won’t take long for these guys’ pals to catch up.”
It took all my strength to push off from the wall and propel myself forward. Every boot step pounded the pavement. Every building seemed a mile long. We wheezed air. I stumbled over a curb.
At the end of an old warehouse, a bridge waited, its iron trusses reaching upward like welcoming arms. Several cars were smashed on it, preventing any vehicles from crossing.
Bodies rotted on the ground, but surprisingly, there were no zeds walking around.
I came to a stop at the same time Clutch and Tack must’ve seen it. A truck was parked not far from the bridge. The machine gun mounted on back was pointed right at us.
The Dogs were waiting for us.
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“SHIT!” I flattened myself against the wall, and Clutch and Tack did the same. “Think they saw us?” I asked.
“Maybe. Maybe not. But they had to hear Tack’s shots,” Clutch replied. “They’re probably stationed there to hold us back until the herd gets here. They’ve got front row seats for watching us get shredded.”
“There’s no way we can cross that bridge without getting gunned down,” Tack said.
“And there’s bound to be zeds in the river,” I added.
A zed came around the far corner of the building. It moaned and kept walking toward us, followed by at a least a hundred more, and more kept showing up. My heart lurched. “Looks like the party is about to start.”
“Time’s up,” Clutch said. “We have to take our chances at the bridge.”
“Wait,” I said, and I examined the iron bridge. “What if we go under the bridge?”
Both men looked at me.
“The undersides of some of these bridges are just big I-beams. We might be able to shimmy across.”
Clutch’s brow furrowed. “It could work. If we stay low and behind the roadblock, the Dogs might not be able to hit us.”
Moans and shuffling steps grew closer. The herd was halfway down the building now.
“Give it a shot?” Tack asked.
“Why not.” Clutch took off in a hunched-over run.
I followed and Tack hung back to cover our flank. It was hard to run bent over, weighted down by what remained of my gear and exhausted from nearly four hours of running through half the alleys and backstreets of Chow Town. I stumbled and Tack helped me back to my feet. My legs were jelly, but from somewhere deep inside, fresh adrenaline numbed my body and senses, and I kept moving behind Clutch toward the bridge.
Two zeds emerged from the bridge and came at us, but they were easy enough to maneuver around. I dove to the edge of the embankment. Clutch already had a leg over the embankment. He held out a hand. “Grab on to me,” he ordered. I reached out, and he snatched me against him and took a step down the embankment. He lost his footing and slid onto his back, pulling me against his chest. We slid several feet down before Clutch found traction again.
One of the zeds rolled past us and into the river below. The second followed a second later, grabbing Clutch’s arm on its way down. We were dragged several feet before I was able to kick it loose, and it tumbled away.
Clutch held me tight. I lay against him, panting. I looked down, and swallowed. If we’d slid another fifteen feet, we would’ve landed right on top of a couple dozen hungry zeds hungrily trapped at the edge of the river. They couldn’t climb the steep incline, and they couldn’t enter the river without being swept away (which I suspected was what had happened to quite a few zeds already).
“Don’t do that again,” I muttered against Clutch’s chest.
“Yeah,” he replied breathlessly. Then he pressed a couple fingers to his headset. “Bravo needs pickup now. We’ve got half of Chow Town waiting for us on one side of the bridge, and Dogs set up to chase us down on the other.”
Silence except for the growing hum of moans and shuffling feet.
Clutch scowled. “Copy that. Three hours. Over and out.”
I pulled out a flask and took a quick drink. It was still half full, but no telling how long we’d be out here. There was no sound of engines, which meant the Dogs were still there but hopefully still oblivious to us. “Did you see how many Dogs were in that truck?”
Clutch shook his head.
I continued. “Once we get across we might be close enough to get clear shots.”
“That’s assuming they don’t take us out while we’re climbing across,” Clutch replied.
“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I whispered and glanced back to find Tack climbing up onto an I-beam under the bridge.
I pulled away from Clutch but kept close by his side as I crawled toward Tack. The underside of the bridge was a zigzag of iron. After cracking my knuckles, I grabbed onto an I-beam. The beams were large, so there was plenty to grab on to, but I wasn’t convinced I had the strength in my fingers and arms to get all the way across. I slid my legs around an I-beam and shimmied toward Tack.
He was already several feet ahead and putting more distance between us. I followed, with Clutch behind me. It wasn’t a long bridge by bridge standards, but the arm strength it took for pulling myself across, it could’ve been the Golden Gate. Every time a gunshot rang out, I froze, waiting to feel horrible piercing pain. But none ever came. At only about a third of the way across, my arms shook, as much from my fear of heights as from my own body weight.
At the halfway point, two I-beams intersected and I was able to lean on one to catch my breath, though the humid air did nothing to help my breathing. Afraid if I stopped too long, I’d never get across, and so I continued. Minute by minute, putting one hand before the other, I made it to the three-quarters point, then only ten feet left. Eight, six, four.
By the time I reached the end, I had nothing left. I literally dropped off the bridge and collapsed onto the ground next to Tack. I rolled onto my back and grasped long grass with both hands.
Clutch dropped next to me, and we all lay there for several moments. When Tack moved, I stayed put, watching him Army crawl up the hill and scout the scene. This side wasn’t quite as steep and—thankfully—zed-free. He backed himself down to us.
“SITREP?” Clutch asked.
“I see only two Dogs,” Tack replied in a hoarse whisper. “One driver and one gunner. The driver looks like he’s taking a lunch break. The gunner is busy watching the herd behind us. I think they’ve got him spooked. I count three zeds at the tree line. A few more dead on the ground.”
Which explained the random gunshots.
“Can we get close enough to take them out without being seen?” Clutch asked.
“Maybe,” Tack replied. “It looks like the gunner is still watching the other side of the bridge for us.”
Clutch nodded and pulled out his pistol. “We head for the tree line. That way, if we’re seen, we can still find cover. Cash, you take the driver. I’ll take the gunny. Tack, make sure we’re covered.” He didn’t wait for a response.
“There’s no telling how many zeds are in those trees,” Tack warned.
I shot him a quick glance, grabbed my pistol and crawled up the hill, and stopped next to Clutch while he scanned the area. The truck sat less than a hundred yards off. Easy shot with a rifle any day of the week, except I no longer had my rifle. The driver’s side window was open, and he was taking a bite out of an MRE. The gunner in the back of the truck was leaning on the cab, still intently watching the bridge.
Clutch took off at a run toward the trees, and I dragged myself behind him. No shots fired from the truck. Clutch slid behind a wide tree, and I slammed into him, unable to stop my forward momentum. He caught me before I knocked us both down. Tack grabbed the tree next to us. A shadow moved several feet away, and Clutch took off, weaving around trees for the truck. A skinny zed emerged from a tree to our right, and Tack shoved a blade through its head.
When we reached the trees closest to the truck, we were no more than ten feet away from the zeds making their way to the truck.
“Ready?” Clutch asked.
“Ready,” I whispered.
He motioned. “Now.”
We ran out and started firing. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the gunner spin the .30 cal toward us. Machine gun fire drowned out the pops of our pistols. My first shot planted harmlessly into the truck door, but as I closed the distance, my aim improved. The driver snapped back, and red splattered the passenger window. The .30 cal died soon after, leaving behind silence.
“Clear,” I said.
“Clear,” Clutch echoed before turning around. “How many zeds now?”
“Five,” Tack replied, coming up from behind.
I sighed, and Clutch rubbed my shoulder. “Just a bit longer,” he murmured.
The five zeds had broken from their way to the truck and reached out toward us. That zeds always seemed to prefer their prey living over the freshly deceased had never made any sense to me. I would’ve thought they’d go for the easy meal, but it seemed like they were predators at heart.
Tack took down the nearest zed. I fired a single shot at the zed on the left, and Clutch fired several shots to take out the cluster of three. No one bothered to make sure they were down for good. Seemed like we all had the same idea: get away from Chow Town as quickly as possible.
Tack jumped in the back of the four-by-four and threw the dead gunner off. I opened the door and found the driver still sputtering blood. Air hissed through the hole in his cheek. He wasn’t moving, just in the final death throes. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him out the truck, let him collapse onto the ground at Clutch’s feet.
Clutch rifled through the man’s pockets. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I noticed another zed emerging from the tree line. “There are more headed our way,” I said.
Clutch climbed behind the wheel, and pressed his headset. “Bravo is Oscar Mike in a Dog truck. Repeat, Bravo is Oscar Mike. ETA is one hour, over and out.”
I sat down on the leather seat and sighed. Every muscle in my body was exhausted. After two long breaths with my eyes closed, I grabbed bottles of water and protein bars off the floor and tossed them to the guys. Between bites, I sifted through the glove box, finding a box of condoms, a flashlight, and a six-shooter. I grabbed everything.
I checked out the handheld radio on the seat. “I wonder when these guys were supposed to check in.”
“Fingers crossed, they just did,” Clutch said. “We could use extra time to put some distance between their last location and us.”
If Clutch had said anything else, I missed it. I fell asleep somewhere between ten and twenty seconds into the drive.
I awoke with Clutch nudging me, and I grumbled. “Lemme sleep.”
“We’re at Camp Fox.”
I may have snarled at him, but I opened the door, climbed out, and grunted at my quickly stiffening muscles. I wasn’t going to be able to move tomorrow.
“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” Tyler said walking toward us with a wide smile.
Jase ran out from behind his captain and pulled me into a hug. Mutt hopped around us. Jase stepped back and wrinkled his nose. “Jesus. You guys need showers.”
“Happy to see you, too,” I mumbled, and I really was. Seeing the kid alive and well made me feel like everything we’d gone through had been worth it.
“How many were lost?” Clutch asked.
“Three brave souls,” Tyler replied. “But we gained fuel trucks and cut into Doyle’s numbers.” Then his jaw tightened. “How’d Southpaw bite it?”
“It was the darndest thing,” Tack said. “He was shot. Then he turned.”
Tyler frowned. “Same thing happened to two of Alpha team. The only thing we can figure out is that the Dogs dipped their ammo in zed blood.”
I raised my brows. “Wow, that’s low.”
“But smart,” Clutch said. “They don’t have to be accurate, only good enough to nick one of us with a shot, and we’re no longer an issue.” Then he frowned. “I’d think the guns would jam from sticky bullets.”
Tyler grimaced. “It’s messed up, true enough. Let’s head to my office and debrief.”
“Later,” Clutch said. “Bravo team needs rest first.”
Tyler moved his gaze slowly over the three of us before nodding. “Understood. But we need to debrief as soon as you’re up. We have extra racks in the troops’ barracks if you want to stay. Tack can show you around.”
Clutch looked to me, and I shrugged. “Okay, for now at least.”
Tyler smiled. “You’ll find Camp Fox is more secure than ever. You’re safe here.”
“You haven’t seen our camp yet,” Clutch replied.
“No, I haven’t,” Tyler said. “Where are you at now?”
Clutch paused before speaking. “We’re at Fox Park. Cash and I thought it could be made into a solid fallback location for the Camp. It needs a lot of work, but we should always prepare for the worst.”
“Agreed. I’ll mention the park to Colonel Lendt. A fallback location doesn’t sound like a bad idea, though I doubt we’ll need it. We’ve got Doyle on the run and the zeds will be gone come winter.”
“What makes you so sure the zeds will die out when winter comes?” I asked.
“Their bodies are decaying, and they are running off the most basic of instincts,” he replied. “They’ll die from exposure because they’re not smart enough to seek shelter. That is, if their bodies don’t rot away by then.”
After watching a zed continue to function completely under water for days, I had my doubts. “And if they don’t die off or rot away?”
Tyler shrugged. “Then we keep killing them.”
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TEN DAYS later

“One vehicle coming in at our two o’clock,” Jase said while he adjusted his night-vision binoculars. “I can’t make out how many are inside yet, but Mutt doesn’t like this situation.”
I threw a quick glance at the fidgeting coyote at Jase’s ankles before returning focus to my rifle’s scope. “Does she like any situation?”
“Sure,” he replied. “Dinnertime, bedtime, walks, any time there’s a chance to steal someone’s food.”
I chuckled as I lay on my stomach, the approaching vehicle in my sights. I was here in case things went to shit.
Hmph.
I’d figured things had gone to shit the moment two Dogs called Tyler on the radio, asking for amnesty, especially with one of those Dogs being Sean. How many zeds had he personally dumped over the gate at the farm? I didn’t trust him. Not one bit.
Clutch had agreed. That’s why he took a second squad to come at the Dogs from behind in case this was an ambush. I wanted to be on his team, but unlike Clutch and even Jase, I wasn’t particularly strong in the field, making Clutch pleased since he preferred me to be as far from the action as possible. At least I was a good shot, and so I was made one of Camp Fox’s designated snipers.
The truck came to a stop at the prearranged intersection one hundred yards from our current position. Tyler might be an idealist but even he knew better than to allow Dogs to enter the Camp unescorted.
I adjusted my scope on the driver. Sean, what are you up to?
I moved a millimeter to the left to make out the passenger. Fucking Weasel. This situation just kept getting better and better.
“I only see two Dogs,” Jase said.
“Same here,” I added.
“Okay. Give them the signal,” Tyler said while lying on the ground several feet from me.
Eddy came to his feet and clicked his flashlight on and off three times.
A light flashed three times in response from the Dogs’ truck.
“That’s our cue.” Tyler looked at the three of us. “These guys may be on the level, but play it safe. If anything smells funny, we cut and run.”
“Yes, sir,” the boys said, and I tacked on a “got it.”
Jase and Eddy had become hardened soldiers seemingly overnight, though I guess that’s what this world did to a person. They were young, and they clearly looked to Tyler as their hero, even though he couldn’t have been more than ten years their elder. When not with Tyler, they were often with Eddy’s mother, who had quickly adopted Jase as one of her own.
“Hold up. We’ve got incoming,” Jase said.
“Dogs?” Tyler asked.
“No. Zeds. Ten o’clock.”
“Cash, if you’ve got a shot, take it,” Tyler ordered.
I adjusted my scope. It was dark, but the night scope lit up the zeds just fine. I focused first on the hunched-over zed. Pop. Then on the hunched over petite zed. Pop. Then on the large lumbering male. Fire engulfed it before I pulled the trigger.
I squinted at the sudden flames. “That wasn’t me.”
“It looks like someone from the truck threw a Molotov cocktail,” Tyler said. “Jesus, just what we need. A flaming zed setting the countryside on fire” He pressed his headset. “Bravo, this is Alpha. Hold off. The Dogs are attacking the zeds only. Over.”
“This is Bravo. Copy that,” Clutch replied in my headset.
Tyler turned back to me. “Finish this before Sarge gets trigger happy.”
It was easy to find my target, since it was on fire and wobbling from side to side. “Swiggity swire, guess what’s on fire,” I murmured and pulled the trigger. Then smiled. “Swiggity swed, guess what’s dead.”
“All clear,” Jase said.
“Then let’s pick up our guests,” Tyler said, coming to his feet. “Let’s do this just like we planned. Jase, you’re with me. Cash, you cover us and wait for pickup from Bravo. Eddy will have your six.”
I gave Tyler a thumbs up.
“If these guys fuck with us, try to avoid kill shots. We need the information they have.”
I gave him another thumbs up.
I heard the Humvee start up and pull away, but I never took my eyes off the Dogs, waiting for them to make a wrong move. But the two men stood in front of their truck with its lights on. They stood without rifles and arms held out.
A gunshot behind me startled me, and I yanked around to see Eddy standing, facing away from me “Eddy?” I asked.
“Just one zed,” he replied. “All clear.”
I refocused. The Humvee headed down the gravel hill and stopped in front of them. Tyler and Jase got out and walked toward the Dogs.
Clutch’s voice came through my headset. “This is Bravo. Get your asses out of there, Alpha. You’ve got a world of hungry trouble heading your way.”
I looked up from my scope but couldn’t make out anything in the dark fields. I narrowed my eyes and realized that the darkness itself was moving. My eyes widened. There went the assumption that zeds moved less at night. I looked through my scope to target the nearest risks.
“Be ready, Eddy,” I said. “Because a shitload of zeds are headed this way.”
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I TOOK my time targeting the zeds nearest to Tyler’s Humvee.
Get ’em where I want ’em.
Only when I knew I had kill shots, I fired. After four zeds fell, I clicked my headset. “This is Sweeper,” I said, using the call sign Tyler had given me after seeing me take out a zed over a hundred meters out. “Clear out, and I’ll lay cover as long as possible.”
Eddy fired more shots behind me, and it took everything to not turn around.
“Talk to me, Eddy,” I said.
“We need to get out of here soon. Very, very soon!”
I aimed and fired, accompanied by a symphony of gunfire to my right.
“This is Bravo. We’ll pick up Sweeper as soon as you’re clear.”
I would’ve told Clutch to hurry the fuck up, but I didn’t want to take my hand off my rifle for even a second. I fired three more shots before a Molotov cocktail flew through the air. I noticed Tyler yanking a Dog to the Humvee. As soon as the Dogs were loaded into the vehicle, I switched my sights back to the herd, with the fire spreading.
Eddy was sending off long bursts behind me.
“Alpha is Oscar Mike. Clear out!”
I continued to fire until I had to reload. The gunfire to my distant right became sporadic.
“This is Bravo. Sweeper, we’re on our way, so be ready.”
I clicked the mag into place, and turned around to help Eddy. A couple dozen dark shapes were tripping over their fallen comrades on their way after us. I lifted my rifle and started firing.
When they closed in too tight, I backed up and fired at their legs to slow them down. Headlights came up the hill from behind me, shining light on the zeds. It was a sight that I knew would give me nightmares for years. Jaundiced eyes reflected light almost like cats. Zeds opened and closed their stained mouths like they were imagining what it would be like to chew on us. They reached out to us with clawed, gnarled fingers—those who still had fingers, anyway.
The .30 cal on Clutch’s Humvee cut down the first line of zeds.
I grabbed Eddy and we sprinted toward the Humvee. The back door swung open and we tumbled inside.
Griz sped off. Tack stayed at the .30 cal.
“You okay?” Clutch demanded from his position in the front passenger seat.
“We’re good. We’re not bit,” I replied before rolling off Eddy and leaning back.
"Zeds take the whole ‘you are what you eat’ thing way too seriously," Eddy chuckled then dropped his head back. “Jesus, that was close.”
“Yeah.” I sighed and eyed Clutch. “The information those two Dogs have better be worth it.”
   
“…The militias are struggling, but they’re still fighting the good fight. Keep them in your prayers.
In further news, I’ve yet to verify the rumors circulating that a centralized government is being organized and that new ‘super’ cities are being architected. I’ve asked Lt. Col. Lendt at Camp Fox for confirmation, but I’ve gotten no response. Same story, different day. But I’m going to keep asking. You hear me, Lendt? I’m going to keep asking until you give me an answer or send in your troops and shut me up.
Here’s my thought for the day: The zeds are the enemy, so why is Lendt withholding information that could save lives? My advice? Trust no one, my friends, whether they have a pulse or not.
This is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone.”
“That radio jockey is a splinter in my sphincter,” Lendt said as he sat down at the table where Clutch, Jase, Eddy, and I were eating leftovers from dinner. Mutt was tearing into our scraps on the floor.
“Have you met with Hawkeye before?” I asked, twirling more spaghetti around my fork.
“He hasn’t even tried to contact me,” Lendt replied. “And I’m not exactly a hard person to find.”
Hawkeye’s transmission was a recorded broadcast, one that I’d heard earlier, but they replayed his daily transmissions every four hours at the request of the civilians on base. His voice had something familiar about it, yet I couldn’t quite place him.
Not yet, anyway.
“Well, are you withholding information?” I asked.
“What goddamn information do I have to withhold?” Lendt countered, then cracked his neck. “Folks think that just because I’m a colonel that I have some super-secret handshake. I know as much as anyone else. NORAD hasn’t made contact yet. Everything I hear is from other bases in the same boat as we are.”
“Have you thought about tracking down Hawkeye to set the record straight? Maybe offer to have him interview you on the air?” I asked. “It sounds like he’s trying to rile up the civvies against you.” Then it hit me. Hawkeye disliked Lendt, just like Doyle had. Yet, Lendt had done all right by me so far.
Lendt chuckled. “He’s definitely trying to rile folks up, but he’s a conspiracy theorist, and that’s what conspiracy theorists do. He’s one of those people who’s suspicious of anyone in authority. It doesn’t matter what I say, he’d find a way to make me out to be the asshole.”
Tyler set his tray on the table and saluted.
“At ease, Captain,” Lendt said.
Tyler took a seat and started cutting his spaghetti. “The two men are being kept in the brig tonight for both their and our safety, per your orders, sir.”
“They should be executed for treason,” Clutch said.
“Agreed,” I added quickly, especially when I discovered Weasel was the second Dog. I’d had the heebie-jeebies since.
“They will stand trial.” Lendt smirked. “Then they’ll be executed.”
Tyler frowned and put down his fork. “They surrendered. They deserve a fair trial. Doyle put a militia together as quickly as Camp Fox moved into action at the outbreak. A lot of good men joined up to help, and a lot of the people here now owe their lives to the militia. Now, we’re going to kill them for signing up to help and then going AWOL when they realized Doyle was no longer out for the greater good?”
“They’d had no problems obeying Doyle until now,” I countered. “Why the sudden change?”
Tyler held up a hand. “I’m just playing devil’s advocate, but maybe they did want out, but they couldn’t get out until now. Have you thought of that?”
“Have you thought that they may be here under Doyle’s direction?” Clutch asked, raising the same argument we’d been having ever since the Dogs contacted Lendt. “We should be thinking of what Doyle would want in this camp.”
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THREE DAYS later

My aim was off. The machete slit the zed’s windpipe wide open instead of cleaving its skull. The near-severed head swayed, and my next swing scalped it, sending half of its brain and what had been long blonde hair to the ground.
Clutch had brought Jase and me back out to the apple orchard to win back the apple tree and for some much-needed close-up fighting. I didn’t realize how badly I’d needed the exercise. I had become so dependent on my rifle that I’d let myself get rusty in hand-to-hand combat.
I swung the machete I’d grabbed from Jase’s stash and took off the arm of the zed reaching for me. It hissed and reached out with the other. I swung again. This time, the machete snagged on bone and didn’t go all the way through. I kicked the zed back and yanked my weapon free. When it came at me again, I quit playing with it and finished it with a slanted blow down its face. Half of its head and face slid off, and I looked to see how many zeds remained.
Five.
Clutch demolished one.
Four.
I went for the ugliest zed next. Its nose had rotted off and only one ear remained. I made my way around it, careful to keep plenty of open space between me and everything else. It had been one of Clutch’s first rules he’d taught me: never back yourself into a corner.
The zed followed my movements.
I let it come to me. Get ’em where I want ’em.
I raised the machete and brought it down in a straight line and shredded the zed from its chin down to its privates. “Oh, God.” I stepped back, trying not to breathe, but the stench caused bile to rise in my throat.
The zed’s organs tumbled out, jiggling with each step it took toward me. Clutch finished it off since I was too busy puking.
“Let’s not do that again,” Clutch advised, holding his arm over his nose.
“Yeah,” I said, now dealing with the foul aftertaste in my mouth.
“Hey, guys. Check this one out,” Jase said from behind us.
I wiped my mouth and turned to find Jase grinning. In front of him was the last standing zed missing its hands and the lower part of its jaw.
“Finish it,” Clutch said. “This isn’t a game.”
Jase shot an adolescent glare before taking his axe and bringing it down on the zed’s skull. We double checked every zed before I grabbed an apple off the tree and took a bite.
Jase turned to the shed. “C’mon, Mutt. It’s all clear.”
Mutt peeked from the shadows, and then trotted over to brush against her master. He handed her an apple.
“She’s quite the fighter,” I said.
Jase shrugged. “She’s more of a lover than a fighter.”
The coyote preferred to keep her distance from zeds. I remembered that feeling. While I still hated zeds, I no longer froze in terror when I saw one. Maybe I was numb to the violence, but I could kill without feeling a single pang of guilt. Sometimes, when I spent too much time thinking, I wondered if we hadn’t reached the end of the world but that we’d reached the end of humanity.
Something hit my head, and I jerked around to find Jase pulling back to throw another apple at me.
“Nice. Real nice,” I muttered and picked up the apple and stepped out of the way as Clutch backed the truck up to the tree. I hopped onto the bed and started plucking ripe apples from the tree.
Jase joined me and we plucked several bushels of fresh apples while Clutch stood watch. Jase said Mutt was on guard duty, too, though with the way the coyote was sprawled out in the sunshine, I found that hard to believe.
On our way to the park, our work at the Camp done for now, we stopped at the gas station to grab more supplies. Several more zeds had meandered onto the lot, but they were easily dispatched. I’d forgotten how much easier looting was with three of us, rather than just two.
When Jase went to open the glass doors to the restaurant, I stopped. “Not there.”
The two kid zeds were nowhere in sight, but it still didn’t feel right. I’d never seen zeds retain any semblance of humanity, but this pair had seemed different. Maybe I’d let them get to me and my mind played tricks on me. They haunted my dreams. But that day, when we’d seen them, they’d showed no aggression. It had seriously freaked me out.
I didn’t tell Jase about them, and Clutch had simply nodded in agreement as he walked into the store and started clearing shelves.
I looked across the shelves, and hopelessness wrenched my heart. This gas station was an easy place to loot yet many of the shelves were still full, aside from what we’d taken the last time. Were there really so few people left?
Listless, I helped Clutch fill the large bags we’d brought. The only other sound was the zed still thumping against the bathroom door. We’d cleared out much of the store before I realized there were only two of us. “Where’s Jase?” I asked.
Clutch nodded toward the liquor section.
I rolled my eyes, and we headed into the section to find Jase with a nearly full cart.
“Not that,” Clutch said, grabbing the wine coolers from Jase’s hands. “If you’re going to drink, do it right.” He handed the kid a bottle of whiskey. I grabbed the remaining bottles of Everclear and vodka, but didn’t have any intention to drink it. Alcohol worked great for disinfecting wounds, starting fires, and especially cleaning zed goo off things.
I grabbed an armful of wine bottles. “We should get going,” I said. “I want to get unloaded before dark.”
Jase hurriedly grabbed a couple more bottles before heading out with us. Mutt waited in the back of the truck, chewing on an apple.
“Save some for us,” I called out.
The coyote raised her ears and then bit into another apple.
Clutch took a draw of whiskey before climbing in behind the wheel. Jase watched, grabbed a bottle, and took a drink. He coughed and bent over.
I patted his shoulder. “You’re in the big leagues now.” I hopped into the truck and Jase climbed in the back several seconds later.
Clutch smirked. “You look a little green around the gills.”
“I’m. Fine,” he choked out.
“Give it time,” Clutch said. “It’ll get easier.”
And it did.
By sunset, Jase was drunk for the first time in his life, and we discovered he was a happy drunk, finding pretty much anything and everything funny. We sat in the park office, and the booze helped the MREs from Camp Fox taste better. And I had long since noticed that apples and wine paired beautifully together for dessert. Clutch was quiet, though he’d already put a hurting on his bottle of whiskey.
Still, it had been a nice night. The three of us together again and not running for our lives.
A couple hours later, we’d all passed out, though I awoke to the sounds of Clutch’s nightmares. They were even worse when he drank, and he drank often.
“He still has them,” Jase said quietly.
I found Jase propped up on an elbow.
“Yeah.”
“He should get help,” he said. “There’s someone at Camp Fox he can talk to.”
“Get some sleep,” I replied.
Jase collapsed with a thud, and I figured he was asleep by the time his head hit the pillow.
I wrapped myself tighter around Clutch, and he quieted somewhat, but I could never break through his pain. Sometimes I wondered if he thought he deserved the nightmares and depression because of the things he’d done. He’d never said anything to that effect, because if he had, I would’ve firmly reminded him that everything he’d done was to save lives and that he was a hero. But, those kinds of words would fall on deaf ears. Clutch was the hardest on himself.
In the months that I’d known him, Clutch had opened only a tiniest sliver of himself to me. He kept things bottled up inside, acting impervious all day. But a mind was a pressure cooker. It could only take so much before it must let off steam or else explode. Clutch’s nightmares and killing zeds were his steam.
I was afraid of what would happen if he ever exploded.
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“WAKE UP! WAKE UP!”
I bolted awake and then grabbed my throbbing head. “Shh,” I ordered Jase as I reached for a bottle of water.
Clutch pulled himself to his feet, and I grimaced at him before taking a long swig. How could he drink three times as much as me yet wake up ready to take on the world?
“What happened?” Clutch asked, stretching his shoulders.
“Captain Masden just called on the radio. Colonel Lendt was killed, and both Dogs have gone missing.”
I got to my feet and stood, in stunned paralysis, as his words cut through my cotton-filled brain. While we’d been drinking and enjoying ourselves, the Dogs had escaped, killed Lendt, and did God only knew what else at the Camp.
We should’ve been there.
Clutch scrambled into his clothes, and I kicked it into gear and hurried as fast I could in a hangover haze. We were loaded into the truck in less than five minutes. Clutch drove while I finished dressing and we all took turns with the Tylenol, food, and water. Twenty-two miles later, I started to feel semi-human again.
When we reached Camp Fox, the gate opened and the guards motioned us through. Clutch sped down the winding roads until we stopped at a familiar brick building. I grabbed my rifle.
We jogged up the steps and through the doors of HQ, which had now become town hall, to find at least half of the Camp’s population milling around. Some looked like they were in shock, others looked downright pissed.
“Tell us what’s going on!” someone shouted.
“We have a traitor!” someone else shouted back.
“String them up!”
The shouting and finger pointing continued. I gave Clutch the look, the one that insinuated we were mice about to step into a mousetrap.
Tack motioned to us from across the crowd, and we weaved toward where he was blocking people from entering the hallway. He looked like he was about to be overrun. “Captain Masden needs every hand on deck. He’s in the Colonel’s office,” he said, moving aside to let us through.
Clutch nodded, and Jase and I followed him down the hall. We stepped inside to find the walls riddled with bullets. Five body bags littered the floor, making dark heaps across the wood.
“Crap,” Jase said breathlessly.
When Tyler saw us, he patted the injured man’s shoulder and headed our way. “Glad you could make it. We’ve got a Charlie Foxtrot on our hands.”
“The two Dogs,” I said.
Tyler nodded tightly. “Likely, since they went missing late last night.”
“How’d they escape?” Clutch asked, the tone inferring he knew they’d escaped all along.
“Someone killed the guard and let them out.” Tyler rubbed his neck. “Damn it, I should’ve known better.”
“Who carries the keys?” Clutch asked, ignoring Tyler’s self-criticism.
“Doesn’t matter,” he replied, shaking his head. “The guard on duty always carries a set. They could’ve gotten the keys off the guard.”
Clutch walked over to one of the five body bags and unzipped it, frowned, then rezipped it.
Tyler rubbed his temples. “Lendt had coffee every morning with the civilian leadership council. These guys knew exactly when and where to hit.”
“What’s the status on the Dogs, Captain?” Clutch asked, all business.
“Unaccounted for,” Tyler replied. “I need every troop out there looking for who did this. I can’t trust the civilians. They’d turn this hunt into a lynch mob.”
“You can count on us,” I said.
Tyler smiled weakly. “I know. Griz is on point. Go see him at the chow hall for your assigned sectors. You’re relieved.”
He turned and walked off, leaving the three of us standing alone.
“I guess Tyler’s in charge now,” I said quietly.
“C’mon,” Clutch said and he led the way back down the hall and through the agitated crowd, several of whom threw us distrusting glares. When we reached the cafeteria, Griz was standing with Smitty. Both looked exhausted, though Smitty looked more tense than usual.
“Perfect timing,” Griz said. “Jase, you’re with Smitty. He’ll fill you in.”
“Yes, sir,” Jase said and jogged to catch up with the slender, clean-cut soldier heading outside.
“Where do you need us?” Clutch asked before I could.
Griz turned and pointed at a spot on the map laid out across the table. “I’ve broken the Camp into sectors. We’re too short-staffed, so every pair gets two sectors. You guys have sectors thirty-one and thirty-two, but stay together. Whatever you do, don’t split up. Since everyone’s been accounted for, the traitor is still walking around. If you find the Dogs, we need them alive to interrogate them.”
“Understood,” Clutch said. “That it?”
He handed Clutch a radio. “Let’s find those fuckers.”
Clutch and I headed out. Sectors thirty-one and thirty-two were on the far edge of the base so we drove there. We silently walked through buildings and examined every shadow, finding nothing. The Dogs should’ve been on their way back to Doyle by now. It made no sense for them to stick around after their job was done.
I smelled a familiar stench and stopped cold. I narrowed my eyes at the shadows near the outer fence. “What’s that?”
Clutch took slow steps closer while I held my rifle at the ready.
I lingered until he got down on a knee and I came closer.
I kicked at the two zeds—one male, one female—tied together. They watched us, their mouths taped shut and their hands cut off. Each zed was cut wide open, with entrails oozing out. The stench was horrible, though they’d been open for long enough for some of the horrendous odor to dissipate. “What the hell is going on?” I asked.
“No fucking clue.” Clutch stood, raised his rifle, and finished the two zeds.
These zeds were connected to Dogs, somehow. “Why would someone order a zed delivery here?” I thought aloud. “And why the hell would someone cut them open?”
Having zeds inside the Camp was dangerous enough, especially if they got free and leaked their infectious goo all over the place.
I took a step back. “Oh, shit.”
“What is it?” he asked.
“The Dogs aren’t done yet. They’re going to spread the infection.”
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CLUTCH and I looked at each other.
We left the stinking corpses and took off running back to the truck.
A blast detonated in the distance, and smoke rose from the direction of HQ.
My heart pounded. “No!”
We raced back to find soot-covered people pouring out of the building. Many were injured and wet with blood. Clutch slammed on the brakes just as Griz and several troops ran toward the building. I jumped out and yanked Griz back. “Anyone who got hit with shrapnel is infected!”
Griz’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
I pointed at the building. “They used zed-soaked grenades!”
His eyes widened. “Are you sure? You’ve got to be fucking sure about this.”
Clutch came up. “Yeah, Griz. They’re using dirty bombs.”
The soldier muttered out a string of curses before raising his handheld radio. “This is Griz. Anyone injured by the grenade blast is infected. You are ordered to eliminate anyone injured. Repeat. Kill anyone injured. Over.”
Chatter erupted on the radio.
Repeat last.
Say again.
You’re joking, right?
Griz sighed. “You heard me right! I’m not fucking with you! The Dogs used dirty bombs, goddammit. Kill the injured!”
“God help us all,” Griz said and opened fire on survivors.
Screams erupted. People went berserk, running wildly away from us, seeking shelter.
I raised my rifle. My hands shook. My aim needed to be right. I took a deep breath and sought out the most injured. They would turn first.
I fired.
A woman holding her bloody stomach fell. From my side, Clutch fired into the crowd. The sounds of more gunfire from both sides filled the air.
I took down a man with a head wound. Then a kid getting trampled in the chaos that had overtaken the Camp.
As if spooked by something, people switched directions and starting running toward us.
A zed with a massive chest wound sunk its teeth into the neck of a screaming man. I fired off two shots back to back, taking both down.
Clutch grabbed me. “Run!”
We sprinted toward the truck. The stampede was nearly upon us. Clutch grabbed my waist and threw me onto the bed. I grabbed his shirt to pull him up, but he was yanked from my grasp.
“Clutch!” I screamed, but I couldn’t find him anywhere in the mass of running people.
People reached for me but were smashed against the truck by the sheer force of numbers. The four-by-four wobbled from side to side. A woman shrieked like a yippy dog as she was squeezed between the truck and people until she drowned under the stampede.
“Godammit! Clutch!”
In a panic, I continued firing as I crept to the edge, searching for him on the ground. A familiar man shoved a kid down on his way past.
“Sean,” I growled out. He looked up right when I shot him. Weasel was only a few feet behind Sean, and I killed him with my last round.
The truck was rocking so much that I dropped the clip while reloading.
The stampede thinned out as the people spread out. Bringing up the rear were mostly zeds. When they first turned, zeds were nearly as fast as humans, and they were taking down people left and right, like they were at a wine tasting party.
I went through three more clips before I pulled out the machete. I jumped off the back of the truck and stumbled over bodies on the ground. I hacked at zeds and slashed anyone still living who bore shrapnel wounds. I shoved bodies aside.
“Clutch!” I screamed until my voice gave out. I kept going, pushing over bodies, searching, until my gaze fell on camo fatigues.
I dropped to my knees and pulled the lifeless man onto my lap and started sobbing.
I’d found Clutch.
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THREE DAYS later

Forty-two.
That’s how many Camp Fox survivors made it to the park. After surviving the zed outbreak, only one out of every seventeen civilians survived the Dogs’ attack. Of that number, over half the survivors were troops, as they’d been spread across the base hunting the Dogs when the attack started.
Forty-two was barely enough to protect the park from zeds, let alone protect it against the risk of Dogs. Same story, different day.
I snuggled against Clutch and held his hand, just like I had every day since the attack. On the first day, his fingers had trembled, but the doctor said not to think anything of it, that the spasms were due to the swelling on his brain. Even though Clutch no longer showed any response, I still held hope.
Jase clung to hope, too. He slept alone in a beanbag chair on the other side of Clutch’s bed every night. He no longer had his faithful sidekick. The timid coyote had sacrificed herself to save her master when a zed tackled Jase. It seemed like he’d lost enough that he no longer had much to say.
He blamed himself for her death. But no more than I blamed myself for Clutch’s situation.
Griz, Tack, Smitty, Eddy, even Tyler had come through without injuries. A selfish, dark shadow deep inside me was angry that they were okay while Clutch lay lifeless on the bed. It had all seemed so unfair. But as soon as the guys stopped by to offer respect, I’d been ashamed of my thoughts. Those men were heroes as much as Clutch. They’d just gotten lucky this time.
Clutch had been crushed under the stampede. His back was broken, along with three ribs, both legs, and his left wrist. He also had a dislocated shoulder and a fractured skull. If—when— he woke, the doc said he could have permanent brain damage. And he’d be paralyzed from the waist down.
Still, I prayed for him to wake.
I needed him to wake.
On the nightstand next to his bed—against doctor’s orders—sat a fully loaded Glock and the can of chewing tobacco I’d given him. The doctor—a general practitioner—figured that if Clutch woke up, he’d be suicidal, and would put a bullet through his brain. I disagreed.
The Clutch I knew would never pull the trigger.
I only hoped that when Clutch woke, he’d still be the man I knew.
In the background, Hawkeye’s latest transmission droned on over the beeps of Clutch’s life support system.
“…The time is coming soon when we can all relocate to a zed-free zone. At the right time, I will give you all a date and time to meet, and we will head out together. A militia has volunteered to protect us on our journey. There is strength in numbers, my friends. Until tomorrow, this is Hawkeye broadcasting on AM 1340. Be safe and know that you’re not alone.”
Griz burst through the door and I nearly fell out of bed.
I got to my feet, gently, so as not to disturb Clutch’s broken body. “What’s wrong?”
“You better come quick.”
I placed a kiss to Clutch’s forehead and ran with Griz to his Jeep. “Where are we going?”
“Jase’s cabin.”
I sucked in a breath. No!
Fear stung my nerves. He’d been so quiet lately. He’d probably been planning on taking his own life since the attack, and I’d been so obsessed with Clutch that I ignored the signs.
I held on tightly as Griz squealed tires around winding roads through the dense morning fog. Three other vehicles were already parked at the cabin when we got there. I ran inside.
Expecting to find Jase’s lifeless body, I was surprised to find Jase alive and well, and I let out a breath that I felt like I’d been holding since Griz grabbed me.
Then I noticed Jase had a rifle leveled at his best friend. Eddy kneeled on the floor, whimpering, with his wrists restrained behind his back. Tyler stood nearby, his arms folded over his chest.
I frowned. “What’s going on?”
“Eddy couldn’t take the guilt eating away at him anymore,” Jase said with a cutting edge to his voice. “He’d figured his mom was exempt from getting chewed up by zeds. He figured wrong.”
“None of that was supposed to happen. I swear it!” Eddy pleaded. “No one except Colonel Lendt was supposed to get hurt.”
My jaw dropped. Eddy was the traitor? Of all people, a kid betrayed us?
Eddy sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was trying to help everyone. I screwed up.”
“What you did is not called screwing up. It’s called treason,” Tyler said coolly. “Your actions brought about the deaths of over three hundred innocent people, including your own mother.”
Eddy lowered his head and sniffled, his body quivering.
“You can start making amends by giving us Doyle’s location,” Tyler said.
Eddy looked up, confused. He shook his head. “I had nothing to do with Doyle. Hawkeye arranged everything, even getting the two Dogs into Camp Fox.”
Tyler frowned. “The AM jockey?”
The blood drained from my head as I finally placed Hawkeye’s voice.
Eddy nodded. “Hawkeye had proof of zed-free zones that welcomed survivors. We could go there and be safe. But he’d said that Lendt didn’t tell us about the zones because he didn’t want to lose his power and control over everything and everyone at Camp Fox.”
“And Hawkeye showed you this proof?”
“Hawkeye told me.”
Tyler slowly shook his head. “Son, you were played for a fool. Hawkeye’s the one interested in power and control. Not Lendt.”
Eddy sniffled before looking across the faces in the room. His gaze stopped at one and morphed into a glare. “It’s your fault. Mom would still be alive if it wasn’t for you.”
The room temp dropped twenty degrees when every pair of eyes turned to Smitty.
Smitty’s gaze darted to Tyler. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”
Eddy’s glare narrowed. “You said everything would be all right. That we were helping everyone.”
Smitty fidgeted. “Stupid kid thinks to throw a scapegoat out to save his own ass. Don’t try to pull me into this, Eddy. This is all on you.”
Tyler took a step forward and shook his head. “You’ve always been a lousy poker player, Smitty.” He nodded to Tack and Griz who I noticed both already had a pistol aimed at their fellow soldier. “Arrest him. Put him with Eddy.”
Surprisingly, Smitty didn’t rabbit. He stood, jaw clenched, while Tack disarmed and restrained him and Griz held the weapon level on him.
“I don’t get it. Why, Corporal?” Tyler asked.
Smitty snorted. “When I joined up, I vowed to defend this country against all threats, domestic and foreign.”
I rolled my eyes. How cliché. “And how does killing innocents fall under that?”
“None of that was supposed to happen. Hawkeye had said only the leadership had to go, so then everyone could relocate to the zed-free zone. The Dogs must’ve disobeyed orders. Maybe Doyle got wind of their plans and turned them.”
“Hawkeye is Doyle, you idiot,” I said and then walked out.
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TWO DAYS later

Tyler led a public tribunal for Eddy and Smitty where shouts for death had erupted within seconds. Tyler passed judgment two minutes later and condemned both to die—not by hanging but by zeds. Not a single person cried for leniency.
It’d taken only three months for society to return to Old Testament ways of thinking.
Tyler delayed the execution one day to make arrangements and assemble volunteers. Jase had been the first to step up. I had been the second, quickly followed by Griz and Tack.
After I checked on Clutch, we headed out from the park in Camp Fox’s heaviest duty truck—a HEMTT—that was nearly impenetrable against zeds. It made Doyle’s garbage trucks look like Tonkas.
Tyler sat up front in the cab with Griz, who drove us to Camp Fox. Tyler rode along because he felt like it was his responsibility to see his decisions through. He’d become a recluse since the trial. I imagined the hard decisions he’d been forced to make were tearing him up inside. Me? I thought Smitty and Eddy had it coming after the pain they’d caused. They’d been idiots to believe there were safe zed-free zones out there, let alone that we could move hundreds of people across states to such zones. Before the outbreak, I never would’ve thought I could become so ruthless. Now, I realized it was the only way to survive.
The rest of us sat in the HEMTT’s open back with the prisoners. The numbers of zeds in fields and on the roads grew as we neared the camp, though we’d already figured most would still be within Camp Fox. Zeds weren’t exactly adventurous unless in a herd. They were lemmings like that. Now if we could only find a giant cliff and lead them to it.
As we passed Doyle’s abandoned camp, I was surprised to find relatively few zeds in the area. I was even more surprised to find the gate closed. “I thought Lendt’s guys had blown open the gate,” I said.
Jase shrugged, not taking his gaze off Eddy sitting across from him. “Guess not.”
The thought nagged at me until we reached Camp Fox. The gate stood wide open from when the base was evacuated, and several zeds wandered around near the guard box. Griz ran over three on his way through.
The HEMTT drove slowly down the road, swerving around bodies, and came to a stop a couple hundred meters inside. We couldn’t risk going too deep into the Camp where the risk of being overtaken by zeds was too high. Even here, I could make out over twenty stragglers wandering around the open grass area.
I stood. “This is it.”
Both Eddy and Smitty looked scared shitless, though Smitty also looked pissed off as though he thought he should be exempt from punishment.
Jase grabbed Eddy’s arm and forced him to stand while Tack and I dragged Smitty to his feet.
Eddy looked across our faces with wide eyes as though one of us could pardon him. He watched me and paled. Then I realized he was looking past me. “Mom?”
Eddy tried to lunge forward, but Jase held him back. “Mom!”
About thirty meters away, a female zed with the same hair color as Eddy cocked its head and sniffed the air. Then it started to shuffle toward the truck.
“Mom.” His lips trembled and tears fell down his face. “I’m so sorry.”
The breath hardened in my lungs. Of all the shitty, rotten luck.
Tyler climbed up. “It’s time. Eddy, you’re up.”
Eddy bit back a sob. “But my mom’s out there.”
Compassion flashed in Tyler’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but clamped it shut. After a moment he nodded to Jase.
With a clenched jaw, Jase nudged Eddy to the edge and cut his wrist restraints. I half expected Jase to shove his friend off the truck as payback for Mutt’s death, but instead he lowered Eddy gently to the ground.
Eddy stood there for a moment before looking up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”
“I know,” Tyler said quietly.
Eddy’s feet looked like they’d been tied to sandbags with the way he trudged away from the truck and straight toward his mother. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
The zed held its arms out and pulled Eddy into an embrace that almost seemed motherly. Until it lowered its mouth, jaws wide open, and clamped onto his throat. Eddy screamed and fell back, taking the zed with him.
Smitty jerked, and I tightened my grip. “You did this. Watch,” I ordered, though it was taking all my strength to watch the execution play out. If I was here alone, I would’ve put a bullet through Eddy’s skull to end his pain, but Tyler had been adamant about setting an example of what happened to traitors. There simply weren’t enough of us left. We had to be able to depend on each other with our lives, or else we were all doomed.
Tyler had declared that Eddy’s death would be first so that Smitty would have to watch what was about to happen to him. Everyone knew that Smitty had coerced the weaker boy to help. Eddy had simply been an unfortunate lackey, and I even found myself feeling sorry for the kid.
Smitty was the real traitor.
Eddy’s screams turned into a gurgle before quieting. He spasmed as a nearby zed joined in on his shoulder.
On the HEMTT, Jase reached under the seat and pulled out one of the long wooden spears the survivors had been making from the park’s trees. Camp Fox hadn’t had much ammunition before the outbreak. Now, their ammo supply was dangerously low and would likely run out by fall. We were forced to find new weapons. Jase walked to the side and skewered a zed that had been trying to climb onto the truck.
Eddy had quit moving, and I let out a breath. His suffering was thankfully over.
The zeds stepped back. They didn’t like the taste of their own.
It wouldn’t take long now.
The smell of urine snagged me, and I looked down to find that Smitty had pissed himself. Not that I could blame him. Death by zeds wasn’t an easy way to go, but it was easier than he deserved.
The two zeds drenched in Eddy’s blood sniffed at the air and turned toward the HEMTT. At least a dozen zeds were already on the way from every direction. Jase killed another that had reached the truck.
Eddy’s foot jerked.
Smitty tensed. “Don’t do this. Please.”
The two zeds reached the truck. Jase impaled the first, a male. He paused before killing what had been Eddy’s mother. He inhaled. Then thrust.
What had been Eddy climbed to its feet. Blood was already congealing and browning around its throat and shoulder. It turned to the HEMTT and started jogging toward us.
Tyler turned. “Now.”
We shoved Smitty off, and he collapsed, with his wrists still restrained, onto the ground ten feet below. He hopped up and started to run.
Tyler raised his pistol and shot the man in the leg.
Smitty grunted and fell onto his knee.
I reached down for a spear and killed an older zed bumping up against the back of the HEMTT.
Smitty tried to get back to his feet, but Eddy came up from behind and clamped onto his head. Smitty cried out and tried to shake Eddy off, but the zed held on, biting his scalp over and over. Smitty fell forward, screaming, twisting back and forth, but fresh zeds were strong, and Eddy hadn’t been badly injured before he turned. The zed pinned the man and tore at his face. Smitty’s high-pitched screams drew the attention of zeds that had been heading toward the truck.
Two more zeds joined in on Smitty’s legs.
His screams abruptly stopped. A man could only take so much pain before the body shut down. Though his heart must’ve still kept beating since the zeds continued to chew for several minutes before backing away, leaving behind a mangled corpse.
Eddy was the first to reach the HEMTT. Jase thrust his spear through Eddy’s eye, and the zed that had been Jase’s friend fell.
Tack and I took out the next two zeds.
We waited. More zeds came, and we killed them.
Smitty’s body quaked. It sat up. Its face and scalp were nearly gone, except for patches of skin and hair. For being a fresh zed, it took over a minute to climb to its feet with chewed up legs and restrained wrists. Once up, it hobbled right at the HEMTT.
Tack gave Smitty final rest.
“Let’s go,” Tyler said and thumped the roof of the cab. The HEMTT roared to life, and Griz drove, leaving nearly a hundred zeds slowly wandering toward us from the bowels of the camp.
Tyler sat next to me, leaned forward, and put his head in his hands. Jase stared off into the distance, and Tack pretended to sleep. When we approached Doyle’s old camp, I stared at the gate. It didn’t make sense that they’d lock up after they cleared the place. Light glinted off the silo with the faded Iowa Hawkeye logo, and I narrowed my eyes. The silos were old. Nothing should be glinting off rusted steel and dull aluminum. Then I saw another glint.
Binoculars.
I nudged Tyler. He looked up, his features worn by exhaustion.
“Doyle’s camp isn’t abandoned,” I said.
He frowned. “I cleared it out myself. By the time I got there, the place was a graveyard. Doyle had already moved all his supplies out. Only three injured Dogs were left behind.”
I shook my head. “So why is there someone up on the silo watching us?”
When the truth hit, he leaned back and air whooshed from his lungs. “Jesus. Doyle’s been under our noses the whole time.”
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THREE DAYS later

“I believe we should take him off the respirator,” the doctor said. “We simply don’t have the resources to use equipment and medicine on terminal patients when it could be used on others.”
I didn’t let go of Clutch’s hand. “You said he could still wake up.”
“He could, and I’ve seen much worse cases wake up in the past. But given these primitive medical facilities—”
“As long as there’s a chance, he stays on.” I came to my feet, kissed Clutch, and walked past the doctor. I paused at the door. “And if you take him off, I swear to God, I will crucify you in the middle of Chow Town for the zeds to tear you apart.”
Without waiting for a response, I stepped outside the park office AKA town hall AKA makeshift hospital. Wind cooled my cheeks, though anger still simmered just below the surface. It took several deep breaths before I could focus on what needed done.
My truck was parked just past the humming generators. I climbed in, gunned the engine, and put it into gear. With the window open, I rested an elbow on the door while I meandered through the park, savoring the fresh air, before finally heading into Tyler’s cabin, where all troops not sleeping or on guard-duty sat.
It was the same as yesterday, and the day before that. Droning debates on how to attack Doyle with not nearly enough manpower and even less ammo. When it came down to it, there wasn’t a single feasible plan that didn’t run the risk of losing a life, and Tyler refused to sacrifice one more person for Doyle.
People rotated through as they rolled on and off shift. I listened, offering up a comment here and there, until it was my time to stand guard at one of the park’s four entrances.
The hours at the gate alongside Jase bled by.
“I heard what the doctor said,” Jase said a couple hours into our shift.
I leaned against a tree. “Yeah?”
“I would’ve punched him for even suggesting pulling the plug.”
“Believe me, I considered it.” I watched a bald eagle fly over.
“Don’t give up on him,” Jase said.
“Never.”
   
The following morning, I kissed Clutch good-bye.
“Be safe,” I whispered and left him.
Numb, I returned to my cabin, shaved my head, loaded everything I needed into the truck, and drove away from the park. I had a plan to take out Doyle that involved the loss of only one life, though I had “borrowed” some of Tyler’s ammunition stash during the night to make it work.
The Fox Hills Municipal Airport was only a couple miles northeast of town, not far from the river. I parked next to the only row of hangars, where seven old tin buildings of various faded colors stood side by side. I geared up with every weapon I owned and grabbed the crowbar.
A decrepit, lone zed meandered down by the last hangar. I rapped gently on the first hangar. Nothing. I checked the door. Locked. I pried it open and looked inside. An old Cessna 172. It would work but the nose wheel would make it more difficult to land in a field. I checked the next three hangars. One was empty, one held a Beech Bonanza, and I stopped at the fourth. Perfect. Inside awaited a yellow taildragger. On its tail, the Piper Cub logo matched the tattoo on my forearm.
The old hangar door pushed opened easily without power, and I pulled out the small plane. I returned to the truck and grabbed the duffel bag, admiring the way the airplane shone in the sunlight as I headed back toward it. Its owner had taken good care of the classic.
The badly decomposed zed had finally made it within twenty feet of the Cub. I met it halfway, and finished it off with my crowbar. I opened the duffel, kneeled, pulled out my knife, but paused before I cut the zed open. After a moment, I stood, sheathed my knife, and lifted my chin. “No,” I said simply.
I checked the Cub over, made sure the gas tanks were full, and loaded everything up. It took only two hand props to start, and I climbed inside, leaving the door and window open. I skipped the warm-up because engine noise would quickly draw attention, and a plane this small would never survive a collision with a zed. The wheels broke free from the runway at under fifty MPH before the first zeds emerged from the tree line.
The wind made the flight bumpy. They’d hear me coming, but I didn’t care. If Doyle hadn’t fled his camp already, he would never abandon his camp.
The silos of Doyle’s camp came into view eight minutes later. I descended as I approached. I flew right over the camp, looking down to see shaved heads looking up at me. They looked filthy and half-starved. Then I saw the only man without a shaved head. He waved his arms at his Dogs, and someone fired. Then a symphony of gunfire sounded around me.
Where the hell had they gotten their hands on all that firepower? Camp Fox had cut them off, yet these guys were shooting like they had an unlimited supply of ammo. Nevertheless, I couldn’t turn back now. I started my one-eighty.
Get ’em where I want ’em.
I grabbed the duffel from the seat in front of me. I set the bag on my lap and opened it. As I neared the camp with nearly all of its occupants outside firing at me, I searched out Doyle. When I found him, I pulled the pin on the first grenade and dropped it. But the wind and velocity grabbed at the grenade, and it blew at least fifty feet away.
“Dammit,” I muttered and quickly pulled the pins on two more, dropping them.
Dogs were running in different directions while continuing to send fully automatic gunfire my way. I tightly circled overhead, dropping grenades onto the camp.
Sudden agony pierced my calf, sending searing pain every time I touched the rudder pedal, but I remained focused on my mission.
The propane tanks in the camp exploded, and the blast rocked the small Cub.
I righted the plane and continued to drop grenades until the bag was empty. Then I broke away and cut the engine to land silently in a hay field just on the other side of a band of trees, hiding me from the camp. I went to climb out of the plane and winced, grabbing my left calf. My hand came away bloody.
I’d been shot.
If they were using tainted bullets, the virus was now flowing in my veins.
Not much time now. I had to hurry.
I grimaced and tied a bandana around the wound and climbed out. I reached in for my rifle and started to limp my way into the trees and toward the camp.
I figured the Dogs would’ve assumed this was a hit-and-run attack. Since no trucks broke down their gates, they were now safe.
That’s where they’d be wrong.
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WHAT CAME NEXT HAD to be up close and personal.
I approached the camp from its backside. The zed pit was still there, full of rotting corpses. I held up my rifle, using the scope to scan the ground, then the silos. It still looked like an abandoned camp except for the smoke.
Even I hadn’t given Doyle’s camp a second thought when we’d evacuated Camp Fox. We’d all been fools to not double check.
As I limped closer, I could hear the voices. They sounded like an echo of the dying at Camp Fox. My heart clenched. I’d caused this. I knew not all these people were bad, some were simply misled. I inhaled deeply and moved forward. There was no other way.
Sometimes, only killing would stop further killing.
I’d planned to dip the grenades in zed goo and give them a taste of their own medicine. I’d believed they deserved the karma after the hundreds of innocents they’d slaughtered. But, at the last moment I realized I couldn’t go through with that. I refused to sink to their level. These men were getting off easy.
Not all would be so lucky. The noise would attract zeds from Camp Fox, which was part of my plan. I was counting on them to take care of anyone I missed.
No guard stood at the gate by the pit, and I cracked the gate open and peered inside. Through the dusty, smoky haze, I could see contorted bodies littering the ground. Some moved, many didn’t. I limped across the camp, quickly glancing from body to body. One man covered in blood reached out to me for help but I continued on.
With my shaved head, no one seemed to notice me through the haze. They were all preoccupied. After I ran out of bodies to check, I gritted my teeth and headed toward Doyle’s office.
I’d really hoped to finish him off the easy way.
I didn’t even pause before throwing the steel door open.
Inside, I found Doyle alone, sitting with one leg up on a desk, wrapping his bloodied forearm. When he looked up, his eyes widened, and he reached for his rifle propped behind his desk.
“Don’t,” I ordered, pulling shut and dead bolting the door behind me.
He leaned back and watched me. His faded yellow cap was stained and bloody cuts crisscrossed his soot-covered face. “Where’s Clutch? I figured he’d come to finish the job himself.”
“He’s on his way,” I lied.
Doyle seemed to relax. “So, you’re here to keep me company until he gets here, is that it?”
“That’s it.” I kept my rifle leveled on Doyle. “I don’t get you. You had a good thing going with Camp Fox. Then you had to go and fuck things up by going after them. Twice.”
“Hmph.” Doyle leaned back. “It never would’ve lasted. Both Lendt and I were spreading my resources thin protecting the weak. Everyone would’ve all died if I didn’t change the game. It’s really quite simple. The weak had to die so that the strong can thrive.”
I stared at him for a moment. “That’s insane.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Think about it. We have limited food, limited supplies. Yet, too many people to do anything efficiently. Thinning our numbers for the strongest to survive has been the way of every species throughout history.”
“But that’s so…heartless,” I said, finding it hard to breathe.
He chuckled. “There’s no room for that sort of thing in this world.”
“You’re wrong,” I said coldly. “There’s no room for you in this world.”
He and I looked at one another for a split second. A wide grin crossed his face. “Your rifle’s empty.”
I dropped my weapon and pulled out my machete. The rifle had served its purpose as a prop. It had gotten me in front of Doyle.
He lunged, and I was too slow. We crashed to the floor, and the machete slid across the floor. He was strong for his age, stronger and bigger than me. I wasn’t able to buck him off, so I rolled, squeezing out from under him. He caught me from behind and put a chokehold on me.
I couldn’t breathe and knew I only had seconds before the lack of blood to my brain would render me unconscious. I threw my head back in an attempt to break his nose, but I hit his collarbone instead.
He grunted and then chuckled. “I’m going to have fun killing you. Clutch took Missy from me. I wonder how he’ll like it when I kill his whore.”
I pulled out my knife and stabbed him in the fleshy softness on his side.
He cursed and his grip weakened.
I shoved back onto him and rolled myself off, jumping to my feet. The room was spinning but my tunnel vision was slowly widening.
Doyle pulled himself up, holding his side. It looked like a shallow wound, just enough to piss him off.
“I’m going to keep you alive even longer for that,” he snarled out.
Someone knocked, and Doyle turned toward the door, “Get in here now!”
Whoever was on the other side yelled something and started kicking at the door.
I pulled out the last grenade from my pocket and pulled the pin. Doyle’s eyes widened.
I smiled. “You had it backwards. I’m going to have fun killing you.”
I tossed the grenade.
He rolled behind his desk. The grenade bounced off the wall behind him. He raised his rifle at me and sprayed bullets across the room.
I dove onto the table, knocking it on its side as I tumbled to the floor.
The room exploded.
I swam in a sea of vertigo and a high-pitched ringing. My body was numb and yet hurt everywhere at the same time. A faint pounding echoed somewhere in the distance. I dragged myself toward the overturned desk and clawed at the body lying there. I saw six glassy eyes staring back at me with my triple-vision, and I collapsed on my back. The floor felt less solid here. I rolled over and felt around the wood. I pried at a floorboard, and it lifted easily, revealing darkness below.
I pushed myself in and crashed onto the rough-hewn floor. Rifles tumbled down, nearly suffocating me. The floorboard snapped shut, leaving scanty light filtering through the cracks above.
I clawed out from under the rifles to an open space. My fingers wrapped around an ammo clip. There were more weapons down here than Doyle had ever received from Camp Fox. Clearly, Doyle either had other connections or had been preparing for war for a long time.
A door slammed open and boot steps pounded the floor above me.
“Doyle! No!” A man’s voice yelled, and the shuffling of boot steps increased.
They’d find me. Within a few seconds, I’d be dead. I no longer cared. I’d done what I had to do. Doyle would never hurt Clutch or Jase or anyone else ever again. I closed my eyes and the noise above me faded into oblivion.
   
I woke up.
It was pure dark in the hole. Not even a splinter of sunlight fought through the cracks.
I sat up, and every cell in my body hated me for it. Pushing through the pain, I felt around the wall until I found a light switch. With a click, fluorescent lights lit up a basement that went the length of the building above it. It was filled with racks and racks of rifles, surplus gear, food, and wooden crates. Not far from where I sat was a desk with what I guessed to be radio equipment.
All the time Tyler had searched for Doyle, he’d been quite literally under our noses.
Shaking my head, I pulled myself to my feet. My leg hurt worse.
I stood there for a moment.
I was still alive.
I wasn’t a zed.
I’m alive!
Hope infused my muscles and I climbed the ladder behind me. I listened for long minutes for voices or movement of any kind. When silence greeted me, I pushed the floorboard up and pulled myself onto the floor.
The clear night sky blanketed the room with enough glow that I could see Doyle’s mangled body still lying prone near the desk. I was surprised the Dogs hadn’t moved him unless…
I crawled to the blown-out window and peered outside. Across the campground, zeds shambled, several with shaved heads. I ducked and glanced at the door standing wide open. It was only a matter of time before a zed discovered me.
The gates were too far away. I’d never reach them with a bum leg. I’d seen no vehicles. The silos were halfway across the camp.
A dark shape hovered near the door, and I pushed myself to my feet and pulled out my knife. As soon as the zed crossed the threshold, I shoved the blade through its temple. It collapsed, and I saw two more zeds turn toward me.
I stepped over the zed and outside into plain sight. Something moaned to my right, and I swung, hitting a zed’s shaved head just as its arms reached for me. I twisted to my left, leapt onto the broken window ledge, and grabbed the edge of the roof. The knife tumbled from my grip and clinked as it bounced off the ground. With every ounce of strength, I pulled myself up. One of the fresher Dog zeds had nearly reached me by the time I pulled my feet up.
Panting, exhausted, I dragged myself onto the roof and rolled onto my back, staring into the night sky, the one place incorruptible by zeds.
I saw Clutch, wearing one of his rare smiles, reaching out to me for a dance. Standing not far from us were my parents, holding each other’s hands and watching us with warm love in their eyes. Jase and Mutt were playing fetch. He looked up and laughed.
It was a good dream.
A soothing peace came over me, even while the zeds moaned and shuffled below.
I’d survived hell. Maybe there was such a thing as hope after all.
Taking a deep breath of fresh air, my body relaxed, and I smiled up at the night sky full of stars.
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AFTERWORD
100 Days in Deadland is set in near-future Midwest America decimated by a zombie plague. In this truly unique story, our heroine, Cash, and her guide, Clutch, are forced on a journey through hell that echoes the one Dante and Virgil took in the “Inferno,” the world-renowned first poem in Dante Alighieri’s epic medieval tale, The Divine Comedy. In both tales, there are nine circles of hell that must be survived, and the thirty-four cantos of the “Inferno” are reflected in the thirty-four chapters of 100 Days in Deadland...reimagined zombie apocalypse style.
100 Days in Deadland  follows the pair of survivors, caught up in the sudden rush of the zombie plague, which begins on Thursday, the day before Good Friday. Once thrown into Dante’s “Inferno”, Cash and Clutch come across the three types of sinful beasts: the self-indulgent (zombies), the violent (survivors), and the malicious (Doyle, who represents Satan).
In each circle of hell, Cash and Clutch witness the same sins that Dante and Virgil had many centuries ago. However, where Dante often stood on the sidelines, Cash is thrown deep into the action. As Cash progresses through each circle of hell, she is changed by her environment. And, like Dante, Cash survives each circle by holding onto hope, having faith in her guide (Clutch, who represents the poet Virgil), and demonstrating unrelenting perseverance.
Like Dante’s “Inferno,” 100 Days in Deadland is a story of the human condition, showing how our experiences change us. You will find violence, heartbreak, and tragedy. However, you will also find perseverance, compassion, and hope. Dante’s “Inferno” also lays out four key components of every apocalyptical (and even every zombie) story: the end of the world as we know it, cause and effect of the human condition, perseverance, and—as shown in the poem’s last line—enduring hope:
“It was from there that we emerged, to see—once more—the stars.”
Symbolism to the “Inferno” is lush on nearly every page of 100 Days in Deadland, from the obvious call-out, “Abandon all hope all ye who enter here” in chapter three to the subtlest hints, such as Cash shooting awake to the sound of a “thunderous” blast at the beginning of chapter four. The weather, such as the violent winds and storms starting in Lust (when Cash and Clutch come across the victim with pale lips at the corn bin, i.e. the “carnal tower”), echoes both the atmosphere of the “Inferno.”
In chapter six, Cash ends up in a cafeteria full of hungry zeds, not much different from the sixth canto, which held tortured souls cursed with “insatiable hunger.” In chapter seven, when Cash and Clutch arrive at the Pierson farm, they find money left on the table, a modest reminder of the Dante’s message that money can’t buy peace.
Doyle’s camp represents Dis, the evil city in the Inferno that holds the darkest secrets and the most violent and treacherous sinners. Its true name is implied in chapter eight by the sign reading Doyle’s Iowa Surplus, where only the capital letters are easily recognizable in the faded paint, foreshadowing that the camp will play a pivotal role in the final circle of Hell, where Cash must defeat Doyle.
In addition to Cash taking a journey parallel to that which Dante took, hundreds more echoes of Dante’s “Inferno” can be found in 100 Days in Deadland. But, the story you just read is not and never was meant to be a replacement for Dante’s “Inferno.” It is not designed to help you get an “A” in English if you read this novel instead of Dante Alighieri’s epic poem. This story was meant to be an enjoyable read, which I hope is exactly how you found it.
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Clinical Description
Zonbistis is transmitted to humans by direct exposure to infected tissues. The disease is characterized by clinical death, congealed blood, jaundice, stiff gait, insatiable hunger, and severe violent propensities. Infected hosts display minimal brain functioning. To promote transmission, Zonbistis enhances activity in the hypothalamus, thus increasing the host’s appetite and likelihood of biting, although the infected have shown less interest in eating, and the underlying reason has yet to be determined. The virus has proven extremely resilient and virulent, continually replenishing itself within its host. Only severe trauma to the host’s brain stem or destruction of the virus through fire is believed to eradicate the virus in the host.

If exposed to the virus, infection rate is 99.998%. There is no known cure. Upon initial infection, Zonbistis will take over its host anywhere from seven minutes to three hours, depending on severity of initial infection, level of injuries, and the host’s physical condition. At the point of the host’s clinical death, the virus is considered to have taken over.

When first contracted, initial symptoms include acute or insidious onset of fever and one or more of the following: headache, sweating, diplopia, blurred vision, bulbar weakness, hypoxia and/or dyspnea, nausea, vomiting, and shock.

Laboratory Criteria for Diagnosis
Detection of Zonbistis spp. in clinical specimen or isolation of Zonbistis spp. from wound or ingestion.

Case Classification
Suspected: Symptoms suggestive of Zonbistis.
Probable: A clinically compatible case with presumptive laboratory results.
Confirmed: A clinically compatible case with confirmatory laboratory results.

Comments
The virus is believed to have originated in a genetically modified pesticide undergoing testing in Brazil. When the pesticide was combined with an organic cleaning agent, the silica-coated cells of the pesticide were shown to have mutated into Zonbistis.
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INTRODUCTION
In a world forever changed, the normal rules don’t apply ...
After a mysterious virus wipes out most of the world’s population, the dead begin to rise again, ravenous for the flesh of those they once knew and loved.
Freelance coder and single mom Jada Williams escapes from the Bay Area with her daughter, heading for the temporary safety of her grandparents’ Tahoe cabin.
Tucker Cross, a military vet who loves no one and nothing more than his next drink, is ready for the world to end. But that doesn’t stop him from killing to stay alive.
A young rancher with only his cat for company … an RVing grandmother searching for her daughter … a streetwise bike thief and a troubled biochemistry student … in the bleak light of a devastating new day, some will do their best to help what’s left of humanity.
Others, like the real estate appraiser whose real passion is murder, thrive on the chaos and allow their most vicious instincts out to play.
And you? You better be locked and loaded, because the zombies are coming … and you’re what’s for dinner.
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A HIGH-PITCHED SQUEAL woke Tucker Cross from his alcohol induced slumber. Groaning, he rolled over and slapped at the clock radio. He missed and fell out of bed, hitting his knees on the cold linoleum floor.
“Fuck,” he muttered, pulling himself to his feet and trying to comprehend the fevered words spilling from the radio.
“This is a message from the emergency broadcast system. Viral infection has spread out of control. Stay indoors and avoid contact with infected.”
Tucker pressed the heel of his palm to his eye, pulled it away and then blinked hard, trying to come back to his senses. News of a deadly viral infection had been sprinkled throughout the news for the last week.
All along, Tucker had thought it was just another tactic to frighten the masses into buying whatever would be advertised for their protection. But in the last few days, the news of infection had increased until even he could no longer ignore it.
Amy murmured sleepily from the bed, something about turning off the damned radio. Tucker couldn’t agree more. As he finally steadied his hand well enough to hit the off button, the announcer updated the body count. Ten thousand, one hundred fifteen dead across the western states.
When he’d passed out the night before with a bottle of Wild Turkey in one hand and Amy Brice’s tit in the other, the body count in Nevada had been fifteen.
His brain didn’t quite register the next part of the announcement — something about the dead not staying dead. Amy pulled the covers up over her slim, pale form and snored softly as Tucker stumbled through the trailer, looking for whiskey, or coffee, or both.
He stumbled into the kitchen and pulled the instant coffee out of the cabinet. He filled his dirty mug with piss-colored tap water and threw the mug in the microwave. When the microwave dinged, he pulled out his hot cup and spooned in a helping of grounds.
As he stirred, he walked across his single wide and opened the blinds on the front window. The yellow glare of late morning blasted his eyes as he squinted out at the world. Still naked, hung over, and sporting a half-mast morning wood, he thought at first that he might be seeing things.
It could have been a trick of the light that made the man stumbling over his garbage cans look gray and deformed, but after rubbing his blurry eyes again, Tucker was convinced he wasn’t hallucinating.
“Amy,” he shouted across the trailer. “You’ve got to see this.”
Amy was a girl he slept with on and off. She wasn’t what anyone would consider a potential girlfriend. Not even Amy herself. He was pretty sure she had plenty of other “nighttime fun” partners; some who offered her financial compensation and some who didn’t. Tucker never paid for her company, though she was cute enough. He wasn’t the type of man who paid for things he could get for free. Still, Amy was a friend in most respects and he knew a walking corpse was something she’d want to witness.
“Shut up,” she groaned back at him from the bedroom.
“Seriously, Amy. You need to see this.”
“Shut the fuck up, Tucker,” she grumbled.
He walked into the bedroom, his coffee cup still in hand but his morning wood now completely wilted. It was really a shame too, since Amy was still right there, naked as the day she was born and half asleep, one of his favorite combinations. He sipped his coffee as he considered the best way to put what he needed to tell her.
“You know those rumors about the living dead?” he asked her.
“Enough, Tucker. We discussed that: it’s just a false flag designed to scare the sheeple into scrambling for flu vaccinations,” she said, finally opening her eyes and looking at him with intensely bloodshot eyes.
“I thought that. Until now.”
“You know I hate your bullshit early in the morning. I’m tired and my head is killing me. Just go away.”
“Suit yourself. Just don’t blame me when they eat your brains.”
Something hit the side of his trailer and he heard a faint groan from the outside.
“What the hell?” Amy said, finally pulling her beautiful body out of bed.
“Told ya,” he said triumphantly. Although he wasn’t sure how self-satisfied he could really be when it came to a zombie knocking over his trash can.
Amy scrambled over to stare out the bedroom window. The gray man was a neighbor Tucker recognized from around the corner in the trailer park. Stan Pulaski, a sixty-five-year-old retired truck driver who’d moved into the park after a nasty divorce robbed him of everything he’d owned.
As Stan told it, his ex-wife had decided to leave him as soon as Stan had retired and was around the house full time. Crying shame, Tucker had thought. That’s why he’d stayed single. No one to miss and no one to dis.
“Is that Stan?” Amy croaked, finally catching on.
“Not anymore.”
Tucker handed Amy his coffee cup and knelt by the gun case he used as a night stand. He pulled out his rifle and checked the magazine. Finding it fully loaded, he grabbed a cigarette and lit it as he walked back into the main room of his mobile home. He found the bottle they’d almost finished from the night before and emptied the contents down his throat. As he looked through the rifle’s scope, Amy coughed violently from the bedroom.
“You can keep the coffee,” he told her.
He glanced at her. She sat on the bed, her face blank.
“Thanks,” she muttered, coughing again. She’d been fine last night. Tucker hoped she hadn’t given him that nasty sounding cold.
The thumping and groaning slid down the length of the trailer to the front door, and the thin metal shuddered under the weight of repeated bashing. Tucker sighed, taking another long swig of whiskey.
“Hold on,” he shouted. “I’m coming.”
He flicked off the safety of his rifle and kicked the front door open, throwing the zombie backward onto its undead ass. Tucker sucked in a drag of his cigarette through his teeth and aimed his rifle. One bullet between the eyes put an end to Stan’s days as a member of the nouveau-undead. Tucker chuckled to himself as he closed the door behind him and turned back to Amy.
“You’re missing all the fun, sweetheart,” he said.
But when he looked through the bedroom door, she was no longer there. Bloody prints smeared across the ratty white bed sheet. Hmm, must be that time of the month.
“Amy?” he said, walking into the bedroom. “You okay?”
She wasn’t in there, but he heard moaning from the bathroom. Must be a bad one, he thought. He put down his rifle and pulled on his discarded boxers. As he reached for his jeans, he felt a gust of air at his back before he felt the shove.
The impact pushed him forward, and he and his attacker slammed into the grimy floor. Teeth snapped at the back of his head but he rolled over fast enough to knock her off. Jumping to his feet, he nearly stumbled on the jeans that hung around his knees. Amy scrambled to her hands and knees, snapping at him like a rabid dog.
Her perfect tits bounced as she lunged at him again. What a waste, he thought as he grabbed for his gun. Zombie Amy made a run for him, chomping her teeth and growling. He tripped on his pants and fell on his ass, the rifle landing just out of reach. She pounced on his prone form and snapped at his face, saliva dripping from her slack jaw.
“Come on, Amy. I don’t want to have to kill you, girl.”
He rolled over on top of the creature and held her down by the shoulders. She struggled under his grip, kicking upward with her legs and biting at him like an angry alligator. She was stronger dead than alive, and he had to use most of his strength to hold her down. He was going to have to put her out of her misery.
It was in that moment that Tucker realized how much he really liked Amy. Better late than never, he decided. Maybe his heart wasn’t as cold and dead as he’d thought. Unfortunately, Amy’s was. She growled and snarled, trying to get a bite of him, her eyes pure white and vacant.
“Not how I wanted to spend our last morning together. Sorry sweetheart, but you’re going to have die. Again.”
He grabbed either side of her head, careful to avoid her snapping mouth, pulled her up, and slammed her down into cold, hard floor. He smashed her head over and over until the back of her skull burst and blood spilled out onto the peeling linoleum. She finally went still and Tucker let go. He stood, blood splattered over his chest.
“Fucking shit, Amy. How did you get so sick so fast?”
He sat on the bed and lit another cigarette, as Amy’s blood flowed closer and closer to his bare feet. His hand shook as he pulled the cigarette from his lips.
“Guess I’m on my own.”
He put out his cigarette in the ashtray and stood, finally pulling his pants all the way up. Screams sounded from outside and his trailer began to shake.
“Time to get out of Dodge,” he said, retrieving the rest of his guns from the safe.
He strapped a gun holster to his shoulders, inserted his pistols, and threw everything else into a moldy old Marines duffle bag from his time in the Gulf. He added a few items of clothing, a forgotten water filter from the last time he’d been camping, a carton of cigarettes, three bottles of whiskey, and the four cans of Spam from the cabinets. Only the essentials.
The small crowd of undead gathered outside was growing by the second and he considered how he’d get to his Bronco. It was parked in the driveway at the end of his trailer. The undead bashed at his broken door, groaning.
Heads and fists bashed against the rickety single pane windows, cracks appearing on the surface as undead blood smeared together with the dust of the Nevada desert. His neighbors and sometimes-drinking-buddies gathered around his trailer, hungry for his brains.
Beyond the throng of hungry zombies, the still-living tried to outrun the dead. Groups of zombies hunted in packs, pulling down the living like wild dogs. They feasted on their flesh, tearing skin and sinew from bone. Mary Parks, a disabled ex-schoolteacher, feasted on the intestines of Tilly May Stevens, the park’s resident busybody. A moment later, Tilly rose and joined the crowd of the fresh baked undead.
Tucker caught his breath as he sat to slide on his boots and a vintage Black Sabbath t-shirt. His windows were about ready to burst from the pressure of bodies. He hurried to the breakfast nook at the front end of his trailer and jumped on the table to push open the skylight.
Clamoring to the roof with his duffle bag over his shoulder, he nearly lost his footing as his trailer started to rock back and forth from the zombies pushing from either side. He made a running leap. Landing on top of his 1994 black Ford Bronco, the impact made a cringe-worthy crunch. He’d kept this fucker in mint condition since he’d bought it used after his last tour.
He sighed at the dent and pulled his pistol from the holster, dispersing the zombies closest to the driver’s side door. With his other hand, he pulled his key from the front pocket of his jeans and shoved it in the lock. He twisted it and jumped inside. Dropping the duffle bag on the passenger seat, he turned the key in the ignition.
At the sound of his engine, the zombies looked up from their effort to crack open his trailer like a rusty can and rushed the truck. He slammed the Bronco into reverse and peeled out of the driveway. Turning ninety degrees at about twenty miles an hour, he drove over several of his neighbors. Tucker didn’t stop to contemplate the crunch of their bodies under his tires as he shifted into drive and motored toward the front gates of the trailer park.
As he passed the clubhouse, he saw the manager’s three-year-old daughter Sally. She stood on the dusty brown front yard of the office, holding a bloodied white teddy bear against her chest. He slowed, his lost sense of duty coming back for a fraction of a second. The girl’s face snapped up and her white vacant eyes focused on him. She lunged forward, jumping at his door. He slammed his foot on the gas. Last time he’d underestimate these undead fuckers. Not looking back, he charged out of the trailer park.
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“NO, FUCK YOU!” Jada Williams yelled into the phone at her deadbeat ex. “We had an agreement. You know I have to work this weekend.”
“Don’t you think you should spend more time focused on your kid than on your work? What kind of mother are you, Jade?”
“A hell of a lot of a better parent than you,” she screamed, her temper reaching a boiling point. “And don’t call me Jade. You lost the right to call me that when you screwed the babysitter.”
She hit the off button on her smartphone and threw it onto the floor of her yellow Jeep Wrangler. Well, only sixty more payments, and it would be hers.
She growled at herself for losing control again. Her ex always had this effect on her. He projected his own weaknesses onto her. When she lost her temper, she looked like the crazy asshole. Jada swore it was the last time she’d ever lose control and sink to his level. Little did she know just how right she would be.
She turned on the radio, hoping the sound of music would help calm her frazzled nerves. How dare Rick accuse her of being a bad mother? She’d done everything she could to provide a good life for herself and Niah after he’d left them for the twenty-one-year-old babysitter. A kid they’d known since she was in high school!
Jada cringed at the thought. What choice did she have but to put all of her effort into her career? Someone had to pay the bills. She was lucky that she’d already made a name for herself as a freelance computer engineer while Niah was still young. The field was growing more crowded by the day.
She fumbled with the radio as she slowed and stopped at a red light. The late afternoon sun blazed as the crush of traffic blocked up the streets. The light turned green, but the traffic barely crawled ahead. Someone blared their horn, the sound like nails on a chalkboard.
Jada shuddered, electric shocks of irritation running up and down her spine and into her oversensitive brain. Like honking was going to make the traffic move any faster. When were people ever logical about anything?
She kept fiddling with the radio, looking for something rousing to listen to, as she finally pulled out of the intersection and up the street. The screeching noise that blared from the speakers jolted her and she almost rear ended the stalled Mazda in front of her.
“This is an announcement from the emergency broadcast system.”
She listened in shock as the robotic voice told the story of the viral spread. On Saturday, the last time she’d watched the news, it had only been a few cases back East. Nothing to worry about, they’d said.
The death toll was rising at an astronomical rate. Thousands were dead. And not just dead, they were rising again to walk the streets. Her heart thumped hard in her chest, panic growing as the traffic barely crawled up the crammed street. Niah.
Why hadn’t she been paying attention? She’d been so focused on her latest project, she’d barely turned on the news or communicated with anyone for the last week. Cursing herself, she pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes closed. There wasn’t time for self-admonishment. She had to get her daughter and get them both to safety. Right now, Niah was at her father’s house, where she spent every Wednesday for three hours after school.
Jada let out a long, ragged sigh and tried to focus on the task at hand: getting from Palo Alto to her soon-to-be ex-husband’s condo in Fremont. She was headed for the Dumbarton Bridge, the quickest route across the Bay, but she could already tell it was a mistake as she pulled onto the expressway.
Cars were backed up, bumper to bumper for miles. She resisted the urge to lay on her horn, considering her options. She was in gridlock and, knowing how traffic could get on a normal day, it could be hours. Cars moved at a steady pace on the other side of the meridian headed west. She gritted her teeth, locked down in traffic like a snail on rails.
The pace of traffic inched forward, agonizingly slow as she listened to the panic-inducing stories on the radio. Most of New York had already been overtaken by the undead. The military had been deployed to search and rescue for survivors. How could this have happened so quickly? Damn her one-track mind. All she cared about was taking care of her daughter, and now look what she’d done.
Her mind ran a million miles a minute, vividly imagining all the worst-case scenarios. After thirty minutes in traffic, at a glacial pace, the cars began to thin and move slowly forward. When she finally came to the exit of the bridge, she vowed to make more intelligent decisions from here on out.
The streets of Fremont were slightly less packed and she pulled into the parking lot of her ex’s building, fifteen minutes after finally clearing the Bay. Jada jumped out of the car and jogged to the front door of the building that used to be her home. She pressed the intercom, waiting for Rick to answer. Like a preschooler who had to pee, she jumped from one foot the other, anxiety coursing through her blood. After several long moments of laying on the buzzer with no reply, she decided to take matters into her own hands.
She still had a keycard from when she’d lived there — a time in her life when she still believed in happily ever after. Jada slid the card over the sensor, and the door gave a satisfying buzz as the sensor turned green. She flung the door open and charged up the stairs, not even waiting for the elevator to come to the ground floor.
When she made it to the third floor, she ran down the hall and pounded on Rick’s door. No one answered. She’d forgotten her phone on the floor of the Jeep and couldn’t call. Not wanting to waste a second by going back downstairs, she knocked again, this time more aggressively. Had he left? She leaned against the door and pressed her ear to the wood. There was noise inside.
“God damn it, Rick. Open the door!” she shouted, pounding on the wood.
She waited half a breath, trying to keep her cool. She’d sworn off fighting with him an hour ago and vowed to keep her promise to herself. But just because she refused to fight didn’t mean she was willing to stand in the hall like a tool in the middle of a pandemic. She pulled out her keys and shoved the apartment key in the lock.
The scene inside almost made her lose the last meal she’d eaten. When had that been? She didn’t even care. In that moment, she thought she may never eat again. Rick was crouched over Tiffany, the babysitter, munching on her innards with orgasmic abandon. The sounds of his gluttonous eating filled the room. He took no notice of his once “one true love” as he gorged himself on his girlfriend. Breathing hard, Jada sidestepped into the kitchen. She pulled open the knife drawer and found it empty.
“Why doesn’t he ever put things in the right place?” she grumbled to herself.
Frantically, she searched for something she could use as a weapon. Sliding open the utensil drawer, the worst place for knives with a little kid in the house, she found the twelve-inch chef’s knife her late father had given her right before he’d died. Why hadn’t she taken this with her in the divorce? Oh yeah, she hadn’t been thinking a lot about cooking supplies the night she’d found Rick fucking the babysitter in their bed with their daughter in the next room.
She grabbed the knife, but it dislodged a pair of tongs and the noise of metal slapping on metal caught Rick’s attention. He turned his head to look at her, pivoting at an angle that should have only been possible for owls. His body slowly rose and twisted around to align with his head and face her. She froze in place. Rick sniffed the air like a bloodhound with the scent of prey. She gripped the knife, terrified that she’d find her sweet eight-year-old girl in the same condition as Tiffany.
“Where is she?” she bellowed, pointing the knife at Rick.
His dead white eyes stared at her a split second before he lunged, crawling like a crazed beast over the couch to get to her. Guttural grunts filled her ears as he moved with alarming speed across the apartment. He stopped at the counter and slowly sidestepped around it and into the kitchen. Jada froze, the fight, flight, or freeze impulse holding her in place.
“Please. Rick,” she said, more to herself than to the monster in front of her.
He cocked his head to the side and charged. She had less than a second to think as she thrust her knife forward, sinking it into his gut. She thought she’d killed him, but he just kept coming, forcing her back against the far wall of the kitchen.
His teeth chattered as he tried desperately to bite her with his blood-soaked mouth. Jada was strong and healthy — she’d taken up kickboxing after she’d left Rick. When hitting the punching bag, she imagined his face — but she’d never thought it would come to this.
He was unbelievably strong, but Jada was a mother, desperate to find her child. In a rage-induced fit of adrenaline, she forced him off her with a defensive move she’d learned in kickboxing.
Rick stumbled backward, the knife caught in his gut. Brown clotted blood flowed from the wound and spilled onto the floor. He slipped on the blood and fell on his back. Jada jumped forward, yanking at the knife, but it was slippery with blood and stuck in bone, and wouldn’t come out. Rick growled and bit at her.
Jada scrambled back to her feet, grabbing a granite cutting board from the counter. Her undead ex jumped up, knife still lodged soundly in his abdomen. He lunged at her once again, his teeth chattering. As he charged, she swung the heavy cutting board, hitting him hard in the temple.
His head jerked to the side with the impact. He fell to his knees and toppled forward onto the knife. His weight pushed the knife through the bone and the tip sliced through the back of his shirt. He gave one last jerk and stopped moving, his head bashed in from the impact. Jada stepped backward, her shoes coated in blood as she slid down the wall, wailing in disbelief. What had she just done?
She slid to the ground and buried her face between her arms and knees for a brief moment, sucking back the sobs. The shock threatened to overtake her, but her parental instincts jolted her back to awareness. Niah. She scrambled to her feet and slid across the bloody kitchen floor.
“Niah!” Jada screamed, rounding the kitchen counter into the living room.
Tiffany’s mutilated body lay across the white carpet, blood soaking into the fibers. Jada cringed at the mess for a split second, distracted enough to miss the subtle twitching of the disemboweled corpse.
The babysitter sprang upright like a hinge, her eyes vacant and her half-eaten jaw hanging from her once cherubic face. Jada had little time to think or react before the girl launched herself to her feet.
Jada stepped backward slowly as the zombie approached, her head tilting from side to side as if examining her prey. The knife Jada had used to stab Rick was still stuck deep in his gut, and the granite cutting board had slid across the kitchen floor to disappear under the refrigerator.
Jada scanned the room, looking for anything she could use as a weapon. She grabbed the large brass candle stick she and Rick had received as a wedding present and brandished it like a mace.
The zombie sprinted toward her. Jada sidestepped the monster and swung, smacking the back of the girl’s head. Tiffany’s corpse shuddered and fell face first in the hallway. With one more jerk, she went still and didn’t move again, the back of her head completely caved in.
Jada let out a small cry of horror and dropped the candlestick.
“Baby? Mommy’s here. Where are you, sweetheart?”
Jada padded through the house, searching each room of the two-bedroom condo. She first stopped at the master. There was no one in the bedroom, but the bathroom door hung open at the other side of the room.
She tiptoed into the bedroom and peered through the bathroom door. It was empty. She turned and hurried through the room to check the hall bathroom. Filthy, but unoccupied.
She finally came to the end of the hall where her daughter’s room had been located all of her eight years of life. A bloody handprint smeared across the door. Jada had left this room for last out of the sheer horror of what she might find. If her baby had been turned, she didn’t know if she even wanted to go on.
She gripped the handle and tried to turn. It didn’t move. Locked. Hope rose in her chest, and she knocked on the wood.
“Niah, it’s Mommy. It’s okay. You can come out now,” she said, gulping down the fear surging inside her.
Slowly the doorknob turned, and the door cracked open. Niah shook like a leaf in a tornado, her eyes wide and glazed from shock.
“Daddy…” was all she said.
Jada dropped to the floor and hugged her daughter to her chest.
“You don’t have to worry about him anymore, baby. I took care of it.”
Niah sucked a ragged breath and hugged her mother tight. Silent sobs racked her tiny body.
“Mommy’s going to take care of everything, baby. It’s all going to be okay,” Jada said, trying to make herself believe it.
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CODY HAWKINS HADN’T HEARD from his parents in three days. When they hadn’t answered their cellphones on the first day, he’d figured they were both just busy at the cattle auction in Cheyenne. After another two days with no contact, he was beginning to imagine the worst.
Since then, the satellite TV news had filled his head with images of the most gruesome horrors. With the electricity out the ranch had shifted onto generator power.
He only let himself run the generator at night, when he needed light to study for his online classes. With the internet out, he wasn’t sure why he kept up with his studies. It just seemed the responsible thing to do. Eventually, this whole zombie apocalypse thing would be sorted out, and he’d want to be on top of his school work.
Only, it wasn’t getting sorted out. When he’d checked the news this morning, all but one channel from Japan was nothing but static. He didn’t understand Japanese, but he didn’t need to speak the language to hear the panic in the unkempt reporter’s voice; to see the images of zombies roaming the streets of Tokyo filling the screen before he turned it off and shut down the generator.
With his parents gone, it was left to him to run the ranch. He took the old Chevy pickup and filled the back with bales of hay from the barn. The spring grass was still too full of water to nurture his herd. The smell of mud filled his nostrils as he closed the gate behind him and his tires squished through the wet field. Then he stopped short in the middle of the pasture, the sight before him burned into his brain.
A group of five cows stood over the body of a young heifer, her bloody insides hanging out of a gaping hole in her side. The other cows had their faces buried in the hole. He had to blink and rub his eyes several times before his mind was willing to believe what he saw. Holy hell.
He stopped the truck and let it idle for several long minutes as he pulled his rifle off the rack across the back window. His stomach revolted, and he nearly threw up. When he swung the door open, the cattle feasting on the downed heifer lifted their heads in the direction of the movement.
Taking a deep breath, he lifted his .22 and aimed at the closest cow. With the squeeze of the trigger, the bullet whizzed through the air, hitting it right between the eyes.
Its knees buckled under it, and it fell face first into the green grass. The other four cows bolted toward him, their eyes glazed and vacant. The movement alerted the rest of the herd further off in the field. They turned their heads in unison and started a stampede toward him.
Cody didn’t wait to think. He threw the rifle into the truck and turned fast, charging at full speed toward the gate. The electric fences were powered by solar panels, but the gate was shut.
The cattle were charging fast, reaching full speed. His truck shuddered and creaked as he pushed it to forty miles an hour over the bumpy dirt and mud of the pasture. He made it to the gate and jumped from the truck, swinging the gate open.
The cattle were gaining on him faster than they should have been able to run. He jumped into his truck and sped through the gate, nearly falling out as he screeched to a stop on the other side. He swung the gate closed and bolted it with only a moment to spare before his entire herd bashed against the metal rails.
The fence would not last long. He backed the truck against it, hoping to hold them off long enough to do something, anything, to save himself and his home. As he sat in the cab of his pickup, he briefly considered abandoning the ranch and the monstrosity that was his family’s herd. They’d break through the gate soon enough, even with the back of the pickup pushed against it.
He opened the glove compartment and found three boxes of bullets and an extra magazine for his .22. It wasn’t nearly enough ammo for an entire herd of undead cattle, even if he shot each and every one right between the eyes.
He sighed and shook his head. The ranch had been in his family for five generations. His parents had saved the place from foreclosure and the tax collectors more times than he could count. Would he let something like a herd of zombie cows rob him of his legacy? Not on his watch.
There were plenty more bullets in the workshop, but what would he do when those ran out? He knew how to make more ammo. His father’s hobby was gun collection, and Cody had learned from a young age how to fill shells with gunpowder. Two kegs of powder sat in his dad’s workshop right now.
That gave Cody an idea. Shooting every cow would take forever. But what if there was a faster way?
He slid from the driver’s seat, gun in hand, and shielded his eyes from the early morning sunlight as he gave the herd one last look. It was them or the ranch, and Cody chose the ranch. That gate wouldn’t last much longer, and neither would the electric fence. Cattle bumped against the electrified barbed wire and bounced off it like jolting bunnies. It seemed to keep them back for now. But it wouldn’t last long.
He turned and headed to the shop where he filled a red wheelbarrow with a half full keg of powder. If this didn’t work, there would be no Plan B He passed his truck on the way toward a stump near the fence. His rifle rested in the wheelbarrow next to the keg. Loaded .22 magazines filled the pockets of his denim jacket.
He wasn’t sure how far he could chuck a keg of gunpowder, but it was going to have to be far enough. He only had one shot at this.
He lifted the keg onto the stump and climbed on top. Bending his knees, he hefted the keg over his head, warming up his throw. It was heavy as hell above his head, but he was ranch kid strong. If there was ever a time to use his strength, it was now.
Cody swung the keg over his head back and forth a few times, gaining momentum. He counted, one, two, three, and then chucked it into the pasture as far as he could. It landed about two yards inside the fence, and he yipped with excitement.
The cattle saw the movement and began to slowly amble toward it. It seemed like they’d lost their strength, and their movements were noticeably slower than during the stampede.
He grabbed his .22 and backed away, waiting until the cattle gathered around the keg. He stood still, hoping not to draw their attention. His finger twitched on the trigger as he lined up the keg in his sights. Just a little bit longer. Just a bit closer.
He waited, sweat trickling down his temple. Soon the entire herd was within blasting range. He couldn’t let them block his shot or this would all be a useless waste of time and gunpowder.
He gulped, waiting just another second before he pulled the trigger, his bullet slicing through the air. It cracked through the metal wall of the keg. In one glorious blast of light, the keg ignited and blew at the center of a ring of cattle.
Cody shielded his eyes with his jacket and turned his back to the blast just in time to avoid the flying debris of cattle skin, bone, muscle, dirt and sand.
When he looked up at the burning mess of scorched bodies, the smell of cooking, rotten flesh assaulted his nose. On top of the grotesque sight and the disgusting smell, he’d broken the fence line.
At least a few dozen zombie cows had survived the blast, having been far enough from the keg to avoid the explosion.
Cody slowly backed up and the cows noticed him through the open fence. He aimed at the first cow. Her side was blown in, but her head was still intact. He knew enough about these creatures from the news to know you had to kill the brain.
He let out a deep breath and lined up his sights on a black Angus heifer, a yearling with her first calf still in her belly. He pulled the trigger and the bullet pierced her skull, sinking into her brain. She fell in her spot and didn’t get up. But that only brought the attention of the two dozen remaining zombie cows.
They’d slowed even more since the blast had torn holes of one kind or another into most of them. A few of the faster ones charged toward him, but they were slower than normal cows now.
He disposed of three more cows and when he pulled his trigger again, he found his magazine was empty. Cody fumbled in his pocket and quickly loaded another mag.
A zombie cow had managed to get disturbingly close, and Cody backed up instinctively. He didn’t see the root under his foot until he was flat on his ass. Scrambling to his feet, he took aim at the charging cow, but missed, slicing off a hunk of ear.
He turned tail and ran toward the house, hoping to gain ground on the monsters that had once been his family’s prize possessions. He turned and found they’d gained some renewed vigor, running across the barnyard toward him.
He aimed again, steadying his hands with a slow breath in and out. Cody pulled the trigger and the bullet shot the oncoming cow in the temple. She shook her head, giving off a haunting groan of a moo and fell on her side.
He breathed a sigh of relief as he lifted the rifle again and took out another six cows, one after another. He removed the empty magazine and once again loaded a fresh one. There were still another dozen cows to take down. They came at him slowly, but now he was getting the hang of it. One by one, he took them down, reloading as needed until the last was down. He lowered his rifle, assuming it was over.
It wasn’t.
He heard a grunting moo behind him and the sound of a scratching hoof. He turned to find the family’s prize bull, Dillinger, between him and the house.
He’d been in the cows’ pasture to breed the late season calves, and Cody shook his head at this misfortune. Dillinger, who was tame enough for your average thousand-pound Angus bull when living, didn’t seem very happy to see Cody. The bull huffed through his nostrils and started the charge.
Cody aimed his gun and pulled the trigger to the most agonizing click he’d ever heard in his young life. Dillinger closed the distance between them so quickly, Cody barely had time to think. He pivoted to the left and charged toward the shop.
Running as fast as his booted feet could carry him, he made it to the sliding door of the shop just in time to throw the sliding door shut behind him. The bull hit the door with the full force of his weight and undead strength.
Cody reached into his pocket, looking for the last loaded magazine. Nothing. He ran to the supplies of ammo as Dillinger continued his assault on the metal door.
“Fuuuuck,” Cody swore, knowing his momma would not have approved of his language.
He grabbed an empty magazine and started loading bullets. He shoved it into the stock just as Dillinger busted the hinges on the sliding door. The bull pushed into the shop as Cody raised his rifle.
He shot once, missing the bull’s skull by a few inches, which only made him madder. He charged at Cody, his energy drained from the sprint across the yard.
Cody aimed and fired, shooting the beast between the eyes only a few feet away. The animal skidded across the concrete, sliding to Cody’s feet in a bloody heap. His heart slammed in his chest as sweat trickled down his brow. He felt sick to his stomach.
Cody sank to his knees, a tear sliding down his cheeks. It was done. He’d killed each and every last one of his family’s cattle. He didn’t think things could ever get any worse.
He was wrong.
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BABS HOLLISTER FILLED her wheeled cart with cans of refried beans and corn from the pantry, happily humming to herself. She and her husband Henry were finally taking the leap.
They’d been planning this trip north for almost a year. With the RV purchased and sitting in the driveway of their suburban Phoenix home, she was living a dream come true. She’d been so consumed with preparing for the trip that she'd barely thought of anything else for days. As she wheeled her cart outside into the front walk, she noticed her neighbors next door scurrying into a car and peeling out of the driveway.
The elderly man was usually slow and methodical in his everyday life, so the sight of him behaving like a teenager threw her off. She shrugged and continued pulling her cart down the driveway where she opened the door to her RV and lifted the cart inside.
At sixty-five years old, Babs was still strong and healthy for her age. She knew they still had plenty of good years left and wanted to spend her golden years seeking out new adventures with her husband Henry.
Henry had worked as an engineer for the city of San Francisco for decades. When he’d retired last year, they moved to Arizona. Since settling into retirement, Babs had noticed Henry was taking a turn for the worse. She expected it had something to do with his time at the golf club. Rather than playing golf with his pals, they sat around the clubhouse drinking and smoking cigars. Babs was determined to get him away from those bad influences.
She’d started bugging him about buying an RV with their nest egg at Christmas time so they could travel north for the hot summer months. Their daughter lived in a small town outside of Cheyenne, Wyoming, and had invited them to stay there as long as they wanted.
Temperatures in Phoenix could reach a hundred and twenty degrees at the height of the summer. After living in the cool and temperate climate of San Francisco her entire life, the heat from their first summer in Arizona had kept her inside for months. Something Babs was not fond of. Henry had finally given in a month ago, and to her utter delight, they'd put a down payment on the RV.
As Babs stocked the shelves in the RV with the rest of the cans from her pantry, she thought of her husband. He’d been the love of her life for over thirty years. With a wistful sigh, she imagined the new adventures and exciting experiences they would have together in this stage of their lives.
Babs had spent most of her life as a housewife, but she was still the more energetic of the two of them. When her children had graduated from high school and left home on their own, Babs filled her time with walking with her gal pals, weightlifting, and aerobics. She’d even considered taking up kung fu, but when she’d discussed it with Henry, he’d told her not to be ridiculous.
Henry was a good husband and usually supportive of her zany ideas — something she couldn't say about many of her friends’ husbands — but he couldn't wrap his head around her wanting to punch and kick things at her age. She had finally talked him into letting her buy a gun for her new hobby of shooting at the gun range.
Her Lady Glock, as she liked to call it, was her prized possession. She stopped for a minute to open the locked drawer in the RV where she kept the weapon. She gazed down at the black matte metal, caressing it with her fingertips as if she were tickling the chubby cheeks of a baby. She grinned and closed the drawer, locking it behind her.
When she made it back into her house, she opened the refrigerator and began to unload the perishables into her cart. Her little dog Fifi, a mixed Yorkshire terrier and Pomeranian, pranced into the room. Babs grabbed a piece of cheese and threw it to her pet. It landed on the floor, and Fifi didn't so much as sniff the treat. Babs blinked several times, wondering if Fifi was ill. That's when she noticed her pet’s eyes had gone completely white.
"Are you feeling okay, Fifi?" Babs asked.
The little dog pulled back its teeth, and blood dripped from its mouth. Babs scrambled back. The sight of that much blood in her beloved pet’s mouth terrified her to the core. Something was definitely wrong.
Fifi lunged at her with a speed she had never seen from the dog. Her instincts made her kick, connecting with the tiny dog's body. It launched through the air and smacked against the kitchen wall, sliding in a bloody smear down the wall to fall in a heap on the floor.
Babs covered her mouth with both hands, stifling the scream that ripped from her throat. The kick had surely killed the seven-pound dog. At least that’s what she feared, but the dog sprang to its feet, bearing its teeth and growling the most chilling sound Babs had ever heard.
The dog lunged at her again, snapping its tiny, bloody teeth, trying to bite into the flesh of Babs’ leg. Luckily, she was wearing a velour sweatsuit and the dog couldn't bite through it. It clamped onto the material as Babs swung her legs back and forth through the air, screaming.
She grabbed a rolling pin from the utility drawer and bashed at her sweet Fifi. It took several smacks to release the dog’s grip on her velour pants. The animal fell, still and silent on the ground, blood seeping from an impact wound on his head.
Babs sank to her knees, tears rolling down her cheeks.
"Fifi, what happened to you?" Babs pleaded with the corpse of her dog.
She had just taken Fifi to the vet to get all her shots a week ago. Including a rabies vaccination. Had it somehow caused her dog to get rabies?
Remorsefully sitting over her pet’s body, she wished beyond anything that she could have been able to capture Fifi and take her to the vet. Maybe she would have been able to save her — but Fifi was beyond saving now. The dog’s blood seeped onto the white tile floor of her kitchen, and Babs covered her face with her hands, sobbing softly for several long moments.
After expressing her grief enough to retain control of her senses, she wiped her tears and snot from her face with the back of her arm, the fluid sinking into her velour tracksuit, and pulled herself to her feet. She let out a long, ragged sigh, moving slowly through the house as if she’d been punched in the gut. She found her cellphone and dialed Henry's number. He was at the golf club, getting in one last game with his buddies before they left for Wyoming.
The phone rang and rang and no one answered. Sometimes Henry would turn off his ringer. He always told her he didn't hear it, but she thought that sometimes he was just ignoring her.
"God dammit, Henry," she said, a fresh well of tears rising up and pouring from her eyes.
She wiped them away with her manicured fingertips and took another ragged breath. She dialed him again, hoping that if she bugged him enough, he would finally answer. But the answer never came. She sat down her phone when she heard the sound of a vehicle pulling into the street outside her house.
Babs went to the window and saw Henry's car. She let out a sigh of relief and hurried out to greet him. Fifi's blood had smeared all over the knees of her burgundy velour suit, darkening the once lovely color to a grotesque brown.
Henry walked up the driveway, stumbling forward as he gripped his neck. Blood spurted from under his hand. Babs gasped at the sight of more blood. When he grew closer she could see he was holding a wound.
"Henry, what happened?" she shrieked. But before he could reply, his knees buckled under him and he flopped on the desert-themed front yard.
"Bit. By. Zombies…Run."
"Zombies?" Babs said, unable to understand what he meant. Then the pieces came together in her mind like a macabre jigsaw puzzle, the picture becoming clear.
“Fifi," she muttered.
Henry blinked up at her and he flopped about on the stone covered ground, sliding into a prickly cactus. His eyes started to glaze over as he struggled to breathe.
"Barbara," he whispered. "I love you."
That was the last thing Henry ever said to her. Unless, of course, you counted the gurgling, grumbling, and groaning that came next as he rose mechanically to his full height.
"Henry?" she whispered, not wanting to accept what she saw before her. He had told her to run, but her legs refused to move.
"Henry!" she shrieked,
He lurched at her. Barbara screamed as she sprang to her feet and ran for the RV, swinging the door open as her beloved husband dragged a bad leg behind him. She slammed it closed just before he reached it. She could hear bashing and groaning from outside as he repeatedly smashed his face into the door. She locked it quickly and began to pace back and forth in the RV. What was she going to do? What had become of Henry? Was there anyone who could help her?
She opened the gun drawer and pulled out her lovely Lady Glock, running her hands over the smooth cool metal. She didn't want to believe that her husband was a zombie, but what else was she supposed to think? He’d said it himself.
The bashing continued, growing louder as zombie Henry increased his efforts. Barbara clutched the gun to her chest and squeezed her eyes closed. She didn't want to leave her beloved husband like this.
He had been a sweet and supportive partner for all their many years together. Henry was a wonderful father to their three children, and someone she respected above anything else. They'd had their rough patches, as most couples do. Once in a while, they rubbed each other the wrong way, but their lives together had been good.
As they had stood on the precipice of a whole new adventure together, it had been destroyed by something she didn't understand. Something she couldn't even comprehend. She flipped on the radio, sitting on the table in the RV, she'd been listening to CDs and books on tape through her headphones all morning.
She'd heard something about a virus in the Northeast several days ago but hadn't thought much of it. Usually the hysteria over viral illnesses died out after a few months. But as she listened to the radio, the horror set in and sank down into the pit that had become her stomach. Thousands, if not millions, had already succumbed to the illness. The broadcaster advised staying indoors, holing up with supplies and finding weapons.
"The undead can only be stopped by killing the brain," the announcer finished with a shaky voice.
Barbara turned off the radio as the uncontrollable tears slid down her face. She knew what she had to do, but that didn't make it any easier.
"Oh Henry," she said.
The memories of their life together flashed through her mind. Their wedding day, the births of their children, their son’s graduation from medical school, the birth of their first grandchild. It was all too much to bear.
For a moment, she considered using the gun on herself, but the possibility that her children were still alive kept her from doing it. She shook her head as she clutched the gun in her hand and rose from the table. She went to the front passenger seat of the RV and slid down the window.
With shaking hands, Mrs. Hollister aimed at her husband, trying to grip the weapon like her shooting instructor had told her. It was difficult to hold it steady at this angle, especially with her eyes so blurry with tears. She sniffed and wiped her nose again, taking aim at the man she loved since childhood.
"I love you too, Henry," she said and then she pulled the trigger.
The bullet whizzed past his face, hitting the telephone pole behind him.
“Shit,” she muttered, aiming again.
The creature that had once been her husband looked up and snarled, ambling toward her on his unsteady legs. She fired again, and this time her aim was true. The bullet sliced through his skull. He fell forward onto the pavement, blood seeping from the wound and coating the blacktop.
Barbara gasped, a painful shriek escaping her throat. She frantically closed the window as she noticed the neighbors rushing down the street, their gaits strange and awkward, their eyes glazed over.
Barbara jumped into the driver seat, turned the key in the ignition, and threw the RV into reverse. She’d driven the vehicle a few times around the neighborhood, getting a feel for the massive machine, but it was Henry she'd expected to drive most of the way to Wyoming. She slammed on the gas and smashed into several of her neighbors who stood dumbly behind her. She could feel the bodies crunching under her tires as she turned in the street and threw the RV into drive.
"Goodbye, Henry," she wailed as she drove up the street, the sound of The Guess Who classic, American Woman, blaring from the CD player as she drove away.
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CARLOS SANDOVAL STARED out the barred window at the trimmed grass lawn, trying to hold back the visions that had plagued him since his teens. The creatures ambling across the manicured lawn were no different than any he'd seen in his many hallucinations. They’d told him they weren’t real so many times, he’d begun to finally believe them.
Hours and hours of therapy, coupled with a cocktail of antipsychotics, had dampened the symptoms of his illness to the point where he could almost function. That hadn't kept his parents from committing him to the psychiatric hospital three months ago. His crime? He’d given away his used BMW to a homeless man. The vehicle had of course been retrieved from his friend — the bum, as his parents called him.
They’d been mortified. How could he possibly give away such a valuable asset like that? Maybe a pair shoes or jacket was acceptable, but not his car. But Carlos could not see the difference between a car and a pair of shoes when it came to helping someone.
The homeless man in question had been there for him at a point in his life when no one else had. Carlos had been roaming the streets, high on the drugs he'd used to dampen the symptoms he'd hidden from his family for so long.
But in the process, he had triggered his delusions. The voices whispered in his ears, and hordes of zombies stumbled and lurched everywhere he looked. Sparky had taken Carlos in. Given him a place to stay in the alcove inside an abandoned warehouse. Fed him and given him a warm jacket. Carlos had been safe with Sparky. He’d helped him through the worst of his symptoms.
When he'd finally come down off the drugs, Sparky had convinced Carlos to seek medical help. It was then that he got his formal diagnosis of schizophrenia and the medication he needed to feel safe at home with his little sister.
After returning to college, Carlos had wanted to repay Sparky’s kindness by giving him something of value. Something real. His new car. But his parents confirmed the reason he’d kept his illness a secret for so long. They’d had him committed for repaying his friend.
He was now on such a heavy cocktail of drugs, the horde of zombies rushing across the lawn didn’t bother him at all. The writhing mass of fast-moving undead approached the window of the institution and began banging against the bar-covered glass. The orderlies in the recreation room spotted the zombies and began to react accordingly, herding the inmates of the asylum away from the windows.
What happened next was a blur of chaos. Carlos watched the unfolding events the way a normal person watched entertainment on TV. He leaned back in his Adirondack chair and observed an orderly bite into the neck of an elderly woman with dementia and severe bipolar disorder. Margaret was nice enough, on good days when she wasn't crying or pulling her hair out. Even though he knew it was all an illusion, he was sad to see her go.
Worried that the orderlies would notice him, he stood and ambled back to his room. An orderly he knew as William ran toward him in the hall, blood running down his mouth as he charged. Carlos blinked his eyes several times and sidestepped, hoping William wouldn't take his behavior as strange. His heart sped up as his fight or flight reflexes instinctively kicked in. It was just a delusion. It couldn't hurt him. But he was relieved when William attacked a nurse by the name of Penny. He didn’t mind. Penny was a mean bitch.
He went to his room and shut the door behind him, pacing back and forth as the sounds of the carnage outside rang in his mind.
"Be quiet, be quiet, be quiet,” he said, crushing his palms into his ears.
The sound was muffled by his hands and he took them away to test. Usually, the voices in his head couldn't be muffled that way. He'd learned to differentiate between illusion and reality when his shrink had asked him to start testing his delusions like that. He blinked, assuming his delusions had evolved. He sat down on his bed and crossed his arms over his chest, squeezing his eyes closed and refusing to believe that the asylum had been taken over by zombies.
"This isn't happening," Carlos said. "This is not happening."
He continued to repeat it to himself like a mantra, hoping that when he opened his eyes again, his mind would have convinced himself that it was true. There was a slam against his door and he saw the grotesque face of a zombie, smearing his tongue across the heavy glass of the small narrow window in the thick steel door.
Carlos groaned and put his pillow over his head, trying to drown out the sounds of the carnage ringing through his ears. He spent hours like that until his stomach rumbled. He knew that it was just about dinnertime for the inmates.
He was glad that he was not at home, experiencing an episode like this. The last time he'd spun out at home, he’d nearly scared his little sister to death. The horrified look in her eyes when he had started raving about zombies was a memory etched in his mind that he would never forget. He’d left home that night and wound up on the streets, looking for anything to dull the pain.
Carlos rose from his bed and peered through the blood-smeared window. He let out a deep sigh and rolled his eyes, seeing that he was still hallucinating. He was hungry enough to emerge from his room — delusions or not, he had to eat. As long as he didn't let on that he was hallucinating, the nurses wouldn’t up his medications. He didn’t want to feel even more separated from himself and reality than he already was.
He slowly opened the door and looked up and down the hall. A fluorescent lightbulb hung from the fixture in the ceiling, casting light and shadows swinging across the abandoned hall. His survival instincts wouldn't let up.
"It's in your head," he told himself. "None of this is real."
He took a deep breath and let it out, standing to his full height and trying to regain his confidence. Carlos stepped out into the hallway, ignoring the swinging lightbulb. He made his way to the dining hall. Instead of finding the usual buffet sitting out for dinner, he found groups of inmates and orderlies feasting on each other.
No matter how hungry he was, he couldn't eat in a room with that carnage all around him. He backed away and started to the nurses’ station to turn himself in and ask for more medication. That's when he noticed that the locked door that kept the inmates inside was wide open. He put his hand in the empty space where the door should be and found it passed right through.
That was no delusion. He stepped through the door and into the lobby that was devoid of living people. A disemboweled inmate with a missing leg rolled back and forth on the ground, groaning. His eyes were stark white, and his mouth was covered in blood. Carlos edged around the dying shell of Frederick Hopkins and hurried down the stairs to the front door of the institution.
Outside, in the light of day, he found the parking lot almost empty except for one of the asylum’s vans, ‘Peaceful Brook Mental Institution’ printed across the side. He jumped into the driver seat and closed the door. He considered that maybe he was still back in his room, and this was all just a massive illusion, created by the insanity inside his mind. But at least it was a change from the monotony of the four walls of his bedroom. He would take whatever he could get.
He turned the car around and pulled it into gear, leaving Peaceful Brook behind him. At least, that's what he hoped he was doing. He still wasn't sure.
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THE WIRE CUTTERS sliced through the chain bike-lock and fell away from the fender onto the concrete. Sasha Marks smiled as she yanked the chain away from the bicycle. The thousand-dollar hybrid bike was an amazing find, and she couldn't believe her luck. She threw her bolt cutters back into her backpack and hopped on the bicycle, pedaling away from the scene of a crime.
She sliced in front of oncoming traffic, riding north up the road. The smell of coffee brewing wafted through the streets from the café on the corner. She turned and maneuvered down an alley, cutting through the streets with the grace of an athlete and the agility of a long-time thief.
As she came out of the alley, she took a sharp left up the street and continued until she came to a stoplight, holding out her left hand. She maneuvered to the left lane and waited to turn at the stoplight. A police car stopped at the light across the street. Her heart pounded as she gripped the handles of her hoisted contraband. She bit her lip, trying to seem inconspicuous.
When the light turned green she waited for the oncoming vehicles to clear the street, but to her utter dismay, the police siren flashed, and the car moved toward her. She heard the officer speak through the loudspeaker.
"Pull your bike over to the sidewalk," he demanded.
"Shit," she muttered, wondering if she could outrun the cop.
She motioned to the sidewalk as if she was going to comply, but quickly cut through traffic, headed left, barely avoiding a truck headed straight at her. She pumped her pedals like she was being chased by a lion, changing gears like a Tour de France rider and increasing her speed until she was riding faster than the cars rolling slowly down the street. She ran a stoplight and kept going. A car nearly clipped her back wheel, and she gasped as the driver swore loudly at her through his open window, laying on the horn.
"Shit, shit, shit," she said as the sirens came from another direction.
She told herself that they were after someone else, but when the police car cut off her path, she knew that it was meant for her. She looked around, searching for an escape, but she knew this was it. Officer Brown headed toward her. Every time this douchebag saw her, he pulled her over. It didn't matter if she had a bike or not.
"Sasha Marks," he said, fingering the pistol on his hip. "That's an awfully nice bicycle. Now how does a girl like you afford a bike like that?"
"What would make you think that I can't afford a bike like this?" she asked curtly.
"Don't mess with me, Sasha. We both know that you hoisted that bike. And I'm sure I’ll have a report on it at any minute.”
He pulled out his plastic handcuffs and walked toward her. The cars in the street were whizzing by as he told her to get off the bike. He yanked her hands behind her back and zip tied them securely in place. He muttered her rights and threw her into the back of his cruiser.
"I didn't do anything," she objected. But Officer Brown didn't listen.
The radio in the cab of the patrol car scratched to life, the voice on the other end confused and frantic.
“All units, report to headquarters,” it rang out.
Officer Brown slid into the front seat of the car, lifted the speaker and clicked it on.
“This is Officer Brown. Please clarify,” he said.
“We have reports describing something similar to the events in New York and Chicago,” the woman on the radio said. “The chief has called everyone back for a briefing.”
“I have a suspect in tow,” he said.
Sasha squirmed in the back seat of the patrol car.
“Hey, Officer Brown, you can just let me go. You have more important things to do. I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t do it again.”
“Can it, Sasha. We both know that’s not true.”
“I heard the news from New York. It’s all anyone can talk about out on the street. Do you think it could happen here?”
“Last I heard, they’d contained the infection,” he grumbled, making an illegal U-turn in the middle of the street, leaving her hoisted bike behind.
She watched it longingly as they drove away. What a waste! She could have gotten at least a few hundred bucks for that thing on the black market. Now someone else would take it.
As they made their way down the street, the dispatcher’s warning became more real with each yard they drove. People were running in the opposite direction, followed closely by an army of undead ghouls running after them.
“She wasn’t kidding,” Sasha remarked.
Officer Brown began to groan in the front seat, the sound a sickening combination of gargling phlegm and a frothing dog.
“Officer Brown?” she asked, growing concerned. He was an asshole cop who was always harassing her, but he was also a human being.
His face snapped back toward her, a gruesome hiss coming from his mouth. Sasha leaned back, her eyes wide with shock.
“Officer Brown?” she asked again, this time at a whisper.
He chomped at the bulletproof glass that separated them. Still buckled into his seatbelt, he could barely move from his place. That didn’t keep him from biting at her through the crack in the sliding window. Sasha moaned and inched away from the horror show in the front seat. As the undead outside hurried after the living, the cop car swerved wildly onto the sidewalk, smashing into a café window. Sasha’s head slammed backward and then forward, slapping the glass separating her from Officer Brown.
Blood trickled down her face as darkness crept around the corners of her eyes. She blinked, trying not to pass out. The throbbing in her head and the fuzziness of her vision made it hard to concentrate on where she was or what she should do. The zombie residents of the café crept from the broken front window and climbed out into the street, joining the throng of undead chasing after the living.
Sasha whimpered, looking around her to devise a plan. She’d been living on the streets for three years, ever since she’d run away from her deadbeat mother and her mother’s cokehead, pedophile boyfriend. Better to take her chances on the streets than to live in that mess. He’d never gotten his mitts on her, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.
Sasha muttered a string of swear words she used as a mantra when frustrated. It usually worked to calm her down. The throbbing in her head cooled down just enough to allow her to think more clearly. Officer Brown continued his guttural groaning and snapping at her through the window. Luckily the safety glass between the cab and backseat had remained intact. She examined the car and found the back window had sustained a crack from falling debris.
Sasha twisted herself around in the backseat, her arms still helplessly strapped behind her back. Resting her head and shoulders against the median between the back and the front seats, she pulled her legs up to her chest. Officer Brown desperately snapped at her, inching closer through the opening in the window. He was pulling himself out of the seatbelt and would soon be freed. She took several quick breaths and slammed her feet into the back window. The pain reverberated up her leg like an earthquake. A gasping groan slid from her lips and a tear slid down her cheek.
“God damn, motherfucking, shit!” she yelled, repeating her swear mantra.
She pulled her legs back again, determined to get herself free. She wasn’t prepared to die at the hands of zombie cop Brown. She kicked out again, her heels connecting with the cracking glass. The pain sliced up to her hips, but she could see the impact crack had grown wider. Groaning and gritting her teeth, she prepared to kick the window a third time. Officer Brown slid his chest from the seatbelt and pushed his face through the open window, chomping like a rabid dog and foaming at the mouth. Sasha pulled further away from him, desperation building in her chest.
She kicked again. This time the crack extended throughout the window and the entire pane of shattered glass fell into her lap. She desperately flopped forward and inched out of the opening like a worm with her hands tied behind her back. The broken glass sliced into her chest and shoulders, but she pulled herself out and slid across the back of the patrol car. Landing chest first on the ground, she grunted and rolled to her side. She took a deep breath and struggled to her feet, head spinning.
She crept to the opening in the cafe, looking up and down the street as she went. A few groups of zombies knelt over the corpses of the fallen, gleefully pulling out intestines and chomping on flopping bits of skin.
She backed up and turned into the cafe, hoping to find a better escape out back. Jumping over fallen tables and chairs, she landed on a pool of spilled milk and slid down the hallway toward the bathrooms. She pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen, and found the cook feasting on the bus boy. The back door was open to the alley, the light of day and freedom beckoning her.
The zombie cook’s head snapped up at the sound of the door swinging open. Blood coated his face and white chef’s coat. Sasha froze in place, cursing herself internally, but the zombie seemed more interested in the swinging door than her. He lunged toward it and she took the chance to run past him and out the back door, stopping long enough to slam the door closed behind her.
It latched just before the cook smashed against it. She heard him hit the wood as she scrambled down the alley. She knew this part of town like the back of her hand. If she could just get back to the small room where she squatted with a few other homeless kids, she’d be able to get out of these zip ties.
At the end of the alley, the street was clear of the dead, so she dashed over the pavement in the direction of her derelict parking lot. After she’d run about five hundred yards, she heard groaning and shuffling feet behind her. Turning her head to look over her shoulder, she saw a group of zombies running toward her.
They were fast. Maybe as fast as her. She had a lead on them, but with her hands tied behind her back, she didn’t know how long that would last. Pumping her legs as hard as she could, she rounded the corner and continued down the abandoned street. The city was eerily quiet, the traffic lights directing motionless cars. The people still trapped inside grotesquely snapped at her as she passed.
As she rounded a sharp corner at a crammed intersection, a hand reached out from nowhere and grabbed her, pulling her into a minivan. Sasha screamed and kicked at her attacker. A hand covered her mouth to mute her screams. As her eyes adjusted and focused on his face, she realized he wasn’t a zombie. His long brown hair hung in thick dreadlocks around his handsome face, a scraggly goatee on his chin. He was maybe a few years older than her, wearing a sleeveless Grateful Dead t-shirt and cargo shorts.
Outside, the herd of zombies passed without noticing she’d disappeared.
“Why are your hands tied up?” he asked, reaching into a toolbox in the back of the van.
“Arrested.”
“Oh? What did you do?”
“Stole a bike,” she said with a sniff.
He gave her a hard look, and sighed, pulling a pair of wire cutters from the toolbox.
“What?” she demanded, giving him back his disdainful look.
The world had just been overrun by an army of undead, now wasn’t the time for judgment.
“I loathe bike thieves,” he said, cutting her free. “Always said they should be strung up like horse thieves.”
“Whatever,” she said, rubbing her wrists. “Thanks for saving me. Now that everyone is dead, I’m sure you can have whatever bike you want.”
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MUFFLED SCREAMS ECHOED off the walls of the basement as Neville Thomas Wagner stepped slowly into the gloom. His captive had spat out her gag.
“I see you are awake,” he said, looking down into the pit.
She looked up at him with sheer terror in her eyes. How he relished that haunted expression. It made it all worth it at the end of the day. He couldn’t wait to play with her. The scars on her arms had probably healed enough to slice open again. Then he’d let her scream all she wanted. His dick got hard just thinking about it.
“Does the girl want to play?” he asked her.
She backed up across the pit, gasping and whimpering like a pathetic whore. He licked his lips. This was going to be so fun.
“Please, let me go. My husband will pay you whatever you want. I’ll do anything. I won’t tell anyone. Just please let me go?”
“I already have everything I want,” he said slowly.
She broke down in sobs, falling to her knees and covering her face. They’d had this conversation every day since he’d brought her here. You would think that eventually she’d catch on. No one ever claimed women were intelligent creatures. Least of all Neville. He knew better.
All the woman he’d brought here... they were all the same. Whimpering, pleading, stupid sluts who would do anything to get free. Several of them had offered to fuck him nicely if he just let them go. That was the biggest turn-off of all. Those ones he lost interest in keeping alive. But he did enjoy killing them slowly.
When he opened an artery and let them bleed out drop by drop, he marveled as the color slowly slid from their faces; how the light faded from their eyes. Those images kept him going between victims. When he needed to conjure the feeling, he’d look at the meticulous photographs he’d taken of his sessions. It almost always ended in frantic masturbation. The photos were never as satisfying as the real thing, so he would inevitably be compelled to find another.
After all his years of careful killing, no one had ever suspected him. His work as an real estate appraiser was a perfect source of victims. The trick was to never associate himself with his prey. He chose closed cases, served by a variety of appraisers, years before.
This new girl lived in a house that had recently been sold. The house had been appraised by his company ten years ago, so he had a perfect impression of the layout from the images in the case files. All he had to do was watch and wait. Wait for the husband to be gone. Wait for the lights to go out. It always amazed him how many people left their doors and windows unlocked at night. Other people’s stupidity was his gain.
The girl continued to plead. Her naked flesh glistened with sweat and grime from the pit, the bandages on her arms stained with her blood.
“It’s time to come out and play,” he stated.
“No,” she said flatly. As he lowered the ropes into the pit she began to scream, “No!” Over and over again, as if he’d change his mind if she said it enough times. It only made him harder than he had already been.
Neville hooked himself into his harness and rappelled down there. She cowered in the corner, all blubbering and muddy curves. He grabbed her by the top of the head, and swung her across the pit, smacking her head against the dirt and stone wall.
She cried louder then, the sound of despair and hopelessness alive in her sobs. He grinned, his dick twitching. He pulled the rope toward her and hooked the manacles around her wounded wrists. She bellowed in despair as he let go of her.
Neville hooked his harness back to the climbing ropes and pulled himself out. Once at the top, he unhooked himself and moved to the wheel, cranking the girl up by her wrists. She screamed in agony the entire time. When he’d pulled her clear of the pit, he put a wedge into the wheel and removed her manacles from the chain.
Pulling her up to her feet, he tugged her across the basement and threw her down onto the gurney, chaining her body down onto the freshly laundered sheet. He congratulated himself on his attention to hygiene as he contemplated the instruments on the tray beside the gurney. He had access to wholesale medical supplies, a life saver when it came to his work. Torture was harder than it seemed in the movies.
Neville slid his finger tip across the implements, trying to decide where to start. He chose a simple scalpel and sliced off her bandages. The flesh underneath had just begun to heal. He smiled at his prior handiwork of crisscrossing cuts, just deep enough to inflict real pain, but not deep enough to kill her. Not yet. He wasn’t done playing with this one.
She thrashed about against the restraints, screaming and carrying on. He sighed with exasperation. Pulling the ball gag from a drawer behind him, he considered if he wanted to quiet her. Usually, he enjoyed the screams when he played with them, but today, the constant wailing was getting on his nerves. He needed some peace and quiet to contemplate his handiwork.
“Why can’t you just be quiet,” he said, sliding the gag over her head.
“No,” she groaned before the ball slid into her mouth.
“There, much better. You look so lovely, my dear,” he said, admiring her grime-smeared flesh as saliva rolled out of her mouth around the gag. “Just perfect. Now you will be a pretty little lady. I’ll keep you with me forever.”
He held the scalpel in her line of sight. Her eyes rolled back in her head in fear just before she passed out.
“Well, damn,” he muttered.
He set his scalpel down on the tray, considering what he’d done wrong. Had he neglected to feed and water her enough? No, that couldn’t be it. He had her feeding on a strict schedule. Had the bitch refused to eat? That was possible. They got stubborn like that sometimes. If they didn’t eat, they didn’t have the strength to withstand his games.
He peered into the pit and shined a flashlight into the gloom. Sure enough, he saw a pile of food hidden behind the water bucket. He returned to his captive and rubbed her forehead with the pad of his thumb.
“You’ve been naughty,” he stated.
He pulled the smelling salts from the tray and waved it under her nose. Her eyes fluttered open. She began to squirm so violently he was worried she might break free of the restraints. She coughed deep from her lungs, barely able to breathe through the ball gag on her mouth. She’d been fine yesterday when he’d lowered her water bucket into the pit.
Blood oozed from around the sides of the ball, streaking over her cheeks and chin. He held the scalpel lightly in his right hand, nearly forgotten as he stared at the blood streaming down her face. She began to choke and shake, her body convulsing. He put down the scalpel and pulled off the gag. If she choked to death, this would all be a waste of time.
She gasped for air, and her ragged cough sprayed blood all over the white sheet under her. He stood back, avoiding the spray as he crossed his arms and scratched his chin, considering what to do now. He’d heard of this cough all over town. Talk of a virus had been in the news, mixed with the latest celebrity gossip. Neville hadn’t given it much thought. He had other things on his mind.
The girl had been in the pit for a week. How had she gotten sick? Why hadn’t he? With one final groan, she went rigid. Her eyes went glassy as her body grew still. In a panic, he put his fingers to her throat. No pulse. Great, just great, he thought. He began to pace the room, trying to figure out how he’d let her get infected.
Was she sick when he’d brought her here? Was it in the food? The water? Had he carried it in on his clothing? Or the air? There was no way of knowing. The news didn’t know either. He’d only heard of a few deaths from the virus so far. Mostly foreigners. He didn’t take it any more seriously than the last Ebola outbreak that stirred everyone up for a few months and then fizzled out of the news cycle. As he stared at the girl’s dead body, he realized this was much worse than he’d expected.
The girl who had been dead a moment before began to jerk against the restraints, groaning and gnashing her teeth. Neville grabbed a scalpel, the surprise catching him off guard. He circled the girl, and her glassy white eyes followed him, her teeth snapping. Blood oozed from her mouth.
Fed up with all the ugliness, he stabbed her right in the heart, hoping to put an end to it. But she didn’t stop. Completely undeterred by the scalpel in her chest, she frantically snapped and bit at him. Then he became concerned. She was surely dead. No one could live through a scalpel in the heart.
Her once pretty face was smeared in the black, clotted blood that poured from her mouth. Her eyes had gone stark white, and she snapped her blackened teeth like an angry turtle. He couldn’t take it anymore, so he picked up the sledge hammer he used to break bones. Hefting it in his arms, he considered where to hit first. With a weary sigh, he lifted the sledge and slammed it down onto her forehead. He skull gave a satisfying crack and the monster went silent.
“Huh,” he muttered, moving to the whiteboard where he kept notes.
Kill the brain, he wrote, in big scrawling, red letters.
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TUCKER SPED onto Santiago Blvd out of the trailer park, watching the undead residents of the run-down desert neighborhood lumber from the narrow, cracked sidewalks and onto the streets. He rolled down his window, aiming his pistol at a passing ghoul: an old man in a pair of extra-large blue plaid boxer shorts and a blood-stained tank top. His mouth was crusted with brown blood and his white eyes stared vacantly into the distance.
Tucker shot, the bullet flying true, slicing through the man’s temple. Tucker smiled, but his mouth quickly twisted in shock when he saw how the sound of gunfire affected the mass of zombies stumbling, directionless, up and down the street.
As if remote-controlled, the creatures turned one after another and began to run toward him. Wrong move. Tucker slammed on the gas and rolled up his window.
Narrowly avoiding a woman in a pair of skintight yoga pants, he gave her a second look as he passed. Yep, she was dead. The vacant eyes and bloody bite mark in the back of her neck confirmed that. He could see down to the bone in her shoulder, yet she kept moving.
The turned his attention from the rearview and back at the road, just in time to swerve around a group of teenage boys in low slung shorts and basketball tanks. The Nevada sun burned down on the dead, drying the blood that smeared and stained their clothing and skin.
He lived in a small, low-income neighborhood outside of Reno. Never before had Tucker been so grateful he lived in this shitty little community. It didn’t take long to find his way out of town and onto the highway. Abandoned cars littered the road. Some held entire families of zombies prisoner. The virus must be airborne, he thought. How else could it have traveled so fast?
He shook his head. The news of the spread had been between stories of some pop star’s new baby or eating disorder and the endless gridlock in DC. He pulled a cigarette out of his pack on the dashboard and lit it up, rolling down the window. The heat of late morning pulsed over his skin as he took a long draw.
He’d been too drunk and too cynical to ever take it seriously. How many times had the latest scary infection turned out to be nothing? Too many times for him to count. This time was different. They’d tried to downplay the spread. Now it was too late.
He didn’t see a single living soul on his way out of the shithole town he’d called home since his last deployment. His Bronco had enough gas to make it halfway to the mountains. But what then?
After three tours, he’d come home to drink himself into a stupor and/or and early grave. He didn’t care much which. There wasn’t much left to live for. Shrapnel in his left shoulder and a darkness in his brain. The girl he’d left to provide for had run off with his best friend not long after his first tour. And he’d been sending her money the whole damned time, not knowing the truth.
His parents had disowned him long ago. Juvenile delinquent, they’d called him. Maybe he had been. But what kid doesn’t steal cars and break into suburban Reno homes? Well, maybe some didn’t. But in Tucker’s world, that was the norm. He’d been given the chance to join up or go to jail. He chose joining up. It gave him a chance to take care of his girl, Selina Page. He gritted his teeth, remembering her big blue eyes and perfect teenage tits. Maybe jail would have been better.
A bloody flashback full of fire and death slammed into the forefront of his memory. His ears rang, and for a moment, the zombie apocalypse disappeared. He was a nineteen-year-old kid again, loaded down with military gear, hearing the dying wails of his crew. He pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes closed for a second, forcing the memory to disappear. He shook his head, throwing the lit butt out the window.
A booming explosion lit up the highway behind him in a mushroom cloud of ignited gasoline. The zombies that had been lumbering behind him were caught in the blaze. He watched them walk through the fire. Their burning clothes, hair and flesh not slowing them down.
Tucker held the wheel with one hand and reached in the backseat, feeling inside his duffle bag for a bottle. He grabbed it, twisted off the cap and took a long draw of whisky just before slamming on the brakes and stopping in the middle of the highway.
The burning zombies were pulling up behind him, their pace barely slowed. A semi had jackknifed across the highway west to the Sierras, blocking his path.
He turned to look out the back window. The zombies lumbered on, some still burning. The smell of flaming corpses filled his nostrils. He almost gagged as he slipped out of the car, grabbing his rifle from the backseat.
There had to be at least a dozen of them. The road had cleared out a few miles back. There were fewer monsters than there had been closer to the city, but they just kept coming. He looked from his Bronco to the zombies and considered his options. There was no way around that semi.
He aimed at the zombies, who were closing in on him fast. He groaned and opened the back of the Bronco, pulling out his duffle bag full of supplies. He slung it over his shoulder. Crying shame, he thought as he pulled a crusty tank top out of the back of the truck. He loved this car. He shoved the shirt in the gas tank and lit the end with his lighter.
Tucker turned and ran, scrambling between the cab of the semi and the payload. He landed on the other side of the truck just as the fire hit the gas tank. The explosion blasted the semi and pushed it several feet in his direction as he slammed into the concrete behind a stalled minivan full of a zombie family. Beach balls and an inflated inner tube filled the backseat. Must have been headed to Lake Tahoe for the weekend. A zombie baby strapped into a blood speckled car seat. It reached for him as he ducked for cover.
When the fire settled down, he pulled himself up off the ground and inspected his handiwork. Most of the burning zombies had been incinerated in the Bronco explosion. A few still crawled under the semi’s trailer, trying to get at him. He pulled out his rifle, aimed, and fired, bringing down the undead one after another.
When the last one fell, he inspected the road ahead. Heat blazed from the late spring sun. He squinted into the distance, the blacktop spread out before him as it ran up the mountain. It was a long way to climb with no car or water. There was a pileup of vehicles a few hundred yards up the road. He pulled out his open bottle and took a long swig of whisky and started walking. Sweat trickled down his brow as the sun blazed on his bare head. He squinted in the haze, seeing the mirage forming on the highway. Hefting his backpack, he took another swig.
When he made it to the pile up, he inspected the interiors of the vehicles. An older model Toyota Corolla had smashed into a Ford pickup. The woman driving the Toyota had hit her head on the steering wheel. She looked like she’d died before turning.
He took another swig of liquor, feeling drunker than usual on this amount of booze. The dehydration was getting to him, and he’d have to find some water soon or he would pass out. He inspected the Ford pickup. The truck had fared better than the smaller car. The rear fender was smashed, but the damage seemed minor. The driver was nowhere to be seen.
Tucker tried the back door and it was unlocked. He threw his duffle bag in and then climbed behind the wheel. He turned the key in the ignition and the engine rumbled to life. He smiled to himself as he pulled out on the road.
Out of the shadows of the rocky cliff, a zombie charged at him, running at full speed. Crap. These fuckers could run fast if they were fresh. The monster’s face was bitten half off, showing his teeth. It lunged at the car, jumping onto the hood and clawing its way up to the windshield.
“Sorry. I had to borrow your car,” Tucker said, swerving left and right in the road, trying to dislodge the unwanted passenger. “No hitchhikers.”
The zombie clung to the hood, snapping at Tucker as he picked up speed. He swerved again, but nothing he did dislodged the zombie. Tucker gritted his teeth and slammed on the breaks. A horde of several dozen zombies sprinted down the mountain, coming right at him.
Tucker was feeling thirsty, and not in a good way. Fighting zombies was already interfering with his “me time”. He pushed down on the gas, determined to get through the zombie road block and find water. As he approached the zombie herd, his undead hood ornament kept climbing toward him. It clawed at the windshield, gnashing and growling right in front of Tucker’s face. He could barely see outside.
He took another swig of whiskey and pushed on the gas, barreling through the herd at top speed. The bodies went flying. The truck bumped over the fallen, crunching under the tires. They groaned sickeningly as they were crushed. He’d probably fuck up the truck, but he wasn’t making payments on it. What did he care?
When Tucker hit the herd, the impact loosened the old owner’s grip. The tenacious zombie slid down the length of the hood, leaving a trail of gore and blood behind. His hands slipped on the blood as it tried to get a hold. It fell to the front bumper and clung to the grill.
“You just don’t give up, do ya?” Tucker asked, plowing through the rest of the zombies.
The ones he didn’t manage to hit, scratched at his windows as he passed, their gruesome faces a nightmare of chomping, bloody teeth. He passed a road sign.
Next rest stop 100 miles.
“I missed my turn off,” he said to the zombie still clinging to his front bumper. “I blame you for this.”
He glanced in the rearview mirror, noticing the rest stop behind him for the first time. That explained the herd of zombies. People must have pulled off the road when they started coughing up blood.
Amy had turned so fast after the cough started. The same thing likely happened to these people. The thought of Amy made a tear well in his eye. He wiped it away and took a swig. He stopped the truck a mile up the road, pulling his pistol from his holster as he opened the door.
The zombie clinging to his bumper had his legs crushed during the drive and fell from the bumper the second he saw Tucker walking toward him. It started to crawl across the hot pavement, trying desperately to get to him.
Tucker shook his head, aimed, and shot a hole in the back of the zombie’s head. Brains and clotted blood sprayed out over the blacktop and hit Tucker’s shoes.
He frowned at the blood on his shoes and pushed the pistol back into his holster. Climbing into the truck, he lit a cigarette and started back down the road.
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“NIAH, I want you to pack your things. I know you’re scared, but I need you to listen to Mommy right now.”
Niah let go of Jada’s waist and began to put her things into the tiny suitcase her mother had pulled out from under her bed. Jada hadn’t packed anything when she had left her house. Between the time she had left Menlo Park and arrived in San Jose, the infection had spread so rapidly there was no time to think. She told Niah to stay in her bedroom while she covered the bodies of Rick and Tiffany with several thick blankets, trying to spare Niah the sight of it.
Jada grabbed a duffle from Rick’s bedroom closet and shoved Tiffany’s clothing into the bottom before she went to the kitchen and raided the pantry. She pulled every non-perishable item of food she could find from the shelves and dropped them in the duffle bag as fast as humanly possible. She then went to the hall closet where they used to store the camping gear and found a tent, a water filter, and a machete that they’d used for hacking through brush on long hikes. There was also a collapsible fishing pole and tackle box. Jada shoved everything that would fit into the duffle bag and went back to check on Niah.
“Can I bring my toys, Mommy?” she asked.
Jada checked Niah’s suitcase and found it filled with dolls.
“We are going to need things like extra shoes and warm clothes,” Jada told her.
She removed most of Niah’s dolls and toys and replaced it with what the child would need for what lay ahead of them. Jada’s mind was moving so fast she didn’t have time to stop and think about the horrors that the world had become. One thought was central in her mind: get her daughter to safety.
Somehow the two of them had managed to avoid getting sick so far. But the things attacked with mindless ferocity and would tear apart any living thing in their path. If one of those things caught her or her daughter, it would be the end of them.
The infection had taken over, and she didn’t know what to expect when she left the apartment. She had to arm herself on the way out of the building to the car. Jada told Niah to stay in her bedroom, and she returned to her pile of things outside the hall closet. Checking the sharpness of the machete, she found it was too dull to cut through anything thicker than a blade of grass.
In the kitchen, she shuffled through the utensil drawers and found a knife sharpener. Taking the machete and the sharpener back to Niah’s room, she sat on the bed beside her daughter.
“What are you doing, Mommy?” Niah asked.
“I’m sharpening this machete in case we run into any bad guys out there,” Jada explained.
“You mean like Daddy?” Niah asked.
“Your daddy wasn’t bad, he just got really sick,” Jada explained as she ran the machete over the knife sharpener.
“Did Tiffany get sick too?”
“Yes.”
“Are we going to get sick?”
Jada continued sharpening. The sound of metal singing against metal filled the silence as she thought of what to say.
“Not if I can help it.”
Jada rose from the bed to test the machete’s sharpness. She pulled it up over her head and slashed it down onto a doll’s head. It cut the doll in half, and Jada smiled.
“Mommy!” Niah protested.
“Sorry, babe.”
She removed the doll parts from the blade and sharpened it again just to be sure. When she was done, she tucked it into the holster she’d hooked on her belt and took her daughter’s hand.
“Get your suitcase.”
Jada escorted Niah through the apartment to where she had left her supplies in the entry hall, careful to avoid letting her daughter see what had happened to her dad and Tiffany.
She gripped the doorknob and opened it slowly, looking up and down the hallway through the crack in the door. The coast was clear, so she slung the duffle bag and tent carrier straps over her shoulders and took her daughter’s hand. She pulled her machete from her belt and slowly stepped out into the hallway. They quietly and carefully padded down the hall to the stairs.
Jada looked down the stairs and didn’t see anyone there, so she led her daughter down the first flight. When they came to the second floor, Jada stopped and looked around the corner to check the hall for monsters. She found her neighbor Harvey bent over the body of his boyfriend Chase. Jada cringed and fell back against the wall, remaining out of sight of the zombie. She took a deep breath and bent down to whisper in her daughter’s ear.
“Don’t look down the hall, and stay quiet,” she said. “It’s very important that you stay quiet.”
Niah looked up at her mom with panic in her eyes and nodded her head. Jada nodded back at Niah and squeezed her hand. She cocked her chin at her daughter and stepped quietly around the corner. They hurried down the next flight of stairs like scurrying mice avoiding a cat. Before they entered the lobby, Jada stopped again and checked for zombies.
She peered around the corner and found no one there. A loud whack reverberated through the lobby as Niah’s plastic suitcase fell on the hard linoleum floor. Growls and the shuffling of quick feet came from upstairs.
“Pick up your suitcase,” Jada barked. She grabbed her daughter’s hand and ran through the lobby.
“I’m sorry, Mommy!” Niah cried, clutching her suitcase as they ran.
They made it to the car and shoved everything through the driver’s side door, including Niah and her suitcase. The child was piled up in the passenger seat with the bags under her feet and on her lap. Jada jumped behind the wheel and slammed the door closed. She saw Harvey smash against the glass door of the building. He didn’t seem like he knew how to open it, but Jada wasn’t going to hang around to find out.
She pushed the keys into the ignition and turned on the car, not waiting to buckle seatbelts or anything else. She pulled out of the parking lot like a demon out of hell and turned out onto the street. There was barely any room to drive around all the stalled cars as she maneuvered around them on both sides of the road.
The drivers stuck in their cars snapped at her as she passed. For the first time since finding her ex had turned into a monster, Jada began to really consider what her next move should be. She didn’t slow down as she drove through packed streets of San Jose, looking for a clear path out of town.
Thoughts raced through her mind as she dialed her mother’s phone number. No one answered after the third try. Then she tried her dad’s with the same results. She had no choice but to assume that they were gone, or in a similar situation to her. Thinking of her parents gave her an idea. They owned a small vacation cabin in the Lake Tahoe area. It wasn’t a guarantee of safety, but with a lower population density, it at least gave her some direction.
She was slowed in traffic by a pileup of cars. The zombies roaming the streets were attracted to the movement of her jeep car and ran toward her, pounding against the glass and jumping on the hood. Niah screamed, terrified at the sight.
“Get down, Niah,” Jada said, pointing to the foot space of the passenger seat.
She didn’t want her daughter to see this. She threw the car into reverse and ran over a zombie as she sped at forty miles an hour backwards down the crowded street. She turned the wheel and slammed the car into drive, speeding in the other direction. She had to find a clear path out of town, so she could get to the mountains.
This was her plan now, and her only hope. She found her way onto the back streets of San Jose that weren’t nearly as crowded as the main roads. She’d noticed, on her way through town, that these creatures couldn’t do simple things like open doors. But a mass of them working together could break through glass. They seemed to be attracted to movements or sound.
As she made it to the suburbs of San Jose, she was able to make better time than she had downtown. The zombies thinned out and less cars blocked her path. Finally, she made it to the highway headed east.
She decided to take a back highway, rather than the interstate. As she turned onto the narrow road, and began driving up the elevation, she checked her gas gauge and noticed she only had half a tank. Jada gritted her teeth and looked down at her daughter, crying softly on the floor of the front seat. She threw all the bags in the backseat.
“Niah, you can sit down and put on your seatbelt now.”
The child did as she was told and dried her eyes with the palms of her hands.
“Are we ever going home again?” Niah asked.
“I don’t know,” Jada said. “But I’m going to take you somewhere safe.”
“Where we going?”
“Do you remember Mammy and Papa’s cabin where we went last summer?”
“Yes,” she said. “We had so much fun fishing in the lake.”
“That’s right,” Jada said. “We’re going there. I think we’ll be okay once we make it to the cabin.”
“Why did Daddy try to bite me?” Niah asked.
Jada let out a long sigh. She couldn’t answer that question in any satisfactory way, but she had to try. She wasn’t going to lie to the kid, but she would try to put it as delicately as possible.
“A lot of people got really sick. And it made them lose their minds. The person you saw that tried to bite you,” Jada started, “that wasn’t really your dad. It was something else inside your dad’s body.”
“A zombie?” Niah asked pointedly.
“Something like that. Something a lot like that.”
“I understand. Dad and Tiffany turned into zombies,” Niah said.
“I’m sorry that happened, babe,” Jada said.
“It’s not your fault they got sick.”
Jada sighed, gripping the steering wheel as she continued down the narrow, winding road headed east.
“Did you kill them?” Niah asked.
Jada was silent, thinking over her response for quite some time.
“Yes. I put them out of their misery. They weren’t really your daddy and Tiffany anymore. You understand that, right?”
“I know a lot about zombies. I’ve been playing Minecraft for two years.”
“I’m afraid this isn’t very much like Minecraft.”
“No. It’s a lot less fun.”
Niah slunk down in her seat and crossed her arms, looking out the window like the forlorn and confused kid she was. Jada’s heart bled tears of despair for her child. What kind of life could she give her daughter now? She tried to turn on the radio, but all she heard was static on every channel. Finally, she came to the emergency broadcast station that seem to be replaying recorded messages. It instructed listeners on what to do with the zombies. Don’t let them bite you. The illness is transmitted through saliva. Stay away from them. Don’t try to help them. Stay away from populated areas. They’re attracted to movement and noise. Still no word on how the original infection started. The working theory is it spreads by air. The incubation period is extremely short. Anywhere from a few minutes to twenty-four hours.
Jada couldn’t hear any more, so she turned off the radio and put in a CD of uplifting music. She looked over at Niah, who had her arms crossed and her cheek resting against the far side of the chair. She couldn’t see her face, but she could only imagine how she felt. Jada checked her gas gauge and found it had a quarter of a tank as she passed Mount Hamilton. She’d have to stop for gas soon.
The cars she had seen on the highway were all full of undead. She didn’t know what kind of luck she would have in a town. Her best option was to try and siphon gas from another vehicle, but she didn’t have any of the tools she needed for the job. She didn’t know how, but she was going to keep her daughter alive.
Jada had a quarter tank of gas, a few days of food, and a destination. Right now, that was all she needed.
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CODY WOKE EARLY, turned on the generator, and made himself a large pot of coffee. He was going to need it for what he had to do today. The entire dead herd was still out there in the pasture, festering under the sun. The stink was getting to him. Luckily for him, his family owned a backhoe, which would make it a heck of a lot easier to bury the carcasses.
As he drank his coffee and ate his breakfast, he turned on the radio to see if there was any news from the outside world. Flipping through the stations, he grew more despaired with each static-filled channel he flipped past. Finally, he came to a weak signal with people speaking in excited tones in what must have been French. At least there were some other people alive.
Unfortunately, he didn't understand French, and had no idea what they were talking about. He deduced that they must be having the same problems in Canada that they were in Wyoming, and flipped off the radio.
His parents still hadn’t contacted him. When he called their cellphones, he didn't even get their voicemails anymore. He didn’t even get a dial tone.
After he finished his breakfast and three cups of coffee, he went out to the side of the house and turned off the generator. As he walked toward the barn where the backhoe was parked, he noticed the old farm cat Felix prowling through the field.
"Felix," he said, crouching to the cat’s level. "Here, kitty, kitty."
Felix meowed and pranced over to Cody. He petted the cat until he purred and then picked him up. He was a sleek, muscular, black cat with white socks. Knowing there was another living creature still on the farm filled Cody with so much joy.
"I'm so happy you're still here," he said.
He carried him into the house and found some slices of cheese from the basement refrigerator to offer him. A separate generator kept the refrigerator and freezer in the basement running. They were still stocked with meat and other provisions. Eventually, he’d have to go into town to find more propane. The truck that filled the tanks had not come this week, and he didn't expect it to ever return.
Happy that he had a friend, Cody headed back out to the backhoe with Felix trailing behind him. He climbed in and drove out into the field where he began digging. The work took him most of the morning, and by midday, there was a four-foot-deep, hundred-meter-long trench cutting across the pasture.
Using the backhoe to move the cows proved much more difficult than digging. Scooping up a fully grown cow and depositing her into the trench took a lot of maneuvering. Blood smeared across the spring grass and the smell of death clung to everything. He tied a bandana over his nose but that didn't help much.
It took him an hour to move ten cows. He knew the job was going to take all day. At three o'clock in the afternoon, he decided to quit for a bite to eat. He hadn't had anything since breakfast. Even with the smell of rotting flesh making him gag every five seconds, his stomach was gnawing at him for food.
He hopped down from the backhoe and walked to the house. Inside, he pulled everything he needed to make a sandwich from the basement refrigerator. He wouldn't have fresh bread for much longer unless he cooked it himself.
He knew eventually he would have to go into town for more supplies. He’d have to face the fact that everyone he had ever known had been turned into a creature just like Dillinger and the rest of the herd. But for now, he would busy himself with his work and be content that Felix was still with him.
If the cat was still alive, then maybe there were still humans left. After the cows took sick, he’d believed that every mammal in the world had taken sick too. He'd seen vultures flying overhead and the hens in the hen house hadn't been affected by the sickness. He ate his sandwich and hurried out of the house, ready to get back to work at his repulsive task. He was already tired, and the smell of the cattle hit him hard when he got back to the field.
He tied an additional bandana around his nose, climbed in the backhoe, and angled the bucket at a bloated body. His aim was slightly off, and the spikes of the bucket sliced into the cow, puncturing its bloated stomach and sending a gushing heap of guts and blood onto the ground. His bandanas did nothing to block out the smell, and Cody turned away from the site and retched, puking all over the ground.
He looked at his lunch with disgust, having wasted a good meal. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and replaced the bandanas over his nose. As he sat back down in the seat, he saw Felix running into the hay barn in the distance. He took a deep breath through his mouth and let it out, steeling himself against the disgusting scent. Moving the bucket around to the hole, he dumped the cow inside and continued the grizzly job.
It took him until long after sunset to move all the cattle from the pasture into his hole. When he was done, he covered the hole with a mound of dirt he'd dug earlier that day. He checked his watch after he scooped up the last load of dirt. It was after midnight.
Cody drove the backhoe out of the field toward the body of his bull, Dillinger. It was still lying on the now bloodied shop floor. He couldn't just leave a dead zombie bull carcass in the shop. He'd have to dig it another hole and drag it out. The bull was heavier than the cows and he didn’t think his backhoe could lift it.
He dug a hole behind the shop, and when he was done, he chained Dillinger's back legs to the winch on the backhoe and slowly pulled the massive creature from inside the shop. Once outside, he unchained the carcass and pushed it into the hole.
When he was done covering the hole, his head swam and his body ached. Cody was used to putting in a long day of work on the ranch, but he could never remember feeling so bone tired. He took his clothes off on the porch, not wanting any of the smell in the house, and turned the generator on to heat the water in the water heater.
The house was plumbed with water from a well. Once the water was hot, he sat in the tub for a long time trying to clear his mind of what he’d done that day. After his bath, he went on to the kitchen and made himself a big meal of steak, eggs, and bacon.
As he was about to go outside and turn off the generator, he heard a scratch at the door and a muffled meow. He opened the door and Felix was on the other side, holding a small bird in his mouth. He dropped the bird and offered it to Cody. Cody knelt and pet the cat on the head, thanking him for his gift. Felix ran inside, and Cody closed the door behind him.
His mother had never allowed animals in the house, although Cody used to let him in occasionally. Cody was glad for the company tonight. Felix ran upstairs and slid through the open door into Cody’s bedroom. He followed the cat and got into bed, totally worn out. Felix jumped in beside him, curling up at his feet.
"Good night, friend," Cody said as Felix purred by his ankles.
His mama would have been furious, but Cody had never been so happy to have an animal in the house.
Cody woke the next morning to the sound of pounding on his door, he started and leapt out of bed. Felix jumped to the floor, stretching lazily. Cody slipped on his slippers and hurried down the stairs. The banging on the door grew louder, and he grabbed the rifle as he approached the door. He could see movement on the other side and looked through the small window on the heavy oak door.
On the other side of the door stood a group of neighbors from down the road. He’d known them all since his childhood, but they weren't at all how he'd remembered them. The Wainwright family had become monsters. The mom, dad, and their two children had all turned. They were covered with blood and dirt, and all but the father had bite marks all over their bodies.
It was the first time Cody had seen human zombies except for flashes on the news. The sight of their dead faces was more alarming than he'd expected. He’d known this moment was coming, and he’d purposely avoided leaving the ranch to put off the inevitable, but now it had come to him.
The Wainwrights scratched at his door, grunting and groaning on the other side. Cody backed away and sat on the foot of the stairs. Resting his head in his hand, he considered what Pa would do.
He shook his head in despair. He knew he’d have to get rid of them just like he had the herd. But he knew these people. Walter Wainwright was one of his pa's best friends. Cody couldn’t help wondering what had brought the creatures all the way here from the Twin Creek Ranch, three miles up the road. It didn't matter now. Maybe they were attracted to the noise of the backhoe running all day yesterday. Maybe they could just sense he was inside. No matter what, he would have to dispatch them. Felix walked lazily down the stairs and pawed at the door.
"You're to stay inside for now, little buddy," Cody said.
He took a deep breath and stood, still wearing his pajamas and slippers. He pulled on a denim jacket and rubber boots, as he often did when he had morning chores. Walking to the back door in the kitchen, and thought about firing a gun near the house. His mom would not be happy if there were bullet holes in the siding.
He grabbed his slingshot off a shelf in the mud room on the way out the back door, and picked up a stone from the gravel driveway. He placed the stone in the slingshot and shut it at a tree along the driveway, across from the porch. The zombies looked up and started toward the sound of the rock knocking the wood. They were slower than the cattle had been on the first day. Cody realized that they got worn out over time and slowed down the longer they were dead.
Walter walked down the stairs first, followed by his family. The children still seem to have some pep in their steps, even after the three-mile hike down the road. He lifted his .22 slowly and aimed at the oldest child, five-year-old Becky Wainwright. She still wore pigtails and a handmade gingham, stitched with love by her mother Mary. He blinked several times, trying to get up the nerve as he followed the girl in his sights across the driveway. He kept telling himself it was no longer little Becky Wainwright. She was one of those things now. Steeling his nerves, he pulled the trigger, and the bullet sliced through the air, splitting the young girl’s head wide open.
The other zombies reacted and were instantly reinvigorated at the prospect of fresh meat. Walter charged across the gravel. Cody turned and ran toward the shop, rushing up the ladder as quickly as he could. Walter grabbed Cody’s leg, but he pulled himself free just before the monster bit his boot. The rubber boot fell to the ground in the struggle, and Cody cursed himself for not being more prepared. He’d been confused by the sight of his neighbors turned into zombies, and the emotion had made him careless. He vowed never to let it happen again.
On the top of the shop, he aimed down at the zombies below. They clawed at the side of the building, their long nails scraping the metal siding. Walter grasped the bars of the ladder and for a moment Cody thought he might start to climb, but it quickly became clear he lacked the coordination to do so.
Cody aligned his crosshairs just between Walter’s eyes and shot. The man fell backwards with a groan. He knocked Mary and Suzy sideways as he fell. But that only made the remaining creatures angrier. Cody took a deep breath and aimed at Mary. Her shirt was torn open, revealing pasty white flesh that hung on her chest, and rolls. He shot, his bullet slicing through Mary Wainwright’s head. The remaining child, three-year-old Suzy, grew furious, spitting and groaning and growling as she hopped and scratched at the ladder. Out of the corner of his eye, Cody saw Felix start from the back porch. He must have let him out in his hurry to take care of the invasion. Suzy saw it too and went running after his pet.
"No!” he screamed.
Felix darted under the front porch. The little girl fell to her hands and knees and began crawling after him. He shot at her spine. Her legs stopped working, but that didn't stop her from disappearing under the porch.
"God dammit," he said, climbing down the ladder. There was no way he was going to let that child zombie kill his only friend. He got to the ground and landed with one bare foot on the gravel.
"Hey, kid," he yelled.
The little girl turned herself around, her legs useless as she dragged herself over the gravel driveway. He walked forward, the gravel piercing his foot as he narrowly avoided a pool of zombie blood. He'd made so many mistakes today, he was lucky he was still alive. He shot, and the corpse fell dead for the second time.
Back in the house, he thoroughly washed his feet. No skin was broken but it had been too close. He didn't know how the virus was transmitted, but he was guessing that zombie blood in open wounds wasn't a good idea. After he dressed he used the backhoe to dig another hole, scooped all the corpses into it and covered it up.
After that, Cody decided he deserved the rest of the day off. He sat out on the porch in a rocking chair, smoking one of his dad’s cigars. With his rifle slung across his lap, he watched the road for any more of his neighbors. As he rocked and smoked, he began to devise a plan for protecting his property. Little by little, it came into focus.
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BABS BARRELED DOWN THE DRIVEWAY, her wheels bumping over the bodies of her fallen neighbors. Her husband's body still lay on the front yard where she’d left him, a bullet in his head. She cringed as she pulled around the corner onto the street, leaving her home behind in her rearview mirror.
After thirty years of marriage, this was how it ended. Tears streamed down her face and she couldn't stop the flow. She was barely able to see through the haze over her eyes. Poor Henry. Poor sweet, dear Henry. What had become of the world? It had all fallen apart so quickly. Babs was so unprepared for this moment.
She turned on the windshield wiper to wipe the speckles from the glass, and let out a long sigh. She maneuvered around the stalled cars on the road, zombies pounding on the glass inside cars. Along the road, they gorged on the bodies of the once living. Her pretty young neighbor Mazy Hinks ran from her burning home, only to be attacked by Chester Price from across the street. He tackled her to the ground and bit into her neck, feasting on her flesh. His teeth pulled away a chunk of her throat, and a moment later, she too rose and began her mindless march with the rest of the living dead.
Babs shook her head and dried her tears. If life had taught her anything, it was that you had to keep moving if you wanted to survive. She’d taught her children that, and she had always lived by that herself. She pulled out her cellphone as she maneuvered the RV around stalled cars and onto the other side of the street. Swerving back into her own lane to get around multiple cars, she dialed her daughter's phone number. No one answered.
She wouldn’t give up. She tried over and over until the phone no longer rang and all she heard was silence. The cell towers must have gone down. Since Babs was a young girl in the 60s, the world had changed so much. Everyone had become reliant on things like cellphones and the Internet. It was all so vulnerable to collapse that they might as well have never existed.
She took the first on-ramp onto the freeway and found a mass of bumper-to-bumper traffic. She squeezed around traffic to bump over the shallow median to drive on the other side of the road. There was less traffic headed into the city than out, so she had an easier time driving on the opposite side of the road. Everywhere she looked zombies banged on the glass of the windows inside cars. A mother ate her own baby who was strapped in a car seat. The living scrambled and screamed for their lives, but it was no use. The zombies were so fast.
She slowed as she approached a young man, ambling down the side of the road. He looked healthy and alive from behind. As she slowed down while passing him, she saw his neck was bitten clear through in the front, a gaping hole where his larynx and throat should be. His head turned, owl like, and he looked at her with those dead white eyes. He immediately threw himself at her car, growling and scraping at her door. She slammed on the gas and continued up the road north.
She had to get north to Wyoming where her daughter was. She had to know if she was alive. Her son was living in New York, working as a resident in a hospital in Manhattan — she didn’t even want to imagine what had happened to him — but her daughter lived in a rural community. Maybe she and her family had made it. That hope was all that kept her going. If she was immune to the disease, her daughter and grandbabies might be too.
She kept driving at seventy miles an hour on the wrong side of the freeway. The heat of the Arizona spring day blared overhead and then cooled into the night. She looked down at her gas gauge and noticed it was almost empty. She would have to stop soon. But if she did, she knew she would run into those things.
Out on the open desert road, the stars came out above in the clear night sky. It was all so beautiful. So much the same as it had been the night before, when everything was normal, and her life still had meaning. When Henry was alive and she had just spoken with her daughter on the telephone.
She passed a sign that said gas, food and lodging, next right. After a mile, she saw the lights of a gas station in the distance. She pulled off the road into the station, the electricity still on here.
She stopped near the diesel pump, grabbed her gun, and slowly stepped out of the RV. Moving slowly on light feet, she checked all around her in every direction. There was no one to be seen, living or dead. Babs pushed the gas nozzle into her RV and slipped her card into the reader. By the grace of God, the gas started to pump. She breathed a sigh of relief as the gallons kicked by on the screen. She stood by the nozzle, watching out for danger with her gun held in her shaking hand by her side.
As the nozzle clicked off from a full tank, a young woman walked out from behind the gas station, in a beautiful sundress with white and red flowers against a yellow background. Her face was so lovely that it took Barbara a moment to realize the young woman was not human. She was one of them.
Before Babs could react, the woman lunged at her, running faster than a normal person should. She lifted her gun and shot, hitting the creature in the shoulder. It was only put off by half a second. Barbara grabbed the nozzle out of the RV and sprinted to the door, and grabbed the handle.
The girl jumped on her back, and Barbara felt teeth snapping at her neck. The creature was much stronger than she was and full of vigor. Barbara spun and slammed against the RV, knocking the creature loose. They both fell to the ground, but the thing jumped again, ready to attack.
Barbara lifted her Glock, using both hands to steady the weight, and pulled the trigger. It hit the dead woman, grazing her temple. A flood of dark clotted blood flowed from the wound. Barbara screamed as she pulled the trigger again. This time the bullet sliced through the young woman's skull, right at the center of her forehead.
The creature was in mid-lunge and landed face first on Barbara's chest. She shrieked and jumped back, blood streaking down her chest, across her burgundy velour tracksuit. Crying and horrified, Barbara put the cap back on the tank and closed it before climbing into the RV. She closed the door and locked it behind her, immediately stripping out of her clothes. She threw them out the side window and washed up in the bathroom, removing the blood from her skin with the hottest water she could get.
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CARLOS TURNED THE CORNER, gripping the wheel of the Peaceful Brook van as he barreled down the road. Every few miles he witnessed another horrifying vision of an undead monster feasting on the body of the previously living. He tried to force the sight from his eyes. These visions were the worst he’d ever had. Even after months of heavy medication and therapy three times a day, his delusions had come to this.
It seemed that nowhere he looked was free of the carnage. Blood streaked the road, cars were stalled on the concrete, the undead ghouls inside trapped in their seatbelts. He wanted to cry. He wanted help. He didn't know if he was still lying back in his bed at the institution or if this dream of driving down the road was real.
The gas tank was showing as empty as his stomach, so he decided to find a town.
The road sign said fifteen miles to the tiny town of Fern Hill, Washington. Peaceful Brook was in a secluded area, keeping the inmates away from the delicate sensibilities of the sane public.
When Carlos had first been admitted by his parents he'd resented them for interfering. He’d believed he was better. The delusions had gone away since he’d started school, and he was getting good grades. He’d become successful in every important social metric for a person his age. But the act of giving away a vehicle, that was just too much for his upper middle-class parents.
But now, more than ever, he feared for his mind. It had never been this bad. The visions that had haunted him since high school had come into full focus all around. When he drove into Fern Hill, at first, he believed that the visions had disappeared. A family walked down the street. A mother in a sweatsuit pushed a stroller and a little boy walked beside her.
He let out a long breath and a smile spread over his lips as he passed them. Then he looked more closely at their faces. They had been chewed off, and blood spilled from the wounds. He groaned and looked away. He was still hallucinating.
Carlos slapped himself across the face with one hand and held the steering well with the other. He wanted to wake up from this nightmare. Even after slapping himself across the face three times, he remained in this horrible dream world where the undead had taken over and the living no longer existed.
He pulled past the fire station where the fire truck was stalled in the middle-of-the-road. A fireman in his full uniform hung out the open window of the truck, his gray face angry and his clawed hands groping at the fireman who was being devoured by a pack of zombie dogs on the ground. It was all too gruesome to bear.
The zombies roaming the streets followed him through town. When he passed the gas station, he knew he couldn't get out. These things were delusions, but that didn't mean they didn't terrify him. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was all real. If he got out of the van, they’d catch him and make him one of them.
He passed through town without stopping. Maybe things would be better in the city. Maybe by the time he got there, he would wake up, or the hallucinations would stop. He had no medication on this journey, no food or supplies. No help from anyone. He was on his own. He doubted he would make it to Vancouver on an almost empty tank. What would he do then?
If he could just get the delusions to stop, he’d call his parents and get them to come pick him up. Until then, he’d just continue down the highway, past the stalled cars and roving bands of zombies.
Making a split decision, he pulled off the highway and onto a back road that led into the forest. Maybe if he could get away from populated areas, where his mind would conjure up zombies, the delusions would stop altogether. As he climbed in elevation, the forest grew thick and the bright blue sky shone overhead.
Carlos rolled down the window and the warm spring air wafted over his skin. It ruffled through the thin yellow institutional smocks he’d worn every day for the last three months. The wristband with his name on it fluttered on his wrist and he ripped it off.
Deep in the forest, with flocks of birds flying overhead and the mountains in the distance, Carlos felt part of his soul coming alive for the first time in months. It had been hours since his last dose of medication and his mind was starting to wake up. It felt good, no matter what reality he was in.
The van sputtered at the top of the hill and Carlos realized he had no more gas. He glided off the road and climbed out into the warm spring air. As he started to walk, he listened to the birds sing in the treetops overhead. It was a beautiful day, and he felt lighter than he had in as long as he could remember. He no longer cared if he was dreaming. He was free of the institution, free of his parents, free of the expectations of society.
In this moment, he was his own man. He could imagine a world that wouldn't call him crazy for giving away a vehicle. Where he was safe to show kindness and generosity. He drew a deep breath into his lungs. The dark green boughs of Douglas fir, moss, and ferns filled his nose with the fresh fragrance of the forest. A crow swooped overhead, cawing aggressively at him. It stopped on the road to pick up a piece of scattered junk food, probably dropped from someone's car.
The flash of black wings activated something in Carlos's mind. Black washed over his vision, and he stumbled into the forest, falling to his knees. He sat on the ground in the damp, cool underbrush. The vision washed over him, throbbing between light and dark, black and white peppered with red, like blood splattered on a wall.
He pushed his palms to his eyes and groaned. The impressions came fast and hard, the sound loud and close to his ears. His head throbbed with biting pain, and he screamed in the darkness. The green toxic haze blew over the land, sweeping through suburban homes, downtown discotheques, through the White House and Wall Street. The haze was in the air and water.
Sinking like a stone underwater, everything going black. He blinked, when his vision cleared, white walls and blinding lights surrounded him. Stainless steel tables. Glass beakers. A laboratory. Toxic green splattered on the walls.
His eyes snapped open and he scrambled to his feet. What had he seen? An underground lab? He couldn’t make anything of it. It was just another aspect of his insanity. Carlos groped through the forest, the edges of his vision still dark. His heart thumped so hard he thought he might have a heart attack.
Gripping his chest, he tried to breathe. Fast movement caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Carlos jumped, his body flooded with adrenaline. A deer skipped past in the woods, startled by his presence. He relaxed, realizing what it was.
Then the deer turned its head to him. Its eyes white and blank, its coat ragged and torn. It walked toward him, groaning unnaturally. It wasn’t just a deer. Carlos bent at the knees and picked up a stick from the underbrush. The branch was full of dried pine needles and covered in bark. The doe charged, baring her flat teeth. This insanity wouldn’t end.
Carlos smashed the deer across the face. The vibration ran up his arms into his chest. The hit threw the creature off for a brief instant, but she came back at him, viciously chomping her flat herbivore teeth. Black blood seeped from the wounds Carlos had inflicted but the thing wouldn't stop. He smashed it again and again. The doe was strong, stronger than he'd expected, and she continued to bite at him.
She lunged onto her back legs, kicking him with her hooves. A strike sent him reeling onto the ground, falling flat on his back. She charged, and he rolled to the side, grabbing a large stone on the ground as he did. When the creature bit at him, he swung the stone into the side of her head with a sickening crack. The creature moaned, its knees buckling as it fell heavily on top of Carlos. He screamed and pushed the dead thing off him, scrambling to his feet. Black clotted blood streaked the chest of his smocks. He climbed out of the institutional yellow shirt and threw it at the creature.
He hurried back to the van and searched the vehicle for anything that could help him in his nightmare world. He found a discarded sweatshirt in a compartment in the backseat. In the cargo area he found a tire iron tucked in with the spare tire. In the glove compartment, he found a half-eaten candy bar and a bottle of water that he quickly downed. When he was done, he gripped the tire iron and continued down the hellish road to nowhere.
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FOR HOURS, crowds of a dozen or more zombies moaned and pounded against the van, stalled in the streets of downtown Portland. Sasha and her new hipster friend Paul hunkered down in the backseat, lying motionless as the undead harassed them. She lost count of time.
As the sun began to set, the horde finally dissipated, wandering off for easier pickings. After another hour or two, the streets cleared, and street lights blinked on. Sasha peered out the window closest to her, checking for her opportunity to escape.
"I've got to get out of here," she muttered.
"Those things are still out there. We need to stay put.”
"How long do you intend on sitting in here?"
"Till the streets are clear.” Paul remained hunkered down on the floor of the van, his arms folded over his chest.
"I don't know if you noticed, but the entire city is overrun by zombies. I don't think the roads are going to be clear any time soon."
"I don't want to risk it. It's still too dangerous out there."
"It's now or never, Paul. I'm not gonna sit here for the rest of my life. Look,” she said, glancing outside again, “there's nobody around right now. We can slip out of the van, sprint to the sidewalk, and sneak through the alley. I know a quick way back to my hideout. I’ve got supplies there. Then we can get out of town."
"How about no," he said.
"You want to come with me or not?" she asked, peering out the window to check the street for the thousandth time. "The coast is clear. I'm going."
He hesitated, breathing fast to psyche himself up. Sasha made a move to leave.
"Okay, okay," he said. "I'll come with you.”
He took several deep breaths, trying to psych himself up. Sasha stared at him blankly. This kid certainly had the hippy fashion look down, but he had the street sense of a twelve-year-old hick. She grabbed a tire iron from the back and gripped the door handle.
"Let's go," she said.
She slid into the dark street, her heart pounding like it did when she was about to lift a bike from some over-privileged yuppie.
She motioned for Paul to follow, and he clumsily scrambled out of van. She shot him a look and pushed her index finger to her lips. Then she pointed across the street where she intended to run and motioned for him to stay put until she made it to the new location. She scanned the streets, searching for movement. All was still and silent, so she made a run for it. She sprinted across the street and stood with her back against the cool brick wall of the bank. Checking her environment, she found the coast was clear and then motioned for Paul to follow. He ran with an agonizingly slow and clumsy gait across the street to join her, falling breathless against the wall.
"Follow me," she whispered.
Moving around him, she hugged the wall until she came to a dark alley. Sasha scampered down the alley to the ladder. Shoving the tire iron in the back of her belt, she started to climb. Paul followed her to the roof, remaining almost silent as his ascended the rungs. From there, she looked down at the city, searching for movement under the streetlights. A gang of zombies ambled down the street overtaking the van just moments later. Sasha nudged Paul and pointed at the van. He shrugged and she smirked in the darkness.
"Let's go," she said moving quietly over the rooftop.
They came to the ledge and climbed down another ladder into the alley across the street. It was another mile back to her hideout in a derelict parking lot. They slinked through the shadows, moving down the alleys. The zombies seemed to stick to the main roads, gathering in packs like rabid dogs, hunting for prey.
Sasha and Paul came out of an alley and skirted down a wall along a side street. They passed a parked car, and a German Shepherd barked furiously at them from inside. The animal was still alive, trapped in the vehicle. Its owner was never to return. Sasha's heart sank for it, but what could she do? Paul stopped.
"We can't just leave it," he said.
"How are we supposed to get it out?" she hissed.
"We can break the glass."
"If we break the glass, every zombie within a mile is going to hear it, and be on top of us. Besides, that dog will rip your face off."
"But it will starve to death in there," he said.
"I don't know if you noticed, but we’re in the middle of a zombie apocalypse," Sasha informed him.
"But doesn't mean we have to be heartless."
He grabbed the tire iron out of her hand and smashed the window before she could object. The dog whined, jumping away from the breaking glass. It smelled the fresh air and lunged, scraping over the broken glass as it fell from the vehicle on his belly. Sasha grabbed her tire iron back from the idiot and shot him an angry look.
"It's your funeral, asshole," she said.
The dog regained its bearings and started barking at Paul. The commotion alerted the closest hordes of zombies walking down the main street at the intersection. They turned their heads in unison, their white eyes glowing under the streetlight. At least two dozen deadly, deranged undead charged up the street toward them. The dog continued to bark at Paul.
"Come on, idiot," Sasha said.
The dude had saved her life, so she felt a sense of loyalty to him for that. He started to run after her but the dog nipped at his heels, grabbing his cargo shorts and pulling him back down the street. Sasha grabbed his hand and tried to pull him out of the dog's grasp.
"It's okay, boy. It's okay," Paul soothed.
The zombies were gaining on them. Sasha looked down the alley to the ladder that led to the next roof. Another few blocks and she'd be back in her hideout. She pulled harder on the kid, the zombies just a few yards away.
"God dammit, why didn't you listen to me?" she screamed.
She lifted the tire iron and was about to bring it down onto the dog's head when Paul screamed for her to stop. Confused, disoriented and bewildered, her heart racing and pounding in her ears, Sasha dropped the tire iron and ran as fast as her legs would take her. Her tattered old Converse slapped on the pavement as she heard the zombie horde overtake the dog and Paul.
Tears of confusion slid from her eyes as she gripped the first rung of the ladder and hoisted herself up. Climbing frantically, she made it to the roof and peered back at the carnage on the street. She heard the wail of the dog as the first zombie bit into its flesh. Paul screamed for her, shrieking in pain as he was bitten in a dozen places by a dozen zombies. She squeezed her eyes closed and gripped her fist, furious at herself, at him, and the world.
"God dammit."
It wasn’t like she was heartless. She would never kill a dog on purpose. But what was she supposed to do? Risk herself for an animal? This was not the time for sentimentality. It was time to survive. That kid down there just didn't get it. Growing up with his soft, cushy life, with his hipster hat and glasses. He thought that everything was black and white. Easy. That you never had to make tough decisions, and you could always follow your highest moral standards.
"Fuck it," she said, walking away from the gruesome sight.
Her heart was heavy, and a knot formed in her chest. She couldn't stand what had happened or what she had done, but she was alive, and he was dead. It wasn’t like she’d killed him, she kept telling herself as she climbed down the ladder on the other side of the roof. She looked around the alley and found no movement on the street. She’d left her tire iron on the ground for Paul, hoping the idiot would defend himself.
She crossed the alley and skirted down the wall, stepping slowly and silently on her worn-out shoes. She came to the edge of the alley and peered around the corner. The street was full of undead. The whimpers of the dying filled the air. She would have to run the gauntlet to make it across the empty lot to her parking lot.
There was an old strip mall down the block and she could hear zombies banging at the doors from inside, all away from here. A Dairy Mart sat at the other end of the block, the fluorescent lights still flickering in the windows. Her stomach grumbled for food, and she realized she hadn't eaten all day.
Sasha waited for several seconds at the edge of the alley, trying to decide the best tactic to get across the street. Those things seemed to respond to movement and noise — that much she’d discerned from her hours of watching them from the van — but it seemed they also had a sense of smell that alerted them to the presence of live meat. She let out a deep breath and filled her lungs again. Whatever she did, they would probably sense her somehow.
She decided her best bet was to run. Decision made, without another second’s hesitation, she sprinted across the street. The zombies were at least twenty yards away on either side. As she ran through the crowd, they followed. They'd been ambling slowly before, but as soon as they noticed her, they picked up their pace, charging right at her.
She glanced over her shoulder. Seeing several dozen zombies charging at her from either side, she sprinted through the open lot, crunching over weeds and splashing through puddles. The rain from the night before soaked into her shoes and socks, sloshing with each footfall. The zombies were right behind her. She could hear them groaning and the sounds of their feet crunching on the ground. She hurdled over a median and sprinted through the parking lot.
Glancing behind her, she saw the zombies had been stopped by the obstacle. They slowly crawled their way over the three-foot-high median, only deterred by a few seconds. They piled over as she continued to sprint, her stomach muscles crying as a knot formed in her side. She ran faster through the empty parking lot, curving around the corner and up to the second floor. The lot had been condemned last year and was scheduled to be torn down after the spring rains let up.
Squatters had taken over the upper floors. No matter how many times the cops threw them out, they managed come back a few days later. It was the perfect shelter from the Northwest weather, close to downtown and the freeway onramp. Sasha made it to the third floor and dove behind the wall of planks and cardboard that had been built by the squatters. Scrambling into her stall in the darkness, she heard movement in the next stall over. It belonged to an alcoholic bum named Carter.
The groans of the zombies following her echoed against the walls. She searched through her belongings and found her backpack. It was full of necessities, lock-picking tools, extra wire cutters, food and water, dry socks, a flashlight and extra batteries, and a long hunting knife. The rustling in the next stall grew louder as she opened her pack.
"Carter, is that you?" she asked, pulling her hunting knife out of the bag and strapping it to her waist.
Carter groaned on other side of the wall and she peered around the pallets to check on him. A small fire glowed from his stall, casting an eerie shadow behind him as he rocked in his broken lawn chair.
"Boy am I glad to see you, man. But you need to out of here," she said, approaching her old friend.
He tilted his head like a mechanical doll and snapped his teeth at her. Without hesitation she pulled the hunting knife out of her holster and slammed it into his eye socket, screaming at the top of her lungs. In the process, he fell forward and his weight wrenched the knife from her hand. She growled and pulled the knife from his face, wiping the dark blood on his clothes.
"God dammit, Carter," she snapped, tears threatening to spill from her eyes.
She shoved the knife back in the holster and ran. The horde of zombies was catching up to her and she was losing her chance for escape. She sprinted down the stairs on the other side of the parking lot as fast as her exhausted legs would carry her.
She closed the door behind her at the bottom of the stairs and walked quietly down a deserted side street through an industrial park. There was very little light in this part of town. Her mind raced, trying to figure out what to do. She came to a warehouse parking lot where a few cars were parked. A Toyota Land Cruiser sat before her, its driver’s side door wide open.
She peered into the brand-new SUV. Chuckling at her luck, she tossed her backpack into the passenger seat, closed the door, and used her tools to hotwire the car. The motor sprang to life with a satisfying roar and the gas tank was almost full. Not believing her luck, she threw the car into drive and started to pull forward out of the parking lot.
Out of the darkness, a zombie threw itself at the hood of her new stolen vehicle. She slammed on the brakes and threw the car into reverse. Turning one hundred eighty degrees, she drove off in the other direction.
"I’m out of here," Sasha said, gripping the wheel of her hotwired Land Cruiser. “Portland is so over.”
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NEVILLE THREW the body in the pit and washed his hands meticulously in the basement sink before proceeding upstairs. He looked out the front window of his suburban home and found creatures just like the girl in his basement, roaming the streets. Something inside him blossomed with newfound awareness. It was as if he was coming fully alive for the first time.
The human race had been turned into mindless zombies and now he was free to let his base instincts out of the cage they had always been confined to. No more hiding behind the mask. No more living in a world of lies and polite society. He checked his house for weapons. The work he did in the basement required delicacy, but what he needed outside would be far less subtle. He needed guns, knives, machetes, a crossbow. He went to his sports equipment closet and found a metal baseball bat.
He had never been one for guns, preferring to work with scalpels and other such implements of pain, but now, now that the floodgates of terror had opened, he felt as if he had finally arrived. He had never imagined something like this would happen, but now that it had, he felt like a kid on Christmas morning. He took the bat and headed to the front door where one of his neighbors from down the street was pounding mindlessly on the glass. He swung the door open and smashed her head in, and before she could even react to his presence she fell forward, bleeding all over his floor.
He frowned; he hadn’t thought that one through. But what difference did it make? He could take any house in the neighborhood he wanted now. He walked out onto the street and his neighbors ambled about in groups and as solitary monsters. The Sylvesters from the end of the cul-de-sac were both devouring their young children. He smiled at the sight of it. And as he did, his neighbor — Flora Day from two doors down, who always wore tiny short shorts and halter tops — came running toward him.
He did her a favor and bashed her head right in. All he could do was laugh with glee as the zombies approached him, one after another. When Hector Gonzalez, the three-hundred-pound electrician from across the street ran at him it took three smacks with the bat to put him down. Neville threw the ruined bat on the ground, swearing under his breath.
That was as much fun as he could have before restocking his weapons supplies. He didn't have anything else except a few kitchen knives and the things from the basement. His mallet had a short handle, but it would work well enough to get him into town. He returned to the basement and retrieved the mallet before sliding behind the wheel of his nondescript beige sedan.
When he pulled into the parking lot of the strip mall that held the sporting goods store, he found it full of monsters. He resisted the urge to plow them down with his car, knowing there was no way he could take them in this vehicle. He would have to find something else if he wanted to do that. He parked on the sidewalk in front of the sporting goods store and slid out of the front seat.
Neville tried the front door but found it locked. Movement caught his eye. He hefted his mallet and smashed at the reinforced, double pane glass. It took ten hard whacks before it broke. Finally, the glass shattered and fell in heavy shards on the concrete. The noise called attention to him and the zombies ran toward him with renewed vigor. He stepped through the broken glass and stacked clothing racks in front of the door. That should buy him some time. He noticed movement behind him and turned, lifting his mallet, prepared to strike.
"You brought them all to us," said the cashier, crouched behind the front register. The pimply teenager wore an orange smock and his greasy hair was brushed over his left eye like a member of a boyband.
"I need supplies.”
"I'm not supposed to let anybody in before 9 a.m.”
"I don't intend to pay," Neville said, smacking the idiotic young man across the face with is mallet.
He cracked the kid’s skull instantly, wiping the stupid expression off his face as he fell to his knees and onto the ground. He glanced behind him out the broken door. The zombies were gaining ground. He’d have to find a better weapon before the horde made it through his blockade. He went to the back of the store and smashed into the gun case, grabbing a semi-automatic rifle. He’d never shot a rifle before, but he quickly scanned through the instruction manual and got the gist of how it was done. He tucked it against his shoulder and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. The zombies were at the door as he read further down the instructions.
He realized the gun needed to be loaded. He found the correct size magazine, shoved it in the rifle, and clicked off the safety. This time, when he pulled the trigger, a bullet flew. He kept squeezing the trigger. Bullets sprayed indiscriminately toward the zombie horde. His aim was terrible, and the bullets spewed across the sporting goods store, shooting holes in the walls and glass cases.
His gunfire hit the zombies in the shoulders and chests, which did nothing to stop them. The kickback from the rifle was painful against his shoulder, and he braced himself against the far wall as he continued to shoot. The barbarity of a firearm was not his preference, but he’d have to get used to it if he wanted to survive. Half an hour of spraying bullets indiscriminately, he got a better feel of how to control the weapon. He was soon able to hit the zombies in the head with a few shots.
They began to fall, littering the front of the shop with bloody broken bodies. One of them managed to get through the gunfire and charged toward him. He shot it in the chest. A spray of dark blood, ribs and guts, exploded at close range, yet did not stop the beast. Neville picked up his mallet and slammed it into the creature's face. It fell forward as five more entered the store. He grabbed his gun and fired, feeling like a demented Rambo.
Finally, the last of the zombies had fallen and he could take a deep breath. He set the rifle on the counter and began examining his weapons options. He found a pistol with a silencer — which he preferred over the semi-automatic rifle — a long-handled hatchet, and a crossbow. When he’d filled a shopping cart with weapons and ammo, he considered his next move.
He didn't intend to hole up in his house. Not when the world had gone to hell. He was a demon in a world ruled by demons. Walking through the store with a shopping cart, he filled it with everything he would need to survive and thrive in this new and wonderful world. Camping equipment, water filters, outdoor clothing, camping dishes and utensils, a fishing pole. When he was done, he had about $10,000 worth of equipment stacked in his shopping carts. As he headed to the door, a young couple ventured into the shop, looking terrified. When they saw him, their eyes shone with hope.
"We're so glad to find someone else alive!" the girl said, her wavy red hair falling around a pair of perfect round breasts.
Her yokel boyfriend reached out to take Neville's hand. Neville lifted his loaded and silenced pistol and shot the man right in between the eyes. The girl started to scream, and Neville pointed his gun at her, but stopped himself from shooting.
"I think I'll make you my new playmate," he said, lowering the gun.
The girl turned to run, but he caught her by the hair, yanking her backwards.
"Quiet," he said through gritted teeth.
He couldn't believe his luck. She was perfect. So beautiful and innocent. The man he just shot had probably been her first and only boyfriend. She couldn't have been more than twenty years old and was dressed in a flowing floral print dress. Her breasts bounced beautifully as she screamed under his palm and struggled against him. He pulled out of the roll of duct tape from his shopping card and tore a strip to place over her mouth and another to tie her wrists behind her back.
He then took her to the car and shoved her into the front seat, tying her down so she couldn't escape. While he loaded his supplies into the trunk, she screamed under her gag and tears rolled down her pretty freckled cheeks. He climbed into the driver's seat of the car and reached out to fondle her breast affectionately.
"You're so pretty. Don't cry. It makes you ugly. You want to be pretty for me, don't you?" he asked.
She cried and shook, and his words didn’t console her. So, he reached out and slapped her across the face. She let out a long and horrified moan against the gag. He sighed and shook his head.
"You have a lot to learn," he said, turning the key in the ignition.
He drove away just as another horde of zombies approached the parking lot. When he got home, he pulled the girl into his house and threw her onto the couch in the living room. She screamed when she saw the zombie lying inside the front door. He pushed it outside and mopped up the blood before carrying his new supplies into the house.
He stood in the living room for a moment, contemplating his new playmate and his future plans. He would need a new vehicle for what he intended to do. In general, things were going wonderfully for him. He couldn't have asked for a better Saturday morning. It was as if the stars had all aligned to give him everything he ever wanted in life. When he was done putting his things away, he began to pull the girl downstairs.
The trip into the basement took a great deal of force, considering she resisted him the entire way. Usually when he brought his playmates down there they were drugged and didn't put up so much of a fight. But this one was giving him quite a run for his money. She screamed when she saw his equipment, and fainted, her knees buckling before she fell to the floor.
Neville rolled his eyes and groaned. He lifted her curvy body up from the floor and placed her on the gurney before strapping her down. He left her there for some time, having other things to attend to besides the screaming ginger. He went upstairs and made himself a turkey sandwich with Dijon mustard and a cup of Earl Gray tea. As he sat at the kitchen table, the electricity in his house went out.
"Damn," he said to himself.
Things would be more difficult without electricity, but he had prepared for this inevitability. He doubted he could stay here very long. In times like these, it was best to not stay attached to a location. He knew he needed an armored car. Something that could plow down zombies. He didn't know how long he wanted to keep the girl around, but for now, knowing she was there gave him a little extra thrill.
When he was finished with his sandwich, he went into the basement and found the girl struggling against her bounds on the gurney. He ripped the duct tape from her mouth, leaving her lips swollen and red. She screamed her head off, incoherently babbling to let her go. He put his hand around her neck and squeezed, placing his finger to his lips.
"Shh," he said. "Quiet now, dear. And we’ll get along much better."
"Why are you doing this?" she begged.
"A better question is, why not?”
“What’s wrong with you?” she screamed.
"I've waited for this day all my life. And now you get to be here to share it with me. Aren't you a lucky girl?" he said with a smile.
"Please, let me go," she said.
“I intend to have some fun with you. Which would you prefer, this scalpel or this knife?"
Her only reply was a blood curdling scream.
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TUCKER PULLED his pistol from his holster and slid out of the front seat of the truck. He found an empty water bottle blowing across the concrete parking lot of the rest stop and picked it up. He walked to the water fountain and pressed the button, relieved that the pressure still spit out the precious liquid.
He put his mouth under the faucet and gulped down as much water as he could hold. After gulping down at least a gallon of water, he stood up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Maybe leaving the house with three liters of whiskey and no water had been a mistake. But he'd been in a rush.
He filled the water bottle and brought it back to the truck. As he slid behind the wheel, he noticed movement in the bushes out of the corner of his eye. He turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot just before whatever it was slid out of the shadows and into the light. He saw a black shadow dart across the road in this rear-view mirror.
Tucker shook his head, wondering what it could be. It moved faster than a zombie, even at top speed. Not wanting to stick around to find out, he pushed his foot on the gas and hurried down the road. He was just seeing things, he told himself. He'd been drinking whisky all day and hadn’t had any water.
Putting it out of his mind, the thought about where he would hole up for the night. There were a lot of little cabins up around Lake Tahoe and it would be a good place to do some fishing for a while until he decided what else to do.
The highway up over the mountain was nearly deserted. Only a few stray cars littered the road, here and there. The ones he saw were either abandoned or the drivers were stuck inside, transformed into monsters. His mind mulled over how the infection could have traveled so fast.
One moment, it was just a distant rumor, and the next moment everyone had been infected and transformed. It spread so quickly, no one had time to respond. He started to consider the rumors on the Internet that he had either entertained or completely ignored before the major outbreak.
Tucker liked to make jokes about conspiracy theories. Being a veteran of the Gulf War, he knew a little bit about what Uncle Sam was capable of. But most of the rumors on the Internet were ludicrous claims. Everything from a terrorist attack to blaming the US government itself. He and Amy had joked about the Illuminati and concentration camps.
Their last conversation seemed like such a faraway dream. He missed her already. The sentimentality was a foreign feeling to him; something he hadn't entertained since his first girlfriend cheated on him with his best friend.
His curiosity rolled that to the back of his mind, and part of him wanted — no, needed — to know how the infection had started. How had it transmitted so quickly? The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like an inside job. Of course, he couldn't prove anything. Even if there was anyone left to prove anything to.
He grabbed the half empty bottle of Wild Turkey off the passenger seat and took a long swig, wishing it would drown out these thoughts. What difference did it make who started the plague? Everyone was dead, turned into a zombie. It didn't make any difference to them where it had come from. Why should it make any difference to him?
His truck was starting to run out of gas on the way up the mountain to Lake Tahoe. When he came to the next rest stop, he found a car abandoned in the parking lot. He used the long tube from his duffle bag to siphon gas from the other vehicle into his own. He stood there in the late afternoon sun, drinking whiskey and watching the gas flow from one tank to the other with the acrid taste of gasoline on his mouth, when he saw the black shadow flit through the corner of his vision again.
He snapped his head toward the movements but saw nothing. If it had been a zombie, it would've attacked by now. It gave him a creepy feeling, but he just chalked it up to his eyes playing tricks on him in the glaring sunlight. After the gas tank was full, he climbed back in the truck and decided to lay off the bottle until he found a place to rest for the day.
He rolled down the window and lit a cigarette, driving with one hand. When he began to descend into the Lake Tahoe region, the sun started to tip toward evening and cast an orange haze across the sky. It was so beautiful it brought a tear to his eye. Just imagining that there was still something beautiful left in the world after everything had fallen apart was as disturbing as the strange black shadow just at the corner of his vision. In some ways, it would be easier to stomach if everything was death and ugliness.
A flock of birds flew across the sky, flitting on the cooling evening breeze. The lake came into view through a break in the trees and he let out a long smoke-filled breath at the sight of it.
The closer he got to Lake Tahoe, the more cars were stalled on the road. Some of the trapped zombies had lost their previous energy, slapping against the windows with less vitality than they’d had that morning.
Tucker turned off the highway into a neighborhood he remembered from the last time he’d been up this way. There were a lot of private cabins, circling the lake in this area. It was the kind of place that upper-middle-class assholes from California vacationed, so they could feel like they were roughing it in the outdoors. It would be a perfect place to hole up and drink until he figured out something else to do.
He circled around the block for about a mile and then turned off onto another road where the cabins were more rustic and further apart. The deeper he could get into the woods, the better. He didn't know how long he would have until the creatures found him, but at least it would be a good place to stay for the night.
He pulled up in front of a small cabin at the very end of the road and climbed out of the truck, again noticing the strange black shadow dart through his periphery. He turned toward it, pulling his pistol out of his holster and wishing the damn zombie would just attack him. Maybe they'd grown afraid, he wondered. They seem to be changing, even after less than twenty-four hours. They were losing energy.
But this thing, this thing was faster than lightning. He brushed it off again, thinking he was just losing it, which was just fine with him. He planned to sit here and drink until the zombies eventually got to him. What else could he really do? Save the world? That wasn’t gonna happen.
He climbed the front steps of the cabin and knocked on the door as if polite society still existed. There was no answer, so he tried the knob. The door was locked. He considered kicking open the door, but didn't want to bust the latch in case the zombies found him. He could at least use a good night’s sleep.
He went around the back and found one of the side windows unlocked. Pushing up the glass, he climbed through the window and fell elbows first on the floor. He crawled in and looked around, his eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. The cabin was musty, and dust filled his nose. No one had been here in quite some time. He pulled himself to his feet and went to open the front door.
Tucker considered lighting a fire in the fireplace, but decided against it, assuming the smoke would draw the zombies right to him. He found some survival heating gear in one of the cabinets and found that the gas burning stove was still working. He used the stove to heat up a can of chili he found in one of the cabinets in a rusty old pot. He settled back in the living room and opened his second bottle of whiskey, resting his boot on the coffee table. With the pot of chili on the couch next to him and his bottle in his hand, he thought to himself, what more could a man want? Maybe the apocalypse wasn't so bad after all.
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JADA WATCHED the gas meter ticking lower by the second. She would have to stop eventually and find some. Niah fidgeted uncomfortably in the passenger seat, crossing and uncrossing her legs.
"Mommy, I really have to pee," she said.
"I’ll stop soon, honey, I promise.”
She had to find somewhere to fill up the tank, but she didn't want to let Niah out of her sight for a second. They were approaching the exit for the observatory, and the next gas station wasn't for another thirty miles. Jada pulled off the road and drove up the driveway to the observatory. The sun was high overhead when she pulled into the parking lot. Several abandoned cars were scattered about the place with no signs of the owners. She parked beside an older model vehicle.
“Get out and pee right next to your door. Leave it open.”
"Mommy, I don't want to pee in public. I want to go to the potty!"
"You're going to have to get used to this kind of thing."
"But it's embarrassing!"
"Just do it, Niah.”
Jada looked around, grabbing her machete from the back seat as she slid from the car. Her daughter finally relented and dropped her pants next to her open door, peeing on the gravel with a whimper. Jada handed her some napkins from an old bag of fast food, and the child wiped before grumpily getting back inside, closing the door behind her.
She had found a long rubber tube in her ex’s apartment in with the camping equipment, and had shoved it in her bag before she left. The older Honda she’d parked beside didn't have a locked gas tank, so she was able to push it open without smashing it. She opened her own tank and sucked at the end tube. The gag inducing taste of gasoline filled her mouth and she spit it out as she pushed the tube into her jeep. With a sigh of relief, the gasoline ran from the old truck into her nearly empty tank.
She held her machete in one hand and the tube in the other, emptying the gas tank into her own car. As she closed her tank, she heard something scratch across the gravel behind her. She spun just in time to find a man in a white shirt and a pocket protector lunging toward her. His eyes were white, and his mouth was bloodied and crazed. She swung at the creature, her machete slicing into his shoulder, missing his neck by a few inches. It lunged at her again, its strength overpowering. Niah screamed from the car, pounding her hands against the glass.
"Stay inside," Jada demanded.
"Mommy, Mommy, Mommy! No!"
"Stay inside, Niah," Jada said through gritted teeth, pulling her machete out of the creature's neck as it grabbed for her.
She stumbled back and nearly fell as she yanked the machete free of its body. It lunged at her again, and she swung hard, hitting the creature with a loud whack in the side of the head. But it didn't sink deep enough to kill the brain. She screamed and kicked at the monster, pulling her machete loose. She would not die like this, in front of her daughter, leaving her child here alone and trapped in the car.
She backed up, breathing heavily. Dark, clotted blood dripped from her knife. The creature was disoriented and slowed from its wounds, but it kept coming, groaning at her as it swiped its clumsy arms in her direction. With a wild scream, she gripped the machete with both hands and drove the tip straight into the monster's eye socket. It shuddered and fell to its knees, collapsing on its side on the gravel.
Blood flowed from its wounds, coating the gray gravel with thick, black blood. Anxiety rang in her ears and she could barely hear her daughter’s screams as she yanked her machete from the creature's skull. She’d skinned her knee in the fight and had torn her pants. Limping to the car, she climbed inside and threw the machete in the backseat.
"Are you okay?" she asked Niah.
Niah was stunned beyond words. Jada pulled a wet wipe from the glove compartment and wiped the blood from her hands and threw it out the window.
"It almost got you," Niah finally wailed.
"I'm not going to let anything happen to either of us. You understand?"
"Mommy, why is this happening?"
"I don't know, baby. I don't know."
"This isn’t anything like video games," her child whispered.
"Life rarely is. But all that matters now is that we survive."
"I don't think I can, Mom," she said, tears rolling from her eyes as Jada pulled back onto the highway.
"Listen to me, Niah," Jada said, staring her eight-year-old daughter in the eye. "You can survive. And you will. You're my daughter and you’re strong. We’ll get through this together. You understand me?"
"Uh huh," Niah said, nodding her head and biting her lip as the tears flowed down her face.
"Okay then. We have a full tank of gas now, that should get us a couple hundred miles. We’re going to Grandma and Grandpa's cabin. When we get there, we’ll figure out what to do next."
“Okay," Niah said.
Niah leaned against the window, and after a few dozen miles, passed out asleep. Jada felt relieved that her daughter could rest and take a break from this hell for just a little while. As she crested the mountain and started to descend into the valley, she wondered how she herself would go on. She hadn't seen another living soul since they’d left San Jose.
What would they do if they were the last ones left alive? But there had to be others. There just had to be. Fear flitted through her mind, and she tried to push it aside, but no matter how hard she tried, the images of death filled her mind. How many people had she killed today?
No, they weren’t even people anymore. They were monsters. She’d only done it to protect her child. And she would do it again, and a hundred times more to keep her daughter safe.
Even if she didn't find anyone else alive, she would do what she had to until the bitter end. If only for her daughter to see and to know, in the last days of their lives, how strong she could be for both of them. She would never stop fighting for her child. That was all that mattered anymore.
Live another day. Be brave, be strong, make the right choices. Together, maybe they would come through this. And if not, at least she would've gone down fighting. Fighting for her love, fighting for the only thing she really believed in: her daughter. As she drove down into the valley, she took the side road north, avoiding the highways and the congestion of stalled traffic along freeway. She was beginning to feel hungry as she hit the Central Valley and rifled in the backseat to get a granola bar out of the duffle bag. Niah woke as the sun beamed through Jada's window and it hit her tired little face. Jada offered her daughter a granola bar and they ate silently as she drove a hundred miles an hour down the narrow flat road.
"How much longer is it?" Niah asked with a hollow voice.
It's another couple hundred miles," Jada admitted.
They would have to stop for gas again. Before she got out of the car again she was going to sharpen her machete. It had taken a beating at the last stop, and she knew that anywhere she stopped for gas, she would have to deal with the creatures.
The Central California sun beat down on the blacktop as they drove toward the Sierras. She could see the mountains in the distance. She passed many small towns on the way and couldn't bring herself to stop. But when the tank started to lean toward empty, she knew she couldn't wait any longer. She pulled off the road in the middle of nowhere into a tiny gas station.
There was no one anywhere around. When she tried the gas pump, she found that it was still on a generator backup. She shoved her credit card into the reader, and it somehow extracted her payment. She filled her tank and told Niah to pee on the pavement next to the car. This time her daughter didn't object to peeing in the open, and they were able to get back on the road without further incident.
She started on the highway headed east, at about eight o'clock in the evening. Her headlights pierced the darkness as she climbed elevation into the mountains. The landscapes turned from dry, open planes into pine forest as they ascended. The air cooled outside as the sun set.
Niah fell asleep at around nine. Jada realized she'd never really fed her daughter anything but granola bars and fruit roll ups. She shook her head, brushing away the guilt. She couldn't have the same kind of standards she did before this morning. She’d kept her kid alive today. That was the new barometer she would have to use in measuring her success as a parent.
Her heart was heavy as darkness descended. She drove fast up the road, and at about ten o'clock in the evening, she saw a dark shadow dash across the road through her headlights. She turned her head to look, not knowing what could possibly move so fast. She shook her head, deciding that her mind was playing tricks on her.
It was only fifty more miles to her parents’ cabin. Jada knew she was probably losing it. She'd have a place for Niah to rest for the night. In the morning, she would come up with a better plan.
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Cody made a bowl of powdered milk for Felix and laid it on the porch. He grabbed his rifle and an extra magazine and shoved a machete through his belt. He'd been alone at the ranch for days and the isolation and boredom were starting to get to him. His parents had never returned, and the radio had stopped playing anything but static. Occasionally, a neighbor wandered down the road. He'd get his hopes up that they were still alive, but inevitably, they were not. He’d tried to busy himself with his online schoolwork, but without a teacher, class, or assignments to keep him motivated, that too had lost its appeal.
Cody climbed behind the wheel of his old farm truck and started down the dirt road into town. He didn't see another living soul on the five-mile drive into town. He didn’t see a single zombie either. In the distance, he spotted movement in a field. He picked up his binoculars, slowing down the car. He peered through the binoculars and spotted a swarm of zombie cattle.
He swore under his breath and put down the binoculars. There were more cattle than people in this part of Wyoming. If they'd all been turned to zombies, it presented a major threat. He pushed his foot on the gas and continued into town with his rifle on the bench seat beside him. He passed the ‘Welcome to Casper’ sign that boasted the population of three-hundred-fifty. The streets were empty and eerily quiet. The hot afternoon sun shone overhead, and a gentle breeze blew down from the planes. He stopped in front of the grocery store and pulled his rifle from the seat of his truck.
His heart raced at the thought of what he might find inside. He briefly questioned his own sanity. Why had he left the safety of the ranch to come into town for bags of potato chips and candy bars? He had a freezer full of meat in the basement. The hens were still laying, and he had plenty of eggs. He gripped the handle of the door into the supermarket and pushed. It swung open and the smell of rotting meat assaulted his nose. Movement caught his eye from behind the counter and he aimed his rifle instinctively in that direction.
Mr. Higginbotham, the owner of the grocery store, growled at him from behind the counter, clawing in the air and snapping his teeth. Cody aimed his rifle and shot him through the skull. The monster fell with a crack on the glass and went still.
Cody grabbed a grocery cart and started walking down the aisle, filling it with all the canned food in the store. He knew eventually his supplies would run out, and he would need more. He passed the meat counter and the smell assaulted his nose. Bile rose in his throat. He gagged and swallowed it down, covering his face with his bandana. He continued down the aisle, throwing in every nonperishable item in the store. When he made it to the vegetable section, things weren't any better than the meat section. The smell of rotten broccoli hung in the air and permeated through the mask of his bandana and hand. He quickly pushed his cart away and left it by the front door where he grabbed another. He filled the second cart with junk food and liquor, even though he knew his momma wouldn’t approve. He pushed the carts out the front door and began to load them into the truck.
He moved his supplies from the carts into the back of the truck and left the carts on the sidewalk in front of the grocery store. When he was done, he drove down to the gas station and pulled his gas cans out of the back of the truck. The electricity had been off for days, but he knew how to get the gas from underground. He just had to find the key to the manhole cover.
He walked into the gas station, carefully inspecting the room for zombies. When he was satisfied it was zombie free, he walked behind the counter and started looking for the keys. As he crouched behind the counter, he heard a scrape from inside the room. He shot to his feet, gripping his rifle, but there was nothing there, so he squatted back down and continued searching. After ten minutes of groping around under the counter, and around the cigarettes and girly magazines, he finally noticed a locked wooden cabinet. He bashed it in with the butt of his rifle, breaking the thin wood effortlessly. Inside, he found several keys. One of them was marked “manhole cover,” and he shoved it in his back pocket. When he turned around a girl’s face was inches away from him.
Mandy Carson jumped on top of him, snarling and snapping. He fell on his back, his rifle knocked from his hands. Mandy's face was only inches from him as he held her back by her neck with his forearm. Blood soaked her mouth. Her eyes were stark white and empty. He'd had a massive crush on Mandy for years, but she had never paid him any attention. Now she seemed to want to devour him.
The creature, who had once been the prettiest girl in school, was strong and full of energy. He couldn't push her off him. Her snapping teeth grew closer as his strength waned. He kicked at her and that only angered her further. With a huge rush of effort, he pushed Mandy off him, grabbed his rifle, and smashed her head in with the butt. Blood splattered across the floor and walls, coating the covers of the girly magazines with gooey, black liquid.
Her pretty face was smashed in, and bits of skull and brains oozed out around her once beautiful mouth. He stood up and vomited uncontrollably on the floor. The yellow bile and the remnants of his breakfast mixed with the slime that oozed from inside the corpse. He groaned and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Gripping his gun, Cody staggered from behind the counter and escaped from the gas station into the light of day.
He retched again when he made it to the truck, his head woozy and his mind reeling. Maybe he couldn't go on. Maybe he should just aim his rifle at his own brain and end it right now. If the Mandys of the world had all gone to hell, what was the point? Then he thought of Felix roaming the barns at home. The thought of his farm cat was just enough to give him the strength he needed to go on. The voice of his mother spoke in his head, calming him with her gentle kindness and common sense; morality.
"You're a good boy, Cody Hawkins. You would never hurt anyone."
He took a deep breath and staggered to the manhole cover, bending down to unlock the heavy padlock on the ground. He used a wrench from the back of the truck to open it the rest of the way and then pulled it off with what remained of his strength. The smell of gasoline hit his nose as he slid the cover off. There was plenty of gas down in the tank. He just had to find a way to get it up. Luckily, he had a small pump with him that he used to drain water during the rainy season.
He grabbed it from the truck bed and sent the tube down into the tank, pushing the other tube into one of his cans. He sat on his knees in the heat of the day, gripping his rifle, as the pump pulled gasoline from the underground tank into his red gas cans. After he had filled all three of his cans, he shut off the pump and replace the manhole cover, locking it so he could come back and get more later. On his way back to the truck, he noticed a group of five or six zombies, ambling down the street at the intersection. He put his cans in the truck bed and threw the rifle into the cab.
Cody couldn't kill any more zombies today. Even if he knew his life depended on it. He had succeeded in his looting mission and now it was time to go home and wash his hands of the blood that he knew he would never truly get off.
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BABS FELT WORN out and tired, having spent the entire day maneuvering her RV slowly through the tightly packed streets and highways of southern Arizona. She'd come a long way, but still had so far to go. The sun was going down, and she knew she'd need to find a place to stop for the night to rest. Cars littered the road and the undead were everywhere she looked. It wasn't safe to stop. She kept her pistol in her lap as she drove. Her old heart slammed in her chest, threatening to seize up and stop at any moment. She’d lived a long life, for what? To watch the world fall down around her ears and transform into a living nightmare?
All that kept her going was the hope that her daughter and her husband were alive and well in Cheyenne, Wyoming. She hadn't seen another living person since she left Henry dead on the front lawn. The moon rose up overhead. In the darkness without electric lights, it cast an eerie glow across the concrete.
The road signs said sixty miles to Flagstaff, but she pulled off the road into the Grand Canyon National Park. Babs needed a place to rest for the night and this was as good a place as any. She found her way onto an abandoned side road, where she parked the RV and turned the engine off for the night. She made herself spaghetti and meatballs for dinner, happy that she'd stocked up the RV before everything went to hell.
She sat at the table and watched an old movie on DVD while she ate her dinner. When she was done, she washed her dishes and put them away, her mind blank and unwilling to fully recognize what had happened. As long as she could have these familiar routines, cooking, eating, cleaning up, then maybe she could stay sane.
She changed into her nightgown before slipping under the covers with a novel. When her eyes wouldn't stay open a second longer, she put down the novel on her bedside table and turned off the lamp. She lay awake for a long time, her mind racing and unwilling to shut off. She stroked her pistol under the pillow beside her where Henry should have been, and finally, after several long hours, drifted into a fitful sleep.
The sound of banging woke her up, and she shot out of bed with her pistol in her hand. Walking through the RV in her long blue nightgown, the air cold in the desert night, she peered out the window on the door, expecting to find the face of a monster. Instead, she saw a person. An older man with white hair and a white beard, wearing a Rolling Stones T-shirts and cargo shorts. She flung open the door, relieved to see a living human.
"I'm sorry to disturb you, ma'am," he said, lifting his hands in surrender. She continued to point her pistol at him as she cocked her head to the side.
"What do you want?" she asked, the events of the last day making her extremely wary.
"I noticed the lights a few hours ago, so I came over here to check it out. Haven't seen any other people since it started."
"Neither have I,” she said, lowering the pistol. "Come on in."
He climbed into the RV, and she looked around outside, checking for zombies. When she didn't see any, she closed the door and locked it.
"I'm Rich Thomas," he said, tucking his fingers into his belt loops.
"I'm Barbara Hollister," she said, reaching out to shake his hand. “Everyone calls me Babs.”
They looked each other in the eye as they shook hands. Something about him threw her off, but she needed company, and she had a weakness for the Rolling Stones. She motioned to the seat in the dining area, opposite her, and they both sat at the table. She put her pistol on the table behind her hands and folded them in front of her.
"What brings you to the Grand Canyon?" he asked.
"I left Phoenix earlier today. It was a headache to drive the RV through the crowded road. I didn’t make very good time, I’m afraid, but I'm traveling north to Wyoming to find my daughter."
"Oh, I see," he said skeptically.
"I know there's a slim chance she’s alive. But I have to know," she said, tears threatening to roll down her face.
"I completely understand, ma'am," he said. "If I was you, I’d do the same thing. But I don't have any children that I know of. It's just me."
"Are you hiding out in the park too?"
"In a manner of speaking," he said. “I'm a traveler, myself. So I was already living in the park when things went down. Lucky for me, I know how to run and hide."
"Those seem like valuable skills now," she said, trying to gauge his trustworthiness.
"I'd say so.”
"You've got a nice rig here," he said looking around.
"My husband Henry and I just took out a loan on it," she said. "But I guess things like interest rates don't matter much anymore. We were going to spend the summer in Wyoming with our daughter."
"Where's Henry now?" he asked, raising his eyebrows.
"I shot him in the head," Babs said, stroking her pistol.
"Oh," he said, taken aback.
"After I killed my dog. They both turned into one of those things.”
"Haven't had a chance to kill any of them yet," he said. "I've just been hiding."
"I've killed three in the last twelve hours," she said, her guts clenching up.
"Sorry to hear that. You and I should team up," he said. “With your rig and gun skills, and my experience on the road, we’d make a great team.”
"I could see that," she said, thinking of Henry; his blood seeping onto the desert landscaping.
"You seem pretty well-stocked. You sure you don't want to stay here?”
"I need to go to Wyoming," she said. "I need to find my daughter.”
"Mind if I travel with you?" he asked.
Babs let out a long sigh. She wasn’t used to being alone. “Two heads are always better than one, they say."
"That settles it then. I'll get my things and bring them over. We can head out in the morning."
"All right," she said, fatigue weaving its fingers over her brain.
He stood up and left the RV with a wave and a look back over his shoulder. She closed the door and locked it, the uneasy feeling in her gut growing stronger. Why had she agreed to go with this man she’d just met?
Her loneliness was getting the best of her, and that old part of her that still believed she couldn’t get by without a man was still present even after all that she had accomplished. She'd have to remember to reread her copy of the Feminine Mystique. She groaned at herself as she climbed back under the covers.
Maybe it would be better to have his help than to go it alone, she kept telling herself. When she woke the next morning, she found Rich had parked an old Volkswagen bus with patched up windows next to her RV. He was packing up his things in water damaged cardboard boxes. When she walked out in the morning sunshine with a cup of coffee, she offered it to him as she inspected his rig and his belongings.
"I know it doesn't look like much, but it helps me get by," he said.
"We should be able to make it a few hundred miles today," she said. "Depending on the traffic."
"Traffic?" he asked.
"The roads are clogged with zombie-filled cars," she said. “Sometimes it takes a lot of maneuvering to get around them in the RV," she said. "It took me all day to get to the Grand Canyon from Phoenix. But I don’t want to leave it. It’s like a house and a vehicle all in one. I’ve got hot water, a fridge, and a cookstove. It’s worth the extra effort, I think.”
"I see," he said, throwing ratty tie-dyed T-shirts in his box.
Babs had dressed in a thick pair of elastic waistband jeans, tennis shoes and a sweatshirt for a long day of driving. She stood watching Rich pack his things as she sipped her own coffee. When he was done, he transferred his stuff into her RV, and she climbed in behind the driver’s seat to start another long day. He hopped into the passenger seat with his frenetic energy, looking all around him as she started the vehicle and pulled out of her parking space.
"This is gonna be a real-life zombie road trip," he said, patting the dashboard of the RV.
"I never thought of it that way," Babs muttered as she drove down the narrow highway toward the exit of the park.
When she pulled onto the major roads, they passed a road sign that said it was a hundred miles to the Colorado border.
"We are making good time," she said. There were far fewer cars in this part of the state since it was so rural and the off season for tourists. She turned on her CD of classic rock music and they sang along to the stereo as they drove across the Columbia River. She was beginning to like Rich more and more as the hours passed. He wasn't too bad a person, and they liked the same music, so the company was more than welcome. But every once in a while, she caught the strangest glimpse of a micro expression in his eyes, or in the turn of his lips, that made her uneasy. No matter what she did, she couldn't shake it.
She kept telling herself it was just because they were in the middle of an apocalypse and that was putting her on edge. Nevertheless, she kept her pistol in her lap and didn't let her guard down for more than a few seconds.
As they cross the border into Colorado, Barbara noticed the tank was growing empty.
"We're going to have to find gas soon," she said.
"I'll keep my eyes open.”
They continued up the highway for fifty miles and stopped by a stalled car. It was a newer model and the tank was locked. Rich pried it open, but when they began to siphon, they found the tank was nearly empty. The climbed back in the RV, disappointed, and continued up the road, scanning the roadside for promising place to siphon gas. Rich lifted his finger and pointed at a truck stop on the side of the road.
"There," he said.
"You think that’s safe?" she asked.
"Best place to find gas.”
She pulled off the road where he had pointed and drove up into the lots outside the truck stop. Trucks sat idling in the parking lot where their now zombified drivers had left them. Babs cringed when she saw the creatures bashing around inside the cabs of the big rigs. Half a dozen zombies milled around outside the diner and Babs shook her head.
"This isn’t a good place to stop," she said.
"Why don’t you lend me your gun, and I'll go take care of those zombies," he offered, reaching for her weapon.
"Not a chance. This gun is registered to me," she said, giving him a pointed look.
He opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it, smiling at her. "Right. You got anything else I could use as a weapon?” he said. “Wait, I have a tire iron in my gear." He went to his boxes and grabbed it, hefting it to test the weight. "This might work.”
He stepped out of the RV, and Babs followed him, knowing he could easily be swarmed by the horde of zombies. Her uneasiness grew every moment, and she tried to convince herself it was nothing. She needed a companion. Just the knowledge that somebody else was alive should be enough. But everything about Rich threw her off.
Was she just prejudiced because he was homeless? She didn't know. She didn't want to judge him like that. No, there was something else, something in his eyes, and the tone of his voice, the way that his mouth sometimes pulled back when she spoke. She couldn't place it. There was something just off about him. This was the kind of thing that Henry always told her she was overreacting about.
She followed Rich through the parking lot. As he approached the crowd of creatures, she lifted her pistol and held it in both hands as she slowly moved forward. Rich swung at the first creature that lunged at him, and Babs shot at the oncoming pack. She hit the first one in the shoulder. It growled and turned to her, charging in her direction.
She took a breath and let it out, focusing, aiming, and focusing again. She pulled the trigger and the bullet sliced through its skull. The zombie fell to the ground, slamming forward and landing on its face. Rich was surrounded by three others, having let himself get overwhelmed by the mass. Babs shot a zombie that was within range, careful not to hit Rich. She sprinted forward, ignoring the pain in her joints from sitting for two days and aimed again at closer range. The kickback from the pistol hurt her hand, but she held it steady and aimed again.
Pulling the trigger, the bullet sliced through the air and hit the zombie grabbing for Rich. Its jaw exploded. Fragments of bone flew through the air and stuck in Rich’s nappy beard. He managed to take down the first zombie with his tire iron and spun around to take down the next. It lunged at him and nearly knocked him over. He spun away and swung like a baseball player, smacking the tire iron into the creature's head with a loud thwack. It fell to the ground, a massive dent in its mangled skull.
Blood and bodies littered the ground. Rich examined them as Barbara aimed her Glock at the last creature. Rich put his hand up to stop her, and she took her finger off the trigger. He spun around and thrust his tire iron into the creature's face, slicing through its gaping mouth. It fell backward, taking the tire iron with it and collapsed on the ground. Rick rested his foot on the creature's chest for leverage and yanked his weapon from its mouth. He looked back at Barbara and gave her the thumbs up with a big grin on his face. She put her gun back in its holster and joined him near the carnage.
"You and I make a great team," he said.
She had to admit that having someone else to fight alongside her made the whole gory experience much easier. The teamwork even made it a bit fun.
"I can't believe we took all six of them," she said, staring down at the broken bodies that littered the concrete.
"Now let's find some gas and get back on the road," Rich said.
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CARLOS WORE the spare sweatshirt that said ‘University of Washington’ across the chest and washed down the candy bar with half a bottle of water. His feet were starting to tire as he pounded the pavement in the thin slip-on shoes provided to him by Peaceful Brook. The further he walked the soberer he became. The effects of his last dose of antipsychotic medication was becoming weaker in his blood. Soon he would be at the mercy of his mind.
Aside from the hunger and the pain in his feet, he felt better than he had in quite some time. He hadn't been able to find any weapons in the vehicle, except the crossbar tire iron that would prove to be a clumsy weapon at best. He'd have to find something else to defend himself against the creatures that roved the streets. He considered taking to the woods, but he had already seen what was in there.
The birds hadn't turned to zombies, but the deer had. He considered that for a moment. He'd seen the zombie dogs in town, so he supposed that whatever had caused this sickness had infected all mammals, including humans, but had not affected any other creatures. With his mind turning to more logical concerns, he tried to use his time trying to figure out what was going on, rather than condemning his mental health.
If birds were not affected, then probably other creatures like reptiles, amphibians, and fish were safe too. That meant if he found a fishing pole, he could probably catch some in the lakes and rivers. The next time he found a sporting goods store, he would grab himself a pole and tackle. And a weapon.
When he was a child, his father used to take him hunting in the forests of Washington, where they would stalk deer, turkey, and elk in the shadows of the giant Douglas firs. He was not unfamiliar with firearms, but his illness now prevented him from owning one. He doubted that would make much difference anymore.
After about ten miles, his feet were becoming so sore that he sat down and took off his slippers. The bloody blisters on his toes and heels had popped and were soaking the thin fabric of the shoes. He swore under his breath, but knew he had no other choice but to continue. He'd made a mistake driving to the forest with no gas, but he had been confused at the time. After an entire day of palpable apocalyptic experiences, he no longer believed he was dreaming.
He'd had a strange vision in the woods. A vision that had given him a glimpse into the undercurrent of the sickness that had swept across the world. He still didn't have a firm grip on his new reality, but Carlos was beginning to believe that the zombie apocalypse around him was really happening. That his strange vision in the forest had given him true insight into how it had started. He'd seen a laboratory. Scientists had created this virus. It swept through the air and the water, infecting everyone and everything that came in contact with it.
He had been ill long enough to know the difference between a hallucination and reality. At least that's what he told himself as he continued to walk on bloody feet down the deserted highway. If he could just make it back into town, he could snake through the shadows and find the supplies he'd need to survive. Maybe even a vehicle. He didn't know where to go or what to do, but he knew he needed to tell someone what he knew about the plague. It had been created and planted. His vision hadn't told him who or why, only that it had occurred. And if he continued to pay attention, he knew he would get more information.
Carlos continued down the hill, his feet screaming for relief. He came to a break in the trees and gazed down at the valley below. Sunlight glinted off glass and he squinted to see the outline of a small town in the valley. The last road sign had said twenty-five miles.
Some marathon runners could run that in a few hours, but he knew that walking in these shoes would take him all day and into the night. There would be more creatures down there, and he would arrive exhausted and injured. But what other choice did he have?
The need to prove himself drove him on as much as the need to survive. The road crossed a stream and he padded through the underbrush, carefully pushing through the ferns and nettles at the edge of the brook, and dipped his water bottle into the fast-moving current. He filled the plastic bottle and brought it to his lips, drinking furiously to fill his cells with hydration. He bent again and filled bottle once more, drowning it a second time.
He sat at the edge of the stream and placed his tired, wounded feet into the cool water. It stung like a motherfucker, but he kept them in the water until it washed away the blood and numbed the pain. He still had so far to walk, and the sunlight was beginning to fade. He would walk until darkness and then find a place to sleep in the forest. When he stood, he found a bush full of ripe salmonberries and smiled at his luck. Picking off the bitter pink berries, he threw them in his mouth one by one until his stomach felt some relief from the hunger pains.
He used some clay from the streambed to slather the blisters on his feet and slipped back into his shoes. The clay helped soothe the pain and lubricate the flesh enough to get him back on the road. With nothing but a water bottle, he continued down the highway as the sun tilted toward the western horizon.
The memory of his vision flashed behind his eyes with nothing else to think about and nothing else to do. Who would conjure such a sickness, and let it loose on the world? What kind of psychopath would want to kill so many people? Was it intentional or had it been a mistake? These questions plagued him with no answer.
As the air cooled and the sun set in the west, he was still ten miles from the little town of Brookside in the valley. He needed to find shelter for the night and try to sleep. He passed a single wide mobile home with the front yard piled with derelict cars and car parts, wondering if he could seek shelter there for the night. If there were zombies inside, he would be defenseless. Not having any better options, he limped up the gravel driveway through the car parts graveyard.
A three-foot steel pipe lay on the ground to one side of the driveway. He hefted it and swung it around like a baseball bat several times before deciding that it would serve him well enough as a weapon. Striding toward the front porch of the mobile home, he took several deep breaths and let them out, psyching himself up for a fight.
He climbed the creaky steps to the shredded screen door and pulled it open with a loud creak. He lifted his fist to the door and gulped before knocking several times on the flimsy plastic. After several moments of silence, he pressed his ear to the door and heard shuffling faintly behind the door. He drew back and knocked again, not sure what else to do. He wouldn't break into the home of a living person. But his hopes of finding another human being were sinking by the moment.
After ten minutes of knocking and waiting, he knew it was futile. He gripped the door handle with one hand and his tire iron in the other and pushed the door open. The room was dark and musty. A wave of stale cigarette smoke hit him. The shuffling was louder inside, but no one spoke. He peered into the darkness, as his eyes adjusted, and looked from one side of the mobile home to the other, not seeing any movement.
The shuffling turned into banging from behind the bedroom door. He stepped inside, and the banging grew louder with each step he drew into the house. The mobile home was as littered as the front yard, but he could already see there were plenty of supplies he could use. Not to mention a full-length couch. It had seen better days, but right now, it looked like the most comfortable bed in the entire world.
The creature behind the door kept banging and banging and banging against the thin particle board door. He would never be able to rest with a zombie in the house with him. His heart buzzed in his ears and pumped adrenaline through his veins. He could barely see or hear through the surge of his fight or flight response. He stepped toward the door, gripping his tire iron so tight his knuckles turned white. He didn't want to have to kill a person. He didn't want to have to open the door either. But he knew there was no other choice. He had to sleep and find something to eat, and he couldn't just leave the creature in the room. What if the door splintered in the middle of the night and the creature got through while he slept?
He squeezed his eyes closed for several long minutes, and opened them again. Letting out a ragged, panicked breath and biting his lip, he reached for the door and turned the knob. He jumped back, gripping the steel pipe in both hands as the creature fell through the door onto its knees. He scrambled back, and the creature pounced at him. Without a second hesitation, he swung the pipe, smacking the creature in the shoulder. It flew across the narrow mobile home and smacked it into a window, cracking the glass. It growled and corrected itself, charging at Carlos.
He grunted and swung, aiming for its head. That had put down the deer, so that's what he tried with this person. He missed the creature’s head, smacking his pipe into its neck. He scrambled out the door and down the steps of the porch as the creature followed him on uneven legs, walking like Frankenstein's monster. It followed him relentlessly into the yard, growling and groping and gnashing its teeth. The creature was dressed in blue jeans and a white tank top splattered with grease and stained with cigarette smoke.
It kept coming at him, relentlessly reaching and clawing and growling. Carlos charged at the creature and swung at its head as hard as he could. The pipe connected with its temple and its head snapped to the side, breaking its neck as it fell onto its knees and collapsed on the ground. It lay still, and he dropped his pipe, screaming frantically as tears poured from his eyes. He sank to his knees and covered his face, anguish taking over. The gravel cut through the thin sweat suit he wore. After a moment of despair, he pulled himself to his feet.
With the mortified groan, he walked into the mobile home and shut the door behind him. There was no light in the place, but he found a flashlight on the counter and swept the light across the room. He opened the kitchen cabinets and found cans of chili, beans, and tuna. A veritable feast. In one of the drawers, he found a can opener and sat down at the littered kitchen table to eat the cold food. He rested the flashlight between several empty liquor bottles, pointing the light at the ceiling.
He ate ravenously, trying not to think of what he'd just done. The food filled his belly and eased his mind. After two cans of chili and a can of tuna, he staggered into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed. A queen size mattress sat on the floor with a sheet that was pulled down at the corner, exposing the stains on the white mattress. It smelled of urine and body odor, but he didn't care. His eyes drifted closed, and he fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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SASHA PLOWED out of Portland like a beast out of hell, with no direction or idea of where to go. All she knew was she was getting the hell out of town. The hotwired SUV proved to be a perfect companion as she wove around the stalled vehicles along the back roads on the outskirts of the city. She decided not to take Highway 5 across the river, instead choosing a less traveled route further east.
She maneuvered around huge pileups, full of ghouls, clawing at cracked windows, trapped under seatbelts. It was a gruesome sight, and she tried not to think about it. She had her survival backpack and a vehicle. The tank was three quarters full, and she wasn't even tired yet.
When she crossed the Columbia River into Washington, she felt a spark of hope in her chest. She'd already found another survivor, even if she’d had to leave him to the ghouls due to his own stupidity. She ran over the scenario in her mind over and over, repeatedly thinking of other things she could have done. She should've just bashed the dog’s brains right then and there, but with the hippie telling her not to, she’d hesitated. She told herself that next time she was presented with a choice like that, she wouldn’t make the same mistake. No holding back.
The guilt haunted her, and made it hard for her to think of what to do next. As she drove through the high plains of Central Washington, under the cover of deep night, she knew that her next stop would have to be sleep and food. She found an empty rest stop off the highway. She filled her bottle with water from the bathroom sink and locked herself in the car to hunker down for the night. Turning on her flashlight, Sasha covered it with a T-shirt to dim the glow as she ate a can of baked beans.
With her stomach full, she pushed down the back seat of the SUV for more legroom. The upholstery and padding were more comfortable than the bed in her hideout. All in all, it felt like things were improving in her life. She could take anything she wanted without the interference of the police. She had to admit that she was somewhat satisfied with that turn of events. After reading one of the copies of Popular Mechanics stowed in the backseat of the SUV, she turned off her flashlight and drifted off to sleep.
Sasha was woken by the sound of smacking against glass. Vibrations ran through the vehicle. She jumped with a start, looking out the windows around her. The gray dim light of predawn lit the world, and she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. She looked behind her and was confronted by the face of a zombie plastered against the glass. His gray, decrepit skin smooshed over the glass, leaving a trail of oozing blood and yellow saliva. She scrambled back with a shriek and searched for more creatures. But it was alone. A middle-aged man in a checkered shirt and a baseball cap. He was overweight with a pronounced beer belly that hung over his wide belt buckle. She rolled her eyes and groaned. The yokel zombie had woken her up way too early.
Sasha unsheathed her hunting knife and climbed out the door. As the zombie stumbled around the vehicle toward her, she briefly wondered why it was slower than the ones last night. He lunged for her and she sidestepped, swinging around with the knife gripped in her hand. She jabbed her razor-sharp blade into the base of its skull. It slid several inches into his brain and he fell forward, yanking her knife with him. She held tight as he collapsed on the ground, not letting go of her weapon. Blood seeped from the wound, black and thick, coating the concrete below him. It flowed into her tire as a pool grew around him. She leaned down and wiped her knife on his jeans, and slid it back into her sheath.
"That's what you get for waking me up at 5 a.m.”
She walked into the lady’s room and looked around, not seeing any evidence of zombies inside. She went to the sink and tried the water. It flowed through the tap and she washed her hands. The electronic dryers were out, but she wiped her hands dry on the back of her jeans.
Outside, she climbed back into her truck and closed the door, searching through her pack for food. There was only one more can, so she opened and ate it with the camping fork she kept in her backpack. When she was done, she rolled down the window and threw the can on the pavement. No more fines for littering, she thought, shifting into drive.
Out on the road, she read a sign that said there was a small town about thirty miles up the highway. Sasha made a mental note to turn off there to search for food and supplies. She assumed small towns would be easier to loot than the big cities. Having a lower population, there would be fewer zombies to fight.
She took the exit to the town of Brookside, and drove slowly down the desolate streets. Zombies roved in packs. The living were nowhere to be seen. Corpses that were too devoured to turn littered the ground. When the monsters saw the movement of her vehicle, they gave chase. They were much slower than her car and couldn't catch up.
She noted again how much energy they’d lost since the day before, but their relentless pursuit of anything that moved could not be underestimated. She would definitely need better weapons with these ghouls following her everywhere she went. She noticed a gun supply store on one side of town, and a grocery store on the other.
First things first, she stopped at the gun supply store and pushed through the broken front door. It looked as if it had already been looted and dead ghouls littered the floor. There were still several guns available and plenty of ammunition. Whoever had looted the place had hastily grabbed some supplies and left. She perused the aisles, looking for something that took her fancy. As a bike thief and a city girl, Sasha wasn't particularly familiar with firearms, but she figured she'd learn fast enough. Just like she’d learned to live on the street as a teenager.
She picked up a rifle with a scope and tried it out. She liked how it felt in her arms, so she decided to grab that one. She read the instruction manual and grabbed any boxes she could find of the appropriate ammunition. Shoving a magazine in the chamber, she turned off the safety and aimed through the scope at the owl figure sitting on the far wall. She lined up the hash marks over the owl’s head and pulled the trigger. The bullet flew into the wall several feet away from the owl and she frowned.
After reading the manual quickly, learned about adjusting the scope and followed the instructions. Shooting at the owl several more times, she finally hit the taxidermized figure right between the eyes. It burst in an explosion of feathers and dust. Sasha smiled, swinging the rifle over her shoulder. She gathered several more guns, looping them in holsters at the waist and under her arm.
She grabbed as much ammunition as her shopping basket could carry and then came to the knife section. A long machete caught her eye, so she grabbed it and slung that around her waist too. She was so loaded down with weapons that she felt like a video game character.
Back in the car, she unloaded everything except the pistol in the holster around her waist that she hadn't tried yet. She’d grabbed all the instruction manuals for the weapon she'd stolen and would read them at night instead of the boring magazines she’d read last night.
She kept her trusty hunting knife in a holster on her hip and started the car as the horde of zombies caught up with her truck. She groaned and rolled her eyes as she backed out of the parking lot and started down the street to the grocery store. She could outrun the ghouls if she kept moving, but the minute she stopped, they caught up with her.
At the grocery store, she shot several ghouls with the pistol she’d learned to load in the car. Inside, she looked around the store for zombies. The clerk behind that counter already had its head bashed in. Many of the shelves had been looted, but there was plenty of junk food left for the taking. She grabbed a basket and started dropping bags of chips in to the cart. Candy bars, water bottles, and energy drinks. She rounded the corner to the canned food section and filled the cart with the remaining contents of the shelves.
Then she heard shuffling on the next aisle over and left her cart, pulling the pistol out of the holster. She expected to find a zombie, but instead she found a cowering young man in the middle of the snack aisle with an open can of peanuts and a bottle of water in his hand. He shot his hands into the air and gaped at her. A bloodied pipe sat on the ground behind him, and she assumed he'd been the one to take out the store clerk.
Their eyes met, and she lowered her gun.
"You're alive," she said.
"Yes.”
"I'm Sasha. Who are you?"
"I'm Carlos." He looked around nervously.
"You're only the second person I've met alive," she said.
"I didn't know anyone else had survived. I wasn’t even sure this was real,” he muttered.
"What's that?" she said, not catching his last statement.
"I thought I was hallucinating," he said more clearly.
"Afraid not, buddy. It's the apocalypse. Looks like a nightmare but this ain't no dream." Perusing the snacks, she grabbed the bottles of honey roasted peanuts and threw them into her basket as well.
"I've been seeing them for so long, I didn't know if it was real this time around."
"You've been seeing what for so long?" she said, lifting an eyebrow. This kid was a trip.
"The zombies," he said, cocking his head back at the dead clerk slumped over the counter.
Sasha was beginning to think that there was something not quite right about Carlos, but he was another living human, so she was willing to give him a chance.
"I just walked out of the Peaceful Brook Mental Institution yesterday. My zombie visions started years ago five years ago. For all I knew, I was back in my room at the institution."
"Well, I'm pretty sure I'm real," she said.
"How can I be sure?" he asked.
"I could slap you across the face if you want," she suggested, throwing more snacks into basket.
"Would you?" he asked sincerely.
"Sure, why not," she said, shrugging.
He stepped closer and squeezed his eyes closed, presenting her with his cheek. She looked at him skeptically and then took a deep breath, cocking back her hand as she let it fly and slapped him hard across the face. He shrieked and pulled back, cupping his cheek in his hand.
"Ow!" he wailed. "That hurt."
"Well, you asked me to do it," she said. "Did it help?"
"Well, I didn't wake up, and I definitely felt the pain."
"Is that proof enough for you?” she asked.
"That’s what they always say in the movies."
"And as everyone knows, everything they say in the movies is one hundred percent true."
"I don't know any other tests to determine if I’m dreaming or not. Do you?"
"If this was a dream, what would I be doing right now?" she teased.
"Showing me your boobs?" he suggested hopefully.
"See, there. That ain’t going to happen, so you can be pretty sure that this is not a dream."
He considered that for a moment, scratching his chin, and then smiled.
"Great. That means that a zombie apocalypse really is happening, and I'm not hallucinating,"
"See. There's always a silver lining," Sasha said.
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NEVILLE LEFT his playmate strapped in the basement and left the house with his new rifle. He peppered his neighbors with bullets, slicing through the ghouls with thrilled abandon. He laughed gleefully as he watched their heads explode with a pop. Fragments of skull and brain flew in the air and sprayed across the sidewalk as they fell to the ground. He’d counted his kills but got bored with counting at about fifty-seven. He had more important things to do than count zombies.
He needed a new vehicle if he was going to do the apocalypse right. He couldn't drive around in his nondescript sedan. He needed an armored car. But where would he find something like that? The only armored cars he knew of were either tanks or bank vans. Either one would do.
He knew his city had recently acquired some used military equipment to contain protesters, so he made his way to the police station with hopes of finding what he needed there. The streets were crowded with the undead who gorged on the bodies of the barely living. He watched a man chomping into the meaty flesh of a rotund woman's breasts as she screamed and struggled on the ground. He honked his horn and waved as he drove by, laughing mercilessly at the carnage.
This was, hands down, the best thing that had ever happened to him. It was glorious and moving beyond measure. In some ways, he felt a kinship to the zombies. Though he wouldn't want to be one of the mindless, brain eating ghouls, he did appreciate their motivations.
When he made it to the police station, he climbed out of his sedan and shot half a dozen zombies in the face before moving to the station itself. He opened the door and opened fire at the same time, taking out the cop zombies as they groped toward him. Seeing the pigs fall to their knees under his reign of fire was truly a sight to behold. It was beautiful. So much cop blood spilled on the white tile floor.
He walked through the station, and into the parking lots where they kept the military equipment. His city had riots the year before and they’d brought in half a dozen tanks to disperse the crowds of hippies and minorities. The people of his city had been up in arms about the fact, but he couldn't appreciate it more. He walked around the parking lot, shooting a zombie here and there. Finally, after walking through the police cruisers and SUVs, he came to what he was looking for. A vehicle that looked like a cross between a Jeep and a tank.
He rapped his knuckles against the thick, bulletproof glass on the windshield and smiled. It had huge knobbly tires that would crunch the bodies of zombies in its wake. When he climbed inside, he found the key in the ignition and turned on the motor. It hummed to life and he chuckled with glee.
Neville stepped on the gas and plowed through the chain-link fence. Now that he had his armored vehicle, he was unstoppable. Instead of driving around the zombies as he had on the way over, he plowed right over them, squishing them beneath his thick tires. Crunch, crunch, crack. The most satisfying sound known to man.
Neville couldn't stop laughing. His laughter grew hysterical after he plowed through a horde of a dozen zombies shambling aimlessly down the street. He had his palm on the steering wheel, hooting and hollering. He couldn't wait to take his little ginger for a ride. Oh, what fun they would have! He didn't even feel the need to torture her anymore. Just having her by his side would be satisfying enough as he crunched over the bodies of the dead and the living.
He parked on the lawn outside his suburban home and began to transfer his supplies to the truck. He could live anywhere he wanted. A mansion by the beach. The White House. Why the hell not? He could take over the world. Seemed like a damn good plan to him.
After he transferred his supplies to the armored truck, he went down to the basement and found his ginger slumbering on the gurney. Her eyes fluttered open, and she began to scream under her gag when she saw him. He caressed her cheek with the backs of his knuckles, smiling at her delicate pale face.
"Don't be afraid, dear," he said. “I'm not going to hurt you. I’m going to take you on a little road trip.”
She squirmed and screamed as he took her out of the restraints and yanked her to her feet. He pulled her up the stairs, her hands still strapped behind her back and her legs barely working from disuse. Seeing her clumsily tripping about, he picked her up and slung her over his shoulder. He was impatient to get out there and kill him some zombies. Her round bottom was right in his face, and he couldn't resist the urge to smack it. It gave the most satisfying cracking sound, so he did it several more times as he walked her up the stairs, using more force with each slap.
By the time he got her to the top of the stairs, her bottom, skirted by her frilly white dress, was rather red with handprints. He was so hard from the sight of it, he could barely resist the urge to have a little fun with her right there. His favorite game usually happened after they were dead, but he wasn’t ready to kill her quite yet. He took her outside, shooting zombies with the pistol tucked in his belt before pushing her into the tank and strapping her in the passenger seat.
"We're going to have so much fun together," he whispered in her ear with a smile.
All she did was weep and shake. He was getting tired of her behavior, so he pulled open the neck of her dress, revealing her shapely breasts underneath. With his knife, he cut open her bra and let her big, beautiful breasts hang out.
"That's better," he said, patting her knee. "You going to be the most wonderful traveling companion."
He walked around the other side of the vehicle and climbed in, glancing over at his ginger’s round breasts and pert rose-colored nipples. His dick was so hard he could barely sit but he decided he would wait until later to satisfy his urges. He had more important things to do now.
Using his intense arousal as his motivation, he turned around on his neighbor’s lawn. Flipping on the radio, he looked for music but found nothing. Instead, he turned his cellphone on loud, playing his favorite band. He sang at the top of his lungs as he crunched over every zombie he could find. His ginger screamed under her duct tape gag beside him, her breasts jiggling every time he hit another walking corpse. This was literally the best day of his life.
"Twenty points," he said as he crunched over a zombie child.
The girl wept, tears streaming out of her big blue eyes.
“Aren’t you having fun?" he asked.
He pulled the gag off her mouth.
"Just let me go," she begged. “Please. You don't have to do this.”
"I don't have to do anything I don't want to anymore, dear," he said. “The world is mine. And if you play your cards right, I won't kill you."
"Why are you doing this?" she sobbed.
"Because I can.”
"Please…" she whispered, and then went silent. Her voice was raw from screaming and he was glad to finally stop hearing it. It was never fun when they screamed when he didn't want them to. He liked to look at her pretty little mouth and he imagined what use he might make of it as he crunched over the zombies in the road.
"Where would you like to go?" he asked her, heading onto the freeway. “Should we head to the beach, the desert, or the mountains?"
"I don't know," she said.
"Come on, you must have some preference,” he said, rubbing her thigh.
"I've always wanted to see the ocean," she said.
"That's a good girl," he said. “If you keep this up. I might make you my special girl."
She looked at him with hope in her eyes, and he gave her a big toothy grin. She may be more fun alive than dead, after all. Especially if she did what she was told.
He took the freeway west, heading to the ocean. The traffic was locked up on the freeway, and he had to plow through vehicles and the bodies of the dead as he drove. During the long drive, he stole glances at his redhead’s bouncing breasts and despondent face.
"My name is Neville," he said, deciding to introduce himself. He might as well fill the silence and get to know this girl a little better. If he decided to keep her alive, it would be useful to understand what made her tick. "What's your name?"
"Melanie," she said. "Melanie Parker."
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TUCKER THREW his fishing line into the water and slowly reeled it back between sips of whiskey as he sat on the dock behind his cabin. The early morning sun shone on his face, glinting off his sunglasses and warming his blood. The mountain air was fresh and cool. He took a deep breath as he reeled in his line and cast again.
"Nothing like an early morning fishing session during the apocalypse," he said to himself with a smile.
Things were turning up, and he couldn't be happier with his decision to head to Lake Tahoe. He'd always wanted to stay in one of these cabins, like one of those rich bastards. Now that everyone in the world was dead, he had the opportunity to live his dreams. His hook plopped in the aqua blue waters of Lake Tahoe. Overhead, an expansive sky was dotted with big puffy clouds. A flock of geese flew past, squawking and seemingly unaware that the world had ended. The place was so idyllic, he had to remind himself he was in the middle of the apocalypse.
In all his years, he couldn't remember a more pleasant morning. He reeled his line and felt the familiar tug on the hook. He gave a satisfied ‘ah’ and continued to reel, fighting against the mountain lake trout as he drew back on the reel. He brought it to the dock and scooped it up with the net he found in the cabin.
The fish was a good twelve inches. Distinct rainbow-colored scales glinted in the morning sunshine. He pulled the hook from its mouth and threw the fish in a bucket of water. He sat back in his chair and lit a cigarette. He cast again, hoping to add three more fish to his haul this morning before he took them all back to the little cabin to gut and cook.
As he felt the telltale sign of a fish on his hook, he heard the sound of a motor rolling up the gravel driveway. He tugged on the reel, glancing over his shoulder at the vehicle approaching his cabin, his cigarette clenched between his teeth. He was not prepared for company, nor did he want any. His attention was caught between the yellow Jeep parking in front of his cabin and the fish on his line.
"God dammit," Tucker muttered around the cigarette in his mouth.
He pulled the fish out of the lake and pulled off the hook from its cheek, plopping it in the water with the other two. He grabbed the handle of the white bucket and started up the dock to confront whoever had come to interrupt his peace, his pistol holstered at his hip. When he'd crossed around in front of the cabin, he saw the driver emerge from the vehicle and did a double take.
The driver was a shapely thirtysomething with long brown hair, a pouty mouth, a round behind, and eyes hidden behind a pair of aviator sunglasses. She slammed her car door and motioned for whoever was in the passenger seat stay put. Tucker peered through the reflection in the glass, seeing a little girl who was the spitting image of the woman.
The woman wore skinny jeans and black tank top under a flannel shirt that did nothing to disguise her extremely appealing curves. She gripped the handle of a machete at her waist and put her other hand on her hip, cocking her head to the side. She did not seem happy to see him. He wanted to think the feeling was mutual, but looking up and down her shapely body, he would have been lying.
"Hello," he said, setting down the bucket of fish. "What brings you to this neck of the woods?"
"This is my cabin," she said. "It belonged to my parents."
"I didn't see your name written on it. What is your name, anyway?" he asked.
"None of your business, asshole. What are you doing in my parents’ cabin?"
"Considering it's a zombie apocalypse. I didn't think anybody would be coming back," he said, growing irritated with her spit and vinegar. He liked them feisty. No matter how off-putting and foul mouthed she might be, he had to admit that he liked her already. "My name's Tucker Cross," he said, reaching out to take her hand to shake. "I think we got off on the wrong foot."
She didn't take his hand, but crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him instead. He snatched his hand back and rested it on his hip.
"I got a bucket of fish if you'd like some," he said.
"Who is that, Mommy?" the little girl said, peering out of the other side of the car.
"Get back inside, Niah," her mother snapped.
"I've got enough for everyone," he said.
The woman looked him up and down and pursed her lips. Then she let out a long sigh of resignation.
"My name is Jada Sinclair, and this is my daughter, Niah. We drove all the way from San Jose to get here. I haven’t seen another living soul the whole way."
"We’ve got that in common. I came in from Reno."
"If you wouldn’t mind sharing your fish," Jada finally said, "we would appreciate it."
"Great. Come on inside.”
Jada nodded and went back to her Jeep, grabbing her supplies from the back seat as the little girl climbed out of the car and trotted over to look in the bucket.
"There really are fish in there," she said to her mother. “Can we go fishing later, Mommy?"
"Can't see why not. But now we need a rest."
She carried her duffle bag over her shoulder, and followed Tucker into the cabin. He sure did like the look of her, and her sassy attitude didn't hurt either. Not that he was interested in taking on a woman and a kid in the middle of the apocalypse. Seemed like a lot of baggage for him. It would be nice to have somebody living around, though. He’d been feeling a little lonesome since he’d had to kill Amy.
Tucker took the fish into the kitchen, pouring them out into the big basin sink to gut. The little girl watched curiously as he sliced into their bellies and pulled out all the guts.
"My grandpa taught me how to do that," she informed him.
"Is that right?" he said, dropping the gutted fish onto a plate. He grabbed the next fish and smacked its head on the counter to kill it. Niah winced.
"Me and mom come up here every summer," she informed him, swaying back and forth on the balls of her feet.
Tucker didn't usually like kids, but this one was kind of adorable with her pigtail braids and her sunny blue eyes. She looked a lot like her mom, but had a friendlier disposition. The woman walked into the kitchen and stood staring at him with her arms crossed as she watched him with her daughter.
"What are you doing in Reno?" she asked.
He didn't exactly know what to say. Being an unemployed military veteran who spent most of his days drinking and philandering probably wouldn’t impress a woman driving a brand-new Jeep. Although, maybe she’d stolen it, he had no idea. Still, she had that look about her like she did things like go to the gym and shop at Whole Foods.
"I'm a military veteran," he said puffing out his chest.
"Oh, I see. Those skills could come in handy in an apocalypse," she observed.
"That's right, I'm good at other things besides catching and gutting fish."
"Good to know," she muttered, examining his face.
He hoped she didn’t notice his nose was red from the booze and his body was emaciated, down twenty pounds from when he'd served. Or that he’d gone fairly soft around the belly.
"What did you do?" he said, feeling she owed him that much.
"I'm a freelance coder from Silicon Valley."
"Like computer programming? Don’t think that line of work’s going to come in handy much anymore, now that the grids down," he chuckled.
"I'm an engineer. My skill set doesn't end at computer programming.”
So, this sassy black woman was smart and gorgeous. Not bad at all. His day had just gone from good to better, and he couldn't believe his luck. He tried not to lick his lips and stare at her breasts while he cut the heads off the fish and turned the gas stove on to start frying them.
"It's lucky. This place has a gas burning stove," he said. “Otherwise I’d have to start a fire to cook anything. And who knows if those zombies can smell or not."
"It's a good question.”
"You got any theories on how this started. Secret military conspiracies? Foreign governments? Aliens? An ancient disease pulled up from underground in Siberia?"
"I guess those are all as plausible as anything else," she said, her tone annoyed. "Niah come with me, we’re going to get the bedrooms ready. I think we both need a nap. We've been driving since yesterday morning, and I haven't stopped."
"You drove all night?" he asked.
"I stopped for about five hours on the side of the road once it got dark. When I started driving again about an hour ago. I didn't know what I was going to find when I got here, and I'm glad that I waited until morning to arrive."
"Why? Because of me?" he asked.
"Maybe," she said, putting her arm around her daughter and walking out of the kitchen.
"Fish’ll be done in ten minutes," he said.
He frowned and went back to his cooking. He didn't think he was getting off on the right foot with this Jada Sinclair person. She had an amazing ass, but she also had an amazingly bad attitude. He usually didn’t go for women like that, but the apocalypse did something to a guy. Still, she was smart, and her daughter was cute. He could put up with having them around. He lit another cigarette while he finished frying up the fish. Jada came into the room and glared at him.
"Are you gonna really smoke inside?" she asked him.
"Look, doll, most of the world is dead. I think a little secondhand smoke isn’t going to hurt anyone."
"Take your smoking outside if you want to stay in my parents’ cabin," she snapped.
"Geez, fine," he said, taking the fish off the flame and walking out the back door of the cabin.
He couldn't believe that he just let her talk to him like that. So bossy. Still, she was a mom, and he could appreciate her wanting to protect her daughter from zombies and secondhand smoke. He might as well try to get along with them. Her skills might come in handy. You never knew when you might need a website developed, or something. He smiled.
"We’re going to eat this now," she said, peering out the back door.
"I'll be in in a minute," he said.
"I have a few cans of vegetables we can eat with the fish.”
"Sounds good," he said.
She stepped back into the kitchen, giving him a look like she thought he was an idiot or serial killer or both. He threw a cigarette butt on the porch and stomped out the flame, walking through the door into the kitchen. He found Jada and Niah sitting at the table with their food on tidy little plates. He was just going to eat the fish out of the pan, but plates were good too.
He sat down and found his helping already dished up with a fork and napkin placed beside it. How civilized. He took a bite.
"This is good," Jada said.
She smiled at him, and it lit up the whole room. The look in her eyes did something to him that he didn't want to admit was happening. Jesus, did he like this woman? How was that even possible? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d liked a woman. Attracted maybe. But liked? No.
Still, he glanced at her breasts and they did look awfully good in that shapely bra she was wearing under her black tank top. He could get used to that for sure. They finished their meal and she cleaned up as her daughter went to the bedroom she’d chosen for the two of them. He had his things in the other room across the hall. Now it was like they were all living together. One big happy family.
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JADA CLEARED the dishes from the kitchen table and put them in the sink that was still streaked with blood. Tucker had cleared the guts out, but hadn't rinsed the basin. She turned on the faucet, thankful the water was still running from the well. After washing the sink, she washed the dishes in the cold water and put them in the drainer beside the sink. Niah left their bedroom and followed Tucker outside.
Jada could see them standing at the end of the dock as he instructed her how to bait a hook. Niah had been fishing since she was a little kid and knew how to do it herself. Jada just shook her head, wondering how she'd managed to run into the worst possible person in the middle of an apocalypse.
She had seen the empty bottles of whiskey littered across the cabin. It didn't take a math genius to put two and two together. Tucker was an alcoholic, and he was driving a stolen vehicle. It had California plates, and he’d said he was from Reno.
She couldn't blame him for stealing a car. What did it really matter anymore? He had been right about that. Still, she didn't trust him. He said he was a military veteran, which she was willing to believe — his natty old duffle bag did say ‘Marines’ on it, but he could've picked that up from a thrift store. He did have weapons and that was more than she could say for herself. As untrustworthy as he seemed, it was better to have someone else around to help her protect Niah.
She watched him hand the fishing pole to Niah, and Niah cast it out into the water. She smiled up at Tucker who'd said something to her. Jada could read his lips: Good job. Niah began to reel in the line, the happiest Jada had seen her since they’d left San Jose. The poor kid was obviously going to be scarred for life. But what could Jada do about that? At least they’d survived.
By some stroke of luck, she and Niah hadn't caught the infection. Some gene in their DNA made them immune, she supposed. That was her running theory. It was impossible to say how the virus spread. On the road from San Jose, she’d seen the zombies overtake the living and bite them, only for the living to rise again, several moments later in the same undead state. So, she was able to deduce that the virus was spread through bites. But that wasn't how it had swept across the country and the world so quickly. Some other carrier had to be to blame. She squeezed her eyes shut as she put the last dish in the drain. She didn't want to think about the origin right now. It hurt too much to think about all that death. Tucker's explanations were all farfetched and ridiculous. Each one more insane than the last.
She walked out the back door and down the dock just in time to see Niah pull a small trout out of the lake. She squealed with glee as Tucker tried to catch it with the net. He swept the net up under the little fish as Niah waved the pole around wildly. They were both laughing hysterically, and the sound lifted Jada’s spirits more than she would have expected. Tucker fell to his knees and pulled the hook out of the fish's mouth, throwing it into the bucket of water at the end of the dock. He looked up at Jada and smiled, light sparking in his eyes.
“We’re catching some lunch," he said.
"We'll need it."
"The fish are an unlimited supply, but we’ll have to go scouting for everything else in the next day or two," he said seriously.
"I agree.”
"Have you ever shot a gun before?" he asked her.
She pursed her lips and shook her head no. She was physically oriented and enjoyed the outdoors, but she'd never held a gun in her life. She’d lived in the Bay Area since childhood, and her trips to Tahoe were more about sitting around the campfire roasting marshmallows than hunting deer.
"I can show you how. If you want," he said with a shrug.
She saw his eyes sparkle with hope and something else she couldn't place. It made her uncomfortable.
"If we shoot any bullets we’re sure to draw the zombies right to us.”
"You got a point there," he said. "Maybe you'd be better off with a crossbow. I could pick you up one at the hunting supply store when I go into town for food."
"Hmm, okay," she said.
"You won't be as fast as with the rifle, but you can retrieve your arrows.”
"You think the crossbow could take out a zombie?" she asked.
"Definitely. How many zombies have you killed with that machete?" He pointed to the weapon at her waist.
"With the machete or altogether?" she asked.
"Both," he said with a chuckle.
"Altogether, I've killed three, but only one with the machete.”
"We’re almost tied," he said, standing.
"Yeah, but I did it while protecting an eight-year-old," Jada said, feeling competitive.
He burst out laughing and snorted, holding his waist. "You're alright, Jada," he said shaking his head.
"Yeah," she said. "So are you."
She left Tucker and Niah on the dock fishing, thinking they couldn't get in too much trouble while she was in the cabin. She wanted to take stock of the supplies they had and search the rest of the cabin for anything else useful. In the kitchen, she stocked the food she'd taken from her ex’s apartment along with the food from the cabin. They had ten cans of food. Four cans of beans, one cans of chili, two cans of tuna and three cans of corn. There was a packet of beef jerky. Powdered milk. Coffee. And salt and pepper and a bottle of canola oil. She shook her head at the slim pickings and continued searching through the drawers and cabinets. She came up with a couple of boxes of dried soup. In the utensil drawer, she found a sharp cutting knife that was dull with age and slightly rusted.
After she searched the kitchen, she went about searching the living room. There was a good hatchet by the fireplace, and the wrought iron fireplace equipment. The long fire poker could be used as a weapon in a pinch. She then went to the bedrooms and searched them for supplies. There was an old pack of DD batteries in the nightstand by the queen-size bed she and Niah would share. Along with a flashlight. There was also two kerosene lamps and gallon can of kerosene.
Jada went outside and checked the propane tank. The meter said it was half full. Satisfied with her inventory. She went back to the dock and checked on Niah and Tucker, who were now sitting in lawn chairs. Both held fishing poles. The bucket held six trout and the two of them seemed like they'd made friends. Tucker was smoking a cigarette right next to Niah, and she had to resist the impulse to snatch it out of his hand and throw it in the lake.
"Could you not smoke next to my daughter?" she asked from behind. He looked up at her and squinted in the sun.
"We’re outside," he said.
"Secondhand smoke is secondhand smoke," she said. He pursed his lips and threw the cigarette in the water.
"You’re the boss. Mama bear," he said.
Niah giggled and Jada rolled her eyes.
"I've taken stock of what we have in the cabin.”
"Good work, chief," he said sarcastically.
“I've written down our inventory. We should plan a restocking mission soon.”
"Sounds like a plan," he said, his tone dismissive.
Jada growled and left them on the dock. She went back to the house and found an old am radio her father kept there. She sat down at the kitchen table and began turning through the channels, looking for signals. She tapped out an SOS message with each turn of the dial. All she got back was static until finally she heard the faintest impression of what she assumed must be Japanese.
A recorded message played on repeat. The sound of the voice was panicked even in the foreign language. She rubbed her face, wishing she could translate the message somehow. After several minutes of listening to the same voice on repeat and trying to communicate with the sender, she grew frustrated and turned the radio off. Sitting back in her chair, she crossed her arms over her chest and pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut.
Tucker and Niah walked through the kitchen door with the bucket full of fish, smelling of the lake and the outdoors. Niah beamed happily, as if the zombie apocalypse wasn't happening all around them. It gave Jada a strong sense of relief that her protective duty wouldn't have to be on overdrive every second.
"We caught ten trout," Niah said triumphantly.
"Good job," Jada said, patting her daughter’s head.
Tucker began to butcher the fish on a wooden cutting board at the counter. The sound of crunching bones and slicing flesh filled the kitchen.
"I found a signal on one of the channels on this radio," she said.
"Really?" Tucker said, turning to her and looking her straight in the face, his expression serious for the first time since she'd met him.
"It's in Japanese. It's a recorded message on a loop. No one responds when I send my SOS.”
"Oh," he said, turning back to the fish. "I guess all you can do is keep trying.”
"You're probably right," she said. "I wish I could understand what they're saying."
"Probably something like ‘Help me, everyone's turned into a fucking zombie’," he said with a shrug.
"Don't cuss in front of my daughter," she snapped.
"Noted," he said in a sarcastic tone.
Jada let out an exasperated sigh and Niah bounced off into the living room, pulling her toys out of her backpack to play zombie apocalypse with them on the couch. Jada stared at Tucker's back, trying to read the man who'd stolen her parents’ cabin. She gritted her teeth and stood from the table, turning into the living room.
"I'll fry these up as soon as I'm done butchering them," he said.
"Great," Jada said, conceding to their unsteady alliance for the time being.
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CODY SAT in a rocking chair on the porch, drinking a cold beer from the fridge in the basement as Felix purred in his lap. He looked out at the road, across the front pasture, down the driveway, his rifle on the floor by his side. He hadn’t left the house since the last time he'd gone to town to find supplies, but with the spring season eking toward summer, he knew he was going to have to do something to ensure his long-term survival.
He'd started a plan at the back of his mind. It wasn’t clearly defined yet, but every day it grew stronger. The electric fence lines were powered by solar panels and he’d already seen they worked on zombie cattle. The same could be said for zombie humans, he was sure. The ground over the decaying corpses of the herd had begun to grow lush over the last several days, the rotting bodies providing an ample source of fertilizer.
If he wanted to survive in the future, he would need to grow his own resources. The family's main profit had come from the cattle, but he also had a henhouse full of chickens who had been spared the plague. He'd seen a deer jump across the road yesterday. He’d caught a glimpse of it through his binoculars, sure that it was still alive. So, there were other animals out there who had survived.
He knew he needed to go to the feed and seed store if his plan was going to work. Going into town meant being confronted by his old neighbors and friends from his life before the plague. Killing Mandy still haunted him, even though he knew she was already gone when it happened. His heart was heavy with loss and his soul ached as he patted the little black and white cat.
Felix jumped from his lap and Cody finally climbed out of the rocking chair, a bit tipsy after his bottle of beer. He grabbed the rifle and went to the truck. He still had plenty of gas to run his equipment, but he'd need to fill the propane tank to keep the freezer and the refrigerator running in the basement.
He was very careful about running anything else in the house and let himself enjoy a hot shower once a week. But the rest of the generator power was for the freezer and fridge alone. He'd been going to bed early and used his natural gas stove to cook in the morning. He tried his best to conserve all the energy he could, but he knew there was plenty of supplies in town if he just went and got them.
The propane company was twenty miles up the road. If he could hotwire one of the tankers, he'd have enough propane to last a year. He climbed into the truck, taking a few deep breaths before he turned on the vehicle and pulled out of the driveway. He rolled down the window and called back to Felix.
"You be good now, cat.”
His barn cat was a survivor, and he knew he didn't have to worry as much as he did, but having another living soul to talk to was what was saving him from madness and self-destruction. He rolled into town and found the streets lined with the dead, walking groggily, as if in slow motion. They rocked back and forth in unison, like a demented chorus line. When they noticed the sounds and the movements of the truck, they perked up and started toward him, picking up their pace with renewed energy.
He rolled down the window and began to shoot. The bodies fell to the concrete, spilling blood on the ground. He had to reload after half a dozen, and then the death toll was at least twenty by the time he was done. He threw the rifle back on the seat next to him and continued through town to the feed store. He'd need seed for barley, corn, beets, any other garden vegetable. He’d decided on barley and soy for the fields. They'd been fertilized for years by the droppings of the cattle. His backhoe didn't have a plow, but he could jerry rig something with his equipment to tear up the soil and plant seeds.
He’d decided to start with ten acres and see how that went. He had no experience with large-scale farming, but his mother grew a vegetable garden every year, and the starts were already growing in the quarter acre she had fenced off for it. He knew he would need a heck of a lot more food to carry on. And who knows, maybe some other survivors would find their way to his door.
When they did, he would be able to protect them and feed them. What else was he living for if not to carry on the human race? He picked up his rifle as he parked in front of the feed store. He walked up the stairs on the opposite side of the ramp and entered the building, looking from side to side for any zombies, rifle in hand.
There were a few farmers stumbling down the aisles, who he disposed of quickly. When Hank Obermeyer, the portly owner of the feed store, lunged at him from behind the counter, he shot the man right between the eyes. He fell on his face with a soggy thud. Cody shook his head as he lowered his weapon and walked behind the counter into the storeroom. He grabbed a flat cart and began stacking it with sacks of seeds. Fifty pounds of barley seed and fifty pounds of soy. He could always come back for more — they’d go bad after a year or so. Best to plant them now before the mold got to them.
He'd never imagined turning the ranch into a farm, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and he’d decided he knew enough about farming to make a good run for it. He wheeled his seed back to the truck and began putting it in the truck bed while his rifle rested on the tailgate. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye and heard groaning.
Mark Tate, a kid Cody used to play football with in high school, came lunging at him, his pace still fast and his body still strong. The creature knocked Cody onto his back on the pavement. His head cracked against the concrete as the monster snapped at him. He could barely keep him off his face. Mark bit at him like a snapping turtle. Cody growled and pushed with all his strength, but the boy was too strong.
"Get the hell off me, Mark," Cody screamed, knowing his old friend could no longer hear him.
Mark's teeth were only inches from Cody's face, and he could smell the rancid breath blowing up his nose. Saliva dripped on his cheek and Cody cringed. He wouldn't let himself go down like this. He pushed with all his waning strength and rolled over, pushing Mark away like he had in football practice since freshman year.
He jumped to his feet and grabbed the rifle. Mark was too close to shoot, so he smashed him with the butt of his gun. It hit him in the cheek, but it wasn't enough to take him out. Mark went stumbling backwards from the blow and Cody aimed his weapon. He pulled the trigger and hit Mark in the neck. Blood gushed from the wound, but it still didn't stop the creature. Cody shot again at almost point-blank range, hitting Mark right in the temple. The explosion of blood, brain and skull sprayed in all directions. Cody winced and turned away, protecting himself from the spray.
"Today will be a good day for a hot shower," he said, going back to work on unloading the cart. Once he had everything in the truck, he put his gun in the cart and rolled it back into the feed store for another load. Once he had half his truck bed full of seeds and farm supplies, he filled the rest of the space with stakes and electric fencing cable.
He climbed behind the wheel and rolled down the street. He glanced into the back yard of the feed store and saw a tiller he knew he could attach to his backhoe. It was just what he needed to plow up the field, but he didn't know how he would get it back to the farm. It would have to wait for another day.
He pulled onto Main Street, aiming and shooting at the zombies as he passed. He took out another five of his neighbors and old friends on the way out of town, his gut wrenching with each shot. It couldn't be helped. In some ways he felt it was more merciful to send them to the grave than to let them linger like that.
He couldn't imagine his parents walking around like these creatures. He hoped that somebody, somewhere, had put them out of their misery. He drove down the road toward his ranch, strategizing how he would build up the electric fences, add more solar panels, and wire the whole damn ranch like a fortress to protect it against the zombies. He even considered building a chain-link fencing around the house, but decided to start with the electric line around the whole property. Instead of using the customary four-foot fencing, he would go for six.
As he drove down the highway headed home, he glanced out the side window and noticed a jersey milk cow in the front pasture of his neighbor’s farm. He slowed, squinting into the afternoon glare. Was the cow still alive?
He picked up his binoculars and peered at the creature. He could see she was as healthy as ever. And protected in a pasture by herself by electric fencing. He pulled off the road and started down his neighbor's driveway.
He parked in front of the metal fence and grabbed a rope from the back seat. Cody gasped when he found a little calf on the other side of her, still drinking from her teat. He couldn't believe his luck. The plague had taken his entire herd. He whistled at the cow and she looked up from her grazing, slowly walking toward him. He shook a can of oats from the back seat and she picked up the pace. She wasn't wearing a halter, but she was clearly tame. He made a makeshift halter out of the rope to lead her back to the farm.
The cow trotted up to him and he offered her a handful of oats in his palm. He dumped the rest of the oats on the ground, and the cow happily chomped them up as he looped the rope around her neck and muzzle. After she finished eating the oats, he took the can and tested the lead to see if she’d follow. She trotted along beside him, encouraged by the sweet feed. Her calf hurried behind her. The pair followed him out of the pasture to his truck. He tied her up to the back hitch and looped the line around the bumper. He didn't want to leave the calf out on the road on the way home. He walked over to the skittish creature and she almost ran away, but he caught her by the nape of the neck and scooped her up in his arms. She was less than a month old and still light enough to carry. The mama cow was anxious as Cody placed her baby in the backseat of the crew cab, but he offered her another handful of grain and that settled her down well enough to trot along behind the truck. He opened the back window of the cab and let the baby bleat out to its mother. Cody started the car and drove slowly down the highway, his new milk cow following easily behind him with the baby mooing in the backseat. He hoped the thing wouldn't poo all over the upholstery, but it would be worth it to bring home two healthy milk cows.
As he pulled into the driveway of his home, and Felix sprinted out from below the porch. The wind gusted from the north, howling through the trees. The sound of the baby bleating made the mother cow moo discontentedly. He pulled the little one out and set it on the ground. It ran back to its mother as Cody checked the back seat for manure. The calf had done him the favor of not messing in his truck.
When Cody stood back from the door, his reclusive neighbor Dan Jorgen tumbled toward the calf. Cody yanked his .22 from the front seat. As Dan charged at his little jersey calf, the mother started and turned to the side, blocking his shots. Cody charged around the cow and aimed. The calf ran in the opposite direction. Dan gave chase and Cody stopped to aim.
He shot and hit Dan in the shoulder. The zombie swung around and faced him. His mouth bloodied. His jaw hung open, as if it had been dislocated at some point after death. Dan walked forward, pigeon toed and growling. He swatted at the air like a demented lunatic. Cody took a deep breath and let it out before shooting the creature right between the eyes.
It fell face forward on the ground beside the mother cow. She was panicked and enraged, pulling against the back bumper of his truck. He put down his rifle and grabbed the can of oats from the backseat. He shushed her and said soothing words as he offered her more grain. After a few minutes, she calmed down enough to untie the lead from the bumper.
The calf reluctantly walked back to its mother as Cody led her to the barn. Inside, he put them both in a clean stall. He filled her water trough, gave her several big flakes of hay, and another can of oats. She flicked flies with her tail and seemed content as she shuffled from foot to foot. The calf went back to nursing, and Cody rested his arms against the gate, proud of his new acquisition.
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"WE NEED to find a way to siphon gas from these vehicles," Rich said as they approached the gas station. "We should split up.”
Babs tucked her gun into her holster as she looked around at the graveyard of vehicles and the zombies slamming around inside them.
She wasn't sure about splitting up, but Rich slipped through the door of the gas station before she could protest. She was running low on bullets. Once she was out, she would have no protection. Instead of following him back into the gas station, she walked back to the RV and loaded her gun with another clip.
As she walked out of the RV, Rich slipped around the back of the gas station with a gas can and a long rubber tube. She grabbed her rolling cart from the RV and decided to loot the gas station for food. Inside the minimart, the smell of rotten hotdogs and refrigerator food assaulted her nose. There was a dead zombie sprawled on the floor near the entrance. Blood spattered across the ATM and the electronic poker machines. She pursed her lips and stepped over the body, pulling her cart down the aisles. She filled it with the healthiest most calorie-dense items she could find. Beef jerky, nuts, and dried fruit, pancake mix, oil, and cake mix. When she had taken the healthiest items from the shelves, she grabbed candy bars, chips, and a couple of bottles of wine.
Outside, Rich was already filling the tank with gas from the can. She pulled the cart into the RV and unloaded her haul. She sat behind the wheel of the RV and the keys were gone. Anger rose in her chest and heated her cheeks as she burst out of the RV, ready to confront Rich. But he wasn’t there. The gas can was discarded on the ground, the tube lying beside it. She pulled her gun out of the holster and looked around, gripping it with both hands as she walked slowly down the steps. The door swung closed behind her, slamming against the RV. She found Rich on the other side of the door, a tire iron gripped in his hands. The look on his face was cold and distant, and he grinned at her like a madman.
Babs stumbled back, getting out of range of the tire iron as quickly as she could. She didn’t want to believe her traveling companion had turned on her, but she wasn't going to take any chances.
"Where are the keys?” she asked, holding her gun in both hands. Her arms began to shake and her heart pounded uncomfortably in her chest.
"I've got them in my pocket for safekeeping," he said, taking a step forward.
She raised her gun a few inches and took another step back.
"You can give them back now.”
"I don't think so.”
"Why do you want my rig, Rich?" she asked. “There's another RV right over there. Just take that.”
"That one's ten years old," he said. "Yours is brand new. And it’s stocked with enough food for a month.”
"Why are you doing this?" she asked as he took another step forward.
"I learned a long time ago, I'm better off on my own," he said, taking a swing at her with the tire iron.
Barbara’s self-defense training snapped into play and she jumped back, landing on her tired feet and jarring the joints in her knees and hips. She raised the gun and pointed it at him.
"Give me my goddamn keys," she bit out.
"You have guts, lady," he said. “I’ll give you that.”
"Try me," she said, her fingers twitching on the trigger.
"Just stay out of the way, and I'll leave you here. I'm sure you can find some other transportation."
"This RV has all of my belongings in it. This is the last thing my husband and I purchased together. You're not taking it from me," she said, pointing the gun at his chest.
"If that's the way you want to play it," he said, swinging the tire iron at her again.
She jumped to the side and swung around like her self-defense instructor had taught her. She used his body motion and overconfidence against him and kicked him in the back of the knee, on the side he'd swung with. He fell forward and she raised her gun at him again.
"This is the last time I'm going to ask for my keys back," she said.
"You're not going to kill me, Barbara," he said. "Let's be honest here. You’re a nice little housewife from the burbs. You’ll never pull that trigger.”
Barbara pulled the trigger, aiming at his knee. The bullet sliced through the flesh of his lower thigh and he screamed angrily with surprise.
"You old bitch," he yelled, charging at her and swinging wildly with a tire iron.
"I didn't want to do that, you asshole. Give me my goddamn keys, right now.”
He was angry and frothing at the mouth but would not be deterred. The last thing she wanted to do was kill a living person, but Rich obviously had some social problems.
"I thought you were a decent person," she grunted. "This is the last time I trust anybody."
He didn't respond. He just growled and charged her, limping as he ran on his wounded leg. Blood seeped down his jeans and soaked into his sneakers. Babs shot again, this time grazing his shoulder. He howled with pain and dropped the tire iron as he gripped the new wound with his hand.
"God dammit," he said, growling at her as he fell to the ground.
"Give me the keys," she said, aiming at his head. "I don't want to have to kill you."
"Fine," he said, shoving his hand into his pocket.
He threw the keys at her. They skidded across the ground. She bent at the knees, not taking her eyes off him, the gun pointed at his head. She grabbed the keys and shoved them in her pocket. She backed up and grabbed the gas can and tube on her way to the door. She didn't take her eyes off Rich for a second as she climbed into the RV, locking the door behind her. She slid behind the steering wheel muttering "asshole” as she thrust the keys into the ignition.
Barbara peeled out of the parking lot, leaving Rich in her dust as she drove away. The CD of her favorite old songs played on the stereo as she pulled back out onto the freeway. She'd known something was wrong with him all along. As much as she didn't want to be alone in this world gone mad, Barbara knew right then and there that she was better off on her own.
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"DO you want one of my weapons?" Sasha asked Carlos as they walked toward her stolen SUV.
"I've never used a weapon," he said, shrugging as he helped her unload the food into the backseat.
"Well you better learn now," she said.
She listed off the items she'd taken from the gun store up the street. Carlos considered it for several moments and decided that he would take a rifle. He didn't like the idea of getting too close to the zombies or having to rely on his reflexes or strength. He used to be physically fit, but the time he'd spent in the institution had left his muscles weak. She handed him the rifle and the instruction manual along with a backpack full of ammunition.
"That's for you, then," she said. "I've got a couple more in the back.”
"Thanks,” he said, closing the door to the passenger seat as she turned the key in the ignition.
She pulled out of the parking lot of the grocery store, rolled down her window, and aimed her handgun at a zombie she passed on the street. She shot several times, missing the zombie completely until the fourth shot. The bullet fired and hit it in the shoulder. She swore and aimed again, this time hitting it in the head. She whooped excitedly as they passed. The zombie fell to the ground in a spray of blood and debris.
Carlos glanced over at the girl gleefully chuckling about her latest zombie kill. He hefted the rifle in both hands, drawing his eyebrows together. He wondered if he’d just gotten in the car with some kind of maniac. He might see things, but he didn't take any joy in killing things. All he wanted was to survive and figure out what was going on. Finding Sasha in the grocery store had help cement his reality was not a dream. He wanted to ask her about it. The question lingered on his lips. He was unable to verbalize it but he didn't want her to think he was crazy.
She pulled back onto the highway, weaving around the stalled cars on the road.
"Where are you headed?" he asked.
"I don't really know," she admitted. “But I got a full tank of gas from the last time I filled up, so we might as well burn it.”
"We should go to the least populated states to the north. There will be less zombies there," Carlos reasoned.
"That's a good idea. We can head north through Washington and then head east through Idaho into Montana.”
"Why don't we head east now and avoid Washington altogether?" he said.
He had lived in Seattle for years, and had just escaped from a mental institution. He wasn't in a hurry to go back through his home state.
"Yeah, we can take the highway east in about thirty miles," she said.
The road was mostly clear as they drove along the river and through the deep basin cut through the mountains. He looked at the sky and watched the clouds float by overhead.
"So where are you from?" Sasha asked.
"Seattle mostly. I went to school there until recently."
"You don't dress like a college student," she said.
"I had to borrow these from a trailer I slept in last night. They're too big. I know," he said.
"What are you doing all the way down here without a vehicle?" she asked.
Carlos took a long breath and let it out, he would have to tell her eventually.
"My van ran out of gas and then I was on foot.”
"I see,"
"What did you do before the apocalypse?" he asked, changing the subject.
She gave him a sideways glance and smirked as she gripped the wheel.
“I was a bike thief in Portland," she admitted.
Carlos gritted his teeth and growled. "I hate bike thieves. I’d like to punch every single one.”
She made a shocked noise in the back of her throat, but then laughed and tossed her curly red hair over her shoulder.
"That's a risk in my line of work," she said.
"So, I take it you hotwired this car," he said, pointing at the open wires under the steering wheel.
"It's a skill that comes in handy during the apocalypse," she said with a smile.
Sasha was a pretty girl. A bit rough around the edges, but he decided that she was probably a good traveling companion under the circumstances. He wished he could say the same for himself. Every time he saw zombies, he wasn't sure if it was real or a hallucination. He wasn't sure Sasha was even real for that matter. But he still couldn't ask her the simple questions he needed to ask. He had no medication to keep his mind straight, and he feared the longer he went without it, the more trouble he would find.
"What were you studying in school?" she asked.
“Biochemistry.”
"Oh, you're smart then.”
"Some people would say so,” he said, squinting at the rifle instruction manual.
"Why only some people?" she asked.
"Everybody has opinions," he said. "Doctors, lawyers, psychiatrists. Everybody."
"I suppose you are right. The cops definitely had an opinion about me."
"Do you think it was invalid?"
"Probably not," she admitted, chuckling. “I ran away when I was fourteen, and I've been living on the streets ever since. I had to learn to survive by my wits. What was I gonna do? Live in one of those shelters with the rapey guards or a foster home with the rapier foster dads? I’d rather take my chances on the street. At least then I didn’t have assholes telling me I needed to be a good girl and listen to their bullshit. I make my own rules. I like it that way."
"I was homeless for a while. Once," he said, the word slipping out of his mouth before he could stop them.
"You were? A smart college kid like you?" she asked.
Carlos began to ponder the experience he'd had while spun out on drugs, living on the streets when he'd first left home. It was the first time he’d really been taken over by the delusions. He'd used drugs to try to stop them, to try to make them go away. But it only made it worse. He'd been taken in by a friend who'd protected him and coached him through life on the streets. Trying to repay that kindness later had only convinced everyone that he was a lunatic.
"I had an episode," Carlos said, looking out the window.
"One of those," Sasha teased.
He snapped his gaze at her and gave her a death glare. She leaned back when she saw his expression and began trying to backpedal.
"I'm sorry, man. I didn't mean anything by it. It's just that I've seen a lot of cases like that on my years on the street. What happened?"
“My parents found me and the doctors put me on medication. I was able to get myself under control enough to go back to school. Not that any of that matters."
"How do you mean?" she asked.
“A homeless man took me in and helped me. After I got straight, I repaid his kindness by giving him my new BMW."
Sasha made a spurting noise through her lips and then burst out laughing.
“They committed me after that. I’ve missed an entire semester of school."
"Your parents sound like assholes," she said.
"Yeah," he muttered with a shrug.
"So, are you seeing things now?" she pressed.
Carlos let out a long sigh.
“The truth is, I don't know if I'm hallucinating this entire event or not. I don't know. I’ve always seen zombies. That was my only delusion. Zombies everywhere. I scared the hell out of my sister once screaming that she’d become one. That was right before I ran away from home. When everything went to hell in the institution the other day, I really didn't know if I was a hallucinating it all. To be honest, I’m still not sure if you are in my head or if you're real.”
"I can assure you, I'm real.”
"That's what's delusions always tell you," he said with a laugh.
And then darkness descended around Carlos's vision, and he fell into darkness. He was in the forest again. Shadows encroached from every side, streaking around him. He was unable to catch a glimpse of what they were. He raised his gun and pulled the trigger, trying to shoot one of the shadows. He aimed and missed. Turning, he ran, trying to escape the fear pumping through his veins. He heard a loud crack, and Sasha screamed.
She pounded on the brakes. When he could see again, she was glaring at him and shaking his shoulder. He had his hands around the rifle. His eyes finally focused on a big bullet hole in the front windshield.
"Good going, asshole," she snapped.
"I didn't mean to.”
"What are we going to do if it rains?" she grumbled.
"Steal another car?" he suggested.
"That's not the point. You just shot a gun inside the car. Are you trying to kill us?"
"I saw something. A shadow, streaking through the forest."
"You need to cut that out, buddy, or I’m not going to be able to take you with me. Here, give me that gun.” She snatched the rifle out of his hands.
"I'm sorry, Sasha. It won't happen again. I don't know what got into me.”
She huffed and started down the road again, giving him tentative glances as they drove.
"So, this vision you had? It wasn't like a hallucination. It happened with your eyes closed."
"Yes, I've been having them since the zombies took over.”
"Is it different from how it used to be?"
"I used to see zombies roaming around in front of my face. My parents would turn into zombies, my sister, my teachers, the whole world became zombies. And then the hallucination faded and I’d find myself back in normal life. Ever since I left the institution, the visions have only been inside my head. I saw the strangest thing yesterday. I saw the plague being manufactured.”
"You think somebody created this virus?" she asked.
"I don't know," he said with a shrug. "I don't know anything."
"What exactly did your vision look like?"
"I saw someone making something toxic inside a laboratory. That's all I can explain."
"But you didn't see who it was?" she asked curiously.
"No. And I have no reason to believe it was real, either."
"Why not?” she asked.
"Because it was just a manifestation of my broken brain."
"I don't know if you’ve noticed, Carlos, but we’re living in a zombie apocalypse. Your hallucinations were about a zombie apocalypse. If I were you, I'd start to take those visions seriously.”
"You think that it was a premonition? Like a psychic premonition?"
"Yeah, why not? Anything's possible," she said.
"That's the kind of thing they lock you up for," he said.
"Well, there aren't any mental institutions anymore. So, you're free to be as crazy as you want.”
"Thanks," he muttered. "I really appreciate that."
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SASHA CONTINUED through the Columbia Gorge, sneaking glances at Carlos as she drove. This kid was a trip for sure. He’d scared the hell out of her when he'd shot a hole in the windshield. But his story was fascinating. She'd met some troubled kids with mental health issues on the street in her time, but none of them had stories like Carlos. He'd been seeing zombies in every hallucination he'd ever had, before the outbreak.
Now he was having visions of how it started. He was an interesting ally, if not the key to the entire thing. Being a thief and an opportunist, she knew that there must be some value in his knowledge. Even if he was a spaz who had no survival skills. Still, it was good to be with someone else and not alone. She had no idea where they were headed as she continued weaving around the stalled cars on the freeway, headed east. Carlos had suggested they travel to a less populated state like Montana or Wyoming. She had to agree that it was a good idea. Maybe, eventually, they’d find some other living humans.
If Carlos was alive, there had to be other people too. The survivors would eventually want to know how this whole thing started. She knew she was curious. Curiosity was part of her nature. You had to be curious on the street as a thief. They said curiosity killed the cat, but curiosity also kept Sasha fed. She glanced over at Carlos, feeling like he might be the answer to everything.
She slowed on the highway, noticing she needed to fill her tank with gas. She'd already found a gas can and a tube to siphon gas out of other car tanks. She pulled up beside an SUV with Idaho plates and got out of the car. The zombie mom in the front seat banged at the windows as the zombie children in the back crawled around on all fours like little animals, barking and snapping at her and Carlos.
"I'm just gonna take your gas. It's not like you're going to use it," she said, using her wrench pop open the gas tank.
She pushed her hose in to the tank and sucked on the end until the gasoline bubbled up into her mouth. She spit out the rancid flavor and aimed the hose into her can. Eating small amounts of gas was going to be a way of life now. Carlos got out of the car, gripping the rifle she’d taken away from him. He held it awkwardly in both hands, staring at the zombie family and tripping toward her like a newborn colt.
"Did you have any more visions? Cuz if you do, please put the gun down.”
"No," he said. “But I needed to stretch my legs and clear my head.”
"Go ahead, but don't go too far," she said, worried about him.
Not only had he been labeled with a mental illness all his life, he was a gentle and trusting soul who wouldn't hurt a fly. It made her want to protect him. But at the same time, she couldn't be sure what he would do from one moment to the next. If he had one of those visions at the wrong moment, he could accidentally kill them both. That made him dangerous. Not by any fault of his own, but the strange psychic power he possessed might take hold of him at any moment.
Sasha had never been much of a woo-woo hippie type even though she grew up around those people. Crystal healers, tarot readers, palmistry. The whole nine yards. Half the kooks in Portland believed in that crap. She’d always figured, if that stuff was real, then nobody would go hungry, and no one would ever suffer, as long as their “vibes” were high enough. High vibes never seemed to help anyone. She’d never believed any of that crap until the world had gone to shit and she’d met Carlos. His parents thought he was insane, but now his visions had come true. Sasha thought, when you hear a story like that, you should pay attention.
She drained the gas tank from the zombie infested SUV into her tank and replaced the gas cap on her own car. She walked up the road to where Carlos stood, gripping his rifle and staring into the distance as the bright spring sun blazed down on their heads. She looked at his face and noticed his eyes were glazed over.
"Are you all right?" she said, touching his shoulder.
He started and jumped away from her, looking at her like he'd never seen her before. His gun shook in his hands and the barrel was dangerously close to being pointed right at her face. She reached out and took it away from him.
"I told you, I don’t think weapons are a good idea for you.”
He let her take the gun without protest, blinking as recognition rose in his eyes.
"That might be a good idea for now," he admitted with a shrug.
"Don't worry," she said. "I'll protect you.”
Carlos was at least six inches taller than her and had a good fifty pounds on her as well. But he wasn't altogether with it. He was the kind of person who didn’t seem to have a violent bone in his body. She didn't mind protecting the kid. In fact, she wanted to help him. She was the kind of girl who’d never expected somebody to save her. So, the fact that he was a boy and she was a girl didn't make any difference to her. She was glad to have somebody to talk to. Even kind of glad to have someone to take care of. She had mentored other street kids when they’d first came out on the streets. And it always made her feel good to help somebody out and teach them the ropes.
"Come on, Carlos," she said. "Let's get going.”
They turned and headed back to the SUV just in time to see a dozen fast-moving zombies trotting up the highway toward them. Carlos screamed and gripped his temples, falling to his knees on the ground.
The zombies were only a hundred yards away and would overtake them in any second. She grabbed him by the oversized shirt and tried to haul him to his feet, but he was too heavy. He kept screaming and swayed back and forth like an autistic kid having a fit.
"Seriously, Carlos, get on your feet. Right now," she yelled.
That only made the zombies run faster. Carlos continued swaying back and forth, mindlessly moaning.
She hefted the rifle and aimed at the first zombie headed toward them, lining the crosshairs in the scope. She’d just taught herself how to shoot and knew she was no expert. Picking bike locks and breaking into people's homes? She was without a doubt a master. But shooting zombies? She was still a complete novice at it. She lucked out and hit the first zombie right between the eyes. It gurgled and fell back, knocking into three others that took its place. She aimed again and shot at the next one charging toward them. She hit it in the shoulder and then in the jaw. But that did not stop it.
"Carlos, we don't have time for this," she yelled.
The zombies would overtake the vehicle at any second if he didn't get his ass up and running for it. She leaned down and grabbed him around the chest, pulling him up to standing with all her strength. He groaned and stood, his hands still cupping his ears as he mindlessly groaned to himself. She pulled him by the bicep toward the car and pushed him into the passenger seat. She climbed in behind him and slammed the door closed just as the horde overtook the car.
She turned the key in the ignition and slammed on the gas, peeling out on the pavement with a loud screech. She accelerated from 0 to 60 in less than a minute and nearly smashed into a car stalled in the middle of the highway. She swerved around the vehicle, slowing only slightly until she corrected and continued down the road.
When she had control of the car and had left the zombies in her dust, she glared over at Carlos. He was still moaning and groaning in the passenger seat.
"What's the matter with you?" she demanded, pulling his seatbelt on.
He didn't answer. His behavior was impossible. How was she going to survive if she had to deal with his mental breakdowns every five minutes?
"What are you seeing, Carlos?" she asked, still too curious to throw him out of the car at a high speed.
"So much evil," he muttered. "So much death."
"You're telling me," she said, continuing down the road.
He was clearly having one of his visions. And until he snapped out of it, he wouldn't be able to tell her what it was all about. He may be acting like someone having psychotic seizures, but she had decided to protect him. The more he flipped out, the more she wanted to know what was going on inside his crazy little head. They drove on in silence that was only broken by the sounds of his muffled groaning. Finally, after they started descending on the other side of the mountains into the wide green prairies of Idaho, he opened his eyes and sat up straight.
"I'm so sorry, Sasha," he said, sounding genuinely embarrassed and remorseful.
"What was that all about?" she asked, opening a warm energy drink and downing half the thing in one gulp.
"I think I know how the plague started," he said.





27

NEVILLE BARRELED down the road in his police tank, Melanie’s breasts bouncing by his side. The sun was high in the blue sky and the birds sang in the fresh spring morning air. Life couldn't be better. He even had the windows rolled down, so he could shoot zombies as he passed. Melanie had stopped crying and was staring at her lap despondently, which he preferred over the moaning and groaning.
She even answered his questions when he asked. And not just his simple yes or no questions, she gave him detailed answers when he asked for them. That was exactly the behavior he was after. Given that he had so many people to kill, he was reconsidering his original plan to murder her slowly. If she could cooperate, she may be more useful to him alive. It would be tough ruling the world alone. He would need someone to rely on. That someone could very well could be Melanie. He pulled the tank up the side of the road and approached an empty parking lot in front of a pet supply store. He had an excellent idea of what to do with the girl, to keep her in line and focused on what mattered. Serving him.
But he couldn't let her forget who was in charge. He pulled his pistol out of the car and slid from the front seat onto the pavement. He left her in the car with the windows cracked and made his way to the pet supply store. He cracked the glass door on his way in and picked up a basket. Perusing the aisles, he caressed his pistol in one hand and held the basket in the other.
Neville had never had a pet, but he soon would. She needed something special. He walked down the aisles to the obedience collars and found just what he was looking for. A remote-controlled shock collar. This would serve his purpose perfectly. He put it in the basket and continued walking down the aisle, looking at the other collars. He found a choke chain that would suit her nicely and put it in the basket. He then found a long leather leash that he could lead her around with when he needed to keep her close.
The shock collar would keep her from running away. He intended to bolt it on her to keep her from taking it off. He passed the tanks of starving fish that had begun to cannibalize each other. He stood there for several long minutes, watching goldfish attack each other and eat the bodies of the fallen. That's when he heard screams coming from outside. He fast walked down the aisle and then trotted to the exit.
Outside, three zombies had approached the passenger side of the tank and were attempting to climb up the steps to attack Melanie through the window. She belonged to him! He wasn't going to let any zombies take his pet and turn her into one of them. There were plenty of zombies to kill in the world. He didn't need any more. He pulled out his pistol and downed the first one, shooting it quickly in the head. And then the second. The third one already had its hand inside the window and was grabbing at her. She leaned out of its reach.
Neville ran to the creature, who was wearing a yellow Hawaiian shirt, and grabbed its neck and yanked it out of the window. It fell to the ground and he shot it once between the eyes. Taking care of that, he stepped up to look in the window and inspect her body for scratches or bites.
"Did it get you?" he asked, cupping her chin gently in his hand, looking at both cheeks.
"No," she said, shaking her head in his grip, tears rolling down her eyes. "Thank you for saving me," she said.
"You belong to me now. I'm not going to let the zombies take you. How do you feel about that, pet?" he asked.
“I don't want to die," she sniffled.
"Well, do exactly as I say, and I won't let you die. I won’t let the zombies take you, and I won't kill you myself. Is that agreeable to you?" he asked.
She nodded in agreement and he opened her door.
"Then I can untie you. Would you like that?”
She nodded, more tears streaming down her cheeks. She was so pretty when she cried. He cut the straps around her wrists and ankles and closed the door as he stepped out. He walked around the driver side door with his basket and threw it in the back seat.
"What is that?" she ventured.
He almost slapped her face for speaking out of turn but decided to humor her curiosity.
"It's my insurance policy. To keep you from running away."
"I won’t run away," she said.
He looked at her and smiled, a deep sense of satisfaction rising in his gut. He had never imagined it would be so fulfilling to have a woman remain loyal to him. This was a new sensation he'd never felt before. He usually felt the deep pleasure from torturing them, cutting up their bodies, mutilating them and then slowly killing them. After that he defiled the body until it became rancid. That was his usual routine, but now that the world had become his playground, maybe he was achieving some personal growth. All Neville knew was that he liked her loyalty to him. He believed that he could make her stay, like a good little pet. It was a new sense of power he hadn't expected. Power he liked.
He pushed his foot on the gas and started out of the parking lot. He wanted to take her somewhere special to put the collar around her neck. It needed to be a special moment — he'd never taken a pet before. He wanted to make the feeling of power last so he could savor the memory later.
More importantly, she needed new clothing. Now that he’d decided to keep her, he didn't want her breasts jiggling around for any Tom, Dick or Harry to see. Those belonged to him now. They stopped in front of a department store, and he helped her out of the vehicle. She took his hand like a lady he was escorting on a date. The look in her eyes had changed from fear to respect. It was ever so satisfying to know he could do almost anything he wanted to her, and she would stay by his side.
Sure, she was afraid of the zombies, but she trusted him. She depended on him. She needed him. The feeling of power swirled in his chest. They walked into the store, she held her ripped clothes over her exposed breasts and he smirked to himself that she was still so modest. The girl was in the middle of a zombie apocalypse with the man who'd kidnapped her, tortured her, and murdered her boyfriend. He’d been the who’d ripped the shirt open in the first place. She would be so fun to bend to his will. The innocence of her trust filled him with the most pleasurable sensation.
They walked into the department store and they went straight to the designer clothes section. He found her a short, tight-fitting gold dress and told her to put it on. She looked at him with shy concern. He cocked his head toward the dressing room.
“Go try it on,” he commanded.
She trotted off to the dressing room while he looked for shoes. He found a pair of patent leather platform pumps that would go perfectly with the dress. He peeked into the dressing room and called out to her.
“What size shoes do you wear?" he asked.
"A seven," she said, obediently.
He went back to the shoes and found a size seven. A moment later she walked out of the dressing room and he handed her the box. Her voluptuous curves looked perfect under the gold fabric. She slipped into the shoes and gazed at herself in the dressing room mirrors, turning from side to side.
"Not bad," he said.
He took her hand and they walked back out into the store. He found her a black fur coat for her, and piled the basket full of additional dresses and shoes, along with makeup, perfume, and everything else that would please him to see her wear. He smudged red lipstick on her lips and blue eye shadow over her eyes. He stood back, staring at her, satisfied with her new look.
"Let's go. And I have something extra special to give you."
"You've already given me so much," she said, in a small voice.
"But I have so much more to give you, Melanie. If you are a good girl, I'll give you the whole world."
He took her hand and pulled her out of the department store. Several zombies milled around the tank. He shot them and helped his pet into the passenger seat of the vehicle. She buckled herself in like a good girl, and he closed her door. Climbing behind the wheel, he considered where he should take her. A five-star hotel might be appropriate, but anywhere like that would be crawling with zombies. Maybe somewhere romantic like a hilltop with a view.
They were on their way from central California to the coast. He knew the entire way would be riddled with the undead. But this was their special day. The day he would claim her as his own little pet, and she would pledge her loyalty to him as her master forever and ever. Until he tired of her, or her death. Which would probably be the same time.
He never imagined keeping a captive alive would be satisfying to him. But now that the world was a living hell, the ruler the devil himself, he needed a little she-devil of his own.
It took another hour to reach the coast. He pulled out onto a secluded beach in a rural part of the central coast. The sun was beginning to set over the ocean. Red light streaked across the sky. She walked with him to look out onto view of the ocean. He pulled the collar out of his pocket and showed it to her.
"I'm going to take you as my pet," he said.
She scooped up her hair for him as he placed it around her neck as if he was giving her a diamond necklace. He attached it tightly enough that the electric prongs touched her skin. He then used the bolt tool to clamp it on permanently. She would have to saw through the leather to get it off. He then pulled the electric remote control out of his pocket.
"This is a remote control. If you don’t please me or try to run away. All I have to do is push this button. It will give you a hundred-volt electric shock. I have it set on the highest setting for the largest dog.”
He then pressed the button to demonstrate. Her knees shook and buckled as she screamed and fell. He scooped her up in his arms and kept her from falling. She looked up into his eyes, her pupils dilated, her lips swollen, and her mouth open. He leaned in and kissed her hard on the mouth. She was so beautiful in that moment with the blood red light washing over her face.
"I won’t run away," she whispered. "I promise."
He placed the choke collar around her neck with the leash that ran down between her breasts and it fell to the ground.
"I will not kill you, as long as you please me.”
He picked up her hand and kissed the soft tender flesh on the back of it. It was the most romantic moment of his life, and he felt a stirring sense of attachment to his little pet. He needed to know that she fully belonged to him. She needed a new name. A name he had given her.
"I will now call you Delilah," he said. He took both her hands in his and held them, caressing the backs of her knuckles with his thumbs. "What is your name?" he asked her.
"Delilah," she said.
"And who do you belong to?" he asked.
"I belong to you," she said.
"Very good, my dear,” he said, picking up the long leather leash that hung between her breasts. “Now we will go and rule the world together, just as the devil planned for us. How would you like that?”
"I'd love it," she said, following him into the sunset.
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INTRODUCTION
Hunger. Terror. Survival.

Captured and held against his will, Mike finds himself on the receiving end of genetic experiments. Tortured by injections and left to live in subhuman conditions, Mike and his fellow test subjects struggle to survive in a scientifically engineered hell-on-Earth.  The virus they have been exposed to has caused varied yet brutal effects on those exposed. With most succumbing to the ravenous flesh-eating hunger of a twisted inhuman being, the underground testing facility in which they are held has become a battleground for survival. Even with his elite military training, veteran Mike knows that the virus will destroy him too unless he finds a way to hold on to his humanity and escape this living nightmare.  With the aid of those left to linger, Mike and his companions must find their way deep into the heart of the facility and escape before it’s too late. With the poison in their veins dragging them into the depths of depravity, every second counts in their pursuit of freedom.  Is there enough humanity within to keep the virus at bay and return to the light? Or is the world at large in danger of this horrific, mutating scourge? In Afflicted: Patient Zero, the struggle for survival drives one man close to the brink--and the fight for humanity begins...
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THE FLICKERING LIGHT swinging above my head is driving me crazy. Between the incessant squeak and those creatures out there, I can barely hear myself think. Gosh, it smells like a toilet in here. Out of all the places to get trapped, why the hell did we come into this small, dank wash room? The walls look as if someone sprayed urine all over—dried, yellow, and faded.
The bites on my legs and arms are deep, and turning a purple-reddish color. Whatever it is the infected are carrying I can feel it coursing through my veins, playing pin the disease on the only human left.
Doesn’t seem to be any reason to dress and wrap the bites as they seem to be festering now with some thick, yellowish fluid that runs out like Niagara Falls. My skin feels as if it’s on fire. Something seems to be lurking beneath, ready to tear through my measly flesh and scurry away. Man, I hope it’s not an alien.
The only person I have come across so far who was not trying to kill me is not saying much. I did not have much of a choice though. Sorry Ray, one bullet between the eyes seemed to be the only way.
Was that even his name, Ray? I just met up with him a couple of hours ago, running from those crazy bastards. If I’d seen that nasty gash on the side of his neck, I would’ve done him in right then and there. Why take the chance? Then again, he could have just popped me once after I got gnawed on like a chicken leg. Maybe we were caught up in the moment of having those blood drenched, spike like arms reaching for us, and hoped the other might be able to find a way out of this hell. I guess hope springs eternal, right?
Ray, we’ll just stick with that name as it seems fitting, sits across the room with his brains splattered all over the wall. His deep black eyes just stare at me. I did him a favor and used my last round to send him somewhere better. I will probably be joining him soon enough.
I check my pockets, hoping to find a fresh clip. Bupkis. My pockets are barren except for an old Zippo lighter with a dragon breathing fire on the side and a photo I.D. of someone that looks like me.
Trent Gazner.
He does kind of have some of my features, but I’m much better looking. Vanity in the face of death, I must be on the verge now. The banging on the door increases, the sound growing louder by the second. Bet there are tons of them out there now, foaming at the mouth, those razor sharp teeth glistening from the spit running out as they savor the coming meal.
I finally get the nerve to make a move—it must be the virus—and try to stand up. I have little to no energy and my vision is shot to hell. Everything is distorted and foggy, like looking through a coke bottle from the tip and out through the bottom. My one good leg, which shakes like a baby’s rattle, straightens and locks in place.
“If you want me, then break down the damn door and get me. Don’t make me wait forever.”
I slowly make my way across the room to the grimy sink that is covered in God only knows what. It’s probably a breeding ground for a community of diseases and germs. At this point it really doesn’t matter. Getting a side dish of tetanus along with what I’ve already got couldn’t make things much worse. At least now I can lean against something and relax as they break the door in and ravage my crippled body.
My leg gives out and I drop to the floor. With my empty Glock loosely gripped in my left hand, I fade in and out of consciousness. The sound of moans and growls play like a lullaby, and my mind retreats to another time and place.
“Mike baby, I love you so much!” Becky says as the waves crash behind her.
As I lie there in the sand, the warm sun shining down upon us, I look into her eyes and feel one with her. Her long, dirty blonde hair flows on the back of the breeze. She smiles as she brushes a few strands behind her right ear. She touches my face and instantly my heart begins pounding, making me feel like a young boy again. I run my hand up her mocha soft skin, cupping her face in my palm.
With a giggle and the sweetest smile, Becky gets up and throws the towel wrapped around her waist to the ground. Her body is that of a goddess, and I take in every inch as she runs toward the crystal blue water. We come to this secluded beach where you can see the ocean floor from the shore every year.
She dives into the middle of a crashing wave, disappearing momentarily. She loves the water so much that sometimes I think she’s a mermaid. I lie there, soaking in the breathtaking scenery that spans for miles. My life feels complete, as if happiness is just something I have, like breathing.
A noise in some overgrown grass distracts me. It sounds like some animal is hurt or growling, not sure which one. The wind picks up, whipping around the sand. Tiny granules penetrate my eyes, and I clap my hands to my face. Crap that stuff hurts. It feels embedded in my skin now and my eyes are irritated.
I hear something run behind me, fast and out of sight before I can even think to turn around. The smell is the only thing I’m able to catch—death and a hint of rot. Panicked and worried for my Becky, I get to my feet and try to look towards the ocean.
“Becky, where are you? Please answer me!”
For a brief second, I think I spot her just beyond the breaking tides. She seems unaware that anything is going on, but as I blink again and try to refocus on her, she vanishes. My eyes feel like sandpaper is rubbing off the corneas. The sand shifts, the waves crashing into the rocks all around me, taking me from worried to just pissed off.
I stumble around like a crazy person off their meds, cussing and screaming at the blowing wind. I spot someone or something up the beach a ways, which I can’t make out. It’s just standing there, still as anything. I swear I can hear it breathing from where I am—low, deep breathes that sound like an animal about to attack. I scramble, feeling around on my person, searching for any sort of weapon I can use to defend myself. All I seem to have is a pocket knife and the heightened sense one gets when the shit is about to hit the fan. I think it’s that fight or flight response. I’m not about to run so this joker in front of me might as well tuck tail and beat it.
I bring my attention back in front of me, ready for whatever may happen, but the figure is gone. I take a step back, trying to figure out what the hell is going on, and hear something behind me. Time to die. I twist around before the thing can react and jam my blade into its flesh, driving it in with everything in me. Warm blood gushes out and down the blade, swallowing my hand whole.
Satisfied, I let go, allowing the lifeless creature to fall to the sand. By now my vision is clearing and my eyes focus on what now lies before me—dead. Instead of a hideous monster or some rapist that got his just dessert, Becky lays on the ground, terror filling her teary eyes.
I drop to the ground on my knees and grab her out of the sand, my left hand cradling her head. My heart is in pieces. What have I done? What kind of sick and twisted game is being played on me right now? I would lay down my life to save her.
Kneeling there, sobbing my eyes out and ripping myself apart for what I’ve done, I hear that all too familiar growling, playing like I’ve got a music worm camping out in the back of my head. It’s faint, just enough to let you know it’s there. Annoying. A putrid smell hovers around me, and I get the sensation that death is closer than ever.
That’s when reality kicks me in the junk and deepens my sorrow even more. There is nothing and no one else around us. We are alone on the beach. I pinpoint the source of the noise.
I lower Becky’s head back down, afraid I will see something that will be seared into my soul for eternity. Her face is contorted and her eyes are wide open, black as the freaking night. She is still and not moving, but that faint panting emitting from her mouth pushes out a smell that would make a dead person vomit.
I lean in close, braving the smell to get a better look. She springs up from playing possum and lunges for my throat.
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SCARED OUT OF MY MIND, I awaken to find myself sweating like a whore in church, and my arms defensively stretched out in front of me. My heart races a mile a minute and I feel like I’m about to hyperventilate. I look around, dazed and confused.
Thank God it was only a dream. But it felt so real.
Ray is gone. Where the hell did he go? A bullet between the eyes should have done the job. The blood splattered on the wall has even been wiped clean, making it look like it never happened.
The door to the room is open, not a single soul in sight. I pull my Glock up and sweep the room, forgetting that the damn thing is empty. I check the clip again for shits and giggles, ejecting it and finding it fully stocked. Joy!
I start to question how it got reloaded, but why look a gift horse in the mouth. I’ll take it. Especially if one of the infected comes bolting into the room ready for an all you can eat buffet.
Feeling better somehow, I check my wounds and they are gone. No pus and both gashes seem to have closed and healed perfectly, again, like it never happened.
Tired of sitting next to the crappy sink, I spring to my feet, my eyes cleared of any haze. Actually, I now see with a clarity I didn’t have before. Everything seems more defined, way more in focus. Hell, my eyesight wasn’t this good before getting bit. Oh, and that creepy sensation that I had earlier of something swimming through my veins like a trout in a stream is still there, but different. Instead of trying to rob me of my life, it’s almost as if it is one with me. Fused into my biological substrate. Mutated even. Since I can’t tear it out of me, I’ll have to live with it, I guess. Maybe it will do some good. Who knows.
It’s really quiet, almost too quiet. Earlier those infected outside the door wouldn’t shut up and now it’s as if I’m all alone. I know I didn’t dream all this up because there is blood stained around the torn parts on my shirt and pant leg. That might be what they want, for me to put down my guard and think it was all a bad dream. Then I’d just casually walk out the door and they’d jump me like a thug in the night and finish their long awaited meal. Fat chance of that happening, you soulless demons. I may be alone now, but I’m not stupid.
I check the clip in my Glock one last time, making sure it being full wasn’t something I just wanted to see. Gold tinted bullets fill the clip to the rim, lined up perfectly. I slap the clip back in and chamber a round as I inch my way to the open door.
Funny enough, my heart is steady and I’m so much more aware of my surroundings now that I don’t even feel anxious. I mean I’m ready, just not stricken with a sense of fear that makes me feel like I’m going to hyperventilate or crap myself. Well, scratch that last one.
I near the door and press against the wall, trying to stay quiet, but my thick-soled boots seem to have other plans. They squeak something fierce, and no matter how I step, they sound off.
I pull my Glock up and scan the hall to the right for any sort of movement. Nothing. Clear as far as I can see. That was the easy part, if anything is easy now. The hall on the other side of this wall could be crawling with them. As much as I don’t want to be surprised and walk into a horde of them, staying in this room any longer is not an option. The smell alone is enough to make me run out into the unknown.
Growing a much larger pair of coconuts, and with the rush of adrenaline coursing through my body, I allow my Glock to take the lead and swing around into the partially lit hall. By now I feel so jacked that I could take on ten of those things at once.
Strange enough though, the hall is clean and clear of anything out of the ordinary. The musty smell still lingers and the overhead lights flicker like they can’t keep it together.
Again, standing with my Glock gripped tight in my palm, I wonder what the hell is going on here. Not but a couple of hours ago, I was running for my life with Ray and feeling like a happy meal to go.
Maybe I’m in the twilight zone and this is all just made up in my head. I could have had some crazy drugs or drank myself into a real life nightmare. It’s happened before, but nothing like this.
My nerves ease back and my trigger finger relaxes on the kill switch. The faintest of footsteps creep up on me. I flip around like the Flash, and grab whatever the hell it is by the throat, slamming it against the wall. The Glock makes out with its forehead and is about to move to second base when I notice it’s a battered and bruised woman.
She looks like a ripe banana that has been dropped one too many times, and she shakes like she’s about to have a seizure. Her right eye is bloodshot to hell and both are glassy from the river of tears that made her makeup run.
“Why the hell are you sneaking up on me?” I ask while keeping the Glock pressed firmly to her head.
She whimpers like a wounded dog and just stares at me as if no one’s home. Curious, I slide my thumb up her blood streaked throat and pull her quivering red lips open. Normal. Well, they aren’t all jagged and razor sharp like a shark’s mouth anyways.
“Plea . . . se h . . . elp m . . . e?” Her eyes dart from side to side.
I do a quick once over and see no open wounds or scratches of any kind. I nearly dismiss it but the last time I let it go, I had to put Ray down like Old Yeller.
“Listen lady, I’m not going to hurt you, but I’m going to ask you a question and you better damn well answer quick, fast, and in a hurry, or my friends inside this gun are going to do a meet and greet inside your skull. So please make no mistake, I will wash the wall behind you with your brains if I even get a hint that something’s up, okay?”
She doesn’t outwardly answer, but the petrified expression on her face says she gets my drift. For her sake, I hope so.
“Have you been bitten, scratched, or looked at funny by any of the infected crawling all over the damn place?”
“Trent, why are you doing this? It’s me, Alice.”
She’s looking at me now with that familiar gaze, her eyes filled to the brim with tears, as if she knows me somehow. It’s that look people get when they see a past friend they haven’t seen in ten plus years, who’s older and different. I really couldn’t care less.
I lift the Glock in the air and pop off a round into the ceiling above, causing a nasty echo that will probably draw the attention of something extremely ravenous. She yelps like a wounded animal and tightens her body up, acting ready to receive a beating or something. I wish this lady would just answer the question.
“I don’t know who the hell Trent Gazner is, and I really don’t give a flying flip. Answer the damn question or I WILL KILL YOU!” The warm nozzle of the Glock hugs her flush, sweaty forehead.
“No, I haven’t been bitten or scratched,” she replies matter of fact this time. Guess she wants to live.
I still hold position for a few moments, trying to read if she is bs’ing me. Her eyes start that darting from side to side thing again, like she’s waiting for the boogeyman to jump out at any moment and scare the crap out of her.
I play it off as paranoia, considering her current condition and apparent state of mind, but something grips me tight inside and pulls my ear to the left and down the hall. It is a faint sound, like nails being dragged down a chalk board. I hate that sound. Makes me cringe every time.
I lift my Glock away from Alice and turn my attention down the darkened hallway. Adrenaline flows clean and smooth, heightening my senses. My finger caresses the trigger like a lady in love.
Alice starts that damn whimpering. “No, no, oh God no!” she mutters under her panting breath.
I would tell her to shut up, but it won’t do any good. The round I fired off earlier was like a flare gun being shot off in the blackness. Might as well ring the dinner bell for ’em.
My Glock takes the lead and I follow. The bone curdling noise comes ever closer. My hands are steady as a surgeon and I’m all business, thinking of nothing except the many different ways I’m going to pump that demon with my little friends.
“Don’t go down there! Are you crazy?” Alice tries to whisper, but it sounds more like a muffled yell.
I stop cold, cock my head to the left, and cut my eyes toward her. I hear that moaning that nearly drove me insane in the wash room. But it’s not coming from down the hall or even down the opposite way behind me. It’s like it’s within a few feet of me.
I listen close to try and track it down, and spot a dark room with no door attached. I keep my Glock straight ahead, trying to pierce the veil that’s draped over the doorway. With the lights flickering on and off, I catch a quick glimpse of the thing’s yellowish stained razor-sharp teeth. I could have sworn I saw a single line of drool dangling from its blistered lips.
Alice stays glued to the opposing wall and tries to shut her fear up, covering her mouth with both of her grimy hands. The thing’s breathing intensifies, spraying me in the face like a fan. Man, it smells like rotted flesh and raw sewage. Wish I had a Tic Tac or some gum right now.
It breaks from the doorway and lunges at me like a depraved lion; hitting me in the stomach hard like a linebacker and knocking me against the wall and then to the floor , sending an array of stars floating about in my peripheral view.
Damn it, where’s my Glock?
It must have popped out of my hand when I hit the wall. I try to look around for it, but the ravenous demon from hell is on me in seconds and the only thing keeping its mouth full of razors from digging into me is my boot, which I have lodged in his gut. Sure glad they’re not real bright; one quick move to the left or right and I might be a goner. To make matters worse, as if they could get any worse, the other thing sliding up the wall is gaining ground and I can nearly spot its disfigured body.
Damn the infected are strong. My leg buckles a little and its head inches towards my face. Its arms swing erratically and those jagged fingernails are mere inches from my body. Looking into its black pools of nothingness, I see my reflection fighting back with all my might. Half of its face is gone, and its jawbone smacks up and down as it moans, yearning for my succulent flesh.
Not today, asshole!
I let go of its left, decayed arm, and grab its cold, slimy throat, pushing its head back as far as I can. It gurgles a little and its neck crackles like bubble wrap as I squeeze and thrust back, but this thing doesn’t seem to care if I snap it clean off. It still lunges forward.
I look to my left and see the other unwanted caller fade in and out of the shadows down the hall. It looks, from what I can see, just as bad as the thing trying to get at me. It seems to be much more decayed and voracious, breathing heavier now that it knows I see it.
And just my luck, if you want to call it that, I take my eye off the ball and the damn thing sneaks in a little closer and slices my shoulder good. It stings like an intense fiery pain nothing and immediately the thing finds its mark, pushing in for the kill. I throw everything I’ve got into my arms and legs. A single gunshot rings out that nearly makes me shit myself.
The faint mist of the thing’s blood sprays across my face as it falls lifeless, again, to the left of me. Surprised, I cock my head to the right and see Alice standing there, shaking hard and my Glock dancing in her death-gripped hands. Her face is a scene of terror and shock all mixed up into one crazy looking expression. I’m not sure how she managed to pull it together to blow off that thing’s head, but I’m sure glad she did.
Sitting there, with this rotted piece of mangled flesh draped across my legs, I wait for Alice to snap out of her trance and take out the other flesh-eater heading our way. But she just stands there, nearly lifeless and motionless like the infected.
“Alice, snap out of it and shoot the damn thing already!” Yelling at her might not be the best idea considering that she doesn’t seem to be all there and my Glock could sound off at any time.
Still no response. I’m not waiting for her to come back to the land of the somewhat living. I lean forward just enough to remove the knife that I had stowed behind my back. It’s nothing fancy and its size is modest at best, but considering that I’m currently stuck between a wall and a deadish corpse, it will have to do.
I grab the small, serrated blade, and don’t even think of what I’m doing. It’s like it’s all second nature to me now, and trying to plot what I’m going to do will only get in the way. I flick my wrist and send the blade tumbling end over end through the darkness and towards the corpse.
The dead man, or whatever the hell it is, stays its course and doesn’t even flinch as the knife hurls toward its head. Maybe it can’t see it in the shadows or perhaps its hunger for our flesh is driving it to walk through a meat grinder if need be. Whatever the case may be, I’m glad it’s not moving out of the way.
The blade slams into its forehead, digging in deep through the soft, pliable tissue that some of the infected seem to have, and stops at the blunt end of the top of the handle. Instantly, the heavy breathing that played like a war drum stops and a loud thud echoes down the hall.
Joy!
Relieved for the moment, I work the dead thing off my legs and get to my feet. Alice still stands there, wide eyed and scared shitless, not moving a single muscle. How she has survived this long on her own is beyond me.
I step to the side and carefully raise my hands towards the Glock, keeping an ever vigilant eye on Alice. I don’t know her from Adam and to be honest, I don’t trust her. At this point, everyone is on my “don’t test me” list.
Alice remains still as a statue as I slide my hands over hers, opening up her fingers carefully and removing my Glock from her grasp. I grab the warm barrel and push it towards the ground as I swiftly maneuver the handle upward and out of her hands. She doesn’t even flinch, bat an eye, or even tell me to go to hell. I get nothing. She must be catatonic now. I wonder if she’s ever killed one of these things before, or anyone else for that matter.
I eject the clip, for my own personal benefit, to make sure it’s still in working order. Being caught up in this horrid nightmare has made me such a paranoid freak; I hate being on pins and needles and acting like every little shadow is some demon out to collect my soul, but since awakening from my near death appointment, that feeling seems to be subsiding a little. I mean, I still don’t trust anyone right now, but my nerves seem to be sharpened, honed even.
Good thing too as off down the hall and past the immobile corpse, I pick up the rumbling of multiple footsteps and that damn moaning. Man, I wish they would change that record. Maybe something with a better beat.
I slip my Glock back into the front of my pants and contemplate retrieving my knife. I try to look through the darkness, but see what looks like one big, dead posse coming to get its outlaw. Trying to just survive in wherever I am is hard enough, I really don’t feel like playing Russian roulette over a knife.
“Alice, we need to go, now!”
She still stands there, frozen in time. I can see her lips fluttering about as if she wants to say something, but she just can’t pull it together long enough to spit it out. I could just leave her right there, dinner on a silver platter for the wolves coming our way. Hell, I don’t even know her. Just because she tagged one of the infected crawling on me doesn’t mean I owe her anything. It’s my good fortune, her tough loss. Forget this, I’m outta here.
My eyes say see you later and I take off down the opposite side of the temporarily non-flesh-eating corridor. I continue to hear those things coming ever closer, their nails scrapping along the walls and their lips smacking like a ninety-year-old man looking at a tasty treat. I stop dead in my tracks.
“Mike, you can’t leave her alone. You’re a better person, a better man than that,” a voice whispers inside my head.
I know that voice, that sweet sounding tone that has melted me more than one time in the past. God, I wish I knew what was happening to me. What is happening here? It seems like a bad dream that I can’t wake from.
I twist my head around and see a severely burned and disfigured corpse near Alice. Its black eyes focus on nothing but her, and its jagged teeth chomp up and down for her tasty flesh. She’s still motionless, like she’s ready to die or something.
Damn it!
I remove my Glock from the front of my pants and take aim at the flesh-eater that is all eyes on Alice. It doesn’t even know I’m there, or perhaps it just doesn’t care as it has found its current meal.
With its mouth ajar and its teeth ready to sink into Alice’s pearly white skin, it lunges forward with its arms stretched out in front.
I exhale and squeeze the trigger, releasing a single shot that zips through the air and right past Alice’s hair, kicking it up a little. It strikes the raving, undead corpse in the right eye socket and blows its clumpy brains out the back of its mangled, fleshy skull. I was going for right between the eyes, but it’ll do.
Its arms fall lifeless and it plummets to the ground at Alice’s feet, making a loud thud that finally jolts her back to life. Blood pools out of its skull as she peers down.
“Come on. Now!” I grab Alice by the hand and forcefully pull her away as the posse of undead break the darkness barrier and step into the light.
Loud screams and moans chase after us as we run through the barely lit halls, unsure where the hell we’re going.
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IT SEEMS like we’re running in circles in some big maze designed to watch rats try and figure out how to get to the cheese. Every one of the corridors looks and smells the same—putrid covered walls and that oh so sweet delicious smell of some walking corpse trying to rip the skin from my body. There are crates and drums of who knows what placed irregularly down the halls. If I had half a second and a wild hair, I may be inclined to see if there is anything of use in them.
I’ve nearly used a full clip now, but they keep coming out of every nook and cranny. If something doesn’t happen soon, I’ll be the main course and Alice will be dessert.
“Watch out!” I yell as one of them, more preserved and a hell of a lot faster, comes out of nowhere and steals Alice away from me.
It tosses her to the ground and is on her like white on rice. She kicks with her arms and legs as it gets on top of her. She screams for me to help her, for me to do something, but I’ve got two more barreling down on us that don’t act interested in talking things out. I have completely lost track of how many shots I have left in the Glock and I’m just waiting to hear that dreaded click, click sound.
I pop off two rounds without even aiming and nail both of the bastards in the middle of their heads. They drop to the ground like a girl’s dress at prom and I swing the Glock over to cap the other corpse in the head.
Click, Click!!
Guess I shouldn’t have jinxed myself.
I toss the Glock to the side and look around, trying to spot anything that can be used as a weapon. At first, I almost don’t see it hanging nicely in its grimy covered glass box. Joy! I toss my right elbow like a bouncer in a bar and break the glass, shattering it into smaller pieces that litter the floor below. I rip the axe from its resting place and rear back like I’m up to bat.
The meat-eater is circling her throat, trying to stick its deformed tongue out as if to sample the meal before diving right in. She’s fighting, finally acting like she wants to live. I guess her rollercoaster of emotions is on hold for right now.
With all her might, Alice gets her hands on the thing’s shoulders and pushes it up, slightly raising the thing’s head up high enough for me to go to work.
I swing like Barry Bonds and hit the thing right in the side of the neck, lopping its head clean off. It bounces off the wall beside them and takes a tumble down the opposite way. Its now headless body spits up blood like a clogged fountain.
“Ewwwww,” Alice screams as she tosses the body to the side.
She launches to her feet and gets behind me, panting hard and grasping my shirt as if her life depends on it. We stand there, our backs literally against the wall as the swarm of undead close in on us from both directions. The axe in my hand is taut and the blade drips with the thicker than normal blood of the thing’s head I just teed off. I’m not sure what my next move is going to be, but the next SOB that gets near us will sure as snot become a little lighter.
“What are we going to do now?” Alice asks.
I would love nothing more than to tell her that I have an ingenious plan that I am just waiting to execute, but I’ve never been a great liar, or at least Becky always told me that.
“I don’t know, but whatever happens, stay close and behind me.” I get back in my batting stance and prepare for a homerun derby.
A grate above us falls and smacks into the ground right in front of me. The loud ringing sound of the metal grate dancing on the floor nearly stops my heart. I look up and see a bushy haired man, ragged and worn in the face, extending his arm down from the vent running along this corridor. His hair and beard are black as night and the bags under his brown eyes look like they are being pulled down by weights.
Funny, amidst everything going on around me and it being partially dark down these halls, my eyesight seems to be getting better, sharper even.
“Give me your hand!” he yells, reaching as far as he can.
Again, I’m not at that trusting point yet, but with the undead army looking at me with those hungry eyes, I’m willing to give Grizzly Adams a little leeway.
I drop the axe and swing around, grabbing Alice by the waist and lifting her up, which is surprisingly easy.
“What about you?” Alice asks.
“I’ll be right behind you, now get up there,” I tell Alice as the spry man lifts her into the haven of the vent.
Alice climbs into the metal box above and clears out of view, allowing the bushy haired man to reappear with his arm dangling down like a life line at me. “Come on, give me your . . . Behind you!”
I spin around and find one of the infected coming at me, its spiked arms swinging in all directions and its teeth clenched tightly. It swings its right, spiked arm and takes a stab at my head, buzzing the top of my scalp as I fall to the ground and roll past it. Before it has a chance to move around and track my oh so succulent scent, I gain position behind it and grab its head. Fluidly, I rip both of my hands in either direction and hear the snap of its neck. It loosely moves around like a bobble head and it falls to the floor.
I pick the axe back up and dispose of two more in the worst possible way—something like out of a horror flick that is nearly too gruesome to tell or show. I toss the axe end over end and nail another demon in the head. I’m on a roll.
Feeling somewhat elated and energized, I grab one of the barrels near me and quickly work it over to the vent opening. More of the undead shuffle closer from all directions.
Screw it, I’m close enough. I climb on top of the solid drum. The bushy haired man is still waiting for me. One giant leap up and forward and I snag the man’s hand, dangling like a worm over a pond of hungry catfish. The rejected souls from hell’s gate converge under me and reach into the air, trying to grab my low-hanging feet.
I’m not the skinniest man around and I wonder if this battered man will have the strength to lift me out of the fire, especially since he just lifted up Alice.
“Don’t worry, brother, I got ya,” he says as he struggles to drag me in.
I take a moment to catch my breath and center my thoughts from the chaotic spectacle below. A loud thud rocks the vent. Lying on my stomach with my feet near the opening, I peer back over my shoulder and see a deformed head look inside. One of its eyes has been ripped out and its mouth is a hell of a lot larger and sharper than anything I have yet to encounter. Its skin looks like leather and the smell is atrocious. No two man-eaters seem to have the same scent.
It lets out an ear piercing shrill that sends everyone’s hands over their ears, distorting our senses.
It grabs my left ankle and tugs hard. I slide back towards the opening. This thing is strong and it doesn’t seem like he’s going to take no for an answer. I can hear the other man-eaters below clamoring in hopes that something meaty and delicious falls to their feet.
I lift my right leg up as far as I can and shove my thick-soled boot hard into its face, thinking for sure it will get the hint and let go. Its head snaps back, but its hands remain tightly gripped on my left ankle.
“You’ve pissed it off good now,” the bushy haired man says as he pulls a 9mm Beretta from behind his back and takes aim at the unyielding beast.
I cover my ears with my hands as he chambers off a single round, creating an echo inside that tin can that almost splits my ear drums in two.
Its Kung Fu grip instantly releases my ankle and the vent shimmies a bit as the corpse falls to the masses below. I lift my hands off my ears and raise my head as he places the Beretta behind him.
“Come on, let’s go,” he says. His voice sounds like it’s muffled or something. Probably the ringing from the gunshot that is tickling both my ears.
I nod my head at him, watching as he backs up through the vent and disappears around a corner. Funny enough, through the buzzing sound clogging my head, I can still hear the infected below, moaning and groaning. Right now, I’m just happy we’re up here and not down there.
I leave the flesh-eaters to pine for us and snake my way through the vent. It’s not quiet by any means, crackling and popping as I crawl through. I guess Alice and the bushy haired man have already made it to wherever it is I’m going.
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AFTER A GOOD JAUNT in the metal maze high above Death Valley, I come to the end and see the bushy haired man exiting the vent and dropping out of sight. I’m still leery of anyone I meet, but I’ll take my chances right now with someone who doesn’t act like they want to use me as a chew toy.
I get to the end of the vent and peer out into the space below, finding Alice among a few other women and a handful of guys pacing the semi large room with guns resting on their shoulders. Looks inviting enough I guess.
I turn myself around and drop out of the vent, my boots hitting the grayish concrete floor. I would have figured they knew I was coming, but their startled reaction and their weapons training on my skull say otherwise.
“Don’t move or I’ll put two right in the side of your head before you can even think of objecting to it,” a man says as I feel the barrel of his gun press firmly against my skin. I can’t see his face, but the raspy tone of his voice and the smell of the garbage heap he calls a mouth give me some indication what I’m dealing with.
“Put the gun down, he’s not a threat.” The bushy haired man speaks up as all eyes and weapons are trained on me.
“Tony, you keep that piece glued to his head.” Another man walks towards us. He is fairly tall and moves with a swagger as if he owns the joint. His dirty blond hair is messy, and a half smoked cigar lays nuzzled between his chapped lips. He’s the sorta person that one would make out to be a douche bag, regardless if they knew them or not. “And what makes him not a threat? Look at him; he could be infected like those damn things out there.”
My current attire sure isn’t helping my case any—ripped clothing, blood stained jeans and shirt, and who knows what else they are judging me on. A change of clothing probably would have done wonders.
“So tell me . . .”
“Mike.”
“Mike . . . are you a threat?”
“I’m about as big of a threat as you gun wielding idiots, especially this moron right next to me who forgot to take the safety off his piece and who needs a Tic Tac ASAP.”
I don’t think he’ll actually go for it, but I must’ve sold it pretty well because I catch him out of the corner of my eye checking the safety, taking his eyes off me for a brief second. I lean back fast and smooth and rip the pistol from his hands, slamming my right forearm into his throat and sending him hard to the ground.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. All right, let’s calm down and not do anything stupid!” the man yells out as I glue the pistol to his forehead. The cigar leaps from his now quivering lips and plummets to the floor.
“So . . . I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I say.
“Pete.”
“Pete, do you think I’m a threat?”
The only other gun holder just stands there, his blue eyes frozen in place while the other jackass is still on the ground grabbing at his throat. He appears to be some young kid, probably in his early twenties. I really don’t know if this stupid gun is even loaded, but I take Pete’s nearly shitting himself as a good sign that at least he thinks it is.
“Please, let’s not do this for Christ’s sake. We’re all on the same side here,” the bushy haired man says.
“What do you say, Pete, can’t we all just get along?” I ask, my eyes still keeping a look out for the other two men while the pistol stays against his forehead.
“Yeah, fine, whatever . . . Just get that damn gun out of my face!”
“Sure thing.” I remove it from Pete’s head and spin the gun around, the black grip facing towards him. “Here you go.”
Pete cautiously takes the pistol from my hand and places it in the back of his black, dirty pants. “A.J., get over here and help me.”
The pair helps their less fortunate friend off the ground. Pete and the other two men walk off, leaving me and the bushy haired man standing there.
“I’m sorry about that. Not the friendliest welcome I bet you’ve ever gotten,” the bushy haired man said half heartedly. “I think everyone’s just on edge with everything that is happening.”
“No worries. I would rather deal with them any day than those things out there. At least these guys seem to have their brains somewhat working.”
“They’re good guys, just give them a chance,” the bushy haired man replies as Alice makes her way over to us. “Oh, by the way, my name is Deacon.”
“Nice to meet you,” I reply, shaking his worn hand. Funny enough, I wouldn’t have pegged him for a Deacon. Maybe father time or something like that.
Alice walks straight up to me and wraps her arms around my neck. Her skin is soft as silk and her body seems to be more at ease now. No trembling or shaking of any kind.
“Thank you.”
She presses her ample lips to my cheek, giving me a gentle kiss that says it all. It’s warm and a nice change of pace. I would rather have this than the walking dead outside anytime.
“It’s no problem.” I give a slight smirk. It did feel good to help her, but my guard and attention to everything is still hot. The kiss was a moment of brief comfort, one that I can’t let distract me from the pressing matters that lay beyond these walls.
I smile back and Alice leaves us alone, walking back over towards two other women sitting together across the room.
“Very nice, Mr. Hero,” Deacon says with a smile on his face.
I don’t want to be rude considering what he has done for us thus far, but I don’t want anything going to my head. I’m not a hero or anything like that. I’m just some guy that is trying to keep himself alive in this hellish nightmare, and if I save some souls along the way, then so be it.
“Thanks . . . so what do you know about what’s happening here?” I ask, changing the subject.
“Not much, most of us in here don’t remember anything beyond these walls. We remember our daily lives and some near memories before this, but nothing to the point where we could tell you how we got here. It’s like we were plucked from our lives and dropped straight into here. We have, however, come across a schematic of this complex, we think.” Deacon leads me through what appears to be some sort of storage area. The place is filled with crates and other boxes, worn and tattered to the point of showing their age. The room follows the same decorating style of everything else I have seen so far. The urine stains are void in this room, but the dimly lit web infested lights above barely tear through the darkness that covers much of the area. Plus, the stale, moldy air is still hot on my trail, keeping pace with my nostrils no matter where I go.
“Is this everyone you have come into contact with that wasn’t a raging psycho? I mean minus the three meat heads back there.”
“No, there were a few more of us, but they didn’t make it.” Deacon enters a room near where the women are sitting.
Through bloodshot eyes and with mascara streaking down their faces like some rock band, the women huddle together, trying to comfort the others. Their clothes are filthy, like everyone I have come into contact with thus far, and their bodies look like Alice’s, black and blue, as if some drunken husband lost his temper once again.
This might sound heartless or even cruel, but I look past their obvious signs of hardship and look them over as best I can for any signs of bites or major scrapes. I notice some cuts on their arms and their pant legs have holes forming all over.
The older woman to the right, who is doing a little more comforting to the early twenties girl, looks up at me and just stares. She doesn’t say a word, blink, or even flinch. I’m not sure if it is the pure shock of everything going on or if she thinks I am just dangerous from that little exhibition earlier.
Inside the musty room, the smell of mold and rotten meat mingle, gagging me a little and sending my right hand up to my mouth as I breach the doorway. Deacon doesn’t seem as bothered by the stench, standing behind a lime green desk with skinny silver legs that looks like it has been transported from the seventies. All that is missing is a dookie brown cloth chair on wheels, which I happen to notice in the corner off to Deacon’s right.
“Yeah, the smell is pretty bad. Not sure what it is. Think it’s from all the death and rotting meat infesting this place.” Deacon unrolls a blueprint and smoothes it out on top of the scarred, rough desk top. A small etching is carved into one of the corners.
To my wife, Pam. I love you!
I lean over and glance at the schematic, not sure what all I’m looking at. It is very plain and nearly empty, only showing a few corridors and bays at random points. I think the facility might be underground from the way some of the exit points seem to rip up and out of the surface.
I’m not sure how or why it happens, but like staring at one of those paintings that looks plain but has a hidden message contained within, everything on the blueprint starts to form out of thin air and get into place. It’s in focus now.
“So, what do you think?” Deacon asks. “Nobody here can make heads or tails of this damn thing. We’ve all looked it over and we’re not even sure if it’s for where we currently are.”
“Ok, that’s weird,” I say softly under my breath, taken back a little from the blueprint crawling around like it’s alive. It shouldn’t surprise me though, considering what’s going on and the mere fact that I’m still alive.
“What . . . what’s so weird?”
“Did you not see that?”
“See what?” Deacon asks, confusion clouding his face as he looks down at the schematic. “I don’t see anything different, just the same old stuff. What do you see?”
“I see everything. There is more on here then you realize—locations of every exit, weapons holdings, communications departments.”
“Do you think you could navigate it and get us through?” Deacon asks, a slight glimpse of hope rising on his face.
I stay silent for a moment, somehow memorizing the most direct path that would lead me through the maze of death and past all of the much needed drop points. Weapons, communications, etc. . . .
I’m grateful for all of Deacon’s help, but just don’t have the heart to tell him that I don’t want to play guide to a bunch of people I don’t know. I’d think he’d understand, but that glimmer of hope shining bright in his eyes says otherwise.
“You wouldn’t happen to have any food lying around in here, would ya? A vending machine or something like that? Hell, I don’t even care if the crap is in date,” I ask, changing the subject.
“There’s a vending machine right around the corner on the other side of this office. There’s not much in it and it’s all stale. Glad you’re not picky,” Deacon replies jokingly.
I’m all too happy to leave the rotting smell of the office and the even more awkward conversation we were having. I’m not sure which was worse.
The smell seems more defined now wherever I go and travels with me like a dog at his master’s side. I round the tiny office corner and come upon the only source of food I have seen in I don’t know how long. My stomach really isn’t churning at all, but it sure did the trick of getting me out of there. Plus, a little fuel for the body probably wouldn’t be a bad thing. No telling when I might get another shot at something edible.
I step towards the busted up and aged vending machine, my feet crunching on what sounds like hundreds of tiny bugs being squished beneath my boots in the barely lit corner. One lone little light illuminates the inside, making it a little easier to see what stale piece of food are left.
The front of the machine is broken out, leaving jagged pieces of thick glass rimming the outside like a hideous monster’s mouth. That must be what I’m stepping on.
Not much to choose from though, looks like it’s been picked clean for the most part. A thick layer of dust covers the black metal spirals and the food, making a meal out of here a little less than to be desired. A bag of wavy sour cream chips, some peanut butter crackers, a few varieties of candy bars, and some glazed donuts that look like the glaze has met its maker waiting to be eaten. Oh well, better than nothing.
I reach into the gaping hole and pull out a Snicker, dust falling from the bar. I don’t second guess the thought of eating whatever is contained inside, I just rip the package open and dive right in, sinking my teeth into the hardened outside. I break off a small piece and chew the chocolate and caramel mixture, which actually doesn’t taste all that bad.
I reach back in and snag a few more of the expired bars, placing them in my pocket for a later time. It’s not much, but something is better than nothing.
I turn away from the fattening food graveyard and that damn smell still haunts my nose. It doesn’t matter where I go now, it follows my nostrils, stalking them. I’m trying to enjoy my stale Snickers bar, but the smell pees in my cheerios.
I choke down the last little bit of chocolate and walk by Alice, who sits next to the other ladies in front of the office. Her face is long and the horrific experience we are in shows grimly all over her face. I’m not much on comforting people, except for my Becky, but I figure a small gesture could go a long way.
“Here, you need to eat something.”
I pull a Milky Way out of my pocket, which incidentally is faded and probably just as stale as my meal, and present it to her.
“Thank you,” Alice replies somberly, grabbing the bar from my hand.
This would be the time to say something reassuring and comforting, telling her that everything is going to work out. But my words for such delicate matters are all twisted together, leaving me momentarily speechless.
“A.J., go check that door again and make sure it’s still secure,” Pete bellows, pointing to a set of dull gray doors nestled between some crates.
I turn my head to the side and watch A.J., the young buck from earlier, clutch his rifle tight and cautiously walk over to the darkened corner. He fades in and out of the blackness and moves with uneasiness, his head rotating every which way within the shadows.
A.J. stops in front of the doors and checks the semi rusted chain that is spun around the double handles on the door like a spider web. A single pad lock completes the attempt at comfort, bringing the chain together in the middle. He grabs the pad lock and jerks down a couple of times, making a god awful racket that sends everyone in the room looking his way.
“What the hell, A.J.,” Pete hollers, spinning around from chatting with Tony. “Christ boy, I told you to check the damn door, not to announce that we’re here!”
“Pete . . . settle down, it’s ok,” Deacon says, walking out of the office. “He didn’t mean to make so much noise.”
“Whatever, old man.” Pete rolls his eyes at Deacon. “A.J., make sure that door is shut all the way, get your ass back over here, and try to be a little quieter.”
“All right, Pete. Dang, I’m sorry.” A.J. makes sure the door is shut, too.
Finding that everything was is fine and secure, A.J. turns back around and walks towards the group, his eyes connecting with me. He has a look of being beat down and run over. I’m not sure if it is from the flesh-eaters outside or Pete. My guess would be the latter.
Drifting back through the blackness among the massive wooden crates, A.J. suddenly stops. Both hands grip his rifle tightly and his head tilts upwards to the gray duct work that snakes around the ceiling.
Pete takes notice and decides to once again badger the young man. “A.J., what are you doing now?”
“I thought I heard something moving in the ducts, scratching even.” A.J. circles one of the access hatches above him. He there for a moment, frozen in place, and his weapon trained on the metal grate.
“It’s probably nothing, just some damn mice or noise from the infected being carried around from wherever they are,” Pete says.
The subtle but bone chilling sound dies off as fast as it started, sending A.J.’s weapon slowly back down by his side. “I guess you’re ri . . .”
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A.J. doesn’t even have a chance to finish his sentence as the grate crashes down on top of him with two of those things emerging from the ductwork. Screeching loudly and bearing razor-sharp teeth like a wild, uncontrolled animal, the grotesque fiends drop down from the duct and land on the ground next to A.J. Screams and panic engulf the room, sending most everyone into a frantic frenzy of kill or be killed.
On the ground and trying to get his gun trained on either of the vile monsters, A.J. pops off a few rounds before both monsters turn their ravenous appetites on him. He manages to hit the one on the left twice in the chest, the slugs tearing through its sagging flesh and ripping out through its back. It screeches loudly and its spiked arms flail in every direction as it falls backwards onto the ground.
It was a doomed scenario from the get go. The poor kid is just delaying the inevitable. The untouched beast lunges from the concrete floor and lands on top of him, driving its single spiked arm through A.J.’s chest.
Screaming and whimpering like a wounded dog, A.J. squirms on the floor for a brief second, only to find himself watching as the thing opens its mouth wide and drives its teeth into his stomach. With its human like arm, the thing holds down A.J.’s now lifeless body as it devours his flesh.
The sight is brutal, blood squirting up and out of A.J., and his organs being eaten from his body. The women next to me scream and back towards the office in a panic, unsure what to do.
The noise made by the injured demon must have sent the others in a feeding frenzy outside of the locked door; their loud screams and violent thrashing bulge the gray doors towards us. The chain around the handles stretches to its limits. I’m not sure how much longer they are going to hold. I don’t want to hang around to find out.
“We need to get the hell out of here before that door busts wide open and those things come pouring in!” I yell to Deacon, hearing a succession of gun fire from across the room.
Tony and Pete act as I thought they would and start to shoot up the place, firing their machine guns recklessly. Tony manages to finish off the injured spawn of Satan while Pete’s trigger finger must have been stuck on full spray mode, wasting way more ammo then they needed.
Fortunately, that damn hillbilly actually hits something of use, striking the monster through the back of its oddly shaped head and sending its brains splattering to the ground in front of it.
“You might want to make sure the kid is actually dead as well,” I yell as I glance back and notice Deacon trying to fold the blueprint the best he can.
Pete gives me that stare that makes me know exactly what he’s thinking. But he knows I’m right and walks towards A.J., his weapon pointed down and acting like it’s all over. Pete nudges A.J.’s mangled body a few times with no reaction or movement of any kind.
“Damn, that thing sure tore into his body good,” Tony says, standing next to Pete like there is nothing wrong.
“Hey, asshole, he looks pretty dead to me,” Pete sarcastically says, their backs turned away from the body. “Looks like we saved all of your sorry asses yet again.”
I don’t know why, especially with the undead clawing at the doors to get at us, but I want nothing more than to walk over there and rip Pete’s head off myself and kick it across the room. The man sure has a complex about him.
My inner rage peaks and I am nearly in motion when I see A.J. pop up, his face already showing signs of the unknown pathogen and his eyes as black as night. I don’t even have time to say anything before he grabs Tony from behind and wraps his arms around his torso.
Teeth bared, and looking like an untamed beast, A.J. digs into Tony’s neck and pulls away, tearing a massive chunk of flesh out. A severed artery sprays blood like a punctured soda can. Tony raises his arms in an attempt to shake A.J. off his back, firing his machine gun uncontrollably and sending a spray of bullets towards us.
I manage to hit the ground in time as the ordnance comes in hot, striking the grimy covered window behind me. Jagged pieces of glass fly in every direction and hit the ground all around us. Man, I want out of here now!
“Deacon, hurry your ass up!” I yell, getting off the ground and shaking the debris free from my back. Alice is on the ground next to me, her hands still covering the top of her head. I help her to her feet as Deacon stumbles out of the office in a panic. He has the blueprint folded in no particular way, looking like he finally gave up and just smashed it together.
The now undead A.J. has stripped Tony of his life and feasted upon his blood-soaked flesh. He looks in our general direction with those black eyes. Tony’s body is limp and his gun lays on the ground among the pooled blood that rests beneath his feet.
“You son of a bitch, I didn’t like your sorry ass anyways.” Pete slams the butt of his machine gun into A.J.’s face, knocking him backwards and sending his arms free from his victim. Tony falls to the floor like a lump of coal, allowing Pete to take aim and fire.
The barrage of slugs cut through A.J. like butter, but do little to slow him down. Most of his chest and stomach region have been dug into and clawed open, exposing portions of his rib cage and organs that are on the verge of falling out.
Cindy lets out a bloodcurdling yell that sends my head searching for the cause of the commotion. I didn’t realize what had happened with all the chaos, but Deacon’s saddened expression causes me to take pause and look in his direction.
“Oh God, Cindy,” Deacon mutters. She caught one of the stray bullets from Tony’s machine gun in the middle of her head, staining her light blonde hair dark red. At least it was quick and painless and much better than being feasted upon by the infected and turning into a soulless demon.
“Come on, Casey,” Deacon says in a soft and gentle tone. “You have to let her go.”
“There’s nothing we can do for her now. She’s hopefully in a much better place,” I say plainly. “We have to move now though.”
Casey keeps kneeling next to Cindy, her wavy brunette hair spread all over her chest, crying uncontrollably. She holds onto the body and doesn’t let go.
I swivel my head back towards Pete, watching as A.J. marches forward, driven only by the instinct and hunger for human flesh.
“Damn boy, why won’t you die already?” Pete yells, placing two rounds into A.J.’s decaying forehead.
A.J. stiffens, then falls lifeless to the ground. Pete walks over to Tony and places the muzzle of his rifle just above his head, popping off two rounds which crack his head open like a coconut.
“There, loose ends tied up,” Pete says flatly.
The undead keep pressing against the double gray doors, peeking through the many bullet holes that have Swiss-cheesed the metal barriers. The lock has been shot to shit and the handles are on their last leg. I can sense the things’ hunger by their screeches, and they eye me as if their next meal lays beyond the doors. It is an uneasy feeling that I don’t want to become a reality. No more messing around. It’s time to leave.
“Listen, Casey, I am sorry about your friend, but if we don’t get moving now, you’ll be joining her.” I hear the metal handles give way even more. “So get your ass up now or I will leave you here!”
She must have taken me seriously or something, as she lifts her head off the dead body and gets to her feet. She doesn’t even look my way. Alice grabs her and holds her close. Deacon takes point and the ladies follow close behind, heading to the only other exit out of there.
I grab Tony’s gun from the ground, which unfortunately he doesn’t require anymore. I don’t have a pot to piss in at the moment and am banking that there may be a few shots left in the weapon. Something is better than nothing.
Pete flies by me and keeps running as the handles to the door pop loose and the sound of metal being torn apart reverberates in my ears. I turn tail, running away from the swarms of undead that are nearly through the doors. I hear the handles and chain hit the ground and the dead flooding into the room, moaning and screeching loudly as they round the corner.
I glance over my shoulder and see a mixture of slow and fast paced dead, each disgusting and disfigured in their own unique way. Their mutilated arms, covered in blood and other nasty fluids, reach out for me. The slow ones amble along as best they can while the Olympic sprinters break from the pack, a vile concoction foaming from their dried out and torn lips.
I can feel them gaining on me with every step I take, their limbs nearly caressing my tasty flesh. Up ahead, the others rush out of this tomb and into a hopefully better place, Alice screaming at me to move faster and pointing worriedly. Yeah, I know what’s behind me.
I dig deeper and turn on the after burners—my legs feeling like they’re on fire. Pete pushes Alice out of the way and raises his gun, training it on what looks like my head.
That mother . . .
I figure I’m as good as dead, him shooting me in the head and giving the hungry masses something to deter their raging appetite. If I’m going down, then that worthless pile of horse excrement is going with me.
Pete looks me dead in the eye and squeezes the trigger, rattling off a single round before I can even get my gun up. It’s like time stands still and I am caught in the middle of a time loop, watching the bullet create ripples in the air as it locks onto my skull.
I’ll see you in hell, you bastard!
Bracing for the impact that will hopefully kill me on contact and not let me feel anything afterwards, the bullet grazes the left side of my head, digging out a fraction of the skin as it moves past me.
“Hurry up, damn it!” Pete yells as the ordnance strikes a flesh-eater right in the middle of its bloody, mangled skull. It bellows as the bullet blows out the back of its head then fell falls to the ground like a sack of potatoes.
I dive into the room and hit the concrete hard, sliding on my side as Deacon and Alice push the thick metal door closed and lock it.
“I bet you thought I was going to blow your brains out and leave you out there for those bastards, huh?” Pete asks, shouldering his rifle and sticking out his hand. “I thought about it, but figured it would be better to keep your annoying ass around a little longer since my other two boys are now dead.”
“Thanks, I appreciate that.” I grab his hand and get off the ground. The mass of undead begin their endless bashing at the metal barrier, moaning and screeching loudly with a crazed tone. I hope this door is able to hold up better than the last.
“So, what do we do now?” Alice asks over the insistent thrashing at the door.
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“I’VE GOT the blueprints to the facility. We are going to try to work our way through it and out the exit,” Deacon replies. “Mike is going to lead the way.”
“Out the exit . . . Whose brilliant idea is that?” Pete asks snidely. “I want out of here as much as you do, but does anyone here have the foggiest idea if those dead walkers are roaming around out there?”
“No, we don’t, but we can’t stay in here much longer either,” Deacon snaps back. “Eventually, our luck is going to run out, and I would rather try to get the hell out of here than wait for one of those things to gnaw on me.”
The tension in the room is getting heated to a point where tempers and the size of a man’s manhood is going to come into question, bringing an already intense situation to an explosive powder keg level.
“You’re both right. We can’t just walk through the exit and hope for the best, but we sure as hell can’t stay here anymore playing tag with those things.”
“So, what the hell do you suggest we do, fearless leader?” Pete asks, his right hand gripping the strap to his rifle and a look of frustration smearing his face.
“Running through the halls, I noticed some cameras placed here and there. So there should be some sort of video or surveillance room showing a landscape of the facility and hopefully the outside perimeter as well,” I reply, hearing the crumpled up blueprint rustle under Deacon’s shirt.
“That is a big hope you’re going on, buddy,” Pete says. “This place looks like it’s been abandoned for God knows how long, and even if there is some sort of video surveillance room, how do you know the cameras are even working?”
“I don’t, but considering all our other options seem to be lacking, I think this is going to be the best idea,” I say to the group and more so to Pete. “But hey, if you don’t care for it, you can take your chances on your own. I’ll show you the way out of here and you can be on your way.”
To be honest, I have no idea how I became the so called “leader” of this rag tag bunch. I was just trying to find a safe haven for a little bit before finding my own way out of here. The last thing I wanted was to have a bunch of strangers and dead weight slowing me down. I’ve got the layout of this facility mapped out inside my head and I can still work my way to the security room on my own. But, as always, I hear the overpowering voice of my Becky telling me to do the right thing. I love her more than anything, but sometimes I wish she would just shut the hell up.
“I’ll stick with you for now, you’ll probably need me after you screw up and nearly get us killed,” Pete says.
“Whatever . . . suit yourself,” I say while having visions of Pete being ripped limb from limb by one of those things. Horrible of me? Very much so, but I really can’t stand the bastard.
“How are we doing on ammo?” I ask, popping the clip from the machine gun I scooped up earlier.
“I got about half a mag left and one full cartridge ready to rock ‘n’ roll. That is if we don’t run into a gang of them along the way,” Pete replies, placing the half used mag back into his rifle.
“I’m sitting low on the Beretta,” Deacon adds.
“And I’m nearly up a creek without a paddle.” I slap the last little bit of salvation back into the equalizer in my hands. “Deacon will take point, Pete can hang in the middle, and I’ll bring up the rear. Is everyone okay with that?”
Everyone nods their heads in agreement; even the pain in my ass, Pete, thinks it’s a good idea. If he didn’t agree, he sure didn’t let on. Thank God.
Standing there while the others get into a tight single line formation, I instantly feel my world rocked and my vision blurs a bit. My equilibrium is thrown hard to the left, and a precise sharp shooting pain spreads through my temples. Worst possible time to get a freaking migraine! I use to get them many years back, but had been free from their painful grasp for some time now. Christ, when it rains it pours.
I try to shake it off and keep the rest of the group oblivious to my discomfort, figuring Pete might get a little trigger happy and want to put me down like Old Yeller.
Alice turns around, giving me a worrisome stare, even though she doesn’t say anything. She must have picked up on my inner turmoil.
I cough a couple times and nod my head, sending her attention back to the dangerous task at hand. I’m not feeling worth a damn at this point, and would give anything to plop my ass down to regain my thoughts. I don’t know what is going on, but the odd sensation coursing through my body now is so foreign that I’m unsure what to think.
The tattered blueprint is wadded back up and placed in Deacon’s back pant pocket. His Beretta is clutched tightly in his right hand as he moves towards the door that leads into the corridor. Casey keeps tight to Deacon’s side and Pete shoulders his rifle, keeping his finger over the trigger as we all move together. The lights in the small room flicker on and off, creating a low buzzing noise that meshed with the dead beating at the door.
As I blink and open my eyes widely, my left eye becomes blurry and itches uncontrollably, like a bug is festering deep inside the cornea. It makes it hard to see clearly what is happening ahead or even around me. I don’t mind going out fighting, but I don’t want to die because I can’t see it coming. Some might not mind that, but I do.
Looking through the thick haze that is now my left eye, I watch the half faded outline and half solid shape of Deacon placing the side of his head to the door that leads out of the room. Still as a corpse, he stands for a few seconds, hopefully hearing the sweet silence of nothing. Although, that has backfired before.
“What do you hear, old man?” Pete asks, getting a sharp wave of Deacon’s hand indicating he should shut up. “Maybe someone who isn’t a trillion years old should take a listen before we go strolling out there.”
Deacon removes his head from the door and steps off to the right, his Beretta clutched tightly. It’s go time, I can’t see for shit, and my body is falling apart. Awesome! I’m ready, even if my body isn’t up to par.
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GLANCING BACK at us with his back against the wall, Deacon grabs the loose knob and slowly turns it to the right. It squeaks and pops loudly, creating a boisterous noise amidst the silence. Rotating the knob all the way down, Deacon cracks the door and lets his Beretta take point.
The hinges must be thirsty for some WD-40, creaking as Deacon peers out into the partly lit corridor that is filled with crates and other miscellaneous crap engulfed by the darkness. It’s hard for him to make anything out from his vantage point, opening the door a little wider and cautiously stepping out into the unfamiliar space.
I glance at the door holding back the tidal wave of claws and teeth, checking to make sure it’s still holding. It gave some, but held firm, for the moment anyways.
Deacon disappears from our sight briefly, leaving a loom of doubt in the air of what discoveries he’s making. Is the hall deserted of anything with teeth and a raging appetite or is he being devoured by the infected? Crazy shit like that runs rampant through my mind in the course of a few seconds, but stops suddenly when a jarring noise sends everyone on their toes.
“What the hell was that?” Pete asks alarmed, training his weapon at the partially lit door. I follow suit. Better to be safe than sorry. “I hope that old bastard didn’t bite it. He has the damn blueprint.”
“Shut up, you insensitive asshole!” Casey snaps, looking back at Pete with the evil eye. She doesn’t want to lose anyone else. That is going to be a stretch.
“What, all I’m saying is it would suck if he was being torn apart right now and the blueprint got destroyed, that’s all.”
Another jarring noise sounds, like something is falling or being tossed around out in the corridor. No moans of any kind are heard and Deacon doesn’t yell out in a panic or as if he is being eaten alive.
“Deacon, everything all right out there?” My voice cracks a little and gives wind that I’m not one hundred percent, but no one seems to care at the moment. Hell, to a certain degree I don’t either. I just don’t want a raging, decayed body to come busting through the door.
“Deacon, you all right—”
The door flies open suddenly, and Deacon looks panicked, his face flushed and his Beretta shaking in his hand.
“Christ man, what the hell is wrong with you . . . coming in here like that. We could have blown your freaking head off!” Pete bellows, looking as if he has shit himself.
I thought I smelt something foul.
“You okay?” I ask, my heart beating like a damn snare drum.
“Yeah, some damn rats came shooting out from underneath some empty crates I was looking around and scared the holy hell out of me,” Deacon says, trying to reel in some much needed air. “I hate those damn things.”
“Well, I hope all the racket you were causing didn’t alarm those creatures.” Pete lowers his weapon. “Might as well get a bullhorn and tell them to come and get it!”
“Well, at least he had the balls to go out there and look, so why don’t you back off, all right?” Alice says sharply said, sending Pete’s head swiveling around. If looks could kill then Pete would have fallen over dead where he stood.
“Everyone calm down,” I say in a commanding tone. If the infected don’t do Pete in, then someone with a damn heartbeat will. “So, what’s it looking like out there?”
“Looks clear as far as I can tell. It’s pretty dark and cluttered in both directions, but I didn’t notice any sort of movement.”
“What if they’re out there just waiting for something to come along,” Pete chimes in. “There could be dozens of them we can’t see.”
“If you want to stay here and do whatever, then that is your bit. We are getting the hell out of here,” I say matter-of-factly. “So, either man up or shut up!”
I am tired of the incessant whining by the grown man with the attitude of a little kid. We face an insurmountable task ahead and don’t need to complicate things any more with trivial and counterproductive jargon. “Deacon, lead the way.”
Deacon gives a quick nod and faces the blackness of the corridor with his Beretta trained straight ahead. Casey follows close and steps in sync with Deacon, shadowing his every move as the two of them enter the corridor. I guess Pete, or at least I hope he did, got the hint and shut up. He moves forward and catches up with Casey.
As he enters the silent and eerie hall, his weapon cuts from side to side, looking for anything that poses a possible threat.
The noise from the room I just barely escaped from with my life still bustles with those things continually beating at the door. It might be my OCD or just a case of the “better safe than sorries” that pulls me back over that way.
I check and double check the locks that hold the wave of dead flesh back, feeling their angry and unadulterated rage seep through the microscopic slivers within the door’s body. For some reason, which I am unclear of like everything else, I seemed entranced by the hypnotic rhythm of the moans and relentless pounding. Leaning my head against the door, I close my eyes.
“Hey, you coming?” Alice asks, placing her warm, gentle hand on my left shoulder.
“Yeah, just making sure the door is holding up is all.”
She gives me that same smile my Becky would give me when she knew something was wrong and I wasn’t up for telling her what it was just yet. It brings a brief and sudden jolt of joy that floods my body. Memories rush back like a tidal wave of emotions. I have always been a good bs’er and manage to mask most things from certain individuals, but this is different, more apparent. Hiding whatever it is that is playing around inside me is becoming more difficult. Sooner or later, the cat is going to be out of the bag.
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LEAVING the dead clawing at the door, I ready my gun and take point, Alice following close behind. For some reason, it doesn’t seem to matter where I am in this complex or whatever the hell it is, the musty smell clings to my nose for dear life and won’t let go. The sad thing is that I am starting to get used to it.
My vision is still shot to hell and my stomach churns and growls, cramping like I ate something bad. My headache remains and amplifies ten times over, sending points of intense pressure behind my challenged eyes.
Cresting the doorway that leads out into the darkened corridor, I can feel Alice push up on my back even more, her anxiety escalating as I carefully step out.
My weapon trains from side to side and everything is calm and quiet. I turn to the right and spot the others up ahead, waiting behind some crates. I can overhear Deacon and Pete exchange words, most of which are combative at best.
“Stay close and don’t leave my side for anything, all right?” I say to Alice as we make our way up to the others.
“What the hell were you doing back there, daydreaming?” Pete asks in a low, angered tone. “You’ve got us waiting out here in the open like sitting ducks.”
“You good?” Deacon asks with probing eyes.
“Yeah, I’m good . . . I was just checking to make sure the door was still holding up is all,” I reply while still trying to act like I feel great. “Remember, be quiet and move swiftly. We’re looking for door D7 Video Surveillance.”
Deacon nods and turns his focus to the darkness that plagues our way through the maze. No flashlights or anything remotely close can be used that would put off light and potentially alert any wandering predators. It’s a gamble, one I’m leery of, but overall seems to make the most sense.
Deacon carefully moves out into the open, stepping slowly at first and training his weapon over the darkness. It’s obvious he was no military man as he stumbles around as if he is trying to fit the part. To be honest, I don’t think any of us know what the rules are, if any. Kill or be killed is all it seems to be.
Everyone gets to their feet and falls into a rhythmic sync, flowing through the congested corridor with a quick but cautious pace. Bringing up the rear and feeling like death warmed over—bad pun to be using at this time—I keep hearing bumps and what sounds like something crawling around. Since I don’t have any kind of light to investigate, I have to rely on the shoddy overhead lights that go in and out at regular intervals. Even when the dim lighted lamps try to reveal the things that are going bump in the night, or so I’m guessing, I just chalk it up to some nasty ass rat or bug army of some kind moving through, but the sound seems to be closing in on us.
I peer up and notice a long stretch of pipes snaking along above us, old and rusted in many spots. Metal braces that have lost their tension and are pulling away from the concrete ceiling, hold the pipes in a loose fashion. It could just be the building aging and going through its bout of arthritis, cracking and popping as every little second of time creeps by. It sounds like a pile of crap, and probably is, but it’s one that I am willing to buy at this moment. I refrain from saying anything to the others in fear that they may panic and cause more harm than need be.
I keep the repeating noise close to my ears and turn my focus back in front of me, feeling more lightheaded now. My body sways. My legs are heavy and acting as if they are encased in concrete blocks, struggling to take just one step. At this point, I’m not too confident that I can defend myself from a common cold.
“Did you hear that?” Deacon asks, pausing and tilting his head to the side, trying to get a bead on the strange noise.
Everyone stops and listens to the same creepy ass crawling and scratching sound that I heard just a few seconds ago. It is faint and yet loud at the same time, playing like an ominous part from a horror movie.
“What the hell is that?” Pete asks with his weapon trained over the mounds of crates and barrels that clutter up both sides of the hall. There are so many places for something dead to lie in that it is nearly impossible to know for sure.
Off to our right and engulfed in blackness, something moves around between the crates, sending every gun targeting that area. I’m getting anxious—palms sweating and even shaking a bit.
What is going on with me?
Pete steps forward, slowly and cautiously, his weapon against his shoulder and his finger tickling the trigger. He inches his way to a set of crates that are stacked like Lego blocks—two on the bottom spaced apart and one resting on top—leaving a gaping hole of blackness that looks endless and deadly. I’ve seen this scenario too many times before and it never ends well. Something springs out of the unknown darkness and tears its victim limb from limb. I guess I’m a tad bit glad it’s Pete checking it out.
“You don’t think it’s one of those things, do you?” Casey asks, her voice trembling with fear. She steps to the side and huddles up next to Deacon, who looks uneasy as well.
“I can’t see anything,” Pete says in a low tone, reaching deep into one of his pockets that line both sides of his dingy khaki cargo pants. “Where the hell is my lighter?”
I slip my hand into my pocket and pull out the Zippo with the dragon on it. I still have no clue where this came from. I don’t even smoke.
“Here!”
I hand the lighter to Pete, hoping the flame is still good and that it doesn’t uncover something that is grossly disfigured and ready for an afternoon delight. And I’m not referring to the good kind either.
Holding the lighter in his right hand and his gun trained ahead in his left, Pete flicks the top open and strikes the wheel, producing a spark that catches and illuminates the darkened corner. I stay as focused and ready as I can considering I feel like shit. Seeing nothing so far, Pete moves in a little closer, the flame swaying from side to side. Not sure why.
I hear that scratching and squirming noise behind me now. No . . . wait, it is to my left, and the right. I’m not sure if anyone else hears this as they all seem too focused on what’s lurking within the crates.
Kneeling and getting as close as I guess he wants to, Pete probes the nooks and spaces around the crate, his head bobbing from side to side. He holds still for a second, not moving, making me wonder if he sees what it is. He moves the lighter in closer, the narrow flame bringing to life a giant rat that jets out of the darkness and darts between Pete’s feet, sending the women into a hysterical scream that could wake the dead. Or worse yet, alert them.
Snickering hard, and trying to keep from busting out laughing, Pete turns around and looks at Alice and Casey, extinguishing the flame. “You’ve got to be kidding. After everything we’ve seen, you’re afraid of a damn rat?”
“Shut up, asshole, it scared us and it was huge,” Casey says, her brow slanted down and a scowl plastered on her face.
“Here, you might want to take my gun to fend off those man-eating . . .” Pete says laughingly.
Something bursts from the stacked crates sitting directly behind Casey, jetting forward with voracity, and ramming its spear like arm through Casey’s back. Blood sprays Pete in the face like a water hose gone mad as it erupts out of her chest, sending a wave of panic through the now dwindling group.
Training his weapon on the thing devouring Casey’s neck and shoulder, Pete readies a round. Something crawls out from between the darkened crates behind him, grabbing his feet. Pete tumbles to the floor, his head slamming against the concrete and his gun dislodging from his hands. Blood pools under the side of his face. His body remains limp as he’s dragged into the black abyss.
Deacon pulls his Glock up and places a single round in the rotting flesh of the thing’s head that’s eating Casey. It falls backwards into the crates. Casey’s munched on body crumbles to the floor half eaten, blood and chunks of meaty red flesh dangling from her bones.
On my knees and trying to focus every bit of strength I have left, I grab Pete’s arms and pull back. In my mind, I’m pissed off to the point of a nuclear meltdown, but my body feels tattered and worn, crippling my ability to do anything but watch him sink further into the unknown. I know I dislike the bastard, but I don’t need him dead just yet. Man, does that make me sound like an asshole or what?
I hear the army of undead echoing through the corridor and dig as deep as I can go, leaning back and pulling with all my might.
Both Alice and Deacon join in. Pete’s body reverses direction and slowly emerges out of the crates.
“So, tell me again, why are we saving this asshole?” I ask jokingly. My body is on the verge of a total shutdown and the odds of me getting back up and getting the hell out of here are looking slim.
“Because he may be an asshole, but at least he’s human,” Deacon replies through clinched teeth.
Well, human may be a stretch. Am I any better?
Kneeling there and paying no mind to what else is out for our succulent bodies, I don’t even notice the undead monster come up on us. It is slow moving and quiet, almost as if it was hunting like a lion in the Savannah. Its arms and hands are stripped of most of its flesh, leaving a thin layer of mutilated meaty skin that clings to the dull white bones. The skin from its face is torn and ripped all over, its eyes missing and leaving two hollow spaces.
“Behind you!” I yell to Deacon, sending his head twisting around.
Its hands are already reaching for Deacon’s shoulder, its mouth ajar. I could have sworn I saw it lick its dried up, crusty lips, like dinner was served. Deacon lets go of Pete’s arm and turns to the vile thing, grabbing its throat with his right hand and shoving back. Its jaws snap and it gives that crazed moan.
Things are quickly getting out of hand. With Deacon letting go, I can’t hold on to Pete any longer. I feel nearly drained and don’t need to risk our lives any more for a lost cause. I let go and Pete’s motionless body slides back in the darkness, disappearing from sight.
Deacon manages to remove his Glock and places the barrel under the dead man’s chin, its meatless fingers gliding around Deacon’s face as it tries to move in closer for the kill. I can hear him grunting and straining to hold it back. The gun sounds off and the thing’s brains splatter out the top of its head. I struggle to get to my feet.
Deacon turns my way, his gun pointed to the ground as Alice grabs my arm and helps me up. I’m in bad shape and almost feel like a burden to the others, feeble and without any energy to spare. I don’t know why I’m nearly spent, but I’m thankful the others didn’t ditch me and run.
“We need to get . . .” Deacon is cut off mid sentence when another one of the infected, more preserved, materializes out of the darkness and grabs him. It tosses him with relative ease against some barrels and crates, creating a clanging sound that echoes through the musty stale air.
I remove Alice’s hold on my arm and shove her behind me. I will do what I can to stop it or at least slow it down, allowing her to run somewhere. My spaghetti legs wobble uncontrollably and my one remaining good eye is dimming by the second.
Man, we are so screwed.
I’m not sure what happened to the gun I was carrying. I must have kicked it away in all the commotion.
The thing stands there, breathing heavy, its black eyes staring right into my soul, bearing sharp, stained red teeth and a pale face that still looks fresher than most I have seen thus far. But this one is different. It’s dressed in some kind of black combat gear and is much more agile and stronger than the others. The way it just tossed Deacon to the side like a rag doll doesn’t give me much confidence about beating it.
Saliva oozes from both corners of its crusty dried lips and its body heaves like it’s getting ready to charge us. The other moans are so close now. If we make it out of this alive and in one piece, it will be a miracle. “Whatever happens, I want you to run and get the hell away from here.”
Alice holds firm behind me, her hands gripping my sides and her chin resting on my shoulder as the dead combat solider darts forward with arms and hands reaching for us. I muster what little strength I can and collide with the dead soldier, grabbing its arms and feebly kneeing it in the side. Its breath smells of rotten flesh and some putrid concoction that nearly burns my eyes up. I think all I did was piss it off more.
It easily overpowers me and throws me to the side, slamming my already aching body against some crates. The wood splinters and gives way as I bust through it, sending something dull and jagged into my side. It feels as if someone’s digging a rusted knife into my kidneys. Blood flows freely from the gash and my breathing goes from shitty to almost nothing.
“Alice . . . get out . . . of . . . here.”
The dead soldier takes his attention away from me, and stares at Alice. Not sure if it’s saving me for later or just wants more of a challenge. Maybe it’s the chase that tastes so much sweeter. The thrill of the hunt, if you will.
Alice turns to run, but is confronted with a solid wall of dead bodies marching her way. Heads cocked to the side and arms reaching out in front of them, the crowd of mindless man-eaters surge forward. Watching a man bite it and get ripped to shreds was hard enough, but having to witness a woman engulfed is unbearable.
The dead soldier rushes forward and grabs Alice from behind, trying to sink its teeth into her succulent skin. Its arms wrap around her chest and lift her off the ground, sending Alice’s screams like a dagger into my fading heart.
I’ve become so soft. Damn it!
All I can do is watch the soldier toy with its food, its jaws snapping at the nape of Alice’s neck like a wild animal. She thrashes around, and dodges its every attempt to take a taste, keeping her neck and body forward as much as possible to avoid its lethal bite.
I’m right there on the floor, bleeding to death as far as I can tell, and I can’t even swat at the damn thing. It’s getting so close to sinking its teeth into her. One nibble and that’s it for Alice, and I’m stuck here like a helpless piece of crap to watch this horrid scene play out like a stomach churning car wreck. To add insult to injury, the murder of undead souls is getting within striking distance. Perfect!
I try to will myself over to the soldier, to kick it, punch it—hell even insult it to make it let go and temporarily forget about her. No dice though. It doesn’t act like I’m even there. But Alice seems damn determined to not end up on the dinner table.
Amidst the screaming and squirming, Alice tosses her dirty blonde head back and whacks it in the thing’s pale, decaying nose. A loud crunch fills my ears and the sight of its thick, black, coagulated blood oozing out of its nose like a leaky faucet sends joy down my spine. Too bad she just pissed it off that much more.
The strikingly hard blow did jack to deter it from keeping after its meal, and it still advances its teeth at her. Somehow, Alice wiggles out of its grasp and falls to the floor, twisting her head around and looking upon death itself with a scared shitless expression. It wastes little time with thoughts of “should I or shouldn’t I” and advances again, but is suddenly stopped cold by something that grabs it from behind.
Where the hell did that come from?
The unknown savior wraps its arms around the soldier’s chest and sinks its teeth into the side of the soldier’s neck, pulling away and ripping a massive amount of rotten flesh away that sends blood squirting out the side. Half of its neck missing, the soldier convulses like an epileptic while the mysterious thing devours the meaty mess.
The soldier crumples to the floor hard and lifeless, again, right at the soles of my feet as this rogue infected kneels down and digs in. Now I have witnessed some pretty messed up crap since being here, but I have yet to see one dead bastard eat another. I’m not complaining, just really confused about which team this thing is really batting for.
I keep my movement to a minimum and twist my heavy head towards Alice, trying to get her attention while this thing feasts. My eyesight is super blurry now, and I feel as if I will faint at any moment.
Alice has this petrified look on her face, her mouth ajar as if she might hurl. The squishing sound is nauseating as that thing continues tearing chunks of bloody, dead meat from that soldier. My stomach churns and burns, the smell gripping my nostrils and filling them with that putrid odor.
“Alice.” I try to keep my voice low and unnoticeable, finally breaking Alice’s trance of utter fear and uncertainty. She looks my way, tears slowly trickling down her reddish checks. I can see the vague outline of something coming up behind her. I know what it is and again I’m helpless to do anything.
“Get up and get out of here now!” I finally yell at her, not caring that one of them is right next to me. It still seems occupied.
Alice scrambles to her feet and gives me one last look of goodbye, but two more dead souls, a man and woman dressed in dingy, light blue medical scrubs, grab Alice from behind and start snapping at any part of her body they can sink their rotten teeth into. I try to lean forward and help, but my body feels as if it wants to go into a deep hibernation. I guess it’s better to be asleep when the dead start to eat me. If she gets away from them somehow, maybe I can get their attention.
The screaming and yelling Alice is doing distracts the rogue infected from his meal, his rotting and decaying head twisting around. He bolts to his feet and grabs the nurse, ripping its skin challenged head clean from its body with relative ease. A single thick stream of what looks like purple liquid shoots up from the nurse’s exposed neck. It releases Alice and falls to the side, motionless.
The black haired woman, whose jaw is fully exposed and her left half-eaten breast is poking through her torn scrub, doesn’t pay any mind to what is happening, still fighting to get a taste of Alice’s supple skin. Alice screams, and struggles to escape its clutches any way she can, kicking her legs and swinging her arms in every direction.
The wolf in sheep’s clothing, for the moment, appears to be helping out the living, ripping Alice away from her voracious attacker and pushing her to the side. It darts for the woman that is still focused on Alice, not paying any mind to me or anything else that is coming between its meal.
With almost a brutal and primitive nature, the rogue infected sinks its jaw into the side of the woman’s face and clamps down, tearing a sheet of sagging and mangled flesh from her already decaying cheek.
That must have snapped her out of her hunger induced state, turning her rapacious attention away from Alice to the man standing in front of her. Too bad she’s sluggish. Before she can get her deformed arms up to grab hold, the rogue infected reaches for her neck and snaps it. Her glazed over eyes and unyielding search for flesh ceases, and her mutated body falls limp to the ground as her head bobbles loosely on her shoulders.
The rogue infected whips around and gazes upon Alice, its chest heaving hard and chunks of blood soaked skin mashed between its teeth. Instead of going after her and claiming its meal, it just stands there. I’m not sure why or what its motive is. I mean, it’s taken out the competition, momentarily that is. The murder of flesh-eaters are so close now that I can nearly see their discolored teeth.
For a brief moment, I think Alice is frozen with fear or maybe uncertain what to do since this one is unlike any of the others. But that’s not it at all. She stares at it intently, as if trying to pierce the dead flesh and rotting skin to see the person within.
“Trent . . . is that you?” Alice mutters, carefully getting to her feet and looking the creature in its cold, dark black eyes.
Trent? I remember her calling me that when we first met. Is it her husband, brother, distant cousin or something? I’m not sure, but considering how she looked at me with those longing eyes that held some blip of hope, I would venture to say that he is someone important to her. In either case, I feel it’s a pipe dream that will soon blow up in her face.
The moans and shrills from the approaching murder must have brought the rogue infected out of whatever was keeping it focused on Alice. It lunges forward, scoops Alice up by the waist, and tosses her over its shoulder. I can hear her breathing a little hard, panicking somewhat, but still keeping her composure as if she feels safe. She’s not even fighting to get free, slung over this creature’s shoulder like a rolled up rug. I don’t know how she can remain so calm and even feel secure in the arms of some dead man that has an apparent hunger for flesh, regardless if it’s living or not. At this point, she is on her own.
It twists around and looks me dead in my fading eyes, blood trickling down from both corners of its crusty lips. With a snarl and a shrill of its own, it bolts in the opposite direction, Alice’s body bouncing up and down on its shoulder as they both fade into the blackness beyond. In my mind, I say goodbye to Alice, hoping that her death is swift and painless.
I reach around to my back and probe the deep, meaty gash that has spilled so much of my blood. I feel like a gutted fish that has been thrown into shark infested waters to bring the masses to one central location.
I lay my head back on the cold, wet cement floor, the army of cold-blooded killers passing by me while one of them stops and stands over me. I hope I pass on quickly, not wanting to be awake when my body is torn apart like a wounded animal.
Breathing hard and something wet dripping from its mouth onto my face, the infected kneels next to my body. Its mutated hands poke and prod me all over as the herd of infecteds passes through and oddly enough, none of them is paying me any mind.
I keep lying motionless, thinking for some reason it might treat me like a bear would—play dead and they just walk away. My eyes are clamped shut, mostly due to the fact that I can’t keep them open. I guess it’s out of pure morbid curiosity, but I want to see what’s going on. I want to see what the hell this thing is doing.
I force my eyes open for a short second and nearly defecate myself, finding the infected right in front of my face. It looks into my eyes deep and hard as my vision becomes narrow, falling backwards into a tunnel of blackness that seems never ending. I take a couple short, deep breaths and pass out, it’s mangled and horrific face the last thing I see as I fade away.
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I CAN’T MOVE. My body is limp and unresponsive to any sort of command I give it, but my mind bounces all over, still firing on all cylinders. I have no idea how long I’ve been lying here on this cold, unforgiving floor. Seems like a damn eternity. The only body function that seems to be working is my hearing. It’s quiet, extremely quiet—except for the intermittent dripping of water hitting the ground.
I try again to move something, anything. Open my eyes, smile, wiggle a toe, move a finger, but nothing. For all I know, those death dealers ravaged my body to the point of leaving nothing more than my severed head—tossed to the side like unwanted garbage. If that’s the case, why is my brain still functioning? Why haven’t I bled out yet like a stuck pig?
At this point, I would say that my heart is racing and I feel as if I could hyperventilate, but I’d just be going through the motions of someone who is having a nervous breakdown in my head.
All right, I need to calm my brain down. Stop thinking about what I can’t do and regain some sort of sense of self. Bombarding myself with all these questions and being scatterbrained isn’t going to do any good. It will just make matters worse.
I stop with the interrogation on my brain and let it relax, my thoughts drifting around aimlessly, trying to focus on something that I can hold onto. I’m not thinking of anything in particular, but just letting that muscle flex and do its thing. I instantly feel calmer and at peace. Memories of my past play through my mind like a home movie spliced together randomly. The last time I drifted off and retreated back into my mind it was horrid and damn near broke my soul in half. Watching my sweet angel die in my arms from what I had done to her. I know it was a dream, a nightmare even, or was it?
I shake the thought from my head while my brain keeps fast-forwarding through my past, zipping by memories that I hold dear. I can feel myself not worrying so much about the here and now. It’s a good feeling.
But the joy that builds up inside me suddenly stops and confusion sets in. The replay of Mike’s Life takes a turn to a memory that seems really fuzzy. Like a dream where you remember it the next morning, but it’s fragmented so badly that it leaves you trying to figure out what the hell it was.
I remember that day, well some of it anyways. The morning was great. The sun was shining and I had breakfast with Becky. I can still smell her famous eggs and waffles, smothered in butter and maple syrup, and the smell of a fresh pot of coffee flowing through the kitchen. The morning paper lays folded in half next to my plate. Looking back now, I wish I had made more time to spend with her, even if it is five more minutes. But all I did was wolf down the hearty meal, gulp down the black coffee, and jet out the door with no conversation to get my day going. At least I gave her a kiss, which always seemed to bring a smile to her face.
I was starting a new job as a security guard for some pharmaceutical company. For some reason, the name is escaping me right now. Anyhow, I felt lucky, being out of work and a former military man, not too many jobs fit my work history of killing people for a living. This job seemed like a God send. Good pay, good hours, good benefits. I felt as if I had hit the proverbial job lottery, especially considering how many people were still unemployed.
The morning commute was rather quick and unobstructed, the freeway flowing uncongested as far as the eye could see. A sign of the times for sure.
After listening to my favorite sports radio station for thirty minutes and wondering what the day had in store, I hit the front gate of my new job. No guard was in sight, just a single keypad that stood semi-concealed in the thick, green brush. Actually, from the street, you couldn’t see any of the building due to all the overgrown vegetation. Not sure if that was intentional or just part of nature.
I typed my employee number in, 24556, and the thick steel gate sprang to life, quietly and quickly opening. My nerves were calm, but butterflies fluttered around inside and I wasn’t sure why. I mean, this was a security guard position. Nothing ever really happened anyway.
My phone vibrated in my left pocket, distracting me momentarily as I drove through the gate and entered my new world. I dug it out and flipped it open, staring at the seemingly simple and plain building that only had about two dozen cars scattered about the massive parking lot. The message was a text from Becky.
Hey baby, I just wanted to tell you to have a wonderful day at your new job. Call me on your lunch break and fill me in on the people you work with. Lol. Love you so much!! J.
I cracked a smile and closed my phone, spotting a sign that directed me to the rear of the building. The facility was fairly large and had a few windows sporadically placed in certain sections. Must have been for the big wigs to look down at us mere mortals. Foot traffic was null, even for a regular work day. I hoped I wasn’t late or anything.
I made it to the back of the building where there were a handful of other vehicles and two semi trailers docked at a loading bay. I whipped into one of the empty spots and turned my car off. I sat there for a brief moment, gathering my nerves. After a minute or two of telling myself it was going to be a great day, I slid out and hit the ground.
For some reason, things start to get hazy then. Up until that point, I can remember nearly everything that went on that morning, but as I near the entrance, everything becomes cloudy. The next thing I remember is I’m in a small room filling out paperwork. I have no idea who brought me there and what the hell I was even filling out. A small but subtle humming noise distracted me for a second, sending my eyes looking around. Guess it was the air conditioner or something.
When I looked back, I was standing in what I’m guessing was the warehouse, talking with someone. He looks to be wearing the same type of uniform as me. His name badge is out of focus, but I can see some of his face. He looks just like Ray.
His voice sounds drowned out as he talks to me, telling me I need to put on my name badge. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the badge, peering down as I pinned it to my uniform. I looked back up, and walked around some long aisles of nicely polished steel that were barren of any souls, but were loaded to the gills with containers. I checked my watch. It was 2:15 P.M.
Did I even remember to call Becky on my lunch? Did I even go to lunch?
I don’t remember being told and I’m not sure why, but I just know that I was supposed to be overseeing some shipment going out. I headed to the dock and approached one of the bay doors that were rolled up. Two men, dressed in black combat gear, turned and just stared at me. No words were spoken. They just stood there like they were waiting for something. I looked into the trailer and saw more of the massive, solid containers that were fixed on platforms throughout.
I felt extremely light on my feet and my head was swimming in confusion. The two men kept their motionless pose as my equilibrium bounced all over the place. I looked around for someplace to sit down and gather myself, but fell like a drunken fool to the ground. Lights out.
What seemed like seconds later, I cracked my heavy eyes open and found a bright ass light giving me the third degree in the face. I laid on my back on some sort of table or something. It was cold and smooth, sending chill bumps all over my body. I could faintly hear the low chatter of people talking around me. I could see the outlines of their bodies, but that was it. I tried to speak, but my tongue was lying dead inside my mouth as I slowly bobbled my dizzy head from side to side.
Black. All I saw is blackness. My wrists and ankles felt like they were restrained with leather bands—the kind you’d see in a nut house.
I moved my head around a little more and pulled up on the restraints. The stinging bite of something pointed and sharp plunged into the side of my temple. It hurt like hell and my brain instantly turned to mush. I yelled as loud as I could, but not a peep sneaked out. Just cold dead silence.
Get that damn thing out of my head!
I wake from my nightmarish state, panting like a dog in heat and sweat pours out of every pore as my back flips up and off the cool concrete floor. My heart pounds like a snare drum and I look all over for the assholes that were sticking me like a pin cushion.
I’m alone, aside from the dead bodies lying around me. I reach my right hand to my back and feel for the gash that bled me good. It’s scarred over and dried, crusty blood flaking off my skin.
Why am I now remembering what happened that day? Maybe my brain is finally breaking down the walls that had been put up around that event. Event? Not sure if that is the right word for it. It seemed pretty f’ed up. Not something you hear about on the daily news.
But it did bring some clarity to my present situation. Ray is the dead soldier lying next to me. It’s all connected somehow and yet I’m still so confused by it all. I wish I’d remember something, anything on where they brought us. Lab rats. That’s what I feel like I am now. Knowing that they injected me with something doesn’t make me feel any better either. There is something inside me, festering and changing me into God knows what. I need answers more than ever now.
I get to my feet and look around, still paranoid from the relived episode that I just awoke from. Nothing stirs, not even the dead. Still as can be. It’s not surprising though; the murder of dead flowing through here earlier appears to be less interested in me and more interested in other things. A few curious flesh-munchers are to be expected, I guess. Glad that’s all it was. I have plans to get back to my Becky soon.
I actually feel better. My eyesight is coming back, my strength is on the rise, and I don’t seem to be as worried about the dead walking around. Despite what I remember, every time I slip into a temporary coma state, I awake feeling much better than before. Hopefully, this is the last time that happens.
With my new youthful vitality in check and my recent visions of past events shedding some light on my blurred memory, I take a knee next to the soldier’s body and fish out his wallet. I crack open the plain looking black leather wallet and find little to be desired. No money, no credit cards, and no identification.
Shit!
Undeterred, I check the rest of his chewed up body, going from pocket to pocket in search of something useful. Again, I come across nothing, but finally find some light at the proverbial end of the dark tunnel—an access card with three bold black letters imprinted in the upper right side.
TGP
The name doesn’t ring a bell, but then things from that day have slowly started to creep their way back inside my head. Maybe I’ll get another flashback of what the letters stand for and it will give me a better scope of things. Lord knows I need all the help I can get right now.
I slip the card into my back pocket, figuring that eventually it should come in handy. I go out on a limb and rummage the other dead bodies, digging through their blood-soaked clothes. I check every pocket and any other possible places for some information, but come up empty. Hey, it was worth a shot, right?
I get back up and stare down the hall that Alice and the grimacing, undead tore off into, wondering if she’s still alive or now a soulless demon preying on the flesh of the living. I also don’t see Deacon’s body, only a small puddle of blood that is streaked in the same direction. Looks like everyone split. Can’t say I blame ’em. This is one of those worst case scenarios, and I doubt they have a book on what to do when caught up in a infected infestation.
I don’t know why I didn’t notice this earlier, but everything seems to have a light green hue about it. Like I’m wearing night vision goggles or something like that. The lights are still struggling to come on and there’s no natural light coming into this seemingly solid structure. Another possible side effect of the concoction they injected me with? If so, it should come in handy.
Okay, so what to do now? Keep with my original plan and get to the security room and see if there is a way out of here, or do I dig deeper for what lies beneath this Frankenstein-ish experiment that has gone south?
Screw it, I’ll have to do both. I know my Becky is probably wondering where I am, and if I’m coming back to her. She must be beside herself with grief, worrying about me. Those bastards. But wait, what if they told her I was dead, or some bull crap cover up story like that? If they sold it well enough, anyone might buy it. They would have to have some kind of contingency plan for when they snatch people up, wouldn’t they? Eventually, someone would notice.
I feel my mind racing and losing control, rage settling deep inside me that boils to a point of a volcanic eruption. But I have to keep my composure together and think logically in this illogical experiment, if that’s what it really is.
I finally calm myself down and center my brain after pacing back and forth among the dead bodies. Collected once more with clear vision of my goal, I get a better idea of where the dead are and find out what the hell is going on. I still have the schematic laid out in my brain. No more pacing, it’s time to get moving. When I find who did this to me, I’ll kill them all.
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I CAN FEEL every cell in my body changing, mutating or some crap like that. It’s an alien sensation, my skin acting as if it’s moving around and doing its own thing— like I’m the back seat driver in my own flesh. I guess it’s not all bad though. My eyesight is better than ever and I feel as strong as a raging bull. But what ultimately keeps eating the back of my now confused and stressed mind, is what side effects come along with this. It’s like those ads that say “hey, take our pill and you’ll be able to sleep better,” but the side effects most times are worse than the cure. I guess right now I can view this as more of a gift than a curse, or at least until I get out of here.
I shake the currently pointless and non-important thoughts from my head and get back to the business at hand. I’ve been cautiously following the guide that has been leading me through the bales of this complex. No sign of the dead, but their presence is all around. Blood smears the walls and their stench looms in the air, refusing to dissipate.
I’m getting close to the video surveillance room, only a few more corridors to work through and I’m there. There’s so much junk and random crap scattered through here, making my eyes work double time in the event that there might be an undead ambush waiting for me. I don’t think they’re smart enough to come up with a scheme like that, but I could be wrong.
Even though I’m armed with some “sensory enhancements” and maybe other “gifts” I’m not aware of right now, it would be more comforting to have a gun, knife, or any object I can hit, stab, or mutilate with. You know, just in case I run into a world of hurt that might make taking out the undead, or the bastards who are running this show, a little easier.
I access the vivid schematic in my head and locate an armory that is to the right of the approaching junction and down the corridor. It doesn’t look very far and it’s in the same hall as the video room. I don’t see any need in weighing if this is a smart move. Having weapons in a hostile environment is always a plus and generally well worth the risk.
At this point, I’m not even sure if I can seriously get hurt, or dare I say it, die. Every time I’ve been at death’s door and faded away, I’ve come back with a vengeance. I hope there isn’t another episode where I turn geriatric and fall to the floor like a withered old man. That mess is getting old.
I hit the junction and stop in the middle, peering to my right and down the pitch black hall that has flickers of light spitting out at different points. I’m thinking some wires have been ripped out and torn open or something like that. In any case, it doesn’t look any better or safer then every other place I’ve come from.
My new night vision eyes have a short field of view and beyond that point, it becomes grainy and distorted. Up close, I spot hairs growing out of unseemly places on the infected, but far away, it’s not as useful.
I twist my head to the other side and find the way to the surveillance room to be about the same, dark as a black hole, minus the flickers of convulsing wires. For once, it would be nice to have a clear path that wasn’t set up like some damn horror movie where the odds of something lying in wait are a sure thing. Oh well, maybe my luck will change soon.
No use dwelling on the things I can’t control. I’m not scared by any means, but the likelihood of getting injured or being severely eaten on goes up in this type of situation. If anything is waiting for me down there, then I guess I’ll have to find out first hand.
I turn and start my way down the hall towards the armory, keeping my third eye on the schematic in my head as I cautiously move around the mounds of boxes and other crap scattered about. Water squishes beneath my feet, and more leaks drip from all over, echoing throughout every inch of the hall. The sparks from the wires temporarily give brief snapshots of what’s coming. So far, so good.
Three doors down and it’s on the right.
I make haste and maneuver my way through the labyrinth of clutter, finding spent casings all over the floor and bodies lying about in distressed manners. All have been mangled beyond recognition and left for the flies to feast upon. It’s almost a landfill for the dead. Looks like whoever fought back got some of the undead before they perished or retreated.
I would feel sorry for them, but I’m not sure if they’re a part of what’s happening here or just some poor bastards that were caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time. I guess what they say is true, when hell is at your doorstep, kill ’em all and let God sort ’em out.
I count down two doors and have the third in my sights, finding more bodies scattered around as I see the armory to my right. Blood streaks and bullet holes that have ripped through the door from the inside greet my eyes as I stop cold. Standing there, I give a quick glance around for any waiting predators or trigger happy gunmen. Nothing stirs except for the hand of death sweeping through this building.
I grab the handle, pushing down. No dice. Locked, jammed, or just plain fubared. I instantly start calculating how I can get in, only coming up with a brute force approach that involves breaking the damn handle off. Might not be the best idea, especially if I get surprised by those things and need to separate myself from them.
Damn it!
Looking at the door and pondering other solutions, I notice a black square device located off to the right a little from the door handle. It has no markings of any kind and no lights showing what it might be.
It could be some kind of access panel for a security card or something like that. I’ve seen a wide variety of these over the years and figure it’s worth a shot. I dig into my back pant pocket and pull out the card, hoping it’s what I think it is. With a quick prayer to the man upstairs, I swipe the card over the black box.
Nothing! Not even a laugh or a “you’re screwed pal.” Not deterred from the minor setback, I swipe it again and hold it to the box for a little bit longer. I see no activity and feel like ripping the damn device out of the wall, but when a green light appears, my heart feels a sense of relief.
I owe you, Big Man!
The door clicks and pops open, allowing me access to hopefully a Mecca of various killing utensils. I take a step back and slide to the left, grabbing the handle and gently opening the bulky door. I don’t hear any movement, but that doesn’t mean much. There would be no reason for anyone or anything moving around just for the hell of it. But the door opening could stir up the undead or some skittish gun toting fool that shoots at the site of his own shadow.
A soft, luminescent light crawls out of the room and greets my eyes, a rare and unfamiliar site that I would welcome ten times over. My night vision fades away, the green hue transforming to my normal sight.
So far, I don’t see or hear anything, but the smell of those things is strong and the odor of gunfire is tantalizing my nostrils. I’m not sure what I’m walking into, but I’ve come this far and having some weapons is really outweighing anything that might be stirring in there.
I peer into the room and scan it over, spotting a few more dead TGP soldiers lying on their backs with their stomachs and other organs hanging out their bodies. It’s a gruesome sight, but my feelings of sorrow and sadness for them is escaping me. Oh well.
I continue inside, looking over every single inch of the cluttered room. Black crates and dull gray shelves chop up the fairly large room. So many available hiding spaces for some flesh-eater to stow away and wait for some unsuspecting sucker.
It’s still so quiet, making me think that I’m all alone in here. But I guess that’s when it’s the worst—the calm before the storm.
I walk over more spent shells littering the floor, and head to the two dead and defiled men on the far side of the armory, checking to make sure they’re really dead. I kneel next to one of them and reach for his slender and form-fitting helmet, his black as night visor completely blotting out his face.
I unlatch the taut strap from under his chin and slowly pull the helmet off. His face looks normalish and his eyes have that wonderful brown pupil, no black eyes or any sign of the infection. At least the dead did a good job of finishing them off for good.
I toss the helmet to the side and go over to the other poor bastard, wondering how much getting your organs ripped out like that hurt.
I kneel next to the body and reach for his helmet.
In the soldier’s visor, I get a glimpse of something stirring behind me, emerging from between some of the oddly shaped black wooden crates. I knew this room was too good to be true. The infected’s clothes are shredded to bits and its body looks like it’s been run through a meat grinder. Mangled and ripped are understatements. It’s covered in blood, most likely belonging to the two soldiers laying here with their entrails making a break for it. It’s looking at me with those devouring eyes, like a lion stares at a gazelle—cold and focused with its dried crusty lips split apart. Streams of blood and spit mixed together ooze out of its mouth and other infected open sores that litter its face and body.
I get to my feet and spin around, waiting for it to lunge at me, but for some reason it just stands there. It’s like it’s looking at one of its own—another dead soul roaming around looking for its next meal.
Breathing hard, it’s talon like hands flexing, I catch it’s one and only eye peer to my right then dart right back to me. I train my ears and notice another set of footsteps and deep breathing, almost growling, from behind me.
You tricky bastards. Looks like you have me dead to rights!
The one in front of me shrills and charges at me, mouth ajar and those stained red teeth glistening under the lights. I throw up my leg and kick it square in the chest, sending it reeling backwards and smashing through one of the few wooden crates in the room. My brief moment of satisfaction is short lived. Something hard and jagged rips through my upper left shoulder and out through the front. I feel like it should be tearing me apart, making me scream in pain and writhe in agony. But there’s nothing—just intense pressure from something foreign entering my body.
I sharply twist and snap the thing’s limb clean off, the crunching and cracking sound playing sweet, sweet music in my ears. It shrills from what I’m guessing is pain, if they actually feel anything at all.
It takes a couple of steps back and looks me dead in the eyes, its stub leaking fluid like a busted hose. I spot a blackish brown rusted crow bar lying on the ground off to the side—probably teaming with all sorts of diseases.
I’m focused and my body is relaxed, every muscle fiber poised and coiled like a snake about to strike. I dart for the bar and scoop it off the ground with my right hand, my left catching the infected by the throat as it bites and fights for my flesh. I hear the other scrambling out of the shattered wood crate, thrashing around like a fish out of water.
With one fluid motion, I thrust the crow bar up through the bottom of its decaying jaw, the tip busting free out of the top of its head. Chunks of brain matter cling to the rusty edge, curbing its ravenous appetite as it seizes up and falls to the side like a rag doll.
I turn my attention back to the other getting to its feet. I still have the razor sharp limb jetting out of my shoulder. Funny, something like this should have slowed me down, disabled my arm, or at least distracted me from what’s going on.
I grab the very edge of the limb and pull, its serrated edges tearing through my insides like a hot knife gliding effortlessly down a stick of cold, hard butter. Chunks of my skin and muscle hang from its barbs, dangling like a treat for some hungry carnivorous animal. My blood is thick and red, coating the outside. It almost looks coagulated, lumpy even. Like oatmeal mixed with red food coloring.
I don’t wait for infected to advance again, but take the offensive and go after it. It tries to move in once more for the kill, its arms flailing erratically and its mouth trying to find the mark. One of its claws slashes the right side of my face, digging deep into my cheek. I knock its arm away and jam the limb into the side of its neck, severing its vocal cord and throat in one fluid motion. It tries to shrill, but comes up with just a nasty gurgling sound that sends blood bubbles squeezing out the side of its neck.
Peering into its eyes, I flick my wrist hard and fast and yank the limb across its neck, lopping its deformed head off with ease.
I let go of the makeshift weapon and knock the headless infected out my way, kicking its head off to the side. The plump and rip melon skirts across the ground and smacks the wall, making a subtle squishing sound.
Two more down and probably a million to go.
Regardless of how many are left, I’ll kill them all to get out of here. Satan himself would fall before my feet, so these undead souls have no chance in hell. That’s for sure.
I stand still and listen for any more movement, my honed, sensitive ears scanning all around for anything else that may be lying in wait.
It’s dead silent, no pun intended, except for the scurrying sound of rodents and bugs moving about in this horrid mess. Must be nice, to be able to escape into the walls and away from all this.
My sense of the surroundings stays alert and taut as I rummage through the armory, finding little to be desired. Most of the weapons have been picked clean or are in a state of disrepair. Either I find guns and no ammo, or ammo and no guns to marry them too. But hey, being self-sufficient and able to adjust to messed up situations is what separates the survivors from the cadavers. Adapt or die, literally.
After tossing the already distressed room, I manage to scrounge up a couple .45 pistols, extra clips, a shotgun with a strap and flashlight mounted under the barrel, extra shells, some flares, and another knife that I take from one of the dead soldiers. Although I was wishing for more, beggars can’t be choosers.
With my substituted wish list filled and a shotgun clutched in my hand, I shove the .45 down the front of my pants and attach the knife to my lower leg under my pants. I throw the extra goodies into a small black bag near me and leave the dead to the rodents and bugs, making for the door.
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I PAUSE for a moment and let my new best friend take the lead, the nose of the shotgun barrel inching out the cracked door.
I can feel the damp air rushing through the hall and hitting the gaping wound on my shoulder and cheek. It’s an odd sensation—my shoulder numb and ripped open, but no pain registering. Either it’s delayed or the threshold has vanished, leaving me immune to any such injuries.
Everything is still and as quiet as a normal graveyard, the door ever so slightly squeaking as I push it open a little more and move out into the hall. I flip the switch on the flashlight and scan both directions, training from side to side. Its range looks to be a bit further than my newly acquired eyesight, something that will come in handy for sure.
I see and hear nothing.
I call up the layout of the facility in my head and retrace the route to the video surveillance room. It’s not too far and I should be able to make it fairly quickly, barring any run-ins with more infected people. I twist around on my heel and head the other way, trying to remain silent while I move at a fast pace.
I’m not sure if my mind is playing tricks on me or if I’m having rampant déjà vu. Everything I see, touch, or even smell feels like I’ve already encountered it once before. I know the layout of wherever I am is pretty uniform, or at least that’s the way it appears from the schematic, but I feel like I’m spinning my wheels in mud. I’m stuck in a rut and wasting energy without moving forward. Maybe that’s what they want, to have us confused and second guessing ourselves to the point where we break down and just give up.
Not me.
Not now.
Not ever.
That voice of doubt is there, nestled in the back of my clouded mind, rearing its ugly little head at random times. Whispering in my ear like an influential parasite, trying to guide me down the wrong path. Fortunately, he’s shut up and cut off before any real influence can be made.
I shake the doubt and inner monologue away, getting my scattered mind back to the here and now. I’ve cleared 5 of the 6 corridors in no time flat. I’m barely out of breath and my legs drive forward like their fixed with NOS. I haven’t run into any more infected or armed TGP soldiers, but that doesn’t mean anything. I hear brief screams and moans that come at different intervals—most likely coming through the venting ducts that are running along the walls.
I’ve got my trigger finger hugging my heart stopper, no nonsense negotiator that is trained ahead, scanning from side to side like an automated gun station. Hoping that, deep down, something undead might just peak its mutated head out.
Hitting the last corridor, I pause and sweep the hall, my flashlight bringing to life more death and destruction. Part of the ceiling has caved in and bodies lay scattered about, both undead and uninfected thrown together in a horrible jumble of human carnage. I check the blueprint and find my destination lays just beyond the cave in, second door to the right. Just my luck.
I move out from around the corner and make my way up the hall, looking for anything that might be twitching or thinking of moving. I catch a quick glimpse of scorch marks crawling along both sides of the walls as I come to the cave in. Looks like a last ditch effort where someone decided to use some heavy explosives. Good for them, but now it has kind of screwed me over.
I look over the rubble, twisted rebar jetting out of the concrete that is smashed to hell. Exposed wires hang from the open ceiling and dangle above my head like dull green snakes in a tree. I’m not sure if they’re active, and definitely don’t want to get bit by one. For the most part, I’m not seeing a way to make it through. Concrete and contorted metal greet my eyes as I assess the situation.
I catch a series of moans and shrills from the way I came. It doesn’t sound like it’s coming from the vents anymore, but from the halls that I just passed through. The last thing I want is to be between a rock and a hard place. I look at both sides of the hall, finding available rooms, but the doors have either been blown clean off or are broken beyond use. Not only that, but I’m unsure what might be lurking within the darkness. Good thing I’m used to adverse conditions.
Being left without a bucket to piss in, I play the light back over the rubble, trying to find an hole I can squeeze my big frame through. I want to avoid anything along the bottom of the pile.
I scan over the top and find a small glimmer of hope in the right corner. It looks tight and the rebar coiling all around isn’t much help, but it’s better than the alternative.
I sling the shotgun over my shoulder and start my way up the pile, mindful of the jagged metal protruding out of the concrete. Chunks of debris slip and give way as I make my way up, creating a loud, clamoring noise. I lose my footing and fall flat on the unforgiving concrete, my chest and stomach jabbed hard by the busted up rock. Some of the sharpened ends puncture my ribs, digging deep into my internal organs.
Just another wound to add to the others I’ve already collected on my journey.
I dismiss the gash in my side like it’s a bug bite, and get back to my feet. I’m already halfway up the mountain of rubble and my hopefully spacious outlet will become my current savior.
I start the climb again. The moans and shrills break the corner of the corridor and slam my ear drums, spinning my head around. I was hoping it would just be the slower and less agile ones, but I’m out of luck.
The murder is not very large, but a mixture of dawdling and voracious soul snatchers bombard my eyes. A few break from the pack and sprint towards the rubble, mouths foaming and their clawed hands reaching for me.
Sometimes, I think they have some sort of homing device on me that tells them where I am.
I make haste and scramble up the rest of the way, sending more concrete hurling towards the floor below as I reach the summit. The opening looks much smaller now then what it did from the ground, but I don’t have much of a choice.
I remove most the gear from my person and cram it through the opening, my bag tumbling end over end as it slams into the ground. I don’t bother inspecting the other side for any dangers that might be waiting, figuring that the video room is right there and I can make for it once I reach the bottom.
I suck in my gut and go head first, the shotgun leading the way. It’s tight, very tight, but I’m able to wiggle through. Half my body is already finding haven and I’m bringing in the rest, not caring that pieces of steel and rock are getting intimate with every inch of my body. It’s almost like I’m being sent through a cheese grater on steroids.
I hear the first wave of undead hit the rubble, shrilling and sprawling up the mound, reckless and wild. I keep my cool, not wanting to freak out and run the risk of tearing a major artery that will possibly bleed me dry.
Can I even bleed that much?
The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end and my senses heighten, my inner motivator urging me to pull my legs in now. I reel the rest of my body through the tiny opening and tumble down the other side half way, getting worked over by the debris that has been waiting for me.
I glance over my shoulder and see a flesh deprived body emerge, its clawed and spiked arms gripping whatever it can to pull itself through. It looks my way and lets out a different kind of shrill, more precise and focused—almost like it’s trying to signal someone or something through Morse code.
I stop and listen closely. For some odd reason I’m picking up some of its chatter. It’s muffled and completely French to me, making me wish I had an undead translator.
I dismiss the creature’s gibberish and focus my attention on it. Its body appears to be stuck within the contorted steel, thrashing around uncontrollably as it struggles to free itself. It stretches out its torn and mangled limbs, open sores oozing yellowish bile all over the busted rock beneath it.
I get to my feet and remove the shotgun from my shoulder, training the barrel right between its enlarged eyes. I can hear the others scratching and beating on the rubble from the opposite side, fighting to get through and get a piece of me. This is one time where a cave in comes in handy.
I grip the pump and load a cartridge, my finger anxious to pull the trigger. Even in the face of death for the second time, the infected show no fear. No cowardliness. I guess having that part of your brain shut off and thrown into a mindless state makes life much easier. Less cumbersome.
I waste no more time and deal the demon its final blow, the shotgun exploding with anger and striking it in the head. Chunks of brain matter and thick, pasty red blood paint the rocks, silencing the beast and sending it back to hell where it belongs.
The barrel smokes with satisfaction as I pump the gun once more, ejecting the spent shell. A fresh slug slides into place and holds tight, waiting for its next victim.
With the dead and immobile body plugging the only hole I can see that the infected could possibly slip through, I make my way down the rubble and hit the ground. I grab my jostled gear and sling it onto my back.
The surveillance room is a few more doors down on the right. It’ll be nice to get a better idea of what I’m looking at. Hopefully they’re all contained on the inside of this facility.
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THE NOISE from the infected fades away as I move on, passing door number one and approaching door number two. I guess they decided to give up momentarily and go look for some easier prey, or maybe they’re just searching for another way to get to me. Either way, I’ll be ready.
Looks like I might have some company to contend with on the inside of the video room.
Streaks of blood and claw marks riddle the outside of the heavy door. When you’re running for your life and need some cover, a thick metal door separating you from those crazy ass things can make a person feel all warm and cozy on the inside.
The access panel has been ripped off and exposed wires reach out from the wall in a tangled and useless mess, but the door appears to be latched shut. No need for the card then. I grab the handle and gently pull down, trying not to make too much noise. I’m still not sure if or what is lurking around on the inside.
The silver handle gives enough to fulfill my notion that it’s unlocked, which is actually kind of unnerving and relieving all at the same time. Whoever is in there must be really lucky or really dead. Guess I’m about to find out.
I train the shotgun straight ahead and pull the handle down all the way, feeling the latch retract fully and the door break free. I stop and listen for a second, my ears scanning for any sort of movement.
Nothing.
Doesn’t mean there’s nobody home, considering my last run in with the two suckers that tried to snare me. I’ve accepted the fact that most, if not all these rooms will probably have something that either wants to eat me or shoot me without pause. Can’t say I blame the latter though. I’m pretty much operating the same way.
I place my left palm on the door, the thick red blood smearing over my hand, and slowly push it inward. The glow from what I assume is the monitors lights up the room just enough to make out shadows. My eyes bring the rest into focus and wipe out any dark spots, making things a lot easier to judge if I’m walking into a world of hurt or not.
Everything looks to be clear and I push the door open more, carefully taking small, calculated steps forward. The monitors and control center cover the wall to my right, leaving a lone empty chair pushed up nice and neat under the desk. I turn my head to the left and peer past the door’s edge. A woman lies on a couch, a dingy black coat draped over her upper body. Those same three letters are etched into the sleeve—TGP. She’s motionless and doesn’t appear to be breathing. not sure if she’s dead dead or just undead. I wish her face was turned towards me.
I train my shotgun above her neck, just below the top of her skull, the sweet spot. One shot, one kill. Easy enough.
I keep quiet and move in a little closer, my nostrils capturing the putrid and dead smell of those things. She must be freshly dead, not yet turned all the way where the flesh is her main driving force. The humane thing to do is to send her on her way, whether she goes to heaven or hell is up to her to find out in the afterlife.
I approach the couch and place the barrel of my peacemaker close to her skull. Something explodes out of the darkness from behind the door and grabs my shoulders. It tosses me with ease across the room, slamming my body against the cinderblock wall.
Air escapes my lungs and I’m caught trying to fetch it back—my eyes wide and my mouth gaping open. I double over, trying to cough, but coming up with wishful thinking.
My eyes roll up and see whatever it is standing over the woman, looking down at her, almost like an obedient dog looks over his master. Before I can say anything or think of taking a much needed breath, it twists around and darts right at me. I get a good clean shot of its face, mutated and that crazed hungry look for flesh swimming in its black, soulless eyes.
It grabs me again, this time by the throat, and rams me against the wall. My feet dangle off the ground, swinging back and forth like a little kid in a big chair. I throw a few punches in its face and try to break its hold, bringing down the point of my elbow hard into its flesh deprived arm. I think all I’m really doing is pissing this thing off more and more. Then again, the infected always seem to be pissed.
Its cracked and bloody lips divide, its two rows of jagged teeth dripping with spit and whatever else is rolling around in its mouth. It lets out one deep growl like sound and stretches its mouth out wide, darting for the meaty part of my throat.
“Stop!”
The seemingly wild flesh-eater stops just at the nape of my neck and cuts its head back towards the woman who is now standing. I can’t believe my eyes even as a little sense of relief rushes through me.
“Please put him down, Trenton,” Alice says in an endearing voice.
Trenton, huffing and puffing from his disfigured nose that is loosely hanging by a thin piece of discolored flesh, looks my way. He shows his teeth again, like an animal does when it feels threatened, and releases my throat. I fall to the floor hard and clasp my neck, my head dangling like a noodle as I strain to get some air.
“It’s ok, Trenton; he’s not going to hurt me,” Alice says as I hear her walk towards us.
Trenton doesn’t seem too keen on leaving her alone with me for some reason, hesitating in place and not moving a single inch. I wish I knew what his deal was or what side of the life spectrum he is on. First he’s killing infecteds and the next he’s trying to rip my throat out. Hard to figure out some people, or things for that matter.
“Trenton, it’s really ok.”
I tilt my head up from the ground and peer at Trenton. He still looks distrusting of me, but walks away nonetheless, taking his place by the entrance and shutting the door.
“Christ, what the hell is his problem?”
“I’m really sorry. I’m not sure why he . . .”
Gasp!
Alice takes a few steps back and holds her hand over her mouth as I get to my feet. Her face instantly goes from an expression of relief to a saddened, sunken look of despair. Trenton must have picked up on her emotional swing because he moves toward me, growling under his breath. “Your face, it’s like . . . theirs.”
I see the distrusting and near look of terror creep into Alice’s eyes, sending a shockwave of confusion throughout my body. For some reason or another, she thinks I’m one of them. It could be lack of sleep or eating that is distorting her view of what’s alive and what’s undead. I know I probably look like hell warmed over, but dang, give a guy a break.
I glance at the monitors and find one that is turned off, seeing the bottom portion of my body reflecting back at me. I’m not sure what she thinks she’s seeing, but curiosity has gotten the better of me.
I walk over to the small mono-colored screens and stop in front of one of the disabled units. Leaning over, I see my reflection for the first time in the grayish colored glass.
WTF!
I instantly stumble backwards and shake my head like a dog, thinking there’s cobwebs invading my brain and playing tricks on me.
It’s not real, it’s not real! No fucking way is this real!
I must be seeing stuff again. Messed up crap that is trying to do a number on what’s left of my sanity. Yeah, that’s it. Just another one of their illusions to make me lose what grasp I have left on this world. I tell myself over and over again that it’s nothing and that I’m perfectly fine, minus needing a shower and getting cleaned up.
I vigorously ravage my eyes in hopes of clearing out the horrid sight, digging deep into the sockets. I’m doing it so hard I feel as if I could rip them from their home and toss them aside.
Ok, get it together now. Everything’s fine. Don’t want to add to Alice’s apparent delusional state and up her anxiety.
I take a deep breath and lower my hands, noticing that my palms and fingers are not that of a healthy grown man, but that of one of those things. Well, not yet all the way transformed. Almost like a between stage where they still resemble normal living tissue, but show rapid signs of the body dying. I flip my hands over and find the skin to be much paler, becoming a dingy, milky white. I can’t believe I hadn’t seen this until just now.
I walk forward once more and look into the disabled monitor, finding a hideous and disgusting thing staring back at me. My eyes are as black as Trenton’s, and my face shows the same signs of decay—skin sagging and losing it’s wonderful living glow, leaving behind the lighter look of something without a soul.
A simple and complex thought burrows inside my brain. I don’t crave or feel the uncontrollable hunger for human meat, nor do I desire that of my flesh-eating brethren. To be perfectly honest, I don’t feel hungry at all. I know I haven’t had a meal in God knows how long, but there’s nothing there. A hollow void that doesn’t need to be filled.
“Are you . . . ok?”
My head falls lifeless towards the switch board below as I place my hands on the screens to prop me up. I close my eyes and think of the amazing life I once had—now burned to ash. Even if I get out of here alive, where would I go? What would I do looking like this? Any hopes of being with Becky now are a sick joke.
The thought of my world crumbling before my black eyes boils over and sends me up, my body tense with rage and all of my muscles teaming with pure violence. I snap hard and clinch my teeth together like a steel trap. I throw my right fist at one of the monitors, cracking the glass with ease and sending shards exploding all around me. Sparks fly like the fourth of July and puffs of smoke bellow out.
I pull my pin cushion of a fist back, feeling my inner turmoil lowering back down to a less volatile state. Pieces of the screen jet up and out of my hand, blood oozing out in a thick paste. I don’t even bleed normally.
Sometimes it’s hard to accept certain realties, whether we’re given the chance or it’s just rammed down our throat. But right now, my pity party is of no use to me and will only slow me down.
I smack my hand against my pant leg hard, dislodging the jagged glass, then turn to face Alice and Trenton.
I guess Trenton doesn’t find me a threat anymore. He stands next to Alice who is looking at me with a mixed expression. I’m not sure what she’s thinking, but I can see the wheels turning for sure.
Penny for your thoughts?
“Sorry about that,” I say as I try to keep a solid stare with her, my eyes wanting to dart in any direction other than right at her. “Kind of a sobering moment when you find out that you’re actually dead, well deadish.”
Alice doesn’t say a single word. She just stands there with her arms folded and her eyes looking me over. Can’t say I blame her, surrounded by dead flesh-eating monsters and her being the only living person among them could make anyone paranoid.
Trenton is still eyeballing me hard too, watching my every move with such an eager pose it makes me feel like I could be jumped at any moment. It seems as if he has lost any tethered touch with being human, yet he’s protecting what’s his.
Maybe I can look over what I need on the monitors and be on my way. I seem to do better on my own, without having the extra weight of people bringing me down.
“Give me just enough time to look over what I need to and I’ll be out of your hair,” I say, finally holding my own and looking Alice directly in the eyes. “If I look like I’m going south or anything like that, then Trenton can have a snack.”
After a short pause with her mouth ajar, Alice finally breaks her silence. “It’s ok, you don’t have to leave if you don’t want to. It’s just kind of hard knowing who to trust given what’s happening.”
Alice lets her guard down some and relaxes a bit, which in turn makes Trenton less edgy. He’s still watching my every move, but for the meantime, he seems to be less inclined to rip my heart out—literally. “How did you get away from them? You could barely stand and move.”
“I have no clue. I guess it was divine intervention or just good old fashioned luck.” I pull out the small, black chair from under the control counter. “In either case, I’m still kicking so that’s all I care about.”
I sit down in the chair and relax for a moment, something I haven’t been able to do in a long while. I’m not really relaxed, just getting a breather while I collect my thoughts and figure out what my next move is.
Alice plops back down on the beat up couch and leans back, her head resting against the split cushion and her dirty blonde hair flowing over the edge. Her face looks long, and the bags under her eyes look to be growing by the second.
I can’t say that I feel tired as I sit still and let my brain take a break so I can make a somewhat informed decision. Hopefully, these monitors will give me some good news, or at least make me think I’ve got a chance in hell of getting out of here.
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I’M NOT sure how much time has passed or what time it really is. Being here, it’s as if I’ve entered some kind of vortex that has stopped time and kept me in a constant loop of terror. Think of the worst nightmare you’ve ever had and multiply it by infinity. That is my current reality.
My mind is now stuck in overdrive and all I’m focused on is getting out of here and finding out who’s behind this madness. Sitting in this worn, broken down chair, staring at the dingy and dull screens, I’m finding that a good portion of the cameras appear to be disabled. They show nothing but snow moving up and down the CCTVs.
I’ve managed to stumble my way through the learning curve of the control board, locating active cameras and getting a better lay of the land. It’s not much and I’m still left in the dark about what I’m really facing, but some insight is better than being completely blind.
I glance back over my left shoulder at Alice, lying on the couch with that TGP jacket draped over her upper body again. She looks to be sleeping sound, her deep and consistent breathing filling the silent room. Trenton still stands by the door, his black eyes full of distrust and a blank, steadfast stare covering his grotesque face as he peers at me. Man, I hope my condition doesn’t deteriorate to the point where I look like that.
I turn my attention back to the monitors and scan over them again, suddenly startled by a sight that damn near floors me. My pulse instantly shoots through the roof and my heart skips a beat. I feel every minute inch of my flesh crawl with excitement; my sense of purpose is renewed.
I bolt for the door, not caring less about what might lay beyond these brick walls. A novel and yet profound thought hammers my brain.
Why would she be here?
I pause and sit back down, the notion planting my butt firmly back in the chair and sending my mind reeling for the billionth time. Questions galore race through my head, pounding me relentlessly over and over again. She’s not really here; it’s just another one of their ploys to distract me.
I peer back at the screen, finding it empty and barren as if it had never happened. Even though I know it’s probably just a mind trick or something like that, my heart sinks and I’m right back where I started.
I rewind the digital feed and find nothing—just an empty grayscale corridor with nothing and no one stirring, not even the dead. But not all is lost. I spot a set of double steel doors that have the words “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY” painted across the middle in bold red letters.
I pan the camera down both stretches of hallway, finding it to be mostly clear and untouched by the hell plaguing this facility. It doesn’t appear to be derelict like everything else here—no exposed wires crawling out of the ceilings and no scorches or bullet holes riddling the walls. Actually, it almost looks like it still has full power, too.
I can see the lights running along the ceiling, keeping a steady glow. No shorts or intermittent burst of blackness. Good thing too, as I might have missed the set of numbers that are engraved along the walls.
S-2.
I don’t recall coming across these while looking over the schematic, then again, I wasn’t looking for this particular set. I close my eyes and look over the layout again, scanning for the S-2 insignia. At first, I get zilch, finding nothing with that pattern, but I must have caught a lucky break or something because when I go over it again I find an access shaft in one of the corridors not far from here that looks to be running down into . . . nothing. It could be something or it could be a hornet’s nest chalk full of dead. Without having some better insight, I’d be going in blind.
Alice moves about on the couch, the worn springs popping and squeaking in a rhythmic fashion. I open my eyes and find S-2 to be nothing more than the gray snow falling down in a repetitive pattern on the monitor. I glance over all the screens, thinking that maybe it was in a different place and that I just lost my bearings a bit.
“Any luck? Did you find a way out of here?” Alice asks in a soft and disoriented tone. She must be really tired, sleeping as hard as she did with two dead people shacking up in the same room as her.
“Uh . . . yeah, I think I found a way out that might work.” My voice skips a little and my thoughts play elsewhere. I’m not sure if I dreamed the whole thing or if someone tracked the feed down and severed it.
“What about the surface? Is it overrun with those things?”
“I’m not sure. The feed for the surface has been cut, disabled, or there isn’t one. For all I know, there could be hundreds of them wandering around out there.”
“I just want to be done with this,” Alice mutters under her breath, tossing the jacket to the side and getting off the couch.
I’m not sure if she is trying to vent some of her frustration without showing it, or if the overwhelming strain of repetitive bad news forced the gruff response out of her mouth. Whatever the case may be, it will probably serve her well. To have a fighting chance at escaping this maze of terror, she’ll need every ounce of hatred and outright fury she can muster to survive.
“What do you think we should do then?”
“You can do whatever you like, but I’m not leaving just yet?” I reply bluntly. “I’ll tell you how to get to the hatch that leads outside if you want, but from this point on, you’re on your own.”
“You’re not leaving yet? What could possibly make you want to stay here any longer?” Alice asks, confused and stunned.
“If you haven’t noticed there are D.E.A.D. M.U.T.A.T.E.D. P.E.O.P.L.E. walking around here and your husband and I don’t quite look right,” I reply sarcastically. I mean, I wouldn’t have her understand what we’re going through, but Alice still looks part of the living and not a rotting fucking corpse.
“Exactly, more the reason to get the hell out of here. We’ll figure everything else out later.”
“Look at your husband, do you really think you’re going to run him into the local hospital and they’re just going to not freak the heck out and patch him right up? Maybe they’ll give him a couple of shots in the arm, place a bandage or two on his cuts, and send him on his way. Yeah, that might work!”
Alice’s face fills with rage and her lips are straight as a freaking arrow. I can see her point of just wanting to escape Satan’s playground first and then actually address everything later, but I don’t want to go that route. I don’t have her luxury; time could be slipping away from me. From my Becky.
“Listen, I’m sorry for flipping out there and flying off the handle,” I say sincerely, hearing Becky’s disapproving sighing ringing in the back of my mind. I always hated it when she did that. “I’m not sure how much longer I have before I completely lose what’s left of my sanity and become one of them.”
I guess my soppy apology hit the spot; Alice’s angered face changes to a look of compassion and understanding. Her eyes become enlarged and glassy, and she glances at Trenton. She places her hand on his rotting, sagging face, peering deep into his black voids. I don’t think he even grasps what’s going on anymore; he just has that most primitive of directives that tells him to protect Alice at any cost.
“So, what is it that you’re looking for then?”
“I think I’ve come across something that isn’t on the blueprints. Some sort of subsection to this facility that I don’t think were supposed to-”
Bam! A sharp, searing pain rears up in my stomach, twisting it like a pretzel. I feel like my insides are being pulled to the point of being ripped from my body. It hurts like hell, sending me doubling over in the chair and sealing my eyelids shut. I taste the horrid bite of what’s lurking in my system in the back of my throat.
Demented delusions manifest out of nowhere and pour into my skull like acid, drowning my brain in an endless nightmare of the infected killing and ravaging anything that has a pulse. I can hear their screams and moans and smell their rotting flesh, adding to my already gut-wrenching feeling.
I lift my dangling head up and crack my eyes open, my vision blurry, but clear enough to see the crowd of dead gathering in front of me. I rotate my head around, glancing at all of the decaying skin that is exposing discolored bones and patches of flesh that have been stained with the juices of the living.
I bring my glassy eyes straight and center and spot Deacon in the middle. Half of his face has been ripped clean off and he’s staring at me with a grin that steals my soul, his jagged teeth protruding out his upper and lower lips. It’s completely messed up. I keep telling myself that it’s just a hallucination brought on by whatever is crawling up my stomach like a salmon upstream. The walls on all sides fade to human flesh and bleed uncontrollably, the thickest, reddest blood gushing down like Niagara Falls. I close my eyes once more before the tidal wave of blood engulfs me.
It’s not real. Get it together, Mike. Come on now!
Silence. Pure silence now. Almost to the point where I can hear crickets getting busy inside the walls. I convulse and burp up some god awful bile that has been lining my insides like static cling. It burns for a moment as it makes for freedom out of my mouth, trickling out and down to my tattered shirt.
I open my strained eyes once more and find that I’m alone again, the door broken open and hanging by a single hinge. Alice and Trenton are gone like the wind. I wipe away the excess from my crusty lips, noticing the thick, yellowish red paste on my hand. The smell is nauseating and damn near makes me want to empty my stomach.
I sit up and lean back, squinting as I run my dingy hand down my face, trying to reel in my fractured mind. The up and down roller coaster I’m on is getting annoying and worrisome. My body and mind are literally being torn in every possible direction.
Before I was unsure what was going on, but now I know it has to be what I was injected with. Whatever is growing, festering inside my body and mind, it’s fighting like hell to completely take me over—consume me to the point where I’m lost and probably will never be found. I’ve got too much at stake to just give in and let it do its thing. It may take my body and try to warp my mind, but this thing will never have my soul.
Beep, Beep! A
low buzzing noise breaks my subdued moment of peace, if you want to call it that. I look in every direction, trying to track the odd sound, and spin around in the squeaky chair, my black eyes greeted by a flashing red light. I’m confused and lost, not sure what it means or where I should be looking. I glance over the CCTV’s and find that one of the feeds that was snowing is now back up and running live. It’s of an elevator set off by itself with no access doors or any visible rooms that I can see. I take control of the camera and pan to the left and right, finding nothing stirring among the faintly lit hall. My insight is limited, but I could care less. This is my entry point to S-2 in the lower subsection and I’ll face whatever gets in my way.
I quickly check the other corridors that lead directly to the elevator, finding that some are blocked or signs of the dead lurking about. I really wish I would’ve had the forethought to hold on to the blueprint of this place. It seems that every time I look it over in my head, everything gets jumbled around and shifts like a damn labyrinth. But griping will get me nowhere, except wasting time and probably on the dinner plate.
I trace out a secondary path through some duct work and other large rooms, bypassing the blockage that is f’ing up my world. It’s really sloppy, but I haven’t got a choice. I could still make for the surface now and hope that once up top I’m not greeted by the dead and am able to escape. But again, what the hell would I do?
The way Alice looked at me with her sorrow struck eyes didn’t leave me with high hopes. I know I’m screwed, or at least one of the voices inside my head keeps whispering its sweet nothings to me, but I’m not going down until the bastards that did this to me become as dead as I am.
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WHAT THE HELL just happened to the lights?
I’m kneeling here on the floor, checking the .45 and loading some shells into the shotgun, when the lights die and everything instantly turns to that light green hue color. I peer around the room and train the .45 at the door, making sure nothing is trying to slip in unnoticed.
My ears pick up the faint sound of the overhead lamps trying to come back on. Must’ve overloaded the circuits or the power source is on the fritz. If that’s the case, not sure how bad this screws me over. I’ll add it to the list of things I could’ve done without, which by now is very long.
I hurry along and finish checking the weapons, slipping the .45 back down my pants and slinging the extra clips and flares over my shoulder. I secure the knife then grab the shotgun and stand up, pumping it once and loading a fresh shell in the chamber. I’m not going to use the flashlight right now. It will only bring more attention than what I’m really wanting.
I make for the door and pause, training my ears to see if I hear anything rustling about in the open. For once, everything appears to be dead and this time, in a good way. I guess the sun does shine on a dog’s ass every once in a while.
I hug the cold brick wall on the opposite side of the hanging, loose door, and sneak a peek down the hall, my eyes penetrating the blackness. I don’t see any dead or living, just more random spots of rubble and parts of the structure that have been gutted.
I slide to the door frame and twist my head slowly and cautiously out and around the corner, finding the dead bastard I put down on top of the blockage earlier is now gone. The leftover blood splatter from its head remains, but the body is nowhere to be found.
A thought pops into my mind, and I wonder what happened to Alice and Trenton. Did the sight of me writhing in that chair freak her out and send her dashing out the door without care or pause, Trenton following fast in her wake? Hopefully she made a beeline for the exit and is almost there. It would be nice to know that someone living actually made it out of this mess, even if it’s not me.
I shoulder my shotgun and train the barrel straight ahead, slipping out into the open of the dead silent hallway. The shotgun sweeps from side to side, checking the open doorways for anything that might strike.
Still . . . no movement.
My insides gurgle and churn over and over again, but nothing feels like it’s trying to escape from my stomach, for now anyways. I can also feel my brain losing its grip, my focus and thoughts hopping from one thing to the next.
An image of Becky materializes out of thin air and hovers in front of my face, her pink, moist lips whispering “I Love You” as she cracks a smile and bats her eyes at me. I try to suck in every little inch of her warm and inviting being, but her face quickly melts away and another vision forms up from the leftover daydream I was trying to hold on to.
A memory that I can’t quite place or even try to sort through begins to play back. It’s all hazy and distorted, like I’m out of it or something.
Drugged maybe?
I can hear more voices talking all around, but can’t understand what they’re saying. I catch a brief glimpse of their crisp white lab coats as they walk by and spot that insignia again—TGP. Not sure why I can pick up that and nothing else, but it really doesn’t matter.
There are three, no wait, four doctors standing with their backs turned to me. A short, pudgy man holding a syringe that looks more like a damn lawn dart jabs it into something. Immediately, they back away, revealing a person strapped to a gurney. A few seconds later, the he-she, hell, maybe it, convulses hard and bellows out an ear shredding shrill that chills even me to the bone.
Everything suddenly goes from a foggy enriched dark state to the lights literally coming back on, ripping me from my apparent hallucination. I’m disoriented to the point that I have no clue how I made it here. I swing the barrel of the shotgun around wildly, looking for anything that is moving or even twitching. I’m almost unsure who the more dangerous threat is here, the walking dead or the people that have created this real life gore fest.
My heart beats fast. I’m relieved to actually feel the blood gush from my internal engine and course through my body. Although I’m still doubtful how much longer that will continue to happen.
Finding nothing stirring about, and my brief memory lapses subsiding, I take a deep breath and close my eyes, finding Becky’s image smiling at me once again. It soothes the savage monster fighting to tear its way out of my body, and allows me to take hold of things.
With a clear, well semi-clear, mindset and my shit back together, I peer straight ahead and find that I’ve reached the electrical room. I have no clue how I got here, especially unscathed and not able to retrace steps from just a bit ago.
The gray door is free from any bloody claw or handprints and the handle feels fully intact. Not locked, but pulled and latched to the frame securely. It doesn’t really mean much as I could still be walking into a hornet’s nest. But the possible thought of not having something dwelling inside, ready to feast or fill me full of hot lead, brings a little ease to my already high tension.
I shoulder my shotgun and pull down on the chilled silver handle, hearing the latch retract and the door creak open. The low grade humming sound of electrical currents, continuously surging through the room, fills my sensitive ears. I swing the door all the way out and find an empty space. No dead or living person on the verge of becoming a raging cannibal lector.
I quickly step inside and pull the door back, concealing my presence from any curious things that might come stumbling by. There are no locks on the inside, which sucks, but I figure if I stay quiet, then I shouldn’t draw any attention. I scan the thick, metal tubing running along the ceiling, and the other set of conduit work that scurries up the wall in the same direction. It fades to black in the dying light, making it appear to be a black void that will suck me in and never let go.
I sling the shotgun over my left shoulder and access the schematic again, hoping it hasn’t shifted or reconfigured from my mind doing crazy things. The distance from my current position to the next room I need to get to seems short and mostly straight. A few turns here and there, but nothing too dramatic, or at least from what I can see.
I start up the short climb of conduit and cautiously peer up and over the blackness that greets my eyes, the green hue taking hold and shedding some dull light on the tiny space. There’s little wiggle room and if I come across anything along the way, it’s going to be hell trying to defend myself. I guess I just need to say some Hail Mary’s and hope I don’t find myself up a creek without a paddle. Not sure how the Big Man upstairs views partially living people.
I don’t see or hear anything other than the surging current flowing above and under me, breaking in and out with a stutter and then firing right back up again. I pull myself up and slide into the confining space, the metal pipes invading my chest and nether regions. The backpack nudges the pipes overhead, wedging my frame within the snake pit of metal.
I move forward, army crawling with my arms folded in front of me and my feet pushing me along the way. My breathing is in check and I don’t feel remotely tired, just extremely motivated. My eyes play over every little inch of the confining space, probing the nooks and black voids for any unwanted things. I pick up the faint but all too familiar sounds of the infected shrilling, reverberating off the metal I’m incased in. It’s not anywhere close to where I am, as far as I know, but I’m not going to take advantage of my current situation. I could get hit with a fecal storm real fast.
Bumps and vibrations stir the pipes underneath me, stopping me cold, and my head twists back as far as it can. I see nothing and hear no movement or heavy breathing, probably just my heightened senses working overtime and relaying any and all possible threats.
I dismiss the distractions and keep on my way, the green hue picking up bursts of steam emitting from what I figure is fractured pipes in the ceiling. My first junction is up ahead, where I take a left and keep going strong. I pause for a second and watch the steam vent hard and short, cycling about every 30 seconds. I count down ’til I need to scurry past the blast, when I get a sudden flourish of something watching me crawling up my skin.
I pan my eyes to the right, finding nothing but more metal pipes and cobwebs galore. I pan back to the left and come across another section that jets off into oblivion. Either I missed this on the schematic or my mind just decided it is a need to know basis and that I really didn’t need to know. If that’s the case, it makes me wonder how much other crap I don’t remember.
I peer down the darkened space and spot a body lying motionless, face down. It’s pretty far away and my eyes are having a hard time picking up much detail, only showing that its hands and head appear to be more human than deformed. It has a dark gray jumpsuit on and random patches of hair that look to have been ripped right from its forehead, leaving bloody, wet patches in its wake. I’m not sure if it’s dead or just unconscious, but I really don’t care to find out.
Clang! Bam! A sudden strike somewhere along my path fills the cramped space, sounding like a canon exploding right in my damn ears. It hurts like hell and rattles my skull. My teeth chatter like those wind-up teeth with feet. I look around to see what happened and find the motionless thing down the way is now up and at ’em.
It lifts its head up and bobbles it in place long enough to spot something it wants to investigate further. Its nose has been smashed in and its right ocular area is void of any flesh—or an eyeball for that matter. Fluids pour out of its mouth and seep into the metal pipes beneath it as it crawls my way. It’s missing its left hand, but its right hand is good to go and its legs are doing more than enough to close the gap between us.
I train my eyes and thoughts back at the steam that’s holding me up, hearing its hungry growl in my mind. I can nearly hear it licking its lips, savoring the hopeful meal to come. The steam shuts off and I move forward to pass, but get stopped cold by my right boot slipping down between the tight metal pipes.
Are you freaking kidding me!
It doesn’t really surprise me though, as I’ve been getting pissed on this entire horror show. I’m used to cutting it close by now and working through shit storms that seem to hover over me constantly. Thank goodness I’m resourceful and semi-patient.
At first, I just jerk my foot, tugging and pulling and hoping it will pop free and I can move on. But that’s a no go. It seems to have twisted sideways and wedged inside the snake pit of metal. I can hear the undead breathing and clamoring along the pipes in a frenzy to see what’s up ahead. My eyes bring it more into focus with every forward crawl it makes, which sucks. I’m going to have to do something fast. I don’t want to fend this thing off with my foot trapped and gear strapped to my back. I could squeeze my hand under me and grab my pistol, but that might work against me. Discharging it could cause an explosion. Uncertainty is a bitch sometimes.
I continue to wiggle my foot about, moving it every possible way I can think to free it. I know I should probably calm down and slow my thoughts, but that would make too much sense. I’m in that fight or flight scenario again and I don’t want to fight with this thing in close quarters if I don’t have to. At the moment, it has the advantage.
The stench of its soulless body and the putrid spray of its breath wafts my way, stinging my nose and making me tug harder on my foot. I think it has finally realized what’s caught in its web of metal. It gets more excited and breathes heavier as it picks up the pace.
Shit!
My boot slightly loosens and I think I’ve figured out which way I need to contort my limb in order to free it. I concentrate on nothing but that and maneuver it around, feeling the grasp of the metal pipes letting me go. My boot pops out.
Just in time too, as I turn my attention back to the unwanted dead visitor who grabs me with its one hand and goes in for the kill, rotted yellow teeth first. I flip to my side somehow in the cramped space and grab it by the throat, my pack pushing against the wall of pipes and driving me towards it. It flails around, trying to get closer, positioning its legs on the lips of the pipes and pushing forward. Fluids galore leak from every open hole in its body, the stench fighting me as well as its overpowering aroma filtering in through my nose.
I dig harder in its throat, squeezing with all my might as I reach down to my leg and scramble for my knife. Of course the damn thing would be latched down and secured tightly in its sheath, making me fight with it. I wish I could call a temporary time out, but I don’t think this thing is playing by any rules.
Wrestling with pulling my pant leg up and trying to unbuckle the stubborn sheath, I let up on my grasp. The thing advances, snapping at my arm. Its teeth find their mark and dig into my flesh, slicing away the pale skin and going for the more meaty and succulent muscle. Blood flows, but it’s thick and pasty, oozing out and looking more like a thick spaghetti sauce staining the creature’s teeth and mouth. I can feel the pressure from it going ape nuts, pulling and tugging like a damn pit bull at a knotted rope. It doesn’t hurt though, or at least something is keeping the pain from shooting up the dead nerves that would be bombarding my brain right now with searing agony.
I finally get the sheath to cooperate and remove the knife, ripping my tattered and chewed arm from the creature’s flesh ridden mouth. Chunks of my skin lay packed between its multilayered rows of jagged and irregular teeth, my thick, mutated blood quenching its thirst momentarily.
It looks at me with its one and only black eye, mouth ajar and its heavy ass breathing shoveling out fluids like a waste dump. It starts for me again, but my knife finds its mark in the side of its temple. Either my strength is gaining or this thing’s head is as ripe as a damn melon. The handle and part of my fingers completely embed inside its skull.
I jerk the handle back and free the blade, blood trailing in its wake, and a squishing sound echoes from the gaping hole where my fist lay. Now lifeless once more, the creature’s head falls like a stone to the pipes and hits hard, decayed brain matter oozing from the exposed portion.
I wonder if that’s what my brain will look like—a jumbled up mess that will leave me dwelling within madness. A prisoner within my own mind and body, lost forever.
I inspect my arm, looking past the flesh and seeing part of my femur showing through the ravaged muscle. It looks nasty and well deserved of a field dress, but I don’t even bat an eye at the sight of my own exposed bone. I’ve seen much worse. Plus, I don’t see any need in trying to properly dress the wound. I figure I should tear a strip from my shirt and wrap it in case I come across any living people. The last thing I want or need is for someone to spot this right off the bat, and try to put me down without asking any questions. Funny how the tables have turned on me; that karma thing is a real bitch.
I tear a strip from my shirt and wrap the bite, the thick blood absorbing into the dingy whitish cloth and staining it dark red instantly. I guess there’s no reason to be concerned with getting an infection.
The mash up of the creature’s flesh and chunks of its shattered skull cling to the tainted red blade, dangling from the serrated edge in multiple clumps. I flick my wrist sharply and sling the decayed brain matter off, wiping the blade and my hand clean on my pant leg. I place the knife back in its sheath and fall flat on my stomach, training my thoughts back on getting to where I need to be and off the dead again corpse lying in its own fluids.
The steam hisses and vents hard, nearly covering up the sounds of something stirring from the way I came. It ceases and I’m off, quickly crawling past the blast point and snaking my way down to the next junction. I hit the corner and back into the black abyss, training my ears and poking my head out just far enough to spot a disfigured skull looking in the direction I came from. The steam distorts my view some, making it look much more hideous and vulgar within my green tint. It looks around, mouth ajar and its flesh deprived nose trained in the air. Its left hand is mutated fully, elongated fingers gripping the pipes while its right slender spike arm waves aimlessly from side to side. I’m not sure if it’s picking up my scent or that of the dead body lying between us.
It peers in my general direction, past the steam and dead body and holds its gaze, not flinching or twitching a single muscle. It looks and feels as though it has spotted me somehow, but it’s not shrilling and scampering down the pipes in a feeding frenzy.
I ready myself for a quick getaway down the tight space, every fiber teaming with a surge of annoyance and adrenaline. I think I can shoot forward and get to the other side without it noticing me, but taking that chance when I don’t really need to would be foolish and outright stupid at this point.
Christ, crap or get off the pot already! I don’t have all day!
After about five minutes of this thing acting like it’s got a clue, I teeter on the edge of opening my mouth and telling it to come on, to quit toying with me and come my way if it wants to play. But before my rough and dried lips can crack apart and speak, its head twists around like that of a blood hound in the marsh. It lets out a short, high-pitched shrill that bounces off the pipes. I blink my eyes and find that it’s gone. It probably found a better prospect to explore than this. Whatever grabbed its attention, I’ll take it.
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I DART PAST THE OPENING, not wanting to take any chances, and continue my way through the maze of pipes that curve and turn through the black void that is highlighted by the green hue. My nuts have seen better days, being squished and probed by the many rigid points within the pipes. It doesn’t really bother me all that much though, which scares me a little. I’m not sure if the twig and berries have lost all life as well.
I make the last corner and find my exit just ahead, silent as a normal graveyard. A single dim light shines through the grate, splitting it into multiple beams that illuminate my face. I slow my pace some, trying to reduce any noise that could alert anyone or anything roaming around below. Man, this pack is getting on my nerves.
I creep up to the grate, low to the metal beneath me, and peer out through the narrow slits into the expansive, but cramped, bay. It looks like the backup lights have kicked in and the main power is out here as well. Not sure how long the lights have been burning. I could poke out a single toe and shit could go dark.
I get my face as close as I can and scan over the mounds of crates and boxes spread all over, trying to get a feel for what I might be stepping into.
I instantly spot multiple thin beams of light tracing up and down the crates or whatever the hell they are. I count roughly a half dozen men, armed with automatic weapons and dressed similarly to the dead TGP soldiers I encountered earlier. Not sure if they’re looking for something or just making the rounds, checking that nothing, dead or otherwise, has slipped in through the cracks.
From what I can tell, I’m not too far from the ground and this grate in front of me is rusted pretty badly all around—the dark reddish color eating away at the metal’s body. I grab the jagged slits, not concerned that tetanus is probably breeding within the dying metal, and push out. With little resistance, the grate gives and I reel it back in, laying it next to me. I worm my way up slowly to the opening and cautiously stick my head out, my black eyes getting a much better lay of the land. The coast is all clear around me and below, the darkness swallowing the nook below me and blinding any eyes from penetrating through its veil.
I glance above me and find a lip of sorts within the structure that might allow me to pull myself up and let me land on my feet. I crawl out of the opening a little more and torque my frame in a way that both of my hands grab the edge, my upper body dangling in the air. I have maybe an inch to an inch and a half of space to hold on to. It’s not much but I’ll make do.
Gripping the ledge as best I can, and with gravity shoving me down like it’s got a grudge, I pull myself completely out and fall to the concrete below. The landing is less than perfect and my boots hitting the ground makes more noise than I would like. I pause and hold tight, crouched and ready to strike as I wait to see if I’ve got any curious visitors that might have heard the commotion. My ears pick up nothing and no beams of light dance my direction.
I remove my knife from its sheath and grip it in my right hand, blade turned backwards and the serrated edge pointing to the ground. I’ve got the Glock and shotgun poised and ready to do some damage if need be, but want to keep things as quiet and personal as possible.
Cloaked in darkness, the green hue illuminating the oddly shaped containers, I move towards the edge and stop. Calm, cool, and mostly collected, I cautiously twist my head out and find a guard walking my way, a sharp light from his gun mounted flashlight crawling across the container and nearly bringing my less than human face to life.
I instantly pull my head back in and ready my blade, muscles teaming with adrenaline and my ears trained to his every footstep as he approaches his final moments of life. The beam of light is getting tighter and the jingling of his uniform signals his position. The barrel of his machine gun breaks the corner first and passes on by, his unsuspecting mind not bothering to check down this way.
Big mistake.
Like a coiled snake ready to strike its prey with lethal precision, I reach out and grab him from behind, reeling him into my dark world. Before he can think of popping off a round or trying to fight back, I plunge the blade as hard as I can into his chest. The tip easily slices through the padded vest he’s wearing and tears into his flesh, nicking some ribs and digging deep within his insides. The struggling dies off instantly and his body goes limp, becoming dead weight that will hopefully not come back to haunt me, literally.
Sorry pal, wrong place at the wrong time.
Removing my blade, I pull his dead body further into the darkness and wipe the green tinted blood onto his gear before grabbing his gun. I turn the flashlight off quickly and toss the weapon over my shoulder. It might come in handy.
I ready the blade once more and creep towards the edge. Peering out, I find that the coast is clear for now. Zero lights trail along the containers and no footsteps that my sensitive ears can pick up. Quietly making my way to the other side of the warehouse, a dim, yellow light from across the way grabs my attention. It’s emitting from one of the containers and pulsating like a beating heart. I know I shouldn’t deviate from my plan, especially since my mind is becoming that of one of those things, but what can I say, curiosity has me by the balls.
I move fast and low to the light, my pack doing jumping jacks on my back and the newly acquired machine gun jostling around crazy like. I lean against the adjoining container and slither down the rough and ridged steel, my eyes peeled for anything or anyone. The light seems somehow familiar to me, the piss color staining the steel and blinking like an SOS symbol. I hesitate for a brief second, afraid of what might be added to my fractured memory.
This light feels familiar to me.
Come on, do it, Mike. It’s not just about you, it’s about Becky. Getting back to her. If it can help, then get your ass up there and sneak an f’n peek.
I love my inner motivator sometimes.
I take a few steps forward, keeping my head low and out of the light, and brace for whatever I see. I stand erect and lift my head into the guiding light, the green hue diminishing and the color, well mostly yellow, coming into focus.
A half-naked man is within, bound to a thick metal stand that has his wrist and ankles restrained by some hefty steel clamps, eyes sealed shut and outfitted in some bright white shorts. Wires galore hang from the ceiling and are feeding into his body all over, fluids of some kind continuously flowing like a river inside of him. He’s definitely alive, well the non-cannibalistic version I think, as he seems to be normal and not showing any physical signs of the change. His breathing is steady, the warmth from his mouth creating smoke within the apparently chilled pod.
Standing there and peering at the poor bastard, I instantly feel goosebumps roll over me, the cold chill nipping at my nipples and other extremities. The odd sensation of having needles forced into my body and some foreign liquid pumped into my veins. I close my eyes, putting myself in his place. It’s like a bad nightmare that is stuck on repeat, not letting me escape the horror that I think I went through.
I wish I knew what they were pumping into him.
What they injected into me.
I’ve been poked and prodded so many times, there’s no telling what’s cultivating inside me. I feel like a walking petri dish, teaming with all sorts of manmade viruses that spawn ungodly results.
I open my eyes and find the man staring at me or maybe through me. It startles me, sending me backwards and my heart fleeing like a fucking race horse. He seems lethargic, his eyelids hanging heavy just above his dilated pupils, and a grim look of confusion and outright disorientation filling his ghostly face.
I move in closer once more, my eyes peering deep into his as if I feel that I know what he is going through being stuck like a damn lab rat with no way of getting out.
His eyes excitedly explode open all the way. The realization of his current situation must have hit him. The catatonic state he was in is now gone and I can tell he sees me, his eyes screaming for help and his lips trying to split apart. His motionless body comes back to life and thrashes around, jerking his arms and legs in a panic. I wish I could do something for him, but he is unfortunately screwed at the moment.
The light inside the pod shifts from the piss yellow color to a dark dank red that is followed by a siren and a damn flashing light from atop the steel container.
“Shut the hell up, and stop moving around, damn it!” I say at the glass, forgetting that this fool can’t hear me. Even if he could, I doubt he would comprehend what I am saying.
Sorry guy, got to go.
I turn to the left and head for the corner of the pod when one of those TGP soldiers surprises the shit out of me and trains his machine gun at my head. I throw my hands up and stop cold in my tracks, his gun mounted light glaring in my face.
“Don’t move!” the solider sternly says, his voice sounding more robotic than human.
“Let’s take it easy, shall we,” I say calm and cool.
I hope this asshole doesn’t have a happy trigger finger.
“Remove the gun from your shoulder and any other weapons you have on your person now!”
I do as he says and reach for the machine gun over my shoulder. I grab the black strap and start to remove it when I see something scurrying around in the blackness behind him. It’s faint and barely visible as his light chops my vision into ground crap. I train my ears and hear whatever it is breathing deeply, creeping closer along the steel pods outer hull. I doubt it’s friendly and really don’t care to see if it wants to tussle with me.
I wonder if it wants a snack.
I see the thing’s face emerge from the blackness, completely deformed and most of its skin shred to shit. Its lips are void and gone, showing overdeveloped gums that have massive knife-like teeth gleaming in what little light there is in here.
“Um . . . you might want to-”
“Shut the hell up, and don’t speak again or I’ll-”
The creature erupts out of the space and grabs the soldier from behind, hopping on his back and driving its teeth straight into the side of his neck. The padding, armor, or whatever they’re wearing might as well be tissue, as it tears right through and hits his neck.
“Awwwwww,” he yells, his finger clamping down on the trigger and spraying anything and everything.
Bullets wiz past my body and strike the pods around me. Steam or something vents from the holes as more sirens scream their heads off. I run towards the soldier and kick him hard in the chest, sending both of them reeling backwards into the abyss of blackness. The muffled robotic pleas quickly die off. The sound of the creature ripping through his suit to the meaty goodness within fills my ears.
I stand there, almost in a trance, watching the thing claw its way to his insides. It’s horrific and something you would see on Discovery or Nat Geo. Every slash of its razor sharp claws brings so much more blood flowing like a river from his body and pooling around both of them.
I can hear the other soldiers coming, the rapping of their feet and the heft of their suits shifting about as they hurry towards the commotion.
It pauses and tilts its head to the side, fresh human meat clutched in its paws and shredded flesh jammed between its teeth. Its dead eyes, black as oil, lock onto mine. It’s not acting like it wants to do anything, it’s more like a curious stare.
“Echo three . . . fox trot, what’s . . . status, over!” I hear the faint, and choppy transmission sound from the dead TGP soldier’s mangled helmet, noticing the swirling and bouncing lights trailing along the floor and containers out of the corner of my eye. I look to the side and see a handful of the soldiers making a mad dash, weapons shouldered and trained straight ahead.
I look back and find the creature’s head pointed to the ceiling, the dark tinted blood dripping from its chin as it opens its mouth and releases a short burst of shrills that echo inside my skull.
I don’t speak infected, but the shrill resounds inside my skull, banging around and striking a certain cord once again that makes it feel familiar, natural. I know it’s not good, as it’s signaling or communicating with the others. Ringing the dinner bell and/or signaling for reinforcements.
It stops and gets back to its meal, digging and tearing without regard for my presence anymore. Immediately, I pick up the faint, but growing, rattling sound coming from the vent I passed through just a little bit ago. Its intensity is fierce and growing near fast, the vibration sounding as if a herd of cattle will come busting through at any moment.
Time to leave!
I turn to leave and take a couple of steps to the open space, where my fucked friend is, when I feel something hard and blunt strike me in the arm, knocking me off balance and throwing me against one of the steel pods.
I hear the soldiers as if they are on top of me, shouting orders to spread out and contain whatever is in the warehouse. Use of lethal force is authorized if need be.
I pay no mind to the wound and reach behind me, grabbing my Glock with one fluid motion and firing with extreme accuracy. I hit the middle soldier of the group of three barreling right at me right in his visor, stopping his ass cold and crumpling him like a sack of rotten potatoes. At this point, I am clueless how many of the soldier are weaving between the pods.
So much for getting to the other side unnoticed.
The other two soldiers break away from their fallen brother and take cover behind the pods, firing a couple of rounds and ducking back. I can hear more chatter and footsteps all over, but can’t place where or how many are exactly converging on me.
I fire repeatedly, swiveling my good arm from side to side, containing the two soldiers. My Glock clicks empty.
Shit!
I eject the worthless clip and reach back with my wounded arm, the pain intense, but my brain overriding the sensation and pushing on with my command. I grab a fresh clip and slap it in, taking aim in the soldiers’ direction. The shrills multiply and a flood of dead bodies explode out of the vent.
Guess I’m not the biggest threat now.
The soldiers quickly forget about me and train on the small swarm of mutated dead jumping from the vent and spreading out into the warehouse like a tidal wave of teeth and utter rage.
Gunfire erupts and screams of agony and being scared shitless fill the air. I can smell the dead and the blood that is being spilled. It fills my nose and churns my stomach. I guess it’s a good thing it doesn’t entice me to partake. At least now, I’m still more human than undead.
I go the other way, fleeing the madness. I get tripped up and fall face first, turning over onto my back and finding a freshly mutated woman lunging towards me. She’s still somewhat human looking, but her body and face show rapid signs of the change.
I throw my legs back towards me and cradle her body with my feet, her dark pits for eyes burning a hole through my head while her ravaged fingers reach and strive for me. Spit and other fluids drip from her torn and split lips, grunts and other unnatural noises emitting from her mouth as her legs drive her towards me.
Not today, bitch!
I train the Glock right between her black eyes and chamber off a single round, the splat of the bullet cratering a hole in her head and blowing out the back of her skull, melding with the screams and shrills.
With the woman lifeless once more, I throw her off me and scramble to my feet. I back up to the steel pod of my screwed friend and check the way.
All clear, so far.
I close my eyes for a brief second and pull up the maze of pods that seems to be filled with human test subjects. I’m not sure why I’m bothering with trying to outline a path to my exit, as things are completely chaotic now.
Fuck it!
I roll out from my cover and keep the Glock trained straight ahead, killing two undead walkers right away as the pinging sound of the soldiers’ bullets ricochet off the steel around me. But I don’t stop. I keep running, darting in and out of the maze like I know where the hell I’m going.
It is pure madness in here now—blood bath would be putting it nicely. Stepping over bodies of both the dead, I nearly lose my balance multiple times.
My Glock clicks empty once more as I take down two more TGP soldiers rounding opposite corners ahead of me. I holster it behind me and swing around the machine gun I lifted from the dead soldier earlier, continuously squeezing the trigger and taking out a mixture of soldiers and dead.
I hear their moans and cries for fresh meat behind me. I peer back over my shoulder and spot three fast-moving infecteds galloping towards me like a small group of fucking race dogs. I didn’t know they could do that.
I run, bobbing and weaving among the steel pods, hoping the dead trailing me find a better meal and break off. But no dice. My ass must look super tasty from behind, as the drool oozing out of their mouths is constant and not very uplifting. I also notice a slew of dead soldiers that will probably be turning sometime in the near future, which will add to the already abundant dead meat roaming around in hell.
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I TAKE a couple more side steps and avoid being shot to shit when I notice my way out. Up ahead and through a bright gauntlet, which steals my night vision. There’s a man with wiry black hair and dressed in a dingy white lab coat franticly hitting the lone button on the wall. He doesn’t look like all that much and appears as though he couldn’t fend off his own shadow, much less a horde of flesh-eaters. Makes me wonder how in the world he has survived this long.
I keep pace and sprint forward, the three followers blasting me with their eyes. That elevator door needs to hurry the hell up.
The man looks back over his shoulder and spots me making a beeline right towards him, the now frantic look escalating to an expression of shitting his pants. The elevator dings and the door springs open, the white lab coat rushing inside and smacking the button repeatedly as he looks me dead in the eyes.
You better hold that elevator or you’ll find being eaten alive is the lesser of two evils, pal!
Then again, he’s just trying to survive. Don’t trust anyone, like I was. Like I still am. If I make it inside the elevator, his chances of me killing him now are pretty good. Just saying.
The dread ding of the elevator rings in my ears and the doors start to close as I make a mad dash for my only way out. Man, it’s going to be close, but I think I can make it. Good thing I haven’t eaten anything in a while.
I keep going all out, the white lab coat screaming at me and moving off the side. The doors are nearly shut as I barely slip through and hit the interior wall hard. The shrills and lip smacking of the dead trio trailing me fades off as they run into the door full throttle, shaking the inside cab.
“Please don’t kill me. Christ, don’t kill me,” the man screams and sobs as he wedges himself into the corner of the elevator, tears flowing down his red cheeks and through in his sparse black beard.
“Shut up, I’m not going to kill you. At least not if you stop that damn whining,” I say, picking myself up off the elevator floor.
I work the pack off my back and toss it to the side. I hit the red emergency button on the elevator control panel, instantly stopping the carriage.
“Wha . . . what are you going to do to me?” the man stutters.
Lord, I might kill him ’cause he’s getting on my nerves.
I pull my Glock out from behind me and sit down opposite whiny ass, resting my back against the solid wall of the elevator. My head tilts back as I take a deep breath, the gun hanging loosely in my right hand. Just from his timid body language and the fact his eyes are watching the gun like a hawk, he wants no part of it. That’s good, as it’s not loaded. Guess I’m selling it well enough then.
“So, what’s your name?”
“Wal . . . ter Jenkins.”
“Well Walter Jenkins, I’m Mike.”
No way!
That name, Walter Jenkins, triggers a memory almost on cue after he blubbers it out. It’s hazy and sorta out of focus, but I can see a name badge with the engraving W Jenkins. Is this divine intervention or am I just that lucky? Either way, I’ll take it. I can’t tell if my epiphany has alerted him, but I need to see what I can get out of him.
“You’re not going to eat me, are you?” Walter asks, peering at my face with a look of fear.
“No Walter, I’m not going to eat you, but I am going to ask you some questions. And depending on how, let’s say truthful, you answer them, I may feel a little . . . snackish. We clear?”
Walter nods his head, his eyes staying ever vigilant on my every move. Not that it would matter much. At any point and time, if I feel so inclined, I could kill him without much pause or struggle. Plus, he doesn’t look like the fighting type.
“Good, now stop your damn crying and be quiet. It’s wearing on my nerves.”
Walter stops, his arms folded across his chest and his teeth going to town on his nasty looking fingernails. No telling what’s caked under those things.
“Tell me, Walter, what exactly is going on here? From the looks of this structure, and the dead walking around, it doesn’t appear to be your run of the mill warehouse or laboratory. Then again, I’m just assuming.”
“I can’t really say because I don’t much know either,” Walter replies, his eyes staring away from my black irises. “Myself and a handful of others are just a small piece to a much larger puzzle. They direct us on what our job is and that is all. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“Who is ‘they’ exactly?”
“Some pharmaceutical company I was contracted through. I never really met anyone face to face. I was contacted over the phone and offered the job. I was told they had been watching me for some time and that they had a top secret project they wanted me on.”
“Didn’t you find that just a little odd?”
“I did until they told me what it paid. I’ve got an ex-wife that is bleeding me dry, and loans that are nearly drowning me. I’m on the verge of losing everything. At the time, I really didn’t care.”
“So you have no clue as to why those things out there are roaming around and why I look like ground shit!”
“I’ve already said I don’t know what’s going on,” Walter replies, digging deep to find his balls. “I’ve almost gotten bit I don’t know how many times and have seen stuff that will scare the hell out of me for the rest of life.”
You may be convincing yourself that you don’t know anything, but I think you know a lot more than what you’re letting on, Walter.
I get off the ground in a huff, my “loaded” Glock gripped tightly in my hand as I lick my dried and crusty lips. Added effect. Instantly, that pair of nuts Walter discovered sucks back up into his mangina, his body tensing for a beating.
“You don’t know shit about nightmares, pal. LOOK AT ME!” Walter tilts his shaking head towards me, his fearful eyes trying not to look at me, but he does. “Do I look like I can take a stroll in the park without people freaking out? No, I can’t, Walter! All because of something that happened here. Because of something YOU helped with.”
And there it is again. That expression on Walter’s face that shows that he has been found out. Found out by someone who he thought he would never see again. Well, maybe not alive anyways.
“Last time I’m going to ask you . . .” I say, placing the Glock flush in the middle of Walter’s forehead, the barrel nesting against his sweaty, slimy skin. “Tell me EVERYTHING you know right now or I’ll relieve you of your current nightmares!”
“All right fine, just put the damn gun down!” Walter yells, his hands in the air.
Smart man.
I pull the Glock away slowly and slip it behind me. I take a couple of steps back to give him some breathing room and lean against the interior wall. “Go on.”
“I hate guns. They always set me on edge.”
I couldn’t tell.
“Walter, focus,” I say bluntly.
“Yeah, so okay. So, I’ve seen you once before. The group I was with was injecting the stabilizer into test subjects before they were moved onto the next phase of testing. The stabilizer was to control the substance and keep it from getting out of hand. The last phase, from what I’ve heard, is the activation of the substance. A catalyst is administered to the subject and then they are set free if they don’t spaz out and turn immediately.”
“What is the substance?”
“I don’t know what it is. I wasn’t part of that group and it wasn’t something they shared with me. All I know is what I was working with. That is all. I swear,” Walter says in what I can tell is a genuine tone.
He could be lying or not telling me the entire story, but I don’t have time for twenty questions. I’ve got a lot more than what I had ten minutes ago.
“Are you going to kill me now?”
“No, I’m not killing you. Although, you’re a piece of shit and will probably die down here, but that is just a hunch.”
I walk to the elevator control panel, switch off the emergency override, and hit the down arrow. The carriage comes back to life and begins its journey downward.
“Wha . . . what are you doing?” Walter asks with a shaky tone. “We can’t go down there. There are too many infected all over the damn place. We need to go up and get the hell out of here. You might have a death wish, but I barely made it out of there in one piece and I’m not going back!”
Way to show a backbone. You’ll need to keep it attached to make it the rest of the way.
Walter turns and goes for the emergency stop button, but I’m already two steps ahead of him. Christ, I wasn’t born yesterday. I snatch Walter’s scruffy white lab coat collar and flip him around, grabbing him by the throat and slamming him hard against the elevator door. I lift him off his feet, my face stone cold and my black eyes peering deep into his soul. The terror that instantly fills his eyes does little to ease my taut grip, my fingers clenched over his windpipe.
“I’m going down, not up. You’re coming with me. Whether you’re alive or dead is up to you. Got me?”
Walter nods his head in an obedient manner. My hand opens and drops him to his feet. He’s bent over, coughing, hacking with his hands on his knees. I scoop up my gear and pull a clip from the side pocket. I remove the Glock from behind me and eject the empty mag.
Walter’s face hurtles toward the floor. “The damn thing wasn’t even loaded?”
“Nope.”
I reload and slip the pack on as the elevator dings to ground zero, filling the quiet cabin. Walter stands erect and reaches for his throat, my fingers etched into his sweaty skin.
The door opens partially, showing a black void with brief sparks of light igniting off in the distance. I don’t hear anything stirring, but that really doesn’t mean much.
“I wouldn’t stand that close.”
Walter looks at me with a peculiar stare, eyes creased and mouth ajar like he’s regressed into one of those things. I gingerly point to the opening as Walter follows my invisible line reference to the black space beside him. He peers back at me and takes a step forward, a look of pure shock and horror instantly filling his face as something grabs his leg and trips him.
“Help me!” Walter screams as he is yanked back through the opening, his feeble arms catching both sides of the elevator doors.
I grab his wrist, pulling and tugging as he continues to yell at me. Whatever has him is strong as hell and pulls Walter free of my grasp, his body vanishing into the black hall. A final scream of pain seals his fate.
I told you Walter, you wouldn’t make it out.
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SILENCE FILLS MY EARS AGAIN. No footsteps, shrills, or moans from the dead, or whatever abomination is running loose down here. I knock out the lights inside the elevator and slowly drop to my knees, the darkness from outside taking hold of the carriage and giving me some sort of cover.
I make sure to keep my distance from the opening as I place my head low to the ground and peer out, my eyes instantly adjusting.
I don’t see anything. There’s debris everywhere and more exposed wires hanging like vines from the ceiling, but no dead or soldiers visible. So what the hell nabbed Walter?
The last thing I wanted to do is play hide- and-go-seek with any of the infected, but I guess I don’t have a choice in the matter. Across the way, past the apparent trap, is my way down to S-2. For once, I would like a scenario that didn’t involve me possibly getting eaten. I’m just saying.
I get back to my feet and move to the side of the opening, my Glock clutched tightly in my hand as I kneel down and try to look below the carriage. A massive puddle of what I can only guess to be Walters’s blood is spread all over. I can’t spot his more than likely mutilated body, but I do see the dark tinted blood being dragged off towards a hole in the wall.
With no dead in visible sight and my sensitive ears picking up nothing, I cautiously slip down through the opening and hit the ground. Oddly enough, I can now hear something scurrying about, moving within the rubble that is everywhere. Or maybe I’m just imagining it. Who knows? What I do know is that I need to make it across here quick, fast, and in a hurry to get to S-2.
I’ve got both of my hands clutched on my Glock, every muscle fiber taut and poised for whatever may come at me. I start to walk forward, cautiously peering in all directions, wishing I had grown eyes in the back of my head. Would have come in handy right about now. One foot in front of the other, I train the Glock at every little nook and cranny as busted concrete and other odds and ends crunch under my boots.
I know you’re in here and that you’re watching me. Show your ugly fucking face already so I can blow it off!
The fine hairs on the back of my neck sprint to attention and a chill of something behind me sends a warning down my spine. My legs throw me around to nothing trailing in my wake. Standing there, my eyes and Glock in sync looking over everything, I pick up the faintest noise directly behind me. If that didn’t give it away, then the fowl stench of its rotting body would have been a clear indicator.
I tumble forward end over end as I feel the breeze of its claws barely skim the back of my neck. My feet hit the ground and I spin around, squeezing off two perfectly placed rounds that find their mark in the creature’s forehead as it lunges for me. It falls to the ground hard and motionless, the walnut sized holes in its head oozing that thick, pasty looking blood.
I stand fully erect and lower my Glock to the floor, cautiously walking towards the mutated thing. I know its dead, but I don’t want to be that fool that just rushes in. I slightly nudge its flesh-deprived arm, finding no response. I take a deep breath and peer ahead, finding the door that leads onto S-2.
I step around the dead creature and head for the door, making it halfway through the dilapidated corridor before something grabs my pack from behind and rips me backwards. It throws me against part of the wall that is busted up, the air escaping my lungs as a piece of rebar impales my upper right thigh. No pain; just more of that dead sensation that registers to my brain that something has ripped into my body. nerves must be completely gone now.
I place my hands on the wall and try to push forward, lifting my right leg up to try and free it from the jagged piece of metal protruding out of the discolored meat. Out of the corner of my right eye I spot something massive running towards me. Its mouth is immense and open for business, rows upon rows of knife-like teeth gleaming in the flickers of light. It’s the biggest thing I’ve come across while being here. It’s fast, strong, and I’m willing to bet it’s got a hollow leg to fill up with humanish meat.
It slams its giant cleaver-like palm around my throat and lifts me off the ground, my leg freed from the rebar that has chunks of my flesh dangling from its rusted edges. It snarls and huffs, blowing sticky strings of spit and whatever bacteria that is probably festering inside its meat grinder of a mouth at me. It has no visible eyes and the flesh from its nose is gone, leaving nothing more than the bone showing through the rough and tattered skin draping down over its head. A blank canvas of bruised and torn flesh. The other no-pulse walkers I’ve killed have looked like hell, but this abomination takes the cake ten times over.
It shrills loudly and grips my throat even tighter, reeling me in with its muscular tree-trunk arm that has pieces of bone shooting out in every direction. I grab a handful of its bone from its shoulder, breaking it off and jabbing it in the side of its neckish area. It lets out a roar as it reaches for the reddish caked bone with its free hand, blood oozing out and down its deformed body.
I try to break free from its hold, slamming my elbow down on its arm repeatedly and kicking it in the stomach.
It flicks its wrist and hurls me across the room like an unwanted toy, my battered and beaten body slamming hard against some metal pipes that dislodge from the wall and start hissing. The fumes hit my nose immediately.
Gas.
I cough and gag from the pungent odor, my eyes locking onto the abomination that is trying to get a beat on me once again. It removed the bone jetting out from its neck, the thick blood bubbling and dropping to the floor in clumps.
I peer over my shoulder and find the exit, a stupid and crazy thought manifesting inside my throbbing head. I’ll probably die, but it can’t be any worse than the situation I’m currently in.
I reach back to my pack and remove one of the flares, holding it tightly as I get to my feet and make a beeline for the exit. It shrills loudly, and runs after me. The fumes haven’t made it this far yet, the smell dissipating as I leave the scene. I pop the top to the flare and toss it back towards the puncture. The sparks spewing from the top grab hold of the gas and ignite, creating a thunderous explosion that shakes the very ground. A heat wave engulfs the room, incinerating everything, including my dead admirer.
My feet crest the exit when the shockwave from the blast overtakes me and slingshots me forward, my ass cooking at one billion degrees until nicely done. I hit the ground hard and tumble into a wall, ash and parts of the building raining down upon my scorched skull. My ears ring and I can smell my flesh burning.
I lay there for a few minutes, trying to regain my composure. I try to open my eyes all the way but can’t. Slightly slit apart, the flames fill my vision along with various white coats and soldiers closing in on me, weapons drawn and the faint sound of chatter filling my ringing ears as I pass out.
So much for sneaking in. Shit.
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YOU’RE ALMOST THERE, baby. Hold tight and keep strong. You’re getting so close. Whatever you do, don’t give up. Soon, we’ll be together.
The sound of my Becky is driving me to push through the madness and keep going. Even if it looks like I’m screwed, I put on a smile and hit it head on. There’s too much riding on this to give up now. Unless I’m dead . . . well, let me rephrase. Unless rigor mortis has set in, then I keep moving on.
I start to come to, disoriented and flat on my back. Some bright ass light glares in my face like it’s giving me the third degree. I lift my arms up to block the intense beam, but fail. Both my wrists are shackled and my movement is limited. I try to move my legs, but they’re restrained as well. I tilt my head to the left and find a metallic tray filled with medical tools that are used for only one thing—dissecting.
I spot a couple of faceless lab coats walking around me, the light blurring my vision as they write on clipboards. Tubes and other wires run from my body to various machines, the repetitive beeping getting on my last damn nerve.
“Hey, where am I and who the hell are you people?”
They don’t even acknowledge that I’m speaking, that I’m moving and jerking on the chains holding me down and keeping me from ripping their fucking throats out. They just keep on making notes or whatever it is they’re doing. Maybe I’m not even talking. Maybe I’m imagining the entire thing.
“Answer me, damn it! Where am I, and what the fuck are you doing to me?”
“Hey now, let’s calm it down, Mike,” a calm but stern voice says from behind me. “I would hate to have to knock you out again.”
I try to look behind me to see who is speaking, but I can’t get a beat on where he is. I move my head every which way, but find nothing but darkness beyond the light in my face.
“Who are you and what’ve you done to me?”
“It really doesn’t matter who we are, but what does matter, Mike, is that you are one of the first to progress where all others have fallen short. Most of the other subjects either became what you’ve seen roaming up top or made no real changes at all. It’s really quite remarkable. You should be very happy and proud of your accomplishment.” The man snickers.
“Go to hell!” I yell, and jerk hard on the chains once more. Pulling with all my might, I hear the metal links stretch and actually give some. “I’ll be satisfied once I have my cold, dead hands wrapped around your throat!”
Zap!
My muscles instantly seize up on me, my hands flailing about and knocking the tray next to me over as I shake like a fish out of water. I grit my teeth so damn hard I feel as if I could bust them with relative ease. I try to push past the electricity coursing through my body that has me paralyzed, but I’m SOL.
It stops, my body smoking some and the smell of charred flesh filling my nostrils. I catch my breath and regain my composure.
“That was a warning, Mike. Do that again, and I’ll turn up the juice to BBQ.”
I keep quiet and play the submissive role, acting as though I have learned my lesson and would not think of testing their patience again. For now, I’ll play the bitch.
“Good boy,” the man says. I can hear him smiling. Annoying really. “I wish I had more time to stand here and continue our little banter session, but I have to get moving and you have to get dissected and studied so we can replicate your genes.”
I lay there, defeated, and stare straight into the overhead lamps as I hear the mystery man whispering something to the two labs coats hanging around my feet. No doubt telling them what body parts he wants and where to stick my leftovers once their done. I guess it’ll be a surprise.
“Take care, Mike. Your sacrifice will not go unnoticed.”
And like that, the piece of crap slips away into the darkness and leaves my body to the two coats waiting to crack me open. One of them splits off and goes across the room, the sound of metal on metal bouncing around the noiseless space while the other stands off to my left. He slides the stand that held the tray of cutting utensils off to the side and grabs my arm.
“Administering the sedative now. He should be good to go in a couple of minutes,” the man next to me states flatly like he’s speaking in a documentary.
He brings the needle tip to my upper forearm, the cold, unforgiving metal pressing against my skin. I explode out of my submissive state, jerking my left arm out of the way, and grab the needle from his hands. Before he can react or bark an order, I slam the tip into his neck and inject whatever’s floating inside.
Gurgling his own spit and choking on the blood draining into his throat, the man reaches for the syringe. I spot some keys bouncing around on his hip and snatch them up. I push him backwards with my hand as his blood trickles out the sides of the needle’s tip and down his neck. He stumbles back into some cabinets and falls like a rock to the ground.
I cut my eyes over to the other coat and see him darting for some type of control button on the wall. I grab the scalpel that freed me from my shackle and flick it with deadly accuracy. The razor sharp blade spins end over end and drills into the man’s temple, dropping him like a bad habit before his fingertips can press the button.
I take a deep breath and knock the overhead lamp out of the way, peering around the spacious lab and checking for anyone else that might be lurking about. I thumb through the keys and try out each one on the shackles, going through a good number of them before finding the right one. I unlock the remaining shackles and rub my wrist as I slip off the hard metal table and get to my feet.
I hear movement across the room at one of the doors and run over to the side and out of the way. Just in time too as the door bursts open and two soldiers rush in with weapons drawn and relaying intel out loud. “I’ve got two coats down and subject is nowhere to be—”
I grab the soldier nearest from behind and snap his neck fast and clean, grabbing his machine gun and firing on the other soldier taking point. The padded vest quickly becomes Swiss cheese as the bullets tear through his body and impact the far wall, strings of deep, thick blood trailing in the bullets wake.
The soldier crumbles and falls face first as I toss the lifeless corpse I’m holding off to the side. There will likely be more reinforcements coming after the abrupt end to the transmission.
Okay, I need to gather up what I can real quick and get moving. I hastily strip both men of what gear I can use and double check all weapons to make sure they’re good to go. Two pistols and two machine guns. Kneeling there on the floor, I check each magazine. All look full and ready. I grab the newly acquired pack that I relieved from one of the soldiers and toss it over my shoulder.
I hit the motherlode with these two saps as one had a few hand grenades and the other some explosives. I hear one of the fallen soldiers’ radios go off. “Red team, come in. We’ve got two more units heading your way. ETA is five minutes!”
I get to my feet and peer around the room, trying to find some way out of the lab. I only spot the one main door that will soon have more soldiers arriving with a shoot to kill mentality, and I surely don’t remember the trip to wherever it is I am now.
Think, damn it!
I’m getting frustrated and mad, thinking of everything that has happened thus far and the jerk off finding great joy in my misery. I can’t wait to get my hands wrapped around his throat.
My eyes continue to dance over the room as I rack my brain. I spot a faint light emitting out from under part of the wall. I make my way over and run my hands over the surface, finding a razor thin slit in the wall. A door?
I search and search, my fingers gliding every which way. A portion of the wall suddenly pops open. I peek inside and find a lit pathway that goes down and curves off to the right. Looks good to me.
Before I venture on, I reach back into the pack and remove one of the timed explosives. I punch in one minute and set the timer, the seconds counting down as I sling the magnetic explosive across the room. It hits in a good, out of the way place as I slip inside the hidden room and close the secret door behind me.
I keep counting down in my head as I quickly and cautiously worm through the hidden passage leading me to God knows where. I should be beyond the blast radius, and those suckers should be walking into hell itself right now—hopefully. I would hate for it to explode and not kill any of those bastards. What a waste that would be.
Up ahead, my path ends with another solid surface. Is there another secret switch or verbal command to open this thing? Where are the freaking door handles in this place?
I meet up with the wall and start feeling it up all over, my hands frantically sliding all over every little inch looking for that sweet spot. I lose my train of thought on the explosive charge I set, hearing a boisterous clap of what sounds like muffled thunder sound off behind me and the floor beneath me shakes. The lights above me dim and flicker a few times as I hear a rush of something winding down the passageway.
Oh shit!
I pick up the pace and press everywhere I can, the tidal of fire and shrapnel clawing its way to me. I’m calm but panicked at the same time. I mean, I’m partly dead, but my sense of self-preservation is still there. Or at least, it feels that way.
I keep feeling along the smooth surface until part of the wall pops open, allowing me to get my finger tips in the tiny opening. It’s heavy and not moving very well. I pull even harder, the muscles in my arms and chest tightening as I force it open just enough to get myself through.
The inferno is nearly on top of me and ready to swallow me whole, giving me that little extra bit of motivation that I need to swing around and dart inside. I lunge out of the way and off to the side as the fiery beast reaches the end of the hall; the door slams shut. Sirens bellow and the main lights cease. The few backup lights kick in and cast the room into partial darkness once more.
Well, that was close.
Sitting there on the wet floor,
I wipe the grime of sweat from my face. The water shuts off, the sirens stop, and silence reclaims the room.
I get to my feet and train my machine gun straight ahead, sweeping the dead silence for any movement. It looks as though the area has been tossed, papers scattered about and tables of all shapes and sizes turned over and dented. I’m finding puddles of blood and splatter streaks on the walls and tubes. I don’t see any lab workers or anything of that nature yet, but this area is big and with all the clutter about, anything could be lurking within.
I work my way towards the epicenter of the room where a rounded workstation is set up with multiple computer stations and other equipment. My gun is ever vigilant, moving like an automated turret system ready to dispense without prejudice.
Most of the screens have been destroyed, and are busted and sparking. I happen across one that is still running, a hairline crack running diagonal from the top right to the bottom left. It’s distorting the images on the screen, but it’s all I’ve got. I pause and look over what’s displayed. A single phrase that says it all yet tells me nothing.
System purge complete of all specimens.
Specimens? That doesn’t sound good.
I hit the enter key on the keyboard, hoping to find something more out, but get nothing other than invalid password and the screen going blank. I shuffle through the papers scattered about on the workstation, trying to come across something that might give me a crash course in what I’m dealing with here. It’s all Greek to me and for any of it to make sense I’d probably need to think like a psychopath with some crazy ass degree.
Aggravated, I knock a pile of papers from the desktop and turn my attention to the slew of cylinders that apparently housed some sort of specimens. I’m hoping it’s the slow, unresponsive variety that was let loose and not the nimble, larger ones that had me stuck like a pig.
I move in for a closer look, going from one hard plastic tube to the next. I notice various intravenous wires filtering in from the top with screens attached to the right. Most are broken while others survive, flickering randomly. I pause at one of tubes. The hard, plastic shell is busted to shit and chunks of what looks like meat cling to the jagged edges. Since I don’t see any bodies, dead or undead, this doesn’t inspire much confidence.
I grip my gun tighter and move on, passing a few cylinders housing bodies. The screens are completely off, so I don’t know what their status is. I look inside one of them, trying to see its face. I can’t tell if they’re undead as a shield of some kind is keeping it secret.
Something short circuits and sends a loud crackling noise through the air, instantly followed by a short burst of electricity that shoots sparks onto the ground. I twist around, poised and ready. My trigger finger rubs the kill switch as I look for the culprit.
Damn man, keep it together. Don’t lose it now. Just a monitor spewing its guts.
I lower my gun and take a breather, focusing on continuing my search and moving on. I take a few steps forward and head to the next filled tube when I feel a hand grab me from behind.
By primal instinct now, I spin around and grab whatever it is by the arm and slam its face into the cylinder next to me, cracking the hard plastic. I must have dislocated its jaw, as one side hangs loose, blood pouring out of its decrepit mouth. It’s not moving very fast and struggles to get upright, swaying from side to side like a drunken sailor on an all night drinking spree.
It moans and groans, quickly finding its second gear that turns into a growl. It comes for me once more, mangled arms stretched outward, reaching for me as it ambles forward. Its right leg is mostly devoid of flesh, its reddish tinted femur showing; its knee cap is scrapped and nicked to shit. Its left leg is turned sideways, dragging behind like a useless, unwanted item.
I grab its head and flick my wrist, ripping its skull away from its lower half. Its body shuts down and crumbles to the ground, falling at the foot of my boots. I toss the severed head off to the side and turn around. Whitish lab coats, soldier getups, and other various dead shuffle in through a door from across the room with all eyes on me. I guess some have already reaped what they’ve sown.
I train my gun and take aim at one of the walker’s ambling towards me, the moans and uncoordinated shuffling filling my ears. Looking dead ahead and ready to drop some corpses, I fire a single shot.
Bull’s eye! Right between the eyes. The splatter from the back of its head exploding does little to deter the others. I didn’t think it would.
It falls face first to the ground as the others continue on. The one behind it is marked with the dead one’s flesh and bone all over its ripped and mangled face.
I train my gun again and squeeze the trigger. Something grabs me from behind, sinking its teeth into my shoulder. My finger clamps down on the trigger and sprays the room wildly with ammo as it tugs and jerks like a voracious animal. I manage to wiggle free and get myself turned around, feeling the other posse of dead inching their way closer to me. I lay eyes on what just snacked on my shoulder, feeling surprised and let down at the same time.
Deacon!
“Deacon, it’s me,” I say, hoping that some part of him still remembers who I am. I know we only met briefly, but I think I made a lasting impression.
He stares at me with those vacant black eyes, his face scratched to hell and parts of his chest gnawed on. My thick blood covers his lips, part of my clothing and flesh dangling from his stained teeth.
“Deac-”
He lunges for me once more, pinning me against some equipment.
He’s lost, gone from the living and now part of the mindless horde converging on me. He grips me by my tattered shirt, and leans in for the kill, my naked neck teasing his ravenous appetite for human meat. I snap my arms up fast and break Deacon’s grip, kicking him in the stomach hard enough to knock him flat on his ass. I pull out my pistol and train it on his head as he gets to his feet.
You’ll be at peace shortly.
I’m ready to squeeze the trigger and put Deacon down. A stray bullet plows through his head from the right and exits out the left, blood and skull matter trailing in a thin line as Deacon falls to the ground motionless. I scan the room, looking for the shooter as the dead surround me. Their moans resonate in my ears as my eyes finally capture the gunman, waving his arm from side to side and pointing his finger at me. I think maybe he’s trying to tell me something.
I peer over my wounded shoulder and spot one of the dead reaching for me, its flesh ridden fingertips mere inches from me. I whirl around and grab it by the arm, throwing it to the ground and placing a slug right in its head. Two other men, dressed in TGP gear, emerge from the darkness and mow down the remaining dead. It’s a total blood bath as they smash and rip with the blunt weapons they’re wielding.
I raise my pistol and take aim at the men, not sure if they’re on my side or just getting the dead out of the way before they try to take me down. I don’t see any guns except for the one that killed Deacon. If they’re here to bring me in, bringing a pipe to a gun fight probably won’t work out in their favor.
“You take one step towards me or scratch your ass in a way I feel threatened by, I drop you like a bad habit,” I say aloud.
The two holding the bloody, flesh-covered weapons hold still as the faceless gunman approaches me from my left. He’s short and skinny, although the get up they’re wearing probably adds some weight in their favor. I quickly train my pistol on his head, stopping him cold in his tracks. He raises his hands in the air, shouldering his weapon and cautiously reaches for his helmet.
“I’ve got one hell of an itchy finger, so I would use good judgment here,” I say as he lifts off the head gear.
Oh my!
“If I wanted you dead or incapacitated, you’d be on the floor either way right now. So please, lower the pistol. We’re on your side,” the woman says with a harsh but stern tone. Her black hair is a dirty mess and her stone cold face gives no signs that she’s playing around. I kind of like this chick already.
“Who are you?” I ask, lowering my pistol some, but keeping it at the ready. “You’re wearing the same getup as the other assholes that have been trying to kill or capture me.”
“We worked for the company, but now we’re independent.” She stares at me long and hard. Her eyes scrutinize my face and stroll down my body. “So, you’re one of the group they’ve been watching and studying. You look like shit, you know.”
“Yeah, I met captain dick a little earlier,” I snidely reply back. I cough, tilt my head to the right, and spit out a vile, reddish loogey that hurls to the wet floor below. “He had me strapped to a table and was about to play operation on me when I killed his two lab goons. He unfortunately left before I could get a better look at him.”
“Slade,” she mutters under her breath. “How rapid is it? The change I mean.”
“I have no clue,” I reply, wiping my cotton mouth free of the blood I just ejected. “I feel fine now, depending on what your definition of fine is. I’m not doubled over and drooling like an invalid, so that’s a plus.”
“You’re definitely one of the lucky ones. Most others that we’ve encountered that have been injected, bitten, or scratched, turned rather quickly.”
“Somehow, I don’t feel super lucky.”
I check out the two guys out of the corner of my eyes to make sure they’re staying put. One is just staring at me and the other is peering out the door.
“Why are you down here? If you’re trying to find your way out, you’re going the wrong way.”
“I’m not leaving until I get some answers on what the hell they’re doing here and how to cure me. And maybe kill a lot of people responsible for all this?”
“Cure?” she snickers. “I’ve seen a lot down here and have yet to come across any kind of vaccine.”
“Well, I have to try. I can’t exactly stay like this,” I say, coughing again.
“You’re not going to try and eat me or anything are you? ’Cause that won’t work out too well for you.”
“Hey, we need to get moving,” the man standing watch outside the door says flatly while holding his hand to his right ear. “Their sending another unit and I’ve got eyes on some stragglers heading our way. There might be some of the faster moving ones along with them.”
“All right, Stone, secure that door. What’s your name?”
“Mike.”
“I’m Natasha, that’s Hound, and the other over there is Stone. You a pretty good shot with that?”
“Yeah, I can hold my own,” I reply. I know I look like one of them, but for now, my reflexes are still razor sharp. Well, maybe a little more on the dull side.
Stone slips inside and grabs the heavy steel door, pulling it closed as its joints squeak and beg for oil. Nearly shut, the moans and shrills from the dead converge on us, sneaking in from the outside. A mutated arm slips in and grabs Stone’s hand. One good jerk and twist and Stone’s hand is ripped cleaned off, sending him stumbling backwards and the door flying open.
“Stone!”
Natasha and I train our guns at the door and open fire at a rather large infected that is grossly disfigured, the bullets tearing through its muscular frame and exiting out its back. Its mouth is ajar and peering around, looking at all the tasty morsels waiting to be devoured. We work our way towards Stone, who is on the ground and bleeding out like a wounded animal. Hound wields his blunt weapon and strikes it right in the infected’s face, smashing its mangled nose back into its skull. It stumbles backwards and shrills loudly, allowing just enough room for Hound to grab the door once more and slam it shut, locking it.
Natasha takes a knee next to Stone to assess the damage. I stand watch with my pistol gripped in my hands, my eyes scanning the room. The ravenous beast beats at the door, the metal pushing in towards us with every hammer like toss it throws.
“Shit. He’s bleeding bad and it looks like it scratched the hell out of his arm as well.”
I look down at Stone, his face going pale and the signs of change showing rapidly. His eyes flood with the blackness and soon he will become one them. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but he won’t be leaving this room— alive anyways. “Check out his eyes.”
Natasha looks into the tearful eyes of Stone, who is now convulsing and spitting up blood. With a heavy sigh, she gets back to her feet and holsters her sidearm. She trains it at his head. “I’m sorry.”
The pistol sounds off, sending a slug into Stone’s head. Multiple rapping sounds at the door resonate in my ears as Natasha looks at her fallen friend. Not a single tear falls, but her stern lips and emotionless stare say it all.
“Natasha, we need to get moving now,” I say.
“I’ve got that unit coming in hot and ready. ETA is just a few minutes out,” Hound adds.
“I’ll take point, Hound in the middle, and Mike, you’ve got our backs.”
The mounting murder of dead at the door is becoming too much for it to withstand. Their crazed moans and incessant pounding has brought our only barrier to its knees. “Stay close and keep up. You fall behind, I will leave your ass without a thought.”
Natasha hugs the wall, returning the way they must have come in, and opens the door, her pistol the first on the scene. She quickly sweeps the area, looks back at us with a nod, and disappears into the blackness beyond. Hound moves without thought as gunfire and shrills play in the air behind me.
The cavalry must be here.
I dart out into the unknown and trail closely behind the two rogue soldiers, wondering where they’re going and if I’m being led to the slaughter.
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THE TIDAL WAVE of ravaged flesh and teeth we left behind has occupied the TGP soldiers for the interim. The moans and gun fire has faded to my back and so far, both Natasha and Hound have not given me a reason to place a single slug in the back of their heads. Like everyone else I’ve encountered though, they’re all just one pull of the trigger away from the curtain call.
Natasha slows up the pace as we come to a corner; raising her left hand in the air and her right gripping the pistol that’s hovering at the edge. She peers out around the corner. Hound has his hand trained to his ear, listening intently and relaying positions of the roaming patrols.
“Where are we going?” I ask, bent down and training my gun down the way we came.
“Looks like we’re clear for the next few corridors, but we need to move now,” Hound whispers.
“To get you your answers,” Natasha replies flatly, attention still straight ahead. “Ok, let’s move!”
We move down another long stretch of corridor that has been untouched by the death and violence that has consumed everything else I’ve seen. I look towards Natasha frequently, and see her peering up towards the ceiling.
She stops, holds us up for a few and then waves us on. There are cameras mounted in the corners moving from side to side—no doubt big brother keeping an eye on its experiment that has gone awry.
My thoughts drift around more and more now and I’m finding it increasingly harder to stay focused on anything. I’m not tired, just scatterbrained. When a thought forms in my head it dissolves as quickly as it came, going to the next almost instantly. I’m trying to think ahead and have a plan in case I find myself in a tough spot, but I’m barely able to keep my attention on both fronts.
Hound grabs my shoulder and pulls me around, his finger placed over his mouth, indicating for me to keep silent. We’re concealed behind some crates as I see Natasha looking dead ahead through a small crack in the thick plastic containers. Curious, I stand up a little to try and see what she’s looking at. Hound grabs my arm and yanks me down.
“Stay down and keep quiet,” Natasha sternly orders.
I manage to get a brief glimpse of two soldiers standing guard, one on either side of a double metal door. There are no markings of any kind and a single camera pans from side to side. A lone keypad is off to the right and illuminated in a light blue haze.
Natasha digs into her left pant pocket and pulls out something. I can’t see what it is, with everything happening so fast now, I’m feeling like I’m sinking in quicksand and can’t get out. I try to focus on what she’s doing; pointing her arm straight ahead and holding it steady at the TGP soldiers.
Hound still has his hand snug up to his ear, listening intently and turning to Natasha’s shoulder, patting it once and giving her a thumbs up as she nods. She brings her arm back down and places whatever it was back in her pocket. She looks at Hound and gestures with her hand. Maybe some signal or code, of which I’m clueless. Hound sounds off over the mic connected to his headset.
“All units, package and baggage spotted in section G. Proceed with caution as possible infected may be present as well. Converge on targets and terminate anything non-living. This is a top level priority and all TGP tactical soldiers should respond.”
I glance at the soldiers standing guard and see them look in each other’s general direction. They nod to one another and quickly head off in the opposite direction.
“Good job, Hound. That bought us a few minutes. Won’t take ’em long to figure out it was a bullshit call. Let’s go!”
Natasha and Hound cautiously slip out from behind the containers and race over to the keypad. I’m not as graceful and feel like I’ve been on an all-night drinking binge—my head swimming and my legs feeble. I try to make it look natural or not as bad as what I know it seems, but I stumble into the wall. I look over and see Natasha striking the pad, her face calm and collected as Hound keeps his ears to the ground.
“Shit! They’ve changed the access code.”
“What are we going to do?” I ask.
“Hound, you’re up!”
Natasha slides to the right and draws her pistol, training it down the hall as Hound settles in front of the pad. He pounds away, fingers moving so damn fast it’s almost a blur. “What’s it looking like, Hound? Don’t think we have too much time here.”
“They’ve added some additional security measures. I need five minutes for the work around.”
“You got three, so get cracking! How you holding up back there? You’re looking worse now!”
“I’m . . . fine,” I sluggishly reply back, rubbing my eyes and trying to remove the mental cobwebs.
“Just so you know, Mike, if you go all flesh-eating happy, I’ll put two right through the middle of your skull.”
“As long as you promise to do so.”
Hound continues to work his magic, his fingers dancing over the keypad and the flashes of light changing every second. My approach probably would’ve been a little less tactful. A bullet through the control pad generally works well.
A loud, single shrill erupts from I don’t know where and sends our heads pivoting around in every direction, our guns sweeping to find the source. A small burst of gunfire follows, silencing the all too familiar sound.
“Where’d that come from?” Natasha asks while looking over her shoulder. “Hound, we need that door open now!”
Multiple moans and shrills chime off in unison as more gunfire echoes throughout the halls. It seems as if it’s coming from all over and rushing towards us like a massive tidal wave of death itself. Down the corridor, I spot a burst of light and pick up the distinct noise of empty casings bouncing off the ground.
“Hound! Get this damn door open now or we’re all shit up a creek without a paddle!”
“Two minutes!”
Two TGP soldiers back out of the adjoining corridor down from me, firing in an erratic behavior and scrambling away as if their lives depend on it. They look in our general direction, but pay us no mind as the murder of flesh-eaters break into my view.
“How’re we coming on that door?” I ask, training my pistol dead ahead and taking aim at whatever looks at me cross eyed, which is everything.
“Thirty seconds!” Hound says, his voice steady and not a hint of worry in his tone.
Two deformed flesh-eaters plow over the concrete, racing along the walls on either side. Chunks of rock hurl into the air. The soldiers fire wildly, missing mostly, but connecting some.
It does little to deter the masses as the two ravenous beasts leap from the walls and tackle their prey, instantly ripping into them and devouring their insides with little effort.
The trailing herd moans loudly, and stammers about, arms stretched out in front of them and all eyes fixed on us now. The two beasts ripping the flesh from the soldiers’ bones stop and pause, staring in our general direction as bloody meat clings to their jagged teeth. Their human appearance is nearly gone, leaving nothing more than a bad experiment gone wrong. Or right. Depends on whom you ask.
“Ok, got it!” Hound exclaims.
Access override accepted . . .
The door begins to open, but stops suddenly, leaving enough room to fit just part of our body through.
“Damn it!” Natasha growls, kicking the door with her thick-soled combat boots.
The murder continues their advancement as they move past the two feasting on the soldiers. A few get ballsy and take a place at the eatery, reaching in with skinless hands and arms, exposed muscles showing through. With a quick growl and snap like a dog not liking the company, one beast strikes the unwanted corpse in the upper chest. It’s talon-like claws slash it open and lop off its head as its body slams into the passerby’s. The soldiers they ravaged are nothing more now than a bloody mess, clothing and meat mixed together into one nasty, pulpy, red concoction.
“Come on, help me get this open!” I say, gripping the top portion of the left side of the door. Hound grabs below me and Natasha takes the opposite side. I do not like our odds, but I’ve got to give it a try, for my Becky. “Everyone, pull as hard as you can!”
At once, we all pull, straining and trying to concentrate, not looking back toward the advancement of flesh-eaters on our heels. The hot, stomach churning breath of rotted human meat and a soulless body does little to affect me now. I am one of them or close to it.
I wonder if these soulless demons still want to devour me or have I been accepted into the brotherhood of the damned?
The door gives some and makes a loud screech, piercing the veil of moans and blood lust. “Pull harder!”
We pull once more and my energy level continues its roller coaster ride. I feel more energized now and less lethargic. I need to take advantage of the upside while I can before it heads down the other side of the tracks. “Take my piece and lay down cover fire. Natasha, do the same.”
I shove my pistol into Hound’s hand and nudge both of them out of the way. I stand in front of the stubborn door and grip both sides of the metal.
“What the hell you doin’, Mike? You can’t open that yourself?”
“Just kill those bastards, all right!”
Both guns sound off immediately and the sweet melody of slugs tearing through skulls plays in the air. It warms my somewhat beating heart.
I grit my teeth and start pushing outward at the door, every muscle fiber teaming with some kind of extra juice that has me raging like a steroid freak. The door gives. I push even harder, my Becky’s voice entrenched in the back of my mind spurring me to keep pushing. It gives even more, allowing me to fit my body into the narrow space and push it open further.
“All right, come on!”
The lights flicker overhead and the door reengages, trying to shut and crush me in the process. I lock my arms in place and bear down, determined to come out the victor in this battle of wills.
The dead drop in droves, but so many are filtering towards us that it does little to diminish their numbers. The two larger beasts that have finished their snack get up and look me dead in the eye. No pun intended. They snarl and advance our way, smacking the animated corpses off to the side like insignificant lumps of meat.
“Shit, I’m out!” Natasha yells as she holsters her pistol and slips under my arms and into the room.
My arms are giving out and the door is overcoming my willpower. The dead are within reach as Hound’s pistol jams. He smacks the steel a few times, trying to pull the hammer back. Giving up, he turns to dart under my arms. A handful of the dead latch onto Hound and pull him back, digging their rotted teeth into his flesh.
Panicking and flailing his arms wildly, Hound tries to fight off the unholy terror dragging him back into hell. He reaches for me, his eyes wide and his hand shaking. Like leeches attached to his neck, arms, and other places, they rip into him and tear chunks of meat from his body, sending blood spraying all over me.
The dead take him down and a crowd of hungry flesh-eaters converge on top of him, grabbing at anything and everything they can. His screams subside and only the moans remain.
I catch a horribly disfigured woman out of the corner of my eye as she lunges at me, teeth leading the way. She bites into my forearm and before she’s able to rip it away, Natasha shoves a crowbar right through her skull. Her teeth release and she falls to the ground in a dead heap of animated meat. Natasha grabs my arm and yanks me inside, the door slamming shut, blocking us from the dead mere inches away.
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THE RAPPING at the door does very little to spring my nerves as I’m slump down, resting my back against the cold metal. I look at my forearm, inspecting the deep bite mark that has my pale, dying skin looking bruised and beyond heinous. It doesn’t hurt, the skin just feels pulled and jerked out of place.
“Damn it!” Natasha exclaims, kicking over some boxes.
The clamoring of the empty containers plays off the walls in the small room. It’s dimly lit and filled with more containers and other odds and ends. Not sure why all the security for a bunch of junk, but there must be some reason behind it.
“I’m sorry about your friends.”
“Yeah, me too,” Natasha says flatly. She tries to compose herself, fighting back the urge to cry, scream, or do something really stupid. Not sure which. She down at my arm, pointing at the bite. “You sure you’re not going to go all flesh-eating happy on me?”
“To be honest, no, I’m not sure. So far, I haven’t had the urge to eat anyone. As a matter of fact, I really haven’t had the urge for much of anything in the realm of food.”
“Well that looks bad, as well as everything else going on with you.”
If she keeps talking like this, I’m going to get a complex.
“Yeah well, right now this is the hand that I was dealt, so I have to play it the best I can.”
“You better play right or I’ll put you down like those pieces of crap out there.”
After everything I’ve gone through and had done to me, I’m still not sure if I can die. I feel the words creeping near my lips to test the theory, but quickly swallow’em back. I’ve come so far and am too close to be done in by a lack of good judgment.
“Now that we’re trapped in this small ass room with the Grateful Dead playing on the door, what’s the plan?” I ask.
Natasha, still fuming and looking like she would pull the wings from a fly just to make it suffer, kicks some boxes out of her way and topples over some silver containers on the far side of the wall. I guess at this point it really doesn’t matter if we’re loud or not. The cat is so out of the bag.
She presses part of the wall with her right hand about head high, the solid surface separating and ejecting a light blue scanner. Natasha places her right eye in front of what looks to be some sort of optical scanner and pauses.
“Wow, pretty involved security for just some boxes and containers,” I add, watching Natasha closely.
A row of red lines starts at the top of her eye and quickly sweeps down, pausing for a brief moment. After a few seconds, the blue diminishes and the scanner lights up a dark green.
Natasha takes a step back as the scanner slips back into the wall and a seamless door pops free and slides open. I guess it’s a good thing I happened across Natasha’s path. She knows her way around, and where to find the hidden places to keep us out of the lime light. With the dead roaming through the facility, hopefully that will keep the action away from us, and most importantly me.
“So, where does this magical little door lead us?”
“It’s a holding pen for failed experiments and other things,” Natasha replies, ejecting the clip from her pistol. “There’s a lab within where they are tested. I’m not really sure, as I’ve only been down here once and didn’t stay long. Place creeps me out.”
“So like a morgue where the dead are actually dead and not all walking around?”
“Huh,” Natasha snickers, bending down and pulling a fresh clip from inside her boot. “You just wish it was that easy. Then again, you’ll probably fit right in.”
“Are we just passing through the freak show?”
“Yes, unless you want to hang out and get acquainted with your kin.”
“No, I’m good,” I reply, looking at the ground for anything that I can use as a weapon. Since Hound bit the dust and took my piece with him, I’m feeling very naked right now.
My eye catches the overly large crowbar that Natasha used to kabob that woman’s head, brain matter and chunks of skull still clinging to it. I scoop it off the floor and grip it tight, peering at Natasha who looks poised and ready to move out.
“Keep close and quiet. The infected in there are in cells, but we don’t want to rattle their cages and get them all worked up. Might draw attention to us. Stay on my six and watch my back and this should be a walk in the park.”
Yeah, right. A walk in the park.
Natasha nears the door and pulls it open all the way, a musty and pungent odor instantly filtering into the room. She coughs and gags, placing her hand over her mouth and plugging her nose. It does nothing to me. She turns to me and nods.
The holding section for the experiments is large, and cells line the walls on the floor below. We creep along the catwalk, Natasha looking down, and her pistol following her every motion. It’s quiet and loud at the same time; odd and strange noises emit from all over, but do little to rattle my nerves. I look over the rusted railing and peer below, finding a round station with two guards tucked nicely inside. From here, they look pudgy and not the typical soldiers I’ve seen everywhere else. Guess there’s not much to watching over a bunch of caged animals.
Our boots play over the grated steel like trumpets announcing our arrival. Natasha seems less worried about that than she does someone coming out of the blue and laying out the welcome mat for us.
I wish I had something more than this damn crowbar. Up close and in someone’s face it’ll be fine, but far away I’ll be pissing in the wind and have to rely on Natasha to take them out.
We hit the stairs and Natasha keeps her eyes focused on the two guards as she methodically inches towards the bottom floor. They look distracted and completely unaware that we’re even here. She pauses.
“We have to get inside the control station over there to get through here,” Natasha whispers. “I know these two jerk offs. They are probably watching Sports Center or something like that. Just keep quiet and I’ll take care of them.”
I stay put and watch Natasha move towards the control station, her pistol double gripped and trained ahead. All of the ambiance floating around teas my ear, pulling my attention to the cell to my left. I take a quick glance at Natasha, who is halfway there and looks to be in the clear. I move towards the cell cautiously and carefully, the groaning and strange noises getting more intense the closer I get.
There’s a Plexiglas front with multiple tiny holes all over and a steel plate behind it. I pause once more and look over at Natasha, who gets into position and bends down. She hugs the metal structure and slithers around the control station and out of my sight.
In front of me is a small window within the steel door. Since I’m here, might as well sneak a peek at what’s behind door number one.
I lean in close, placing my hands on the plastic barrier, and peer through the opening. The room is all white and I see nothing stirring about. Actually, I don’t hear anything anymore.
Come on, come on. Give us a look-see.
I hear a noise from up top and twist my head around instantly, scanning over the catwalk for its perpetrator. Nothing. The TV or radio, whichever the plump guards are listening to, echoes off the walls in here.
I bring my attention back to the window and look back in, nearly shitting my pants at the sight of a horribly disfigured face spewing fluids from open sores littering its head. It shrills loudly and begins to beat on the steel door separating us.
Two consecutive gun shots sound off followed by a repetitive siren that goes off every ten seconds. I make a beeline for the control station and find the overweight guards face down on the floor, blood splattered over the controls and dripping to the floor below.
“Damn it!” Natasha growls, relieving the two men of their weapons. “Here, that crowbar won’t do shit to save your ass when they get here.”
She hands me a Glock and a few extra clips. I pop the clip out and check the goods, joyful that I’m sitting pretty with a full clip and his friends lying in wait.
“What happened? I thought you had this?”
“Don’t start with me, Mike. I’ll add a third body to the count here and won’t think twice about it,” Natasha sternly replies. “I got this fat fart first but this piece of crap tripped the alarm before I could drop him.”
I stow away the extra clips and chamber a round as the sound of boots and tactical gear tickle my ear. It’s coming from behind and up top. I’m not sure how many soldiers are behind us, but it sounds like a lot.
We both stay low and well within the confines of the station, bending down with our pistols clutched tightly in our palms. I glance at the two guards, hoping a frag grenade, chemical grenade, or just something that looks like a damn explosive will appear before me, but find nothing of the sort. The soldiers’ weapons cock and train at our backs.
“So, do you want to go out and talk to them or should I?” I say jokingly. Right now, I’m kind of feeling virile. Good thing too, looks like I’m gonna need them.
“I think I’ll let you take this one. After all, they probably want you more than me,” Natasha says with a smirk.
She keeps low and inches forward some, looking up at one of the security monitors that the two dead guards failed to keep an eye on as we strolled in. She seems unshaken, her head still and motionless as she stares at the screen. I try to get a peek from where I am, only seeing a blur of black bodies within the gray CC TV. Natasha takes a few steps back and sighs. I’m not sure if she wanted me to hear it or not.
“Toss any weapons you have on your person to the side and step up and out slowly with your hands behind your heads!” an almost computerized voice sternly orders. “You have one minute to comply!”
“I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking about taking my chances,” I say. “After all, how much worse could things get for me?”
Natasha looks over the control board, focused as if she’s looking for something. I can almost see the wheels steam rolling inside her head, possibly concocting some crazy ass diversion or something that will add to the shit stew we’re already simmering in. I hate surprises.
“Ok, it’s not the best plan, but the only one that I’ve got right now,” Natasha says flatly. “I hope you’re as good of a shot as I’m hoping you are.”
I don’t have time to ask what she’s planning as she jumps up and smashes a clear plastic cover with the butt end of her pistol. She places her palm face down and holds it.
“What does that do?”
The sirens start up again and a bright hue of red catches my eye as it reflects off the controls inside the station. Natasha swivels while kneeling and turns towards the soldiers, cautiously lifting her pistol. I follow suit and get to my feet as the bright glow of lights in front of each cell flashes a dark red intermittently.
Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!
The soldiers don’t seem to be concerned with us anymore. They’re more worried about what’s going on with all the cells. Some bolt for the door only to find it sealed shut and not budging at their panicked strikes.
In perfect sync, the Plexiglas barriers fall into the ground and the steel doors retract into the wall. Casey lets out a steady, controlled breath as she pauses and trains her gun dead ahead. Silence grips the room and holds everyone’s nerves hostage as movement within the cells strikes a chord and brings everyone back to life.
“Still thinking this was a good idea?” I ask.
“They’re not worrying about us anymore, are they?”
One of the soldiers opens fire at one of the dead barreling out of its cell, bullets ripping through its sagging flesh and impacting the wall in its cell. Its mutated arms stretched out in front, it lunges and tackles the soldier. With a single strike from its arm, it tosses the soldier’s weapon to the side and tears into his neck, pulling and tugging at the savory meat.
Like a domino effect, the soldiers start firing at all the different abominations bursting out of their cells. Voracious would be putting it mildly as these things make the dead I’ve encountered so far look like a walk in a really messed up park.
Chaotic and a total blood bath, the soldiers fight as best they can, taking some out with precision head shots while others fire uncontrollably. I can hear the chat of some radioing for backup, a hail Mary, as their brothers-in-arms are devoured. For now, Casey is on the side of the living. She’s lethal as she moves from infected to infected, splattering their brains out the back of their heads.
“Nice shooting. I wasn’t sure which way you were going to lean on this. Watch out!” I yell over the carnage as I grab Natasha’s arm and yank her to the ground. A barrage of bullets strikes the station we’re huddled up in as I catch the sound of something lurking around us—a clawing noise like fingernails trailing down a chalk board.
It’s burnt and blackened arm darts inside and grabs Natasha by the leg, yanking her out of our safe haven and into the madness beyond. I reach for her arm, but she disappears around the corner, letting out a single yell.
Without pause, I spring to my feet and enter the horrid buffet of the dead feasting on the living and recently deceased soldiers. Blood is splattered all over, and a combination of the infected and soldiers canvas the once clean slate. A massive infected creature is
dragging Natasha off in the opposite direction of the main mess.
She fires towards its head, missing and hitting it repeatedly in its shoulders. It doesn’t even flinch as the bullets tear apart its flesh. Her pistol clicks empty. I take aim and ready my shot. Something drills me in the side and slams me against the wall. My pistol bolts and I feel the heated and heavy breathing of something trying to get to the side of my head. Natasha disappears once more around another corner, and I fear that’s the end of her line.
I’ve got my arm placed between me and the dead, bile oozing out of its contorted mouth to my shirt. It’s strong and unrelenting, pushing harder and harder, trying to overpower me. I throw my weight towards it and gain some distance, enough to slip to the side. I grab it by where I think its shoulders are, and throw it forward head first, slamming its skin challenged skull into the wall. Its neck snaps and its head cracks open like an egg. It falls to the ground lifeless.
I peer off in the direction where Natasha was dragged and head that way. Something falls from above and lands hard behind me. I twist around and find Trenton on top of some kind of mutated animal, plunging his fist into the creature’s body and ripping out its insides.
The creature, standing on its hind legs like a bear, roars out loud as Trenton leans in close and bites the hell out of its neck. He pulls away, taking a massive chunk of flesh from the creature and sending it falling to the floor before me. With a single blow, Trenton craters the creature’s deformed skull with his fist, brain matter caking his hand as he gets back to his feet. He looks up at me, chest heaving and fluid leaking from his torn, dried lips.
I give a simple nod, not sure if Trenton understands the basic gesture, and hurry over to where Natasha was taken. My rule still hasn’t changed, I don’t trust anyone here, but Natasha has inside knowledge and that is useful. For now, anyways.
Before I can make the corner, Natasha appears bloody from head to toe and wielding a knife that drips blood. Chunks of meat dangle from the blade’s serrated edge. I quickly look her over, checking for scratches or bites of any kind or size. I would ask if she’s ok, but she’s standing and doesn’t look like she’s been bitten or anything.
“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Natasha sarcastically says, peering back over her shoulder.
I look into the darkened corner and find the mutated infected slashed to bits; nothing but a pile of ragged meat and bone that is completely unrecognizable. Not that I could tell what it was before anyways.
“And here I thought you were the one that was going to end up dead.”
Natasha half-heartedly snickers as the slight smirk is wiped away, and her eyes train straight ahead. Lips taut, she flips the knife, the serrated blade facing outwards. I cock my head to the side and find Trenton keeling down and feasting on the abomination’s body.
“He’s ok.”
“Ok, my ass,” Natasha replies. “Look at that shit. He’s eating that thing.”
“It’s hard to explain and I obliviously don’t have the first clue as to what is happening, but it seems that he kills the dead and not the living, strange as that may be.”
“Why hasn’t he killed you then? You look more like them than a non-flesh eater.”
“Guess because I’m neither dead nor alive. Maybe something in between—a hybrid?”
The gunfire has ceased now and the sound of the remaining dead growling and feasting on the soldiers’ bodies fills the room. One of the two obstacles in our way has been taken care of. Now we just have whatever dead is left to contend with. But I have a thought that I didn’t think much of earlier. Not with facing another murder of twisted flesh and souls trying to kill me.
If Trenton is here, where is Alice?
The notion is quickly kicked aside as out of the corner of my eye, I see a small group of mutated dead glancing our way. Chests heaving and blood dripping from their elongated fingers, I can almost feel their ravenous appetite as they look us up and down.
The devil on my shoulder rears his ugly head once more and whispers faintly in my ear, plainly and without a hint of doubt or remorse.
Toss the chick to the hungry wolves over there and get the hell out. She’s pretty much told you where to go. You don’t need her anymore. She’ll just slow you down or worse, betray you and keep you from getting your answers and ultimately, getting back to Becky. You know I’m right.
I peer at Natasha, whose full attention is dead ahead and not paying me any mind. I could slip away right now and she probably wouldn’t even notice it. I don’t owe her anything and she volunteered for this.
I’m teetering on the fence when the sagging flesh before us shrills loud and advances forward, mouths open and hands reaching for us. Something inside me compels me forward and on a collision path with the dead. Trenton explodes out of my peripheral and lands in the meat grinder.
He wastes no time at relieving one of the dead of his head, ripping it clean from its body and knocking the headless corpse to the side. The others grab Trenton and focus on him, the mayhem of dead blending into a blur of rotted meat as blood flies.
“This is our chance to get the hell out of here,” Natasha says. She wastes little time running past me and back to the control center.
Trenton manages to tear into another one of the mutated dead as he grabs it by the throat with his teeth, ripping in the opposite direction and tearing its esophagus from its body.
“Mike, what the hell are you doing?” Natasha yells at me. “Let’s go!”
One of remaining dead grabs Trenton by his forehead from behind and yanks his head back, digging its teeth into his neck and not letting go. Coagulated blood runs out from under the infected’s mouth and down his chest. Trenton’s cold, black eye’s gaze upon mine as the weight of the dead flesh on his back throws him to the ground. It pays me no mind, for the moment, as it feasts upon Trenton’s rotted flesh. Guess they’re not picky either.
I hastily run over to Natasha, who has relieved the remaining guard of his pistol and checked the clip. She hands me the bloody knife and grins. Not sure why.
“I’ll need the pistol more than you will, dead man walking.”
I could just slit her throat and take both, but again, the extra set of eyes and possible diversion might come in handy. She’s given me no reason thus far not to kill her, but things could change.
A swooshing sound from above and behind us tingles my ears, sending my eyes up top and then behind me.
“Come on!”
Natasha bolts out of the guards’ workstation and heads back the opposite way towards the door that is now open next to the stairs. I quickly follow her and stay on her ass as the sound of gunfire blisters through the air, seeming to come from every direction. We dart inside the adjoining room, bullets whizzing past us. A few strays catch me in the upper back and bore through my body, exploding out of my lower torso. A trail of my thick, mutated blood reaches for the ass end of the bullets as they strike the concrete floor. It doesn’t slow me down, but rather knocks me off balance as the door seals shut behind us.
The pinging sound of the rounds striking the steel door continues and I can faintly pick up the chatter on the other side. I can’t fully make out what they’re saying, but can guess it’s concerning how they’re going to get in here.
Natasha trains her pistol at a control panel on the wall and chambers off a single round, shattering the display and sending sparks spewing out in every direction.
“That’ll buy us a little time, but not much,” Natasha says. “You’re hit. You ok?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
I peer down and rip open my already tattered shirt where the bullets tore through to find walnut sized holes. The flesh around the wounds is decaying and blackened, puss dribbling out and down my rippled stomach. I don’t bat an eye at the sight, but Natasha’s face becomes disgusted, and that look of concern still hovers in her eyes. I guess right now she needs me just as much as I need her. But I won’t be offering up that kind of sensitive information just yet. That will be in a worst case scenario, if then.
I gulp hard and clear my throat, the raspy sound horrid and deep. I cover my mouth and hack hard one time, a thick wad of blood coating my palm. I become light headed once more and everything in the room slows down. It’s as if someone has put my brain on slow motion times two.
“I’ll be honest with you, Mike, I don’t think you have too much longer before you turn fully. I can do you anytime or if I feel endangered by you wanting to tickle my funny bone with your teeth, I will put you down. Just remember that.”
“If and when it does get to that point, you do what you feel you need to do.”
Natasha nods slightly in agreement and holsters her pistol, walking off in the opposite direction while keeping an eye on me. I gather my shit the best I can and get myself upright. I take a deep breath and try to repress the inner demon fighting tooth and nail to be let loose. For now, I’ve got him contained, but he is at the door and ready to take over.
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UNSTABLE AT THE moment and my brain feeling like mush, I straighten and walk towards Natasha. She’s planted her butt in a chair, her fingers dancing across an illuminated digital keyboard. The monitor in front of her scrolls through all sorts of shit that I don’t understand.
I peer around the room, or should I say a lab of some kind. It looks similar to the one where I ended Deacon’s nightmare. Not that he remembered anything before it. Or did he? There are more vials and massive test tubes that take refuge in this seemingly untouched part of the base, facility, Frankenstein’s laboratory, whatever you want to call it.
“What . . . doing . . . there?” I ask with almost a drunken slur.
“I’m trying to see if I can gain access to the secured files. That’s where we’ll find all the goodies,” Natasha replies without missing a beat. “Again, I don’t know much about computer hacking, but I’ve picked up a few things here and there. Hopefully, it will work.”
Natasha continues to hack away at the network as I turn around and spot a tube directly behind us with something peculiar floating in some greenish tinted fluid. I stumble over like one of those walkers and place my hands on the thick glass, resting my spinning head against it and trying to keep my balance.
The thing inside is horribly deformed, looking more like a made up creature from some back lot of a Hollywood studio. Its head is rigid and has welts pushing out all over. Its body is tiny, legs and arms protruding out in the weirdest places. It has one big black eye that is open and looking at me. It’s not moving or showing any signs of life. I think it’s dead, if it was ever even alive at all.
“Damn it, I wish Hound was here. He would’ve had this cracked open in no time. Probably doesn’t help that I still don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”
I keep studying the creature. Out of my right peripheral vision, I catch something stirring. It’s subtle and not something I think wants to eat us as they really don’t give a crap about being subtle.
“Hey,” I whisper to Natasha who spins around in the chair and looks at me frustrated.
“What, and why the hell are you whispering?”
I point around the tube towards some steel storage cabinets that have one of the double doors partially open. The right door moves just enough to stir our interest.
Natasha bolts out of her chair and draws her pistol, training it at the cabinet. She points to me, then to the cabinet. I slowly stumble over to the cabinet and grab one of the doors, glancing over my shoulder to Natasha.
She nods.
I move to the left some and jerk the door open. The sound of a panicked male voice begging for his life and thrashing around inside the steel cabinet greets me. I can’t see who it is yet, but Natasha has her Glock still trained on him.
“Shut up and stop that damn whining!” Natasha yells. “Have you been bitten or scratched or anything like that?”
The man plops out of the cabinet and onto the floor, keeping his head down and on his knees. He’s dressed in that all too familiar white lab coat with a badge dangling from the right pocket. He raises both arms into the air. “Please don’t shoot. I’m unarmed.”
Natasha lowers her weapon some, a look brushing over her face that sends the gears churning and burning inside her head. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she knew this person.
“Dr. Lentz?”
Instantly, the man freezes and slowly looks up. His wild salt and pepper thin hair is partially matted to his scruffy face. “Natasha . . . is that . . . you?”
Natasha holsters her Glock and walks toward him, bending down and helping him off the floor. He’s much older and looks really haggard, wrinkles covering his shaking hands and his worn face. Massive bags take refuge under both his eyes, the skin a dark, deep blue.
“I thought you’d been killed or taken away.”
“Fortunately, I managed to slip away and hide before they got to me. Thanks to you of course,” Dr. Lentz replies.
“I’m glad to see you’re ok,” Natasha warmly says.
I clear my throat and lean against some metal cabinets. Natasha glances at me then quickly back to Dr. Lentz. This ought to be good.
“Doctor, there’s someone I’d like-”
Before Natasha can finish, Dr. Lentz turns around and sees me. Terror swarms his face, his bloodshot eyes open wide. The color that he just got back instantly drains away to a very pale white. Guess I startled him.
Dr. Lentz scrambles away in a panic, falling backwards to the floor. Natasha grabs him by the arm and reels him back in, trying to calm him down.
“Dr. Lentz, everything’s fine. He’s not going to hurt you. He’s not like the others.”
I keep still in hopes that the good doctor will relax and chill out some. I’ve got my arms folded across my chest and both hands tucked under my armpits, coughing occasionally. Well, actually hacking is more like it.
The doctor looks me over, scanning me from head to toe with a bewildered, yet curious, stare. The fright that resided in his face fades away and a more inquisitive expression brings the color back to him. Natasha helps him to his feet.
The doctor walks toward me slowly, still cautious and aware that I no longer look to be among the living. I can feel his eyes rolling over every spec of my disease ridden body. He mumbles something, while raising his hand to my face. “May I?”
“Knock yourself . . . out,” I say, hacking once more.
The doctor firmly grabs me by the chin and slips a pair of thick rimmed black glasses on, leaning in close and turning my head from side to side. He continues mumbling, smiling at some points as he releases my face. “Very remarkable indeed.”
“Yeah, I’ve been hearing that a lot here lately.”
“Do you hunger for living flesh?”
“I don’t,” I rasp, coughing heavy once more. “I tried to eat a Snickers bar, but that has been the extent of my food endeavors as of late.”
Dr. Lentz continues to look me over as I lean against this storage cabinet keeping me temporarily upright. The up and down cycle that has perpetuated my current condition is on the latter end. Getting better and back to my Becky is dissolving right in front of my blurring vision. I want to fight and break this cycle, but I’m not sure I can anymore. Although a small fraction of my mind still keeps Becky with me, the disease that has consumed me is winning. As much as it pains me, I need to let her go and accept my fate.
I am sorry my love. I have failed you.
The light headedness takes me over and I’m sent crashing to the ground hard. I see Dr. Lentz and Natasha reaching for me as my eyes roll into the back of my head, their voices fading away as if a distant dream. My heart, which was once full of vigor and a raging desire, has slowed to a deathly crawl. The cruel hand of death has wrapped itself around me as I plummet into the dark black abyss of nothing.
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MY EYES EXPLODE OPEN. I’m standing in the rain in a cemetery in the dead of night. It’s black all around me and the only light I see is from the bright yellow flashes of lightning that crackle and streak across the starless sky. I’m lost and don’t know why I’m here. It’s not a familiar place and I’m not making the connection. I look through the massive rain drops that pelt my face. There’s someone across the way, up on a cliff.
“HEY!” I yell, trying to dominate the storm raging through.
The person pays me no mind. I figure they can’t hear me, but I might be wrong. I trudge through the soggy ground, my shoes sinking in and soaking my feet. I’m chilled to the bone and wrap my coat tighter around me. It does little good.
The trees scattered around are bare, the thin, scrawny branches looking more like oversized bony arms and hands reaching out for me. I climb the small hill to the person and notice a grave. I hate to intrude, but I must.
“Excuse me, I hate to bother you, but-”
Lightning strikes once more and illuminates the tombstone for a brief second, showing who passed on to the other life. The fridge cold snatches my breath from my body and my mind forgets how to form words as I stand in disbelief at the name etched on the chiseled stone. It’s mine.
The shock of it all has me planted in place, unable to move and scream out what my mind is thinking. I peer down at the person kneeling at my grave, wondering who it can be. I start to reach for their shoulder, and they stand up.
It is Becky, crying her eyes out and wiping her nose with the red hankie she gave me when we first met. Her black mascara races down her pale cheeks. Her clothes are soaked through and clinging to her shaking frame. She’s weeping inconsolably.
“Beck-” I say. She turns away from my resting place, and walks right past me, heading toward the cliff.
“BECKY!” I yell her name as she pauses at the very edge. Finally, I’ve gotten through to her. Just turn around baby, I’m right here.
Becky peers over her left shoulder and looks at me. Her face blank and emotionless, the river of tears dried up and the redness of her eyes soaking in. She simply whispers, “I love you, Mike.”
Then, like a dagger to my heart, Becky leans forward and falls from my sight. I try to get to her before she’s gone, diving onto the wet grass and reaching for her. I look over the cliff, finding nothing more than the churning sea below. She’s gone.
“I think he’s coming to,” a voice sounds out, rattling around inside my skull.
I hear it, but pay it no mind. My torn heart is fading fast as I lay flat on the ground. I keep peering over the cliff, hoping to find my Becky in the water. Even if she is dead, I will gladly jump in just to hold her once more.
My body convulses slightly, a sharp shooting pain coursing throughout. I clinch my teeth and my eyes slam shut. The pain grinds inside of me for a few seconds, and then subsides. I awake to find Natasha and Dr. Lentz looking down at me.
“We thought you were gone and weren’t sure if or how you were coming back,” Natasha says.
“Well, that makes two of us,” I groggily reply.
Natasha glances at Dr. Lentz, who stares at me with that not so good news look. We’ve all seen it before and to be honest, I’m surprised it has taken this long. Besides, I doubt he’s going to tell me anything I haven’t already figured out or suspected.
“So, what is it, doc?” I ask flatly, skipping the bullshit and jumping right into it. My frazzled state feels to be leveling off, but that is all that is getting back to normal.
“There’s no antidote to the virus. It will continue to spread and meld with your system until it’s completely taken you over. I’d say you don’t have much longer.”
Wow. I guess I got what I asked for. A straight answer without any fluff or build up. Point blank, right between the black eyes. I’m not surprised though. I keep sinking further into this hell hole and there doesn’t seem to be a way out. I’m not sure if I’ll make it to Becky or not. Either way, I hope she’s happy.
“However, since there’s not a cure . . . yet, the only thing we can possibly do is inject a larger dose into you. It may kick start the catalyst enough to not only stabilize your condition, but might bond with your system on an unprecedented level. It’s a long shot, but the only one I see for you.”
“You said possibly? What’s the downside to doing this?”
“Well, it’s hard to say either way considering you’re the first person I’ve come across who has bonded with the virus as you have.”
“Give me an educated guess,” I reply.
“Bottom line, if it works, in theory you should stay the way you are now, but in much better shape. A complete body make over from head to toe. Mostly inside though. Your appearance will not get any better and may change, depending on the reaction. If it goes bad, the person you are right at this moment will be gone and the mutation will fully consume you, both inside and out.”
So either way I’m screwed. Figures. Doesn’t really matter which road I take, they’re both going to suck. All depends on what I’m willing to live with—or die from. Decisions, decisions.
“Well doc, since I’m not left with much in the way of reassuring options here, let’s fill ’er up. I’ve got nothing left to lose, right?”
I glance at Natasha whose face is blank and stern, emotionless to my decision. She doesn’t really know me anyways and considering the fact that I was going to kill her if she looked at me funny, I’m not surprised by her expression.
Natasha grabs my wrists and straps them down, then moves to my ankles, and restrains them as well. She jerks the thick, black restraints tight, my limbs left with no wiggle room of any kind. If it goes bad, at least they’ll be able to get out before I have a chance to break free.
I turn my head to the right, away from the light looming over me, and watch the good doctor retrieve a vial from a refrigeration unit. The cool air crawls out from the bottom and spreads, fanning out in all directions. He places the chilled vial into a machine that has dozens of metal tubes lined up tight like a carnival ride. He slips the vial into one of the tubes and hits a button. The machine comes to life and starts spinning fast, going round and round.
“If for any reason this goes south, kill me and do it quickly,” I say.
“Don’t worry, I was planning on that all along,” Natasha replies with a smirk.
The machine stops and Dr. Lentz removes the vial from its holder, placing it into an evil looking syringe that looks like it should be used on an elephant. He presses down on the top, sending the thick blue liquid squirting out. Guess it’s go time.
“Normally, this would be administered through a tube and you’d be sedated, but given where we are and the lack of proper supplies needed, I’m going to have to inject it directly into your neck. The pain will be great at first, but should subside rather quickly.”
“Can’t hurt any more than everything else that has been done to me.”
Dr. Lentz places his cold, rough hand on my head and moves it to the side, exposing my neck. Natasha stands at a distance from the table, her Glock tucked nicely in her hand with her finger over the kill switch.
The needle punctures my flesh and digs in, the liquid flooding my body. The pain is bearable and I don’t bat an eye as Dr. Lentz injects the full vial of the virus. I can feel it working through me, crawling and attacking everything within me.
The good doctor removes the syringe from my neck and takes a few steps back, both Natasha and himself looking on with curious stares. I close my eyes and try to focus on Becky as best I can, but the virus is too overwhelming. I know something inside of me is changing, but I’m not sure which way it’s going.
What the hell is that?
I peer down at my hands. Visions of something swimming up from my palms and through my arms fill my eyes. They widen some, as the “novel” sensation repeats all over my body. I’m not panicked and keep my cool, unsure if what I’m seeing is real or just a hallucination.
“Everything all right?” Natasha asks.
“Yep, just thought I saw something . . . weird. Well, I guess not any weirder than everything else.”
“One of the noted side effects can be hallucinations. So whatever you think you’re seeing may not be real.”
Man I hope so.
I lay my head back down and drift off. Dr. Lentz didn’t exactly say how long this process would take. It could be instant or it could take a while. I hate waiting, but I have no choice. It is what it is.
Lying there I hear Natasha and the doctor chatting about something, but I can’t make it out. It sounds all muffled and distorted. Probably because I’m not concentrating on them fully. Then, as if on cue, everything becomes silent. No talking, no low humming of machines running in the background, and the odd sensation that was worming through my body has stopped, almost like time has been frozen and the only thing still plugging along is my brain. I could be dreaming again, but I don’t think I am. Doesn’t feel like a dream.
I tilt my head up from the table, my eyes now full of clarity as everything seems to have a sharp, crisp focus about it. I’m still strapped to the table and don’t see Natasha or the doctor anywhere. The room looks to have been tossed; some of the cases filled with those weird creatures have been shattered and everything else is in disarray. But on a good note, I don’t feel like a mindless, flesh-craving lump of meat. I guess the process, or whatever that was, worked.
How long has it been though? Hours? Days? Weeks?
I pull at the leather straps on my wrists, exerting little energy as my left wrist breaks free. I grab my right wrist and tug, the strap giving just as easy. I remove the remaining two from my ankles and swing my legs over the side of the table. I push off and land on the floor, feeling rejuvenated and so much better. I take a moment to collect my thoughts and formulate a game plan. My brain is still a little scattered, but I feel much more focused now than I have been.
My hand brushes against my upper leg and strikes something in my pocket. I dig in and pull out some kind of storage device. I walk towards one of the computers still intact and pop the top, inserting the device. An image of Dr. Lentz appears with Natasha behind him. It’s a video.
“If you’re watching this, it means that the injection worked. I can’t say what will happen from here, as again, you’re the first person that has bonded with the virus in such a remarkable-”
The screen goes black, but the audio is still plugging along. I can hear Natasha and the doctor chattering as some loud banging echoes throughout. The video comes back.
“They’re nearly in Dr. Lentz. You need to hurry the hell up!” Natasha exclaims. Her back is to the doctor and I spot her pistol trained straight ahead.
“I have uploaded what files I could access that goes into more detail about what is going on around here and my notes on possible vaccines. If you make it out, you’ll have a powerful weapon against the corporation. Good luck.”
The video stops abruptly and the files the good doctor uploaded appear. There’s a lot, more than enough to sink this titanic into the dark black abyss. I remove the thumb drive and cram it back into my pocket. I sure as hell don’t want to lose the only leverage I’ve got.
Time to get while the getting is good.
I keep quiet and move towards the doors that are ajar on the opposite side of the room, taking care not to rush into anything. I spot multiple bullet holes that have Swiss cheesed the door. I glance back to the right where Natasha might have been standing. At least she got off some rounds before whatever went down here. I don’t see any blood on the floor either. Guess she missed. That sucks.
I push on the door and slowly swing it open, peering out into the hall. TGP soldiers are scattered about down the hall mixed in with the dead. I spy some weapons strewn about, something that will come in handy on my exit from this hell hole.
I step out into the hall. The door is off its hinge a little and squeaks as I push it open further. A hand grabs my shoulder tightly from behind and pulls me back. I throw my arm back hard without pause and slam my elbow right into its face. Bone crunches and cracks as it let’s go and falls to the ground. I twist around and peer down at it, blood pouring from its deformed and now broken nose. I kick it in the face hard one more time, its head slapping off the ground like a bouncing ball. I continue its well deserved beating, my boot planting in its face so many times that I lose count. I finally stop after its skull cracks like an egg and the gooey insides slip out. Oddly enough, it never occurred to me this could’ve been someone of the non-dead variety. Oh well, glad it wasn’t. One less meat-muncher I have to contend with.
A loud shrill grabs my attention and pulls me about face. I look down the hall and find two dead eyeballing me. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a pistol about midway up the hall, the thick black handle poking up some from the dead bodies that lay around the solider.
I take one step forward and the race is on, the dead sprinters gunning for my tasty flesh as they blaze down the hall. I run full out, dodging the bodies on the floor, jumping and sidestepping the rotting carcasses.
Shrilling loudly and honing in on me, they leap from the ground and lunge at me, razor sharp talon fingers leading the way. I fall to my knees and slide, leaning back as far as I can as they narrowly miss ripping out my throat. They hit hard behind me, knocking dead bodies into the wall.
I get back to my feet and toss one of the dead bodies out of my way, digging the pistol free from the dead soldier’s hip. I can hear the infecteds breathing, their nasty tongues slipping across their torn and decaying lips, savoring the meal that lies before them.
They barrel toward me. I cock the pistol and turn around. Cool as ice and steady as a surgeon deep inside someone’s chest, I chamber off two rounds.
Splat, splat. My lullaby.
The slugs tear through their meaty membranes, sending a pink mist of blood in the bullet’s wake. It feels good to be back in top form.
I do a bit more salvaging while all is silent, picking up extra rounds and pistols and other various weapons. I load myself down with what I can carry comfortably when I hear a loud static noise that perks my ears. It’s close but muffled some. I trace the sound to one of the many dead soldiers and remove it from his waist. A familiar voice breaks in over the static. A little choppy, but enough for it to get my blood boiling.
“Unit three report. What’s your status? Has the subject been recovered?”
The two-way goes silent for a moment, my mind thinking of all the wonderful and colorful things I would so like to say right now. I gently rub the transmit button, the multitude of thoughts flooding my brain on the verge of spilling over the air waves. I wrestle with the do I or don’t I decision. The two-way goes off again.
“Find the subject now! We’ve managed to pick up some loose ends and I want him found. Kill whatever dead you encounter, but bring him to me!”
The two-way goes all static and something that Slade said keeps repeating over and over inside my head. “We’ve managed to pick up some loose ends.”
What does that mean? What loose ends did he pick up? That is when it hits me, or so I think. At this point I’m assuming, which is never a good scenario no matter what the situation is. But in this instance, I think it’s safe to keep with my assumption. That they somehow captured Natasha.
I hear a low groan nearby. It’s not like the dead, but more like someone who’s injured and writhing in pain. I clip the radio to my hip and track down the faint noise, tossing more dead bodies out of my way. I come across a soldier who has a chunk of his left leg chewed off. He’s in bad shape and I’m not sure when he’s going to turn. Better get to the questioning.
I grab him by the scruff of his armored suit, easily lifting his body from the ground and bringing his pain-filled face in front of mine.
“I’m going to do you a solid and put you down before you turn into one of those things. But, before I do, you’re going to answer a couple of questions.”
He squints and tosses his head from side to side, moans escaping through his clinched teeth while his hands grasp at the missing piece of meat that was part of his leg. I can’t tell if he understood me or if he even heard me for that matter.
I slap him in the face once, just to get his attention. My palm reddens and bruises his cheek, his head thrown to the side.
“Hey, open your eyes and look at me so that I know you’re listening.”
He complies and opens his eyes further. Terror instantly fills his face and panic washes over him like a waterfall. He mumbles some shit I can’t understand. I hear a shrill in the distance mixed with the clambering sound of something heading this way.
“Where’s Slade?” I ask flatly. The soldier doesn’t reply, but keeps mumbling. I grab his rawhide of a leg, digging my fingers into the exposed meaty part. He screams out in pain.
“WHERE’S SLADE?” I hold tight for a few seconds, seeing if he’s going to play ball or not. My fingers are locked in good, the squishy meat mingling between my digits.
He opens his mouth as if to speak, blood ejecting from his red lips as he coughs hard. I’m on the verge of saying screw it and killing him. Or perhaps I’ll leave him for some hungry guest. I wonder if they like leftovers.
“He’s . . . bel . . . us,” the soldier faintly says. I release his leg and hold firm to his armor. His eyes roll into the back of his head and his body goes limp. He’s gone.
I wipe my blood soaked hand on his suit and get to my feet, the noise of hungry mouths waiting to be fed rushing this way. I grab the earpiece from the dead soldier’s body and place it on my right ear, plugging it into the two-way before turning it back on. I set it to scan all channels, hoping to get a play-by-play of where the soldiers and dead are.
I check my newly acquired Glock’s ammo situation, finding a full clip of shiny brass bullets that are begging to inflict some pain. I slap the clip back in and cock the Glock, training it at the soldier’s head and firing. I did him a favor.
I slip the pistol in the front of my pants and off to the side, face cold and blank. My goal hasn’t changed, just my hatred for Slade is urging me to get a move on. Standing there and devising my game plan, only one thought keeps beating me senseless.
I’m coming for you, Slade!
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I MANAGE to work my way closer to the central hub that’s controlling this mess. I dodge most of the soldiers, but run into small pockets of wandering dead that I have to dispense of. Their thick, lumpy blood covers my face and clothes as if I bathed in their bodies. Some let me be and just pass while others try their luck. Not sure why some ignore me and treat me as one of the dead while others come after me like I’m alive. I mean, am I alive?
The hammer I have clutched in my hand drips blood, meat hanging from its red-tinted claw end. I came across it in a storage room that was ajar. I don’t think using the pistol the closer I get to the central hub would be a good idea. Might sound some alarms.
I dispatch two more dead with head shots, cratering in their skulls with ease. They crumble to the floor. Looks like some lab nerds who got the raw end of the stick.
I step over one of the dead nerds and hug the wall, the bloody hammer hanging loose yet ready in my hand. The chattering over the two-way quiets, but I can hear some voices up ahead and around the corner. I approach with caution and stop at the edge, slowly peering around.
Dead. Lots of dead bodies fill this semi-narrow corridor. Two sentries stand guard with automatic weapons while gabbing, chuckling, and laughing as their eyes cut my way every so often. Doesn’t seem like their too focused. Perfect.
I grab one of the many dead bodies riddled with bullet holes and jerk it off the ground. I hold it upright and slowly move its back to the edge of the corner, hopefully catching the sentry’s attention.
Instantly, their banter session ceases and they become silent. Their weapons cock and the soles of boots squeaking against the floor come closer to me. Hook, line, and sinker.
I prop up the bait against the wall and make haste, disappearing from sight. I don’t go far. I’m still within ear’s reach of the two sentries making for the dead.
Three shots ring out in succession—two to the dead man’s back and one more in the head. The bullet explodes out the front of its head. It falls forward and lands on a pile of dispatched bodies as the sentries cautiously come around the corner. Covered from head to toe in battle ready gear, they stop and train their weapons on the ground.
One of the soldiers pokes and prods the dead body, while the other stands back a few paces. He scans from side to side as his weapon follows along. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but I guess he’s making sure it’s really dead.
Buried under some bodies, I quietly push them off and get to my feet. I sneak up behind the sentry covering his partner, and grab his head gear, flicking my wrist. His head bobbles loosely as his body goes limp, sinking to the ground. I quickly grab him by his upper body and hold tight, snatching his weapon and training it at his partner’s back. The soldier in front of me spins around and trains his weapon in our direction, my surly face reflecting back from his black shielded face as I open fire. The rounds strike his armor and penetrate, riddling him with holes as he falls to the ground.
I let go of my human shield and allow him to crumble to the ground and lay among the numerous dead bodies. I give a quick look around for any curious individuals, dead or alive. The coast is still clear. Guess everyone’s used to random gunfire now.
Peering at the soldier at my feet, I look him over from head to toe, taking in his size and approximately how much he weighs. An idea conjures in my mind, crazy and yet much more realistic than my original plan. I can pull this off, I think.
I get to one knee and strip the dead soldier of everything, making sure to take note of where all weapons and other various objects go. I pick the body clean in no time and get dressed, sliding all the body armor on. I leave the dead soldier mostly naked, his blue and white stripped boxers shielding his defeated manhood. I do a double check of everything and look over to the other fallen soldier. Everything seems to be in place. Just hope that everyone else buys it.
I grab the soldier I borrowed the clothes from and hoist him off the ground, looking around for a room I can stuff the body in. I notice a door up the way some to my right and on the left. I step over the cluttered dead flesh and make my way there, finding the door is locked. With a little finesse and a “can do” attitude, I jerk firmly one time and dislodge it.
It’s a tiny storage room that is no bigger than a walk in closet. I toss the body in and grab the other. I would hate to not have them keep each other company.
I shut the door and head back towards the entrance, grabbing up the soldier’s weapon and making for the single door. I figure if I keep the convo’s to a bare minimum and do no bullshitting, I should be fine.
Weapon in hand and my objective clearly lodged in my mind, I look over the barren walls for some sort of control panel or anything that might open it up. Nothing on the sides and the top is clear as well except for a thumb nail sized round disk.
Ding! An elevator? Going . . . down.
The doors separate, revealing a crisp white metal interior that has lights illuminating its inside. I lower my weapon to my side and step in, turning about face as the doors move back out and seal me in. It’s not very spacious, looking to only fit a few soldiers at a time.
Silent and smooth, the lift releases and sends me downward. It’s only a short ride however before it stops and opens once more. I expect to see numerous guards patrolling and people roaming about. My game face is poised and ready—if they can even see it. But there’s no one within sight.
Odd. Guess this could be some kind of maintenance elevator or just a chute that is used instead of the main entrance. There could be more of these down here.
I cautiously step out and look both ways, the scenery much more vivid and lively than where I first awoke. No dark halls or the look of death’s handy work spilled all over the floors and walls. The evil and utter horror that is lurking above has managed to be held back from here. I might need to help things along and change that.
Static from the earpiece breaks the thoughts running inside my head.
“All units, sector five is showing heightened activity and there seems to be a malfunction in the door’s security locking mechanism. Teams three and four, converge on the site and provide cover for the maintenance crew already on scene.”
“Copy that. On our way now!”
The transmission ceases and the static dies off. I take my chances and go left, still unsure where I’m going. I try to play the part as best I can, keeping my movement fluid and clean cut, the barrel of the gun draped across my chest as I grip the butt. I keep an open ear for any indication of where Slade might be.
I come to a T in the road and keep moving, going right this time and finding a few lab coats roaming the halls. I don’t see any soldiers about and the lab coats are peering down at papers and chatting amongst themselves, not paying any attention to me.
I continue down the hall and keep my head forward, peering from side to side behind the dark visor that shields my face. The small group of white coats that were chatting breaks apart and goes their separate ways, leaving just one with his nose buried deep in his work. This is one instance he should’ve been a little flaky.
Stepping carefully, and trying to conceal my presence, I slip in behind him and gaze around for any inbound bodies. All clear, but not sure for how long. I need to move fast.
Shouldering the automatic weapon, I remove the more personal Glock from its holster and nudge it in his back.
“What the hell!” Startled to say the least, the lab coat drops his papers and tries to turn around, but I stop him, shoving the barrel into his kidneys harder.
“Keep your head straight and mouth shut. You call for help or so much as twitch, I’ll place a bullet through that kidney of yours.”
I can feel him shaking through the tremors working their way up the gun. Good. Glad he’s taking me seriously.
“I need to find some sort of control room or something showing a layout of this place. You show me where it’s at, and I just might let you live.”
“I don’t know where anything like that is. I’m just a lab assistant—a nobody. I don’t know anything.”
Quivering coward. I might kill him just because of how spineless he is.
I remove my helmet, leaning in close and whispering into his ear, my hot, foul breath crawling all over his neck. “How ’bout I don’t shoot you and just eat you here on the spot.”
The smell of fear looms in the air and permeates from his nether regions as his head shakily twists back and he glances at me. Pure terror smears his face, a whimpering noise emitting from his lips as he gazes upon my now hideous face.
“Okay, all right, just please don’t hurt me.”
“Smart move, egg head.” I slip my helmet back on. “Pull yourself together and start walking. You make a move that hints to alerting someone, I’ll take my time in devouring every little inch of this pudgy body of yours.”
The lab coat nods his head in agreement, pulling himself together as best he can. I lower my weapon and holster it, figuring by now he isn’t stupid enough to try anything. I give a quick look around for anyone coming. Still no one in sight. I guess the murder of dead beating at their doors is keeping them busy and occupied.
Picking up his mess of papers from the floor, the lab assistant gets on the move. I keep pace with him as we head further in, turning corner after corner and passing by numerous personnel that pay us no mind. So far, so good.
He rounds one more corner and stops in front of a door with no visible handle. I give a quick look down both hallways and find the coast is clear for the moment. He stands firmly in place and looks straight ahead. The door clicks and pops open. I get a brief glimpse of a soldier standing at the entrance.
“What is it? You’re not cleared for access in this sec-”
I grab the lab coat by the scruff of his collar and throw him into the soldier, knocking both men flat to the ground. The Glock sweeps about as I dart inside, quickly scanning over the room for a head count. I count two on the floor and two more coats sitting at a control panel that is littered with monitors. Jack pot.
“Shut this door now!”
The coat on the left turns and flips a switch, the door automatically sealing us in. I move into the room a little more, which has rows and rows of computer servers and various hardware off to my right.
“Get up!” I say flatly, kicking the two men on the ground.
The other coat makes for a weapon under the console and I put him down quick, one shot right in the side of the head. Blood splatters the monitors behind him and tags his colleague as well.
“I would not advise anyone else doing that unless you want to end up like him.”
Off the floor and over by the console now, the remaining men hold tight as I walk forward, looking at the screens. There’s much going on and I’m not sure where a lot of these feeds are streaming from. A few seem familiar, but most look foreign.
“Tell me where these-”
Something hard and blunt strikes me in the back of the head and knocks me hard to the floor. Lights out.
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CLICKETY CLANG! Clickety clang! What the hell happened?
My mind is a bit foggy and what sounds like chains clanging together echoes inside my head. My eyes wander around, finding mostly darkness and a lone light overhead. That seems to be the least of my problems.
Wham! A fist slams into the right side of my face; my head cocks swiftly to the left and my jaw feels as if it’s dislodged from its hinge. Two more shots hit my stomach and one more right across the bridge of my nose. It breaks upon impact as my head snaps back, the thick, mutated blood oozing out and down my lip. I hope it hurt his hand.
“Oh, stay with me, Mike. We’ve just gotten started.”
That voice, that familiar tone that brings my head back down and out of the clouds. My vision is shaky and my eyes feel like they’ve been rattling around loose inside my skull. I blink a couple of times and clear out some of the fog. That’s when I see him. Slade.
He nods at the bruiser dishing out the punishment. I don’t keep my eyes fixed on Slade. Another right cross hits me hard, the oversized brute’s hammer of a fist slamming into my cheek. My head snaps to the opposite side, blood slinging from my mouth and nose. Two more deep and concentrated jabs to my stomach and an uppercut weaken my legs, sending my head dangling forward.
“Shit,” the bruiser exclaims, shaking his right hand as his left rubs the bloodied, swollen knuckles.
“Damn Mike, you sure can take a beating,” Slade exclaims with a joyful glee.
Let me loose and I’ll show you a beating.
Slade walks up to me and grabs my hair, yanking my head back hard. He just stares. Not sure what he’s thinking, but I can only guess it involves my insides becoming more outwardly.
“Truly remarkable,” Slade mutters. His breath smell’s just as bad as the dead. Makes me wish I had a tic tac or something.
He releases my hair and my head falls forward once more. The swelling from the blows is starting to set in. My face is puffing up and my blood continues to flow like a river out of me.
“I must say, you’ve been a pain in my ass for some time now, Mike. Killing my men and throwing a kink in my plans just isn’t Kosher, my friend,” Slade snidely remarks, disappearing in and out of the darkness. “The people that employ me want results and we just can’t have some freak interfering with that.”
“Happy to disappoint you then,” I reply, spitting a thick wad of blood in his direction. “Please let me know how else I can make your life hell.”
Slade pauses, and comes back fully into the light, smirking. He chuckles as he looks around at some of the soldiers and other unsavory men standing on the sidelines.
“I love this guy. Even after he’s beaten and broken, he stills has a sense of humor.”
Laugh it up for now, ’cause soon my cold, dead hands will squeeze the life out of you.
I pull myself up slowly, arms tired and taut, all my weight bearing down on me like an anchor has worn them out. I get to my feet, face swollen and my right eye partially closed, but I keep my left focused on Slade. No matter what he does to me, I will not show weakness or submit. He’ll have to kill me before that ever happens.
“You’ve got spirit, I’ll give you that,” Slade says with a devilish smirk. “About as much as the good doctor, Natasha, and that nice little dirty blonde number. Hmmm. Makes me wonder how dirty she really is?”
“If you think I give two craps about any of those people, then you’re more delusional than I thought,” I reply, spitting out another wad of chunky blood that streams across Slade’s black boots.
Slade nods to the soldiers on either side of him, both men stepping back and disappearing into the blackness. The bruiser who has been using me as his human punching bag is dismissed as well, walking off and wiping the blood that is smeared all over his hands on a white rag.
Finally, some alone time!
I stiffen my arms and pull down on the chains holding me in place. I caught a glimpse of what was dangling from the ceiling as I was being whaled on; a black pulley that has some wear and tear around it. I patiently wait for Slade to step in closer, hoping he’s feeling the power swell inside of him—like he has me dead to rights. The sound of a solid metal door squeaking perks my ears and curiosity. More punishment? Better hold off. Don’t want to jump the gun and ruin the surprise.
More chains rattle in the blackness and that ever so familiar shrill and growling fills the silence. It does little to distract me, my thoughts and focus still pointing at Slade.
“Bringing in some guests thinking it’s going to scare me or something?”
“Oh no, not at all. I don’t doubt that you’re not anxious about the infected anymore,” Slade replies as two hideous and grotesque undead are led into the light by a couple of soldiers.
They are shackled at the neck with chains trailing behind them. The soldiers pause and yank back hard, halting the snarling, ravenous dead. Attaching the chains to thick metal horseshoe type bars on the floor, the soldiers step off to the side.
Moaning, and reaching for anything that closely resembles food, the dead lunge forward, the shackles digging into their rotted flesh and snapping them back. Slade shoots a glance at one that is mere inches from raking its long, discolored nails down his arm, appearing perfectly comfortable with the undead so close. Interesting.
I contemplate just going for it and making my move in spite of the dead and added soldiers, figuring I’ll catch some lead from at least one of the soldiers before I dispose of Slade. As much as I want to snatch the life from his body though, I’ve got to think smart. Play this right, don’t go off halfcocked and get myself killed. I’m so close and have come too far to fail now. Damn it!
The dead wildly searching for anything and lunging forward have me thinking of what Slade is planning. Whatever it is, it’s more than likely not good. For me anyways.
I keep my arms taut and my fight status peaked, every mutated muscle pulsating with the urge to maim and kill. My eyes cut from the dead to Slade and then to the soldiers. My ears perk up, listening for any added bonus surprises that they might try to spring on me. Stay sharp. Don’t lose focus.
“I want you to know, Mike, that I’m going to make this as painful as possible. I’m not sure if you can feel pain now, given your current condition, but I guess we’re going to find out,” Slade says with a serious look.
Guess he’s done playing around.
“I thought you wanted to cut me up into tiny pieces and study me?”
“I’ll get whatever scraps they leave after they’ve had their fill.”
And just like that Slade gives me one last look, our eyes locking onto one another’s. The connection is so strong it’s almost as if I can feel what he’s feeling and thinking. Hell, really you can look at him and know exactly how much he despises me. Not much of a mystery there.
Slade turns around and walks past the dead, their ravaged fingers grabbing his shirt as he disappears into the blackness. The soldiers follow right on his six, leaving me alone with the gruesome twosome.
With no one left to tempt the dead, they both bring their attention back to me. Snarling and growling, mixed in with some shrills as spit and blood ooze out between their rotted, jagged teeth they fight the restraints clinging to their necks once more. I glance at the black rusted pulley overhead and pull down, finding that it’s in much better shape than I thought. I flex my muscles and yank down hard, allowing all my body weight to press the rusted metal. Nothing. Shit.
Click . . . Click . . .
Two clicking sounds echo in the room and send my head searching as I continue to press the pulley. The metal horseshoe restraints that are holding my hungry guests at bay release, and rotate back into the floor. Great.
The undead waste little time and come for the pig on the silver platter. Mouths ajar, their endless appetites drive them towards me like a freight train out of control. I lift my body into the air and throw my legs forward, nailing both square in the face. Their bones crack and crunch under my thick-soled boots, their mutated blood squirting out the sides. They stumble backwards and fall flat on their backs, blood splattering across the dirty floor.
Keeping my body taut, the muscles in my arms rippling as I pull my body up higher on the chain, I pause and yank down hard. The chain straightens out and the rusted pulley overhead gives way with little resistance, snapping and sending me to the floor.
The dead pick themselves up and train their thoughtless stares towards me. I probably managed to piss them off more than anything. Oh well.
Staring me down and spreading out, they come for me once more. I pick up the loose chain that has the pulley still attached and sling it to the right. It slams into the one’s deformed and battered head. Upon impact the head cracks, and the infected falls to the side lifeless. Chunks of brain matter fill the air and cake the rusted metal’s exterior.
I jerk the chain back towards me, the pulley scraping along the floor as the other infected grabs me from behind. Growling and its hot breath crawling down my neck, it digs its ridged teeth into my shoulder and clamps down. It’s strong, holding me in place with its meat challenged arms that have spots where its forearm is showing through the thinly laced flesh. It’s determined and doesn’t let up, pulling and jerking my meaty body.
I lean forward, ripping my shoulder from its mouth and giving me some wiggle room. Blood streams down my shoulder and onto my chest, soaking my shirt through. On top of its incessant shrilling and growling, I hear two separate metal doors open. Great! Now what?
Another mutated undead rushes in, chomping its mouth and sprinting with a heavy foot towards us. The other sound is that of gears jostling about, weapons clanging together. I count only one possible soldier. Now it’s a party.
The monkey on my back goes for seconds, pulling me towards him as the other emerges from the shadows. Blood pours from its lipless mouth, splattering the floor around its mutated feet. I catch a quick glimpse of the lone soldier standing off to the side, silently waiting with his gun trained at us. I’m getting used to being stuck between this rock and hard place.
I ram my head back hard and crown the pulse-less body, striking it again where it’s nose used to be. It releases me, stumbling backwards like a drunken fool and giving me some personal space. I grab it by its deformed arm and hurl it towards the soldier, gunfire instantly brightening up the darkness as the other dead infected sprints toward me. Not very tactical and more mindless then thoughtful, it reaches for me.
With a jerk of the chain still attached to me, I step to the side and slip it around its decaying neck. I pull back sternly, tightening the steel and killing its forward motion. It growls and shrills, arms swinging wildly. I shove my knee in the mid part of its back and jerk the chain down. Its head tears free from its body and rolls across the floor. Blood pumps from its stump and sprays me in the face. Dead once more.
I kick the dead body to the side, just for grins, and give my attention to the various sounds coming from the darkness. Looks like the soldier didn’t fare well. His body is laid out like an open buffet as the undead rip chunks of flesh from the body. Multiple exit wounds litter the infected’s back, and part of its face is missing, exposing a portion of its cracked cheek bone.
It pauses and tilts its head to the side, staring at me. It bears its teeth and gives a low shrill, springing from its stooped position and lunging forward. Instinctively, I grasp its head and flick my wrist, snapping its neck. It crumbles to the floor, nothing more than a rotting corpse.
I kneel in front of the now mutilated soldier, the stench of fresh and overly rotted meat penetrating my nose. But it does nothing to tempt me. I’m not the least bit curious as to what it would taste like. Fighting back the urge is easy when it’s not there. Part of me, regardless of how much, is still human and I plan on remaining that way.
Keys. I need to find some keys and get out of these cuffs.
Scavenging the dead soldier, I rummage through his utility belt and pockets that are lined up and down his pants. I finally find a set of keys buried deep in his back pocket. I push his body to the side and fish them out. Not too many, just a handful. I go through them quickly, coming up short on the first three, but strike gold on the fourth. Removing the restraints and rubbing my wrists, I get to work stripping the body.
He’s loaded with an array of goodies that will definitely come in handy. Flash bang grenades, a few frag grenades, a couple pistols, and of course his machine gun which is still clutched tightly in his hand.
I remove the blood soaked belt from his waist and slip it on. Perfect fit. I gather up what extra ammo he has tucked in his pockets and grab his machine gun. He’s got a death grip on it, his fingers still wrapped around the butt and one lone finger resting on the trigger. Time to let go, amigo. I don’t think you have any more use for it.
Grabbing his stiff fingers and prying them away from the metal, I take the gun and eject the clip. It’s partially used of course, but still in good shape. No need to replace with a fresh mag yet. Pistols look good too, fully loaded.
Still kneeling next to the soldier’s body, I notice something illuminated on his left forearm. It is face down, the blue glow from its screen lighting up the pool of blood in some weird color. I lift his arm and remove the device, wiping away the blood that has been smeared across the screen. It takes me a minute to decipher what it is, the screen changing every couple of seconds and showing different images and readouts in real time. Looks to be some sort of digital GPS unit for this facility.
I attach it to my forearm and play around with it, getting the hang of its controls and layout rather quickly. I widen the scope and get a bird’s eye view of where I’m at. The murder of dead piling up at the multiple entrances is mounting, the blood red color growing before my eyes.
With some swift finger work, I locate the holding cells and get a beat on Slade. He’s not too far from here, but looks like he’s pretty well guarded. The swarm of guards flows all over, making me wonder how I’m going to get close enough to Slade and the cells.
There aren’t too many options staring me in the face, but the murder of dead gives me an idea. It’s a long shot and probably one I’ll regret, but my dead brethren are about to serve a purpose.
I trace out a route on the screen to the main electrical room for the facility, finding it to be much closer and just a short way up the hall from where I’m at. There doesn’t seem to be very many guards patrolling that way at the moment. Time to get moving.
Taking the fallen soldier’s radio and earpiece, I get on the move. Activity seems to be the same as it was before. Most of the soldiers are being routed to the various entrances to contain the murder of dead, leaving just a small portion to protect Slade and patrol the halls. Perfect.
I’m almost done, my love. I can see the horizon.
The thick metal door creaks and squeaks as I open it. I slowly let the barrel of the machine gun pop its head out first.
Silence.
I glance back over my shoulder, looking over the dead bodies spread across the floor. That could’ve been me. They’ve tried and failed yet again.
The door squeaks more as I push it open just enough for me to narrowly slip out into the hall. I get moving, my eyes ever vigilant and my ears tracking the slightest noise as I hug the wall. My weapon stays at the ready in case things get ugly. As I near the T in the road, I glance down at my wrist and see a single blob stationary the way I’m going. I peer around the corner, spotting the lone soldier pacing back and forth. He’s not too far from me and he’s walking the opposite way, his back to me.
I sling the machine gun over my right shoulder and slip around the corner, hurrying towards him and wondering when he’s going to turn around. I close the gap fast and reach for his helmet with my hands, gripping it tightly and flicking my wrist. He crumbles, and I catch him mid-fall. I give a quick glance about, checking for any more company. Clear. The main generator room for the complex is just ahead. Damn, this guy is heavy.
Heaving dead weight, I drag the soldier the rest of the way and make the door. The squeaking of my shoes on the floor sounds like an f-ing marching band. Hope it’s just me.
Grabbing the doorknob, I twist and push forward, opening the solid door, and slip inside. I drag the dead soldier in and shove him into a corner. The silent humming of the generators fills my ears as I peer around. I’m on top of a steel grate catwalk that leads to the left and runs down along the wall. I check the layout on my wrist, but getting nothing except static and snow. Guess I’ll just need to be extra careful.
Shouldering my weapon, I make my way across the grate to the stairs, my eyes locked below for any activity. I’m not so much concerned with the dead being down here, but more so with any soldiers or engineers roaming about. So far, I don’t see or hear anything except for the generators, but it looks like it expands back further than what I can see.
My boots hit the landing and I slowly start descending, keeping close to the wall, my weapon trained ahead. It’s so quiet, the sound of my boots catching onto the rigid metal grates and my other various arsenals shifting seem like thunder.
I make the bottom rung and step to the floor, pausing as I scan left and right. Nothing. Just steam being vented by some of the generators. It’s dark and dank. My eyes adjust to the blackness, the green hue taking hold and bringing everything into a much clearer picture.
I need to locate the main shut off switch, wherever the hell that is. I really don’t have time to search all over. They’ll soon discover the mess I left and then the cat will be out of the bag. Perhaps next time I should be a bit more tactful and not kill everyone right off the bat. Just a thought.
I begin to move further in when gunfire erupts from behind me, shells buzzing past me and narrowly grazing my scalp. I catch a round in the upper left shoulder, the bullet tearing its way out the other side. I twist around and return fire while backing up, the bright yellow flashes of my muzzle spitting out death dealers as the hail storm of gunfire continues its onslaught.
Whatever happened to “Freeze” or “Drop your weapon”?
Getting low and darting in between some of the generators, I hold up for a few, allowing the soldiers to expend their ammunition. The rounds ping off the metal tubes. Blood trickles from my shoulder and down my arm, clopping to the floor.
I return fire, calculated and more precise this time, and manage to take out two of the soldiers. Throat and head shots are always kill shots. I count three soldiers left that I can see.
The remaining band of brothers split up and take different tactical positions around me, trying to box me in. “Sir, we’ve got a situation in the generator room,” one of the soldiers says over the radio, gunfire echoing in the background.
“You idiots, be careful down there and watch what you’re shooting at. You knock out too many of those generators and the infected on the other side of those doors will get through.”
“Yes, sir. We’ve got him boxed in and should have him shortly.”
The line goes silent once more as the gunfire let’s up. I hear them chattering to one another, low and hard for me to make out. They’re more than likely scheming and trying to figure out how they’re going to come in here and get me. Good luck with that.
“We’ve got you surrounded and there’s no place for you to go. Throw out your weapons, come out with your hands up and you’ll not be harmed,” one of the soldiers orders, his voice deep and stern.
Yeah. Not be harmed, huh? I might be deadish, but I’m no fool.
I hold tight and keep my position, not offering a single response. Not a “go to hell” or “come and get me.” I pick up a faint noise to my left coming towards me slowly. It’s pitch black where I’m at, which is good for me as it’s adding some cover. It has to be one of the soldiers trying to flank me.
Lying in wait, I conceal myself between some of the equipment as he approaches, cautiously stepping with one foot in front of the other as his pistol trains all over. He walks past me, no clue to my whereabouts. I step out and grab him from behind, removing the knife on his hip and jamming it hard into his lower back with one fluid motion. His body goes limp and I gently lay him down, trying not to arouse any suspicion.
Time to turn things up a notch.
“What’s your status? Did you get him?” one of the soldiers quietly says over the radio.
Static . . .
“Damn it. Take the far end and flush him out towards me. I’ll be waiting,” the soldier orders his last and only backup.
These fools still have no clue that I can hear everything they’re saying.
I ready a flash bang grenade as the soldier slips out from behind his cover and advances. I pull the clip and toss it, the clanging sound of the metal rattling on the ground stopping the soldiers cold.
Boom!
The sound is loud and disorienting, the light so immense it even rattles me. The soldiers stumble about. I dart out of my hiding space and take out one of the soldiers with a single round to the head, dropping him instantly.
The other soldier opens fire, wildly spraying anything and everything as he stumbles into some equipment. Bullets scream past me as I run for cover, sirens and red flashing lights illuminating everything in a blood red color.
Pockets of steam vent from the numerous bullet holes, hissing loudly, and the massive cylinders convulse violently. Time to get while the getting is good.
Up and on the run, I dart for the stairs and hit the bottom rung.
Zing!
A single round whizzes past my head and impacts the concrete wall right in front of me. I cock my head to the side and find the lone soldier advancing, his weapon trained at my head.
“That was a warning shot. Now put down your damn weapon and place your hands behind your head. You’re coming with me.”
He’s more concerned with bringing me in and not the fact that this place is in a total melt down.
“DO IT NOW!”
Rivets on both ends of the cylinders shoot out in every direction, the metal bowing out from the pent up pressure. I catch a glimpse of one of the gauges twisting freely around like a carnival ride, shaking uncontrollably.
Weapon still clutched in my hand, the soldier readies to fire. Behind him a cylinder explodes, hurling his body across the room and into the wall. The blast knocks me flat, my eyes bouncing around in my skull.
I pick myself up off the flight of stairs and get moving, the chain reaction jumping from one cylinder to another. Explosion after explosion make the stairs rattle with intensity and the ceiling crumbles as fire erupts and engulfs the area. Chunks of metal and rock blow past me, indenting the walls and striking my body.
There’s the door. My feet touch down on the catwalk and I run for it. A solid piece of the ceiling jars loose and falls, striking the catwalk behind me and ripping the steel support clean from the wall.
I crest the doorway just as the catwalk falls into the fiery inferno below, and another blast propels me out of the room. I slam into the wall across the corridor, cratering the concrete as the pressure blows out the walls. Chunks of rebar and concrete land around me as the deafening noise and the heat from the fire reach into the hall.
Rattled and disoriented, I pick myself up, dust and bits of concrete falling from my back. I get to my feet and look ahead, the lights now gone and a few backup red lights flashing on and off. A bit more theatrical than what I wanted, but it’ll do.
Damn it! My radio’s toast. The receiver’s cracked and its guts are hanging out. I rip the ear piece from my ear and toss the scrap heap to the side.
Blood races down both sides of my face and a jagged piece of rebar has skewered my left thigh. I grip the rigid tip and pull the metal out, scraps of skin clinging to the end. Let the bloodletting begin.
Smoke billows from the generator room and fills the corridor, creating a thick, throat-clogging haze that moves further into the complex. The device attached to my wrist is now nothing more than a useless paper weight, sparks spitting from the sides and the screen severely cracked. As I unlatch it from my arm, I hear gunfire and loud shrills in the distance. I can only imagine how hungry and famished the infected are, spilling into this all you can eat meat heaven.
A handful of dead emerge from around the corner ahead and spot me. They pause for only a moment before heading my way. Deformed mouths open wide and mangled arms stretch out. I remove my pistol and fire at will.
Splat . . . Splat! I instantly drop two with head shots, the bullets cratering in their skulls and blowing out the back of their heads as they skid across the floor face down.
I holster my pistol and swing the rebar that is still clutched in my right hand, smashing into the side of a mutated woman’s head whose face has been partially burnt off. The sheared end latches onto remnants of her skin and peels it off, her neck snapping as her head cocks to the side.
I pivot back around and swing the meat covered weapon up, sending the jagged end through the other one’s mouth. The tip pops free from its skull, its lone eye rolling into the back of its head and its chomping mouth becoming still.
It falls to the floor, more screams and gunfire melding with the bone curdling shrills that emit from everywhere. I’ve got my work cut out for me.
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THAT SICKENING feeling hits me like a Mack truck on steroids, and my body loses balance and falls against the wall. I can hardly catch my breath and my head is spinning, my vision a little dense and blurry. The recent injuries to my shoulder and thigh are bleeding pretty bad, not showing signs of healing. My body has taken a beating and looks as though it is unable to recoup.
The ground looks inviting. I could just sit down and take a moment to recover. But who am I kidding. If I go down, I’m fearful I’ll go down for the count. 1-2-3, YOU’RE OUT! TKO!
Enough of this standing around like I have nothing better to do. Suck it up and get your ass in gear. You can bitch and die later. Right now, you have work to do.
Placing my grimy hands against the scorched, cracked concrete wall, I push off and get back up. My injured leg buckles some, but it hangs on. The hole in my shoulder is gaping, my middle finger probing the decaying, mushy meat. I can’t hang around here any longer. More soldiers and dead are likely on their way, and in my current state of flux, I need to give myself an edge, however small it is.
Luckily, my machine gun is still intact and unscathed by the blast. It’s just covered in dust. I toss the small chunks of busted concrete away.
I blow the debris from the side and eject the clip, dust falling and settling in the undead pool of thick, lumpy blood. Not sure how or why, but a crazy and totally insane notion forms. Won’t help me much with the soldiers, but it might get the murder of flesh-crazed infecteds off my back.
Popping the clip back in, I sling the gun over my good shoulder. I kneel down and palm the pool of blood, bringing it up to my face. I smear it all over, sliding my hand around my neck and then down my body. I get some more and finish up, hopefully selling the look.
I strain to get back to my feet when another lost soul ambles into sight. Slower moving and its broken neck tilting its flesh challenged head to the left, it comes my way. I hold firm and stay still, ready to draw my pistol if need be, but I want to see how it takes. Sink or swim.
It nears me, mouth split apart and blood oozing out and dripping down to its deformed, mutated feet. My finger slips over the trigger, palm resting on the handle. Moaning, it peers directly at me as it continues on. No hesitation or curiosity, acting as if I’m one of its own. Phew!
I ease up on my pistol and move on, limping away into the fluttering blackness as fire rages from the destroyed generator room. I still remember how to get to the holding cells, but I’m flying blind as to where the soldiers and dead are lurking about. No matter. I’ll deal with it as it comes.
In the madness that’s surrounding me and all of the death and destruction, Becky is the one and only guiding hope that keeps me going to see this through to the end. I have accepted the harsh reality that I’ll never see her again. I can’t. As much as it pains me, I have let that notion go. Her memory is all I need.

The mass of dead roaming down here now is crazy. I think they all migrated to greener pastures in search of more food. But fortunately, my getup is still working. Pockets and pockets of the flesh-eaters have ignored me, passing through as they feast on fallen men. I have encountered some resistance from the soldiers, and managed to take them out as best I can. The wounds sustained in my shoulder and leg are healing slowly, but still throb and hinder my movement.
The holding cells are up ahead, set off in a corner and down a narrow flight of stairs. Doesn’t seem to be much in the way of foot traffic so far. It’s fairly quiet. Well, no dead or soldiers lurking about anyways. Guess they’re too busy killing each another. Fine by me. Let ’em kill one another and the devil will sort them out.
Thumps and bumps grab my ear as I near the entrance, my gun training at the solid gray door that has smeared blood and fragments of bone embedded across the middle. The power flickers on and off, casting shadows. My eyes start to have trouble seeing in the darkness.
The lights extinguish for what seem like an eternity, then surge back to life. A puddle of thick, chunky blood lies as the welcome mat. Funny, I don’t feel welcomed.
The door partially ajar, I approach with caution and slip the barrel of my almost empty machine gun inside, carefully swinging the stout door open. The hinges creak as if they could use a drink. I step to the side and try to sneak a peek.
A faint trail of light crawls out. It does little good to brighten up the inside. I push the door open further and step lightly, my weapon trained and ready. A converted solider to the dead lies on his back. His head smashed in and his chest turned to Swiss cheese.
That same knocking and clanging noise happens again, echoing up through the metal rich interior. Stepping over the dead body, I slip further into the belly of this place. I descend the stairs, my leg throbbing with the slightest pressure. Blood pumps out with every step I take, the muscle tender and not wanting to be exerted much.
I finally make it to the bottom and stop. It’s dark as crap and I’m struggling to make anything out further than five feet. Dimly lit yellow lines running on both sides break up the darkness.
Take it slow. I have no idea what might be down here.
That knocking noise again! I train ahead as the power surges on, my index finger teasing the trigger ever so gently. Nothing except for a long metal walkway with cells recessed into steel walls. No soldiers stand guard.
The first cell to my right is halfway open, the door swung out towards me, keeping me from being able to see if anyone or anything is inside. I notice a few more cells down the way that are the same. I’m going to have to do a cell by cell check. Not sure who’s down here, if anyone. Might be a ghost town or a morgue.
With my weapon pressed firmly against my good shoulder, I make my way to the first cell. I stay distant and closer to the other side. Coming into view, my eyes snake around the door and spot a man dressed in a white lab coat lying on his side. He isn’t moving. Streams of blood race down the back of his head and drip from the edge of his cot, staining the concrete below. I can’t tell if he’s alive, dead, or just comatose to the world. I’m not on a free all mission here. I’m only looking out for a select few.
I decide to move on when a low groan of pain emits from the cell. I pause and glance back. Still, no movement. Damn curiosity. Checking this out is a waste of time and one that I’ll probably regret, among everything else.
One foot in front of the other and my weapon trained at the back of his head, I walk towards the cell. I narrowly crest the opening when the lights die out once more. In the darkness, I can still make out the man’s outline, which isn’t moving or twitching. More clatters from the walls swirl about, my attention being pulled in every direction. I don’t know if I’m sinking further into madness or not. The cocktail the good doctor gave me could go either way—might band aid the problem or just accelerate my demise. I was hopeful, but now I’m starting to think otherwise.
Screw this! Get what needs to be gotten done. No more charity cases. I don’t have the time for it. Literally! I can’t take the chance.
The tarnished lights spawn back to life, the lab coat still as a corpse. Chuckles. Footsteps to my right and behind the door. I whirl about and pause, training my weapon ahead and peering down the walkway.
Nothing.
I feel as if I’m hanging on by a thin thread that’s unweaving now.
Sweating profusely, I dig at my eyes. The drops of stinging salt burn and fester inside my sockets. I turn to walk away when the dead man emerges out of the cell and grabs me by the shoulders.
Its hands dig in, hitting my still tender wound and overpowering me. It leans in for the kill, teeth aiming for the nape of my neck and its black hollow eyes wide open. I shove my left forearm against its throat. It’s got a nasty half inch gash running from the corner of its right eye down to its cheek bone. It forces me against the cells behind me, chomping and making a low moaning noise.
Damn! I dropped my weapon, which is on the walkway right in front of me. There’s no way I can reach it without letting this thing have free rein on me.
I push forward with my forearm to give me some space. I lift my sore leg up and jam it into its ribs. It’s not much, but enough room for me to reach down with my free arm and un-holster my pistol. This thing looks like the doctor from earlier. Then again, all the eggheads here look like twins. Besides, if it is him, he’s already toast. Sorry, but time to die for good.
I slide my forearm down from its throat to its chest. Arms flailing about and its legs still driving forward, it keeps its eyes focused on me. I bring the pistol up and bury it under its rotting chin. I chamber off a single round. The top of its head explodes in a mist of blood and brain, chunks of its skull flying out in every direction. The sound of the gunshot reverberates loudly inside the metal tomb. My ears ring.
Get off me!
I push it off and take a deep breath. Some of its brain matter splattered my face. I wipe it free from my face with my dirty sleeve. It probably made it worse. Oh well.
I holster my pistol and scoop up my machine gun. That clanging sound comes again, but this time it seems more consistent than before. Not like some mindless cold dead body banging around without a purpose, but more like someone who is trying to signal that they’re there.
I move further in, the banging noise increasing the closer I get. I train my machine gun ahead, scanning from side to side for any more little surprises. Next time I see a body and if it even remotely looks like it’s dead, I’m going to do my due diligence and place a slug in its head. Better be safe than sorry at this point.
Most of the cells are open and empty. No bodies or blood for that matter. Seems as if they opened them and left—used their get out of jail free card. The ones that are closed, I stop and peer inside, the interior light flickering on and off, giving me snap shots of what’s lurking within.
A few more soldiers and lab coats sit on the benches or pace about. Possible mutiny? Some are at the small window, looking out and asking me for help I think—pleading with their eyes as their mouths move a mile a minute. Regardless, if I don’t know or need them, I leave them be.
I reach the cell where the knocking is emitting from. I approach cautiously, just in case I’m mistaken about who or what is lurking within. I lean in and peer through the grimy glass, trying to spy what I’m dealing with. The cell is tossed and in disarray. The cot has been broken down and torn to pieces. Parts of the frame are missing and strewn across the floor. I keep silent, not wanting to alert whoever’s inside. They seem pissed and might not be too receptive to anyone, friend or foe.
My eyes dart to the left.
Nothing.
They cut to the right and find someone, a woman I think, with her back turned to me, beating on the steel wall with part of the cot frame. I can’t get a better look at her face or anything else that might indicate who she is. Crap! I don’t have time to wait to see if they happen to turn around.
I flip my weapon around and ram the butt end of the gun into the door once. She continues to beat the steel wall. I do it once more, but harder this time. I hope she hears it as the sound echoes down the narrow corridor. I’m taking a big risk here so she needs to throw me a bone. Give me something.
She pauses, motionless for a few seconds before disappearing from my sight.
Where the hell did she go? I continue to look, pressing my face to the glass. Playing I spy with this chick, I roll my head from side to side, my broken nose crackling. Another noise captures my attention from behind me. I turn around and train my weapon, waiting patiently for whatever is coming. It stops and is silent. My nerves are really on edge. Better to be jumpy than lethargic I suppose.
Now where did you . . . Oh Christ! She’s standing right there, staring at me and sending me reeling back some. Instinct takes over and I raise my weapon, taking aim at the small indention right between her eyes. Her face is bloody and looks like she’s been worked over. Her left eye is blackened and swollen shut and her bottom lip is split open.
Natasha?
It takes me a moment to get through the bruised and vacant look. I lower my weapon to my side and walk towards the glass. Her one not-so-swollen eye stays locked on me, narrowly blinking as her lips keep rigid. I’m not sure she even knows who I am or what’s going on. For all I know, she could be changing into one of the infected.
“Natasha, it’s me. Mike!”
I have no clue if she can even hear me, but she continues looking distant as if no one is at home. I glance to the right and find an intercom switch above a keypad. Hitting the button, I try again.
“Natasha, it’s Mike. Do you understand me? Are you okay?”
The vacant look remains. I take a few steps back and aim at the keypad. Here’s my authorization! I open fire and decimate the pad, spark’s shooting up and out like fireworks. Smoke billows from the metal pad as the door jerks and gives. I lower my weapon.
“Natasha, are you-”
She bolts out of the cell with something in her hand, a grimaced expression over her face. Teeth clinched and her eyes narrowed, she takes a swing at me. The jagged piece of metal catches my shirt and rips it open, barely grazing my decaying flesh. She takes another attempt, jabbing at me repeatedly. I grab her arm and knock the weapon free from her hand. I flip her around and shove her forward, her head smacking into the edge of the cell.
“You need to give me something here or I’m going to put you down right here, right now!” I yell while training my gun at the back of her head.
She sits there for a moment on the steel grate, her right hand rubbing the fresh gash on her head. Her erratic breathing appears to be coming under control and her body relaxes. At ease and seemingly calm, she turns around.
“Damn, was that your gentle side,” Natasha says sarcastically. A line of blood trails from the right tip of her forehead down the side of her face. “Man, you look like shit.”
“Have you looked in the mirror lately? Looks like you got worked over pretty good.”
“Yeah. Kind of happens when you become a traitor and all. Who knew killing your employer’s men would get you locked up?”
I lower my weapon and extend my hand to Natasha. I help her to her feet and glance down the corridor.
“Expecting company?”
“More than likely. Just waiting for them to ring the doorbell.”
“Seems like their hands are full. They brought me down here after working me over. I felt the explosion, but didn’t know what it was,” Natasha says, glancing at my wounds. “I take it doc’s little feel good mix didn’t hit the spot.”
“Sure seems that way,” I wearily reply. “Speaking of the mad scientist, where is he?”
A solemn sadness washes over Natasha, her eyes puffing, and red lines flare out across her corneas. She’s a tough chick, one of the toughest I’ve come across in a long while. She catches herself and reels in the feminine side before it throws up everywhere. Her reaction says it all still. “They killed him . . . in front of me.”
“I’m sorry. He seemed to be a good guy.”
“He was,” Natasha says flatly. The tears have been sucked back in and the fleeting moment is gone. Back to business. “So, why the hell are you still here? I figured you’d be long gone by now.”
“I’ve got unfinished business to attend to,” I wearily reply. “Plus, I had a moment of weakness and thought I better come down here and save your ass. You can say thank you at any time.” I chuckle and cough hard.
Natasha looks at me with a peculiar stare. “From the looks of it, you couldn’t fight off a paper bag, much less Slade.”
“Yeah well, we’ll see. I just want to take that piece of crap down before he gets out of here.”
“I’ll tell you if you’re going to do it, you need to move fast. I overheard one of the soldiers say they’re packing up and moving on. And with these kinds of people, they don’t leave a forwarding address, if you know what I mean.”
“How much time do you think we have?”
“Not sure. They drugged me up pretty good, so I can’t remember a whole lot, but if he is still here, he’ll be making damn sure he has all of the data and records of what went on. This isn’t their first facility and it won’t be their last.”
“We’ll see about that.”
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“TAKE THIS AND GET OUT,” I say to Natasha, handing her my pistol.
“I can help you. That son of bitch has done so much to so many, he deserves to get what he has coming. I would love nothing more than to place a slug in that fucker’s skull myself.”
Sorry, but that pleasure will be all mine.
“I know he does, but someone needs to get up top and tell everyone what went on. Like you said earlier, this wasn’t their first facility and won’t be their last unless we do something about it. Besides, you know more about what went on here.”
The truth is always a hard pill to swallow, especially when you’re craving the sweet succulent taste of revenge. I can see it on Natasha’s bloody face. Her brows narrow and her eyes fill with rage. She wants that bastard as dead as I do, but she knows I’m right. She takes a deep breath and sighs.
“It’s your rodeo, Mike. Good luck to ya.” Natasha cocks the pistol and walks past me into the darkness. She doesn’t give a second look or any additional words of wisdom. Good luck indeed.
She disappears up the stairs as gunfire trickles from the hall above. The bleeding from my wounds has slowed to a trickle, but the meat is still tender and restricting my movement. I feel sluggish now. Oh well. I was given this unwanted ride and now it’s time to bring it to an end, once and for all.
Machine gun in hand and my grit filled with piss and vinegar, I head out the opposite way. I don’t have the time nor luxury of playing it too safe. With the ticking clock on this place threatening to blow me to bits, Slade flying the coop has my back up against the wall. That tracking bracelet would’ve come in handy right about now.
I hit a steel door and grab the handle. Opening it up, I throw caution to the wind. It creaks and squeaks, but I don’t care at this point.
Cold, dead silence hits my ears. I push a little more and slip out. Beyond the door’s edge, I find more dead bodies laid out like a butcher block. The undead and soldiers are twisted together in piles of flesh and blood. Kind of sad that the sight doesn’t affect me in the least anymore.
Staring at the massacre, I think: If Slade is really planning on destroying this place, you think some sort of general alarm would sound to warn all of his men. Perhaps they already know and are trying to fend off the murder of dead long enough to get what they need before they leave. Either way, I imagine a lot of them won’t make it out alive. Expendable men. Aren’t we all!
Stepping over the mangled bodies, I snake my way through the valley of death and reach the other side. I can still hear gunfire echoing through the corridors ahead, shrills and moans playing right along. I keep moving, trying to be as cautious as possible, but it’s hard.
The lights go out and it’s back to black. I stop as the pitter patter of feet shuffling towards me sends my gun up, trying to find the target. Shit!
I’m having a hard time seeing now. It’s getting close. It’s silent now, as if whoever or whatever just vanished.
Power is restored and the lights kick back in, an undead soldier horribly disfigured right in my personal space. Too close for a head shot. Ground and pound.
I strike it in the face with the stock end of my weapon. Its head flops back, then springs forward just as fast. It looks pissed, as do they all. I go for another shot to the head, but it manages to knock the gun loose from my hands. Fuck, now they’re coordinated? Another mutation of the virus?
It grabs me by my shirt and throws me against the wall, my body bouncing off the concrete like a rag doll and hitting the floor. Rattled, the pain rising fast in my shoulder and leg, I tilt my head to the side. I think I spot a knife, or at least something sharp and jagged, but can’t be sure. The lights cycle once more and everything’s dark again.
I scramble to where I think the knife is. It grabs me and pulls me from the ground. Holding me up, its breath burning the flesh from my face, it dives in. I jam the piece of metal clutched in my right hand into its left ocular cavity. Something wet and thick squirts out, hitting me in the face and mouth. Its hands release me and it stumbles backwards, falling to the ground.
The lights spark to life. I wipe away the fluid from my face and spit out the remainder from my mouth. I scoop up my gun and move out, limping.
I encounter more resistance along the way from both the undead and the soldiers. The amount of living soldiers is dwindling as the tide appears to be shifting more to the undead variety. Not a bad thing really, at least until the dead learn to wield weapons.

Teeth and bullets. That’s all I come into contact with now. I’m either smashing in a rotted skull or placing some slugs into a living person’s chest. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy, but it’s something that needs to be done. I wish I could have one more moment, one brief second to hear Becky’s voice and just tell her how much I love her. I know she knows it, but saying it always means so much more. I love you, baby!
I come to a junction where a handful of soldiers are pinned down behind tables and other various junk, fending off the murder of dead. The infected clawing and trying to wade through the junk, their heads explode and limbs are torn clean from their bodies. The dead still surge and push forward.
The soldiers don’t seem too concerned with anything else, their eyes focused straight ahead. I slip past unnoticed and continue on to Slade’s office.
Some of the overhead lights are working, but most have blown out or are too weak to fully operate. It’s probably from the continual cycling of the grid.
I don’t hear or see anyone. It’s silent. From the way things look, seems everyone has flown the coop. Offices have been emptied and desks look like a tornado came through—papers all over the floors and trails of blood leading off into multiple directions. I only have a few shots left, so I need to make them count.
The buzzing from the fluorescent lights plays in my ears, and sparks spitting from loose wires look like sparklers on the 4th of July. I sweep the room, left to right and back again like a typewriter. A few dead bodies lay between desks, blood all over and portions of their insides resting next to them. No need to check them. They look pretty dead.
Almost there. Slade’s office is partially lit, but I don’t see any movement through the glass door. I’ve been down here for so long that the shadows look like people or the undead lurking, waiting for me. At least this hell is almost over. I’m thankful for that.
I step lightly to the door and take a deep breath, grasping the doorknob and twisting it. It turns without noise, the latch coming free and the door opening. I look up. Thanks for that one.
Palm on the door, I push it open and move in with the barrel of my gun leading the way. Slade’s desk is empty, the vintage looking desk lamp catching snap shots of the dust fluttering about. Shit! Is he already gone? Am I too late?
I move in a little farther to check out the room. The door slams closed on my left side, glass shattering against my body. Shards of the door slice my face, tiny fragments embed into my left eye. I’m knocked off balance from the impact. I bring my gun about, but something grabs the barrel and knocks the gun free from my hands. A swift punch to the jaw and I’m on the floor.
“You’re like a freaking cockroach, Mike. I try to stomp you out and you always scurry back,” Slade says, kicking me multiple times in the ribs as I try to get back to my feet.
I crumple, my hands raking across the glass spread over the floor. Vision in my left eye is now shit, and I think he broke a few ribs. Disoriented, I give my head a shake. Didn’t see that coming.
“You’re definitely one tough SOB. I’ll give you that. Everyone else who’s gone through the program is dead and gone now, but you refuse to die. Why won’t you just die?”
Slowly, I climb back to my feet, both legs now shaky. Slade jabs me in the face and follows with an uppercut. My head snaps back, a blood-spit cocktail spewing from my mouth as I reel back.
He comes in for more, throwing a right cross, which I manage to block up high. I rabbit punch him in the kidneys a few times and bury my left knee deep in his abdomen. He gasps for air and doubles over, stumbling back. I collapse to one knee, feeling like hammered dog shit.
“Damn, you got a little fight left in you still, don’t you, Mike? Regardless of the fact you look like holly hell,” Slade says with a chuckle that sounds a tad winded.
“Don’t worry. I got enough left to finish you off,” I reply.
Head dangling and my eyes peering at the floor, I try to calm my breathing. I catch a glimpse of Slade swinging a fire extinguisher at me, and get back to my feet, catching his arm in midflight. I hurl him across the room. He slams into a glass wall, the fire extinguisher in his hands cracking it upon impact. He manages to stay on his feet, laughing for whatever reason. I’m not finding the punch line anywhere.
Slade’s eyes dart down, spotting the gun which is much closer to him than me. A wicked grin slides across his face, blood dripping from his busted bottom lip. He darts for the weapon and scoops it up.
I take off towards him, limp and all.
He trains the gun expertly at me and fires, catching me in my upper stomach as I spear him. We both break through the glass and fall to the concrete below.
The impact steals the air from my lungs, and my head slams against the ground with such force that everything goes black for a moment. Thick blood runs down my legs and sides. I don’t even bother trying to put pressure on the gaping hole. I’m nearly finished with what I started, anyway.
Slade gets to his feet first, groaning and grasping his right arm. Cuts cover his cheeks and forehead. “You know, Mike, you’re cutting into my departure time here.”
He grabs me by the shirt, pulling me from the ground, and throws me against the lab equipment. I have no clue where we are now. Moving my hands to push my beaten body back up, I rub across a screwdriver on the floor.
“What’s your wife’s name again? Oh right, Becky. I bet she tastes just as good as she looks, doesn’t she, Mike?”
I give no response as I struggle to get to my hands and knees.
“No matter, when I get out of here I think I’ll pay her a visit. See how she’s coping with your tragic and accidental death. Maybe she’ll be longing for some comfort. At least you can die knowing I will do her right.”
Slade turns his back to me and walks towards the gun. Digging deep within and ignoring the pain, I get to my feet and race toward him. I grab him by the throat, and jam the screwdriver into the mid part of his back where he can’t reach it.
“I hope it doesn’t hurt too badly,” I whisper in his ear.
He yells out like a wounded animal, elbowing me in the gut and knocking me hard to the ground. Reaching behind him, Slade tries to grab the screwdriver embedded in his back, spinning about in a fit of panic and agony.
I can hear the dead all around, a loud banging sound on the walls and doors. At this point I’m ready to just die and stay that way, but not until I see Slade go first.
He stares at me, the smirk long gone, and rage filling his red face. His teeth bared and a lone vein protruding from the middle of his forehead, he barrels towards me.
With my last ounce of strength, I manage to pull my legs up and ram them hard into Slade’s chest as he leans in for me. I drive him backwards and knock him off his feet. Then, as if everything is paused and started back up in slow motion, I watch with an eager and satisfied gaze as Slade lands on his back. The screwdriver digs in even more, his body releasing a single exhale.
Not so funny now, is it?
Seeing that he’s motionless, I relax and let go. Eyes closed and in my final moments in hell, I lay motionless on that hard concrete floor, thinking of nothing but Becky. A tear springs from my eyes, trailing down my face as the mix of emotions overwhelms me. My breathing shallow, I wait for the end.
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SOMETHING GRIPS my left hand and pulls, jerking my body. I figure it’s the dead coming to ravage me, so I don’t fight or resist. Take this rancid meat, you bastards, and I hope you choke on it!
“Christ Mike, wake your ass up! We don’t have time for a nap.”
Am I dreaming or in some state of euphoria? That sounds like Natasha, but she’s long gone. Something flat and hard bashes me across my face, knocking my head to the side. “Get up!”
My eyes explode open. I’m disoriented and unsure how long I’ve been laying here. Natasha kneels over me, looking panicked as she glances over her shoulder.
“It’s about damn time. I was planning on slapping you a little more for good measure,” Natasha says with a chuckle. “I see you got that son of a bitch.”
“What are you doing here?” I groggily ask.
“Never mind that. We’ve got no time left and need to get out of here. So get off the floor and let’s get moving!”
Natasha grabs both my arms, wrenching me to my feet. My legs are like Jell-O, but I manage to brace them as best I can. My body aches all over, stomach tumbling and feeling as though it’s on fire. The crashing noise intensifies. I think whatever’s out there is getting close to breaking through. Natasha puts my arm over her shoulders and spins me around.
“There’s a freight elevator over here that’s used to transport supplies and such to the surface. It’s a non-stop trip as long as it has power.”
We pass Slade’s body. I’d like nothing more than to give him a good kick to the ribs, but figure that might come across as crass. Natasha drags me, dead weight, through what I think is some kind of lab or testing place. We reach the elevator and Natasha palms the lone button on the wall. It lights up and the hum of the cables rolling brings a moment of joy.
“I can’t believe he almost got the best of you. Man, and here I thought you were some bad ass walking dead punisher.”
“Yeah, I’m slipping a bit. I think I need a vacation after all this.”
The elevator dings and the worn, scratched, forest green doors part. The carriage stops midway in the opening. “Well, it’s better than nothing.”
Natasha faces the lab as she helps me into the carriage. I struggle to pull myself up, the strain on my injured midsection defeating my efforts. She hoists me up as best she can, half of my body still dangling off the edge. I scrape and pull, dragging my worthless ass in.
Natasha starts to climb in as I lie on the floor. A single gunshot rings out. Her eyes widen, her grip slips, and she falls to the ground. I crawl over and look out, finding her flat on her back. She’s still alive, but unable to move very well. I track down the shot to Slade, whose shaking arms train the gun he’s barely able to hold up.
I should’ve stabbed him again, just to be sure.
“Looks like it’s a trip for one,” Natasha says, coughing up blood that seeps out from her pale lips. “You need to get going.”
A loud crash from the opposite end of the facility gets my attention, the moans and shrills of what sounds like hundreds of infected pouring into the space. Slade smirks, apparently feeling like he accomplished something as he drops the gun. It’s soon wiped away as a massive, mutated creature wraps its hand around Slade’s head and rips it clean from his torso. A pack of undead quickly converge and start feeding, tearing into his body.
“Sit up and reach for my hand!” I yell to Natasha.
The murder of flesh-eaters barrels towards us, growling and knocking over equipment to get to us. I stretch as far as I can, but don’t think I’ll be able to pull her up before they get here. I try nonetheless.
Natasha lifts her weakened arm, but doesn’t reach for me. She slaps the button on the wall and the doors begin to close. I pull my arm in and watch as she gives me a warm smile, the murder of dead mere inches away from her as the carriage door shuts. Silence.
I lay my head back and exhale. Tremors rattle the shaft as the carriage is pulled up. I can hear explosions that are muffled but intense. I think of everyone I encountered on this nightmarish journey, wishing at least one of them was here.
Another thunderous boom rattles my bones. I dig into my pocket and remove the memory stick the good doctor gave me. If I make it out of this, I’m going to bring these bastards down.
Boom, Boom! More powerful eruptions toss the carriage about. I try to hold onto something and brace myself, but there’s nothing to grip. Metal crunches and contorts as something billows up the shaft, racing towards me. I ready for the impact.
The force of the explosion slams into the carriage and thrusts me upward at warp speed. My body is glued to the floor, the skin on my face feeling as if it’s being stretched apart. All I can do now is wait for the ride to end.
Metal grinds on metal. I’m not sure if this coffin will hold together much longer. As I wonder where the end is, the carriage starts to slow. I’m still coming in hot and it’s going to be a rough stop.
Bangs and clangs clatter inside the carriage as it jostles about violently, suddenly stopping and throwing my body against the walls like an unloved toy. Smoke filters in, filling my lungs, and I hack hard. A beam of light weaves through the opening of the doors and captures my right eye.
The carriage is off kilter and the floor feels like it’s on fire. I wearily struggle to my feet and head to the door. I look out past the smoke, trying to see where I am. Seems to be some kind of warehouse with the entrance just ahead. I can see daylight and it’s never looked better.
I push through the opening and stumble over debris from the shaft, sparks spitting all around me and the sound of fire eating away at this place buzzing in my ears. Guess there’s no welcoming committee to do a meet and greet. There’s not a soul in sight, living or dead.
The area has been tossed and is in total disarray. Limping, I head towards the light. It’s quiet, no sounds of people or movement beyond the outside. Perhaps I’m alone now, which considering what I just went through, wouldn’t be a bad thing.
I stop briefly, bracing myself against the rocky wall to catch my breath. I think this is some kind of converted cave or something. Still doesn’t give me any clue as to where I am.
All right, come on Mike, you can rest later. Let’s get moving.
My hand on the wall, I head out into the opening. My right eye instantly wants to close from the intense light, my right hand lifting in the air to shield the sun’s rays. A warm breeze washes over me, the sound of birds flying overhead echoing throughout the cavern. I rub my eyes for a moment and blink, allowing everything to come into focus.
The land is barren, flat, and desolate except for a few dilapidated buildings in the distance. Not surprising, but I was hoping for a Starbucks at least.
No vehicles in sight, I journey out on foot. A few paces of freedom are all I manage before a crackle catches up to me and something strikes me dead in the chest. It knocks me flat on my ass. Guess I thought I was out of the woods.
Lying on the ground, the sun baking my face, I hear footsteps approach to my right. I try to react, but can’t move. Paralyzed. The figure comes into view, but is cast in a shadow from the sun cooking my one good eye. It leans down and grabs my neck.
“I’ve got one bogey, male, whose showing advanced signs of rapid decay and deterioration. Shall I dispense?”
“No, he might be of some use still. Bag and tag him.”
“Yes, sir!”
I try to lift my arms, fight back as the man slips me into a bag, but I’m completely defenseless. The sound of my fate being sealed creeps up from my feet and runs toward my head. The light is severed as the zipper seals me in. I just thought my nightmare was over, but it looks like it’s only beginning.
I’m sorry baby. I tried everything I could to get back to you.
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TENSION BURNS in my arm as I take aim, lowering my gaze into the scope. I have been waiting in this tree for about an hour and finally something edible crosses my sights. Across from me on the far tree branch, the squirrel pauses, twitching its tail as if to taunt me. I take a slow breath, careful to keep my balance.
Seconds pass and the arrow flies from the crossbow hitting the mark, sending the creature tumbling into the underbrush. Small black birds erupt in a flurry from the brambles. I sit up straddling the branch and adjust the bow around to my back before I swing down, my feet finding the rocky ground.
The grass-grown gravel road curves through the field up ahead, dotted with a smattering of wet red leaves. I take a few labored steps towards the shadowed brick shelter up ahead, my legs sore from sitting in the tree for so long. Ivy and vines drape the trees in a chaotic tangle, grown over and filling the air with the scent of rotting wood.
I estimate there to be only a few hours of sunlight left. There is not much to accomplish for the day except to prepare and eat the parcel which I have just won. The meat will go a small way towards filling my stomach, but it is better than nothing. At least, the shelter up ahead would make a good place to settle in for the night. Careful of my steps, I skirt around the edges of the swamp, doing my best to stay undercover.
I have not seen a zombie in several hours. Even in my mind, I feel silly calling them that. The word sounds like something out of a story told long ago, a fairy tale from childhood, but these things, these creatures, living while yet dead and rotting, are all too real. I saw one a few miles back, crouching over the carcass of the yearling deer at the side of the road. That was a real shame. There would have been a lot of good meat on that deer.
I break through the underbrush, grab the arrow containing my night's meal and head towards the shelter. Having a means of hunting in which I could retrieve my ammo made life a great deal simpler in this world. Bullets, with their awkward explosive noise, always drew unwanted attention.
The storm clouds threaten to take over the sky, and fat rain drops splatter against the ground. I pick up my pace, quickly ducking into the wooden door of my shelter. Once inside I can relax my senses, something I still find difficult even after all these years. I do not expect to see any more of them for a while, as they tend to disappear when it rains. I leave the wooden door open, glad that I already have wood for a fire gathered on the dirt floor, at least enough to warm the small space and cook my food.
I nudge one of the branches with the black leather toe of my boot, before crouching to start the fire. Before long, I have the squirrel stripped and roasting on the spit leaning into the flickering yellow flames. I glance around, taking another quick assessment of the surroundings.
The shelter perches at the end of a row of brick houses alongside the back yard area of a much larger house, which possesses white columns and tall glass windows. I settle in at the doorway watching the storm clouds roll by overhead. Better to wait it out than to get caught in the rain closer into the city where shelter would be hard to come by. Here I can remain clear of any intrusions.
The scent of roasted meat fills the small space and my mouth waters in response. I tend to the fire and turn the makeshift spit, glad of the small amount of warmth generating from the source. I still have a small pouch of beef jerky left over from the last supply run, but that is the last of it. The yellow flames illuminate the space enough to cast shadows of the small cot and table lining the walls. Despite the presence of a wooden chair, I remain sitting on the floor, turning to face out and watch the falling rain darkening the patch of green grass outside my small hovel. I cannot see much beyond the hulking house ahead of me, but I know I have a secure vantage point in case anything approaches.
The fire sputters and a flame flares up as grease drops into the coals. Exhaustion creeps up on me, my shoulders and legs aching from the day's activities. I pull off my boots, followed by the damp socks, laying them out to dry and stretching my bare toes towards the meager warmth of the flame.
I decide the squirrel has cooked long enough and I pull it from the heat. My fingers singe as I attempt to pluck off pieces of the dark meat, but my stomach wins out. I know I need to replenish my supplies, but being this close to the city it will not be difficult to complete a supply raid in the next few days.
Carefully cleaning each bone and examining the carcass to make sure I don’t miss a single morsel, my stomach calms its rumbling protest, satiated at last. I reach over and pull the heavy door closed as the darkness sets in. This will give me some amount of security during the night. Nothing can get in. That much is certain. Regardless, I pull the cot over in front of the door, tossing a handful of dirt over the dying fire. Instead of the cot, I opt to curl up on the dirt floor on the far side of the fire, falling asleep to the constant rain tapping against the wooden rooftop outside.

I wake to the sound of scratching around the door. The thin tendrils of dawn reach underneath the strip between the door and the damp floor. I immediately reach for my crossbow as I roll onto my feet. The instant adrenaline rush pushes me into full wakefulness, and I realize the sound, the slow scritching of mindless movements, is coming from a zombie outside.
For the moment I am safe, locked inside this shelter, so I take a moment to pull on my boots and locate my knives. The barricade of the cot against the door stayed in place through the night, but the creature beyond the door is blocking my primary means of escape. I move over to the window. It is long since painted shut, but I try it regardless.
Stuck fast.
From this vantage point, I do have a clear view of the front of the mansion, the large staircase leading up to the wide concrete porch framed by the tall white columns. I press as far to the right as I can, trying to gain a clearer view. My small movements are met with an increase in motion from the creature outside.
At the top of the staircase, I catch sight of a woman crouching with her back pressed up against the stately doorway of the mansion. A young boy clings to her. Even through the small distance between us, I can see the terrified look in both of their faces. They stay frozen in place, their faces caught in grimaces of terror. The woman has her arms wrapped around his shoulder, holding his head against her chest. His glassy eyes gaze wildly towards the front door of my small shelter. She glances towards me, her trembling eyes cutting towards my movement in the window. The boy keeps his gaze fixed on the thing in front of my shelter. For as far as I see, the grassy landscape around rolls into the distance without a sign of another one of them.
This one is alone. For now.
I have no way to get a viable shot on it. I cannot see it from the window. With some resignation, I know what I have to do. There is no other way. I place the crossbow on the bed and reach down to the knives inside my boots. With a blade in each hand, I move to the center of the room, pausing to listen. It shuffles back and forth, scraping its rotted, tattered shoes along the concrete floor. At least, it is staying away from the boy and the woman.
Okay.
I take a deep breath.
First, I slowly pull back the cot, scooting it out of the way with a loud scrape against the concrete. My fingers fumble with the small latch at the door. The ancient property has not been lived in for ages. I can only hope the door swings open in one motion. With one last breath, I tighten my grip around the handle of my knife and pull the door open.
Jumping back, I give myself enough space while the creature advances on me. In this small room, the sickly sweet stench of rotting flesh is nearly overpowering. It comes at me slowly and steadily; I circle around trying to keep the space between us. I have seen them often enough, the dead eyes, the rotting skin. This one has a flap of pink flesh hanging from its face and exposing the bone white jaws, teeth jutting from black ichor. The creature emits a small growl, nothing more than a gurgle deep in the back of its throat.
I leap forward and swipe at the creature’s face, looking to gain purchase with my blade. I miss and it lunges towards me, teeth clamping dangerously close to my forearm. In my periphery I see the woman, staring at me with increased horror, clutching more fiercely to the boy. Her mouth forms a small circle, drawn tight against her teeth.
She nears panic.
If they make a sound and draw his attention, there is no guarantee that I can take him down before he gets to them. I need to dispatch this thing quickly. Hopefully, the small space can work in my favor. I lunge again swinging my knife with careful aim.
Right through the eyeball.
The knife lands without much fanfare, just a small squishy sound. When I pull the knife out the creature collapses at my feet, no longer a danger to me or anyone else in this world. I grab the crossbow, slinging it over my shoulder on my way out the door.
I see the woman's face collapse in relief. The threat is gone.
For now.
I leave the creature, stepping over it carefully. Once outside, I wipe the knife blade against the ground to remove the viscera before placing it back in the sheath.
“You two okay?” I call over to them.
She does not answer right away but gives a short quick nod.
“It's alright,” I say as I walk over towards them, careful to keep my shoulders relaxed. Just because I removed the danger does not mean they see me as an ally. I learned a long time ago that approaching new people always poses a risk. The irony remains, even though every stranger could be a threat, it is safer to run with a group than alone. I pause at the bottom of the stairs, hands up in front of me with my palms out.
The woman stands and pulls the boy to his feet. He looks like he might be about seven years old. They are both frightfully thin. I smile when I catch his eye, raising my hand in a small wave.
“Where are the two of you headed?” I ask.
She does not answer right away. They both stand there watching me with obvious suspicion. I need to get her talking.
“I'm going into town myself,” I continue. “Heading in on a supply run.”
I reach behind me to my backpack and pull out the last scrap of jerky, literally the last piece. As if approaching a wild animal, I hold the food out to the little boy as I step up onto the first step. He eyes the food with rapt focus but glances up at her. She gives a slight nod, barely visible before he quickly snatches it from my outstretched hand.
“What's your name?” I ask, keeping my eyes on him.
He does not speak. She does. “My name is Rachel,” she says. “This is Marcus.”
“Ash,” I reply. “We need to take shelter quickly. Where there is one like that it usually means more are coming. We need to get under cover and move on after they pass us by.”
I did not want to say so, but as soon as the loner went down I sensed the shift in the air. A horde approaches. A big one, within a few miles at most. Rachel nods, clutching the boy close to her.
“We've seen them before,” she says. “We're traveling East towards the ocean. There were five of us, but the car got overrun a few miles back. Marcus and I are the only ones who got out.”
“I'm sorry,” I say quietly.
She nods, but her stiff expression shuts down any more discussion of it.
“The ocean,” I continue. “What's there?”
“Don't know. Some say it's safe there. Clean of any infection.”
I turn and scan my eyes over the horizon. The highway cuts through the rolling hillsides. They will be here soon. We need to move quickly.
She turns to me, looking me over in a quick examination. I keep my eyes away, glancing to the ground in hopes that she cannot read my expression.
“How old are you, Ash?” she asks. “If you don't mind me asking. You can't be much older than...”
“Fifteen,” I say hitching the straps of my crossbow around my torso. “According to last count, I'm fifteen.”
I turn away from her shocked expression, facing towards the hilly valley just past the freeway. The shift in the air is so subtle that I cannot even pinpoint the movement in the trees or the distant sound that I know only I can hear. I gesture for the two of them to remain silent. Beyond the sound of the birds and the rustling of leaves, I hear them.
“We don't have much time,” I say.
“What's happening?” Rachel asks as the boy continues to pull bites off his morsel of jerky.
I turn back and press against the door to the large mansion. Not much longer and this building will be surrounded by shuffling, broken-soled shoes, scuffling forward, mindless to whatever is in front of them, capable of no reason at all.
“We can't get in there,” she says.
“Why not?” I ask.
“It's a historical building. The door is locked.” She points to the large metal green sign which apparently explains the significance of the property. I had not taken the time to read it.
I pull my sleeve down over my hand, forming a fist which I use to punch through the window pane nearest the knob and unhook the lock. She winces at my actions, but seconds later the door swings open with ease.
“But...” she stammers.
“Everything is a historical building at this point,” I say as I push open the door. “There's a horde over the horizon. I understand the sentiment. Really I do, we don't have time to find another place right now. They'll be here within the hour.”
Her eyes dart wildly from me to the close horizon past the road. I see in her gaze that she expects any second for the creatures to appear, swarming over the hillside like a colony of ants. She nods and ushers the boy towards the open doorway.
Once inside, I find the largest piece of furniture, the ornate footed sofa, and scoot it in front of the door. I steal a glance towards the boy. The way he clings to her and watches me with those wide trembling eyes leaves me feeling unnerved. I move silently around the room double-checking the security of the windows. I wonder what they had been through. Obviously something, based on the pallid circles under his eyes.
“This room is secure,” I say as I turn towards them. “Unfortunately, we are just going to have to wait them out as they pass by. The two of you should stay in the middle. I'll stay on watch just in case.”
“Just in case of what?” the woman asks.
I glance down at the boy, nothing more than a flick of the eye. She nods, her expression drawn.
“Should we stay quiet?” she asks.
“It wouldn't hurt. I still haven't figured out what attracts them. I know they are not very smart. We can't be too careful, but I don't see them getting past the stairs.”
The crash of breaking tree branches echoes from the hillside outside, propelling us all into motion. I cross the room and check the windows. The two of them lower slowly to the floor, landing in a cross-legged pile, arms grasping at each other. The fear in their eyes, downright palpable. I reach down to my belt and pull out the sheathed knife. I place my other hand around the crossbow and pull it around to my shoulder, wincing at the loud click when I remove the safety.
I see the first one appear over the horizon.
The horde moves at a snail's pace, lurching forward one step at a time. The front lines of them scatter here and there in chaotic wandering, but for the most part, they look like a sea, one entity mindlessly absorbing anything that crosses its path. The first of the pack reach the freeway two miles out and make their way across, one step at a time. One of them stumbles, and just like that, it becomes absorbed, trampled over by the others, no longer visible.
We could be here for a while.
The edges of the horde stretched to the horizon on either side, partially because of the narrow window impeding my vision. It is not very deep, maybe half a mile at most. I hold my breath as they near, keeping my eyes on the bottom of the stairs leading up to the front door where I stand, my crossbow at the ready, with nothing but the thin membrane of wood between me and them.
I have seen them take stairs before, but it involved several of them falling and forming a gruesome ramp. The others then gained traction eventually and made their way up that way. It could also mean they contained the capacity of brain function for problem-solving on some level. Either that or it was a fluke. Hopefully, it is the latter.
By this time the sound has reached all of our ears, the slow moan and shuffle, the grating pull of flesh against earth. The worst part is the mindlessness of their movements. I turn my eyes to the first step down below me as they shuffle forward.
The first wave makes it to the stairs.
Toes bump against the rise of the step. One falls forward and my breath catches in my throat. It makes no move to correct itself. The rest of them shuffle around it, moving towards the edge of the large house like water in a rocky stream bed. I exhale.
We all wait, none of us moving a muscle.
The view through the window is nothing more than sky and the endless sea of bobbing rotting heads; vacant eyes. The unnatural silence is broken only by the sound of their bodies, the machinations of animated flesh moving even in the midst of decay. Bone scraping against bone for miles all around us.
Marcus takes a breath, nothing more than a hitch. Rachel clutches his shoulders. I turn and catch his eye, silent.
Don't move. Don't make a sound. I will the thoughts towards him, hoping that my expression is enough for him to read. He nods, just once. I turn back to the window.
After several minutes the horde begins to dissipate, winding to just a few stragglers. Finally, the last one disappears out of range.
“I think they are gone,” I whisper. They both let out audible breaths. It would be another hour before it would be safe to leave the mansion. I turn away from the window and sit down with them.
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“WERE the two of you headed into town also?” I ask as I turn back towards the window. The sky had become a dull slate blue, but clear as far as I could see, excellent weather for a supply run.
“Yes,” she begins. “I'm afraid we lost our food with the car also. We had been on the open road for a couple of hours before you found us. I didn't think we would have survived for very much longer if you had not shown up when you did.”
“I didn't do much of anything,” I say as I stand, brushing the dust off my jeans. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time.”
“Would you come with us?” Rachel asks. “Safety in numbers, and all that?”
I glance at the two of them, taking stock. Survival depends on having a group, even a small one can make all the difference. I see no visible weapons between them, nothing showing any particular speed or skills in a fight situation. I already know they would slow me down to some degree. If we did join up, it would be to their benefit. I would have to be careful.
Marcus' eyes dart around the room, his shoulders momentarily relaxed now that the excitement had passed. Rachel is right. They would not have survived much longer.
“Okay, sure,” I say. “I think we can watch out for each other.”
They both nod.
“First thing's first. We need to find a vehicle. Yours is out of commission?”
“We lost it a few miles back to the West.”
“Do you have any belongings there? Anything you need to go back for?”
“No.” A flicker of emotion passes over her face, but just as suddenly it is gone.
“Just as well,” I say. “I want us to keep moving. I was in the process of circling the outskirts of town, but after that horde, I think we should follow the path they took.”
“Do you think that's safe?” she asks. “What if one of them circles back?”
“They don't travel that way. When there are that many together, they keep moving forward. They go over or around anything that blocks their way. But never back. If they do veer away, it's off to the side. I've learned it is safer to follow a horde as long as we keep our distance. They actually did us a favor.”
“I don't know, I still think the road would be a better option,” Rachel says.
“This way is clear. We can't know the same about the road.”
“I see.” She swallows hard, making a thick clicking sound in the back of her throat before she nods.
“Marcus,” I say, as I crouch down to his eye level. “I'm going to need some help from you.”
“Me?” he replies, scrunching his nose up at me. This is the first time I have heard him speak.
“Yes, you. Can you tell me, what is your favorite color?”
“Um...” He scrunches up his nose as if considering the importance of the question. “Blue?”
“Are you asking me or telling me?” I add a small grin in an attempt to ease his discomfort.
“Um... I'm telling you.” He stands a bit straighter, firming up his shoulders. “I like blue.”
“Okay great, Marcus. You know what we are going to do once we get into town?”
“What?”
“We have to find a car. There's going to be a whole lot of cars and other vehicles there. All different colors. What about we keep an eye out for the shiniest blue car we can find. Sound like a plan?”
He nods vigorously with a grin on his face.
“Okay,” I whisper. “It's go time.”
We step out the front door. I keep the crossbow at my side in case we run into any trouble. After scanning the horizon and taking account of the small breeze, I motion for them to follow. I stay in front, tracking the path after we leave the mansion. Marcus walks behind me with Rachel bringing up the rear. I reach into my back pocket and give her my other switchblade, but this is mostly a gesture on my part. I do not have much faith in her abilities as a fighter, even if she does put in a good effort. The sun is bright. Now and then a bird chirps, alerting me that we are traveling in the right direction. The time to worry is when the birds go silent.
“Have you eaten?” I ask.
“Not since the car broke down. About an hour before maybe. We had found our way into an abandoned grocery store.”
“That's good. We'll keep an eye out for something quick for you guys.”
The next place we come to is an old diner, surrounded by trees and vines already making their way toward pulling the walls down, snaking through the windows like bony fingers. Eventually, the whole world will look like this. That is what I have learned by growing up in a dead world.
Nothing lasts.
Everything falls.
Everything.
The boy, Marcus, must have been born around the same time that everything went to hell. A child of the Fall. They are rare, as there are not many of us left, but there is something remarkable about the children who have only known this world, some kind of steeliness, absent in those who remember.
“Where did you come from, Rachel?” I ask. “Before, I mean. Before...you know.”
“Cincinnati,” she answers. “I was in insurance sales.”
“Insurance sales?”
“It's not even worth explaining,” she says with a small laugh.
A shuffling of branches catches my attention off to the left. The others freeze instantly and I reach for my bow swinging it around into position like I have done a thousand times. The trees surrounding us block out the view. We stand in the center of a small grove, grown up with briars, flattened a bit by the passing horde, but tangled and thick regardless.
Marcus backs into Rachel, and I see her fingers tighten around the handle of the knife tucked into her belt, clutching his shoulder with her other hand. Her eyes dart from me to the origin of the sound.
A mare steps into view, lining up perfectly with the cross hairs of the eyepiece. A sense of relief washes over me, but I cannot relax yet.
I take aim.
Seconds later, the leaves behind her come alive as her tiny foal trots out next to her. I exhale and lower my bow casting a glance towards the other two. We could use the food, of course, but seeing the wonder light up on Marcus's face at the sight of the baby horse let me know I made the right decision in sparing them. If either of the animals had been injured, or if the foal had been alone, things would have been different. This time, I would pass. We watch them in silence until they canter off into the surrounding thicket.

A short time later, we arrive at a small, square building. The first thing I notice is the open door, always a sign of danger.
“Wait here,” I say. “It could be infected. I'll need to clear the building to be sure.”
“Are you sure?” Rachel asks. “You can't go in there alone. At least, let me follow you.”
That is the last thing I want. “I've done this many times. It will only take a few minutes. Keep your back to the wall and stay here until I get back.”
Her eyes dart around the surrounding landscape before finally landing back on me.
I nod, hoping to give her a sense of ease. I pulled the knife from my ankle strap and stepped into the darkened shadows.
I hear no sounds except myself pounding on the walls and scraping my knife blade along the walls in an attempt to draw them out if there are any. I make my way through the main room with the blade held up ready to strike when necessary as I push open the swinging doors to the kitchen. With the amount of dissonant noise I have made, they would have shown themselves by now.
Finally, I stand in the center of the room satisfied that the property is secure.
“Come on in,” I call, sticking my head out to the two of them standing side by side against the wall of the building. “It’s clear.”
I lock the door behind me, noticing both of their faces relax at the relief of not having to be on guard for a few moments. Marcus navigates over to one of the padded plastic booth seats and sits down, taking off his shoes and rubbing his feet.
Rachel walks with me as I began to double check the perimeter. Now that the place was secure of anyone, or anything, besides us, we need to make sure no one could get in, either. We check the windows, one at a time, running our hands along the panes of glass, testing the edges. Nothing appears broken or loose so far.
We come to the swinging doors leading into the kitchen. Before we push through, she glances back at the boy who stares open-mouthed at the bright logo hanging above the long dead video game.
“He'll be fine,” I say.
She nods as we push into the darkened kitchen.
Our only hope was to find something canned. If the old stoves had worked, this place would have been an ideal place to set up camp. It may yet be, even without the power. I step forward and start opening doors, pulling out bowls and any kitchen tools I find. The gadgets look foreign and awkward in my hands, and I can only guess what their purpose might be. The first thing that comes to mind is how I could use each one as a weapon. At the end of the cabinets, I see an open door leading into a pantry area.
“Rachel,” I say just loud enough to catch her attention across the large kitchen. She steps over and her mouth drops open at the sight before us.
The small room is full of shelves, stocked full of food. A variety of soups, dry potato flakes, a collection of salad dressings, cornmeal, beans, canned chicken, fish and more. The amount of food is enough to feed us for a good long while.
“Too bad none of it is fresh,” Rachel says in jest, her voice tinged with wonder.
“I have an idea,” I say. “I know the two of you are heading east, but what if we stayed here for a few days?”
“Stayed here? What do you mean?”
“I mean, I know it isn't wise to stay in one place for too long, but this food is just sitting here. We can easily secure the building. It wouldn't take much more. All we would need is just a source of heat. Marcus has already discovered the booths are more comfortable than the bare ground. Maybe even just until we get our strength back. What do you think? We work on this stash here until it is manageable for us to carry the rest.”
“Hmm.” She considers the idea for a moment. “We have been on the road for a while now...”
“Just a few days time,” I say. “Then we will move on once we feel rested.”
“Okay, yeah. I think it would be good for him. He's been through more than enough. It's a great idea, the more I think about it. When are we ever going to see this much food in one place again?”
We start to pull things down from the shelves. Just a few cans at first. I reach for a cardboard box of apple juice and cradle it in my left arm, piling smaller cans on top of it.
“Marcus,” she calls through the door, keeping her voice muted.
He appears a moment later with curiosity etched on his face. Seeing the stash, his eyes grow wide and his mouth falls open.
“Come here,” I say as I beckon him to the kitchen.
I take the juice to the main counter, grabbing a knife on the way. After I slice open the top of the box, I reach over to the dish area and grab a glass. He watches as I pour the amber liquid into the glass and hand it to him.
He drinks it with a kind of enthusiasm that I have not seen in awhile from anyone. He empties the glass, leaving a few droplets on his lips, which he wipes away with the back of his hand. I fill it again and he repeats the whole process happily.
The reasons I have given Rachel about staying here are only partially true. I want to make the run into town without them, and keeping them in a secure location would make that easier.
I do not believe they would hinder me. I need to find us a car, of course, but I needed something else as well. I had to find what I was looking for, and that, I have to do alone. It gave me some small inkling of peace that the child would not be out in the open. This was no world for a child. I would do what I could to get them a secure vehicle and get them headed on their way.
When humanity disappeared, they left behind all of their belongings for us survivors to pilfer. Of course, this abundance of stuff does not always guarantee survival. Though we have plenty of things surrounding us--cars, houses, clothes, weapons--what we have a shortage of is food, the one thing we need the most. I already know the key to long-term survival is to find a way to live. The problem is, our world is poisoned. Though we can get by on a daily basis, the end game is already decided. We may survive today, but what of tomorrow? This infection scouring its way through humanity decided our fate from the beginning. I may survive, but I am only one. Eventually this poisonous world will take the last of us.
Rachel had asked me how I knew about the creatures, about their behavior. Truth is, I have no idea how I know. Everything has always just been there, an instinct which I have never understood. My childhood was nothing more than fragmented bits and pieces, flashes of memory that held little to no meaning for me.
The taste of hot oatmeal.
A smiling woman holding my hand in a moving elevator.
The flash of the sun reflecting off a moving vehicle.
I know something is there. I just need to find a way to unlock it.
“There is still plenty of daylight left,” I say. “I'm going to go out and collect some wood. I think we can build a small fire pit in one of the stoves for cooking.”
“Yeah,” she replies. “I'll take stock of the food. I'm sure I can make something out of the ingredients here. Once upon a time, I was quite talented in the kitchen.”
“He could probably use some rest.” I nudge my head towards Marcus, merrily pouring himself another glass of apple juice.
“Perhaps you're right.” She considers the boy, turning back to me with a look of concern on her face. “A fire. Inside?”
“This place is made from tile and metal. As long as we keep a barrier around it, we'll be fine. We can all use a hot meal. I think we are good for today, but tomorrow I'll go out and find us some fresh meat.”
“That sounds good.” She stretches her arms overhead, stifling a yawn. “I can't remember the last time we were in a safe place like this. Not having to keep watch for a cluster or a horde. Not to mention having an actual kitchen. You may be the crack shot hunter, but when it comes to the kitchen, this is my domain. You worry about getting us a heat source and I'll put together some food for all of us.”
“Okay then.” I cannot help but smile at her enthusiasm.
I step back out to the restaurant area. The windows still have glass in them, which is rare. Buildings either have them broken out or have vines taking over. Most places along the edge of town are already starting to grow over.
I have heard rumors of places that had more security, walls around towns, protected communities, larger groups of people taking care of each other. Until such time as I can find such a place, I have to take extra steps to secure my location down to one entrance. If the creatures do breach the security, it forces them into a bottleneck. I can manage them that way.
I find the long bench and pull it with some effort to the side door. The glass walls of the restaurant are not a secure perimeter, but I know if I can patch it up a little we can use the kitchen as our main hideout. Also, despite its fragility I have never seen one of them walk through a pane of glass, as of yet.
I step back into the kitchen where Marcus and Rachel are collecting ingredients and taking inventory of the supplies.
“I've got this area secure for now,” I say. “I'm going out for firewood.”
Rachel raises her eyebrow. “Will you be okay?” she asks.
“Oh, yes. I've done it many times. I can handle it.”
“Okay,” she replies.
I find it remarkable that we have developed such as easy camaraderie in such a short time. Then again we have known each other for nearly a day already. For some, that is already a lifetime in this world.
Carefully, I exit the front door, making sure the landscape is clear before moving forward. I spy the old iron bench tipped over on its side, which I pull in front of the doorway behind me as a makeshift blockade. It is large enough to fit over the edges of the two front doors, enough to keep the creatures out. Rachel and Marcus can still escape if need be. I dust the remnants of rust off my palms as I glance over the setup. I feel pretty good about the security. I still have my crossbow and my knife. Rachel still has the other knife if they should need it.
Collecting wood does not take long at all, and I return with an armload. I step gingerly back over the bench to get back inside. We have to build the fire inside the stove in order to cook the food, but the metal walls would keep it contained, easily managed.
I arrive in the kitchen to find Rachel has produced a collection of wraps, waiting to be roasted once we got the fire going. She and Marcus stand over the counter covering each in foil to tuck them into the coals for roasting.
Marcus helps build the base, carefully placing the small branches underneath the larger logs. I produce a lighter out of my pocket. I always carry several as these are one of the items incredibly easy to find. Within minutes, the fire blazes inside the confines of the large, industrial sized oven.
Rachel uses a pair of large tongs to place the wraps into the heat. They turn out pretty good, although we have to be careful not to burn our fingertips when opening them. She had managed to find, among the stash, some cans of refried beans, tomato sauce and a collection of starchy vegetables, corn, mashed potato flakes, mixed and wrapped into soft tortillas. It makes for a filling, high protein meal.
“These taste good,” I say between mouthfuls.
“Don't sound so surprised,” she replies.
Marcus peels away the aluminum before each enthusiastic bite. I watch him, wondering when he last had a hot meal. We eat in silence. I can see their faces becoming more relaxed with the knowledge of our safety, even if it is temporary.
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MARCUS PICKS the lower level of the stainless steel rolling table as the place he wants to sleep. I place the leftover’s in the corner before I head back to the main part of the restaurant to finish securing the perimeter while Rachel tucks Marcus in. In the looming silence of the oncoming night, I hear her sing to him. She has found a pile of clean aprons and tablecloths to build a small nest for him. The fire, now nothing more than glowing embers, would be enough to keep us warm until morning.
Rachel joins me after a few moments, pushing quietly through the swinging door from the kitchen.
“Need some help?” she asks.
“I'm nearly finished, I think.”
All of the furniture is pushed against the windows, creating a semblance of a wall around us and removing the possibility of a breach.
“Looks good,” she says glancing around the room.
The restaurant looks strangely bare. I sit down on the small staircase leading from the bar area down to the empty center. Rachel sits down next to me.
“How's Marcus doing?” I ask.
“He's sleeping now. I've never seen him go out so fast. We've had a hard road lately. I'm glad he is safe for tonight.”
“That's good.”
“How long have you been out there?” she asks.
“I don't know. A long time I think.” I glance over. She is watching me with intensity behind her expression, lips pursed, eyebrows drawn together. “I, um... I can't remember a lot of things.” I tap on the side of my head with my fingertip. “It comes and goes.”
“What happened?” she asks. “I mean before. What was your life like? How did you end up alone?”
“That's one of the things gone. I have a few flashes, but that's about it.”
“You must have some idea.”
“Not really. I mean, I remember a woman wearing white. I can't remember her face, just kind of a presence. That's about all. I remember being younger, much younger, and she read to me and I felt safe. That's all I know.”
“Was she your mother?”
“I don't think she was.”
“You have been out in this from the beginning?”
“I suppose I have.”
Rachel shifts, adjusting to face me. “Let me ask you a question. Earlier, you said you would go out and collect firewood.”
“Right.” I feel a nudge of suspicion.
“I asked if I could help and you said no. I know it is dangerous out there, but even so, why didn't you let me come with you? It's safer if we all stay together.”
I turn away from her, staring forward. “I understand what you are thinking. To you, I look like a young girl. I get it. But I've been out there. You have seen that I can handle myself.” I trust her to an extent, but I don’t want to tell her everything. Not yet.
“It felt strange, I'll admit. Watching you leave. Not knowing if you would come back.”
“Let's say you came with me,” I reply. “Let's say you and Marcus came along. Then we get caught somewhere. Who would you choose?”
“What do you mean, who would I choose?”
“I'm just a child,” I say. “ I know that. I'm a fighter and so far, a survivor, but I'm still just a girl. You feel on some level as if I need protecting. I know what I look like, skinny and small. I know how I come across to others. A little girl in need of protection, right? Would you say that was your first impression?”
“Alright. Yes, a little bit. Yes.”
“But, despite all of that, if it comes down to it, and one of us is in danger. Who would you choose?”
The dawning appears on her face, eyebrows raising slightly.
“It's okay though. I do better when I'm alone actually.”
I stand and cross the room, gazing through the windows shading my eyes against the glare of the glass.
“Tomorrow I'll go and find us a car,” I say turning back to her. “You are okay with the arrangement for now?”
“Are you kidding me?” she says crossing her arms over her knees. “Ash, you're the best chance we've got.”
“What do you mean?”
“We got hit hard before you found us. I mean, we lost our car, but the worst part was losing our group. We barely made it to that mansion. We just made it up the stairs, trying to find a place to rest, when that loner showed up. If you hadn't been there, we would have been caught in that herd. Now here we are, and within the day, we have found a secure building full of food. If it weren't for you, we'd probably be dead. No joke.”
I nod, a bit taken aback by her sudden declaration of confidence. “Okay, fair enough. I'm glad for that, too.”
She responds with a small smile.
“I'm going to get some sleep,” I say. “It's been a bit of a big day, and tomorrow won't be much different if I'm heading into town.”
“Okay then,” she replies. “I'm going to stay up for a bit.”
I slip into the kitchen where Marcus is snoring softly from his nest under the table. I think, I could have rolled the entire stainless steel contraption across the room and he would not have woken. I wander over to the fire, still putting out a good amount of heat. Then I find my way over to the pile of aprons and table cloths.
Part of me wants Rachel to come back into the kitchen so I could sleep in the outer room. I shuffle around for a few moments before I slip back to the door, peeking out at her. I watch her sitting on the stairs, leaning her chin on her hands. The weariness of her lot is etched on her face,. I know that feeling, that desire to give up. More often than not, it becomes overridden by the desire to survive.
The next morning, I climb off of the pallet where I had slept. I wake before the others, sliding the strap of my bow onto my back and slipping quickly out of the kitchen into the main room. Once again I find myself hoping they will stay put. They have nothing more to do today than to stay inside and remain alive. I set out a carton of powdered eggs, knowing Rachel would find the gallon jugs of water in the pantry. They might taste a little stale, but who would be picky at this stage of the game.
I am careful not to make a sound as I pull open the door to the outside, double-checking the placement of the iron bench. I step over it, pulling the door closed behind me before I turn to scan the horizon. Half a day has passed since the horde came through. Travelling down the road this time will be more beneficial instead of following the flattened ground, especially since I am now on the lookout for a car, a blue one if I keep my word to Marcus.
But a vehicle is not all I am looking for.
I jog across the parking lot pavement to the nearest road turning and keeping pace. My legs and lungs burn with the exertion as I near the middle of the city. It feels good. The fresh air helps clear my head as I make my way down the road, ever alert.
They could be anywhere.
Up ahead I see movement on the road.
At first, I think it is another deer or a badger or something. Not until I get close enough, do I realize that it is a zombie, crouched over a raccoon at the side of the road. Shame I had not gotten there first;I have never eaten raccoon before. I have my crossbow, but at this close range, I can save the arrow.
I pull out my knife as I slowly reach down and pick up a handful of pebbles. Hitching back my arm, I take aim and toss one of the small rocks over the monster’s head so it lands on the other side of him. The sound catches its attention, and its head cranes up toward the noise.
I toss another handful of pebbles sending them skittering across the pavement. The creature stands and shuffles towards the sound. I take advantage of the distraction and stalk up behind it, taking slow, sideways steps. Then I spike the knife into the side of its head.
I feel vindicated each time I take one down. One less to worry about. Not that I had to worry about them, but I did not want Rachel or Marcus to know about that just yet. I stand up and walk forward toward the town. Up ahead, I can see the tops of the buildings rising beyond the horizon. Long lost skyscrapers, now just empty tombs jutting towards the sky.
The world as I know it has no more hope left within it. I often wonder what my life would have been like if the Fall of humanity had never happened. I collected bits and pieces over the years of what it might have been like. The lay of the cities alone gives me enough information. They were a busy lot, the people who lived before. The sheer number of vehicles left abandoned in their tracks gave evidence of rushing here and there.
A few years ago, I found some pictures from a school I had found inside one of the large buildings. The empty halls were lined with photographs of children, groups of about thirty, with one adult standing next to them, all of them smiling out at me. I can only guess what the purpose was of the pictures or what the role was of the adult. I remember trailing my fingers over the faces behind the smooth glass, wondering what their lives consisted of, what they talked about.
I remember little, but I still recall the presence of the woman in white. She showed me kindness, how to fight, and how to protect myself. These traits had always been something I assumed everyone had been taught, but as I move through this world, I learn over and over again that this is not the case.
The familiarity of my surroundings increases the closer I get to the middle of the city. The buildings loom around me now as I walk down the center of the street, subconsciously following the yellow, painted double line. Keeping the space around me, away from walls and windows, ensured that nothing would reach out and grab me. Here and there I see a few of them clustered and stranded under shadowed corners, unable to turn, reaching through bars of windows and vents, through the grating on the sidewalks and alongside the buildings.
I ignore them and move toward my destination. The roads, the signs, the shapes of the buildings, all become increasingly familiar as I walk. The building had once been a hotel, yet another piece of evidence that leads me to believe there had been more people to fill a building this size. The glass doors welcome me, as friendly as the maniacal grin of a carnival clown.
I push open the doors and step into the lobby.
The flash of returning memories nearly kicks me back off my feet. The glare of the sun on the marble floor. The new dusty smell of the chemicals permeating the building. I remember that the upper half of the building had been converted into apartments, where most of the doctors and scientists lived. It creeps up on me slowly, the realization that the entire structure had once been a self-sustaining community. Shops, grocery, and clothing on the first three floors. Then the laboratories on the floors above the arboretum. It all comes back, tumblers in a lock falling into place opening up the doorway to my memories.
My stomach drops with a feeling of vertigo as a memory of an elevator washes over me. I reach out and catch myself against the back of a faded chair. The table in the center of the lobby is rotted through; the legs lay crooked and broken, the top askew against the marble floor. I have a sudden vision of myself as a child, surrounded on all sides by mirrored glass, my own face, curving away into infinity. My hand is tucked into the hand of the woman in white standing next to me, warm and happy as she smiles down at me. She has a crinkle around her eyes. As clear as day, I see the curve of her lips, the whiteness of her teeth.
The elevator doors open and we step out, turning left. I see a flash of the office door within my hazy memory.
Room 642. That is where I need to get to. I shake my head and look up at the high vaulted ceiling above the now empty balconies. Darkened shadows seem to move in the tomb-like silence.
The elevators are out of service. Good thing I know where the stairs are. I cross the lobby to the small green door behind the elevators. I know better than to just open it outright. A building of this size and height would not be fully abandoned. Not completely.
Slowly I slip the handle of my knife into the palm of my hand before reaching for the door knob. The weight of the crossbow is comforting against my back. I know I won't be able to use it in the close quarters, but at least I know where it is. Part of me wishes I still had the other knife too, the one I had left behind with Rachel and Marcus. But they need it. I would find a way to make do. I open the door quickly with my weapon raised, prepared for the possibility of a mini-hoard pressing against it from the stairway.
It is vacant.
I exhale, taking careful steps forward, making my way onto the first landing. I turn and note the number on the door behind me. L1. A staircase leads up to the next landing while another leads down into the basements. I had never been down there, but I recall there are several levels of sub-basements.
I stop and listen.
If there is anything moving in the upper levels, I cannot hear it. The same cannot be said for the basement. The growling, grasping, sickeningly slick sounds of the creatures rises up from the lower levels. That many caught together, unable to escape, have most likely turned on each other. I can only imagine what horrors the lower levels have become. Nothing but a mass of rotted bones and decaying meat, writhing on itself in the ultimate orgy of the macabre.
I press myself against the wall, glancing upward, keeping my free hand on the strap of my crossbow. Close quarters often make for difficult self-defense. I stretch my neck around, trying to gauge the six flights I have to climb to get to my destination. Back to the wall, eyes upward, I move forward one careful step at a time, unable to fully see what may be around the corner. I make it to the second landing.
And then the third.
If it comes down to it, I know I can slip back into the doorway mirroring the one I had entered on Level One, although that would put me back into another place I would have to clear out. Might as well stay put, I decide. By the time I get to the fourth landing, I start to hear a distant rasping sound. Scratches against a concrete wall. Bloodied fingertips pressing against the surface, acting out the illusion of life itself. They just know forward; I think to myself. Nothing more. They have become so status quo, I hardly consider a solitary one to be much of a danger anymore. Regardless I do not like to be around them any more than I have to.
I ascend up to the next level. Up ahead, I can see it, trapped on the landing, walking back and forth adjacent to the door. Running into the corner wall, turning on shuffling feet and back towards the other wall. And again. Back and forth like a broken toy. I watch him for a few minutes, noticing it leaves a nasty red smudge of viscera behind every time it touches a part of the wall.
By the the level of decay, it has been trapped here for a while. I could not fathom how it became trapped in the first place, as there are no marks on the stairs either coming or going. It wears a standard lab coat, long since faded brown with blood and dirt. I would have to kill it if I wanted to get by, even though the thought of getting close to it makes my stomach do flip flops.
I wait until it turns away from me before I take the last few steps to the landing. Moving in quick strides, I pike it in the fleshy hollow between the ear and the jawline, wincing as the black ichor spurts out. It falls limp. I am able to pull my knife out before it wobbles and pitches over the side of the railing, spinning in a gruesome free fall to the lower levels. At any rate, that would give the others down there something new to munch on.
The last two flights have no noticeable threats. I make my way up to the level, still holding my knife, and keeping my eyes open. Another doorway marked L6 in those large blue letters. I stop at the door and place my ear as close as I can.
I hear nothing.
Except that the door is remarkably thick, enough to block out any noise perhaps. I test the door handle. Not locked. The security system shut itself off long ago. I open the door and step through. The vacant hallway stretches out on either side of me.
642.
If there are, in fact, forty-two rooms on this level then I have my work cut out for me. I try to stretch my mind to allow a flow of memories, which might make it easier for me to find my way around. I have been here before. That much is certain, but I have no recollection of how or when. Relying only on guesswork, I turn right, taking my time down the hallway. I do not hear anything threatening retreating or moving around, but I have been fooled before.
I always have my senses on high alert,. I cannot stay against the wall as I had in the stairway as there are doors on either side, some open, some closed, none of them locked. Papers and broken vials spill out into the hallway, an indication of the panic which set in when the world fell.
The hallway echoes silence as I move forward.
I cannot hear anything other than the sound of my own footsteps, scraping against the floor and displacing the papers and glass shards. They would have been one of the first to evacuate. I have a small flash of memory of this location in the hallway, something to do with the alarm. I can very nearly hear the sound of the dim buzz echoing off the walls.
Someone had grabbed my hand. I could not have been any older than seven or eight.
I recall pulling the pillowcase from the bottom of my bed before I was whisked away. First the elevator. We were running, surrounded by the chaos of people all around us, all trying to escape, but with nowhere to go. Then a car. I was shoved forward into the back seat. I recognized the driver as one of the attendants from the laboratory.
Voices talking fast.
“Get her to safety. Follow the plan!”
“I'll meet you at the rendezvous.”
“Go, just go!”
We drive fast, trees moving past the windows faster than I had ever seen. Had I been in a car before then? What had my life been like? I have no memories beyond that.
The sun streams through the wide glass window, locked forever now that the security system was shut down. Finally, I see the hallway where I would find the place I seek. Room 639 crosses my vision. Not far now. I keep walking down the hall, counting the doors until I see the number I need. 642.
The door stands ajar, and I push against it, keeping my ears alert to any sounds. I tap carefully on the wood, trying to revive anything that might be lurking within. At first, it looks just like any other office on the floor. I pull the door open as wide as it will go. Across the room, a large desk fills the other half.
That is her desk, I realize. The woman in white.
I walk forward, oddly mesmerized by the unexplained feeling of vertigo washing over me. The whole office looks like it had been turned upside down. Papers, the contents of her filing cabinet, strewn about, covering the floor. Beneath the papers, I see a flash of the red oriental carpet, which solidifies the idea that I have been here before.
On the surface of her desk, I see a framed photograph turned away from me, the only thing left standing. Her computer is overturned onto its side, the monitor screen staring up at me like a dead, gray eye.
I pick up the picture frame and turn it over, rubbing my hand across the glass, smearing the dusty surface. I see the face of the woman staring back at me with a smattering of freckles over her nose, blond hair coiffed into a low bun. Her teeth matches her white lab coat.
The woman's left hand was wrapped around the hand of a small child, a girl with her gap-toothed grin shone just as ferocious as the woman's. She had been laughing when the picture was snapped, taken just days before the Fall. I crack the glass against the edge of the desk, pulling the photograph out and quickly tucking it into my shirt before I scramble out of the room.
It does not take long for me to get out of the building, knowing the stairs are still clear. I have what I need, but I keep my knife out and ready as I make my way back down the stairs. I sprint across the lobby and push my way into the street, squinting against the brightness of the sun.
I remember that little girl in the picture. I remember the way she had laughed when the photographer held up the funny bird puppet. I know that she had laughed that day, for the last time in a long time. I know what happened that day because the picture was taken on the day the world changed. I had grown up in this building. My search for answers has only just begun.





4

STANDING in the middle of the road, the sun gleams off the dusty glass exterior of the tower and memories slowly start to come back. I face the building clutching my crossbow against my chest for comfort. My grip tightens on the handle of my bow. It all comes back, the memory of being here before, that same little girl clutching the hand of the woman in the white coat. Margaret Donovan.
I remember her. She is the woman who has appeared in my dreams, the vision in the elevator. Her office had been one of those rooms which felt like a shrine to the adult who inhabited it, silent and solemn. I brush my fingers over her face in the picture before I tuck it into the side pocket of my backpack.
I turn, walking at a slow pace down the center yellow line of the road, mulling the memories over. I used to live in that place. That woman, Margaret, had taken care of me, raised me I think. She was not my mother, though. I had a room, books, toys... this is where my childhood took place. This had been my home.
I make my way down the road eyeing the cars, parked on the side of the road, abandoned on the day humanity died. I see movements here and there in the shadows. The creatures, the zombies, tend to get stuck in the nooks and crannies, less of a threat than they would be out in the open.
Up ahead I spot a sky blue pickup truck veered off the road, nose first, into a small bridge over the ditch. There is no sign of impact. As I get close, I notice that the driver's side door hangs open and the poor creature is still buckled inside. Though the macabre scene is one of this undead man pulling against the seat belt, he must have been quite a character during his living days if the sideways jaunt of his cap of his hat means anything. His face appears skeletal covered with a thin layer of decayed gray flesh. A papery flap of torn cheek-flesh jiggles against his chin each time his body jolts forward.
I circle towards the creature inside the truck. On his dashboard sits a small plastic woman wearing a hula skirt and a tiny painted bikini top. Gold plastic stickers spell the name ‘Buddy’ across the front of the glove box. I spike my knife into his temple. His body goes limp, hanging against the taut seat belt.
“Sorry, Buddy,” I say. “I need your truck.”
My shoulder brushes against him as I reach across to unbuckle him. His head lolls from side to side as I maneuver his body out of the way. With his weight pulling against the strap, I have difficulty pushing the release button. Finally, it gives way and he falls forwards, lurching towards me. For a moment I think I missed his brain stem and perhaps he still has some semblance of movement in him yet. For a split second and I think I made a fatal mistake of being too casual about my kills. We tumble to the ground and I push him off to the side, lifeless and still, his mouth nothing but a bloody gash across his desiccated face.
The keys are still in the ignition, just where I had hoped they would be. The truck rumbles to life as the keys turn under my fingers, louder than I feel comfortable with. I know I need to get out of here before it draws attention from the roaming zombies. I get out onto the road, heading towards the nearest strip mall for supplies.
Now that I have a vehicle, it will take me only about ten minutes to get back to the others, so I still have plenty of time for a supply run before the sun sets. I pull into the parking lot of the grocery store with the broken out windows, and I back the open truck as close as I can to the entrance. I don't see any creatures, but I exit the truck resting my bow against my shoulder, just in case.
First stop is the canned fish and meat section. I grab one of the canvas bags from the front and fill it with as much as I can carry. Tuna, salmon, beef jerky, any kind of animal protein I can get my hands on. Better to have it on hand in case hunting is scarce, and the boy needs more than refried beans and canned tomatoes. I check the bottled and gallon water shelves already knowing they would be empty. I return to the truck and pile the bags into the front seat, shaking my hands out relieving them from the effort.
Rachel had been right about getting caught in that herd. If I had not found the two of them, they would have died. The restaurant is a good spot for now, but it is only a matter of time before we get caught in another herd like that. They are joining together, the ones that are not stuck repeatedly walking into the same corner in the middle of a city. There are thousands of them still out there, lost in the plains and wide open spaces, coalescing together like droplets of an oil slick.
I grab what I can from the camping section: sleeping bags, canned heat, battery powered lanterns. Tomorrow I will ask Rachel if they want to come with me since the city won't be safe for much longer. The safety window after a large horde is only about three days before they start to trickle back into the city. I put the truck in reverse and twist the steering wheel back towards the road, heading to the restaurant.

Arriving back, I spot a clutch of zombies surrounding the side of the building, blocking the door. I drop the engine into neutral. The sound of the truck could draw them away, but I have a better advantage to take them down if they don't know I am there. Six on one side and five on the other. Two more than I have arrows for.
Shit.
I grab my crossbow and roll down the window. I scoot my body up through the opening, sitting on the window's edge and leaning against the roof of the truck, pulling the crossbow out onto the roof. At this distance, I cannot tell what is happening inside the restaurant. The zombies all mill about, bumping into each other and the glass windows. I lean my crossbow across the top of the pickup, lining up my eye with the cross hairs.
I set the arrow and squeeze the trigger.
The first one goes down, tumbling like a bag of bones. I take aim again. The two nearest to me turn around at the sound of the arrow releasing. One shuffles towards me in that broken falling manner that reminds me of twisted tree branches. I line up my shot and squeeze the trigger again. The arrow flies through him creating a hole where his eye used to be, flying into the head of the one behind him. Two for one. It pays to practice, I guess.
The remaining creatures on the other side still just continue their mindless movements, skidding against the window, leaving smudges of skin and gore against the transparent panes. The constant banging and shuffling would be enough to drive a person mad.
I have seven arrows left, and I take down the next three. I ditch the crossbow in the truck before I pull myself the rest of the way out. My muscles burn as I lower my feet against the gravel, careful not to make a sound.
There still has not been any movement from inside the building, and my hope is that Rachel has enough faith in me that they are holed up in there as deep as they can get. I pull my knife out from my belt, taking sideways steps towards the first one, plunging my knife into the base of the first zombie's skull. The last one turns, its dead-white eyes focusing on me.
Facing only one of them has never been a problem, not that it would be. Just a quick blade to the head and that is that. This time though, something about my angle, the way the creature lunges, catches me off guard. It grabs a hold of my forearm just as I pull the knife out, giving me no leverage. Its teeth snap shut just inches from my arm. I stumble back trying to keep my exposed skin away from the gnashing teeth. Its fingers are nothing more than dead, grasping bones wrapped in flesh, and my stomach turns flip flops at the sensation.
The zombie's head explodes, leaving a smatter of brain and viscera on my shoulders. Now just a bloody stump, its body crumbles to the ground, fingers losing purchase on my skin. I see Rachel standing outside the door, lowering a shotgun. We make it inside and both turn to pull the booth back in front of the door as quickly as possible before I collapse against the staircase in the middle of the room.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, I'm fine. Marcus?” I ask.
“He's in the kitchen,” she says as she lowers the shotgun to her side.
“Where did you find it?” I nudge my chin towards the weapon.
“I found it underneath the flour bins in the pantry.”
“We have to relocate,” I say as I catch my breath.
She raises her eyebrows towards me.
“The noise of the shotgun,” I explain. “Loud sounds draw them.”
“I didn't know that,” she says with a flicker of regret in her expression.
“No matter,” I say, standing. I found us a vehicle, a pickup truck.”
“Oh, that's good.” She smiles.
“It should be a good vehicle for us. I picked up supplies, too. We can take that gun, but we need to find some more weapons for the two of you.”
“The two of us?”
“He needs to learn.” I cannot look at her directly and I focus on a spot against the far wall.
She nods as another flicker of sorrow crosses her face. “How much more time do we have to get out of here?” she asks.
“That depends on how close they are. When did these show up? How long were they out there?”
“Since this morning, just after sunrise.”
“That's what I was afraid of. We need to move quickly. Do you still have the knife?”
She nods.
“Okay, give me a few minutes to gather my arrows. Then I'll get the truck and pull it as close to the door as possible to get you and Marcus inside. We have to assume that more are coming and that they could be here any second. If we circle back around in two or three days we should have an idea if it is safe to come back here.”
“Right, okay.” She nods, but her eyes trail off behind me to the kitchen.
I do my best to hide the frustration that she had shot the gun. A few more seconds and I could have taken him down, but as things are now we probably have less than an hour to get out of here, if that. I keep my face turned away from her focusing on getting everyone out as quick as possible.
Through the swinging doors, we find Marcus sitting in his nest of restaurant tablecloths underneath the prep table. He found a few kitchen utensils to playing with. He bobs them up and down, adding his own affected voice and giving character to his new found toys.
“It's time to go, Marcus,” I say speaking in a light but firm voice . “Come and see the great blue truck I found for you.”
“Really?” he says as he glances up, his expression lighting up.
“Yeah.”
I turn back to Rachel. “The two of you need to stand ready at the door,” I say. “I'm going to collect my arrows and bring in the truck. Keep watch and come out the front door as soon as I stop. Okay?”
She nods, a quick short movement.
It only takes me a few minutes to pull the arrows from the heads of the inert creatures. The bone structure does not have the same sturdiness as a human. Once they transform over, the body starts to decay at the same rate. No one knows what reanimates them. Each arrow comes loose with a quick pull, but I have to place my foot on the shoulder of the last creature to get enough leverage to tug the arrow out.
Turning, I quickly scan the landscape looking for any kind of sign. The hilliness gives me a bad feeling. I much preferred the flatness of the landscape out west. If one can see for miles, a whole herd could be approaching and we would have hours of advanced notice. Here, they could come over the hilltops and we would have minutes at the most.
I pause, listening as hard as I can to the sounds around me.
There it is. In the far distance, I can just make out the shuffle and scrape indicating the incoming presence of zombies. I train my eyes on the truck sitting up the road about fifty yards away. The urge to run almost takes over, but I fight the impulse. If I step back inside we would all be trapped indefinitely, depending on how many there are. A sizable horde could get stuck, creating a wall around the building.
With a brisk but careful pace, I head towards the truck keeping along the side of the parking lot. I do not want to risk tripping in the thick grass by going directly up the hill. Once I make it to the road, I can see the adjacent valley facing out towards the outer edge of the city. I see them. Not as many as the original herd, but enough to potentially wrap around the restaurant as I feared. They shuffle along about twenty deep.
I trot towards the truck and swing into the driver's seat. Stealth is pointless. By now they already know I am here. My job is to get Rachel and Marcus into the truck and out of the immediate area. I rev the engine and pull forward into the parking lot until I see Rachel with Marcus hiding close behind her through the glass door. Her eyes dart between the truck and the front line of the herd now trickling over the slope fifty yards away. She nudges Marcus forward as I push the passenger door open. He scrambles the few feet into the truck, Rachel swinging in just after him.
As soon as she pulls the door shut behind her, the leading edge reaches the tailgate of the pickup truck. The engine guns and we surge forward. They have already blocked the way out of the parking lot as they continue to stream over the hilltop. I turn the wheel and press the gas, spinning the truck almost up on two wheels.
“What are you doing?” Rachel asks in a panic.
“I have to break through. It's the only way.”
“Are you sure?!”
“Just hold on tight.”
When I press down on the gas pedal, I keep my eyes trained on the tree on the other side of the road in an attempt to ignore the approaching herd. Twenty deep is still a significant number. Rachel pulls her seat belt across her chest and over Marcus' lap before she clicks it into the receiver between us. Her arm is wrapped tight around him; he clenches his eyes shut, burying his face into her arm.
I press my foot down on the gas pedal and plow through. The zombies bounce off the bumper and windshield like rubber, clutching feebly towards the windows as we surge past, their slick fingertips unable to grasp the metal surface as the truck pushes past them.
“We're okay,” I say. “We're okay.”
I have overshot the road but I straighten the car back to the pavement and we steady our way down the road back into town.
“You guys alright?” I ask.
“Yes,” Rachel gasps.
Marcus' curiosity gets the best of him, and he wiggles out from under her arm, craning his head around. I press forward as the three of us fall into silence. We are safe for now, but we need to get to shelter. We are putting enough distance between us, and the zombies soon disappear behind us.
I glance over at Marcus who gazes out the window, wide-eyed and restless.
“I have an idea,” I say. “Let's go and get some weapons, and then we'll do something fun.”
“Something fun?” he says, scratching his nose.
“You'll see, but first things first.”
I pull the truck up to what was once a sidewalk, as close to the building as possible. The windows have long since been broken out. “Wait here,” I say. “I'll flush the place and then motion for the two of you.”
I climb out of the truck slowly, holding my knife in one hand and my other resting on the hilt of my bow, I move into the building, careful to step over the broken glass. My first stop is the knives. I circle back and wave them inside.
Rachel picks up a few switchblades, eyeing the large glass case of throwing stars. She hands one of the knives to Marcus, who eyes it warily before he tucks it into his back pocket. I get lucky and find another cartridge of arrows; my brand even. I refill my arrow cache, noticing that I have not lost as many as I had in the past.
“I think there are less of them,” I say.
“Now that you mention it, I think you are right.” She stops and turns towards me, focusing on the empty road through the window behind me. “When it happened--whatever it was that made this happen--there were hundreds, if not thousands, of them. They were everywhere. But now, I don't think we've seen more than fifty this week, outside the occasional herd. I think they are going away from the cities.”
I turn and face the same direction as her. The street is dusty. Waves of heat radiate off the pavement. “It wasn't always this way,” I say. “The world was once alive and vibrant.”
“Yeah,” she says glancing over to Marcus, staring at a wall of flying discs, ignoring both of us.
“Maybe one day it will be again.”
Marcus steps between us and the window, staring out, framed by broken glass and rotted wood. I walk up next to him and watch him try out the feel of his new knife. He flips it around in his hands, opening it and closing it, testing the edge of the blade against his thumb.
“Do you like it?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he replies. I can tell he is hiding his excitement at finally having a weapon. The grin escaping the edge of his lips is a dead giveaway.
“Come on.” I nod my head back towards the truck. Rachel falls in behind us in the pattern we have become accustomed to, with Marcus in the middle for the best protection.
We circle around the corner and down the block, once more pleasantly surprised by the lack of zombies in the area. Even just a few weeks ago they still lined the downtown area. The herd had cleared out quite a bit of them. I pull up to the place I want to show them, parking close and pointing to the revolving door of a large glass building, surrounded by a vacant, paved courtyard.
“In there?” Rachel asks.
“Shh,” placing my finger over my lips. “Through the revolving door and then we will be safe. This building is clear. We'll be safe.”
As soon as our feet hit the concrete we all sprint towards the door, pushing our way through in one segment of the revolving door.
“What is this place?” she asks, helping Marcus to his feet.
“It's a library,” I reply.
They both look up into the huge four-story atrium in the center of the space. Hanging from the topmost level of the ceiling falls a thick wire the length of the building, ending in a large, brass-covered pendulum. It swings as if with a force of its own, over the fenced expanse, slowly moving from side to side. Other than the slight creak of the wire there are no other sounds.
“It is safe,” I say, trying to calm their awed expressions. “I come here quite a bit when I do supply runs.”
“What is that?” Marcus asks pointing to the device.
“That is called a Foucault pendulum. There is a great book about it just over there in the shelves.”
His face lights up and he gazes up at Rachel. She looks at me with a question in her eyes.
“The whole building is safe,” I say. “I've cleared it and secured all the doors. The only entrance is the revolving door and they can't maneuver it.”
“Stay where I can see you,” Rachel says to him before he trots off into the children's area to the left of the atrium. She turns to me. “How did you find this place? It's incredible.”
“I stumbled in here a couple of years ago, running from a herd. That courtyard in front used to be crawling with them. I came around the corner from the other direction on a supply run, but I got stuck. They surrounded me. I nearly fell into the revolving door. The building was empty. I spent some time strengthening the rest of the doors, but so far I have not seen any evidence that they can get through.”
“This place is amazing,” Rachel says as she begins to wander around. She steps into the shelving area, close to where Marcus sits cross-legged on the floor, flipping through the pile of books he has amassed next to him.
Rachel trails her fingers along the spines of the books, pausing over one and pulling it out from the others. It is a book I have read, about a little girl who lives on a farm, but pines for greater things. She gets swept away into another world where everything comes to life in vibrant color. I pull up one of the small stools and sit down, watching Rachel glancing through the pages with a distant smile playing on her lips.
I can tell by the voracity in which Marcus plows through the books that he has not had an opportunity like this for a very long time. He takes in every detail of the pages, carefully placing each book to the side after he finishes reading.
A flash of a lost memory returns to me. A bed, large and pink, piled with pillows and a quilted comforter. A few feet away is a painted white bookshelf filled to the brim with brightly colored spines.
“Are you alright?” Rachel asks.
“Yes.” I blink and shake my head, laughing a little. “Just lost in thought. Oh, I almost forgot. There is one more thing I wanted to show you.”
Rachel watches me with curiosity as I jog back to the small open cafe area. I climb over the counter and spot the boxes in the back storage room. Within a few minutes, I return with a handful of chocolate bars.
Rachel looks at me with disbelief.
“Candy doesn't go bad,” I say. “Go on. Take it.”
We all enjoyed our small respite while Rachel reads us a chapter. We all lounge in the small, brightly colored corner of the library pretending for just a few moments that we live in a different world. The sun hangs low to the horizon. We opt to set up camp on the second floor after pulling the supplies we needed from the truck.
We stay awake for a little while, feeling euphoric from the break in our reality. I have a nudge of a feeling that something is looming, but I push aside my sense of dread to enjoy the small company that we have formed. As dusk settles, Rachel reads to us until Marcus falls asleep, tucked into one of the sleeping bags I had retrieved. Once he is settled, she sits down across from me in one of the plush chairs, adjusting the light of the lantern on the table between us.
We talk for a little while. She tells me about the people she has lost, her husband, his parents, and then when they set out to escape the overrun city out west, the group they joined and then subsequently lost. It all sounds very complicated, yet there is also a strange comfort in hearing it. The battery powered lantern holds a steady glow. Even though she is telling me her past, I avoid giving her any information as much as I can. Rachel finally steps over to her sleeping bag and settles in. Soon her breathing grows steady and even.
I sit for another few moments, watching them both to ensure they have fallen asleep. I creep away, careful to step only on the carpeted part of the stairs to the level below. The books are inviting and welcoming. I trail my fingers over the smooth surface of the spines, lined up on the shelves. The area underneath the balcony is shielded in dark shadows. I find my way to the back wall, away from where the others are sleeping and out of view of the glass doors before I sit against the wall, pulling my knees up to my chest.
The tears come silent at first. The pressure of the day overtakes me and I cannot help but let it. I do not want to wake them. No matter. I have become accustomed to crying silently. The tears flow fast, falling off my chin and staining my clothes, my body racked with emotion. I stay this way, clutching my arms around me, turning to press my face against the wall. I cry myself out until I feel numb and there is nothing left. There is no comfort here or anywhere. Not for me, not for anyone. Not anymore.
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I WAKE BEFORE THE OTHERS.
The sun filters through the windows creating a light orange glow on the surroundings. Sometime during the night I had come back upstairs and tucked into the sleeping bag left out for me. My first thought is to get back to the laboratory where I had found the photograph. Since the place had already triggered memories for me, I want to find out more. I sit up and rub my eyes as last night's dream rushes across my mind.
I was in a car hearing voices. A woman spoke in low hushed tones to the driver, a dark-skinned man from the laboratory.
“We have to get as far away as possible,” she said.
The car moved fast, and I was unable to see over the edge of the window. I knew we are headed west and something bad had happened. The people in the car kept saying phrases like “We have to take care of Ashley.” I remember feeling excited because I had never been outside the lab before.
We had driven for a long time when we came to a large crowd sprawled across the highway. There was something wrong with all of them. We did not know yet what had happened, that the people had changed into predators. We were surrounded all at once. The driver kept going as fast as he could. Despite the danger surrounding us, I wanted nothing more than to be able to see out the window.
I sit up in my sleeping bag, pressing away the remainder of the disturbing dream.. A sound catches my attention. A distant scratching. At first, I think it is the last remnants of my fading dream but soon realize it is not just my mind playing tricks. I do actually hear something. Rummaging through the supplies we managed to bring inside, I quickly find a baseball bat before heading back downstairs to the lower level of the atrium.
At first glance, I cannot guess how many there are, or how deep the layers go. There are dozens of them clawing at the glass entryway to the lobby. If the glass breaks, we are all trapped. If the others were not on a higher level there would be no hope, but I take small comfort in the knowledge that they are still upstairs. I know I can handle these before they get out of hand. Two of them have gotten caught inside the revolving door but they do not have the momentum to push the door forward. If I wanted to, I could just revolve it the other direction and kick them back out to the street.
I take a deep breath.
Pushing open the door, I allow them through as I clasp the bat in my right hand. The two stagger around me as I back up, careful to avoid the pendulum behind me. The movements of my body alert them of my presence, right in front of them. Fresh meat. They hold back but their teeth chatter as if in anticipation. Both of them hover around me, lurching in slow motion, dead eyes waiting for something, some move from me.
I give it to them. I circle the bat around for better leverage before I let it swing, making contact with the first one. His head knocks clean off and lands on the tile, sliding across with a sickening squelch before stopping in front of the cafe counter. I take the other one down with a quick knife jab to the side of the head.
It is far too easy.
They do not attack. I have seen them take down a person more times than I care to remember, enough for me to know I want nothing to do with them. I try to avoid it but, if I had to, I could walk through a crowded room of them if it came to it. I have no idea why.
Still, I avoid them, as I don't know what would happen if one of them bit me. If they outnumbered me I could still get trampled or injured. Either way, I fight them to keep up the camouflage for when I am around other people. If I seem different from anyone else it makes me a target.
I let in three more. In a strange way, it feels good to fight them one-on-one like this. It has been a while, and I don't like to be out of practice. Besides taking them down one at a time will help to diminish the horde pressed against the glass.
I feel glad of the presence of Rachel and Marcus, but something about the way he looks at her puts my teeth on edge. The utter devotion which only comes from a child. It is up to me to keep them safe. I have no illusions about that.
The creatures soon lay in a heap before the locked glass doors. I turn and watch the rest of them hammering at the transparent wall between us. I step up close to one as she presses her decaying face against the glass, snapping her teeth as if trying to bite her way through. Her dead eyes stare right through me. It would be easier to kill them if they had some kind of meanness about them, some kind of motivation behind their actions. But they just move forward until they come to something that stops them.
I decide to let a few more through the revolving door.
I reach forward to push the partition around, and I feel it come loose in my hand. Three more creatures had wedged between the other side and the door is stuck fast. Their movements, paired with the pressing herd behind them causes the center shaft to snap.
“Ash?”
Marcus' voice behind me startles me enough that I lose my footing. Swinging my head around, I see him standing in the middle of the steps watching me, his eyes wide.
“Get back!” I say through clenched teeth as I struggle to push the glass panes back, doing my best to keep them at bay.
It is too late. My feet slip out from under me on the slick marble floor. The glass cracks, and I fall backward, hard on my backside as the doors cave in like an umbrella turning inside out. Dozens of creatures surge through the breech, walking right past me towards Marcus. I spin around, landing on my elbows, straining through the shuffling legs to see if he has moved. I catch a glimpse of him darting around the corner at the top of the stairs. He may have a chance.
I crouch with my arms over my head to ward off the throngs of feet stepping over me, obscuring my vision as they flood the atrium. At this rate, the entire lower floor will soon be filled with them. When the movement slows, I stand. They adjust to my presence without acknowledging and a circle of space forms around me. They slow their motions, milling about, bumping into the walls and each other. When they wander close to me, they just veer off as if I am wearing some kind of zombie repellent.
When I step forward they part in front of me, allowing me a path through the horde. If I engaged one or attacked them, they would turn on me, but as long as I move slowly they ignore my presence. They move out of the way each time I take a step. When I reach the stairs, I can see across the atrium that about a dozen have made it into the stacks, roaming up and down the aisles. I sprint up the stairs, two at a time. Marcus and Rachel are clutched in each other's arms, both staring at me with wide questioning eyes. At the top of the stairs, Rachel had seen everything.
“We have to move,” I say pushing past,
grabbing my sleeping bag and shoving it into the case.
“How did you do that?” Rachel asks.
“We'll talk about that later.” I shove the beef jerky and the rest of the cans into the backpack, scanning over the edge of the balcony. “We have to move quickly if we have any chance of getting out.”
“I saw you walk past them,” she says evenly. “How did you do that?”
I keep my gaze steady as I turn back to her. She is panicking and her mind is focusing on the wrong thing right now.
“Okay, Rachel,” I begin. “You are right. I did do that, and I'll be happy to tell you about it. But first, we need to get you and Marcus out of this building before too many of them get inside.”
She nods. Her eyes flick towards Marcus as her rapid breathing evens out. “How are we going to get out of here?” she asks.
“There is a set of emergency stairs over by the elevator. We need to make it down them before too many of them get inside. I don't know how secure the door is and that is our only way out. Do you understand?”
“You can do it, right? You can walk right past them. You can get the car and crash through and come back for us?”
“That's not how it's going to happen.”
“Why not?”
“Because you think I will leave you both behind.”
She stares at me, jaws clenched, her arms draped protectively around Marcus' shoulders. I can tell by her expression that my guess is right.
“We go together or not at all,” I say as I reach my hand to her. She takes it and I feel her fingers trembling.
“What's the plan?” she asks in a quiet voice.
“I'll go down one flight in case I have to clear the area. Then I'll signal the two of you. The door opens out to the street. Then we'll have to make our way around the building to the truck. See the door there by the elevator?”
“Yes, I see it.”
“Through there are the stairs. It will be dark, but stay close and let me go first. It should be clear since the inner door should still be secure, but wait for my signal. Walk fast and steady. Whatever you do, don't run. We don't want anyone to panic. Understand?”
She nods. I meet eyes with Marcus, and he nods too. I notice a wicked determination on his face, something I have never seen before.
I reach for the crossbow, holding it up against the edge of the balcony and aiming with careful precision. Down below I notice two drawing close to the door leading to the exit. The arrows take them down, creating a macabre wall so none of the others can approach the door. I will lose those arrows, but it is a small price to pay.
“Okay,” I say as I swing the bow to my back. “Ready?”
“Wait,” Rachel says, her voice high and thin. “What happens when we get outside? Won't there be more of them?”
“They are coming from the west and if they do anything they do it in a straight line. The back of the building should be clear.”
We do one last weapons check, nodding to each other. I can see the fear in her face, but she is holding strong. We approach the door, painted the same gray color as the wall around it. The long dead 'exit' sign hangs at a slant. I pull it open, keeping my bow down by my side. I step down the stairs doing my best to listen. All I can hear is the silence of the stale air and an occasional thump from the lower level. As soon as I make it to the first landing, I can see the door is cracked beneath me. Just enough to notice it is not latched.
I reach down, slip the knife out of the sheath at my ankle, hold it tightly as I move forward, motioning to them with my other hand. As they move down the stairs, I adjust my body to keep myself between them and the door. Keeping three steps ahead, I reach the door to the outside first and push it open with my forearms, all of us squinting at the light. Seeing the open door and the small square of sun cast upon the dusty floor kicks all of us forward, eager to get out of the claustrophobic surroundings.
One of the zombies from inside the library lurches against the door, pushing it further open. Marcus lets out a surprised yelp, immediately clasping his hands over his mouth realizing his mistake. All three of us burst into action, darting out the door. I push it closed behind us, but if the creatures breach the inner door, there are no guarantee it will hold.
“Go,” I say gesturing them across the street.
I was right about the creatures not being behind the building. Now we just have to make our way around to find the truck. My hope is that we do not have to abandon it along with all the gear in the back. Besides, I like that truck. I cannot say that about many things.
We circle wide around the building, not crossing a single zombie until the sidewalk on the other side of the courtyard. I see the truck, the top of it at least. Parked along the edge of the sidewalk a few feet from that now broken glass wall, it is surrounded on all sides.
“It's not worth it,” Rachel says. “We can find another vehicle.”
“No,” I reply. “I can get it. You two stay here. Get up on that fire escape until I get back to you. We don't have time to argue. Go!”
They scramble up to the first level as I walk forward. Once again the pathway parts before me allowing me several feet of room each time I take a step. With little effort I walk to the truck, slow and steady, open the driver’s door and crawl in. The roar of the engine makes some of them turn my way and the ones nearest begin to grasp at the windows. They fall away as the truck nudges forward. I could have floored it, but I have experienced cleaning guts out of a grill before, a task I do not wish to repeat. Once I clear the edge of the horde, I surge forward aiming for the ladder of the fire escape. The truck lurches when I jump the curb.
Rachel and Marcus scurry down, clutching to the rungs as I back the bed underneath them. Rachel jumps down first, turning to help Marcus into the truck bed. She pulls him down and they both fall flat, burying themselves in the stash of goods. She taps her foot against the cab to signal me.
We surge forward and I cut the wheel, heading out of town. Within minutes, the buildings fall behind us into the distance.
I find a grassy area and pull over so they can climb up into the cab of the truck. Marcus' eyes glow and Rachel watches him with some trepidation. I think I know what she is thinking. The smirk on his face indicates that he is enjoying the adventure. He is enjoying himself far too much. I reach under the seat and pull out a large bag of beef jerky.
“This should tide us over, but we need to get somewhere to make camp,” I say.
“Where do we go now?” Rachel asks.
“You said the two of you were headed east?”
“That's right.”
“Then I guess we are heading east.”
The two-lane highway is vacant before us. It takes several minutes but finally her features slowly fall into a relaxed smile.
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WE DRIVE in silence for a long while, the sun hanging lower in the sky behind us. Rachel keeps a wary eye on me while Marcus munches happily on his food. The countryside slips past outside the window.
“Why are you helping us?” Rachel asks, breaking the silence.
“What do you mean?”
“You obviously know your way around. You can survive on your own. That much is clear, but what I don't understand is why you would help us. It would be a lot quicker to go on your own without us. It is no secret that you have some other agenda, so why did you let us tag along? You could have just as easily left us back at the mansion.”
I keep my eyes on the road, a gray two-lane, slicing through the trees. “I suppose you're right, but what would have happened if I had done that?”
“We would have died. I am sure of it.”
I glance down at Marcus, unsure how to continue.
“This is the only world he has ever known, right?”
“Close to it. He was born shortly after the Fall.”
“I think that a shameful truth,” I say. “If there is some way he can one day see something different than all this... I don't care any more if I see that world, but it would be enough for me to know that someone will.”
“What about you?” she asks after a moment.
“What about me, what?”
“What happened to you, your family?”
“I've been alone since I was eight,” I begin. “I don't remember much before that, but we were driving and the car hit a tree.” The memory is fresh, as it is one of the first true memories that I had. I had seen the driver here and there at the laboratory, but I did not know him personally.
“The creatures swarmed around us immediately,” I say continuing the story to Rachel. “I hid in the back seat trying to keep as quiet as possible. I was unhurt by the accident but remained certain that my life would end within minutes.
“It took several minutes to realize they were gone. They had not touched me. They never have since then either, unless I get their attention first.”
She does not answer, but keeps her gaze on me for several minutes before finally turning to face the road. We drive for a long while before we see another zombie. Just the one, wandering through the field at the side of the road. The sun dips behind the tree line and darkness falls. Finally the exhaustion takes over and Rachel volunteers to drive. As much as I hate to stop at night, we pull over at the next patch of road. We both circle around the front of the truck. Marcus sleeps undisturbed in the center seat. When I slide in, his head lolls over and lands against my shoulder.

The road drones on.
“How long have we been on the road?” Rachel asks.
“About six hours now, I think.”
“Do you think a fire would be a bad idea once we stop?”
“It never has been a problem before,” I say. “If anything, it keeps them away. I'll take the first watch though, just to be on the safe side.”
“You don't have to. I can take it.”
“It's okay. I caught some sleep while you were driving.”
“You did?” she asks.
“I did,” I fib. “I'll be fine.”
We spend the next few hours collecting firewood, all of us staying within eyesight of each other. Once we return to camp, Rachel turns up a large stump to use as a stool arranging her gathered wood onto the firepit. She begins to rub two of the sticks together.

“Hang on,” I say reaching into my backpack.
“No, I've done this before. When I was younger. It might take a bit but I can get it started this way.”
“Here,” I say with a grin as I toss her the lighter. “This might be quicker.”
She catches it in midair. “This should help,” she replies with a wry smile.
“You can keep that one,” I say. “I've got several.”
I sit with my back to the tree while the two of them settle in, wrapping up in their sleeping bags. Most of the gear has made it with us even though none of it was strapped down in the back of the truck. It takes me only a few minutes to circle the camp and find the best spot to keep watch. Sleeping outside is not ideal, but the fire should keep them away. The large tree on the northern end of the circle offers the best coverage. I place my bow down, stretching out my legs in preparation for the long stretch of sitting still.
The fire smolders a low amber beacon. The other two have fallen asleep, based on the steady sound of their breathing. The forest surrounds us with pitch darkness on all sides, tree trunks only illuminated by the dancing flickering light.
I hear a crack of branches in the underbrush.
My hand flies to the knife at my waist, and I roll forward into a crouch. The crossbow lays on the ground beside me. Another snap of a twig, a rustle of leaves. I bring my knife up, ready for the side slash which would take down an approaching zombie. What I hear next alerts me that this is not the usual shuffle of mindless movement. I slowly push myself to standing, hooking the strap of my bow over my shoulder and placing my hands against the tree.
It is close.
I hold my breath.
Another step.
I move forward as quiet as I can against the leafy ground, catching a glimpse of Rachel sleeping with her hands tucked under her cheeks, breathing softly. Marcus' bag is piled in a heap between me and the fire. Every muscle in my body is taut and alert. Whatever is moving through the forest stays in the darkness at the edges of the clearing. My eyes strain to try and make out the shape. It steps into the flickering light of the fire and I swing around with my knife at the ready.
Marcus peers up at me, his hair kicked up creating a rooster at the back of his head.
“What are you doing?” I whisper in an exhale, not without some annoyance. I lean back against the tree and slide down to the ground.
“I couldn't sleep,” he says with nonchalance, settling into the ground next to me. He pulls his feet up and looks at me in that unnerving way. I can't help but feel that he is watching me, as if I have something for him.
The darkness grows around us. “Fine,” I say. “You can stay but you have to be quiet okay?”
He nods with a comfortable look on his face.
“You wanna know something?”
“What?” I say with a sigh.
“Our names are the same.”
“Are they? How do you mean?”
“My middle name is Blaze.”
“Really?”
“Yeah,” he grins. “Marcus Blaze. We both have fire names. Pretty cool, huh?”
“I guess so.”
He smiles and settles in, perching next to me as if we had done for years, instead of being near strangers, tossed together by circumstance.
“Marcus, did you need something?” I ask.
“I cry, too, sometimes,” he says quietly.
“What?”
“I heard you yesterday in the library. I didn't want to say, but...”
“No, it's alright.” I wave my hand, though it is not alright.
“It's okay, you know.” He scoots over to me and picks up my arm, draping it over his shoulder like a scarf. I sit in silence and let him lean in underneath the small comfort he seems to get from me. I cannot decide if I want to smile at him or if his presence makes my neck bristle.

Bolting awake, I immediately recognize the sound of the creatures moving through the trees, sunlight fingering through the branches. I had fallen asleep on my watch. Something about the presence of Marcus had lulled me into a relaxed state and I had nodded off. He sleeps with his head on my lap and his arms tucked around my waist.
I try, at first, to push him off. The zombies are close. I don't know where, but I can tell they are nearby. I twist around, catching a glimpse of Rachel still sleeping at the edge of the circle. If I can get her to wake up, we might be able to make a break for the truck before they spot us. Marcus' arms clutch around my waist in a sleep induced grip, his hands locked together.
“Marcus,” I whisper through clenched teeth. “Marcus, you have to let go!”
I spot the first zombie step through the trees.
“Marcus,” I say with urgency. “You have to let go. Rachel! Rachel!” I say over my shoulder as loud as I can while not giving away our position. If Marcus would just let go...
I kick out my feet and try to get some purchase against the tree to loosen his grip.
The zombie makes it to Rachel before I can. Seeing him hover over her gives me an extra surge of adrenaline. I shove Marcus off of me and toss him aside. As much as I hate it, I know it is our only chance. He stumbles back onto his backside with wide eyes, his mouth dropped open. I glance back over my shoulder.
It is too late for her.
The zombie chomps into her neck as she sleeps, severing her vocal cords and crushing her windpipe. She struggles for a moment, her feet spasming in a quick seizure as her nerves fight for one last grasp at life. She is gone in seconds. I know the wheezing of the air working through her broken trachea is a sound that will never leave me. Marcus' chest is hitching up and down and his face goes white.
Grabbing him by the hand, I bolt towards the truck. By now there is no time to go back and gather the supplies. We make it as far as the passenger door. The herd filters around us, moving slowly through the trees, one at a time. I turn and see them lurching in slow motion, step after step. I yank the handle, but the door is stuck.
“Come on!” I mutter as they move closer, shuffling in behind us. Marcus begins to hyperventilate, clutching one hand in mine and craning his head around to see their steady approach.
“Don't look, Marcus,” I say. “Don't look at them. Let me get the door open.”
I run around the truck, letting go of his hand, thinking I can move faster, get him inside faster, if I go on my own. Lunging through the driver's side, I scramble across to push open the other door. He stands for a moment framed in the flaked blue painted door frame. Everything moves in slow motion. I reach for him, my hands clutching into thin air as I attempt to grab his shoulders and pull him inside.
I am too late.
He screams as the monstrous hands and fingers wrap around his arms and start to pull him away. I manage to get a hold of his wrists, but he slips away in seconds. They drag him into the forest as the sound of his wails echo into the night sky. The last thing I see are his hands clasping towards me, vanishing into the darkness of the forest.
No time.
No time to think. Even if they can not kill me, I could still get injured because of them. That many of them could overturn the truck. I scramble forward, grabbing the passenger door and pulling it shut.
“Come on,” I mutter, willing the truck to move. “Come on!”
At last, the keys turn under my fingers, bringing the truck to life. The engine turns over with a disgruntled rumble. The roar of the engine grabs the attention of the creatures close to me. I find the road, pulling the wheel into position to get myself turned on the gravel. I drive until I hit pavement, leaving the creatures behind. I press the palms of my hands against my cheeks, wiping away the tears and doing my best to focus on the pressure of my foot against the gas pedal.
This had happened before, and yet...
He was a child. Marcus was a child.
I drive as far as I can, ignoring the nagging urge to circle back to the city and examine more evidence in the laboratory. All I want to do is move forward. It hurts now. Such a loss always does, but if I can just get enough distance between myself and what happened then maybe, just maybe, everything will be okay.
So many questions bubble in my mind, but I try not to focus on that. Despite my attempts to avoid the image, I play it over again in my mind. If I could have gotten her awake I could have prevented the whole thing. I could have saved him, saved them both. The sound of his screams would echo in my mind for the rest of my life. How many times, I wonder, do I have to live through the pain of seeing someone I care about, someone I loved, being ripped to shreds? I have seen enough of that to last a lifetime. Should have known better than to believe that this time would turn out any different. I swipe the back of my hand across my face then rub the wetness of my tears onto my jeans.
Pressing forward, the city fades into the distance. I have no destination in mind. The sun casts a yellow glow on the road. Hunger gnaws at my stomach, but it is a welcome distraction from the thoughts churning in my head. I need to find food and soon. At the next exit I pull off, motivated by the green road signs with invitations to Mom's Diner, Pete's BBQ, trucks welcome and so on.
The scent of grilling meat piques my interest as I turn the truck down the off ramp. I pull over in the parking lot of an abandoned grocery store. The light is fading fast, and I am hell-bent on finding where the scent of roasting meat is coming from. Stepping out of the cab, I lift my face to the wind, turning to catch the breeze. Finally I see it. Against the far northern horizon, rising from the treetops, is a thick gray plume of smoke dancing into the sky. Climbing back into the truck, I shift gears, pulling the wheel back onto the road.
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THE TRUCK LURCHES FORWARD. My focus remains steady on the gray beacon, the pillar of smoke rising from the tree-topped horizon. My cheeks feel sticky with drying tears. Pulling around to the main road, twisting the steering wheel with some effort, a sign comes into view, hand painted on bare wood with a red arrow pointing ahead.
“Food and Safety”
The prior tragedies of the death of my travel mates tuck themselves away in my mind, overtaken by the immediate desire to survive. The hunger gnaws at my stomach and can no longer be ignored. Up ahead I see another nearly identical sign with the arrow pointing to the gravel road off to the right. Forest surrounds me on all sides. At least I see no zombies in sight. I continue on following the tantalizing scent of food.
The road arrives to an open gravel circle, large enough for four of my trucks to park side by side. Up ahead, a metal fence topped with rolls of silvery barbed wire circles the expanse of property, vanishing into the forest on either side. A simple farmhouse nestles into the crook of the meadow. Behind the house is a warehouse and a sizable smoker, puttering along next to a huge fire pit, the source of the beacon which drew me to this place. The porch wrapping around the wooden sided house stretches across the front and sides of the building.
The scent of the cooking meat makes me feel weak with hunger.
I step out of the truck and approach the gate, trying to find a way to enter. The gate is locked with thick chains padlocked together. My eyes focus as I approach, allowing me to see the second layer of fencing creating a moat of sorts, an expanse of land acting as a buffer in case the outer fence becomes compromised.
A man emerges from the back of the house, following the path leading through the grass and towards the gate. He walks with purpose, even as he lifts his leg in an uneven gait. The limp is not enough to slow his approach. In his hands, he carries an old fashioned shotgun in a loose grip across his torso.
“What's your name, there?” he calls. His mustache bobs up and down as he speaks, rendering his mouth nearly invisible. He speaks in a relaxed, matter-of-fact drawl. If not for the shotgun, he would almost seem friendly.
“Ash Donovan,” I reply.
“You got any weapons, Ash Donovan?”
“I have a crossbow inside the truck,” I say, knowing better than to try and lie to him. “I also have a couple of knives. One in my belt and another at my ankles.”
“Here's what'll happen, 'kay? I'm a goin' ta open both gates, you can go ahead and drive through. We'll leave your truck parked right here. But we're going to do everything real slow like so there's no funny business with that crossbow, ya hear?”
“I don't intend any funny business, sir,” I reply.
He nods and gives a half wave, nothing more than a lift of his fingers from the hand wrapped around the butt of his shotgun. I climb back into my truck, rolling down the window before placing my hands back in view on the top of the steering wheel. Both gates are open and I pull forward. Through the rear view mirror, he closes the gates and returns to the window.
“If you don't mind, would you come out of your truck there, slowly. I'd like you to keep your hands in sight if you don't have any particulars.”
I do not have any particulars, and I do as he says. Not without a pang of regret, I pull the knife from the holster at my calf and the one at my waist and place it on the ground between us. His fingers twitch but he does not change the position of his hands on the gun. His expression is one of bemusement.
“That it?” he asks in a slow drawl.
“Yes, sir.”
“Be alright to leave the truck here. It's the safest place for now, and Eden'll have one of the boys drive it over to the lot. It'd be safe enough.”
“May I bring my backpack?” I ask.
“Got any weapons in it?”
“No sir, you can look if you need to.”
“No need,” he shrugs, shifting his feet. “Figure if you'd want to kill me you'da done it already. I reckon you'll be alright.”
He nods towards the house and I walk along the worn trail through the grass while he follows in step behind me. The farm resembles something from the cover of the old magazine at the library. The open meadow slopes off to the right where the forest creates a thick dark line. The footpath threads around to the back of the house.
“Eden will getcha fed,” he says as we trudge forward. “Seems like we get a new one every time we fire up that grill.”
I remain silent as we approach the house. The orange wood siding emits a vibrant forest-y scent. We step up onto the blue-painted porch and he reaches around to open the screen door, gesturing me inside. A silver-haired woman, plump and smiling, emerges from the recesses of the house, drying her hands on a red checkered kitchen towel.
“Oh, Abraham!” she chides. “Put that gun down, now! She's nearly starving, to look at her!” She pulls out a chair and extends her generous arm out towards me. “Come in child, and sit down here. Let me make you a plate.”
She bustles into the kitchen, her long skirt swishing as she moves. A combination of delectable scents waft towards me through the arch leading to the kitchen. I spot an open screen door, revealing the corner of the metal smoker.
My knees give out.
Abraham catches me underneath my arms, taking my backpack from me and setting it down in the foyer.
“I'm okay,” I say, but my voice sounds weak, even to me.
“Here now, here now,” he murmurs as he leads me over to the table. “A bite will do you some good now.”
Eden, returns from the kitchen with a plate full of food, placing it on the table before me. Layers of roasting meat lying in a pool of thick brown gravy, roasted carrots and potatoes alongside. Specks of herbs and seasoning swim in the juices. I barely notice when she returns with an open jar full of cool clear water.
Instinct takes over. The fork is nothing more than a receptacle to bring the food, bite after bite, into my mouth. The flavor and abundance makes me feel as if I stumbled upon a feast. My truck and crossbow are fair trade for a meal such as this.
Neither of them speak as I eat. Eden moves around with serenity, fully aware of every detail of her surroundings. Her broad stance and relaxed shoulders emit the confidence of leadership.
“What will you do with my weapons?” I ask. “And my truck?”
“Don't worry about that right now,” she says with a smile, her hands crossed in front of her. “You have been through it, haven't you? You poor thing. Let's get you rested first. There is plenty of time, and we have a room open for you.”
“What is this place?” I ask, chewing the soft potato.
“Just know that you are safe,” Eden replies. “We have plenty of food and water. You look like a stiff wind would have knocked you over out there.” She sits down across from me, leaning her elbows on the table and glancing between me and the man she called Abraham. “Here is how it works here. We have many people come and go from this place. All are welcome here. You can stay for as long as you need to, to build your health back.”
“Thank you.”
“While you are here, however, you will be expected to contribute.”
“Of course.”
“You needn't worry about your weapons, either. They will be put into storage. You may have them back should you decide to leave the homestead for any reason. Sometimes we train and you may have them then as well, depending on the need.”
As she speaks, the effects of the full meal after three days begins to creep up on me. Her words sound distant and her smiling face appears as if at the end of a long, dark tunnel. She stands and takes my arm, leading me down the hallway. The details escape me but we walk past many identical doors, some standing open, through which I see disheveled rooms, tossed clothing and open books. Evidence of life.
“Here,” she says opening the door at the end of the hall. “It locks from the inside. I know how important it is to feel safe in a world such as this.”
The bed is the only thing I see, a towering ordeal, draped with a white canopy over the four posts, piles of pillows in pristine cotton. Four grown people could have slept in such a bed with room to spare. It is the most beautiful bed I have ever seen in my life. Eden closes the door, a smile playing on her lips as she leaves me to my sanctuary. I manage to kick off my boots, but I have no memory of climbing the rest of the way into the blankets and the steep bank of pillows. Awareness is gone and I sink into the blissful darkness of sleep.

The food in this place is more than anyone could ever hope for. Mornings consist of eggs harvested from the chicken coop, smoke cured bacon from the room in the back of the warehouse, and any number of fruit preserves which they had put into storage during the time they refer to as the 'preparation years'. Eden has a gift for creating meals out of the little they have left. For example, after a day of roasted chicken, the bones are boiled into a broth. She whips up a batch of dough for dumplings and biscuits which lasts for a week.
Everyone had steered clear of me at first, but I sense now that my time of being the new girl is coming to an end. The young man next to me peers over, gnawing a bit of fat tucked in his cheek. He is not much more than a boy, maybe three years older than me with sandy blond hair and a smattering of freckles across his nose.
“Tell us a bit about yourself,” Eden says at the table after the third day.
I offer a tentative smile but turn my eyes back to my plate. There are six children. Seven, including myself. They had all been here quite some time, guessing from their pink cheeks and bright eyes. The only one who seems out of place is the other girl at the end of the table, with dark, shifty eyes. We have passed in the hallway but have not spoken yet. I try to catch her gaze but she glances away each time, just like I would if someone were scoping me out. It takes me a few moment to realize everyone is waiting for my response.
“Oh...um...” I say, my voice sounding timid and small, even to myself. This is the most I have spoken in three days. “I was traveling and saw the smoke. I thought there might be people so I followed it to see what I could find.”
“You smelled the food is more like it,” the young man next to me chides with a grin.
“Now, Ezekiel,” Eden says with a smile. “You are one to talk. Isn't that your third plateful?”
The others snicker and cover grins with their palms.
“So, Ash,” she continues. “You carried with you some pretty strong knives and a hefty crossbow with you. Do you think you might be willing to teach the rest of us some of your weapons skills?”
The thought of getting my crossbow back is enough to make me agree to almost anything, but I keep my expression neutral, placing my fork carefully back on the plate. “I could do that.”
“Wonderful!” she exclaims, clapping her hands together. “Many of us have lost our edge being within the safety of our home here. You must be very cunning to survive all that time out there on your own.”
I catch sight of Ezekiel glaring at me suddenly. I keep his gaze, taking another bite as I do so. “No more so than anyone else.”
“Did you have a family?” Eden asked. “You must have been young when the Fall happened.”
“I was eight.”
“I see.” The room falls strangely silent. “And what became of them, your family?” Every eye at the table watches me.
“They died, early on. A riot. I've been on my own ever since.”
She clasps her hands to her heart, “Oh, you poor dear.”
“I guess it was fortune which brought me to your door,” I say.
“Yes, yes. Indeed it was.” She stands and begins to clear the plates, stacking them on top of each other before whisking them away to the kitchen. “Well, we are certainly glad you are here. Aren't we, Ezekiel?”
She gives him a pointed stare until he nods, slumping back in his chair. I sense another twitter of laughter behind everyone else's hidden expressions.
“I want to pair you two together today for the garden. Ezekiel will show you how to gather and get you acquainted with the process.”
After the dishes are washed, we all filter out to the garden. Ezekiel gives me a surly look over his shoulder and motions to the row next to him. I kneel down facing towards him and begin pulling up the carrots buried deep in the ground, doing my best to copy his movements. On either side of us, the other children find their spaces, moving with care and skill. Eden walks among us, her hands clasped together as she peers over our progress. I glance over to my partner, turned away from me and yanking at the carrot tops.
“Your name is Ezekiel?” I ask in a low voice.
He nods.
“How long have you been here? At this homestead?”
“Since the beginning,” he says. “Eden is my mother.”
“Oh,” I reply, pausing to take extra care with one carrot giving me difficulty. It gives way and I fall backward onto my backside in the moist earth. I try to laugh a bit, but he offers me nothing more than a scowl. Returning to his row, he continues forward.
“You will be 'teaching us', she said?” He spits the words as if the thought offends him in some way. I remain silent as I realize he is not asking me in search of a response. “What do you possibly think you could teach us? It was you, and people like you, who thought we were crazy. Just like the ark. Everyone scoffed, but we turned out to be right after all. Maybe it wasn't what everyone thought it would be, but it came to an end just like we said.”
With every word, he yanked harder on each carrot, tossing them vehemently towards the patch of ground between us.
“Do you remember,” I ask, “When things changed? When everything went bad?”
“Yes, I do.” His eyes grow distant and he pauses, gazing out into the forest. “We prepared the garden, and the storage house over there. Enough for years to come. The only thing they did not foresee is them growing old, Mom and Dad. They needed people to help them. Tell me, Ash. How did you come to find this place?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean,” he pauses and faces me, leaning onto his knees, “this place is hidden behind a forest, off the main roads, not close to any big cities. How did you find your way here?”
This is a test. By the sidelong glance he gives, he knows quite well how I found this place. He wants to know if I will tell him the truth.
“You had it right,” I reply. “It was the food. The smell of the food lured me to this place.”
He watches me with a clear suspicion, nodding before speaking again. “It is always the food. That was Abraham's idea.”
The matter drops and we continue down our row, leaving behind us piles of carrots which we will collect on the return trip. Deep in my gut I want desperately to ask more questions, to find out what this place is. Having a meal and a safe harbor is not an indicator of trust.
“Do you think you can teach us something we don't already know?” he asks after a long while.
“No, I don't. I've just been out there trying to survive, just like everyone else. But if I do have something to teach you, is there any reason why I shouldn't?”
He drops a carrot into the nearest pile, black dirt caked around his nails. Without looking at me, he stands and stalks away, leaving me in confusion. Wiping the sweat from my forehead, I watch some of the others talking and laughing, passing the time with each other as they gather the vegetables in their row. Ezekiel grabs the bucket and tosses the carrots into it, giving me the obvious cold shoulder as he passes me by.
“Hey,” the dark-eyed girl calls out to me. “Let's go get some water. It's time for a break anyway.”
“What is your name?” I ask, after walking over towards the others.
“Alma,” she says.
We approach the edge of the forest, just inside the tree line. The double fence curves from the outer edge of the meadow in between the thick trees. The others each have a small bottle strapped to their hips and they take turns filling it under the silver stream dripping off the edge of the rocks. The water trickles down into a small cove in the ground underneath the fence.
“Here,” Alma says as she hands me her bottle. It tastes cold and sweet, providing an instant relief when it touches my parched mouth. One of the other boys, Travis I think, shares his bottle with her.
“How long have you been here?” I ask.
“I've only been here a couple of weeks,” she says, “but it's a good gig here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, they are legit, Eden and Abraham. Do your part and you will always have plenty to eat.”
She turns back and Travis drapes his arm around her shoulder. Everyone meanders back to the garden, returning to their tasks with languid commitment. I have never before witnessed this kind of behavior. Out there, people move quick with animal awareness. The people within this haven have grown accustomed to the reality of safety. Knowing they don't have to watch every corner to see if a herd of zombies might appear. I still jump at shadows. Perhaps I always will. Yes, the people here are nice for the most part, but I feel a sense of unease, nothing I can put my finger on, save for Ezekiel. At least, Alma seems nice.
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“HEY. It's time to wake up.”
A gentle hand nudges my shoulder, but I turn my face into the pillow, unwilling to acknowledge the day. Each morning there is a brief moment in which I forget where I am. Today is no different, but I cling to the details creeping into my conscience, one by one. The softness of the bed, the sensation of the girl perched at the edge of the bed jabbing at my shoulder. Already the fresh scent of outside lingers on her clothing.
“Go away, Alma,” I mutter.
She hops to her feet, no doubt pleased at my waking. “We've got about an hour before breakfast. You don't want to miss it. Eden's killed one of the piglets so it's fresh bacon for us today!”
Alma plunks down in the armchair next to the brightly painted bookshelf. “Abraham is smoking again today,” she says.
“What does that mean?” I sit up and rub my eyes with the heels of my hands.
“It means by the end of the day, there might be another person. These days it's pretty regular.”
“Is that how you got here?”
“No.” She laughs, a sound both sharp and light all at once. “Ezekiel found us during one of his supply runs. This is the last stop for many people before heading over the mountains.”
“What is over the mountains, anyway?” I ask. In the three weeks I had been here, I keep hearing repeated reference to 'over the mountains', and I recall Rachel's desire to go East to the coast.
“They say there are no Z's there. People starting over. That's the word anyway. This place is just a stopover for many trying to get there.”
Through the window, the jagged horizon juts into the gray sky. So far I have stayed quiet listening to everyone around me, paying attention to Eden and how she watches over us, her wayward brood of lost orphans.
“Why don't you go?” I ask, tossing the thick blanket aside and standing up, arcing my arms overhead. “Over the mountains, I mean.”
“Why would I? Everything I need is here. Travis is happy here too. We can help with the garden and upkeep of the land. As long as the fence holds up, we have no reason to move on.”
“I see.”
“Besides, they might be escaping the Z's but there is also the rogues.”
“Rogues?”
“The mountain people, just out of reach of the Z's but living off the poor souls they catch traveling over to the East. They steal what they can and live off the land.”
“If they live in the mountains, why don't they go on over to the coast?”
She shrugs. “Some people just have to take, I guess. Come on. You're going to miss out on all the bacon.”
“Go on.” I toss a ruffled pillow in her direction.
She laughs and disappears out the door. Other footsteps patter down the hall following the tantalizing scent of sizzling pork already drifting through the house. With the blue flannel robe wrapped around me, I peer out and trudge down to the closet room, an entire bedroom filled with a variety of clothing, jeans, flannel shirts, all added to each time they come back from a raid. Eden keeps the clothing for those who come through, often times in desperate need of a new set of threads.
After I dress, I head to the dining table, clean and refreshed, a feeling I am still trying to get used to. The atmosphere at breakfast is one of excitement. Everyone chatters among themselves, bright eyed, about what firing up the smoker means to the homestead. Eden steps in from the kitchen placing a platter of bacon in the center of the table, alongside the biscuits, followed closely by a large bowl of scrambled eggs. The chatter dissipates as everyone fills their plates, settling into the food.
“Ash, this is your first time through a smoker day,” Eden says. “The others will have to walk you through it.”
“What's different about it?” I sop up a bit of grease with my biscuit.
“Everyone gets the day off,” says Ezekiel who has warmed to me in the last weeks.
“We're going up to the peak at the far edge of the forest,” says Travis. “You should come.”
“Okay,” I reply. Alma keeps her eyes on me for several moments, stripped of emotion, before returning her attention to her eggs.
“That's where we first saw you, you know,” Ezekiel says. “We spotted your truck coming down the highway on the west side of the valley when we were cleaning the spikes.”
“Cleaning the spikes?” I ask.
“Ew,” Alma exclaims. “Can we please not talk about that until breakfast is over?”
“Yes,” says Eden. “That would be best. Perhaps while you are up there you can show Ash how it's done. Now everyone needs to finish up, and don't forget to wash up your dishes before going out.”
The platters before us are nothing more than empty pools of grease and morsels. Ezekiel and the others bound through the kitchen, leaving more water on the floor than in the sink. Alma stands at the door with her arms crossed, waiting and watching with narrow eyes. I drain the last of the milk in my jar before I join her, and we trot across the porch and out towards the warehouse.
The others arrive behind us and Alma passes out the water-filled canteens and a knife for each of us for our trek through the forest. Of the seven of us, Alma and I still held a natural distrust of the world around us, despite our growing comfort levels. Travis had acclimated more quickly, she had told me.
“So what's all this about cleaning the spikes?” I ask, catching up to her at the front of the pack.
“On the western edge of the property, there is an extra layer to the border fence.”
Ezekiel pushes up between us. “They never suspected everything would go down the way it did. But after the Fall, that edge had the most of them coming in. After about the third time of rebuilding the fence, they decided to just create another level of security.” He grins.
“Spikes,” Alma continues. “Buried into the ground. Huge wooden logs, sharpened to a point and facing outward. It's a bit macabre, but it did the trick apparently. The only drawback is, every once in awhile, we have to go and remove the zombies. It won't take long, though. They say there are less of them now than there used to be.”
We walk for a while without speaking. Without the threat of zombie hordes around each tree trunk I realize, perhaps for the first time, how beautiful and peaceful the forest is. The pine needles scent the air with a pungent aroma. The sunlight drifting through the branches creates an intricate pattern on the ground. We follow the path winding through the trees until it runs alongside the fence extending through the forest.
A sudden silence descends around us. This can only mean one thing. Zombies. Somewhere close. The forest feels eerie without a single bird or scurry through the underbrush. Even the wind has gone still.
“Wait,” I whisper, motioning to the others. “Do you hear that?”
“I don't hear anything,” Alma whispers.
“Exactly.”
Ezekiel motions us quiet, adding in an eye roll for good measure. “That's because we are close to the fence. The spikes are up ahead. Come on.”
We move forward with a solemn caution. Spotting them through the branches, I reach for the knife at my belt. My gaze darts towards Alma who seems frustratingly relaxed. She looks up ahead between the trees, stepping forward and motioning for us to follow. One by one, the others take out their knives.
The creatures are tangled against the fencing, three of them. Their feet step in place, struggling to move. The large spikes, roughly cut tree trunks, jut out of the ground at an angle and extend outward down the length of the fence from our location. The creatures make ghastly wheezing noises, low growls breaking the silence of the abandoned forest. Arms and legs flail, trying to move forward but hindered by the spikes jutting through their bloody torsos. However, the grizzly sound is not all I hear. Beyond the silence, the scrape of shuffling feet against the ground approaches through the trees. It is difficult to know how many.
Ezekiel turns with a grin on his face and a flash in his eye. He jogs down the length of the fence until he arrives at one of the gates leading to the space between the fencing. The others follow, and I bring up the rear, unsure of what is to come next. The six of them snake through the gate, doubling back. There is another gate on the outer layer of the fencing where they all gather. Ezekiel reaches for the handle.
“Wait!” I call.
Everyone turns towards me and I realize they cannot hear what I can hear.
“Let me do it,” I say.
“Why?” Alma says.
“I have been out there most recently. I can handle them.”
“We've been doing this for years,” Ezekiel says. “Besides, there are only three of them. I think we got this.”
“There are more coming,” I say.
“Even more reason why we should get these down and get out of the way,” he says, but a flicker of doubt drifts across his eyes. He pulls open the gate, the clank of the metal echoing through the trees. Ezekiel, Alma, and Travis move through the wall. The others hang back, knives ready and waiting to see if they are needed. The three of them each go to one of the struggling creatures. A quick jab in the temple and their bodies fall limp.
Branches snapping, twigs breaking.
We filter through the gate, everyone moving forward to lift the zombies off the spikes one by one. About five yards away is a large fire pit, and I realize right away what the purpose of it is. Everyone moves with lithe quickness, struggling little to lift the dead body weight off the spikes and dragging them across the ground to the pit.
They arrive from the left, a different direction than expected. Twenty of them descend upon us, appearing from between the trees, gruesome specters of what was once human.
“Get back now!” Ezekiel screams, the panic evident in his voice. He motions for everyone to get inside the fence. Travis stumbles, his foot catching on an errant tree root. Alma screams, whipping back to try and get him back to his feet. He struggles and collapses onto the ground, revealing an injured ankle. The creatures descend, right on top of them. Alma wraps her arms around his shoulders and they both squeeze their eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable.
“Come on!” Ezekiel calls, holding the gate. “There's no time!”
I grab Alma's knife, cast aside on the forest floor and leap forward, planting my feet between the two of them and the approaching monsters.
“What are you doing?!” Ezekiel yells. “Come on! We have to leave them!”
I concentrate, focusing. Please let this work.
The zombies slow their approach, one stands face to face with me. The others come to a complete stop. Behind me, Alma scrambles to lift Travis to his feet. Together they limp quickly, not stopping until they collapse within the inner wall, surrounded by the others. Ezekiel is the only one left, still holding the gate.
The one in front of me is close, too close. Its teeth clack together, a flap of skin hangs over one eye, edged in black rot. The flesh at the base of its neck gives a slight spongy resistance as my knife plunges through. I press my teeth over my lower lip, hoping to distract myself from the nausea.
I run. Ezekiel pulls me through the gate before slamming it shut. We both scramble towards the inner gate. Once safe, all seven of us watch in silence as the rest of the clutch wanders on, veering just past the spikes, shuffling aimlessly through the forest, undisturbed.
“You two head back to the farm,” Ezekiel says jutting his chin towards Alma and Travis. “The rest of you head on up to the peak. We'll catch up with you.”
They leave, Alma supporting her boyfriend's weight as they slowly make their way back down the dirt path.
“What was that?” Ezekiel asks. Already the sound of birds chirping returns to the surrounding atmosphere. I stand up from where I fell and dust the grass and dirt off my clothing.
“What was what?” I ask.
He stands up and faces me, the knife still dangling loosely between his fingers.
“I asked you a question.”
“So you did,” I reply. I turn my back to him, facing out toward the fire pit where the slain zombies lay in a pile waiting for cremation. “What's going to happen to them.”
“We'll handle them later,” he says.
“I can't always make it happen,” I say keeping my back to him. “But they avoid me most of the time. I still have to be careful because I don't know what would happen if I get bit.”
“What does it feel like? What you did just there.”
His question evokes the uncomfortable feeling of connection, the same skin-crawling evocation one gets when touching an insect, only about ten times worse. I close my eyes. “You don't want to know.”
He does not speak. I hear him moving around behind me and for a moment I think he is going to kill me, leaving me piled with the others and hidden by the consuming flames. The forest is teeming with sounds. Crickets, birds, rodents scouring the underbrush. Finally, he walks back through the gate, heading towards the fire pit. He gathers wood from the nearby pile, burying the creatures. Without a word, I walk over and help him.
In the small clearing, we spend the rest of the afternoon building the fire until it soars, flames lapping upwards through the opening in the treetops. The bodies crackle and wilt like paper in the heat of the flames. Ezekiel avoids looking at me, but he motions now and then to an area which needs another log. At last, we walk back to the homestead.
“Ezekiel,” I say as we crest the hill.
“Yeah.”
“Do you think you could keep this between us? What happened back there, I mean.” The question is asked, though already I know better.
He nods after a moment. “Everyone saw it, though,” he says. “I can't say so for them.”
“It's all right. I think they have enough to worry about, with the excitement of the smoker bringing in new people and Travis' ankle. Maybe they didn't notice.”
“Right,” Ezekiel says. “Maybe.”

Back in my room, I sense immediately something is off. The others are not back yet and Ezekiel vanished into the kitchen as soon as we entered. Already, a meal is underway in case the plume of smoke beckons anyone. I stand with my back to the door for a good long while, watching, letting my gaze roam over the details of the room. Nothing has changed, and yet...
My senses hone in, seeking and examining the details around me. Taking in the bookcase, the lay of the blankets, the way the chair is angled just so between the window and the shelf. The scent of the air, strange and lingering, shifting as if someone had just walked by.
The backpack.
Sitting where I left it at the foot of the bed, the dark fabric crumbled over itself, like a wrinkled old man sleeping under a tree. The satchel is clasped on the second hole. Thousands of miles I have traveled over the landscape of this country, the backpack has stayed with me all the while, keeping at least a day's worth of water and things collected over time. I know this backpack as well as I know any part of myself. And as sure as I breathe, I have always latched it on the third hole.
Landing on my knees in front of it, I scramble to open it, checking the pockets with a nervous caution. Everything is there. The red bandanna from a fallen friend, the stretch of fabric from the blue truck, the photograph of thirty smiling children standing in three rows next to an equally smiling adult woman. With growing panic, I check each pocket once more. The water bottle, the sanitary napkins, the extra knife blade, all there.
The picture from the laboratory is missing.
The photograph of the woman in the white coat. It is gone.
The rush of fury and sick rising in my stomach clouds my judgment. I take a breath, trying to focus my mind. After my heart returns as close to normal as I can get it, I return to the hallway with the goal to find Eden. From Travis' room I hear the lazy voices of him and Alma, catching a glimpse of his foot propped up on a tower of pillows.
Further down, Eden's bedroom door stands slightly open. I must tell her someone has taken something from my room. The open road is dangerous in many ways, but at least out there, I know the danger. Being here, surrounded by subterfuge, this is a different kind of danger. I creep down the hall and wait at the edge of her door, steeling my nerves. What stops me from knocking is the sound of her voice, trailing out from inside the room.
“I am certain of it,” she says. “It is her. There is no doubt.”
Peering around the corner, doing my best to stay out of sight, I glimpse her, shoulders slumped forward with her back towards me. I hold my breath and crane my neck around the doorway. She holds an object in front of her, a box with a coiled wire extending to a device held to her ear. What she holds in her other hand makes my blood run cold.
The photograph.
Eden speaks, unaware of my presence.
“I don't know yet how much control she has,” she says. “But I am certain of her identity. There is a photograph placing her there.... Yes, yes! Right here in my hand.... Yes, of course...... Do you think it wise?”
The screen door slams shut as the others return, all jabbering about the couple they spotted coming down the road, following the plume. The afternoon's incident seemed all but forgotten.
“I think they have a baby with them!”
“It was just a bundle. Not a baby.”
“I swear I saw it move!”
“You two quit squabbling. We'll see when they arrive at the gate. Someone tell Abraham!”
I stay back, ducking into the bathroom as they run by. They ignore me casually returning to my room. Immediately, A few of the books from the shelf go into the backpack as well. I'll have to stay down, and stay quiet. I will leave after nightfall.

The dinner before me is a combination of roasted meat, succulent, falling apart under the pressure of the fork. Gravy and homemade egg noodles. I had watched Eden pound out the dough over the counter with her bare hands, batch after batch with unmatched skill. After the trek to the peak, everyone delves into the food with added gusto. I would miss this food. Knowing this is my last meal in this place, I eat as many helpings as I am allowed, lingering over the third plate.
The couple arrives at the gate, and they do in fact have with them a baby, a toddler limp and fevered in his mother's arms. Eden quickly whips up a batch of thick cream from one of the goats, with a dash of gruel for thickening. The child responds right away to the bottle of homemade formula.
The others crowd around, smiling and cooing. It occurs to me that all of them, except for Alma, have lived in relative safety for most of their lives. Maybe this eagerness towards laughter is something that comes from a life of safety, life before the Fall. I stand at the door silently watching. The man and woman sit across from Eden with their hands clasped together, their faces aglow with gratitude.
“Come over and see,” Alma beckons me.
“I don't think so,” I reply placing my hand on my stomach. “I think I'm going to lie down. Not feeling terribly well.”
“Okay then. See you tomorrow.” Her gaze lingers, but I duck out and return to my room.
Finally, nightfall arrives. Going through the motions of bedtime, I kick off my shoes and lie down, climbing under the blanket. My eyes remain open and I lay still, listening to the sounds of nightfall. Waiting. Carefully waiting.
When all grows dark and quiet, I slip out of bed, placing one foot down at a time, moving with utmost stealth. I pick up my shoes, stashing them into my backpack, and slip barefooted down the hallway towards the living room. All is quiet and I think everyone is asleep. Apparently, I am mistaken.
Eden moves around the kitchen, and I stand at the edge of the door, as still as a statue. I could be out in seconds, but I am trapped. If I go across she would see me as clear as day. If I can get out undetected, I will have time to get to the warehouse and find my crossbow.
“You might as well come in,” Eden calls. “I know you're snooping around out there.”
I swallow hard before stepping around the corner and into the light of the kitchen. Eden takes a teapot from the stove and pours into the two mugs sitting on the table. She motions for me to sit and I do so, perched forward to avoid my backpack.
“I take it you heard what I said, today, eh?” she begins, scooting the mug towards me.
Her words and calm demeanor strike a feeling of discomfort more than I have felt in a long time. All I can do is nod.
“I suppose it would be only fair to let you have a say in what happens next.” She reaches into the folds of her skirts and pulls out the photograph placing it on the table between us. “That's you, right?”
I nod again.
“My boy told me a little bit about what happened out there today. I know he said he was beholden to you not to, but there is a bigger picture here, Ash. He said he felt right sorry to do it, but he had to tell me what he saw.”
She picks up the photograph. The image of the little girl from so long ago makes me feel more frightened than I had in a long while.
“Do you know what this means?” Eden says.
“No,” I reply, my voice small and trembling.
“This building is where it began,” she continues. “For a little while, we still had television, and the news said there was a laboratory. Government probably, not that it matters now. But this building, the lobby there, the curve of the table in the back there, that's where it all began.”
“Where what all began?” I lean forward to get a better look at the picture.
“They did experiments there. Strange, unspeakable experiments.”
“What kind of experiments?”
“Hard to say.” She eyes me evenly. “I thought maybe you might know since it's a might evident you spent some time there.”
A flush of embarrassment and anger washes over me. I don't like what she is saying and I especially don't like the way she is holding the photograph as if her fingerprints left behind are a testament to her judgment.
“But then something went wrong. No one knows exactly what. Do you know, Ash?” Eden keeps her eyes on mine as if attempting to see behind them and into my mind. I do not turn away.
The photograph trembles between her fingers, extended out as she peers over the edge at me. I take a deep breath, adjusting my backpack, and bracing myself for what will come next. Without any forecast, I pluck the photograph from her hand, lunge from the chair, and bolt for the door. With surprising quickness, she leaps after me, fingers clamping down on my arm.
“Hey!” she calls just as I twist out of her hold, darting down the porch stairs.
My bare feet against the ground do not hinder my speed in any way. Tucking the photo into my shirt, I dash across the expanse of meadow, heading straight for the forest’s edge. I head for the spot close to the spring, where the ground dips just enough underneath the fence. I might suffer a few scrapes, but it is the only way out.
“Abraham!” Eden shrieks, her voice edged in something close to panic. “Abraham! She's getting away!”
I continue forward, the needles of the forest floor sticking to my bare feet. I run, not knowing what would happen if they caught me. By the time I make it to the fence, someone is crashing through the branches a good way behind me.
After finding the gate and making it through the inner layer, I crouch down, peering back. I don't see them, but in the darkness of the forest it is no guarantee of safety. Shoving my backpack through the hole, I plaster myself to the muddy ground and elbow-crawl underneath, ignoring the metal barbs grasping at my clothing. I push my way through, keeping my face above the mud and water.
Once through I stumble to my feet, grab my backpack and run, seeking to put some distance between myself and them. The edge of the forest is not that far ahead and beyond that is the road. Losing such a safe haven brings me a pang of regret. I make it as far as the road before I stop running. My lungs burn and my feet are bleeding. Once I lose my pursuers, I will need to tend to them.
Their voices fade behind me and I move quickly down the road, confident they will not catch up with me. The only other sound is the pounding of my own heartbeat, echoing through my head. Maybe this is why I do not hear the silent black car sliding up the road, until it appears out of the night next to me. Before I can react, the door opens. Arms grab me around the waist, yanking me inside without coming to a complete stop.
I cry out, but a cloth clamps down on my face, drenched in some kind of strong chemical burning my throat. My body twists and struggles, but already weakness is taking over my limbs, preventing me from catching a glimpse of my captors. My arms are pinned to my side, legs and feet flailing against the darkened windows.
Everything goes black.
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INCESSANT BEEPING cuts through the darkness pulling me back to consciousness. Underneath a thin paper gown, I realize my body is naked, and my skin smells lightly of soap. I try to move, struggling to open my eyes.
Blinking against the whiteness of the light in the small room, I raise my arm to cover my eyes, only to find a tubing device dripping a clear liquid into my body. The sheets are cool against my bare legs. My hair is clean. The feel of it is completely different than I am used to, smooth and sliding between my fingers. I sit up, trying to orient myself to my surroundings. All I see at first is walls, so beige they are nearly white. My head is swarming with bees.
“Where am I?” I say out loud, hoping the sound of my own voice will help to ground me, still unconvinced that this is not a dream. My voice sounds dry and raspy and I don't expect anyone to respond.
“Hello, Ashley.” A woman's voice crackles from a loudspeaker, a wooden box nailed to the wall above the door opposite me.
“Hello? Who’s there?” I say feeling my skin crawl.
“You are in a safe place, Ashley,” the woman says. Her voice is soothing, as if she is smiling at the other end of... where ever she is. “We have to keep you quarantined for a few more days and then you will be able to come out. You will no longer be in any danger.”
“What kind of danger would I be in?” I ask as I swing my legs over the side.
“Don't worry about that right now,” she continues. “I am so sorry it has to be this way, Ashley. It must be so disorienting for you.”
I sit up and examine the port in my arm. The tubing enters at the crook of my elbow and the surrounding skin feels cold to the touch. A thick, clear tape covers the contraption, but I can still bend my arm as needed.
“Right.” I stand and roll the I.V. across the room, trailing my fingers along the drab, beige walls. The door is locked, solid against my ministrations against the silver handle. I find no discernible windows anywhere in the room. “Where are you?”
“We are in the same building, just in another location.”
“We?” I ask. “Who is ‘we?’ Who else is with you?”
“Our location has determined a three-day quarantine. In the meantime, food will be sent to you through the dumbwaiter there behind you.”
I turn, dragging the I.V. stand along with me. Her instructions lead me to a portal in the wall. It appears to be a standard dumbwaiter with a metal sliding door painted the same drab beige as the walls. I peer once more at the clear liquid dripping into my body.
“Saline. Nothing more,” she says. “It is a means to rehydrate you and bring you back to full health. You have been through quite an adventure these last few years.”
“Where are my things?”
“We had no choice but to burn the clothing, but don't worry. We kept your personal items. They will be returned to you upon your completion of the quarantine.”
I couldn't help but think about the photograph. “What do I call you?” I say. “What's your name?”
She pauses for a long while until I think she is gone. When she speaks again I sense a hesitation in her voice. “For now, you may call me Maggie.”
“I am beginning to feel ridiculous talking to thin air like this.”
“Ashley, I can't tell you how thrilled we are to have found you. Everything will be understood in due time, but you need to rest. You have a lot ahead of you.”
“What do I have ahead of me?” I ask as I run my hands along the surface of the dumbwaiter. Finding no weak points, I slam my hands against the surface, creating a loud dissonant sound echoing through the room. The stinging in my fingers and palms wakes me up. It feels good. I do it again, hoping to feel the painted metal move in one direction or another. But there is not so much as a shudder.
“Go and lay down Ashley,” she croons.
I feel a shift in the air of the room and all thoughts of escape leave my mind. My vision begins to fade. I form a fist and make contact once more with the metal door. The pain revives me again but only for a moment. Something filters through the vents against the far wall and all I can think of is the bed. My feet are sluggish but I manage to drag the silver pole back to the bed, enticing and comfortable, not stopping until I am horizontal, pulling the thin sheet over my body.

The lights are dim when I open my eyes. With no way to know how long I have been asleep, I shift slightly taking account of how my body feels. They drugged me. I know that much. So, wherever they are in the building, they have control over the atmosphere of the room. The next thing I notice is the incredible urgent need to empty my bladder. I lower my feet to the cold floor, crossing over to the door.
Still locked.
“Um....Maggie?” I call out.
A moment passes.
“Hello?” I say.
“Yes, Ashley,” someone replies, but her voice is not Maggie's. She sounds young. Not much older than myself perhaps.
“Um... I wondered if there was someplace I could pee.”
“There is a restroom behind the bed for your privacy where you can void.”
Void, I think. What. The. Hell.
The bathroom is smaller than the one at Eden's. Once there, I can examine the port in my arm without worrying about being seen. The tape peels from the crook of my elbow with ease, but the tubing takes a bit of a tug. It stings as I remove it, but it does not bleed much. I jab a wad of toilet paper in the crook of my arm and return to the main room.
“There is a meal for you in the dumbwaiter,” the woman says through the intercom. “You shouldn't have any trouble opening the door.”
Sliding the door open proves to be harder than expected. Perhaps I put a dent in it after all. With one more hitch, it slides free, revealing a tray with a flat silver cover over the plate. I set the tray aside and run my fingers through and around the inside of the enclosure. This might actually work. I climb inside the dumbwaiter and pull the door closed behind me. My eyes squeeze shut for a moment in attempt to ignore the claustrophobic sensation creeping up my shoulders, as I press my back against the metal wall of the cubicle. The only light is the line from underneath the door.
The light soon disappears as the lift begins to move, creating a flip-flop sensation in my stomach. I weigh more than a tray of food, but this thing seems solid enough. A few seconds pass by. For a moment I wonder if I will be somehow trapped in here forever, locked in this tiny coffin traveling upwards to a level out of reach, as cold panic clutches at my throat.
The dumbwaiter comes to a stop. The door opens.
My eyes take a moment to adjust, but I see a hand extended to help me climb out. I take the hand, carefully exiting the dumbwaiter and adjusting the gown around my chilled body as the panic drains away. Three of them, white coats and curious smiles, are watching me. Behind them, I see a wall of screens flickering pictures of the room I had just escaped.
Another woman enters through the open door to the left, catching her breath as if she had just been running. When my eyes focus on her, I realize who she is. The room grows still as reality sinks in. Every eye in the room watches my reaction.
Her hair has grayed at the edges of her face, but I know her. The woman who held my hand as a small child traveling down the elevator. The woman who encouraged me to smile as the photographer snapped the photo all those years ago. Maggie. Margaret Donovan. She straightens the collar of the white lab coat.
“Congratulations, Ashley,” she says with a smile. “You just passed your first test.”
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HER EYES glow and her smile widens as she speaks. In an instant, I am crushed in her embrace as she clasps her arms around my shoulders. Dr. Margaret Donovan, the woman who raised me and of whom I have little memory. I stiffen at the contact and step back as soon as she lets go. My instinct is to put as much space as possible between the two of us, and I cannot keep from crossing my arms over the thin paper gown. The other scientists watch on with eyes darting back and forth between us.
“What test?” I say in what I can only hope is an unwavering voice.
The dull beige room from which I have just escaped is visible at various angles on each screen jutting from the observation deck. I scratch at the crook of my arm where I had removed the I.V. It itches terribly. Someone flips a switch and the lights go dim in the room below.
“We wanted to see how resilient you are to a foreign environment, to start with, but you showed remarkable skill and determination in finding the means of escape.”
Her words make little sense to me. “To what?” I stammer.
“Oh, Ashley.” She grasps my shoulders, her eyes nearly brimming. “You have no idea how remarkable you are. Do you?”
I do not answer.
“Come with me. I'll show you to your room and you can get into some proper clothing.”
She takes me by the hand and leads me out of the room. Despite my distrust of this woman, I know I need to find out what this place is. The sooner I can get my bearings, the quicker I can find a way out.
The hallway has shiny white walls and beige trim, calm and sterile. Imagining the lights gone and paper cluttering the floor, it is identical to the abandoned laboratory where I had found the photograph.
“Where are you taking me?” I ask.
“To your room.”
We arrive at a large double door leading to another hall with a markedly different atmosphere. The floor is carpeted with ornate designs, golden flowers against a maroon background. Gilded trim lines the taupe colored walls. We pass several doors built from rich red wood, gleaming and decadent. My bare feet sink into the thick carpet, and it reminds me of the thick mossy ground in the midst of the forests.
“This is going to be your home for a little while,” she says as we turn the corner.
“Is it?” I reply.
“Yes,” she says with a laugh. “I understand this must be so disorienting for you, but I can assure you we want nothing but for you to feel at home here. After all, you are home.”
We reach the door at the end of the hall and come to a stop.
“Go on,” she says with that incessant smile. “Open it.”
I take a breath and turn the gold handle.
The furniture is bright shades of lavender, purple, and pink shades foreign to the vine-covered cityscapes to which I had grown accustomed. The space is filled with an enormous bed piled with pillows and ruffles, a bookshelf, and posters of smiling movie stars adorning the walls. What strikes me immediately is that this room is identical to the one in which I lived as a child before the Fall.
I step inside, momentarily shocked by the wave of Deja Vu. The nostalgia of the surroundings threatens my emotions, but I push them aside with the realization that this is exactly the reaction she is most likely hoping for. Connection. Longing for home.
She proceeds to flutter around the room, straightening here and there, smoothing out the bed covers. “There are towels in the bathroom, so you can get cleaned up. If you need anything, just press this button here.” She pauses at the door. “You may call me Dr. Donovan or Maggie if that isn't too informal. There was a time when you called me 'Mother,' but your memory has been compromised. I understand if you are not comfortable with that just yet.”
“There is one thing,” I say.
“Yes, of course.”
“My backpack?”
She trots across the room to a closet door the same sickly pink shade as the wall, opening it to reveal a small room lined with clothing. She reaches in and pulls out my backpack, holding it out to me. Despite my desire to remain stoic, I grab it from her, clinging to the one familiar thing in the whole compound.
“Ashley,” she says in her simpering tone. “You have been through so much, I know. Why don't you get settled here? Pick out something to wear. Take your time. I'll come back in a couple of hours to show you around and introduce you to the others.” She walks towards the door to exit, pausing at the frame and turning back towards me. “You are not a prisoner here. Please don't think that, Ashley.”
For a moment, her face reveals a glimpse of genuine friendliness and I wonder if I am responding too harsh towards her.
“Is there anything else I can do for you at this time?” she says.
“Just one,” I reply. “My name is Ash.”
“Ash. Of course,” she replies with a thin pressed smile before she pulls the door closed behind her, leaving me alone.
The first thing I do is open the backpack and examine the contents. Everything is there, even the photograph. Myself as a child, standing hand-in-hand alongside a younger version of the same woman who just left. Why I feel a strange affection for the woman in the picture, but a cold disdain for the same woman in person is difficult for me to understand. Perhaps there is some memory yet to be unlocked which holds the answer.
I step to the closet. Mesmerized, I run my fingers over the selection of clothing. On one side hangs several pairs of pants leading to a collection of brightly colored dresses. I pass over them thinking them impractical. Out there, it had not been difficult to gather selections of clothing from the abandoned stores. I always stocked up on tee shirts when I had the chance.
I choose a pair of jeans and a fitted black cotton tee shirt, something in which I could easily move if needed. The shoes have rubber soles with thick padding around the foot, made for running which may come in handy. Next, I examine the room, my eyes darting around the corners, suspecting they may be watching me, even here.
Dr. Donovan arrives a few moments after I press the button and we return back the way we came, towards the laboratory. Just at the end of the hall, she stops and presses a panel on the wall. I realize then that there is a set of doors inset into the paneling which opens to a staircase and sliding doors leading to an elevator.
“Here we are,” she says.
The doors open and we step inside, closed in and surrounded by reflective walls on all sides. I am overcome with a wave of Deja Vu when she smiles at me just as she had when I was a child.
“Is everything alright?” She draws together her eyebrows.
“Yes, I'm fine,” Even though my stomach flips at the movement of the elevator, leaving me disoriented. I place my hand on the bar along the elevator wall until the unit comes to a stop. The door opens and we step into an open courtyard and glorious fresh air.
“This way.” She gestures down a paved footpath.
People come and go all around us, laughing and smiling. Again, I notice the lack of urgency I witnessed in the members of Eden's farm. These people are the same. Living in assumed safety changes people's demeanor.
The sun pierces my vision as we move towards a patio extended from a squat brick building in the center of the courtyard. Through the expansive open window, I see people scurrying and sounds of metal clanking together. We approach one of the metal grid tables and sit down. She motions to a girl with deep red hair, close to my age, darting to and from the surrounding tables.
“Rose, can you bring us a tray please?”
“Right away,” she replies, casting me nothing more than a quick glance before disappearing into the building. Around us, the others sit and eat with casual, slow comfort, sitting up straight, chatty and relaxed. It makes no sense.
“How are you feeling?” Maggie asks, pulling my attention back to her.
“Oh, I'm fine,” I insist. “Maybe a bit disoriented, but I'm okay. Really.”
“The food will help. I am sure.”
Within another few minutes, the young woman named Rose returns, balancing an oval tray containing two plates of food. The one she sets down in front of me, contains a stacked sandwich made of puffy bread, a large slab of grilled, ground meat. Next to it, lies a pile of golden, glistening sticks which smell of salt and earth. Maggie's plate contains the same food. I watch her to see what she does. She picks up a golden stick and takes a bite off the end, and I do my best to mimic her movements to avoid drawing attention to myself.
The food is delicious and unlike anything I have tasted before. It does much to make me feel better, but I know I have to keep my composure. I need them to trust me. More importantly, I need them to think I trust them.
“Okay,” I say pushing away my now empty plate. “Are you ready to tell me what this is all about?”
“I'm sorry,” she says clasping her hands before her. “This all must seem so strange to you. I apologize for all the theatrics. It is all just so exciting. I can't wait to show you everything. Would you like to have a tour?”
“That would be wonderful,” I reply.
I stand and follow her, taking in the details of the compound as we move along. The expanse of the courtyard is large enough that I cannot see the far end except that it is surrounded by buildings. A metal staircase leads up the side of a brick building. There are no apparent exits between the buildings, each connecting to the other forming an expansive wall around the circumference, not one of them is less than three stories tall. We walk along the spider web of paths stretched across the grassy area, accessorized by a square-edged shrubbery.
“This place was built long before the Fall,” she begins. “Those of us left, consider it our duty to uphold the ideals of the human race, what is left of us. And we are proud to do so. There are seven of these compounds across the country. One of which you grew up in, as you may have guessed. Each compound is completely secure. Nothing can get inside the perimeter.”
“But why?” I ask, pausing as we approach the sidewalk running in front of the buildings. “Why did they build this place if nothing had happened yet? How did they know what was coming?”
She considers her words, continuing slowly as if reciting a memorized passage. “There had been isolated incidents. Whatever this was, had come to the attention of certain powerful parties long before reaching the public's knowledge. They called it the Z plague. At first as a bit of a joke, but once it became apparent what the potential was, no resource was spared in building these places. They already knew it was only a matter of time before something went wrong...”
“Went wrong...?” Something sparks in my mind, reaching for a puzzle piece just out of reach.
“Sadly, yes.” She gestures towards a towering building with two spires jutting towards the pale sky. “This is the school building where the others take their lessons. You'll be joining them after we complete all your tests. We want you to be comfortable and get acclimated as soon as possible.”
“Tell me more about the Fall. How did they know what would happen?”
“Oh, they didn't specifically know this would happen,” she continues as we meander on down the path. “But they always knew it would be something. Nuclear war, biological warfare... There was always some apocalypse or another being kept at bay. Honestly, there were many surprised it didn't come sooner.”
We have circled around the length of the courtyard, returning back to the elevator entrance at the base of the building.
“This building is the main laboratory, some of which you have already seen. This is the place where they are trying to recreate the molecular reaction which caused the plague in the first place. Once they do, it could lead us to a more efficient antidote. The living quarters are here as well, for many of the scientists and their families.”
“There is something I don't understand,” I say. “What does any of this have to do with me? Why did I grow up the way I did, and why don't I remember any of it?”
She nods, pressing her lips together and clasping her hands behind her back. “Come with me,” she says. We step once more into the coffin-like elevator which lifts us without ceremony to the third floor.
“Once the government realized this virus had the potential to erupt into epidemic proportions, work began immediately to find a vaccine. Several experiments took place in attempt to create antibodies within an existing bloodline. Keep in mind, this happened long before the actual Fall.”
Up ahead, a floor to ceiling picture window spills a cheerful yellow light onto the linoleum floor of the hallway. As we approach, I see smiling, cartoon animal faces sticking to the glass overlooking a room filled with couches on one side and cribs lining the wall around one corner of the room. A gentle-faced woman stands bouncing one of the babies against her hip, a fat and happy child gnawing on a chubby fist.
Behind her a young man straightens up, his back to us, having just laid down one of the children in a crib. I guess his age at about two years older than me. He brushes away a stray lock of auburn hair and immediately I see the resemblance to the girl who had brought us our food earlier. He glances our way, giving a quick wave.
“There was one successful strain of antibodies found,” Maggie continues. “They have been trying to replicate the circumstances ever since. These children here are the product of that experiment. Oh, don't worry! They are healthy in every way. Born just as any of us have been. But after that first case, success has evaded us.”
I cross my arms in front of me, unable to pinpoint the source of my discomfort.
“Would you like to go inside?”
“Inside?” I reply. “I don't... I mean, I've never...”
“Come on,” she pushes open the door inviting me inside. “The nursery is one of the areas we are most proud of. If we cannot pinpoint the antidote, at least we have a good start on rebuilding a healthy population, right?”
“I suppose so,” I mutter as I step through the door. The room is filled with babbles and occasional fussy cries. Two infants sit on the carpet sharing a wooden beaded wire toy. The woman passes off the child to the young man and steps towards me.
“I'm Eva,” she says with a wide smile and an outstretched hand. “It's nice to meet you. This is my son, Thorn. Rose tells me she made your acquaintance at lunch today.”
“Oh?” I feel a bit overwhelmed by the enthusiasm with which everyone speaks in this place. My mind drifts momentarily to Rachel and Marcus, seeing before me a life denied to both of them.
“Ah, speaking of which.” Eva continues, turning back towards me. “Why don't you come have dinner with us tonight? We can give you an insider’s perspective on this place. I'll send Rose to come pick you up.” She glances towards Maggie. “If that is alright with you, that is.”
Maggie shrugs. “Well, I don't see why not. The remainder of the tests do not begin until tomorrow. I think it might be good for you to get to know some of the others close to your age, Ash.”
“Um... sure, okay,” I reply.
Eva and Maggie exchange a few more words. Thorn watches me with intense curiosity, eyes unwavering until, just as sudden he turns his attention to one of the toddlers on the carpet in the middle of the room, rolling a red rubber ball to the delighted, squealing child.
“The nursery used to be much larger,” Maggie says after we exit the room. “But as you can imagine, it is difficult as the children age up. Do you have any questions at this point?”
“Yes. Why do I have to go through these tests? Is it because I lived out there?”
She pauses just at the elevator, her eyes wide. “Oh, Ash. You still don't see it, do you?”
“See what?”
“That first case, the successful one in which we were able to localize the antibodies... Ash, that child was you.”
I do nothing to soften the glare I aim at her.
“The experiments indicated an antibody within your blood which could be drawn out to perfect the vaccine before it became too late. I adopted you right away, of course, raised you as my own. They called you Baby A when you first arrived at the facilities. It was I who named you Ashley. The name suited you. ”
The elevator doors open. Without a word, I step inside.
“We kept you in the laboratory,” she continues as she follows me in. “Oh, I know it sounds dreadful, but knowing what we did, we felt we had no choice. It was not nearly as clinical as it sounds. You had a nursery and around the clock care. As you grew, we made sure your every need was met. There was a playground, you might remember.”
“A playground,” I repeat the word trying to recall the meaning.
“When the Fall happened it came on faster than we had anticipated, even in our worst case scenarios. We did not have time to trigger the quarantine protocol fast enough. It's a shame really. We were right on the verge...”
She stops and a distant gaze drifts across her face.
“But as I said,” she waves her hands, brushing aside whatever memory had made her pause, “we have all the time in the world now. The room we have for you is an exact replica. We did our best to replicate it, hoping it might trigger your memories. The clothes are different of course. Somehow during your absence, you have managed to turn into a young lady.”
The door slides open and we step out onto an open air patio. Concrete leading to a walled edge. I can see by the placement of the other buildings that we are on the top of the wall surrounding the compound. I follow her to the edge and see a birds-eye view of the courtyard below. At this height, the wind whistles around us, pulling my hair every which way around my head. I clutch my arms across my chest against the chill.
“When you were evacuated,” she continues. “The memory chip in your brain was triggered to erase any evidence of your upbringing.”
“Memory chip...” I say. “That's why I can't remember.”
“Yes. Implanted when you were still an infant. I'm so sorry it had to come to that. Powerful people knew of your potential. It would have been dangerous for you to fall into the wrong hands.”
“More dangerous than living in a world of flesh-eating monsters?” I say, between chattering teeth.
“I think we both know that would not present much of a danger to you. Isn't that right?”
She crosses over to the other side of the wall. I follow her over, seeing the outside world once more, the world from which I came. In the distance, I spot a metal chain fence marking yet another layer of security. The space in between is filled with zombies, roaming and mindless, creating an unbreakable barrier surrounding the outer wall of the compound. Whatever veneer of politeness between us since I awoke in that blinding room begins to drift away into the distant, white sky.
“Ashley,” she says. “I raised you. I know you don't remember, but you are like a daughter to me. I want, perhaps more than anyone here, for the series of tests to be as easy as possible for you.”
I place my hands on the grainy concrete edge of the wall.
“But,” she hesitates, glancing down at the expanse of gnarling monsters below us. At first, I think she is expressing regret but when she returns her gaze to me, what I see in her eyes sends chills down my spine. “If we have to, we can do this the hard way. Do you understand?”
“I understand.” I keep my expression frozen as I reply. It is clear I need to play along for now.

The doors slide open and I step out of the elevator into the courtyard. She parted ways with me on the third floor, returning to the laboratory and insisting that I go and explore the compound. The solitude feels good, especially after the exchange on the wall. I find myself missing the outside, despite its unpredictable dangers.
I stroll along the path circling the edge of the patio. Rose is standing at a table close to me, stacking the plates and moving the utensils to the top of the pile. As she reaches across the table, her hand pauses. She does not look my way, but I know without any doubt that what she does next is for my benefit. Her hand pauses at the edge of the plates, her index and middle fingers forming a V shape, just for a moment before she relaxes her hand and picks up the stack of plates. The signal, ever so brief, flashes in my mind, waking a long dormant memory.
Something bad had happened. Everyone was panicking. Running, screaming. The young woman scientist who had always been nice to me, clutched my arm just above my elbow, pulling me along at a steady pace down the hall.
“Get her over the mountains,” she said. “She'll be safe there.”
“Which way?”
“East. Get her to the coast and she'll be safe.”
The tall, brown-skinned man grabbed me from her and rushed me to the car. On some level, I knew what was happening as he ushered me into the vehicle. In a way I did not yet understand, this was about me. All of it.
The wheels skidded out of the parking lot of the building, chaos erupting all around us. His fingers flashed the 'V' to the woman in the window, the one who had grabbed me from my room, the one who had saved me. She stood at the window peering down at us. Lost forever, because the containment border had already been closed behind us.
I twisted my head around, trying to catch a glimpse as we sped away from my home. The last thing I saw was the woman standing there, one palm at the window, tears streaming down her face. Her other hand held up as a symbol of rebellion, her fingers signaled the V back to him.
Not even a moment has passed. Our eyes meet for another second. Her face remains expressionless. She turns back to her work, picking up the dishes and disappearing back inside. For a moment, I think I have imagined it all. I have no idea what the V symbolizes, but the rush of memory allows me a newfound clarity. There is more going on here than I realize. Much more.
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I FIND no weaknesses in the walls of my room. Other than the door and the window overlooking the courtyard, there are no seams anywhere. I examine the window pane, a plexiglass of some kind, determined by the way it subtly springs back from my fingertips when I apply pressure. Unbreakable. This is a gilded cage, and I am its prisoner. I sit down at the edge of the bed and consider my next move.
At my window, the sun crosses the sky, appearing like a distant burnished coin hanging against a white canvas. The cloying décor of the room makes me feel uncomfortable. The surroundings are so unnatural here. At least at Eden's farm, most of my time was spent outside. The 'V' must be a code of some kind. I need to find out more.
The grumbling in my stomach reminds me that I need to eat again soon. Rose should be by to pick me up at some point. The lack of urgency at finding a meal, of not having to scavenge and hunt for food, still feels strange to me. I could just walk down to the courtyard and someone would bring me food. It feels like cheating.
The sharp squawk of the buzzer breaks my reverie.
“Hi,” the red-headed girl says with a wide smile when I open the door. “I hope you're hungry. Mom's made fettuccine and meatballs. We haven't officially met, I guess. My name is Rose.”
She juts her hand out towards me, and I tentatively clasp her fingers with my own.
“Sorry, I tend to talk a lot when I'm nervous. Come on. We can take the stairs. Most of us do. No one wants to be stuck in the elevators when the power goes out. It doesn't happen very often, but when it does, it's kind of a bitch. The solar power is touch-and-go depending on the time of year.”
She continues speaking as we head down the hallway. We step through to the stairs and head up. With some bit of surprise, I find myself drawn to her, as if we could have been friends in another lifetime.
“We live on the fifth level,” she continues. “Ashley, right?”
“Ash. I feel more comfortable if you call me Ash.”
Their apartment exudes a homey vibrancy, so different from the abandoned shells I was used to on the outside. Eva moves in and out of the kitchen, where inviting smells waft towards us. Off the main room is a man sitting at a desk, pouring over a collection of papers. He pushes up the thick-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, squinting from the documents up to the blue glowing screen at the corner of his desk.
“Hi, Dad,” Rose chirps.
“Hello,” he mumbles, eyes scanning back and forth across his documents.
Eva brings a bowl to the center of the table, filled with a food I have never seen before. Some kind of pasta with a thick red sauce. Tiny orbs of meat line the edges of the bowl. It smells divine. Rose's father appears and takes his seat, portioning out a serving onto his plate.
“This must be quite a change for you, Ash,” Eva says taking the seat across from me. “Rose, do you mind to call your brother and let him know dinner is ready?”
“Thorn!” Rose calls down the hall loud enough to make me jump. He appears a moment later, skulking into the room and giving me a wary glance as he takes his seat at the table.
“It is a bit of an adjustment,” I reply to Eva.
“Well, it is certainly a pleasure to finally meet you. The kids learned about you in school, you know. Your childhood is part of the curriculum.”
Some of the words she uses don't have a meaning, but I stay silent.
“You know,” Rose says, leaning in next to me. “You're practically a celebrity around here. Everyone wants to know about you. The real you anyway.”
“What's a celebrity?”
“Wow. You really are just like they say...” Rose's father leans forward, joining the conversation for the first time. “Remarkable!”
“And what do they say?” I reply, feeling the same annoyance as when my crossbow jams.
“That you are like a wild animal,” he continues.
Out of the corner of my eye, Thorn rolls his eyes and shakes his head.
“Oh, I don't mean that in a bad way,” he sputters. “Not at all! It's just that, I mean... we've never met anyone from the outside before. Much less...”
“You'll have to forgive our dad,” Thorn says in an even tone. “He can't seem to shut down his scientist's brain over dinner. Everything is a specimen to him. Something to be studied and poked at. Isn't that right, Dad?”
“Boys,” Eva interjects. “Let's not start. We have a guest this evening. Let's behave ourselves. Shall we?”
“You know what?” Rose says, the brightness in her voice immediately lightens the atmosphere. “A bunch of us are meeting at the rec room tonight after dinner, around eight o'clock. You should come. Everyone is just dying to meet you.”
Dying to meet me? I wonder. This place is a mystery, but I am comforted by the presence of this family. It is not difficult to understand, as I observe the banter between them all, that the jabs are meant in a friendly way. Their father, I find out, is one of the scientists and works in the lab with Dr. Donovan. I eat the rest of my food, enjoying once more the foreign feeling of not having to hunt for it.
“I hate to ask this,” I say quietly to Rose as the adults are cleaning up the table after. “But what does 'eight o'clock' mean?”
Her eyes widen for a moment before she smiles and begins her explanation. “The power grid goes down at ten. Most of the kids like to meet up at the end of the day, just to chill for a few hours before curfew.”
I have no idea what she means. Now and then a phrase will spark a moment of recognition, an echo of familiarity from a long time ago. But despite these fleeting hints of clarity, I cannot find a way to place the words in context in my mind. It makes me feel disconnected from everyone around me.
“Why don't you kids go on over,” Eva says with a smile. “I'll come and pick you up in time for curfew.”
Rose nods and grabs my hand. “You ready to learn how to play ping pong?”
“Um...sure.”
“Thorn, are you coming?”
“Yeah, I'll come.”
We move quickly down the hallway with Thorn following along behind us. The memory of the signal, the 'V' shaped fingers, continues to bug me. Perhaps it means something different here than it had from my childhood. Perhaps I had imagined the whole thing. Since this afternoon, I had not seen anyone using the sign again.

We arrive at the rec room. The kids gathered, range in age from maybe ten to the late teens, close to Rose's age. Games are scattered everywhere. Colorful boxes and books line the shelves. In one corner a couch and large plush seats surround a small table. There are about twenty kids in all, more people than I have ever seen in my life. Not counting the zombies of course.
When we enter the broad room, I sense a shift in everyone's attention. A few eyes dart my way and the lively conversation drops into a subtle murmur. Rose gives me an encouraging smile and takes me over to one of the game tables.
“You have to understand,” she says in a quiet voice so only I can hear. “Everyone here has grown up on the inside. You are the only one who knows what it's like out there.”
“I guess that's true.”
Rose picks up a paddle and gestures to the other one at my end of the table.
I pick it up, watching her to see what happens next. She picks up the tiny white ball and volleys it towards me, creating a small pock sound as it hits the table. On instinct, I block it with my paddle, sending it back towards her. She hits back. We go back and forth like this for a while. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice everyone watching us, one at at time putting down what they are doing and making their way towards us.
“She's good,” someone whispers.
“Of course she is,” someone else responds. “Think about it.”
“But Rose is the best player on the compound.”
“Shh! Let's see what happens.”
Finally, a hush falls over them as the volleying turns into an intensity between the two of us. Rose leans in, a playful smile dancing on her lips. An emotion sparks within me, a feeling of happiness and warmth underneath my heart. An experience which would be fleeting in my usual life. The volleys speed up. I can see the beading of sweat breaking out across Rose's forehead.
The ball hits the edge of the table just inside the white line, flying wild. I leap for it with everything I have and only just knock it back. The ball sails past Rose, who shrieks as is whooshes past the edge of her paddle. Those watching us break into applause as Rose gasps, hands on her knees and beaming a broad smile.
“That was...fun,” I say.
“Oh, so she does know about fun,” Rose says.
“What is it like out there?” a young girl asks from the back of the gathered group. I turn to answer her and realize that every eye is on me, waiting for an answer. I consider what Rose said, that none of them have any idea what the outside is like. I think about the view from the top of the wall. They must have seen it. I sit down on the couch as the others gather around me.
“Have any of you been out there?” I begin.
“No. No one,” the girl replies. “We've heard stories of course, but...”
“There aren't as many as there used to be,” I say. “It isn't difficult to get around. They are easy to avoid, and they don't move very quickly.”
“What's the most dangerous thing about being out there?” an older boy asks.
“When they gather up in a horde,” I reply without hesitation. “If they outnumber you, it could mean trouble. If you can get up a tree or into a shelter, you might have a chance. But the real danger is the people. That kind of world, it messes with people. Everyone is fighting for survival.”
“Have you ever been over the mountains?” Thorn asks. He is leaning against the ping pong table with his arms crossed, standing further back, separate from the others. At first, I don't quite know what he means.
“No, I never have.”
He exchanges a glance with Rose. I almost miss it. Nothing more than a flick of his gaze.
“I have some questions for all of you,” I say. “I've been told that my childhood is something you have learned about. Is this true?”
“It is,” the younger girl says. “Everyone finds out about Baby A around the third grade. The first of your kind. They haven't been able to replicate another one like you.”
“Replicate?” I say. “What do you mean by that?”
“I think Ash has been through enough,” Rose says with sudden intensity. “Besides it's almost curfew. We should let her go and get some rest. We can ask more questions tomorrow when we have time.”
“Incoming!” Thorn stands up, glancing towards the door. A few at the outskirts of the circle head to various game tables, picking up as if they had been playing the whole time. Others flip open their books and take on a pose of lounging against the padded arms of the couch.
“Now's your cue,” Rose whispers, giving me a nudge.
Just as the door swings open, I pose my hands in front of me while the remainder of the group affects expressions of rapt wonder.
“And I shot it right in the eye!” I declare.
The audience plays their part, gasping and applauding with impressed acceptance.
“Hey, Mom!” Rose chirps as Eva enters the room.
“Time for curfew,” she replies.
“What happens at curfew?” I ask.
“The energy is shut down. We conserve what we can to build up the solar power. You will learn about that once you start school. I'll walk you back and I can tell you more about it. Rose, Thorn, I'll meet you two back at the apartment.”
I glance at Rose. She nods. I scan the room before I step through the door. Thorn watches me from the far side of the room with a hesitant gaze. I turn away and head down the hallway, Eva pacing right behind me.
“Are you finding your way around the compound okay?” she asks.
“I think so.” Being around her makes me feel comfortable, at ease.
“It's good for you to be making friends. I can't imagine what it must have been like for you out there all by yourself.”
“I got by.”
She laughs, a light and delicate sound. “I'm sure you did. What I mean is, I think you have a good chance here. We think it is important you become acclimated to the life in the compound as soon as possible. To fit in.”
We approach the elevator and step inside.
“Did Maggie give you the tour of the place?” Eva says.
“Yes, she did.”
“By chance, did she tell you about the East hallway? The restricted part of the laboratory?”
“No, I don't think so.”
“Hm...” Eva crosses her hands in front of her and stares straight ahead.
“What is the East hallway?” I ask. “Why is it restricted?”
The elevator lurches to a stop and the doors slide open. “I don't think it is my place to tell you. I am sure it will all be explained in time. I guess we'll see you in the morning.”
“Okay. Thank you for dinner.”
“It was my pleasure.”
I step out.
“Ash,” she calls almost as an afterthought.
I turn back to her, thinking perhaps there was something she had forgotten to tell me.
“Be careful,” was her only admonishment. As the doors slide shut, she raises her left arm and just at the last second, her fingers form the shape of a 'V'.
I am alone in the hallway.
The door to my room is around the corner on one end, and the entrance to the laboratory is at the other. There is no question what I should do. Part of me wonders if I would get caught if I go snooping around in there. I can always pretend that I am sleepwalking. My newness and ignorance is one advantage I can claim at least.
Turning my back towards my room, I push through the door into the darkened laboratory.
It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the shadows. She had said the East hallway. I can't find any indication on the walls or doors which might give me a clue where to go. My mind relaxes and reaches out into the emptiness surrounding me.
The lab is cold, all sharp corners and hidden shadows. I find the hallway over the room where they kept me. My eyes trace the location of the dumbwaiter through the wall, the room where I escaped only to come face to face with a much greater foe.
Something is there, further down in the depths of the facility.
I feel it.
Step by step, I pass by doors on either side of me, knowing many of them are locked. Mental calculations indicate there is a level below me. I come to an intersection at the end of the hall, stretching out to the left and right.
East.
I turn to the right. Whatever I feel becomes stronger and I know I am going in the right direction. Red double doors block my way. I press my hand against the plane of the door and push it open, halfway expecting an alarm to go off, alerting the others of my presence. I step through to the other side.
A dim gray light spills from a window along the wall.
Wild dread grows in my stomach. Slowing my pace, feeling the pinpricks in the back of my neck. I think about Rose and her family, never having known the horror of coming face to face with one of them. Never having to question why they rip through the flesh of others but leave me alone, moving past me like river water around an island. Everything within me tells me not to look through that window. I fight the urge to turn back and run back to my room, to accept my placement here and become part of the community.
I step up to the window, placing my palms against the glass.
There are dozens of them, milling around in the room below. At first, I do not quite understand what I am looking at. I have seen zombie clutches before, but this one is different. It takes a few seconds for me to realize they are all female. Some have long hair, tangled and rotted. Some are broad shouldered, but delicate in stature. They wander almost in a circle, ignoring each other, vacant eyes staring forward, same shuffling gate.
“No,” I whisper as realization washes over me, cold panic clutching my heart.
I fall to the floor, sliding against the glass, bile dancing on my tongue. Gasping for breath, I stumble back to my feet, moving forward. I no longer care if I am found. Panic wins this time and I run through the lab, shoving open the door back into the hallway. I don't stop until I make it back to my room. Here at least, I can pretend that I am safe.
They told me I was the first.
Now I know what that means.
Every one of them, the female zombies in that room, are all heavily pregnant.
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IN THE FOLLOWING WEEKS, I keep to myself as much as possible, watching and waiting, tucking away pieces of information, just as I once did supplies and food in the outside world. I tell no one about my discovery in the laboratory, not even Rose. The bits of knowledge I gather slowly begin to fall into a kind of pattern, providing me an insight into the true workings of this place.
For example, I discover that everyone else is just about as fond of Dr. Donovan as I am. The tests ensue, a series of tasks which make little sense to me; running on a treadmill, wires attached to my chest and forehead. Another day, set in a room, prompted to catch little yellow balls hurled at me from a machine. The crew of white-coats, as I have come to call them, watch me put together puzzles, stack blocks, find the next shape in a pattern, and so on.
I start planning my escape almost right away. I know I need a plan. I cannot be hasty. I play the part, jumping through the hoops set before me. Sometimes I catch her watching me, Dr. Donovan, gazing at me with a wistful expression, something akin to fondness. When I see it, I wonder why, if she raised me, why my memories don't return. At the very least I should feel something akin to familiarity towards her. It feels strange that I don't feel it, and I wonder if I ever did.
“You're getting stronger,” she says after I have completed some complex obstacle course. “I think you may be ready.”
“Ready for what?” I ask.
“When we found you, you were half starved out there in the wild. You are finally starting to show some muscle mass. That's good.”
I decline to mention that when they 'found' me I had already been eating well for a number of weeks while working on Eden's farm. But otherwise, she was right. I was getting stronger.
“Come with me,” she says. “I'd like to try something.”
She holds the door open for me, and I cannot help but glance towards the hallway with the restricted red doors hiding the secrets of this place. She spoke to me glancing now and then over her shoulder as she led me down the twisted passages.
“These tests have given us a good indication of what you are capable of,” she says. “I know they seem a bit pedantic, but you are worth so much more than you realize.”
She says this often. I refrain from rolling my eyes.
“But there is something else, Ash. Something we would have known by now if... well... if we hadn't lost you on the day of the Fall.”
She opens a double door leading out onto a short balcony flush with a courtyard. The walls surround a grassy area and the sky is pale clouds overhead. Dr. Donovan presses a button which lowers the gate. She gestures me to step forward. On the far side of the courtyard is an iron gate closing off some kind of hold. I sense the creatures within the enclosure.
“What is this?” I ask.
“It's alright, Ash. No harm will come to you.” She steps back, reactivating the gate and leaving me alone in the courtyard.
I hear them, just there, gnarling and scrabbling against the walls, against each other, the smell of rotted flesh emanated from the hold, but even this was not as strong as the connection, their minds, tattered scraps of what they once were, connecting with mine.
“What's happening?” I say.
“Just remember, Ash. Remember how you used to do it as a child.”
The iron gates swing open, leaving nothing between me and the flesh-hungry creatures. They move forward, attracted by my presence. A persistent memory taps at the back of my mind. I have done this before. They had forced me to walk through the hallway, closed off except for the doors on either end, filled with flesh eating monsters. She, the woman who claimed I once called her Mother, had pushed me through that door.
“I'll meet you on the other side,” she had whispered with a smile on her face.
Terrified, I had walked through the milling huddle, most of the zombies shuffling past me, unnoticed. For the first time, I realized they would not touch me. I made it to the other side where I collapsed in tears into Maggie's arms. She held me, stroking my hair and cooing soft words as if she herself had not been the very person who had put me in with them moments before. I could not have been older than five.
Within the courtyard, the creatures surround me shuffling back and forth, their dead eyes focused on nothing.
“Ash, I want you to make them walk to the right side of the enclosure.”
“I don't understand.”
“You can do it.”
I take one trembling breath before I begin, an attempt at focusing my thoughts. I make the mental adjustment, feeling the energy draining out of me, leeching into them and forcing their movements towards the right of the grassy area. In slow shuffling motions, they ambulate as one group to the far right side, those leading the pack bumping mindlessly against the wall.
“Good! Wonderful, my dear,” she croons.
“What's this for--?”
“Shh. There's plenty of time for questions later. Right now you need to concentrate.”
Without a moment to consider her words, a squealing fat pig appears, dropped in through a small portal on the left side. The zombies take notice of the fresh meat immediately, some semblance of hunger flashing across their rotted faces. They all throttle against each other crossing towards the frightened piglet in quick sloppy steps, bypassing me like water in a stream.
I stop them immediately, feeling that familiar sensation of tumblers falling into a lock, their will bending to mine. They hover around the piglet, not quite frozen but limbs flailing helplessly unable to reach for their victim. The trembling pig presses its body against the stone wall with no means to escape.
“Good, my dear,” Dr. Donovan croons from behind me. “Now, I want you to let them go. Let them get to it.”
My stomach twists at the thought. “I don't want to,” I say.
“Let them go, Ash. Then we can be done for the day.”
I hold them back for as long as I am able. Seconds feel like an eternity, strength draining from my body. I keep them at bay until everything goes black. As my collapsing body hits the ground I hear the squeals of the dying pig. I try my best not to think about Marcus.

When I wake, hours later based on the slant of the sun, I am back in my own room, the room they provided for me. Dr. Donovan sits at the side of my bed, watching me with that same wistful expression. She sees me stir and smiles, stroking the hair off my forehead.
“There you are, my dear,” she says in a soothing voice.
“I would prefer you not call me that,” I say.
“Call you what?”
“'My dear'. Despite what you think, I am not your long-lost daughter. It's clear I am nothing more to you than a guinea pig.”
I turn my back and pretend to be asleep once more until she finally stands and leaves the room.

Eva had taken to having me come for dinner at least once a week. It became a bit of a routine for us. Dr. Donovan had been right about one thing. The access to food and rest have strengthened my system. I felt stronger than I had in ages.
“What does it mean?” I ask Eva one night as Thorn and their father clear the table.”The V, what does it mean?”
“The V?” Eva replies.
“This.” I hold up the signal with my right hand. “What is it?”
The others pause, Rose returning to the dining room from the kitchen. Eva exchanges an extended glance with her husband.
“Might as well,” he says. “Especially considering...”
Eva breaks his gaze and gestures me over to the living room area. “How much do you remember?” she says. “From before I mean?”
“Not much,” I reply. “It comes back here and there.” The shift of the mood has me on edge. Rose enters the room, drying her hands with a dishtowel and sits down in the chair across from us.
“I have a difficult question to ask you,” Eva says. “If that's okay...”
“It's alright. Go on.”
“Did you find the creatures in the East hallway?” She speaks with kindness behind her voice.
“Yes. I did.”
“Do you understand what it means?”
I don't want to hear it, but I have to. I need her to say the words. “Tell me.”
“Your mother, Ash. Your mother was Patient Zero. Do you know what that means?”
My mouth goes dry.
Eva continues.“That means she was the first one... of them.”
“Tell me everything. I need to know.”
She takes a breath. “The official documents say no one knows how she got it, but there is some evidence that the government created the virus. That they infected her on purpose as part of a biochemical weapons test. Your mother was part of a paid volunteer program. She hid the pregnancy from them. Apparently, she needed the money.”
“Oh my god,” I whisper. I glance at Rose who watches me with nervous eyes.
“She had already changed over completely by the time you were born.”
Tendrils of cold horror snake up my spine.
“They kept her in a containment unit. She was put down soon after you were delivered.”
She falls silent, both of them watching me. All of my emotions began to float away from me, one by one and I am left feeling empty with this truth. My fingertips feel numb.
Eva continues. “At first, you seemed like an ordinary child, but as you grew up it became evident that you were different. You were stronger, smarter, somehow more than human. They started to test your abilities around the age of three. That small part of you in your DNA is something they could not isolate. That small part is what they need to replicate.”
“For the antidote,” I say.
“No,” she replies. “They want to make more of you.”
“Make...more...”
“In you, they found the perfect super soldier. They cannot understand what makes you special, but they have never been able to replicate the same outcome..”
The tone in her voice is dark, ominous. She exchanges a glance with Rose.
“Tell her,” Thorn's voice interrupts from the entry way He leans against the wall, arms crossed. “Go on. Tell her the rest of it.”
“This has been going on since before the Fall. They have kept this whole process well hidden. It did not take long before we realized what was going on. That it wouldn't stop. And that they have the gall to call it scientific research.
“There was a small faction of us who started an underground rebellion within their circles. We had to be careful though. The organization was quite powerful. That's what this means.” She extends her fingers into the shape of a V. “It was one of our codes to help identify ourselves to each other. At least, that's how it started. Over time, it became a rallying symbol, a sign of encouragement to each other.”
“What was the goal, of the faction I mean?”
“Several goals,” Eva continues. “On the one hand, you had been a prisoner for your whole life. Dr. Donovan raised you as well as she could, giving you her name and a place to live. But the only life you ever knew was that of a lab rat really. For starters, we wanted to get you out, find a way for you to have a normal life.”
“But then the Fall happened,” I say, “and it was too late.”
“That's exactly right.”
“Mom,” Thorn says, still hovering at the doorway. “I think we should tell her... about the plan.”
“I think so too,” Eva says. “Maggie continues to feed everyone the idea that the outside is crawling with zombies, that the only safe place is to stay within these walls.”
“Yes,” I say. “But it's not true anymore. It's not like it's used to be.”
“That's what we've suspected. There are many of us in the community who want to get out, to try and make a go of it out there, away from all this. We've made a contact on the radio, one of the unused channels, people who can help us once we get out. The only problem is, this place was built for security. And every potential exit is crawling with them. If we can get past the outer perimeter there might be a chance.”
“I think I have an idea.”
“What is it?” Thorn asks.
My gaze jumps from him to Rose and back to Eva. The plan for my own escape falls into place, as well as theirs. “Can you find me a map of the compound?”
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THREE DAYS LATER, we gather in the rec room.
Word had spread about the escape, but we had to be careful the wrong people didn't hear it. The others begin to arrive, nervous energy filling the room. The map of the compound spreads out before us on the ping pong table.
“There is an exit here,” I point to the red jagged field on the map. “I almost didn't see it because it's on one of the basement levels below the ground floor.”
“Basement One,” Rose interjects. “Ash, it's filled with them. From Basement One on down. There are dozens, if not hundreds of creatures down there. We'll never get past them?”
“I will,” I say.
A slow dawning reaches all of their expressions.
“What's the plan?” Rose asks.
“The easy part is going to be getting me out,” I say. “I can walk right past them. Once I'm out, I'll connect with our outside contact. Eva has arranged for them to give me a vehicle or two. Then we'll come back for all of you. This is where it get's a little tricky. One of the vehicles will have to break through the wall, here.” I point to the highlighted line on the map.
“The library,” Rose says, her brow furrowing in concentration.
“We load everyone up, here. We'll have to move quickly. The noise and activity will attract the zombies around the perimeter, but once everyone is inside the vehicles and moving again, you'll be perfectly safe. Any questions so far?”
“Sounds simple enough,” says Bertrand with a slight chuckle, placing a protective hand over his daughter's shoulder.
“Someone will need to make sure everyone is here when we return. Once I'm out, we're planning for a one day turn around. I'll be back this time tomorrow night,”
“I'll make sure,” Thorn says. I had almost forgotten his presence, leaning up against the wall at the other side of the table. “I'll get everyone to the library.”
I give him a quick nod. “We'll have to move fast. Everyone will need to be ready.”
“Then what?” asks one of the younger children, a girl with large frightened eyes.
“We can start over,” I say.
I look at the group before me, all watching me as if seeking some kind of resolution which I cannot provide.
“Listen,” I begin. “I know many of you have never been out there. You are scared, and rightly so. I've seen people die more times than I care to recall. But people learn to navigate the landscape, how to survive, and you will learn too.
“We have information that over the mountains the landscape is free of the creatures. If we can get you there, all of you can live without having to worry about them.”
“Isn't it risky?” Bertrand asks.
“Of course it's risky,” I snap. A hush falls over the gathered few. “But is it worth staying and continuing to be complicit in the sick experiments going on here? In here the walls have kept you safe from the zombies. The same walls that have kept out have also kept you locked in.”
“Do you think they will ever stop?” Thorn asks. “The way they think they can mess with people this way?” His expression is sharp, angled, eyes flashing and bearing down on me with ferocious intensity as if we are the only two people in the room.
“I don't think so,” I reply meeting his stare.
“It's wrong, Ash. And I'm not sorry to say, but I hate her for what she's done to you.”
It takes me a moment to pull my gaze away from his.
“Okay then,” I say. “That settles it. I go tonight. The rest of you get a good night's sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.”
“I'll walk with you,” Rose says. “If that's okay. I'll take you as far as the door.”
“It's dangerous.”
“I'll be careful.” Her expression is wide-eyed and eager. “I'll only come with you as far as I'm able.”
“Okay,” I reply.
Everyone's eyes are on us as we leave the room, but it is Thorn's lingering gaze which puzzles me the most. I have no idea what he gains from watching me the way he does. Rose and I leave the room and head down the hallway towards the stairs. I do my best to ignore the knot in my stomach.
“Basement One is two levels down from here,” she says.
I push away the memory of the sound, the awful unearthly sound of the zombies from the basement in the abandoned laboratory. We walk in silence, descending each step with careful movements. I stay in front just in case, wishing I still had the security of my weapons. We make it down the first flight, but dark shadows fall across our path. What lay in those shadows is impossible to know.
“Wait,” I whisper holding out my hand to stop her. My mind extends out, taking in the space around us, feeling for anything, anyone who might be a threat. Nothing is there. “Okay, it's clear.”
At the final level, we arrive at a gray unmarked door. I recall a mental image of the map, getting my bearings to where we are located. This door opens to a long dark tunnel leading underneath the outer wall, through the occupied space out on the other side of the chain link fence.
“You should go back,” I say. “Get everyone ready for tomorrow. I'll make it through from here.”
“They could be anywhere,” she whispers. “Be careful.”
I nod and place my hand on the door knob. We wait. A few moments later the lights go dark. Ten o' clock. The grid is down.
“Ash, wait.”
I turn towards her, and to my surprise, she grabs me in an awkward hug.
“No matter what, I want you to know... I'm glad I got to meet you.” With that, she turns and rushes back up the stairs.
I open the door and step through, pulling it closed behind me.
The sickly sweet smell of rotted flesh permeates the claustrophobic space. That sound, that broken, gasping breathing meets my ears, and my skin prickles in response. I walk forward, allowing my mind the levity to sense where they are in the darkness, seeing them without using my eyes. They turn towards me, attracted by the movement, but they make no further motions.
A strange empathy overtakes me, hearing them shuffle in place. The same doctors who perpetuated the horrors I witnessed had done this to them. They had once been persons with lives and families who loved them. The anger I feel about learning my origin stirs once more and extends to these beings around me, victims in this grand scheme like so many others. Like me.
I blink away the tears as I reach the door at the far side, pushing my way through. I walk steadily until certain I have cleared the area around the compound before I break into a run. Finding a tree, I climb to the highest branch which will support me, pull my knees to my chest and lean against the rough bark.
For the rest of the night, I am awake, scanning the horizon for the sunrise. Once daylight hits, I'll be able to travel more safely find my way to Eva's outside contact. I spot in the distance a speck on the horizon, moving down the stretch of highway, approaching through the field which appears familiar in a way I cannot pin point. The truck pulls to a stop, and immediately I recognize the driver, her long dark hair, shadowed eyes, and wicked smile aimed my way.
Alma.
“Get in,” she calls through the lowered window.
My feet hit the ground in a full sprint, but my foot slips in the dew soaked grass, stumbling up the slope towards the vehicle. I scramble into the passenger side as fast as I can go, gasping to catch my breath while Alma shifts gears, tires squealing spinning out against the pavement.
“It's about time, Ash,” she says once we gain traction. “We've been waiting for you.”
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THE TRUCK CAREENS down the highway leaving a trail of black exhaust behind us, speeding away from the laboratory compound and all the horrors it contains therein. Alma presses the gas like someone on a mission.
“What are you doing here?” I ask.
Alma grins, clutching the wheel. She lifts one hand, shaping her fingers into a loose V. “Does this mean anything to you?” she asks.
“Yes, it does,” I reply. “Are you in on it, too?”
She laughs. “Eden told me to do it. I have no idea what it means.”
“It means I can trust you. Now, where are we headed?”
“Back to Eden's. Everyone is waiting for you.”
“How far are we?” I glance backward, watching the looming edifice disappear as we veer around the bend in the road. My mind struggles to piece the information together. I turn back to face her. “Alma, we can't go back there. Eden is the one who turned me over to them. I heard her talking the night I left.”
“No, Ash. It's not what you think.”
“Then what is it?” The pine trees slip by on either side of us.
“When you ran out that night, Eden figured out that you had heard her talking. She put it together and realized how it must have sounded from your perspective.”
“Who was she talking to?” I ask.
“Eva.” Alma glances my way, her wrist resting on the steering wheel.
“Eva!” I exclaim. “Is Eden the outside contact Eva mentioned?”
“Yeah,” Alma laughs. “She is.”
Another turn and we pull up to the familiar gate of Eden's farm. The dim morning sky glows just enough that I can spot Ezekiel pulling open the gate to allow us through. He pulls it closed behind us, and Alma scurries out to help him.
“Are we safe?” I ask after the final gate swings closed behind us.
“Yes,” Alma answers. “We're safe, Ash. We made it.”
Eden's living room is just as before, large, welcoming couch cushions and frilly tabletops. The household has already begun to stir. Down the hallway, I hear footsteps and sound of the water running as the denizens prepare for the coming day. Abraham and his unforgettable beard sit at the corner of the couch, ever watchful. His silent eyes watch us as Alma and I enter the room. Ezekiel slips in behind us.
“Right on time,” Ezekiel mutters.
Eden appears out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on the gingham apron tied around her waist. Her eyes light up and she beckons us forward, her arms outstretched. She motions for me to come and sit, much like she had the first time I arrived. A bowl of thick stew appears, brimming with hearty broth and shreds of meat, followed by a plate of crumbly biscuits. I consume the food with an unmatched passion, realizing with slow dawning how it feels to be safe.
Safe.
Eden had not betrayed me after all. Alma had rescued me based on Eva's instructions. The whole group of them back at the compound are trusting me to return when night falls. The feeling is strange, foreign, but not entirely unpleasant. No one speaks as I eat, but everyone watches me with some caution. Ezekiel eyes me from the kitchen doorway, slouching against the frame. I do my best to ignore him, keeping my attention to the food before me.
“Ash,” Eden speaks with a quiet, gentle voice. “I wanted to apologize about the misunderstanding. I should have been forthcoming with you from the beginning. It was never my intention to frighten you.”
“It's done,” I say. “I shouldn't have assumed. Thank you.”
“Of course.”
“You'll help me?” I ask. “Get them out I mean?”
“Yes. Eva has already communicated with us. It's how we knew where to send Alma to collect you.”
Ezekiel takes a seat across from me, leaning forward and planting his elbows on the table. He shoots a glance towards Eden and then back to me before he speaks. “How does it work exactly?”
“Ezekiel!” Eden chides him.
“It's alright, Eden,” I say. “I don't mind.”
“So what is it? Some kind of mind control?” Ezekiel glares at me, waiting for my response.
I consider for a moment. “The truth is, I don't really know. It's not something that works all the time. It comes and goes. If I'm weak or haven't eaten for a long time it doesn't work. I think it only worked that day because I had been here for a few weeks, eating meals and getting regular sleep.”
“How did you discover it?” This time it is Alma doing the asking as she sits down.
I consider for a moment before I respond. “I think the first time I realized what I could do, after leaving the compound, I mean, must have been when I was maybe eleven. I had found my way into a storage facility outside of a city, full of food. I'd never eaten so well. The plan was to set up camp and stay for a while, as long as I could. I gorged myself on peanut butter, canned pickles, dry cereal... I can't even tell you the stomach ache I had that day.
“So I went outside to get a lay of the area and to find a place to pee. They came at me fast. At the time, of course, I couldn't remember anything from my childhood, so I had no idea. It didn't help that my pants were tangled around my ankles. I knew I was done for. There were so many of them. I panicked, fell backward into the mud. That's when I noticed they had stopped moving. They stood around me, just kind of shifting from one foot to the other ignoring me.”
Alma's eyes go wide as she takes in the information.
“After that, I taught myself how to do it. It took a lot of concentration. I learned the hard way that I can't do it all the time.”
The image of Marcus flashes across my mind. Perhaps Eden realizes my brief discomfort somehow. She comes to my rescue with a terse interjection. “We have a lot of work to do to prepare for tonight. You should get some sleep now.”
She is right.
As soon as the words are spoken, the heaviness of my exhaustion takes hold, compounded in part by the rich meal I just consumed. Alma leads me down the hall to the same room I occupied during my previous stay.
“Will you be okay?” she asks.
“Yeah. Eden is right, though. I think I just need a few hours of sleep.”
“You're safe here, you know.”
“I know. Thanks.”
She closes the door. I am alone. This knowledge lets go of the knot in my muscles and I relax for the first time in a long time. I am not being watched by some hidden camera or nefarious scientists. I waste no time kicking off my shoes, peeling off my clothes and surrendering to the comfort of the quilted bed.

Sunlight streams through the window. The aroma of coffee and bacon drifts across my senses. My body is stiff and sore, and I feel as if I have just closed my eyes. I reach for the tee shirt crumpled on the floor next to the bed. After pulling on a clean pair of jeans, I shuffle to the dining room, circling through the kitchen to pour myself a cup of coffee.
Eden sits at the table with her coffee.
“Where did you get this?” I ask, gesturing to the steaming mug.
“A supply run from the east. Our contacts send what they can when we bring people over the mountains.”
We sit in silence for a while with our coffee. This time of day, the others would be out in the gardens, checking the fences, or gathering water. Eden and I are alone in the house. She stands and walks over to the window.
“I know what they're doing up there,” she says. “In that laboratory.”
I do not answer. The knowledge hangs between us in the silence, an invisible blight that cannot be undone.
“They stay up there,” she continues. “Believing they can change things, believing they can fix it. They can't. None of us can. We've done this to ourselves, you know. I don't know. Maybe they can fix it in the end, but I don't think so. This is the world we live in now.”
“Did you know her? Doctor Donovan, I mean?”
She stands still, gazing out the window, the sloping landscape. Her reply is so long in coming that I begin to think she has not heard me.
“Yes, I knew her,” she says at last.
The sound of the others returning through the front door interrupts our reverie. Ezekiel slams through the screen door, pausing to kick off his boots. He walks through the dining room, heavy footsteps, returning from the kitchen a moment later with his own coffee and a handful of bacon strips. He slurps one into his mouth in one bite.
“Those are for lunch,” Eden scolds.
Ezekiel shrugs.
She gives him a significant glance before passing him into the kitchen, our conversation either forgotten or set aside. Ezekiel returns the glare before pointing it at me. We are alone for a moment. He sets down his mug and pulls the chair across from me with a loud scrape across the floor.
“There is something I'd like to know,” he says.
“What's that?” I ask sipping my coffee with raised eyebrows.
“I think you know.” He still wears the same dour expression as ever, tilting his head down to glare at me from underneath his eyebrows.
I run one finger around the rim of my coffee mug. “I'll be honest with you, Ezekiel. I have no idea what your problem is with me. Care to enlighten me?”
“I think you know,” he mutters.
“Seriously! Will you quit with the passive aggressive bullshit? I don't know. Other than being just another threat in this vast world of threats, I have no idea what your problem is.”
He shifts in his chair. “Okay, fine. You get a free pass this time.”
“What kind of free pass?”
“I watched you stop them with your mind. I saw it happen.”
I think about Marcus and suppress the urge to punch Ezekiel in the face.
“Do you have any idea what people would give...?” he says. “I mean, you can basically control them, right?”
I give a slight nod. “It's not very pleasant if that makes you feel better.”
His eyebrow twitches. “Maybe a little.”
“Would you do it?” I ask, keeping my gaze even with his. “If you had to, would you do it?”
“Walk through a crowd of them? Are you kidding me? If I could do that, I would run this world.”
I've had enough. “You keep thinking that,” I snap. “Because for me, it's a last resort. And despite what you think, there are times when it doesn't work and I have to watch people die. Do you have any free passes for that?”
He nods slowly, wheels turning behind his eyes.
“I never asked for this,” I say.
“Yeah, well neither did I,” he replies barely more than a whisper. “I had to watch the world fall apart around me. I mean, if my parents hadn't built this place, we wouldn't be here. We would have died along with everyone else. Sometimes I wish we had. But I used to go to school. I had friends and everything. It was nice. I may not have thought so at the time, but it was nice.
“Then the whole world goes to hell. Everyone says you have a way to put it back together, back the way things were before. Something about your blood. Ash, you can save everyone if you wanted to, and you don't want anything to do with it. The truth is, you are nothing more than a selfish little girl.”
I lean back in my seat, his words stinging. Staring down into my coffee mug as if to search for the answer, I realize that on some base level he is right. It's true, I don't want any of it, and it's also true that this is selfish.
“They don't need me,” I say. “They are trying to make another one like me. They'll get it right eventually. It's just timing, that's all. They'll find the variable.”
I stand to leave but pause before exiting the room. I slowly set down the coffee mug, placing each hand on the table and lean over to speak directly into his face.
“You're one to talk, you know? Sitting here wishing for things to be how they were. You have a chance to help people out of this. You are part of something that gives people hope. Yet here you are whining about the past. It's over, Ezekiel. Moving forward is the only option. Survival is all we have left. So if I'm being selfish then you are just as guilty as I am.”
I grab my empty mug and vanish to the kitchen, leaving him in my wake.
The screen door claps shut once more after Alma and Travis enter the living room. Alma's hair is pulled into a tight bun, unable to hide the uncombed tangles and bits of hay. They laugh at some shared joke as they stumble into the living room, fingers entwined.
Eden returns from the garden, arms laden with plump tomatoes which she begins to wash under the tap. I hear Ezekiel leave the dining area without another word, leaving me with a sense of unease. I make a move to help with the tomatoes and catch a glimpse of Alma, draped on the couch with her head on Travis' shoulder. For a moment I envy them, and their ability to grab these small moments of joy. Regardless, I also know there is a great deal of preparation before returning to the compound tonight. My unease will have to wait until another time.

“How many should we plan for, do you think?” Eden says.
We stand by the front door of the warehouse at the farthest edge of the property close to the tree line. At the back end of the building, two cargo doors stand open, revealing the contents inside. The left part of the structure holds a line of parked vehicles, including my blue truck. The other vehicles include a small red car with a pale brown canvas top, a rusted tractor normally driven by Abraham in the garden, and a large white van with the words Heavenly Blessings First Church of the Redeemer printed in scrolling red letters along the side.
“There are at least twenty of them that I know of so far.”
“Ah,” Eden walks down the length of the parked vehicles, pausing in front of the truck, before resuming her slow gait. She continues until she stops in front of the white van, tapping her fingers against her chin. “We'll take out the seats. The point is to get them out quickly. We'll have to fortify the front. Let's see that map there.”
I pull it from the side pocket of my backpack and hand it to her. She spreads the paper out on the slanted hood of the church van, flattening out the folded image of the compound. Squinting, she runs her finger along the path up to the line in red ink, marking the weakness in the wall, the place we must breach to get back inside.
“And you are sure they'll be waiting?” Eden says.
“They'll be ready,” I say, hoping that I am right.
“And if what you say about the perimeter is right then we'll have to move fast.”
“Yeah,” I reply. “We'll have to beat the horde circumventing the outer walls.”
“It's going to be risky. If they're not there for some reason...”
“They'll be there,” I say.
Eden steps back from the map. “There is one more thing, Ash.”
“What is it?”
She motions for me to follow. The other side of the warehouse is divided into walled cubicles. One is filled with dry goods, toilet paper, toothpaste, and other commodities. The next shelf contains canned food items, shelves of glass jars, sealed most likely by Eden herself in preparation for the coming doomsday.
“Ah, here.” Eden approaches the third alcove. “I believe we have something which belongs to you.”
Among the weapons, long guns, and blades, I spot my crossbow. Alone on a shelf, fully stocked quiver with the safety latch still on. Eden steps forward lifting it with one hand under the barrel. She extends my weapon with an apologetic smile. “I think you might be needing this?”
The weight of my weapon in my hands makes me realize how much I missed having it with me, the feeling of security, and yes, the thrill of victory at watching one of those monsters crumple when my aim is true. Having it back is the closest thing to home that I know.
“Thank you,” I whisper, tucking the strap over my shoulder. “Thank you, Eden.”
She offers a quick smile before turning her attention back to the vehicles.
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THE TWO VEHICLES trundle along the outer edge of the compound wall, a large, looming edifice alongside the road. The white van is fortified with planks of metal welded to the front, a wedge of steel, added by Eden and some of the others earlier in the day. I sit in the back of the blue truck, which is following behind the van, my crossbow resting on my knees.
“Ready for acceleration,” Travis says, his voice crackling through the walkie-talkie clipped to my belt.
Ezekiel picks up to return the message. “Ten-four, good buddy!”
I give him a nod through the window, lifting the crossbow and shifting my weight to press up against the cab for the impact. The ground gets rough as we veer off the road towards the gap in the chain link fence. My stomach flip-flops as the air rushes past me. The vehicle's noise is gaining the attention of a huddle of zombies cresting the slope of the landscape. I crouch and brace myself. Several seconds pass as we ricochet over the rough terrain, building momentum.
The wall hurtles towards us.
We hit hard.
My feet scoot out from under me on impact as we breach the wall. Both vehicles screech to a halt. We are inside the library. A gaping, jagged hole appears through the settling dust. In the distance, a gathering clutch of zombies lurches towards us, drawn by the explosion of sound.
I stand and lean against the cab, taking in the surroundings. Someone had pushed over the shelves. There is a sea of broken books surrounding the two vehicles. In the clearing haze, I spot Thorn opening the door of the van, already escorting the others inside, as easy as clockwork. He catches my eye and we exchange a quick nod.
“Get in the middle,” I call over the group. “And stay down, away from the windows!”
The first edge of the clutch filters through, a hive of errant ants. We do not have much time before the place will be filled with them. The door to the library rattles and Thorn's head whips around. I notice that one of the bookshelves leans up against the doors, locking us inside. Whatever happened, they've been pursued. I keep my arrow aimed at the door. Travis rolls down the window on the driver's side, arching out his head to check the surroundings.
“Go!” Thorn calls, sliding the door shut and slapping the side of the van.
The van's wheels spin out against the carpet as Travis struggles to turn the steering wheel. Thorn jogs over and leaps into the truck bed with me, just as our makeshift caravan pulls forward.
“Get in the cab!” I yell as Thorn hops over the tailgate. “It’s safer there.”
“No time,” comes his reply.
“Then stay down and don't get in my way.”
The creatures lurch past us, unable to grasp anything. I don't feel bad about them taking over the compound. As large as this place is, the people inside must have a safe room to hide in. They have more at their disposal than they would ever let on.
We surge forward. I shift to my knees and scoot forward to the end of the truck bed, aiming the bow out over the tailgate. Thorn is behind me, crouched and huddled. Already, I can see that more zombies are joining the herd. I cannot shoot them all. I pick up the walkie-talkie.
“We have to plow through,” I say.
“We've already punched through a wall,” Travis crackles. “I think we can handle a few crawlies! Let's do this!”
“Are we going to make it?” Thorn asks.
“We're going to make it,” I reply.
The vehicles pick up speed. I take aim, firing off three arrows, taking down as many in the front row. They crumble to the ground, and those behind fall as their feet catch against the bodies, beginning a pile-up. I shoot again, taking down another row towards the middle. Up ahead, the van skirts the rough terrain, hopping the edge of the gravel path.
Maybe it is the mental nudge I get when they are around. I know they are there before anyone sees them. There is another horde at the edge of the tree line. If we take the road towards the farm, we'll run right into them. We are surrounded.
“What's wrong?” Thorn asks from his position against the back of the cab.
“We're not going to make it.” I bring the walkie to my face. “Ezekiel, is there another path to the farm?”
“Negative,” he replies. “The main drive is the only way.”
“There's a wall of them coming out of the trees. Too many for me to take down.”
“Can we punch through?”
I look back. We have put some distance on the compound. I have to make a decision. “I'll try my best. Just make sure you both keep the wheels on the road. Over.”
“Do your thing, Ash!” Travis interjects.
“Can you shoot?” I ask Thorn.
He nods.
“Take the bow.”
He stands and leans in, shoulder to shoulder with me. Concentrating is difficult with the movement of the vehicles, but I do my best to tune everything out. Immediately, I feel something different about them. They are communicating with each other. The ones behind us have somehow beckoned the ones coming out of the forest. The link is strong and animal, nothing but desire and hunger.
I find it, letting my mind stretch out. My breath catches. I push back.
They ease away, slowing their shuffling steps. Not enough. There are too many of them. I push back harder, the energy leaving my body. To my left, Thorn shoots an arrow at the first one appearing out of the tree line, catching it in the shoulder. I close my eyes, relax my mind, and push again.
They hit the van like a tidal wave, but somehow both vehicles stay upright. They slide around us. Using every ounce of strength left in me, I push against them once more. A bubble of space begins to form around the two vehicles, sliding in tandem down the road. I don't realize I am shaking until I feel Thorn's arms around my shoulders, guarding me as I keep them at bay. The truck plunges forward, my hair whipping in the wind.
“Yeeeeehaw!” Travis shouts from the open window up ahead, pounding the flat of his hand against the metal frame of the door. I keep my concentration focused, squeezing my eyes closed, finding the connection with them and pushing... pushing... pushing them away.

My eyes open when the vehicle comes to a stop. We are inside the first layer of fencing and Ezekiel is jogging to pull the gate closed behind us, locking us into safety. Alma has come out to meet us and is pulling open the second gate.
“Are we safe?” I gasp.
“We're safe,” Thorn says, his arms still wrapped around my shoulders. “We're safe, Ash. We made it.”
Travis and Alma lead the new arrivals into the house, offering assurances. Thorn stays with me, both of us collapsed against each other in the back of the truck bed. We wait until everyone is inside before we move.
Eden's living room is filled with people. She is in her element, handing out fresh warm rolls and cups of hot coffee. Against the back of the room, Travis lounges on the couch, absently rubbing his left arm. Alma sits draped next to him, eyeing the new arrivals. Bertram comforts Iris, offering her a sip of his coffee. Across from them, the twins sit wide-eyed with their parents on either side. These new arrivals have never been outside the safety of the compound. The collective relief is palpable.
But something feels off.
I scan the room watching for anything amiss. Chatting, coaxed smiles from the gathered few, Alma leaning in and laughing at something Travis just said, his hand resting lightly on her thigh. I wander back to the door, stepping out into the night air.
Moments later, Travis steps out next to me. Without a word he extends his arm out, pulling back the flannel sleeve. In the glow of the moonlight, the clear crescent-shaped outline of a bite mark stands out against his pale flesh.
“Travis--” I gasp.
“Guess I should have rolled up the window, huh?” he says.

The flickering embers float into the darkening evening sky from the funeral pyre at the top of the mountain. Three days have passed since the rescue from the laboratories. Everyone is gathered for Travis' funeral, knowing he is now free from the horror that may one day befall each one of us. Abraham and Eden each give a eulogy befitting of one who had been a vital part of their community. Alma stands next to me, pinched and silent. She had stayed with him right up to the end, holding his hand and mopping his fevered forehead until it was no longer safe to do so.
The following week consists of everyone preparing for the coming journey. I am assigned to teach knife skills to those ready and able to learn. We gather in the fields outside the warehouses. Now that I know which direction to look, I can just make out the distant outline of the laboratories on the horizon, a blemish in an already broken world. We all meet up after lunchtime for a series of drills, everyone lined in rows, waiting for my instructions.
“I need everyone to partner up today,” I say.
They shuffle around and adjust position. They know from previous sessions to pair up one adult and one child so they can each take turns practicing. I notice Thorn is the odd one out, so I motion him over to partner with me.
“Don't worry,” I say. “I'll go easy on you.”
He pulls up one corner of his mouth and takes position across from me.
“Imagine,” I begin facing the gathered few. “One of you is the approaching creature. Take turns doing this. The fastest way to take one down coming straight on is to sidestep and jab them in the ear. They move slowly, so most of the time this technique is not that difficult. Go ahead and try it.”
Half of them start the pantomime, stumbling towards their partners. There are some giggles from the younger ones. I motion for Thorn to approach me. He rolls his eyes back and hangs his mouth slack in his affected performance. I lunge and mime stabbing him in the ear, and he collapses to the ground, twitching and hacking until his dramatic end. I give him an extended slow clap and everyone joins in the applause, laughing at his exaggerated performance.
I reach out my hand to help him to his feet.
“If you don't have a weapon,” I continue, gathering everyone's focus. “It is possible to sever the spinal cord by hand. It's not optimal, but it's good to know how in case you find yourself in that situation. I'll show you first and then you try it.”
I mime the action, placing my hands on the side of Thorn's head, checking my motions as I pantomime twisting his head around. He play-acts, collapsing while lunging forward. Our feet tangle, sending us both into a fallen heap on the ground in an awkward pile. I land on top of him, face to face. Blood rushes to my cheeks.
We both leap to our feet, brushing off our clothes.
“If that should happen out there,” I say to the watching class. “You are pretty much done for, so watch your footing.”
“What else can you tell us about them?” Iris asks.
Everyone turns towards me, waiting for my answer. I realize in that moment that most, if not all of them, have never experienced life outside of the laboratory compound. They've never come face to face with a zombie out in the wild, as I have. They are looking to me to prepare them for that. I only hope I am up to that task.
“They move slowly,” I reply. “Unless instigated. They respond to noise more than anything else. They can't climb or figure out problems, so if you need to get away fast, climbing a tree or finding a high level is a good short-term solution.”
“How many of them are out there?” Bertram asks, placing his hand protectively over Iris's shoulder.
“Less than there used to be. They are most dangerous in groups. Don't think you can outrun them, either. You can go as fast and as far as you can, but eventually, you'll get tired. They never will.”
Eden approaches at the edge of the field, hanging back and watching.
“What's most important,” I say. “Is this. If you can get away, do it. Don't take them on unless you absolutely have to. Does everyone understand that?”
Everyone nods, slow and solemn.
“We have a hard journey ahead. My goal is for everyone to make it.”
“Excellent work, Ash,” Eden says taking a step forward. “You have done a wonderful thing by sharing your knowledge with us. These lessons have served us all well.”
She turns her attention to the group.
“I have just received word that the caravan will be arriving at dawn. We need to be completely ready by sunset. And I want all of you to get plenty of rest. Ash is right. You all have a hard journey ahead.”
Her eagle-eyes survey the group. She offers a quick smile and with a flick of the wrist dismisses everyone. They filter back one by one. Eden catches my eye, giving me a knowing look before following the others back to the house.
I pick up my crossbow, the weight of the strap on my shoulder feeling like an old friend.
Thorn leans against the tree with his arms crossed, watching me from under his eyebrows. I pause and wait for him, wary, crossing my arms and matching his gaze. He stares me down with a bizarre intensity that unnerves me.
“I wanted to talk to you before we leave tomorrow,” he says.
“About what?”
“Look.” He takes a step towards me. “This isn't easy for me to say, but I know anything could happen. Ash, listen to me for a second, okay?”
“I'm listening.”
“I've never met anyone like you before.”
“Thanks for the reminder, Thorn,” I mutter.
“No, I don't mean it that way.” He rubs his palm over the back of his hair, staring out towards the horizon. “I'm talking about...”
“What are you talking about?” I say, an eruption of annoyance rising up inside me.
“I like you, Ash,” he says, matter of fact. “I can't go out there without telling you that. That's all. You don't have to say anything back, but I wanted you to hear it.”
I don't answer, but stand there unmoving, arms still crossed.
He tucks one hand into his back pocket, the other hanging limp at his side. His gaze is steady, not wavering from mine. Blood rushes to my cheeks and I can't tell if it is anger, annoyance or something else. He makes a move to head back towards the cabin.
“Hang on!” I snap before he gets too far. “Come back.”
“What?” His voice carries a tinge of hope.
“How dare you say that to me, Thorn.”
His mouth opens as if to speak, but he hesitates, eyes dilating.
I continue, making no effort to hide my ire. “You have no idea what's out there. I've lived out there, and you have no clue what it takes to survive. Do you honestly think that telling me about your little crush is some kind of heroic gesture? This world has no place for that, Thorn. None.”
He shuffles his feet but keeps his gaze steady on me.
“You want to know what I've been doing all this time?” I say. “Watching people die, Thorn.”
He steps back, his jaw opening slightly. A muscle in his cheek twitches under his skin.
“I've seen more people die than you have met in your life probably. Think about that. I mean, this last mission was planned to the minute and look what happened to Travis.”
“Travis was stupid. He should have been more careful.”
“Yes, exactly. In this world, that is how people die. I don't know why he left the window down, but he did. And now he's gone. Every second out there counts. If you look the wrong way, you could die. If you take the wrong turn, you could die. If you don't hear them coming, you could die. My constant focus is on staying alive for the next five minutes and keeping everyone around me alive too. There is no room for anything else. Do you comprehend that at all?”
He nods.
“Good. Now if you don't mind, I need to go and fill my water canteen.” I keep my eyes on him until he turns to walk back to the cabin. At least he is not there to see my hands tremble as I unhook the canteen from my belt.

“The drivers are ready.” Abraham steps out the front door, heading off to the row of vans parked just inside the fence. Everyone is up, having eaten a large breakfast, perhaps our last for a while, and now filter back and forth from their bedrooms to the living room.
Pausing in the entryway, I double check my crossbow, arrows, and knives, lightly touching the holster at my ankle. Two more drivers had arrived from another location to the West, more contacts within the web to get people over the mountain to safety. I see them preparing supplies in the back hatches of the caravan.
Eden taps my elbow as the last of them step out the door. “I wanted to catch you before you leave,” she says.
“You aren't... you're not coming with us?”
“No,” she says. “My place is here.” She places a plump hand over her heart.
“Oh,” I glance out to the gathered, scattered casually around the caravan. “I didn't realize, but I guess you are right.”
“In the meantime, Ash, I want to go over the defensive strategies.”
“Of course, yes.”
“The front and back vehicles will have defense. You'll be in the middle van. I want you to keep your weapons at the ready. The path over the mountain is clear according to our last communication, but there are some spots which may be thick with zombies.”
“I understand,” I say, nodding at her words.
“I know we have the look-outs, and everyone has been briefed on what to expect, but do you think you could.... you know.”
“I'll look out for them,” I reply understanding her implication.
She smiles, a thin press of lips, and grabs me by the shoulders in a steely embrace. “I'll miss you, Ash,” she says.
“Thank you, Eden, for everything.” I allow another moment of her embrace, not knowing when, if ever, I may see her again. When she lets go, I avoid her eyes and duck out the door.
It feels strange and crowded, but I am given a seat in the front of the van. Looking around, I can see the fright of the unknown is replaced with the oncoming excitement of the journey. I spot Eva at the edge of the group, crouched down to get eye level with Iris, flanked on each side by Sam and Eliot. Eva catches my gaze and offers a quick wave.
I smile and wave back.
The driver sitting next to me is Simeon, a dark-skinned man with a thick Jamaican accent. We had chatted briefly over breakfast when he told me he does these runs in exchange for supplies which he takes back to his family just east of the Mississippi. He offers me a grin, reaching up to open a crack in the sunroof.
The wheels emit a low hum as the vehicle slips off the gravel road and onto the pavement. The caravan pulls out, a train of three. Through the back window, I catch a glimpse of Abraham standing at the door with his arms crossed. Eden stands next to him, a serene smile drifting across her expression. We turn the bend and they are out of sight.
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WE DRIVE FOR HOURS, filling the time with lost songs and made-up games. Now with evening approaching, everyone sits quietly, either snoozing or staring at the passing countryside. Up ahead, the black jags of the mountain range juts into the pin pricked starlight, bright Venus hanging low on the horizon. The square of light in the rear view mirror glows a deep orange, reflecting the setting sun. Simeon hums an unfamiliar tune under his breath, murmuring lyrics about country roads and West Virginia.
“What is this place up ahead?” I ask.
“That, my dear, was once called the Blue Ridge Mountains. They are beautiful.”
“They are,” I say. Even in the darkness, I can tell he is right.
We make a pit stop at a place in the valley where we can see in all directions but one, a deep forest running alongside the edge of the road. The caravan rolls to a stop, engines idling in a low hum. I stand alert at the door, one foot propped on the door handle and the other perched on the hood, giving me only a slight advantage to the landscape.
Up at the front van, a young man with an arm length arrow tucked over his shoulder climbs up to stand on the roof. Everyone pairs up, taking turns around the edge of the hill to do their business. I grab my backpack and hand out snacks, oat clusters and beef jerky to those gathered. Talk is minimal. We don't want to attract any unwanted guests.
Iris returns first, the twin's mother following behind her, keeping watch over the children. The young girl's eyes are wide, staring past the caravan. She points a trembling finger towards the tree line. The lookout up ahead lets out a low whistle, signaling danger. The sound prompts everyone to scurry for the shelter of the vans.
They appear out of the forest's edge, stumbling and lurching just out of the treeline. There is no way to know if there are more behind them. The lookout in the front van tucks his way inside, standing with his head and shoulders sticking out of the sunroof. Three of them and only four arrows left in his quill.
Unlike me, he uses an old-fashioned bow and arrow. He knows what he is doing too, based on his stance. He narrows his eyes, placing an arrow. The zombies are still some distance away. That is going to be one hell of a shot. I hold my breath, watching. Three. Two. One.
Down goes the one closest to him, the still trembling arrow sticking out of his forehead, gaping mouth turned towards the stars. He pulls another arrow. Down goes the second. I focus on the edge of the forest, watching for more. He can handle these three. Of this, I have no doubt. Even so...
“I have a bad feeling, Simeon,” I murmur.
The third one falls into a motionless heap.
We are clear.
He climbs back into the safety of the van, idling the engine and nudging forward. Simeon reaches up and closes the sunroof above us.
“Just in case,” he says with an assuring grin.
That's when the rest of them emerge from the trees, many more than I can count. The zombies appear out of the shadows as if made of the gloom darkening the trees. So many, it quickly becomes impossible to distinguish them from the tree trunks. They pile into the grassy moonlit area between the tree line and the road's shoulder.
“Shit,” I whisper, struggling to pull my crossbow from beneath my feet.
“Leave it. There's no room for that.” Simeon reaches for the walkie-talkie.
“Driver One, come in,” he barks.
“I see them,” comes the crackling reply.
“We need to clear this. Everyone hit the gas and stay in formation. Driver Three, stay on my tail. You copy?”
I hold on to the edge of the dashboard, calculating the distance it will take for us to clear the edge of the horde before they reach the road. “It's going to be close,” I say soft enough that only Simeon can hear me.
He nods and lifts the speaker to his lips. “This is Driver Two. All drivers copy?”
“Ten-four!” Driver One squawks.
“Ten-four!” Driver Three calls, a tinge of panic in her voice.
“Ten-four.” Simeon echoes before handing the device over to me.
I hold it loose, keeping it available for him if he needs it in a moments notice. I glance back to check on the others. They all have their faces pressed towards the window, watching helplessly as we move with agonizing speed. The only way out is to race against the pace of the shuffling monsters creeping towards us.
“Come on,” Simeon murmurs, eyes darting between the road ahead and the rear view mirror.
In the middle row, Eliot begins to cry, a small and helpless sound. Simeon and I both know we can't afford to frighten the passengers any more than they already are. I turn back to Eliot in an attempt to offer some comfort, to get him quiet. We can't afford any sound with those things this close to us. All we need is to get past this line and then we will be in the clear.
Placing my fingers to my lips, I shake my head, hoping he understands. Eliot's mother wraps her arms around him to calm his tears, trying to mask the small snuffling sound emitting from him. He buries his face in her arms and quiets while she strokes his back.
They are now about ten yards from the edge of the road. I place my palms flat against the dashboard willing myself calm with the realization that everything is out of my hands. There are too many of them out there. I have no way to shoot them. Weapon defense is pointless right now anyway. There are too many of them to take down and munitions would only draw their attention towards us. We surge forward, staying as close to the other vehicles as possible.
Simeon grabs the speaker from my hand and snaps a command into it. “It's getting close back there! We need some room!”
“Copy that,” The driver behind us replies.
The distance grows between the vans. Simeon presses on the gas, knocking me back in my seat. I turn just in time to catch a glimpse of the herd clipping into the side of the van behind us. The driver's face curls into a snarl as she attempts to swerve, mowing down the three which had stumbled in front of her. The rest of them pile up, slowing the vehicle, gunking up the tires. I hear the whine of the engine struggling against the added friction.
“Come on,” I whisper. “You can make it.”
Simeon glances through the rear view. “There is nothing we can do. We have to move on.”
I turn back to the front before I hear the huge explosion. At first, I think a spark had caught the gas line taking out the back vehicle, but a quick glance to the mirror shows the van bursting through the creatures, sending them flying in all directions. I resist the urge to cry out in joy. The caravan surges forward, escaping the clutches of danger.
We made it. All of us.

It takes some time for everyone to calm down after the near miss, but at last the adrenaline wears off and everyone falls asleep. Simeon continues driving, even though I offer to take over.
“It's my job,” he says. “You just keep watch.”
I settle back in my seat, watching the passing lines in the road.
“Once we reach the tree line, we'll be safer,” he says. “Apparently they can't climb.”
“I wonder why not,” I say. “I mean I know they can't take the stairs, but what stops them from following the switchbacks? The roads are clear enough, right?”
“Some of them try to,” he says, “but they don't think to follow the road. They aren't very bright you know. It's not much different from how they pile up at the bottom of a staircase.”
“I see.” I turn to watch him, the lights of the dashboard gleaming blue against his wizened face. “What did you do? I mean, before. You know.”
“I was an accountant, believe it or not.”
“An accountant?” I give a small chuckle trying to imagine this hardened man sitting behind a desk. “I've read about that. You don't seem the type.”
He echoes my amusement. “I'm good at adjusting to changing circumstances.”
“Aren't we all,” I say.
We continue onward, our fare sleeping soundly in the back. The roads are even as we make our way up the first mountain, slowing at each hairpin curve. I imagine what lies ahead, daring to glimpse the fleeting feeling of safety dancing just at the edge of possibility.
“What is that, up ahead,” Simeon says. He lifts the speaker of the walkie to his lips. “Driver One, this is Driver Two. What's the situation up there?”
“Bridge out.” The crackled voice comes back. “We're going to have to hike across. Leave the vehicles.”
“Shit,” he mumbles as he hands me back the walkie.
The caravan slows to a stop and I jump out, leaving the others to sleep. The drivers gather to consider the options while the guard takes his place on top of the van to keep watch.
“The rains must have washed it out,” Driver One says. She is a stout woman with salt and pepper hair. No nonsense. “The water came down from the swollen crick. We'll have to camp out here. Let the kids sleep till dawn. Hike them out over the mountains.”
“Can they handle it?” I ask.
“They'll have to. We can carry the little ones if we need to.”
“I guess you're right. Let's circle the wagons before we lose any more light.”
Before too much longer, we all crouch around the beginnings of a small fire in the middle of the road. We position the vans in a huge triangle around us, lookouts positioned at each gap. The children huddle together by the flames, sharing whispered secrets and laughter. I take my place in the assigned rotation for first watch. Climbing up the hood of the van, I pull a slab of jerky from my backpack, gnawing at the meat while gazing off into the darkness of the surrounding forest. I know we are safe from the creatures, but who knows what else might be hiding in the darkness.
“Hey there,” Thorn walks up with something in his hand. He climbs up the hood and sits down next to me, handing me a sandwich.
“Thanks,” I say.
He peers into the forest next to me. Despite myself, it feels nice, having him here, sitting silently. I don't want to talk, but I don't like the feeling hanging over us, the sense of the unsaid.
“Hey, um...”
“Yeah?” he replies a bit too quick.
“I just wanted to say... I didn't mean to... I mean...” My mind spins as I try to pinpoint the right words.
“It's okay, Ash,” he says with a crooked grin. “You don't have to say anything about, you know. About before.”
“Okay, good,” I breathe. “Because I really didn't want to.”
He chuckles just a bit, and I smile.
“Do you think it will be okay to hike them out, like she said?” I ask glancing down at the sleeping children tucked in their bags.
“They'll be fine.” He rubs his hand across the back of his neck, ruffing up the edge of hair along his collar. We sit for a while, side by side, with no words or expectations. A sudden yawn overtakes me, deep and shuddering. I turn away from him covering my mouth with the back of my hand until I catch my breath.
“Hey, there's an empty seat over in the van,” he says. “If you want to take a nap. I'll keep an eye on the kids.”
Fatigue washes over me. Sleep doesn't sound too bad. “Okay, just for a little while,” I say.
Thorn slides off the van and holds my hand, supporting me as I climb down the hood again. For half a second we stand face to face in the moonlight, close enough that I feel his breath on my cheek. I step back, my fingers slipping away from his grasp.
I make my way to the van and stretch out in the passenger seat, leaving the door open to the night air. I stretch and arch my back against the reclined seat, working out the kinks before leaning back, taking a breath and closing my eyes.

Morning arrives with a slow dawning of light behind my closed eyes. I wake to the sensation of cold damp clinging to my exposed skin. Already, the parcel of children have escaped into the forest to take care of their morning needs at the designated tree just outside of camp. Everyone wakes, some gathering around the fire to warm their hands before we make the effort to cross the river.
We line up, Thorn on one end, Alma, Rose, and then myself at the far side. The water swirls around our bare feet, icy but bearable. I plant my feet into the muddy riverbed, waiting as the children make their way across first. They send Iris over. She carefully clings to one person at a time as we pass her hand over hand, her feet inches from the fast moving water. She lands safe on the other side of the river, slipping out of my grasp.
With obvious relief, she scurries over to the large oak tree to wait for the rest of us. Once the children are over, everyone else picks their way across, hopping from stone to stone or balancing on the fallen logs. Gathered at the other side, Alma passes out slivers of jerky.
“We need to keep our energy up,” she says. “There's still quite a way to go.”
We begin the forward march, following the switchbacks. I pull my backpack around my shoulders, pinning my crossbow snugly to my back. Everyone moves in silence, traveling along the pavement. The children walk in the middle, carrying the backpacks each had been given, while the rest of us form a circle around them in formation. If not for the impending threat of certain death, the sun-dappled path would be pleasant.
The sound of a shrill whistle cuts through the forest, a warning from the point guard up ahead.
I drop my pack and swing the crossbow around into a defensive position.
Everyone stands still. The signal sounds again, echoing through the mountainside, bouncing off the rocks. I glance at Alma.
She shrugs.
I don't sense the approach of any zombies, but I press my finger alongside the bow's cold metal trigger. I scan the tree line, waiting for something, anything to happen. The sound of shuffling feet, the lurching crunch of branches and leaves, anything unnatural. I whirl my crossbow, focusing the scope to a whisper of motion at the road's shoulder.
A small brown rabbit hops across the leaf-strewn path.
They step out of the forest, surrounding us on all sides, fifty of them at least, all armed, weapons at the ready. Humans, nothing more. A motley group, but even the old ones carry a steely gaze, hardened and worn. They wear clothing that may have fit them at some point in time but now hang off their skeletal, hungry bodies.
A woman steps forward, dressed far nicer than the rest of them. Black leather boots tied up her legs, stopping just under the knee. Her crisp, blue-jeans fit snug against her slender frame. Her skin is perhaps most noticeable, healthy and pink, a look unique to those who have a constant supply of food. Around her head, she wears a white bandanna wrapped around long brown hair. Her arm drapes around our point guard's shoulders, the blade glinting sunlight against his neck.
“Good afternoon, y'all,” she says in a thick southern drawl. “I'm assumin' this here's one a yours?”
No one moves.
This is a raiding party.
I scan the group, trying not to draw attention to myself. They outnumber us, there’s no doubt about that, but we may still have the advantage. All of their eyes are cast towards her, perhaps waiting for a signal. I do not miss this detail. Their attention is diverted to her. I take note.
Behind the woman is a cluster of children, scabby, thin, and desperate. One brown mop of hair stands out above the others. A lanky boy, wide-eyed, and in need of a good meal. I recognize him on sight.
Marcus.
Marcus!
My breath catches in my throat and I will him not to notice me. He does, his eyes meeting mine and growing even wider. I shake my head only enough for him to see.
Don't, I plead silently. Don't, Marcus.
He stays where he is, but watches me with a wild ferociousness.
“Well,” the woman continues, drawing my attention back to her. “Y'all are about as quiet as a Quaker meetin'. Either he's yours or he ain't. Perhaps I'm mistaken and I can do us both a favor and dispatch him? We wouldn't want him givin' away our position, right?”
“He's one of ours,” I say stepping forward. I keep my bow level on her. “And you are going to let him go, so we can be on our way.”
She glances me over, taking in every inch of my frame. Her laughter sounds like flint rock. “Well now, bless your heart! Why would I do such a thing when you have so many pretty toys?” Her eyes linger over the children sheltered behind us.
“Because if you take so much as one step towards us, I am going to put this arrow through your skull. You may kill him before you die, but we will have lost only one. Your people will scatter, get picked off one by one. You already know there is a horde coming up the mountain behind us. It's only a matter of time before they get here.”
Her smile stays frozen in place, but her eyes widen.
“You know I'm right,” I say. “None of us would survive.”
“Is that so? And who are you to make such a threat?” Her voice is silky smooth as if the surrounding circumstances are an everyday occurrence. Perhaps for her, they are.
“My name is Ash, and you should know, if I pull this trigger, I won't miss.”
“I believe you, darlin',” she drawls. “And yes, I’ve heard about you. You're the one keeping them at bay, aren't you.”
It is not a question.
“At ease, fellas,” the woman says. “There's nothing good here anyway.”
She drops the knife and steps back, palms up in a gesture of surrender. The point guard runs forward until he is behind the safety of our defensive line. He rubs his neck and turns back, pulling his own knife from his ankle sheath and joining us in formation. I allow my gaze to flick towards Marcus once more. He trembles, watching me with palpable desperation.
“That boy,” I say as my heart races. “That one there. He comes with us.”
The woman's expression shifts to one of mild amusement. “Oh?”
“A gesture of good will,” I continue. “A peace offering.”
She places her knife in its sheath at her waist and rubs her hands against her jeans. I still have the crossbow trained on her forehead. Glancing at the children behind her, she once again cuts her eyes back to us, crossing her arms over her chest. “Fine,” she mutters, signaling him towards us with a toss of her head.
Marcus runs towards us, tucking himself into the center with the other children. The surrounding raiders step back into the forest. I keep my bow at the ready and we all hold our stance until the sound of their footsteps fade away in the distance.
My crossbow clatters against the pavement as I take a knee, but Marcus' steely arms around my neck and shoulders still throw me off balance. “How are you alive?” I ask struggling to form words around the tears. “How? I saw them take you? Oh, Marcus! I'm so sorry! I'm so, so sorry.”
He weeps into my shoulder, clinging to me as much as I to him. He is thinner than when I lost him, but the same fire still flickers behind his eyes. We stay that way for I don't know how long, until gentle hands, Alma's, touch my shoulders. I pull back, swipe my palms across my cheeks, drying away the sticky tears. It takes several minutes before I can steady my breath.
“We need to go,” Alma says softly.
“I know,” I reply. “I wasn't bluffing about that horde.”
We stand and walk onward in silence, keeping the formation of the group. Everyone besides me keeps their weapons at the ready, knowing we will not be safe until we reach the checkpoint. Marcus clings to my hand, not wavering from my side. He does not speak but watches me with big wondering eyes.
“You're like me aren't you,” I say. “That's why you are still alive?”
He nods.
“Did you know?” I ask.
He nods again.
“That's what you were trying to tell me that night, wasn't it? I guess on some level I already knew.”
He smiles, just a hint of movement at the corner of his lips.
“I'm sorry about your mother.”
He shakes his head.
“But I guess she wasn't your mother, was she?”
He shakes his head again, a flicker of sadness in his eyes, offset by the motion of his hand swinging my arm back and forth. Rose and Alma walk ahead of us, side by side, helping each other up the slopes and rocky segments of the overgrown path. Thorn walks with some of the others, a few steps behind us.
“There they are!” Simeon exclaims in a stage whisper loud enough for all of us to hear. One by one, our steps speed up, as the group realizes the end of the long journey has arrived. In the distance, headlights cut through the darkening trees, snaking down the opposite mountainside and illuminating the pavement. The last of the setting sun gleams off the windshield of the distant vehicle, piercing my vision.
“It's the rendezvous,” Simeon says. “There they are!”
“Who are they?” I ask. “What does it mean?”
“It means, Ash,” Alma says with a grin. “That we're going home.”
Simeon waves his hands over his head, signaling our position. Through the break in the trees, we step out onto a paved overlook. Alma and Rose stand hand in hand. Thorn steps ahead, taking in the view. The relief is palpable in all of us, standing speechless, some taking swigs of water from canteens and plastic bottles.
Mountaintops roll towards the distance, an ocean of pine-colored waves. With my free hand, I reach forward and slip my fingers into Thorn's hand. He starts with surprise, glancing at me, but I keep my gaze forward. His muscles relax, and he closes his hand around mine. The five of us stand amid the group, side by side in the fading light. Alma's words echo in the whisper of wind with the possibility of a new life awaiting us over the ridge.
She is right.
We are going home.

End
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The beast that thou sawest was, and is not; and shall ascend out of the bottomless pit, and go into perdition: and they that dwell on the earth shall wonder, whose names were not written in the book of life from the foundation of the world, when they behold the beast that was, and is not, and yet is.
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WILL
  
NASHVILLE, TN

The warehouse sat at the end of a long line of almost identical facilities; the last building on the left side of a single, inclined, dead-end road that was sixty yards wide and parted two rows of buildings. They were large, brick-front structures with foundations five feet tall—just high enough to keep them out.
On a normal weekday in the industrial park, the road would be a fury of semi-trucks backing up to loading docks, as blue-collar Americans inside the warehouses pushed boxes and drove forklifts, all in hopes of making a buck to live off of.
But things had changed.
Now, all the vehicles were vacant and still. Rows of cars sat where their owners had left them, parked to the top of the hill. Eighteen-wheel trucks remained backed into many of the docks along the street, but their cabs were empty, just like the cars.
And while the automobiles lay idle and the workdays were over, plenty of shadows still crept along the dead-end road. They walked up and down the street all day and all night, sometimes bumping into each other, but unaware of doing so. No life was left inside them, only the ability to make inarticulate noises and to hunt.
At the top of the hill, a large group of them loitered in front of Element Distributors; the company occupying the last building on the left. They gathered around it like it was a famous person, clawing at the cracked, brick walls.
Inside, Will Kessler looked out of a peephole that he’d made in one of the four aluminum, garage-style doors. He watched as hundreds of the creatures fought to get inside. They knew he was in there. He sensed that they could smell him. But Will wasn’t worried. Standing over five feet tall, the loading dock seemed to make a good barrier between him and the things outside, as they had shown no ability to climb. His main concern was that he would run out of food, as he had very little.
Element was one of the country’s top distributors of musical instruments. Since the late 1960’s, their parent company in Belgium had been producing guitars and percussion instruments all around the world and, ten years ago, had opened a distribution office in Nashville, Tennessee. The facility consisted of a 30,000-square-foot warehouse with rows upon rows of metal uprights, crossed with matching beams, holding pallets of merchandise in each slot. Additionally, the building had an 8,000-square-foot office where twenty employees spent their days running the small company.
But Will was alone now.
Leaving the decrepit howls of the dead behind, he backed away from the doors, turned, and made his way back into the office.
   
Earlier that day…

Nearly every day, Will Kessler spent his lunches the same way: he’d go to the lunch room, make a turkey and cheese sandwich in the toaster oven, scarf it down, and then go to the vacant office across the hall and take a forty-five minute power nap. He was young, just shy of twenty-five, but working in the warehouse was hard work. Unloading forty-foot containers by hand and lifting boxes onto pallets all day wore him down. He’d often go home sore from head to toe, but because he was a night owl and suffered from regular bouts of insomnia, often sat in his room and played guitar. So, he was glad that the company had left one of the offices vacant when they moved into the newly-built office two months ago. The only thing in the room was a small desk with a computer for employees to use on their lunch breaks. Other than that, there was plenty of floor space for Will to snooze.
He was twenty minutes into a nap when he was suddenly awoken by a scream down the hall. He was sitting up before he knew he was even awake, and shot a sour look toward the door. The company consisted of thirty guys and no women—not on purpose, it’s just that women never applied to work there—so there was always a lot of joking going on.
“Assholes,” Will mumbled as he curled back up on the ground and closed his eyes.
Then he heard another scream. Much closer this time.
He opened his eyes and shot to his feet, just as he caught a flash of something going by the window at the front of the tiny office.
Will crept over to the window and, right as he was about to press his face against it, saw Dean, one of the guys who’d worked with him in the warehouse, hit the floor on the other side of the door. Will looked down and saw blood spraying into the air, out of Dean’s arm.
As Will put his hand on the handle and started to rush to Dean’s side, two figures pounced on Dean, who was only able to get a single yell out before one of the things tore his throat out.
Will thought quickly. While the two things were distracted, ending his friend’s life in the worst way he could imagine, Will grabbed the desk from the middle of the room and put it in front of the door, making as little noise as possible. Then he stood in the dark corner, behind the door and out of sight.
His whole body quivered, his lips danced, and he waited. The silent air between the screams and the howls was filled with echoes of his heart beating in his chest.
Then he heard a slam against the window. He kept himself hidden in the corner behind the door. One of the things pressed against the window, trying to see into the room. Will heard it but couldn’t see it. The snarl went into his ears and made him cringe.
Banging continued on the door. It sensed that something was inside the room. With nothing to defend himself with, Will’s mind began to race about what he might do if the thing broke through the door. He looked to the exterior window on the opposite wall. There was no way of opening it, but if he had to, he could throw the chair through it and escape that way. But he decided that should be a last resort.
Then the banging stopped. He heard a voice down the hall.
“What the fuck?” the male voice demanded.
Will couldn’t quite make out who it was, but from the Northeastern accent, it sounded like Mel, one of the sales representatives who traveled to the New England area on a regular basis, selling Element’s products to local music shops. He was supposed to be on a sales trip, but had canceled it at the last minute, which now appeared to be the biggest mistake of his life.
Will heard a howl from the same voice and the sound of heavy footsteps moving down the hall, away from him and toward the voice.
He poked his head around the door to look out the window. It was clear. He walked over to the desk and opened the top drawer. There has to be something in here to defend myself with, he thought. There was nothing in the top drawer that would do any harm to anyone or anything.
In the second drawer, he found a Phillips-head screwdriver. That’ll have to do.
The only plan he could think of was to try and make it to his boss’ office near the front of the building. He knew there was a gun in there because his boss, a forty-year old outdoorsman named Andrew, was a card-toting member of the NRA, and had often bragged about keeping a gun at the office. If Will could make it there, he would at least have something tangible to defend himself with, assuming it was still there. If he could make it.
Will slid the desk away from the door, making as little noise as he possibly could. Andrew’s office was only about thirty yards away, but Will had no idea what he might encounter when he left the small office.
He closed his eyes. Took a deep breath. Put his hand on the door handle, pushed down, and pulled it toward him.
When he poked his head out the door, he looked to the right first and immediately brought his hand over his mouth to keep from yelling out.
Two more of his co-workers were on the ground with their entrails pouring out and hanging over their ribs.
He turned back into the room and emptied his stomach all over the carpet. After a few moments, he gained back his composure. Wiping the vomit from his lips, Will stood, hinged at the hips, facing the ground for a few moments before he remembered he needed to move.
His eyes went straight to Dean, his friend whom he’d watched get eaten alive just minutes before.
For a moment, he stood over him. Stared into his eyes. They were still open, even though he knew that Dean’s soul had left.
Will picked his head up and stepped over Dean.
As he did, he heard the snarl and stopped.
A hand grabbed a hold of his ankle and he fell face first to the ground, letting loose of his screwdriver in the process. He clawed his hands against the floor and looked back to see Dean resurrected. Only it wasn’t really Dean. His eyes had grayed, and intangible noises came out of his mouth. He squeezed Will’s leg, chomping his jaws.
Will kicked his legs and turned back to look for the screwdriver. He could feel Dean spitting at him. He saw the screwdriver, but it was just out of his reach. Stretching as far as he could, he still couldn’t quite reach it.
He felt his shoe come off and looked back to see Dean trying to pull his foot toward his mouth. In a panic, sweat dripping down his cheek, Will kicked his feet as hard as he could toward Dean. The grip on his ankle tightened.
Again, he reached for the screwdriver, and his fingertips brushed the edge of it.
He looked back and saw his foot moving closer to Dean’s mouth.
At last, one of his kicks connected. Will’s foot hit Dean square in the forehead, and the grip around his ankle loosened enough for him to crawl forward and grab the screwdriver.
He flipped over onto his back, sat up, and drove the screwdriver into Dean’s left eye. Dean let out one last growl before the grip around Will’s ankle became nonexistent.
Will lay flat on his back then, fighting to catch his breath. His stomach moved up and down like a flaying heart.
Down the hall, he heard a collection of howls echoing from the showroom.
“Shit,” Will mumbled to himself.
He jumped to his feet and headed down the hall towards Andrew’s office.
   
Behind him, he could hear the small horde
tearing into another one of his co-workers, and wanted to move as far away from that as possible.
Without thinking, he went into the main part of the office. It was a very large room that extended to the exterior wall at the front of the building, with eight desks that the company’s sales reps used lining the wall to his right. The middle of the room was wide open, and there were two additional large offices to the left, one of which was Andrew’s. Will came to an abrupt halt as he realized the mistake of entering the room too quickly.
In the middle of the office, three figures were on their knees, mounted over a quivering body. He recognized their tattered clothes. It was three of the sales guys he’d worked with.
One of them, who Will recognized as having been Roger, looked back and hissed as he saw him. This got the attention of the other two.
Without hesitation, Will ran over and jammed the screwdriver into Roger’s temple. The slimy sound it made as he pulled it out almost made Will throw up again. He held in what remained of his turkey and cheese sandwich and turned to jab the screwdriver into the next body. It was a new guy that Will barely knew. His first name was Ryan, but Will couldn’t remember his last name.
The third one came at him and they tumbled to the ground together.
Flat on his back, working to push the weight off of him, Will was face to face with yet another co-worker, Emanuel.
He screamed, inches from Will’s face, as saliva dripped down to Will’s neck.
Right as he was about to bite into Will’s cheek, he jammed the screwdriver into Emanuel’s right temple. The thing became limp on top of him and his darkened blood dripped down onto Will’s face.
He couldn’t hold back his gut this time, and spilled it all over the floor once more.
   
Andrew shared his office with three other employees who held various operational positions within the company. A shape that almost resembled a human body, twisted and mangled, lay in the center of the office. While the smell made his empty stomach turn, the person was already torn beyond the point of coming back to life to attack him. It amazed Will how, in moments of survival, he had quickly adapted to seeing the dead. How he could move past them without blinking an eye.
Will ran to Andrew’s desk and dug through all the drawers until he found the handgun. It had been a few years since Will had hunted deer with his father, and the weapon now in his hand reminded him of cool winter mornings, sitting in a treestand with his old man. He checked to make sure it was loaded. Of course it was. Andrew would never have had an unloaded gun at his side. What was the point?
Before walking away from Andrew’s desk, Will picked up the phone.
“Damn,” he said, as he put the dead phone back down on the receiver.
The next step was to clear the building and look for any survivors. The latter chance seemed grim, as no one so far seemed to have had the luck he had. Being lazy on his lunch break may have been the only thing to save Will Kessler’s life.
He knew that a small group of at least two of his sick co-workers were in the showroom. He left his boss’ office and headed back down the hall toward the rear of the building.
It was hard not to look down at Dean’s body as he passed by it again. He knew that he had only been defending himself from the thing his friend had become when he’d jammed the screwdriver through his head, but it didn’t make it easier.
As he continued down the hall, he passed the break room on his left. He looked inside and saw blood covering the table, the floor, and some more splattered on the wall. But there were no bodies.
At the end of the hall, he heard the rustling still coming out of the showroom.
Will put his ear to the door. As he’d suspected he would, he heard barking on the other side.
He held the gun up next to his face, drew in a deep breath, and swung the door open.
Three of them looked at him as he stepped through the doorway.
They stood less than ten yards away, and Will began firing rounds without paying attention to their faces. He didn’t want to make it any harder than it had to be to put them down.
After he took all three of them out with consecutive head shots, he looked into their faces to confirm who else was lost. He was fighting to hold in his sadness, regret, and anger, but made a mental note: Danny, Robert, and Jeremy.
In the middle of the room, there was a large table that was used for meetings. Another one of his co-workers, David, lay on the table half-eaten. Will pushed his body off of the table, watching as his arms and legs landed, twisted through one another.
The room had two more doors. One of them led out of the office and into the warehouse while the other led outside, behind the building. Since he still didn’t have a complete grasp on the situation, Will decided his best chance of survival was to clear out the building and hold things down here. So, he moved the large table in front of the door that led outside and then made his way through the one that went to the warehouse.
   
As the door swung open to the 30,000-square-foot warehouse, Will found himself alone. He could hear groaning and inhuman vocalizing off in the distance, but nothing in the corner of the warehouse where he stood.
He pulled another clip out of his pocket and popped it into the pistol, putting the gun under his shirt to mute the click.
With the gun now drawn in front of him, Will began to creep through the warehouse. Fifteen-foot-high racking running from the front of the warehouse to the back separated the space into eight aisles. The orange, steel racking that housed pallets filled with Element’s products began twenty feet from the front of the warehouse and ended fifteen feet from the back wall, leaving an open, well-lit path along the back of the warehouse. And if things went south, he would have a quick path back into the office through the showroom door.
When he approached the first aisle, he looked around the corner.
Nothing.
As he moved further along the back of the warehouse, he heard more snarls in the distance. The tongue of the inhuman, an adopted language of the new world.
The next few aisles had puddles of blood and matter on the floor, but nothing moved.
Will had to walk past four more of the eight aisles before he came across more of the dead.
Three people who had been his co-workers stood in front of him, their faces hardly recognizable now from the sudden change. These were men that Will had eaten lunch with almost everyday. But now, all of them were gone, their bodies left behind only to hunt him down.
Their backs were turned until the gun went off, which sent one of the creature’s vacant brains all over brown boxes stacked waist-high on a pallet behind them.
The other two came at him and he pointed the gun at the one to his left. It was Jay, one of his fellow warehouse workers. Jay was only twenty-three, had gotten married four months prior, and had a child on the way. Will thought back to the day Jay had told everyone in the office that he was going to be a father. He’d been elated, going up to each of his co-workers individually to tell them about it. Now, as Will raised the gun to Jay’s head, he couldn’t help but remember the cheerful face of the father-to-be from that happy day, which now seemed so long ago.
He took a few steps back and looked into the other’s eyes. His name had been Rick. He was the company’s accountant, an awkward fellow that Will had never really gotten to know. Rick had been an introvert and kept to himself most of the time. They’d pass each other in the restroom from time to time, but didn’t have to deal with each other much on a day-to-day basis, as their jobs rarely called for it. The fact that Will had almost no relationship with the man didn’t make it any easier to look into his eyes and put a bullet between them.
After Rick’s mangled body hit the concrete floor, an echoing shrill came from the front of the warehouse.
Will ran toward the sound and saw one of the creatures straddling someone.
Someone who was screaming.
Fighting back.
Someone who was alive.
The identity of the person was hidden by a pallet of boxes.
Just as Will drew the gun, the creature got the upper hand in the struggle and dug its face into the stomach of its prey.
The person behind the pallet sat up, screaming, and Will saw the face. It was Jordan, a fellow warehouse worker who had become one of Will’s best friends over their time working at Element. They hung out a lot on the weekend and spent many evenings after work drinking beers together at a bar down the street called McKinney’s Pub.
“No!” Will yelled out.
The creature looked up and, even through the blood spread across its mouth, Will knew the face instantly.
It was his boss, Andrew.
Andrew stood and came at Will, who didn’t hesitate to point the gun and fire a single shot into the head of his former boss.
As Andrew’s body hit the ground, Will thought of every time his old boss had been an asshole to him. Will thought of one specific time when he had shrink-wrapped a pallet of boxes too loosely, and when he’d moved it, the pallet had tipped over and the boxes had fallen all over the ground. Andrew had called all the employees to the front of the warehouse, pointed out Will’s mistake, and demonstrated to the whole crew how to properly shrink-wrap a pallet. It had humiliated Will, and he had no remorse for the man lying dead before him.
His attention shifted as he looked down and saw Jordan’s stomach open, his intestines letting go and beginning to pour over his ribs.
“Oh shit, Jordan,” he said.
“Kill me,” Jordan said through the blood coming out of his mouth.
Will just stared at him.
“Kill me.”
Jordan turned his head to the side and looked away. His eyes welling, Will pushed the hammer down with his thumb. He still hesitated to pull the trigger, wondering how he had been put in the middle of this.
“Do it,” Jordan mumbled.
Will saw Jordan close his eyes and begin to move his lips. He couldn’t make the words out, but he assumed that Jordan—a well-devout Christian—was praying to God in his final moments.
“I’m so sorry,” Will said.
The echo of the gunshot harmonized beautifully with the heightened cry from Will’s lungs.
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GABRIEL
  
AUSTIN, TX

Laying on the desk on the other side of the room, the cell phone began to vibrate, startling Gabriel Alexander.
He rubbed his hair with a towel as he walked from the bathroom to the desk to grab his phone.
As Gabriel saw the name across the tiny screen, he smiled. “Hey, sweetie,” he said to his wife, putting the phone on speaker so that he could continue to dry off and get dressed.
“Hey, honey. Are you still coming home today?” Katie asked.
Gabriel grabbed his brush and started running it through his black hair.
“I was planning on it. Is that okay?” He presented the question with sarcasm.
Katie sighed and Gabriel could hear the smile through the phone. “Of course it’s okay,” she said. “We just can’t wait to see you.”
The Alexanders lived just outside of Washington D.C. in the town of Alexandria, Virginia. Gabriel was a pharmaceutical sales representative and a large portion of his job was spent traveling. Katie was a stay-at-home mom to their twelve-year-old daughter, Sarah. His wife home-schooled Sarah and kept things running smoothly around the house since Gabriel had to travel so much.
“How’s Sarah?” Gabriel asked.
“Good. She misses you. She was going to stay at Lindsay’s tonight but I think she’s going to stay home now. She really wants to see her daddy.”
Gabriel smiled. Sarah was nearing the age where she would be too cool to hang with her parents. But she was a daddy’s girl, and that would be hard-pressed to change.
He looked down at his watch.
“Look, honey, I gotta run. I don’t wanna miss my flight,” he said.
“Okay. I love you, Gabriel.”
“Love you, too.”
Gabriel hung up the phone and rushed to finish getting ready. He was already running late.
   
The tires of the taxi screeched as it came to a halt in front of the Departures area at the airport.
“That’ll be $32.14,” said the driver.
Gabriel reached into his wallet and pulled out a fifty-dollar bill.
“Keep the change,” Gabriel said.
The driver’s eyes widened and he stuck his thumb up.
“Thank you, sir! That is so gracious!”
Gabriel shot him a smile and a quick wave before hurrying out of the taxi. He grabbed his bag out of the trunk and jogged through the front door of the airport.
When he finally made it past security, Gabriel looked at one of the monitors to check the status of his flight.
Flight 3427, Gate D, Washington D.C., Now Boarding
“Shit,” Gabriel said.
He sprinted through the terminal with his coat over his left arm and his bag in his right, banging his shin with every frantic step.
In a dead sprint, he took a peek at his watch to check the time. When he looked up again, he saw a stout man standing in his path and it was too late to pivot and dodge him. Gabriel went shoulder to shoulder with the guy, tumbling to the floor. The man, much heavier than Gabriel, barely moved.
“What the fuck, asshole?” the man said.
Gabriel looked up, smiled, and waved as a way of apologizing.
The guy flipped him off and turned back to the woman he’d been talking to when he’d nearly been run through like a brick wall.
Gabriel hopped up and continued his marathon, running as fast as he could to catch his flight home.
   
The airline associate, a woman in her mid-thirties, was closing the gate as Gabriel barreled toward her, waving his ticket and boarding pass in the air.
“Wait!” he shouted.
The disgruntled woman looked to him, tapping her foot on the ground and sighing.
“I’m sorry, sir, the plane is about to pull away from the gate.”
Panting, Gabriel shot the woman a desperate look.
“Please,” he began. “I need to be on this flight.” He pointed out toward the plane. “Come on, it’s right there.”
She sighed.
“Please. A beautiful woman like you isn’t going to ruin this for me when I came this close, are you?” he asked, using his charm to woo her.
Gabriel was a good-looking man. As good as he looked in a suit, he could woo any woman with his business professional sex appeal.
The woman looked to the ground, shook her head, and laughed. She pulled a radio off her belt.
“I’ve got one more coming aboard,” she said.
Gabriel hugged the woman.
“Thank you,” he said.
She looked him up and down, admiring his physique through the well-fitted custom suit he wore.
“Guess it’s your lucky day, gorgeous,” she told him, eyebrows raised in approval of his existence.
He smiled at her, blushing.
“Guess it is,” he said.
She opened the door to the tunnel back up for him and he walked through it.
“Do I at least get your name?” the woman asked.
Gabriel turned, walking backward. He smiled back at her, lifting his hand in the air to show his wedding ring.
She shook her head and rolled her eyes in disgust before shutting the doors and pulling the radio out once more to tell the crew inside the plane something else.
Gabriel smiled, approaching the door to the plane.
Another attractive woman met him at the door.
“Just in time,” she said with a smile. “Welcome aboard the very lucky flight 3427.”
   
Ten minutes later, Gabriel was settled into his chair, his luggage stowed away above his head and the plane fully populated around him. He could breathe easy now, knowing that he was headed home to his wife’s homemade stir fry, and quality time helping Sarah with her math homework.
Abrupt rustling in the seat next to him brought him out of his trance. He looked over and saw a young boy; he couldn’t have been more than ten years old, digging through a backpack and throwing its contents on the floor as he did.
Gabriel turned away and rolled his eyes, wondering just how thankful he really was to catch the plane at the last minute since he was now sitting next to an apparently unsupervised child. His thoughts went back to his family as he was able to relax and settle into the chair. Just as he closed his eyes, one of the flight attendants began to preach the airline’s procedural script, the same one that Gabriel thought everyone on the plane had to have heard at least forty times.
“This is only the second time I’ve ever flown,” the little boy said to him.
Gabriel looked over to him, giving him a nod and a smile.
“You should probably pay attention to the young lady up front, then,” Gabriel replied.
“I’ve been staying with my aunt and uncle here in Texas. Now, I’m going home to Alexandria, Virginia. Do you know where that is?” the boy asked.
Gabriel sighed.
“No offense, kid. But I’m really tired. Not really in a chatty mood.”
The little boy shrugged. He adjusted his cap on his head and reached into his bag, pulling out a candy bar.
One of the flight attendants, a tall and attractive redhead, showed up beside Gabriel.
“We all buckled in here?” she asked.
Gabriel nodded.
“And how about you, little man?” the flight attendant asked, looking over at the boy next to Gabriel. Peeking under the bill of his cap, he gave her a thumbs up.
The woman smiled and leaned over Gabriel to check the little boy’s seat belt. Her perfume flowed into his nose, smelling like a spring flower and sending a chill through his nerve. He was a happily married man, no doubt, but it was hard to ignore this woman’s beauty.
“All set, champ,” she said to the boy. “What’s your name?”
The boy looked up to her, cheeks red, possibly from seeing the beauty in a woman for the first time.
“Dylan,” the boy said.
She smiled at him. “Well, Dylan. Go ahead and put that bag all the way under the seat in front of you. You can’t have it out when we take off.”
The woman gave Dylan a wink, clutching Gabriel’s shoulder before moving to the next row.
As he looked out the window, Dylan swung his legs back and forth. He hit the back of the seat in front of him a few times, and the man sitting in it looked back to glare at Gabriel, as if the boy were his child. Gabriel ignored the man, turning his head away from Dylan, resting it against his seat back.
Within twenty minutes, the plane was off the ground and Gabriel was gone to the world, sleeping heavy in his chair.
   
The sound of gunfire woke Gabriel abruptly. He shook in his seat and gasped, looking around to make sure that everything was okay.
“Whoa, you alright, mister?” Dylan asked.
Gabriel looked over and saw the boy playing a handheld video game. He wasn’t wearing headphones and the gunshots he’d heard came from the tiny soldiers on the screen. He put his palm over his forehead and let the back of his skull hit the chair, closing his eyes.
Feeling the sudden urge to use the restroom, Gabriel unbuckled his seatbelt and grabbed the seat back in front of him to help himself stand.
He narrowed his eyebrows as he moved into the aisle, now noticing how many people on the plane were coughing. A few rows back from him, one of the flight attendants was handing a bag to a woman, just in time for her to empty her lunch into it. The redheaded attendant came hurrying by Gabriel and he stopped her.
“Excuse me,” he said. “What is going on with all these people?”
“Sir, we are doing our best to accommodate everyone. Please just have a seat and we will be landing shortly.”
Clearly, the woman was in a panic. Her answer confused Gabriel, but he felt bad for her as she hurried to one of the passengers, throwing up in a bag like the other he had seen.
The ache in his bladder reminded him why he’d gotten up, and he made his way back to the restroom.
He went into the bathroom and locked the door behind him. As soon as he got his belt undone and his pants pulled down, he involuntarily began to relieve himself. He let out a sigh as the pain in his bladder went away. The stream flowed for what seemed like forever, and he looked around the bathroom that, maybe, one other person could fit in, as he daydreamed.
The urine finally stopped its flow, and he shook a few times to make sure that it was all out.
He felt a different kind of growl in his stomach. His bowels signaled to him that he had more business to take care of. He turned and sat down on the small toilet.
As soon as he sat down, Gabriel heard a slam and a collective gasp, which caught his attention. When all was quiet, he shook his head and went about his business for the next few minutes.
   
“Ma’am? Ma’am, are you alright?”
Dylan’s hands lay as still on his handheld game device as the character on the tiny screen. He stared down at the friendly and beautiful redheaded flight attendant sprawled across the floor. The sound of the soldier being blown up by a grenade in the video game he had been playing made him jump, and he snapped out of his frozen state.
Looking around the plane, he noticed many people were standing with confused looks on their faces. Two rows ahead of him, a woman stood over a man, shaking him and speaking his name over and over. To his right, an older man around the age of sixty sat slumped over in his seat. And beyond him, two more people looked similar, their limp bodies resting against the seats in front of them.
A male flight attendant whose face was blushed with concern was walking down the middle of the plane, attempting to calm everyone.
When he made it to Dylan’s row, he asked, “Are you okay?”
Dylan shook, confused and scared. He nodded, but he wasn’t sure if he was okay.
“Alright, just stay in your seat. Everything is going to be…”
The man let out a scream and Dylan heard the crunch. He looked down to see the redheaded flight attendant chewing the male flight attendant’s ankle like it was a rawhide.
Then, the howls, barks, and screams escalated.
The muffled sounds of heavy artillery and bombs exploding disappeared as Dylan dropped his handheld game.
   
Right when he flushed the toilet, Gabriel heard the first scream.
His eyes got big as he pulled his pants up.
Then the screams became more frequent.
Gabriel reached for the handle and opened the door. He crept his head around the door and, just as he did, two people landed right in front of him.
He looked down to see a female flight attendant, lying flat on her back, screaming as the person on top of her began ripping her throat apart. Her eyes met his. Her helpless eyes.
Gabriel slammed the door and locked it, letting his body lean against it to keep it shut as the screams continued throughout the plane.
“What the fuck was that?”
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JESSICA
  
SOMEWHERE IN THE SMOKY MOUNTAINS—NORTH Carolina

“But we reserved three suites, not one suite and two regular rooms,” the young girl said. The frustration in her voice combined with her tone sounded like the voice of a varsity cheerleader, and was overshadowed by the smacking of the gum between her teeth.
Jessica Davies took a deep breath and gathered herself. The hotel had its share of bad customers. It was a resort for tourists, after all, sitting in the beautiful Appalachian Mountains atop a gorgeous overlook. It reminded her of the movie The Shining, its vastness and secluded location giving the hotel an ominous and haunted feel. Giant chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling of the lobby which was filled with elegant, inviting furniture, and was now full of people, as the hotel was headed into its busy season. With other guests anxious to check in, the last thing she wanted was to deal with a snotty bachelorette and her group of dolled-up and stuck-up-looking friends. She hoped this bitch wouldn’t be her Jack Torrance.
“I do apologize, Mrs. Stevens,” Jessica said.
The girl waved her finger at Jessica. “It’s Ms. Brown. I won’t be Mrs. Stevens for another two days and thirteen hours. Now, what are you going to do for me?”
Jessica’s face turned red as she looked to the computer and confirmed that the reservation had been made under the name Stevens. The embarrassment showed on her pale face with ease. She was an attractive girl, only twenty-nine, with wavy brownish-red hair down the center of her back and big blue eyes. But living near the mountains had made her skin light with most of her time spent either in the hotel or in her room writing poetry. As a result, her face broadcast each of her emotions, much as she hated it in situations like this.
“As I have said, in addition to comping your rooms, we are going to provide each of you ladies with complimentary breakfast in the morning, and we will send two bottles of wine up to your suite shortly.”
“Three bottles,” the girl said, staring at Jessica as if threatening her, and continuing to flash her teeth through the gum.
Jessica let out a sigh, showing the hints of her frustration for the first time.
The girl put her hand out. “Whatever. Just give me the keys.”
Jessica ran the plastic keys through the machine, coding them to their respective rooms, and handed them to the bachelorette.
The girl snatched the keys from Jessica’s hand. “Thanks for not totally ruining my bachelorette party. We’ll take that wine in twenty.”
The girl turned to her friends. “Alright, ladies! Who’s ready to party?”
The party hollered and cheered all the way to the elevator.
Jessica put her palms flat on the counter and drew in a large, deep breath. She took both her hands and combed them through her hair to re-center herself before putting a smile on for the older couple who was next in line.
A woman in her early sixties approached the counter with an elegant smile. Beside her, a man who looked like he was dressed more for the beach than the mountains, wearing a casual button-up shirt with trees on it and a fisherman’s hat, was looking back and watching the party of young girls walk away.
“I apologize for the wait,” Jessica said.
The woman shooed her off. “Bless your heart. It’s fine. No one should be treated like that. Right, Walt?”
The man ignored her, staring at the backs of tight jeans and yoga pants moving to the elevator.
She hit him on the arm.
“Okay, okay. Geez, Melissa,” Walt said.
Melissa rolled her eyes.
“We are here to check-in. It should be under ‘Kessler’,” Melissa said.
Jessica looked at the screen, stroking data rapidly into the computer.
“Perfect. I’ve got you right here,” Jessica said. “I’ll just need the credit card used to reserve the room.”
Melissa looked to Walt for the card. Again, he was looking toward the elevator as the bachelorette party loaded into it. Melissa grabbed his ear.
“Ouch,” Walt cried.
“Give this sweet girl your damn credit card. You’re gonna kill yourself looking at that,” Melissa said. She gave Jessica a wink, who smiled back at them, happy to finally have a friendly customer in front of her.
Walt handed Jessica the card. She ran it through the computer and handed it back to him, then prepared two plastic key cards, slipped them into a small envelope, and handed it over to Melissa.
“You’re all set.” Jessica pointed to the elevators. “You’ll just head up those elevators to the 8th floor and your rooms will be down on the right.”
Melissa reached out her hand and Jessica took it, shaking it gently. “You’re a sweet, beautiful young girl. I wish my son could find a woman like you. Thank you.”
Jessica chuckled. “Thank you, ma’am. You folks just let me know if you need anything.”
   
After the early rush of guests checked in, Jessica stood at the front desk calling each of the new arrivals to make sure they had everything they needed and were enjoying their stay. When she came across the name Stevens—the bachelorette’s soon-to-be last name—on the call sheet, she pushed a gust of air out of her lungs and corrected the name in the computer so that it read Brown. The last thing that she wanted was to call this girl, but knew it was part of her job. She picked up the phone and dialed 8-3-1 to call the room.
When the phone picked up on the other end of the line, Jessica had to pull the headset away from her ear. The music blasted through the earpiece, and the girls were hollering in the background.
“Yeah,” the woman on the other end of the line yelled.
Jessica took a breath. “Hi. This is Jessica from the front desk. I’m just calling to make sure your room is okay and see if there’s anything else we can help you with.”
Again, Jessica had to pull the phone away from her ear. The girl was shouting something at her friend along the lines of she couldn’t believe that you would let him do that to you.
“The room is okay, I guess,” the girl said. “Hey, can we get some more towels and cough medicine or something up here? A couple of my friends aren’t feeling well. It’s probably from that dirty lobby or something.”
The thought of girls in that party suffering brought a smile to Jessica’s face. She only hoped that one of them was the gum-chomping bitch who was about to marry some unfortunate guy.
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Jessica lied. “We will send some right up.”
“And where is that wine you promised me?” the girl responded. “It’s been a little more than twenty minutes.”
Some of the smile slipped from Jessica’s face. She knew now that it wasn’t the bachelorette who was sick, only two of her friends. Still, that satisfied Jessica to an extent.
“I’ll make sure that the wine comes up with the medicine. Anything else?” Jessica asked.
She heard a dial tone before she could get the last part out.
Jessica made a few more phone calls to happier guests and decided that she would take the wine, medicine, and towels up to the room. She could have had one of the bellboys take the items up to the room but, as much as she did not want to see the group of snobs again, she did want to get away from the desk and stretch her legs.
Steve, a newly-graduated college student who was a few years Jessica’s junior, was working the morning shift with her. She walked behind the front desk area where he was grabbing a cup of coffee.
“I’m gonna go run something up to a guest,” she said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Steve tipped his coffee mug to her and smiled.
Jessica started for the elevator.
   
Before heading to the 8th floor, Jessica used the service elevator to go down to the housekeeping office to grab some fresh towels from the laundry room.
The door opened and she walked across the hall into the office with the gold Housekeeping plate on the door. The hotel had an early check-in for special parties, and now the housekeepers were cleaning rooms before the three o’clock guests arrived, so the office was empty. Jessica walked over to the large metal sorting table in the middle of the room and removed a small stack of towels.
Closing the door behind her, she went down the hall to the restaurant’s dry storage area. Scanning the wall of wine bottles in the large pantry, she grabbed one each of the cheapest bottles of merlot, chardonnay, and champagne she could find. Behind her, complimentary-size packs of toothbrushes, toothpastes, and various toiletries and medicines were displayed on two shelves. She picked up a small bottle of cough medicine and walked back to the elevator.
When the bell of the elevator rang and the display showed the number 8 on the small screen, the doors split open and Jessica stepped out, immediately widening her eyes and letting her jaw drop.
The doors to most of the rooms were open while guests stood in the hallway shouting and panicking, some of them knelt over, and throwing up all over the carpet. Jessica dropped the cold medicine and the three bottles of wine, the glass shattering and the alcohol becoming permanently matched to the carpet.
Other people had begun to come out of their rooms, most of them screaming through covered mouths. Nearby, a man looked up from a woman lying on the ground and saw Jessica’s hotel uniform. He stood and ran to her.
“You have to help me.”
Jessica was overwhelmed. She saw his mouth move but was in a daze, like a flash grenade had gone off in the room and disoriented her. The man grabbed onto her shoulders and shook her, snapping her out of it.
“Please, help me.”
“What happened?” Jessica asked.
Running his hands through his hair, the man said, “My wife. She began coughing when we got to the room. I thought she was fine. She said she just had a frog in her throat and to give her a minute. Then, she started dry heaving. I started to bring her into the hallway to get some fresh air, and she just collapsed.”
“Is she breathing?”
The man cupped his hands behind his head and turned around. He was mumbling and wouldn’t calm down to answer Jessica’s questions. She walked over to the woman and knelt down next to her.
She appeared to be in her early forties, an attractive blonde. Jessica saw that the woman’s eyes were rolled in the back of her head. Her chest and stomach were flat, and her arms lay still at her sides. Jessica reached down and grabbed the woman’s left forearm. It was cold, the hand dangling at the wrist. She checked for a pulse.
“Is she okay?” the man asked.
“Stand back,” Jessica demanded.
She leaned over the woman’s face, tilting back the head, and then began to breathe into the woman’s mouth. Jessica blew three deep breaths into the woman’s mouth, and then clasped her hands over the woman’s chest and began compressions.
For two minutes, Jessica repeated the process, all while the woman’s husband stood muttering behind her. A few other people in the hallway who knew CPR were trying the same procedure on others with similar results.
Jessica again picked up the woman’s arm and checked for a pulse. When she didn’t feel anything, she set down the arm and placed her ear against the woman’s chest. When she looked back up at the man, she had tears in her eyes.
“No! Please, God. Jennifer, baby, don’t leave me,” the man cried. He went down to his wife and straddled her, leaning over and running his hands through her hair. Jessica stood and took two steps back, watching the man come to the realization that his wife was gone
He looked up to Jessica.
“Please, do something,” he pleaded with her.
Jessica covered her mouth and continued to cry. She backed away, too overwhelmed by the panicked guests to know what to do next.
A scream bellowed from one of the rooms. Not the same cry of fear and despair that echoed through the hallway, but a scream of pain and utter terror.
Everyone in the hall fell silent. The cry had startled them, and they knew it was different. Something else was wrong.
A man with dark skin came tumbling out of the room that the scream had come from. He hit the ground face first, clawing at the carpet and leaving handprints in blood. He looked over at Jessica with bloodshot eyes and a face that she knew she would never forget. He reached for her just as another man came out of the room and pounced, lowering his head to the fallen man’s neck and beginning to tear into his jugular.
Everyone still standing on the floor let out a harmonized scream and began to scatter.
Jessica heard a snarl followed by a scream just in front of her, and saw the blonde woman pull her husband toward her face and begin tearing his away from his skull with her teeth. Her eyes were red but pale, and she had a look on her face as if she wasn’t really there at all.
The woman pulled away from the face to look at Jessica. She hissed and screamed at her, flailing her arms and trying to get the dead weight of her battered husband off of her.
As Jessica backed away, looking into the woman’s eyes—this creature’s eyes—she knew one thing:
The devil had checked in to her hotel.
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GABRIEL
  
INSIDE THE SMALL, isolated bathroom, Gabriel Alexander remained stranded with his back against the thin door. The screaming, howling, and banging around continued to ring through his ears.
On the other side of the door, he heard an extended snarl, seemingly directed at the metal he leaned against. He clenched his entire body, stood still, and tried not to make a sound.
A loud bang came at the door next to his ears. It startled Gabriel into a gasp, his body sweating from the absence of new air in the room.
Gabriel was unarmed. If the thing on the other side of the door busted into the room, he would be done.
A plunger sat upright next to the toilet. The room was small enough that Gabriel could simply bend over to reach it, leaving the weight of his ass against the door.
Once he had the plunger, he gripped it horizontally with both hands and brought the center of the wooden shaft down over his knee. He broke it just right, leaving a sharp edge at the broken end, thus creating a small, wooden stake for himself. He knew that he couldn’t hold down in the bathroom for long, so preparing for his exit only made sense.
Gabriel rested the back of his head against the door and closed his eyes, breathing deep as the monster behind him continued to slam its fist against the door and howl at him. He took one last deep breath and then moved away from the door.
It flew open and the thing, a woman, drooling from the mouth with eyes gone pale, came at him.
She pushed him against the wall and he dropped the wooden stake. They grappled, the woman chomping her jaws at Gabriel and spitting at him.
“What are you doing?” he asked, trying to push the woman away from him.
She was unresponsive, only growling and spitting at him. Together, they fell to the ground.
He was pinned against the wall, struggling with her. She worked to try and sink her teeth into his face, saliva pouring out of her mouth and landing on his cheek. As one, they fell over to the right, and his head slammed against the toilet. She lunged at his face, but he rolled out of the way, just as her face missed his and hit the wall.
Gabriel pushed her weight off of him and stood. He leaned down and grabbed the stake as she tried to get up, struggling to do so with her body pinned between the toilet and the floor. She managed to flip over, just as Gabriel brought the stake over his head and drove it into her stomach. She yelled out and kicked him back against the wall, still trying to get up.
He looked down at her, the woman apparently unfazed by the shaft of a plunger stabbing into her guts. Moving past her flailing legs, Gabriel put his foot on her stomach and pulled the stake out. She grabbed his foot and he lost his balance. As he fell forward, all he heard was a slurping sound, and when he looked down again, he saw the stake poking out of her skull, neatly driven through her eye socket. She wasn’t moving.
Gabriel looked down to her hands and noticed the paleness in them. He didn’t know the woman, but no one was this pale. Her veins popped from the flesh and she was cold. Too cold for a body that had just passed. This woman, this creature, was human no more.
He put both hands on the stake and pulled, grimacing as the sound hit his ears, the stake slowly leaving her brain and carrying the remains of her eyeball a quarter of the way up its wooden shaft.
He set the shaft down onto the toilet and slid out of his sport coat, tossing it over the body of the dead creature, before picking the stake back up. Over the intercom, he heard the faint pleas of the pilot, urging everyone to stay calm.
Gabriel took a deep breath, held a solemn grip on the stake, and started out of the bathroom door.
   
The sheer chaos in the plane was a horror he could’ve never imagined. Down the middle aisle, bodies lay both sprawled and stacked on top of each other. On some, arms waved from figures who were covered with the bodies of the assailants. The lights flashed on and off above Gabriel’s head and the captain was still working to calm down his passengers, apparently having no idea of the mutilation happening behind the comfort of the cockpit.
Then Gabriel heard a scream over the intercom, and the calming of the captain ceased to exist.
Frantic alarms suddenly sounded through the plane and Gabriel lost his balance, grabbing onto a nearby seat to keep himself upright.
In front of him, one of the creatures looked up from its prey and saw Gabriel. It hissed at him from one knee as it dropped the head of its victim and stood.
The eyes, formerly a man’s eyes, had gone as gray as a cloudy spring day. Blood covered its cheeks, and pieces of flesh were stuck around its mouth as it came at Gabriel without hesitation.
As Gabriel backed up, the plane began to rumble, sending him and his stalker both to the ground. The creature rolled over Gabriel, the motion of the plane sending it hissing over him and hurtling toward the back of the cabin.
When he was able to catch his balance, he looked back and saw the remains of his stalker’s brains splattered on the wall.
He turned back toward the front of the plane just as another beast came at him. It was just about to bite his right arm when he blocked the path to his wrist with the stake, and the thing bit into the wood instead of his flesh. It chomped at the wood, leaving teeth marks in the middle of the shaft, as Gabriel pushed the beast away from him. They both fell backwards, away from each other, and Gabriel hit the back of his head on the floor when he landed.
He stumbled to his feet and limped over to the fallen creature. Looking over him, he saw those eyes. Those dead, cold eyes. They looked up at him without a soul. Remembering that the stab to the stomach had done nothing to his previous foe, Gabriel took the stake over his head, and with a thunderous plunge, drove it into the face of the monster below him. The blow covered his white dress shirt in a mural of red, but the thing’s arms went limp and didn’t move.
Gabriel put his foot on the chest of the beast and tried to remove the stake, but couldn’t. The lights flashed and the plane shook again, sending Gabriel off his feet, banging his head again, this time against one of the seats. As Gabriel fell, he clutched his hand and grimaced, feeling the burn of a newborn splinter in his palm from the shaft of the plunger.
All around him, he could hear the echoing of beasts’ howls and victims’ pleas as the plane continued a turbulent and eventual fall to the earth.
The plane fumbled again and sent Gabriel rolling down the aisle toward the front of the plane. One of the things passed over the top of him, chomping its jaws and hissing as they passed each other in mid-air.
Gabriel stopped sliding and rolling as the plane leveled again. His face was against the ground and as he looked over, he saw the young boy curled under the seat in front of his. Dylan lay on his forearms and gripped the metal base of the seat, the lonesome helplessness flashing over him.
Gabriel knew that his only chance to survive was to get back into a seat and hope—pray—that none of those things got to him. He reached up, grabbed onto the nearest armrest, and pulled himself up into his original seat.
Dylan seemed unaware that Gabriel was there; he was in shock.
“Hey, kid,” Gabriel whispered urgently.
The back of the boy’s legs faced Gabriel and he continued to look straight forward, never glancing up.
“Dylan, right? We have to get you up into your seat,” Gabriel told him.
Dylan still didn’t respond.
Gabriel heard more screams from further toward the front of the plane, piercing through the pounding shriek of the alarms.
He knew there was little time, so he leaned over and reached for Dylan’s legs.
The boy screamed and began to squirm, kicking back at Gabriel.
“Calm down,” Gabriel demanded, but Dylan didn’t.
His hands around the boy’s stomach, Gabriel lifted Dylan off the ground as he continued to yell and, with his back facing Gabriel, slapped at whatever part of Gabriel he could find. Gabriel let out a groan, turned Dylan around, and slapped the boy across the cheek.
The squirming stopped and Dylan looked to him in shock.
“Listen to me,” Gabriel said. “If you want any chance of seeing your mom and dad again, you better stop that shit right now and do as I say. Do you understand?”
Dylan, holding his face where the palm had landed, reluctantly nodded.
Gabriel guided the boy into the seat closest to the window and strapped him in. Above their heads, the oxygen masks swung back and forth. He grabbed the mask above Dylan’s head and secured it to the boy’s face, hoping that any beasts still alive were being bludgeoned by the plane’s walls.
“Now, hold on,” Gabriel told him.
Gabriel extended the seatbelt over his own lap and clicked it in, pulling to make sure it was secure. When he went to reach for his mask, the scream beside him stopped him.
A man, sick and decaying, reached at Gabriel. He was about the same height as Gabriel, but heavier by at least twenty pounds from what he could tell. Their hands were locked on each other’s shoulders and Gabriel tried desperately to hold the thing at bay. Its mouth was open, spitting blood and saliva all over Gabriel, who screamed consistently, trying to fight the thing off.
Gabriel’s hand slipped, allowing the thing to get within inches of his face.
Then, Gabriel watched its face fall back and away from him as the lights dimmed and the plane began to dive.
“Shit,” Gabriel mumbled, his eyes wide. The plane was going down.
Frantically, Gabriel reached above his head, trying to grab the mask. His nervous hands shook but he found it and secured it to his face.
He took the hand of the little boy, who was screaming through his mask.
“Hold on,” Gabriel cried out.
He closed his eyes, thinking of Katie and Sarah as the plane made its accelerated final descent.
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WILL
  
THOUGH CLEARING the Empties out of the building had taken a mental and physical toll on Will, he knew that he had to keep others from getting inside so everything he’d just done wouldn’t be for nothing. Before going back into the office, he moved two pallets, both stacked with product packed in brown cardboard boxes, in front of the two exterior doors at the back of the warehouse. They only opened from the inside, but it was better to be safe than sorry. With all the bay doors shut and locked, the two rear warehouse doors blocked with pallets, the door in the showroom at the rear of the building secured with a table in front of it, and the front door to the office barricaded with a few of the large desks, Will had secured every possible way inside, hopefully protecting himself from the Empties outside. He began moving all the bodies out of the main office and into the far corner of the warehouse where he wouldn’t be able to smell them once they began to rot. He hoped he wouldn’t be in the building long enough to have to worry about that, but moved them far away just to be safe.
He dragged the bodies from the main office first, watching the small lobby on the other side of the stacks of office furniture fill up with Empties who banged on the thick glass on either side of the door. While he was pretty sure that the glass would hold up, Will planned to spend as little time in that room as he could. If they made it inside, he wanted to be as far away from that room as possible.
Will moved Dean’s body last, dragging it through the showroom and out into the warehouse, where he had an empty pallet waiting so that he could easily move the corpse to the far corner of the warehouse with the others. He used the forklift to move the pallet, and when he got to the far corner of the 30,000-square-foot warehouse, he tilted the forks, dumping Dean’s body off the edge of the pallet and onto the pile of other corpses. Stacking the dead bodies did not seem like the most humane practice to Will, but it made the most sense to him; the only other option being to have bodies spread out over the building. Obviously enough, there would be no going outside to bury them. Will bowed his head and said a silent prayer for his co-workers before jumping back onto the forklift and driving up to where Jordan’s body lay.
   
Jordan lay just as Will had left him: on his back, his head tilted to the side, mouth and eyes open, hands flat to the concrete at his sides. When he’d moved Andrew’s body minutes earlier, he’d fought the urge to look down at his friend here, as he knew this moment would come soon enough.
He knelt down beside his fallen friend, whose face Will had covered with a towel he’d found nearby after he put him down. Will grabbed Jordan’s cold hand and held onto it as tears came out of his eyes.
“I’m so sorry, man.” He dipped his head toward Jordan’s hand. “I’m so sorry.” They were the only words he could find.
Will’s body shook as he turned his head toward an explosion outside.
“What the fuck was that?” he mumbled.
He hadn’t heard anything aside from the banging and scratching at the doors, or whatever noises he’d made himself, so the loud crash outside made his eyes widen.
Will jumped to his feet and ran to the other end of the warehouse, through the door that led into the main front office.
When he looked out the front window, he had a perfect view down the street. He watched in amazement as Empties walked away from the building toward a large cloud of smoke that rose up on the horizon.
After staring for a few moments, he noticed it was too quiet.
He looked down at the ground outside in front of him, and there was nothing there.
Then he looked to his left at the lobby and, for the first time since everything had changed earlier that day, it was vacant.
They were gone.
He smiled and couldn’t help but let out a laugh—the first one all day.
Was it safe to move the desks and go outside? He was hesitant at first, but could see both ways out of the window that it was clear.
So, he walked a few steps over to his left, slid the desk out of the way, and opened the door to the lobby. Moving quickly to the front door, wanting to open it and feel the fresh breeze brush against his skin, he still wisely hesitated, not sure it was safe yet to go outside.
Fuck it.
Will opened the door.
   
He stood at the top of the six steps that led up to the front entrance of Element and watched as Empties made their way down the hill toward the smoke; there were at least a hundred of them, maybe more.
To his left, he heard a rustle in the brush.
He drew the gun from the back of his pants, ready to fire, and crept down the stairs.
Element was at the dead-end of the industrial park and sat next to a line of trees. There was a small path between the building and nature to allow access to the back of the facility.
When Will stepped around the corner of the building, he saw what was making all the noise. One of them, a woman this time, had gotten her dress caught on one of the trees and seemingly been left behind by the others fleeing toward the smoke.
Will looked around to be sure it was clear. Then he just stared at her. He hadn’t been this close to one without quickly putting it down and, for the first time, he got to see the fully transformed figure of the undead. She looked much older than she probably was. The blue polka dot sun dress that she wore gave him the impression she probably wasn’t much older than he was. Weeks ago, if he had passed her in the industrial park, he may have even admired her, flirted with her. Now, her eyes were pale and her skin had a milky but decayed look to it. He could see right through those eyes. Empty, dead eyes.
She let out a vicious hiss and he shook his head, snapping back into reality.
He drew the gun, cocked back, and then hesitated, taking a moment to think it through. The shot would bring at least some of the Empties back to Element. He reached down to his side and felt for the knife holstered to his side. While scavenging for supplies in his office, he’d found the large hunting knife that had belonged to his boss, Andrew. He wrapped his fingers around the grip, drew it from the holster, and approached her.
His mind began to race. He looked into her grayish-yellow eyes and knew she wasn’t the same woman from her previous life. But he was hesitant to kill a woman; it was another taboo he hadn’t yet crossed. The grip of the knife became loosened by the sweat in his palms. He licked his lips as he wondered if he could go through with it.
Then there was a tearing sound and he looked down at the bottom of the dress pulling away from the branch, distracted just long enough for her to be on him.
The spit wet his face as she snarled with her hands on his shoulder, working to get to his face with her decaying teeth.
He fell backwards and she came down over him, ready to strike.
As they were falling, her left arm moved off his shoulder just enough for Will to drive the large hunting knife into her left temple. Again, he found himself lying on his back with one of them on top of him.
He didn’t have any more stomach to empty, leaving him in a heaving cough as he lay looking up at the dying sun with a dead woman on top of him.
   
While the Empties
walked down the hill toward the explosion, Will decided to head behind the building to look for roof access, wanting to get an overview of the area around him.
Carefully, he peeked around the corner to the back of the building. There was another narrow path of grass between the backside of the building and more rocks and bushes. At the end of the path, with their backs turned, he saw two Empties walking around the opposite corner of the facility toward the front parking lot. Will kept still and quiet until they were out of sight.
The bottom of the ladder had a small cage around it that was locked from the bottom with a standard Masterlock. Will took the lock in his hand and pulled, hoping it wasn’t latched all the way.
“Shit,” he said as the lock didn’t budge.
He thought of going back inside to find a hammer or a saw. Several tools were in the warehouse, but he didn’t want to waste time in case Empties decided to return.
Against his better judgment, Will brought the gun up and pointed it at the lock. He figured, at worst, the two Empties he’d just watched pass around the corner would come back, and he should be able to take care of them with ease.
He closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.
A loud clank went through the air and Will saw small pieces of brick fly away from the wall.
The lock was gone.
He pulled the latch, opening the small hatch door. Put the gun in the back of his pants. Jumped up to grab the bottom rung. Began to climb.
The snarls came from around the corner and the two Empties headed back his way.
Will looked at them for just a moment before turning back up to the sky and continuing his ascent to the roof.
   
When he reached the top of the ladder, Will pulled himself up onto the roof. He turned back and looked over the ledge to see the two Empties at the bottom of the ladder with their arms flaying in the air like two college girls dancing at a night club.
Will turned away and jogged to the front of the building and looked out.
No matter how much longer he lived, Will knew he would have the scene before him engraved in his head for the rest of that time. Years from now, he might even see the same image on a postcard, representing the frowning, depressed face of the new world.
Smoke had risen up around the skyline of downtown Nashville. The most notorious building in the city, the Batman Building—all the locals called it that because it had two antennas at the top that were higher than the rest of the building, making the top of it look like Batman’s mask—was almost invisible from all the smoke. It was hard to tell if the smoke was coming from downtown or if it was just nearby. He wondered how many survivors were downtown, and if any kind of refugee camp had been set up, assuming that whatever had happened at Element had happened everywhere. Downtown was at least five miles away, so he didn’t see himself getting there anytime soon. And for all he knew, he might be the last person on the planet, as the only person he’d seen alive was Jordan. He thought of the book I Am Legend and hoped that Richard Matheson wasn’t right.
He turned his head to the left and noticed fire coming from a building that was closer by. From the location of the flames, it looked like the police station that was located on the main road, right outside of the industrial park.
Will looked back to his right, down through the middle of the industrial park, and that’s when he confirmed there were over a hundred Empties in the park. Whatever had exploded and caused the smoke in the distance was attracting them all, though, and the area was clearing out. Some remained, but most followed the smoke.
Will looked down at his hands, palms flat on the ledge. He became overwhelmed by the moment then, and his heart sank. He realized that the world he knew was never going to be the same. He would have to adapt to the new way it was. Will began to think about his family. What were the odds that they had survived?
The dying sun was cooling the air, and Will sat down on the ledge and wept, passing images of his parents in his mind. It was the first time that he had let out all his emotion since everything had changed just hours ago. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone in hopes of contacting his mother and father. One corner of the small screen showed him that the battery only had 50% of a charge, and the other corner read No Service. He didn’t even attempt to make a call. Instead, he turned the phone off and slipped it back into his pocket.
He laid back, flat on the wide ledge to watch the sun go down, thinking of his family and what he would do next.
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JESSICA
  
JESSICA SHUDDERED at the scene before her, but quickly gathered herself. She was the only hotel employee on the floor and still had the responsibility to try and get as many people to safety as she could. Tucking away her fear as best she could, Jessica ran across the hall and pulled down the fire alarm, sending a wailing siren echoing down the hallway.
She scanned the hallway and was completely overwhelmed, having no idea how to help everyone. Jessica pulled the cell phone from her pocket and dialed 9-1-1.
The speaker beeped at her. Busy? How could 911 be busy?
She looked down and saw him, the man she’d just watched have his face torn off by his sick wife, begin to move. While the skin on his face was torn away, his eyes moved around in their sockets as he tried to pull himself up. Even though they had turned pale, his eyes were the only things left on his face that made him resemble a human at all.
Jessica screamed. How could the man be alive? She had watched him be ravaged by his sick wife and stood there trembling as he drew his last breath. Now, he flailed his arms underneath the weight of his wife as she stumbled to her feet, still hissing at Jessica.
Jessica ran across the hallway, ignoring the atrocities, and fled through an open door into one of the guest rooms. She shut the door, resting her forehead flat against it, and cried. Behind her, she heard more hissing. She turned to face the interior of the room and saw three people on all fours, leaning into the bodies of two other people and tearing them apart. She gasped as they looked back at her, away from their meal. Jessica fumbled the handle and finally got the door to open and moved back into the hallway—the war zone.
Jessica cupped the back of her head with her hands as she tried to breathe. There was blood everywhere as people were eaten alive all around her. She shuffled to her right, feeling as if she had nowhere to go.
From across the hall, one of the sick people began to groan at her. She was a woman, not much older than Jessica. Her blonde hair was still strangely radiant, though shining with the gloss of thick blood. Arms outstretched, she came at Jessica.
Jessica screamed, hoarse now from the repeated vocalizing, as she backed against the door.
Just as the woman was about to reach her, the door opened and Jessica found herself falling backward.
A set of hands caught her, pulled her into the room, and she yelled out as the door shut in the woman’s face.
   
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Walt said, kneeling over Jessica. She lay on the ground in shock, flailing her arms and convulsing from her encounter with the dead woman and the graveyard in the hallway even as she looked up at the kind man in his tropical shirt, the fisherman’s hat now removed to reveal his shiny bald head above a ring of white hair. Walt looked back to Melissa.
“Grab a cold towel,” he told her.
He put his hands on Jessica’s shoulders, working to try and calm her.
“It’s okay, you’re fine.”
Melissa came behind him, dressed only in a robe from a recent shower, and handed him the towel, dampened with cool water.
“Shhh,” Walt said to Jessica as he lay the cold towel across her forehead.
Jessica’s arms quit swinging and her palms lay flat on the floor. She closed her eyes and now only fought to let her breathing catch up. The thudding in her chest persisted, but she controlled it a little more with each passing breath.
“It’s okay,” Walt said, dabbing the towel on different parts of her face. “Everything is going to be okay.”
With a tremble in her voice, Jessica caught up with her rapid breathing enough to speak.
“What’s happening?” she asked, looking back and forth between Walt and Melissa.
The banging on the door startled the three of them. It continued without a rhythm, sounding like the beat of a progressive rock band.
Walt stared at the door, but spoke to Melissa.
“Get dressed, now.”
Melissa ran to her suitcase and pulled out the first set of clothes she saw, obviously not thinking or caring if they matched. Without hesitation, she dropped her gown to the floor, not caring if the young girl saw her in the nude, and put on a fresh set of clothes.
Walt stood and walked to his bag.
Irritated by the constant thump of the wooden door in her ear, Jessica stumbled to her feet, still slightly disoriented, and walked to the other side of the room.
Walt reached deep into his bag and pulled out a handgun. He pulled out the clip, confirming that the weapon was loaded, and snapped it back into place.
“What’s the quickest way to the parking garage?” Walt asked Jessica, keeping his eyes on the gun.
The constant banging at the door distracted Jessica and kept her from thinking straight. She finally focused on her thoughts and spoke.
“There’s a maintenance elevator, but it’s at the end of the hall,” she said. “It leads all the way down to the parking garage.” She reached down to her key ring and pulled the key up to show him.
“Good,” Walt said, looking back at her.
Jessica shook her head. “How are we going to get there? Have you looked out in the hall? It’s suicide if we try to run all the way down there.”
Walt shrugged. “We could be toast just as fast if we take the guest elevator and then the lobby is full of those things out there. And we sure as shit can’t stay pinned up in here. May as well take our chances with a direct shot to a vehicle.”
Jessica hesitated, then nodded.
Walt looked over to Melissa, who was dressed in a pair of leggings and a sweater. He threw her the coat lying on the bed and held up a small duffle bag.
“Put essentials in here. Your wallet, extra pairs of warm socks, and an extra pair of underwear or two. Nothing heavy.” He looked down to her feet. “And put on your tennis shoes.”
The banging increased at the door, sounding like more fist pumping. The hinges creaked like they could give away at any moment.
“We’re gonna have to be fast.”
The two women nodded.
Jessica walked to the door.
The view through the peephole showed four beasts beating at the door. Jessica pulled her face away and looked over her shoulder at Walt.
“Are you ready?”
Walt nodded. Melissa stood behind him, shaking, and gripping the duffle bag with both hands, the strap over her shoulder.
Jessica had no idea how she was going to get to the elevator with her present company. The couple was, at a minimum, in their early 60’s. Walt had done his duty of keeping them safe so far, but that was in the confines of a small room and didn’t involve any running. Even for her much younger legs, getting to the elevator would be a challenge.
Regardless, Jessica gave Walt a sign of acceptance. She removed the chain lock, turned the deadbolt, and pushed the handle down.
“Now,” she screamed.
And the door to Hell opened.
   
The first shot exited the pistol, echoing through the room and sending the first sick person to the ground. Walt’s aim was true. He fired at each of them from mere yards away, landing a blow to the head four shots in a row.
Jessica’s eyes widened behind the door as Walt began to wave at her.
“Go! Go!”
Jessica followed his motion, moving swiftly through the door and into the hallway.
The gun shots had drawn the attention of more sick people from both the hallway and the guest rooms. As Jessica began to make her way toward the elevator, one of the beasts reached out to her. It caught her shirt, tearing it near the shoulder. Walt followed her out of the room and put a bullet into its brain. He put his hand on the small of his wife’s back, yelling at her and urging her to run in front of him.
“Run! I’ll cover you,” he yelled to his crying wife.
And run they did. Down the hall they moved, dodging the grasps of the undead.
With adrenaline flushing his veins, Walt took aim and brought down any threat to either of the women, changing out the clip as fast as he could when necessary. The moment was surreal. It reminded him of being on the frontline in Iraq during Operation Desert Storm, never sure if he would be breathing through the next minute. When he fired the handgun at the limping, dead bodies, it was as if time stood still. Like everything had slowed down.
Melissa’s vision faded as she ran, trying to block out the scene around her. She tripped over the mutilated body of what used to be a human, now rotting lifeless in the hallway, having been torn apart by the creatures.
Almost to the elevator, Jessica turned when she heard the fall. She hadn’t realized how far ahead of the older couple she had run. Most of the sick people were behind them as Jessica looked on, watching Walt kneel down to aid his fallen wife. He looked up and waved at Jessica.
“Go! Get that door open,” he yelled.
Trembling, Jessica turned and skidded the few extra yards to the elevator door. She fumbled the keys in her hands, dropping them on the ground.
“Damn-it,” she mumbled, kneeling over to take the keys off the floor.
“Walt,” Melissa yelled.
Jessica turned as she heard the groan. There was an ill person on Walt. Jessica’s eyes widened as she recognized the outfit.
It was the snobby bachelorette, sick, and now turned into one of them. She had a hold of his arm as he screamed. He looked up to Melissa.
“Fucking run, Melissa! Run,” he shouted, struggling to keep the bachelorette’s jaw away from his skin.
She did, looking back every few steps with a river of tears coming down her cheeks.
Jessica looked to the wall and saw a fire extinguisher in a glass case. She went to it, pulled the case open, and removed the heavy, metal extinguisher.
Melissa arrived at the elevator and watched as Jessica ran to Walt.
The bachelorette was facedown on Walt’s arm, tearing the flesh away from his forearm as he punched her in the head with his free hand. He heard a groan as Jessica lifted the fire extinguisher over her head, and with a scream, brought it down to the skull of the bachelorette with repeated blows. After the first hit, Walt was able to move what was left of his arm, and Jessica bashed the bachelorette’s skull into the carpet.
Other creatures approached.
Jessica threw down the fire extinguisher, grabbed the gun off the ground, and took Walt’s good hand.
Melissa was already in the elevator waving and shouting at them.
Walt groaned from the pain, but made it to the elevator.
Jessica looked down and started hitting the PG button, which stood for Parking Garage. The elevator took its time shutting.
“Fuck! Come on,” Jessica yelled.
The door began to shut, just as one of the beasts reached out.
Its hand got caught, keeping the door from closing all the way. Melissa screamed.
Drawing the gun up to her face, Jessica pulled the trigger and heard the thing yelp as its hand fell to the elevator floor, and the door shut.
They watched the fingers of the hand move in their last reflex, the wiggling becoming gentle, as the elevator sent them down to the parking garage.
   
When they arrived at the Kesslers’ minivan in the parking garage, Jessica and Melissa helped Walt into the backseat. Melissa sat in the back with him, taking the keys from his pocket and handing them to Jessica, who had made her way to the driver’s seat. She cranked the van and adjusted the mirror so that she could see outside, but also keep an eye on Walt behind her.
Jessica backed the van out of the spot and drove toward the garage’s exit.
They made the two-tiered climb to the ground level, and Jessica saw two sick people coming toward the truck wearing the uniforms of the valet boys. Being a front desk clerk, she knew them; it was John and Doyle, two friends of hers who played in a heavy metal band together when they weren’t parking cars. Jessica hit the brakes.
Melissa looked up.
“Why did you stop? Drive,” she said.
“I can’t,” Jessica responded.
She looked into their eyes. Her friends’ eyes. Where had those eyes gone? But the closer they got to the van, the more she realized they were no longer her friends.
Melissa was crying. “Please, drive! He needs help,” she pleaded.
“I’m sorry,” Jessica mumbled.
She eased off the brake and pressed the gas, watching the two boys reach towards her as she ran them over, hearing the two thuds of their bodies as the van moved toward the sunlight shining into the garage exit.
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GABRIEL
  
JUST WEST OF NASHVILLE, open fields lay for miles across the long stretches of highway. Many of them, with grass so green from thriving in the rich soil of the delicate earth, housed acres of farmland and produced crops and food to feed the population. With many foods now being made in science labs and packaging plants, the land represented a dying art, one of the last memories of the blue-collar foundation of America. Out there, farmers could live off the land and sustain independence from the convenience of supermarkets and chemistry-created foods.
But everything had changed.
The Jacobsons owned the farm and, like the world, they too had changed. Left with no conscious minds to parade the sea of thought, they now stood in the open pasture, living off the land in a different way. Satisfying a new need.
They were a large family; nine of them to be exact, headed by the man of the house, Ron, and his wife, Rose. They had seven children, five girls and two boys. The second oldest girl, Rosa, was the one responsible for sending the house down in flames. When she rose from the ground following her sudden and fatal fall, she knocked a candle off of her nightstand, sending it onto the floor by her bed and catching the edges of her comforter on fire.
Three of the other children fell too, before resurrecting. The confused and mourning family never stood a chance. Not from the flames or from their dead children.
Now, the Jacobsons were nothing but frail minds moving aimlessly through a dead pasture.
The empty body of Ron Jacobson turned and looked up, growling as his attention was caught by the plane falling through the sky overhead. The carcass of the cow beneath him, lying motionless on its side, wouldn’t be going anywhere. He had time—not that his vacant mind understood the perception any longer.
The plane continued its descent toward the field. An open flame shot off the rear tail and warmed the pale autumn air.
The other members of the Jacobson family looked up, each leaving the remains of the dead livestock they had slaughtered in the field. Roger, the younger of the two boys at eight years old, hobbled away from the carcass, attracted by the sound of the falling aircraft.
The scream of the plane heightened as it came down into the field, plowing over the Jacobsons’ bodies and leaving nothing left to eat of the livestock, except perhaps scattered pieces of muscle, bone, and flesh.
On the other side of the field, where the tree line began, the plane finally came to a halt, having put the stolen minds of an American family out of their misery.
   
Gabriel opened his eyes and shook his head, letting his lips flap and making the sound of a horse carrying a shiver. He looked over to Dylan and saw the boy’s eyes were shut, and he wasn’t moving.
Gabriel quickly unfastened his belt and reached over, shaking the child.
“Dylan,” he called.
The boy didn’t move. Gabriel grabbed Dylan’s thin wrist and checked for a pulse. Blood still flowed through his veins and the drum of the heart sounded through his body.
He looked around the plane and saw no movement. The only sound he heard was that of the engines failing and the gentle hiss of the flames flapping through the wind at the back of the plane.
Gabriel was scared to move Dylan in case he had sustained any injuries in the crash, but with the back of the plane on fire and not being sure if any of the sick people had survived, he saw little choice. He reached over and unbuckled the strap on Dylan’s lap. Then he stood and leaned down, grabbing the dead weight of the child and throwing him over his shoulder. Dylan’s arms dangled to the small of Gabriel’s back.
He walked into the aisle and assessed the scene around him. Everyone and everything was dead. Bodies, or at least parts of them, lay all over the plane. All over the floor and all over the seats. The power was out, leaving the sunlight as the only illumination for the interior of the plane. Oxygen masks swung from above each seat. Aside from him and Dylan, no one had ever had a chance to even put one on. They were either ravaged and eaten by the undead, or left to be tossed around the plane like dirty clothes in an industrial dryer.
The plane had made a fairly clean landing, leaving Gabriel to wonder if the pilot was alive in the cockpit. He made his way there, stepping over parts of bodies in the process.
He reached for the door leading into the cockpit. It was locked. Gabriel put his ear to the door and heard a muted moan on the other side.
“Hello,” he said.
He heard the groan again.
“Open the door. I can help you,” Gabriel said.
He heard the muttered words but couldn’t make them out.
One of the passenger seats near him was empty, and he sat Dylan down in it. The boy slumped over in the seat.
He stood back a few feet from the door and gave it a swift kick. To his surprise, the door opened on the first attempt, having likely been weakened during the pre-landing chaos and the crash itself.
With no weapon in hand, he crept toward the door, not sure what would lie on the other side.
Gabriel looked inside the cockpit to see the pilot still in his chair, leaned back with blood covering his uniform. Beside him, a body lay wearing the same uniform, face-first on the ground with a hole in the back of his head, and parts of his skull and brain scattered on the windows.
Gabriel moved to where he could see the face of the pilot, who jumped slightly as he looked to him.
“Did you land this plane?” Gabriel asked.
The pilot gave a slight nod.
“Thank you,” Gabriel said simply.
A small laugh came out of the mouth of the pilot and was joined by blood.
Gabriel looked down and saw the missing square of flesh from the pilot’s neck. Blood seeped from the wound, and it looked alive as it pulsated. The hand of the pilot hit against Gabriel’s left arm a few times and he felt something cold touch the skin on his hand. He looked down and saw the grip of the hand gun nudging at his palm. The pilot was nodding for him to take it.
Gabriel took the gun from the pilot and it felt even colder in his hand.
The pilot muttered something that Gabriel couldn’t understand.
“What?” Gabriel asked, moving his ear closer.
“Me,” the pilot mumbled. “Kill me.”
Gabriel shook his head. He couldn’t kill the man, even if it meant the pilot would be put out of his misery.
The pilot coughed and blood danced with saliva from his mouth.
His head turned and, eyes wide open, he was gone.
Gabriel looked down to the man’s shirt and saw his name badge near a gold pendant that was in the shape of wings.
“Savage,” Gabriel said to himself, mumbling the dead pilot’s name.
He took the pendant off the pilot’s white shirt and held it in his palm, wondering what kind of life this man had lived and who he had left behind.
Gabriel slipped the wings into his pocket and walked back through the door into the main concourse of the plane.
   
When he looked down at Dylan, Gabriel saw the boy’s small left hand begin to twitch. He rushed to Dylan’s side and put his hand on his forehead, running fingers through his bangs and checking him for a fever. For a moment, he felt like he was back home with his daughter, Sarah. His paternal instincts had kicked in with the young, abandoned boy, and Gabriel was treating him as if he was his own. But he was still left to wonder about the condition of his own wife and daughter.
“You alright, kid?” Gabriel asked.
Dylan’s eyes began to open, fluttering. He took his hand and put his palm to the boy’s forehead, the veins inside thrumming through his skull.
“Am I alive?” Dylan asked.
Gabriel laughed and smiled at the boy. “I think so.”
He turned back quickly as he heard the growl come from the cockpit. Again, instinct kicked in, and Gabriel pulled the newly acquired gun from the waistband of his slacks. The weapon was still cold to the touch as he gripped the handle.
Gabriel stood, signaling to Dylan to stay put, and walked back to the cockpit.
He jumped back as he arrived at the doorway. Savage, the fearless pilot who had landed the plane and saved both him and the boy, was brave no more. He was dead, yet so alive. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin had gone pale. No words spewed from his mouth, only spitting growls. Still strapped securely into the seat, his arms were outstretched in a hopeless attempt to break free and devour the lives he’d saved.
Gabriel watched him from out of sight. No life remained in the man; he was a monster. Gabriel looked out the window and saw the endless trees just beyond where the plane had landed. In his mind, he was pretty sure that Captain Savage was dead—left only as a mindless creature aching to be released from the chair and wreak havoc. But another part of Gabriel Alexander wondered if the pilot could see the beauty in the trees in front of him. If he could treat them like a sort of gateway into an afterlife.
Gabriel pointed the gun at the back of Savage’s head, cocked back, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger, leaving the promising scenery of nature covered by a sea of red on the window.
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JESSICA
  
“HOW IS HE DOING?” Jessica asked, looking in the mirror and watching the tensed face of Walt Kessler.
Melissa had taken one of the extra shirts out of the duffle bag and created a makeshift tourniquet for his arm. The once white shirt was now forever stained crimson.
“I’m fine,” Walt said before Melissa could answer, speaking in a way that tried to reassure the two women, but, to his wife, he’d come off more stubborn than sincere.
“Fine? Look at your arm, Walt!”
The fact that Walt even had an arm was a miracle. Jessica had gotten the bachelorette off of him just in time, before the sick girl had more critically injured him. A patch of flesh across his forearm, about the size of a post-it note, had been completely ripped off, exposing the tissue below but not quite down to the bone. When he twitched and his bicep flexed, you could see the muscle move through the wound.
“Really. I’m fine. You’ve stopped most of the bleeding, just keep pressure on it.”
Melissa pulled the shirt around his arm tighter and he grimaced. It was almost more than she could bear to see her husband like this. She hadn’t seen Walt hurt this way since he had come back from the first war in Iraq. Melissa rubbed his shirt in the spot where the scar from the shrapnel of a grenade sat on his stomach. Now, he would have a scar from a different kind of battle.
“Okay,” Melissa said. “We are going to get you some real help as soon as we can.”
But there was another problem.
The hotel was a mountain resort surrounded by nothing. There wasn’t a gas station for ten miles down a winding road, much less a hospital.
And more than that, Jessica saw dark clouds in the distance. They were headed toward a storm. Rain would be no issue, but they were at a high enough elevation where sleet or even snow would be a possibility. The daylight was dying fast and, though the road had been safe and clear so far, they had no idea what could lie ahead of them.
Jessica eased the van down the curved mountain road, doing her best not to let her nerves veer them off the path and through the railing as the cold rain began to fall.
It took just over half an hour, but they reached a gas station. Jessica turned the wheel to her right and drove through the parking lot, stopping in front of the door.
“I’m going to go inside and see if I can get us help,” she told Melissa.
Jessica opened the door and stepped out of the van. Dust kicked up beneath her feet as her soles slid across the dirt. She hurried around the hood of the vehicle and ran to the front door of the gas station as the rain began to fall harder.
   
The door swung open, sending the metal bells on the inside of the door clanking together in a fury of rings. It startled Jessica, the sense of abandonment instantly hitting her.
From the outside, the gas station had looked old and empty. There were only four gas pumps, and the signs looked like they would have only powered halfway on if there was power going to them. Jessica almost hadn’t stopped at all, but the old pickup parked next to the store gave her hope that someone may be inside. And inside the store, the shelves were still stacked with product, and the floors, while not shining, were mostly clean.
“Hello,” Jessica called out to the dead air. “Is anybody in here? We need help. There’s a man outside badly injured.”
Jessica waited for a few moments for somebody to call back, but it never came.
She walked down one of the aisles and found a small array of medical supplies. The gauze, tape, anti-bacterial, and mobile first-aid kits wouldn’t do much, if anything, to heal Walt’s wound with its severity, but it was better than what they had: a t-shirt.
Near the counter, a variety of tourist swag hung on a display rack, and Jessica saw tote bags with a cheesy picture of mountains screened on them, and text that read “Welcome to the Smokies”. She grabbed four of the bags and began to fill them with as much stuff as she could. In addition to the medical supplies, she grabbed beef jerky, sports drinks, and bananas and apples from a basket near the front register even though they were starting to brown, and topped it off with various types of chips.
Before she walked away from the front counter, she reached next to the register and picked up the headset to the telephone. She let out a sigh and put the headset back down on the receiver as the line was dead.
She took the bags outside, placing them in the small storage area behind the back seat. Jessica then went back inside and, one at a time, took three cases of water bottles to the van, her hair becoming more cold and wet with every trip.
Melissa looked at her in confusion.
Jessica shrugged. “Place is empty. Don’t think they’ll miss this stuff.”
She finished loading everything, then jumped into the back, sitting next to the cases of water. Melissa sat in front of her, behind the driver’s seat, next to Walt’s head as he slept. His breathing was steady, but he would gasp now and then, without waking himself.
Melissa pressed the buttons on her cell phone, disappointment mixed with panic across her cracked face.
“Are you getting a signal?” Jessica asked.
Melissa nodded. “Barely. Just not an answer.”
“Who are you calling?”
“I tried calling 911 and I keep getting a busy signal. Just now I tried to call my son. He lives in Nashville. We were planning on going to visit him once we spent a few days here in the mountains.” Melissa put her hand to her head and began to sob. Not only was her husband hurting in the back seat of their mini-van, but her son wasn’t picking up his phone, leaving her with no confirmation if he was alive or dead.
“Do you mind if I try calling my parents?” Jessica asked. Her cell phone was sitting behind the front desk at the hotel, and she had no plans to go back and get it anytime soon.
Melissa wiped her nose with her forearm and reached over to Jessica, handing her the phone.
Jessica dialed her parents phone number, the only one besides her best friend Meghan’s, that she knew by heart. It rang once, making her smile, before the three frantic ascending beeps led to the operator telling Jessica that the phone was disconnected. She looked down at the small screen and saw that the signal had disappeared.
Jessica grabbed the bag of medical supplies across from her, as well as a bottle of water for each of them. She reached over the seat to hand Melissa her phone.
“No luck?” Melissa asked.
Jessica shook her head and passed the bag and two water bottles over the seat to Melissa.
“Thank you.”
“The only medical stuff I could find inside is in that bag,” Jessica began. “I’ve got a little bit of food in the back, if you want to call it that. I also grabbed some sports drinks. Might be a good idea, if he will take it, to have him drink some to try to replenish some energy.” Jessica squinted her eyes as she looked out to the open road.
“My parents live outside Knoxville which is on the way to Nashville. I say we head that way. You guys can drop me off there and then go look for your son.”
Melissa gave Jessica a gentle nod and then looked back down at Walt, stroking his hair as he rested. He was old, but in this moment looked older. The color in his face had begun to flush.
“Hey,” she said. Melissa looked up at her. “We are going to find him some help, okay?”
Again, Melissa nodded. She looked at the blood-coated shirt covering his arm. His eyes vibrated under the lids and his lips worked to match the rhythm. She knew that Jessica was trying to comfort her, but was unsure if it mattered.
Jessica looked out at the road and let out a sigh. “But it’s not going to be tonight.”
Melissa’s face went cold and she looked back and forth between Walt and Jessica.
“What do you mean it’s not going to be tonight? He needs help now,” Melissa said.
Jessica listened to the rain patter louder on the roof of the van, stared out at the road, and then looked back to Melissa.
“The closest hospital is another hour’s drive from here down this mountain. Before long, it’ll be dark. It’s pouring, and the roads up here ice over easily. On top of all that, we have no idea how bad things are out there, Melissa.”
Melissa was angry. Deep down she knew that Jessica was right. Knew that they should wait it out. But her husband was possibly dying in her arms.
“This place seems safe. The power still works inside, so we’ll have heat. We can lay Walt down somewhere flat and we will have plenty of water and food here. The van is already loaded and I’ll put gas in it so that we can leave first thing in the morning without delay.”
Melissa let out her breath. She stared into the back seat of the van, thinking.
“You’re right,” she mumbled.
“I know it’s hard,” Jessica said. “But there’s…”
Melissa cut her off.
“I know. You’re right.”
Jessica cocked her head and looked around.
“We should get him inside,” Melissa said.
   
Inside the gas station, they found a large storage room in the back to lay Walt down. Jessica grabbed some knock-off Indian-style blankets off of a rack and put them out on the floor, giving Walt something soft to lie on. They set him down first, then easily moved him back until his head rested on the blanket. He began to stir when his head hit the ground, but stayed asleep. Melissa grabbed one of the other blankets to cover him.
“I’ll grab more blankets,” Jessica said. “You guys can be in here. I’ll stay in the main part of the store and I can keep watch while you both get some rest.” She had taken the gun and put it in the back of her dress pants so that she would have something to keep watch with.
“Hey,” Melissa said.
Jessica turned.
“Thank you.”
Jessica smiled. “For what?”
“Helping us.”
Jessica looked down at Walt and then back up at Melissa. “He’s the one who pulled me in that room. He saved me.”
Melissa smiled and a few tears made their way down her cheek.
“Hey. Do you mind if I try that cell phone again?” Jessica asked.
Melissa shook her head, reached into her pocket, and handed the phone to Jessica.
“Thanks. I’ll let you know if I have any luck.”
She turned around and left the room, heading out the storefront.
Behind the cash register was a stool with a worn leather top. She sat down and, again, dialed her parents phone number.
And again, nothing.
For the first time since the hotel, Jessica allowed herself to cry. For hours, she had held herself together, trying to stay calm for the sweet stranger who was watching her husband lie in pain. But in her new moment of solitude, Jessica decided to let it go. And like Jesus, she wept.
When the sun set, she found herself yawning. It had been one of the longest and strangest days of her young life, and though it was still early in the evening, Jessica decided to call it a night.
At the front of the store, there was a rack with various t-shirts on it. She grabbed one that said North Carolina State Athletics across the chest, unbuttoned her blouse, and let it hit the floor. She pulled the t-shirt over her head, and then reached under the back of it to unhook the clasps on her wet bra, pulling it out from under the shirt.
She found a spot on the tiled floor in front of the front counter, where patrons would normally line up to pay for their potato chips and gasoline. Two blankets were leftover and she laid one out flat, and used the other to cover herself.
Jessica lay there, alone, and all she could think about was her parents. Were they trying to reach out to her? Were they trying to get to her? And most of all, were they even alive?
Soon, she was dreaming about them.
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GABRIEL
  
THE SUN HAD BEGUN to fall, bringing a cooler breeze through the open field. It gave an ominous look to the cloudless sky, which rose above the downtown skyline, miles past the pasture where the plane had landed.
Dylan brought an additional blanket over to the body, leaned down, and lay it over the legs. He looked up to Gabriel with glassy eyes.
“Should we say something?” the boy asked.
Gabriel was looking at the wallet of Captain Leonard Savage. According to his license, he was fifty-three years old and from Baltimore. More than likely, Gabriel assumed that the flight to Washington was sending him home to his family—whom he also had a picture of in his wallet—a wife and two children in their late teens or early twenties.
He knelt down and tucked the wallet under the blanket, giving it two pats as he brought his hand back to the open air.
Gabriel kept his eyes down to the body and spoke to the boy.
“Yeah,” Gabriel said. “I’ll say something. Bow your head.”
Dylan abided, bowing his head to the ground and closing his eyes.
Gabriel wiped his mouth and cleared his throat.
“We are gathered here today to celebrate the life of Captain Leonard Savage,” Gabriel began. It felt awkward. Not only had he never given a eulogy, but he didn’t know the man. Such honors were supposed to be for a friend or a loved one close to the deceased. To Gabriel, it just didn’t seem right.
“He was a husband, a father, and apparently, one hell of a pilot.” He cleared his throat again, peeking down at Dylan to see him still with his eyes closed and head lowered. “We thank him for landing this plane and saving us.”
Dylan looked up. For the first time, he saw despair in the face of the stranger who had protected him during the crash.
Gabriel turned and walked away from the body. He stopped after fifteen yards and reached into his pocket for his phone.
“Shit,” he mumbled to himself. It wasn’t there.
“I’m hungry,” Dylan shouted.
Gabriel turned around, putting on his best fake smile for the scared child.
“Me too,” he said. “Let’s blow this joint, shall we?”
   
There wasn’t much to be salvaged from the wreckage. Gabriel wasn’t even able to find his bag. He joked with himself that it was probably on a different airplane, knowing the reliability of the airlines, not to mention his unfortunate luck. However, they were able to find a gallon-size bag filled with miniature packs of peanuts. The protein in the nuts would be enough to tide them over until they could find more sufficient food, as well as hopefully keep Dylan happy for a little while. Gabriel knew that if he was hungry, the boy had to be as well, and would have less patience for controlling the pangs.
Gabriel stood outside the plane, waiting for Dylan to make his way back outside so they could try to find food and appropriate shelter before the sun went down, taking the light and little bit of warmth with it. He looked up to see Dylan emerge from the plane with his backpack over his shoulder.
“Lucky,” Gabriel said, looking at the backpack.
“Didn’t your parents always tell you to carry on your bags? Mine did. My dad said the best way to ruin my first flight was for me to lose my bag,” Dylan replied, not an ounce of sarcasm in his voice.
Shaking his head, Gabriel turned and looked off into the downtown skyline. The sun was setting fast behind the buildings and he wanted to find refuge somewhere as quickly as possible. In the distance, he saw the black smoke coming off of the Jacobsons’ farmhouse. The heat polluted the air, giving the skyline in that direction a foggy and dull appearance. In the foreground, a group of about ten people stood at the edge of the farm, stumbling back and forth behind a fence. From a couple of hundred yards away, Gabriel could tell they were no longer living, breathing, people from their poor posture and slight limp. These beasts were no threat to him and the boy, too far gone to know how to get past the fence.
Gabriel turned back around and looked through the line of the trees the plane had come to a stop in front of. They appeared to only go for a few hundred yards before light peeked out again on the other side. He squinted, sure that he could see something on the other side of the trees.
Looking down to Dylan, Gabriel pointed toward the trees. “Let’s go.”
Dylan put his hands around the straps of his bag as they left the plane and the large pile of a steel graveyard it had become.
   
After walking a few hundred yards unscathed, they made it past the edge of the trees and came upon the parking lot of a shopping center. It was the middle of the day and Gabriel was surprised to see that it wasn’t busy. Normally, a shopping center like the one in front of him would be stirring with people. But now, it was calm, quiet, and abandoned. Gabriel saw a variety of stores in the mall, including two he would need to go into. There was a supermarket that he could only pray would have at least some food left, not totally raided by other survivors. Then again, he wasn’t sure if there were any survivors. They hadn’t seen any since the plane had come crashing down, even though they had only walked a few hundred yards away from a farm and through some trees.
A few buildings down from the supermarket was a sporting goods store. The captain hadn’t left Gabriel with very much ammunition, so he would need to go there as well to obtain some more and, hopefully, another weapon or two. Again, Gabriel wondered if there would be anything left to salvage.
They moved a little closer to where they could see the other stores in the shopping center, and that’s when Gabriel saw them.
He grabbed Dylan and ducked behind a nearby bush, putting his finger to his lips and signaling for the boy to be quiet.
There were at least twenty beasts limping around the lot and walking aimlessly around the abandoned vehicles. Gabriel wondered, even if he made it into one of the stores, how many more of the things would be inside. He looked down to Dylan.
“Stay right here, okay? Don’t move,” Gabriel commanded.
“No,” the boy cried. “What did you see?”
“I’m not sure if I saw anything,” Gabriel lied. “I just want to make sure it’s clear before we go over there.”
“Let me come with you. Please, don’t leave me here,” Dylan pleaded.
Gabriel shook his head. It was hard to look into the boy’s eyes, his scared eyes, and tell him that he had to leave him alone for a little bit. All in all, he felt fairly safe leaving the boy there. They had just come out of the woods and not come across any danger, and the infected limping in the parking lot were far enough away where they would be no threat to Dylan. Regardless, looking into the boy’s worn and tired eyes made Gabriel’s heart slow and weep for him.
“Where are you going?” Dylan asked, wiping tears away from his eyes.
Gabriel pointed toward the shopping center. “Just right over there. I’m going to try to find us some food and a car.”
He looked up and saw that the sun was dying fast. If he was going to do this, he needed to go now.
Gabriel reached down and pulled the gun out of the waistband of his dress slacks.
“Know how to use one of these?” Gabriel asked, praying that the boy had at least seen a gun.
Dylan nodded. “My dad takes me hunting all the time.”
Gabriel let out a sigh of relief.
“Good. I want you to hold onto this. If you feel threatened, at all, I want you to use it. Okay? And then you run back to the plane and I’ll find you,” Gabriel directed him.
Dylan took the gun, shaking his head.
“I don’t want you to go,” the boy said.
“I won’t be gone long. I promise. And when I get back, we are going to get the heck outta here and have food to eat.”
The boy looked down at the gun before tilting his head back up to Gabriel.
“But what if you need this gun? What if someone comes after you?” Dylan asked.
Gabriel smiled. He rubbed his hand through the boy’s hair and hinged at the hips to meet him face to face.
“In that case, let’s just hope I’m still a fast runner.”
Gabriel gave Dylan a pat on the shoulder. He could see the fear welling in the boy’s eyes, and second-guessed himself on whether he should leave him alone. But in his gut, he knew it would be much more dangerous to take the child with him.
He removed his hand from Dylan’s shoulder and stared down at him.
“Just remember to run if you get into trouble. Don’t try to be a hero. Just run. As fast as you can.”
With the tears continuing to gather in his tired eyes, Dylan gave Gabriel a nod.
Gabriel turned, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He decided it would be best to try the sporting goods store first. He needed to find a weapon if he wanted to increase his chances of surviving. Unfortunately, the sporting goods store stood three suites further down the shopping center than the supermarket, creating a little bit further of a journey.
He scanned the parking lot again. The undead were spread wide through the parking lot, making it more difficult to find a gap to run through as a straight shot to his destination.
Once more, he took a deep breath. He thought of his wife, Katie; constantly wondering if she and Sarah were okay.
Gabriel opened his eyes and positioned himself into a sprinter’s lunge—a funny sight, considering his current business attire.
He pushed off his back foot.
And Gabriel ran.
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WILL
  
A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER, Will awoke, shivering. Fall nights in Nashville can get cold, and Will hadn’t meant to fall asleep on the roof, especially on the ledge. When he woke, he startled when he realized that that’s exactly what he had done, peeking over the side at a parking lot he could just vaguely see with the help of a couple of flood lights mounted to the front of the building.
He sat up, and as he looked down the industrial park and toward the city, he saw that very few buildings had power on. Beyond the immediate, Will could barely make out the smoke still floating in the distant air of the horizon.
For a moment, he stood still and listened. In the distance, he heard the howls of the undead, but it didn’t sound like there were any near the front of the building, though he did hear scratching to the rear of it.
Will patted off the dirt on his clothes and walked to the other end of the roof, where the ladder was. He looked over and, while the ground was encased in total darkness, he could hear the Empties below, still clawing at the bottom of the ladder. It sounded like it was still just the two of them. He tried thinking of a way that he could distract them so that he could get down. It would be difficult to shoot them from the top of the ladder, and he didn’t want to attract more of them, especially in the pitch black of night.
He looked around on the roof and smiled as he noticed the silhouette of a ball.
Many times while on their lunch break, Will and Jordan would go outside and throw the football around if the weather was nice enough. The last time they’d done it, Jordan was messing around and had punted the football onto the roof. Will was pissed at him at the time, but was more than thankful now.
He walked over and grabbed the football and walked back over near the ladder.
As hard as he could, Will threw the football into the trees that lined the opposite side of the building. The Empties snarled and walked toward the sound. Will hopped over the ledge and landed quietly on the ladder.
Slowly, he made his descent, trying not to grab their attention.
His feet hit the ground, rustling leaves. He heard them stop, turn, and the spitting came closer to him.
Will ran, moving around the corner of the building and praying that he wouldn’t run into anymore Empties.
When he reached the front, the flood lights shined on a small horde coming at him.
His eyes widened.
Will hustled around the railing, his feet hitting the first step just as one of the Empties reached at him. It caught the bottom of his shirt, tugging it back for a moment, but he was able to move up the stairs and slip through the door, locking it just as the first Empty banged at the door.
He moved fifteen feet through the small lobby and went inside the main office. The front door was locked now, but he still feared that Empties would break through the glass and fill the lobby again. So, as a precaution, he moved the office furniture near the door back in front of it. Looking out the window, Will noticed that a group of no fewer than ten Empties was making its way to the front door.
He wasn’t going to be able to sustain himself here much longer. Meals would quickly become few and far between, only having whatever his co-workers had left behind. There wasn’t a lot, as most of the guys ate out for lunch on a regular basis.
The time was fast approaching that Will would have to leave Element.
But, not tonight. He needed to sleep.
Will walked down the hallway to the lunch room, turning the lights off in the rest of the office to conserve power. His stomach grumbled and sounded like clothes turning over in a dryer, so Will looked into the refrigerator and grabbed deli meat and mustard to make himself a sandwich before going to sleep.
Earlier in the day while moving the bodies, he’d found a bunch of blankets that the company had purchased when they had moved from a building down the street five months previously. Will put several of them down to give his back some padding from the hard tile, and had enough to put over him so that he didn’t have to run the heat in case it got cold and could conserve more power. After finishing his sandwich, he went to the center of the room and dropped to one knee to adjust the covers on his makeshift bed before moving under them.
As he lay on his back staring at the ceiling within his four walls of silence, Will passed the events of a day earlier through his mind. And the more he saw their faces, the more impossible it became to think about falling asleep.
   
Will awoke the next morning to the sound of failing machinery.
He sat up and looked around the room. The sound dissipated, and he listened close as it disappeared completely.
On the countertop by the sink, the microwave’s digital display was blank. The previous night, he’d thought about unplugging it to save power, but had been too exhausted to move after he was under the covers.
The room sounded too quiet. He noticed the hiss of the motor in the refrigerator had gone away, and then jumped to his feet, hurrying over to it.
As he opened the refrigerator, he felt the cool air release, reached his hand in, and found that the air inside had warmed, then quickly slammed the door closed again. Reaching above the sink, he flipped the switch that should have turned on the garbage disposal. It didn’t. He ran over to the light switch by the doorway and flipped it. Like the garbage disposal, nothing.
“Shit.”
Will ran out of the doorway, down the hall, and toward the front of the building.
As he moved into the main office, the banging at the front door sounded louder. He approached it and saw a group of eight Empties, banging on the glass and the door inside the lobby. Behind them, the glass door of the main entrance lay shattered in hundreds of pieces on the ground.
Outside, he heard a different kind of banging, which caused him to turn.
He looked outside the window and noticed the parking lot was still mostly abandoned. There were some Empties out there, but they had started to walk away from the building.
The bang again.
Gun shots?
Will ran back to the lunchroom. On the floor was a duffle bag, which he grabbed and filled with granola bars and nuts that were left in the pantry and the last five bottles of water from the refrigerator.
He headed out of the small office, into the vast, open warehouse.
   
With the power out and no lights working in the warehouse, he crept carefully, only able to see a couple of feet in front of his face. The warehouse was eerie, quiet, and still. Will had ignored going out there for the most part, leaving it as a graveyard of sorts; a resting place for the suddenly departed.
If Will was leaving, it wasn’t going to be in his late-nineties model Honda Civic. Instead, he remembered that his boss, Andrew, owned a large, dual-cab pick-up. Andrew always carried his keys on him, the dangling always sounding through the warehouse when he walked through to check on the employees, so Will knew they would be on his corpse.
Halfway to the corner, he could smell it. The rot. The decay. It was awful.
He pulled his shirt up over his nose, trying to block out as much of the smell as he could and holding back the sandwich he had eaten before bed the night before.
When he reached the stack of bodies, he saw Andrew’s leg exposed, but not his waist where the keys would be. Dean’s body lay on top of it.
Will reached out and began to roll Dean’s body off of the pile. As he did, his shirt fell off of his nose and he instantly threw up all over the ground next to him. After that, he did all he could to get the keys as fast as possible.
And, just as he’d suspected, they were there, clipped onto Andrew’s belt loop with a blue carabiner.
He unclipped the keys, gripping them in his palm like they were a talisman, and jogged to the front of the warehouse.

Jordan still lay in the same place he’d left him, with the same blanket covering his body. Will took the duffle bag off of his shoulder, set it down on the cold concrete, and knelt down beside his friend. He used his forearm to wipe the tears from his face, his sniffles slightly echoing in the large warehouse.
“I’m so sorry that this happened to you. I’ll wonder every day how and why I survived. Was it just ‘cause I decided to go on my break at a different time than you so that I could take a nap? A fucking nap saved me?”
For a few moments, Will remained there, knelt down next to his friend, allowing his tears to fall on his body. He rested his hand over Jordan’s, which Will had placed over his stomach before covering him with the blanket.
“Goodbye, brother,” Will said, taking his time to stand up.
   
Will stood at the peep hole he’d drilled into the large, aluminum bay door, looking out at the small group in the parking lot. From his vantage point, he could count eight Empties.
He double-checked his bag to make sure that he had everything he needed: food, water, a first-aid kit from the lunchroom pantry, and extra ammunition he found in Andrew’s office. The gun was stuffed in the back of his pants, loaded and ready to fire.
Another explosion rang through the sky.
He looked out the hole and saw the group heading left toward the dead end of the industrial park. Will looked to the right where he could see another horde coming from down the street, where the exit to the park was. It didn’t appear to be as many as he had seen on the roof. He assumed that the first explosion he’d heard had attracted most of that group.
With the power out, Will had no choice but to continue with his plan to exit. If he stayed, he would either freeze with no heat as the season continued its transition into winter, or he would starve when the food spoiled. He had to leave and try his luck elsewhere. He went to the shipping table and grabbed the small key that opened the locks to the bay doors off its hook.
Will made sure he had Andrew’s keys in his hand, took a deep breath, and unlocked the small lock on the bay door, sliding it up and exposing the inside of the warehouse to the open air outside.
The small group that had been hanging around the outside of the building was about thirty yards away now, and the ones coming from the other end of the road were only about twenty yards away, leaving Will a clear gap to sprint to the truck straight ahead. The ones to his left were no concern, but the group coming toward the explosion had already seen him and started to snarl. He took a quick look up to his left and noticed the smoke coming from the tree line. He didn’t know what it was and didn’t really care. He only knew that he had to get to that truck. Fast.
Will took another deep breath and jumped off the loading dock. He ran toward the silver truck, hitting the unlock button on the keyless-entry. Nothing happened. He went to pull the handle and the door remained locked.
“Shit, shit, shit,” he said, hitting the button over and over, trying to open the door.
A couple of them were moving closer to him.
He began to fumble the keys, trying to grasp the large black one, but his hands were shaking too much.
They were getting closer.
Will dropped the keys on the ground.
“Fuck.”
He kneeled down to pick up the keys and heard the snarl behind him. He rolled on the ground, while the Empty fell down, arms outstretched, over the keys.
Will pulled out the gun and shot, taking off the top of its
skull.
The shot gathered the attention of the group to his left, and they turned around and headed back toward him while the other group growled, growing ever closer to where he stood.
Will knelt down, closed his eyes, and rolled the decrepit body over to unveil the keys underneath. The skin was cold and gray and it felt like he was touching a corpse that had been buried for a thousand years.
Two Empties were just yards away from him now, and he turned and shot. It took four bullets, but he was able to put them down.
Putting away the thought of trying the keyless-entry again, he put the key into the small keyhole on the door and it finally opened. Will climbed into the truck just as twelve approached it.
   
He sat in the passenger seat and caught his breath. The banging began on the hood and sides of the truck then and Will knew his break was over.
He climbed over the center console and settled into the driver’s seat. Still shaking, he managed to get the key into the ignition.
A crash came from his right as one of the Empties broke through the passenger side window.
Will cranked the truck and threw it in reverse. He heard a crash and then a pair of thuds, as he rocked from side to side, the back of the truck lifting slightly off the ground as it ran over a beast.
The growing horde walked in front of him, coming at the truck. He threw the column shifter into Drive, and punched the gas.
Two of them flipped over the hood on impact, putting a web-shaped crack in the windshield. With the passenger side window out, Will could hear the growls as he passed by the groups of them.
He zigged and zagged through the crowds, ignoring the herd as best he could, not wanting to do anymore damage to the truck. It was a heavy-duty extended cab and could take a decent beating, but he didn’t want to add too much damage before he even made it out of the industrial park.
As he got to the end of the row of buildings and was about to turn the corner to head down the long stretch that led to the main road, something caught his attention out of the corner of his left eye. He looked over and his mouth spread open.
A young woman, around his age from what he could gather from the glance, was waving at him from the end of a loading dock. It was the first live face he had seen in days, and it was a pretty face; that much was easy to tell from where he sat.
He kept his eyes on her before he heard the cluster of snarls, and turned back to the road to see he was about to collide with a group of about ten. Will swerved; the corner of the truck caught one of them, and he heard the loud bang. The front left of the truck made a funny noise and the steering weakened.
Will had a flat tire.
The truck was slowing. He looked over his shoulder and saw the girl waving for him to come to her.
He turned the wheel all the way to the left and headed toward the building.
Will pulled up to the dock and the truck was quickly surrounded. A group of Empties had been loitering in front of the building when he pulled up, and they began to shake the truck back and forth, trying to get inside and rip him apart.
He looked up and saw the girl light an object in her hand and then throw it to a large, open spot in the parking lot.
The flare hit the ground and hissed, orange light shooting into the sky.
The group around the truck began to thin, and the driver’s side door of the truck became escapable as they moved toward the flare.
At the loading dock, the girl widened her eyes and waved him to her more furiously, urging him to hurry up.
Will shook off his nerves, grabbed his bag, and opened the door.
He threw the bag into the building and put his hands up on the dock as she offered her hand to help him up.
Will took the petite hand and stood face to face with her.
She had brown hair with long, blonde streaks. Her blue eyes went right through him and reminded him of how thirsty he was from their ocean tint.
Still holding onto his hand, she shook it.
“I’m Holly,” she said, smiling at him. “Holly McNeil.”
Will smiled back, wondering if he was dreaming or actually standing in front of a real person.
“Good to meet you, Holly. I’m Will Kes…”
Will was out cold before he even hit the ground.
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GABRIEL
  
DEAD BODIES LAY SPRAWLED across the lot, emitting a stench into the air that was almost unbearable. Their blood was most visible over the painted yellow lines that designated parking spots at the shopping center. Unfazed by the decay, the undead lurked among them, splashing blood off of the concrete as they limped.
Two different times, Gabriel nearly slipped on something. He wasn’t sure if it was blood or another substance from the human body, but somehow he kept his focus on the sporting goods store and on maneuvering a path around the loitering creatures.
The calculation he’d made near the trees of just how many of them were in the parking area was incorrect. He had estimated that there were twenty, but it was likely double that number. But he kept his focus, knowing that he needed to get to the sporting goods store. That he had to if he wanted to have any chance of seeing his family again and getting the boy, Dylan, back to his.
Gabriel should have been more focused on the ground in front of him. When he looked back to see how far he had run, he kicked the ribcage of a torn body sprawled across the ground in front of him, and stumbled to the concrete. He caught himself with his wrists and felt the pain shoot up his forearm as he landed, falling onto his elbow, both his knees, and rolling over. For a moment, he lay there on the ground, grimacing and rolling around.
Behind him, he heard the howls of the beasts.
He made it to his feet just as one reached for him, grabbed his shoulders and lunged its decrepit teeth at him.
They both tumbled to the ground, sending more burn into Gabriel’s wounds as the side of his left knee hit the ground and he slammed his elbow again. He extended his arms, trying to push the thing away from him. He looked into its bloodshot, lifeless eyes as its mouth opened and it drooled down onto his face. Gabriel turned his head and could see more coming. With adrenaline running through him, he forced the creature—in its previous life, a man of around thirty years old from what Gabriel could tell—over onto its back and punched its face, which didn’t faze it.
In a rage, he grabbed it by its hair and began slamming the skull into the concrete. It sprawled its arms through the air, trying to grab Gabriel—to stop him—but couldn’t. Gabriel slammed the head until the skull cracked, and the thing stopped moving. He tried to catch his breath, but there was no time. More were coming at him.
Gabriel got to his feet and hissed as he felt the burn in his knee. He looked down and saw that his pants were torn at the knee, which was covered in blood. Nothing was broken or torn; it was just a superficial wound, but it stung. He re-focused his eyes on his destination and began to run again, doing his best to put the burn in his knee out of his mind.
   
As he arrived at the sporting goods store, Gabriel turned around and saw that he had put a safe distance between himself and the undead. He reached for the door handle, taking a deep breath in hopes that it would open.
The door began to pull back, and Gabriel let out a sigh of relief.
Once inside, Gabriel turned and locked the door, leaning his back against the glass, and found himself sucking the dank air into his lungs. He looked to his right and saw a clearance rack knocked over, clothes and sports equipment sprawled on the floor. He noticed an aluminum baseball bat and kneeled over to grab it, taking the bat and pushing it through the two door handles at his back to give the door an additional barrier.
He turned and scanned the store for the first time. It looked liked a cold front had met a breath of warm air, creating a funnel in the middle of the store and tossing the product everywhere. Gabriel stood silent for a moment, listening for the hiss of any of the sick inside or, if there were any left, survivors.
Gabriel stood still until the bang on the glass behind him made him jump. He looked back and saw a group start to gather at the front door, groaning to get inside and tear him apart. The door was moving, but the baseball bat seemed to be doing its part in keeping Gabriel safe. He turned again and began to walk down the middle aisle of the store, sidestepping fallen goods as he moved.
The front part of the store was filled with clothes. He looked down at his and smiled, thinking that an athletic look might have to be the trend for him in the new world. Gabriel flipped through a still standing rack of t-shirts and grabbed one that had “LIVE TO PLAY” screened across the chest. He removed his tattered dress shirt, tossed it to the ground, and pulled the large cotton tee over his head.
A rack nearby displayed various styles of athletic pants. He found his size and swapped his torn slacks out for a pair of them. He started to put his shoes back on until he looked to the back of the store, seeing the entire back wall lined with tennis shoes. He smiled and threw his dress shoes down.
After trying on a few styles, he picked the most comfortable pair. He would have taken two or three pairs of the ones he liked, but he didn’t see the point in carrying around a bunch of extra stuff. However, he did find it important to find a pair for the boy, as well as some extra clothes for each of them.
Nearby, a display stood against a wall holding an array of duffle bags and backpacks. Gabriel grabbed one of each, strapping the pack to his back and throwing the strap of the duffle bag over his shoulder.
He went back to the shoes and found a pair for Dylan that looked comfortable, and grabbed a couple of pairs in different sizes since he didn’t know the boy’s.
Then, Gabriel jogged back to the clothing section—the new shoes on his feet made running a breeze—and stuffed the backpack with an extra shirt and pants for himself, as well as some underwear and socks. He looked to his left and saw a collection of ski jackets on the ground. With the cold weather nearing, he needed one. He found his size, put on the coat, and zipped it up.
Gabriel hustled to the boys’ section and found similar clothes for Dylan, including a warm jacket, and stuffed them into the duffle bag.
The banging on the front door grew louder as the crowd widened. Gabriel thought of Dylan, hoping that the boy was still in the same spot, awaiting his return. He looked through the window and saw that the darkness almost engulfed the light, and knew he was running out of time.
Jumping over more fallen product, Gabriel ran for the hunting section of the store.
The banging at the door continued to resonate and the sun continued its quick decline.
   
Dylan sat where Gabriel had left him on a patch of dirt, leaning up against a tree. He shuffled through his bag and grabbed a pack of the peanuts he had found on the plane, and split open the package so that he could eat them. The salt hit his tongue, bringing on thirst, but they hadn’t found any water in the wreckage.
Bored, he pulled out his handheld video game, which somehow had survived the crash tucked deep into his bag. He powered it on, the small speakers sounding a jingle, and loaded his previous game.
As he sat there playing the game, engulfed in a make-believe war on a tiny screen, Dylan began to think of his parents. With no way to contact him, they had to be missing him. But what if they weren’t? What if they were glad he was gone? His parents fought a lot, and like so many children caught in the middle of domestic disputes, Dylan often blamed himself. He wondered if, with him gone now, the burden of his parents had vanished. Either way, he missed them dearly.
He reached into his bag again and pulled out a photograph. It stayed with him all the time.
It had been taken during a family vacation in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. They visited there often, as Dylan’s mother was originally from there. They’d go there every couple of years and rent a large beach house, staying for the week with his aunts, uncles, and cousins. This particular photograph featured Dylan, both of his parents, and his older sister, Olivia. They stood at the end of a long pier, which stretched out over the ocean. This pier was one of their favorite places to go when in Myrtle Beach, housing an arcade for Dylan to play video games while the rest of his family would drink and listen to live music at the bar at the end of the pier. His favorite thing about the photo? They were happy. Both his parents were smiling, happy to be with their children, the exact way Dylan wanted to remember his mom and dad if he never saw them again.
A gust of wind blew by, and the picture sailed into the air, out of Dylan’s hand.
His mouth opened as wide as his eyes, and he quickly dropped his game and ran after the photo, just as another breeze passed through and sent the photograph even further.
Dylan had moved almost thirty yards away from the tree when he finally stepped on the photo, keeping it from flying further away.
“Gotcha!”
As he bent over to grab the photo, he heard a snarl. He looked up, and saw one of the monsters limping toward him.
As fast as he could, he ran with the photo in his hand back to his bag. He tucked the photograph into one of the bag’s secure side pockets, reached inside the main compartment, and pulled out the pilot’s handgun that Gabriel had left with him. Grabbing his bag but leaving his game on the ground, Dylan turned and ran toward the plane, just like Gabriel had instructed.
Dylan tripped over a rock only fifteen yards away from the tree. He clutched his knee, wincing from the pain.
He flipped over onto his back, and watched the beast coming closer. It was alone, but relentless. Using his elbows, Dylan backed up, sliding across the mix of grass and dirt, until he was against another tree.
Sweat dripped down his face and his lips trembled. The gun shook in his hand, and he fought to take off the safety and cock the hammer back, just like his father had taught him.
It clicked, and the pistol was drawn.
But the creature was already falling toward him.
   
When Gabriel arrived at the hunting area in the back right corner of the store, the rotten stench stung his nose immediately. He walked around a corner, headed down one of the aisles, and brought his hand over his mouth and nose. Bodies—five, maybe up to eight; it was hard to tell—lay sprawled across the blood-stained tile. Some of the heads were still attached to their bodies and were either unrecognizable from the cannibalistic acts or had a gunshot wound in them.
Some weapons were missing from stock, but many of them remained. Gabriel was surprised that the place hadn’t been completely looted. His best guess was that, whatever it was changing people into these limping and mindless beasts, it had affected enough of the people who were in the store that they’d simply overpowered the survivors—even with the barracks of rifles, shotguns, and pistols around them.
Gabriel walked to the glass counter. Rifles and shotguns lined the wall behind it and the case itself was filled with pistols, knives, and ammunition. As he approached the counter and looked over it, his eyes were quickly diverted in another direction. On the ground behind the register, a man wearing a red vest and a name tag lay dead, with a small family of rats picking away at his flesh. Gabriel turned and threw up all over the ground, landing knelt over and retching.
He gathered himself with a cough and a swipe at the mouth, and hopped over the counter. The rats squeaked and ran in different directions as Gabriel began to study the guns on the back wall. His eyes fell upon a black semi-automatic M4 assault rifle. He brought the gun off the wall and let the cold steel settle into his hands. He tossed the strap over his head and onto his shoulder, the gun meeting him at his hip. Next, he grabbed a pump action shotgun off the wall and threw it into the large duffle bag.
Gabriel turned and tried to open the case, but it was locked. For a moment, he thought about reaching down and trying to find keys on the decaying man before remembering the new world he was in. He smiled, then slammed the butt of the M4 through the case, busting it open and sending shards of glass onto the ground.
He grabbed two pistols, shoving one into the bag and mounting the other to his side, found the right ammunition for each weapon, and stuffed as much as he could into the two bags. As much as he’d hope Dylan wouldn’t have to kill anything or anyone, he realized it was probably inevitable, and a pistol would be a simple enough weapon for the boy to handle.
Taking the M4 into his hands and loading it, Gabriel was thankful that his brother-in-law, Jimmy, was a military veteran who liked to take him to the shooting range whenever they would visit him in Georgia. It was there that Gabriel, a city boy at heart, had learned how to load and fire an assault rifle with some competence.
Gabriel started to turn away, but a large knife stared back at him from the bottom of the case. The handle looked as if his hand would wrap perfectly around it. He pulled the knife from the case, sliding it out of its sheath. As predicted, the blade felt perfect in his hand. It looked exactly like the knife that one of his movie heroes, John Rambo, would have used to butcher Vietnamese soldiers.
A crash came from the front of the store.
Time to go.
He threw the bags back on, much heavier now, and ran to the rear of the store to find an exit. A display caught his eye as he was about to enter the double doors leading into the warehouse. It was a free-standing display filled with Louisville Sluggers.
Gabriel smiled, grabbed one of the wooden bats, and ran through the back door just as the front of the store began to fill with limping bodies.
   
Like the rest of the building, the warehouse in the back of the store was void of any life. Gabriel raced to the emergency door at the back, guided only by a few florescent lights that hung from the ceiling. A large red bar stretched across the metal door, and Gabriel assumed that once he opened it, it would lock behind him and there would be no turning back. He pushed through the door, sounding off the alarm just as the first swarm of dead pushed through the double doors behind him and into the warehouse.
Gabriel gasped as he walked outside. The light above the door shined on three monsters in front of him. They snarled as he stepped into the light, sensing the warmth in his blood. Not wanting to waste ammunition from the assault rifle, Gabriel pulled the pistol from his side and began to fire at them. The first shot caught one of them in the shoulder, only slowing it down for a moment. The second shot connected, hitting it between the eyes and sending it down. He started to jog away from the other two, firing, and connecting with the cheek of one of them.
He heard the alarm inside again as the back door of the sporting goods store opened. As they spilled out of the door, the siren was overtaken by growls.
Leaving the third creature to walk after him, Gabriel slipped the pistol back into the holster and ran, passing right by the back entrance to the supermarket.
His only goal now was to get back to Dylan and get the hell out of here.
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JESSICA
  
JESSICA GASPED as the panic awoke her.
“Help! Help!”
She stood, leaving her makeshift bed of cheap gas station blankets behind, and ran to the storage room at the back of the building, behind the counter. When the door swung open, Jessica saw Melissa straddling Walt as he convulsed. His eyes were white, rolled into the back of his head, and his hips thrust with aggressive succession.
His lips were moving, and Jessica squinted and turned her ear toward him, listening close to him mumbling something almost indistinct.
“Get out,” he said, under faint breaths.
Then, he ceased convulsing and his chest stopped rising.
Melissa looked up at Jessica with a blushed face, covered in tears.
“Please help! God, please help him!”
The only thing Jessica knew to do was to try CPR—a skill she’d been required to learn when she took the job at the hotel. She urged Melissa out of the way and put her head to Walt’s chest, hearing a faint pulse. Her hands moved to his chest and she clasped them right above his sternum and began to perform compressions. After a series of pumps, she leaned down and breathed fresh air into his mouth, feeling his cold lips against hers and the coarse hair in his beard gone stiff.
Again, he mumbled something, and the volume was so faint, she wouldn’t have had heard what he was saying if she hadn’t been performing mouth to mouth.
“Get out of my head.”
“What?” Jessica asked.
“Out.” Walt closed his eyes.
Jessica repeated the steps two more times before Walt stopped moving entirely.
Her head lay against his chest and she heard nothing. The faded drum in his chest had stopped marching.
Melissa looked back and forth between her husband and Jessica.
For five more minutes, Jessica performed CPR. When all the color had flushed from his face and the beat in his heart hadn’t returned, Jessica resigned.
Leaving tears on his shirt, she looked up to the still man’s wife and shook her head.
Melissa cried out and let her entire body crumble to the ground.
Shoulders slumped, Jessica sat back onto her feet and wept for the man who’d saved her life and had now died because of it. She hardly knew the Kesslers, but such a debt could never be repaid, least of all now.
She stayed on her knees, watching Melissa clutch the cold hand of the man she loved, screams echoing through the small room.
   
Outside, the day hinted at more rain. Fog peeked over the mountains and the sun lay still, hidden behind a cluster of clouds. It wasn’t as cold as it had been the previous evening, and even with rain, Jessica knew she could drive them safely down the rest of the mountain. But for now, allowing Melissa time alone with the cold body of her dead husband seemed important, so Jessica waited outside. She sat just inside the open sliding door of the van nursing an orange sports drink. Every few seconds, she found herself looking down at the cell phone in her hand to see if there was a signal. It had become a futile routine.
Each time she checked the phone she thought of her parents. It was the most desperate of feelings, to wonder if they were alive. In her heart, she wanted to believe they were. But only reaching them on the phone or getting to them would prove that.
She stepped onto the dirt for a moment and moved into the front of the van, sliding through the doorway and into the passenger seat. Jessica inserted the key into the ignition and turned it over halfway to power the radio on, searching for a signal. Again, there was nothing.
She looked back as she heard a bellow from inside the gas station. Jessica grabbed the gun and left a trail of dust behind her as she hurried to the door.
Inside, she watched Melissa back away from the shut door of the storage room. Her hands covered her mouth and she was slumped over in disbelief.
“Melissa,” Jessica said, getting no response.
Jessica tapped Melissa on the shoulder, flinching back as she turned and yelled out.
“It’s okay. It’s okay,” Jessica said, embracing Melissa.
“Walt,” Melissa cried into Jessica’s shoulder.
Jessica gently urged Melissa away.
“What about Walt?”
Melissa wiped her eyes and pointed to the room.
Banging started on the door. It made Jessica jump, and her first reaction was to pull the gun from the back of her pants.
“No,” Melissa yelled, pushing the weapon down toward the ground.
Jessica cocked her head.
“What’s behind the door, Melissa?”
She knew the answer. But for some reason, she felt the urge to ask. Wanted to hear it out loud.
The banging continued until the wood in the middle of the door split open and a face appeared.
The eyes; they’d changed. No more the gentle eyes of the delicate stranger who had saved her life. The eyes were empty. Soulless.
Melissa began to reach out to Walt as he continued ripping through the door.
Jessica pulled her back.
“We have to go.”
“No! I can’t leave him!” Melissa said. Her mind was nearly as lost as her husband’s.
Jessica’s grip around her tightened as the older woman fought.
“It’s not him, sweetie,” Jessica said. “He is gone.”
Half of Walt’s body—one leg and one arm—were through the door. He was spitting toward them through hungry teeth.
Jessica began walking backwards, dragging the woman who fought a little less with each step, but still reached after her husband.
Walt busted through the door just as they’d backed up to the front door of the store.
Jessica opened the door to leave, but Melissa put up one last fight.
As he got closer, Jessica drew the pistol and put three shots into Walt’s chest. Melissa screamed out. When the bullets didn’t faze him, though, she realized that the pale eyes were not of her husband; they were something else. She’d known all along, but fought to make the connection in her tired mind. It took watching Walt be shot multiple times in the chest for Melissa to comprehend that her husband was dead. She turned with Jessica and ran out the door, to the van.
Seeing the sliding panel door of the van already open, Melissa jumped onto the backseat.
Walt pushed through the glass and continued a powerful limp toward them, howling into the open air. His hat was gone, revealing his ring of silver hair moving in the wind.
Jessica slipped when she ran around the front hood, tearing open the material on the knee of her pants and leaving a scrape on her flesh in the process. She grimaced, but got back to her feet and slid into the driver’s seat.
The key was still in the ignition and she turned it the rest of the way, hearing the engine roll over.
Walt reached the van and pounded his fists against the window of the sliding side panel door. On her back, with her head resting against the door on the other side of the van, Melissa looked into his dead eyes as he hit the glass. For a moment, she saw sadness and wondered if any part of him was left inside the pale eyes.
As the van pulled away, his eyes never left them. He limped behind them, arms flailing in the air as the sky opened and rain fell. Melissa watched him until he became smaller than one of the drops of rain.
“I love you,” she mumbled, blowing him one last kiss before the van turned a corner around the mountain.
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WILL
  
THE COLD RAG against his forehead awoke Will in a stir. He opened his eyes and saw Holly with a look of concern over her face as she wrung the damp rag out in a bucket beside her. Her hair was up, making her eyes propel their beauty at him even more. He saw her full lips moving, but it took a moment for his ears to catch back up with his eyes after having blacked out.
“Can you hear me?” she asked.
Will shook his head to try and wake himself up a little more. He was sitting against a wall, his legs straight out in front of him, stretched across the cold floor. He tried to bring his hands up so that he could scratch his nose, but he couldn’t. He rocked side to side, trying to remove his hands from the binding behind his back.
“What is this?” he asked Holly, furiously. He pulled on his hands, feeling the twine begin to rub his wrists raw.
She ignored him, dipping the rag back into a small bucket of water, and wringing it out, the sound of dripping water popping in Will’s ears.
They were in a large, empty room with no windows. The floor was solid concrete and the walls were a pale white. Doors were on either side of the room. Will could only see out of one of them, but it appeared to lead out into the main part of the warehouse.
“What the fuck is this?” he yelled at her again.
“I’ll tell you what this is.”
The voice came from a man on the other side of the room. His boots clicked across the floor as he approached Will.
“This is your new home,” the man said.
Will raised his head and looked the man up and down. He wore a fitted green t-shirt tucked into a pair of black slacks. He had medium length hair, dark and curly, and appeared to be in his mid-40’s. From what Will could tell, he appeared to be fit, matched with a chiseled face under his beard.
“If you really want it to be, that is.” The man spoke in a slight, but elegant, Southern drawl.
“Who are you?” Will asked.
The man knelt down next to him, working a toothpick between his teeth. He let the pick rest between his lips on the right side of his mouth, like a cigarette.
“My name is David Ellis,” he said, sarcastically offering a handshake to Will, who shot him a frustrated look. David scoffed.
“Oh, yeah. Right,” David said.
“What do you want? Why am I here?” Will asked.
David looked back at Holly, who was taking her hair down, straightening it out, and putting it back up in a ponytail.
“Holly, go grab Mr. Kessler here some water, will you?” David told Holly.
She walked to the other side of the room, flashing a flirtatious smile at Will, before walking out the door.
“How do you know my name?” Will asked.
David held up Will’s wallet. “You can tell a lot about a man by looking through his bag.”
David stood and began removing things from the bag, tossing them on the ground. He pulled out the pack of almonds and began to snack on them as he continued to talk to Will.
“We’ve been watching you,” David said.
“I bet you have. You look like a fuckin’ queer.”
David smiled.
Holly arrived back in the room with a bottle of water. She knelt down next to Will and put the bottle to his lips, tilting his head back so that he could hydrate.
Will smacked his lips as they began to moisten, staring back at her, and trying to figure out the motive behind her glaring smiles and her kindness.
“The way you handled those people to get on the roof was impressive,” David said. He reached down into the bag again and pulled out one of the bottles of water. Smiling, he showed it to Holly and shrugged.
Will swallowed his gulp of water and wiped his mouth on his shoulder. “What people?”
David pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “Outside,” he said.
Will laughed. “People? Those aren’t fuckin’ people. Not anymore at least.”
David leaned in closer to Will and spoke in a firm tone with his Southern drawl. “What do you suggest I call them?”
Will put his head down and looked at the ground, not sure if he should say the word he was thinking. Then, it just came out. “Empties.”
David cocked his head to the side. He flicked his tongue, moving the toothpick to the opposite side of his mouth.
“Empties?”
Will shrugged. “That’s what I started calling them. They aren’t really people. Their minds and their souls are gone. Not the people we know, not anymore. They’re just empty bodies. Empties.”
David laughed, and the toothpick moved up and down in his mouth.
“Clever! I love it,” David said, sarcastically clapping his hands, which made Will glare at him. “We could use more people like you around here.” He looked over to Holly. “Don’t you think so, darlin’?”
She blushed and stared at Will. “That actually makes a lot of sense. Considering the fall and all.”
Will looked confused. “The fall?”
Holly tilted her head at him. “Yeah, the fall. Didn’t you see it when it happened?”
Will shook his head.
“Never mind all that,” David said.
Holly blushed and ran her hands through her hair, a ritual she’d carried with her since high school and performed when nervous.
“So,” David continued, “if you want to be part of my community, you have to earn it.”
Will spit at David’s feet.
“What if I don’t wanna be a part of your gay little club?”
David brought the back of his hand across Will’s face as hard as he could.
Holly gasped and covered her mouth, stepping back. David looked back at her and gave her a stern look that told her to stop being dramatic.
Blood came out of the side of Will’s mouth and he leaned to his right to spit some of it on the floor, as it was quickly collecting in his mouth. He moved his tongue around to make sure he wasn’t missing any teeth. From what he could tell, the only one missing was the one he had lost when he was younger and playing ice hockey.
David grabbed Will by the jaw and came within inches of his face.
“You’ll do what I say when you’re in my house,” David said in a demonic whisper. “Way I see it, you don’t have much of a choice. See…” David pulled out a handgun and Holly gasped again. He looked back at her.
“Get the fuck out of here,” David told Holly, using the gun to point to the door.
She left the room in a hurry and David turned back to Will, laughing.
He pointed to Will with the gun. Will dodged his head to keep the barrel from pointing at him.
“I think she likes you there, squirt,” David said, smiling still.
“Fuck her and fuck you,” Will said.
David ignored him.
“So, what’s it gonna be? You gonna do as I ask, and earn your keep in this place?”
David pointed the gun right at Will’s head.
“Or am I gonna have to blow your fucking brains out all over this wall right now?”
   
David shut the lights off in the room and closed the door behind him.
Holly was there, sitting in a chair and trying to gather herself. There were two others, a man and a woman, sitting at the table, and two armed men standing on the other side of the room, leaned up against the wall.
David walked over to Holly and slammed his hands down on the table.
“What the hell was that in there?”
Holly began to cry.
David put his hand on her chin and lifted her face up.
“You need to straighten that shit up,” he told her. “We can’t show any signs of weakness.”
“Come on, David. Leave her alone. We’re all still adapting and grieving from what’s happened. Give the girl a break.”
The voice came from the woman at the table. Her name was Diane Baldwin; she was one of David’s higher-ups in his small community, primarily because she was one of the oldest members of the group made up of only about ten people.
David looked back at Holly, whose face was beet red. He gave her a soft slap on the cheek, then stood up and began to walk out of the room.
Holly looked up.
“Did you kill him?” she asked.
David looked back.
“Nah, darlin’. We need him.”
   
Less than an hour later, light came through the door as it opened. Will raised his head slowly, squinting his eyes to re-adjust to the light. The bleeding in his mouth had stopped, drying up around his lips and the stubble on his chin, and leaving him with a sick feeling.
Two men who Will hadn’t seen before approached him.
They leaned over and grabbed him, each taking one of his arms.
“Up you go,” one of the men said.
Will grimaced as he came to his feet. He hadn’t been on the ground that long, but it was solid concrete, and his hands were stuck behind his back. It made him feel as if he had been on that hard floor for days, and the joints in his knees and ankles popped as he stood.
They took Will into the next room, where he saw David, Holly, and a small group of others. In the middle of the room was a large, wooden table. The group sat around it, watching Will as he entered the room. David sat at the end of the table furthest away from Will. The two men sat Will down in a chair at the front of the room and then stood behind David.
Will looked to David with a blank stare on his face. He didn’t let his gaze leave the so-called leader’s eyes. David did the same, clasping his hands and leaning onto the table, never looking away from Will.
In fact, everyone in the room was staring at Will.
“So,” David began. “Have you decided to play nice and do as I say?”
Will just continued to stare at him. All he could think about was that he’d had a clear path out of the park when he’d seen Holly’s beautiful face as she waved to him from the dock, pleading for help. He was angry at himself for turning the truck around, wishing he had just kept driving, flat tire and all. Now, he was being held prisoner, forced to listen to some man pretend like he owned him.
“Let me just go ahead and tell you what I want,” David continued.
He cleared his throat.
“Next door, there is a warehouse, much like this one and much like the one you came from. And it’s overrun by those things.”
“Empties,” Holly added, glancing over at Will.
For the first time since arriving, Will smiled.
David glared back at Holly, who put her head down and took two steps back. Frustrated, he bit his lip, and started over.
“Next door is filled with Empties. We aren’t really sure how many, but it’s enough to have one of our men trapped.”
Diane Baldwin sat at the end of the table closest to Will. She pulled out a photograph of a black man in his forties and pushed it in front of Will.
“His name is Marcus Wright,” she said.
“He’s my best man,” David continued. “Yesterday, he went over there to scavenge the place and it was overrun. The girl with him, Claire, was killed.”
Will interrupted. “How do you know Marcus is still alive?”
David held up a two-way radio. He turned it on and put it to his mouth.
“Marcus?”
The radio buzzed and Will heard another voice come through.
“Yeah? When the hell are you coming to get me, man?” Marcus asked.
David smiled. “Soon. We’ll be sending someone soon. Just hang tight.”
He looked over to Will.
Will smiled. “You think I’m going to go over there, by myself, and save some asshole I don’t even know?” He scoffed.
“Of course not.”
The two men who had dragged Will into the room grabbed Holly from behind as she let out a surprised yelp.
“Your girlfriend is going with you.”
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JESSICA
  
FOR HOURS, not a word was spoken. The crying in the back seat had long ceased, turning into tired snores, while Jessica kept her eyes focused on the road.
The only things she could hear, aside from the old woman snoring in the back seat, were her own faint breaths and the echo of words she mumbled in her head as she thought about her parents. Since approaching the interstate, she’d come across both the living and the dead, though at times it was hard to tell them apart. She didn’t stop the van. A few times she almost did, as seemingly innocent people waved her down, but all she wanted was to get to her parents’ house. And she wanted to do so with a van full of water and food. She thought about her friend, Chris, who had been living in New Orleans during Katrina. Countless times, he’d told Jessica stories of how dangerous things had gotten when everyone in the city lost hope. No one was safe. The city of New Orleans had gone mad. And now, from what she could see, the entire world had gone mad, and there was no telling what someone might do to them if she stopped to help them.
An hour earlier, the radio had caught a signal and she was able to hear the message from the emergency broadcast system, warning people to stay inside. From what she could tell, most people were listening to the government mandate.
One thing that surprised her was how quickly she had become numb to the undead. There were stretches during the ride where she had to weave the van in and out of them as they moved with their arms swinging, down the open road. But they didn’t cause her to cry or to panic. It was like she had lived in this world for a year or more instead of just a day.
She looked in the back seat as she heard the woman begin to stir. Melissa appeared in the rear view mirror with her palm pressed against her forehead as she tried to open her eyes.
“How long was I out?”
Jessica smiled. “We’re only about thirty minutes from Knoxville.”
“Wow,” Melissa said, her eyes wide.
“You needed the rest, so I let you sleep.”
Melissa looked around outside. They were driving down an unpopulated stretch of empty road.
“Have you seen more of them?”
Jessica nodded. “And people, too.”
“And you didn’t stop?”
Jessica shook her head. “Too dangerous. We don’t know what people are like. I don’t have too much faith in them right now, especially after listening to the radio.”
“What did the radio say?”
Jessica reached down and turned the knob on the radio so that Melissa could hear the message.

This is the Emergency Broadcast System with an urgent message. The state of Tennessee has issued a house arrest for all residents until further notice. Please be advised that no one is allowed outside until the ban is lifted. Failure to abide by these laws will result in instant prosecution. Again, do not leave your home.

“And when we crossed into Tennessee, there wasn’t any resistance? No national guard or anything?” Melissa asked.
Again, Jessica shook her head. “Surprised me, too. I saw some military vehicles heading east about an hour ago. A whole line of ‘em. But they didn’t seem too concerned with us. Probably headed to Washington, if I had to guess.”
Melissa leaned back and rested her head against the seat, peeking outside with her hand to her chin.
Jessica’s eyes went to the dash.
“I need to pull over and put some gas in.”
   
While Jessica tipped the plastic red gas can into the tank of the van, Melissa squatted behind a nearby tree and relieved herself.
“You didn’t by chance grab any toilet paper at that gas station, did you?” Melissa asked.
Jessica laughed. “Wish I had.”
Over the hill in the distance, a Jeep was moving west down the interstate toward them.
Seeing the vehicle a half a mile in the distance, Jessica pulled the can back, put on the lid, and loaded it back into the van.
“Melissa,” she called out. “Melissa, we need to go. Someone is coming.”
It was almost as if the person driving the Jeep heard her, as it appeared to speed up.
Melissa came from behind the tree, buttoning her pants and scurrying to the van.
They weren’t going to get away in time. Jessica shut the back door to the van and decided to play it cool. Maybe the Jeep would keep going. And if they did stop, maybe they would be friendly.
The engine of the Jeep calmed as it slowed.
“Let’s just be cool,” Jessica said.
She looked up and saw a man driving the Jeep, and that he was alone. He appeared to be in his early to mid thirties—not much older than her. As he pulled the Jeep in a few yards away from them, Jessica reached back and felt the cool handle of the pistol tucked into the back of her pants, assuring her it was still there.
The man opened the door and poked his head out over the roof, standing on the side rail of the Jeep. His eyes flashed to both of them.
“Everything okay?” he asked, the Southern drawl evident.
Jessica cleared her throat and faked a smile.
“Just fine,” she said. “Just stopped to check the tires.”
“And put some gas in?” He was pointing at the back cab of the van where she had put the can.
She cleared her throat and clenched her fists. Already, the stranger was making her nervous.
“Yeah. We got a little bit extra if you need some.”
He nodded, rubbing the hair on his chin with his thumb and index finger.
“I see,” he said. He looked over to Melissa and then back to Jessica. “This your mom?”
“Friends,” Melissa said. She walked to the passenger seat and opened the door. “And we’ve got to get going. So, if you will excuse us…”
He put his hands up, stepped off the side of the Jeep, and then started to creep toward them.
“Whoa, whoa. Hold on a second.” He moved closer to Jessica, who pretended to scratch the small of her back, though she had a firm grip on the gun.
He smiled at Jessica and said, “You told me I could have some gas.”
She brought her hand from behind her back and signaled to the rear of the van.
“Yeah, of course,” she said, faking a smile through a tremble in her voice.
He squinted his eyes at her. “What’s behind your back?”
A drop of sweat came down her face. “Nothing.”
He moved closer to her. His smile turned perverted and he bit his lower lip.
“You’re pretty,” he said, winking.
Jessica backed all the way up until her back was flush with the van. She began to tremble as the stranger reached out and placed his hands firmly on her hips. She could smell the chewing tobacco on his breath as his mouth moved closer to her face.
“Leave us alone,” Melissa yelled, going to the back of the van.
He put the back of his hand up like he was about to slap her.
When he did this, Jessica pushed him away and pulled the pistol from her back, pointing it between his green eyes.
He put his hands in the air and flashed his toothless grin at her, again.
“Whoa. Put that down, sweetie. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”
“I’m not planning on it,” Jessica said. She pointed the gun toward his Jeep and blew out his passenger side front tire.
He looked back and dropped his jaw. Then he came at her.
“You stupid…”
The bullet entering his leg cut him off from finishing the sentence and he hit the ground. He rolled from side to side, clutching his right thigh where the bullet had entered.
“You shot me! You fucking whore!”
She pointed the gun at him again.
“Quit being a bitch,” she said.
Melissa covered her mouth and let out a single, cupped giggle.
He writhed and watched Jessica walk to his Jeep. In the front seat lay a shotgun, a couple of boxes of shells, and a few unopened packs of beef jerky. She took the gun, the shells, and left him one pack of beef jerky. Before walking away, she looked on the back seat and noticed some paper towels sitting next to a couple of bottles of motor oil. She put those under her arm as well.
As she walked back to the van, she held the paper towels up for Melissa.
“Better than nothing,” she said, thinking about the next time one of them would have to use the restroom.
Over and over, the man yelled “Bitch!” and “Cunt!” while continuing to roll around in the dirt.
As she stepped into the van, Jessica turned and put her middle finger up to the man.
“Thanks for the gun.”
She blew him a kiss, shut the door, and kicked a cloud of dust into his lungs as she sped off toward Knoxville.
   
Just over forty-five minutes later, Jessica and Melissa arrived at the suburban neighborhood that Jessica’s parents lived in on the other side of Knoxville.
The sidewalks and the roads were lined with the undead—about thirty were on the first street she pulled onto—but Jessica was able to avoid them without having to run any over with the van.
The condition of the houses varied. Some of them had doors wide open and windows busted, and they knew that these homes were likely now either vacant or filled with the dead. Others had boarded up doors and windows with lights on inside. The beasts were attracted to these, gathering in front of the doors and windows and beating on them with their fists.
“Think there are survivors in there?” Melissa asked.
Jessica nodded.
“Oh my God,” Melissa added. The thought was in both their minds, that the fear they must feel while trapped inside their homes had to be driving them mad.
As they approached Ross Street where her parents’ house was, Jessica’s heart began to dance in her chest. It thudded against her ribcage like rising bread trying to burst out of a tight pan. She saw the name of the street on the green sign and turned the wheel to the left.
The Davies’ house sat one block down on the right, and tears began to well in Jessica’s eyes before the brick front home came into her vision.
Her mom’s SUV still sat in the driveway and the doors and windows still looked to be intact. Ross Street was less crowded with the undead, and the front of their house was clear. In a way, it worried her more since many of the occupied homes they had passed had had beasts loitering in their yards. But she wouldn’t know if her parents were alive until she went inside and saw for herself.
Jessica pulled the van through the yard, running over a small garden gnome, and parked it right in front of the door.
She took a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and opened the door to the house.
   
The Davies’ home was dark and still as Jessica and Melissa entered. The smell of lavender still lingered. It was a scent that Jessica always remembered well from her childhood, as the air was infused by the potent oils her mom loved to burn. Her mom burned so much of it, in fact, that the oils had left a permanent stench on the walls and the furniture.
Jessica looked around and noticed that the house looked untouched. To her right, the furniture in the living room sat in its same respective places, not turned over and ravaged like she had feared. The kitchen to her left was spotless, aside from a small stack of dishes left in the sink.
Melissa reached over and flipped the light switch by the doorway, but nothing happened. Jessica heard the click and turned to look, as Melissa shook her head. The old woman hugged herself as the cold air hit her. She shivered.
“Mom?” Jessica called out. “Dad?”
No reply.
She walked through the kitchen and into the laundry room. The door next to the dryer led out into the garage, and she opened it. Her dad’s red sedan still sat in the garage. Her heart began to race.
Melissa checked the living room, noticing all the photographs on the wall and on the tables. One in particular caught her eye. It was a picture of Jessica wearing a ballet outfit and laughing as her mom wrapped her arms around her from behind and tickled her. The picture made Melissa think of her son. She wanted so badly to get to him, and hoped soon that they would reunite. Though, she wasn’t sure how she was going to tell him that his father had died. At least he would be proud knowing why Walt died.
Jessica entered the living room and a startled Melissa looked away from the photo on the wall.
“Anything?” Jessica asked.
Melissa shook her head.
“Did you check the downstairs bedroom yet?”
“No. Just in here.”
Jessica passed the couch and hurried to the guest bedroom. Like everywhere else downstairs, it was empty.
“I’m gonna check upstairs,” Jessica said. “Can you stay down here and be on the lookout?”
“For what?”
Jessica handed the pistol to Melissa.
Banging began at the front door.
“Shit,” Jessica said.
She ran to the stairs as the howl from outside rang through the foyer.
   
The sweet scent of lavender faded into a musky overtone as Jessica climbed the stairs. Dying sunlight from outside shined in enough light for Jessica to see the faded fruit drink stain she had caused when she was nine years old, still embedded in the worn carpet on the fourth stair. The same pictures from her childhood remained nailed to the wall, unchanged and unmoved for years.
As she got closer to the top of the stairs, the scent got stronger. It stung Jessica’s nostrils and began to make her nauseated. Her heart drummed with the beat of the door, as the beast continued to pound its fist against the wood.
Her parents’ room was just to the right as she reached the top of the stairs. A nervous Melissa Kessler took turns looking to the front door and watching Jessica creep to her parents’ room. She knew that the young girl needed to hurry, but she couldn’t bring herself to push the issue. Not with everything that she had gone through herself today and how Jessica had been there for her through the whole ordeal. Grieving for her husband was something that would have to come in time. There was no place for it now, and Melissa feared that Jessica might experience a similar tragedy.
And as Jessica turned the cold handle to enter her parents’ room, her exact fear was realized.
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WILL
  
WILL and Holly stood side by side in front of the large metal bay door of the loading dock. They could hear the Empties on the other side, spitting through their decrepit teeth and scratching at the door. Will felt a tap on his shoulder and turned around.
David held up a radio, offering it to him.
“Keep this on channel one,” David said. “Marcus is stuck in a room near the back of the building, but this will help you get to him and stay in touch with us. He should be able to help guide you to where he is once you get inside.”
Will took the radio and clipped it to his belt. He stared down at the rifle in his hands, thinking again about how he’d gotten into this situation. Wishing he had ignored the beautiful, and now scared, girl that stood shoulder to shoulder with him, about to take on a horde of Empties. And for what? To save some guy he didn’t even know.
The rifle felt natural in his hands. One thing that he was thankful for was all the hunting trips that his father had taken him on when he was younger. His father had a friend who owned a plot of land near Manchester, a town about an hour and a half east of Nashville known only for hosting Bonnaroo each June, and from the time Will could fire a gun until he was seventeen years old, they had gone out there multiple times a year to hunt. Will had been raised with a gun in his hand and would have no issues taking down anything, or anyone, that threatened him.
He looked over to Holly.
“Are you ready for this?” he asked her.
She looked over at him. Her face was worn from crying and beginning to turn from a blush red to a pale nothing. She had a pistol in her hand that she hardly knew how to use and a knife holstered at her side. Holly was scared for her life, and Will tried his best to calm her nerves, even though he too was scared for their lives.
“We are gonna be fine. We will be in and out in no time. Just point and shoot like I showed you.”
Holly took a look at the ground and then stared straight ahead again, waiting for the large door to slide up and reveal the dangers of the outer world. Though being under the control of another person—especially a dictator like David Ellis—was not an enjoyable life to live, the place they were in did provide a certain comfort. It had kept Holly and the rest of the group safe over the past two days. But now she was being put into a situation that she wasn’t sure she would survive.
David patted them both on the shoulder and then turned around.
“Oh,” David added. He waved his finger in the air at them. “If you try anything funny, these two will put you down. Got it? If you try and escape, I assure you that we have ways to find you. Now, go and complete your mission.”
David moved to the other end of the room before turning around again. He crossed his arms and looked over to Jonas, one of his men who was standing by the door. He used his finger to signal Jonas to raise the door.
The light glared off the warehouse floor as the door opened, the screams of the Empties echoing inside the building. From the dock, the front door to the other building was about twenty yards away.
Will swallowed and wondered to himself if telling Holly that they were going to make it was nothing but an empty promise, a lie giving them false hope.
Outside, there were at least thirty Empties clawing at the edge of the loading dock. Their nails scraped the concrete, inches in front of Will and Holly’s feet. Even though their lives were long over, Will scanned their faces and wondered about the lost clouds of memories behind each set of eyes. He wondered who these people were, what kind of lives they had lived, and if any of them deserved to be reduced to a limping nightmare. It was hard for him to fathom that anyone really deserved it. Even David Ellis.
Jonas stepped toward Will and Holly and pulled a road flare out of his back pocket.
“Ready?” he asked.
Will and Holly looked at each other, and then Will nodded his head at Jonas.
Jonas struck the flare, lighting it, and threw it across the parking lot.
It caught the attention of almost all the Empties, who turned and began to walk toward it.
Will looked back and saw David smiling.
“Good luck,” David said, tapping his fingertips together repeatedly in front of his face.
   
With the Empties distracted, Will jumped down off the dock to the ground. He stuck his hand out, offering it to Holly. She took it and joined him in the parking lot.
They got the attention of a group of Empties that were scratching at the building next door, which they were headed to. The group of eight turned around and began to walk toward them.
Will brought the rifle to his shoulder, took aim, and looked over to Holly before firing.
“Remember to aim for their heads and to move quickly. When we start firing, that road flare isn’t gonna do shit to help us.”
She nodded and held the pistol up in front of her face. Her hands were shaking, and she could barely keep aim on the male Empty walking toward her.
Will had already looked away, cocked the rifle, and taken aim.
He took down four of them in succession, inhaling and exhaling to keep in control of every movement. When he looked over to Holly, he saw that she was still shaking and hadn’t yet fired a shot, and that the Empty in her sights was moving closer.
“Shoot him, Holly,” Will yelled. He could hear the snarls grow behind them as they were now about ten yards from the front of the building they were headed to.
She didn’t shoot. Only remained frozen, except for her hands, which continued to shake, as the Empty moved closer to her.
As it reached out to grab her, the top of its head flew through the air, landing on the ground next to her. She woke from her trance, looking over at Will, who had the gun pointing where the Empty had stood.
“Holly, I need you. Breathe, and shoot these fucking things.”
She shook her head and raised the gun again, taking one hand off it briefly to move her hair out of her face. She wished she had remembered to put her hair up before jumping off the dock.
There were only three left in front of them. Holly’s first shot went wide and the Empty she missed howled at her. Without hesitation, she fired another round and connected with a shot right in the middle of its forehead.
Will managed to take down the other two and looked back to see the horde behind them gathering closer. He reached out his hand toward Holly.
“Come on,” he said.
Holly grabbed his hand and they sprinted the remaining distance to the front door.
Six steps led up to the door, and when they reached the top, Will looked back and saw David standing on the edge of the dock, clapping his hands and sporting an arrogant smile across his face.
   
When they walked through the front door, they entered an office with a layout similar to the one at Element. The power was out, leaving the only light to illuminate the space coming from the glow of the sun outside. Office furniture was scattered around the room, turned over like a tornado had swept through the inside of the building.
Will checked the room and saw that it was free of any immediate threat. He sat down in a chair and reloaded his weapon, looking over to Holly.
“I need you, Holly. Make sure you breathe. You can do this.”
Holly stood in the middle of the room, nearly hyperventilating, with her gun down at her side. Her adrenaline was slowing down and the shock of potential death was starting to reach her mind. Will stood to put his hand on her shoulder and she turned to him.
“It’s gonna be okay,” he said. “We are gonna get through this.”
Holly let her head fall into Will’s chest as she began to cry. He embraced her, letting his hand run through her soft hair. Her warmth comforted him, especially in such a cold and dark moment. He let his fingers intertwine through her locks as his hand made its way down to her back to provide her the comfort of a strong embrace.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
“For what?” Will asked. He knew what she was talking about, but part of him wanted to hear her say it.
“Getting you involved in this,” Holly began. “When I signaled you from that dock, David had a gun pointed at my head from the other end of the room.
“He has people that keep watch from the roof. They noticed you the other day when you went outside and took down some of those things. Ever since, David had someone keeping a close watch on you in case you made a move and tried to escape. He figured that you would after the plane came down and all the Empties started to move away from your building.”
Will let go of his embrace and stepped back from Holly.
“The plane?”
She nodded. “Didn’t you hear the explosion?”
“That’s what that noise was?” he asked.
She nodded. “Came down yesterday about the same time everything happened.”
Will licked his dry lips. “Earlier you said something about a fall. What did you mean?”
After grabbing a nearby office chair, Holly sat down and took a deep breath. Holding back tears, she began to speak.
“I was in our lunch room grabbing some coffee. Rachel, one of my co-workers, walked in and we started having a conversation. She suspected her boyfriend was cheating on her, it was a big mess.”
Holly let out a sigh.
“One thing that was kinda strange was this cough she had. The few minutes we were in there, she kept letting out this wrenching cough. I asked her if she was okay a few times, and she just waved me off like she was fine. I reached into the refrigerator to grab some half and half, and when I turned around, she was just lying there. I heard a gasp throughout the building. When I kneeled down to help her, she wasn’t breathing. So I ran out of the lunch room to get help.
“When I left the room, I saw that Rachel wasn’t the only one who had fallen. Almost everyone in the office had. A few other people were performing CPR. One of them was Bruce, our accountant. He pointed at me and asked me to call 911.”
She began to cry now, and Will put his hand on her shoulder, which she clutched for comfort.
“The line was busy. Craziest thing I ever experienced. How could 911 be busy? Then I heard the first screams.”
She was crying more now and couldn’t describe what she saw. But she didn’t have to. The story resembled Will’s all too well.
“I locked myself in the office and just watched. Marcus, the guy we are going after, is the one that finally came and got me out of there. I don’t even remember how much time had passed. Twenty, maybe thirty minutes? It seemed like hours.”
She wiped her face and cleared her throat, still holding tight onto Will’s hand.
“Apparently, everyone fell. That’s why I said that calling them ‘Empties’ made a lot of sense to me. They aren’t the same people. It seems exactly like you said: that their souls were taken.”
For the first time during the conversation, Holly looked up from the ground into Will’s eyes.
“It’s almost like it was an act of God.”
It hung in the air for a few moments before Will changed the subject.
“Who is David?” Will asked.
Holly handed her pistol to Will so that he could reload it. She pulled a hair tie out of her pocket and began to put her hair up. Will noticed how her breasts collected in the V-neck of her tank top she wore under the green jacket as she lifted her arms.
“He owns these buildings,” she said. “This building and the other one, they’re one company. The company is a metal heat-treating facility. We all worked here. David just happened to be here in town from St. Louis when all this shit started happening. He always comes here this time of year to check on the business and to go hunting. That’s why he has all those weapons. The man brings a fucking arsenal with him just to go out and kill Bambi.” She licked her lips. “Marcus, the guy we are here to find, was the plant manager at this location and a huge suck-up to David. I think he only does it because he has to. He’s a really good guy, and David actually cares for him a lot.”
She looked up at him.
“They’re all loyal to him. They think that he’s going to get us out of this mess. It’s bullshit. He’s a rich, control-hungry, smug, asshole. And he’s using this situation to try and become some kind of dictator or saint, as he thinks.”
Will’s face went cold. He knew that going back to David wasn’t the ideal situation, but trying to escape and not going back would be much worse. All he needed was some loyal, cult-following assassins coming after him and Holly.
“I don’t wanna go back there,” she said.
Will stood and looked down at her. “We have to. But we won’t be staying long when we do.”
She cocked her head slightly at him.
The radio at Will’s waist let out a static hiss.
“What’s going on? Are you guys there?”
It was David.
Will took a deep breath, put the radio up to his mouth, and pressed the button.
“We’re here, over.”
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GABRIEL
  
THE HEAVY DUFFLE bag hanging from his side swung and hit Gabriel in his right thigh with every stride as he rounded the corner at the end of the row of stores. When he made it to the parking lot in the front of the mall, he saw that it now consisted primarily of empty vehicles. The loitering dead were now behind him, completing their circle around the back of the buildings after following him into the sporting goods store.
As he ran, the place where the boy was supposed to be standing came into view, but Dylan wasn’t there.
Gabriel arrived at the spot at the edge of the woods and looked side to side, scanning for the boy.
“Dylan!” he called out.
No response.
“Dylan!” Gabriel cried out again, his voice shaking.
He looked back to see the horde, a couple hundred yards away, coming around the corner at the back of the shopping center.
Then he heard a faint sniffle and cry.
Gabriel ran into the woods, following the sound of a child in fear. He didn’t have to run far before he came across Dylan, sitting on the ground in front of a tree, his face buried into his arms. In front of him, a body lay on its back with ghostly eyes and pale, faded skin. It had a hole in its forehead, seeping with blood.
Gabriel approached the boy and knelt down. He reached out to comfort him.
“Dylan, it’s Gab…”
The boy panicked, waving his arms and bringing the pistol up in front of his face. Gabriel reacted before Dylan pulled the trigger and the bullet went just over his shoulder.
“Whoa,” Gabriel said, reaching out and snatching the gun from the boy’s grasp.
Dylan broke out into tears, jumped to his feet, and embraced Gabriel’s neck.
“I’m so sorry. I had to. I had to kill him,” Dylan said.
Gabriel ran his hand up and down the boy’s back, sending autumn leaves back to the forest floor.
“It’s okay,” Gabriel said. He put his hands on the boy’s shoulder and pushed him away to where he could look him in the eyes. “Why didn’t you run back to the plane like I asked?”
Dylan wiped his eyes and shook his head. Sniffling, he said, “I couldn’t. My legs locked up and I fell down right here. He lunged at me and I had no choice.”
Gabriel rubbed the boy’s head, running his fingers through his hair as he would to comfort his own child.
Behind them, they heard the faint howls of the approaching herd.
He put his hands on Dylan’s cold cheeks. “Can you move your legs now?”
Dylan nodded.
“Good. Come on.”
   
The sun was completely hidden, leaving Gabriel and Dylan in the dark among the dead. They came out of the trees and heard the horde to their left, getting closer. For a moment, they came to a stop while Gabriel thought of their next move. Most of the tall light posts in the parking lot still worked, powering up at their usual, automated time. Gabriel used the light to scan the parking lot and, to his right at the edge of the lot, he saw a large SUV.
“Come on,” Gabriel told Dylan, and they ran away from the horde, towards the SUV.
The door on the truck had been left open by the driver, but no body was in sight. Gabriel opened the back door and threw the two bags and the rifle onto the back seat. He looked to Dylan.
“Get in the back.”
The boy did as he was told, using the step on the side of the truck to elevate himself onto the leather back seat.
Gabriel jumped into the driver’s seat and checked the ignition for keys that weren’t there. Then, like every movie he had ever seen, he checked under the sun visor and in the glove compartment for a spare. Nothing.
“Hurry! They’re coming!” Dylan yelled.
And he was right. The congregation of the dead was limping their way closer and closer to the truck, gathered like the runners of a marathon.
Before Gabriel shut the glove box, he felt something made of steel and pulled it out. He smiled as he clicked on the flashlight with a turn of the head, realizing the mistake he’d made in not picking one up while in the sporting goods store. He considered himself lucky for having found one and handed the light back to Dylan.
“I need you to lean up here and shine this light under the steering wheel. And I need you to hold it steady. Can you do that for me?”
Dylan nodded.
Gabriel got out of the truck and knelt down, reaching under the wheel and busting open a compartment full of wiring.
“Do you know what you are doing?” Dylan asked.
“Yeah, sure,” Gabriel lied. Jimmy, his brother-in-law, who’d taught him how to shoot, had shown him how to hot wire a car once, just because he knew how to do it and wanted to brag about it to his visiting in-laws. It was the last thing Gabriel ever thought he would have been thankful for, until now.
Now, Gabriel split the wires and began to run them together, trying to create a spark that would start the truck. Nothing happened.
“Hurry,” Dylan shouted.
The undead
were only about fifty yards away now, using their cannibalistic sense to follow the trail of the man and the boy.
“Fuck! Come on,” Gabriel mumbled to himself.
He ran the copper innards of two of the wires together and heard a bolt. A small spark came off the wires and he heard the motor begin to rumble.
“Come on!”
The engine turned over.
“Yes!” Gabriel shouted.
He looked up and saw a wide-eyed Dylan pointing behind him.
“Look out!”
Gabriel turned and saw it lunging at him. It was his instinct that pulled the knife from its sheath and thrusted it up through the creature’s throat and through its head. The others had almost reached the truck, and Gabriel withdrew the knife, turned, and jumped into the driver’s seat before slamming the door behind him.
He threw the column shift into Drive and floored the gas pedal, sending the tires into a wailing screech, leaving the horde aimlessly reaching at them from their left as they sped away down one of the lanes of the parking lot.
   
Five minutes later, on the open road, Gabriel pulled the truck over onto the shoulder. Every car they passed was abandoned. Either most of the population had turned, or Gabriel was the only person dumb enough to be driving around at night while the beasts lurked in the streets.
Gabriel shut off the lights so they wouldn’t gather any attention, and looked back at Dylan.
“You okay?”
Dylan nodded. “I’m hungry. Did you find me something to eat?”
Gabriel shook his head.
The boy sighed, looking down to his hands as they moved to his stomach. Gabriel’s own stomach screamed at him, but nothing hurt him more than seeing the scared, innocent child aching with hunger.
Gabriel looked down and noticed a bottle of water three-quarters full in one of the cup holders. His first instinct was to grab it and squeeze the plastic bottle dry. But the boy needed it more than he did. He took the bottle and handed it back to Dylan.
“Drink this,” he said. “We can’t get food right now, but you need to at least drink some water.”
Dylan accepted the bottle, smacking his dry lips. He unscrewed the cap, tossed it to the side, and began to drink the water as fast as he could, squeezing the plastic bottle in his small hand. Because of the mild temperature outside, the water was still cool, and comforted his throat on the way down.
When more than half of the contents was gone, Dylan looked to Gabriel, who was watching him.
“Drink up,” Gabriel said.
Dylan looked at the bottle and then extended his arm, offering the rest of the water to Gabriel.
Gabriel shook his head. “You drink it.”
“I’m fine. You need to have some, too,” Dylan replied.
A smile grew on Gabriel’s face. He accepted the water, pressing the mouth of the bottle to his lips, and feeling the water wet his tongue and slide down his throat, which had a slight sting in it from the shock of hydration. He gasped as he took the last drop of water from the bottle and looked to Dylan.
“Thank you,” he said.
Dylan smiled. He turned the cab light on above them, and reached for the bags.
“What’s in here?” the boy asked.
Gabriel reached back between the front seats and grabbed Dylan’s arm.
“Whoa, whoa. Hold on there, champ.”
Ducking his head, Gabriel crawled between the front seats and joined Dylan in the backseat. He opened the bags and pulled out the clothes he’d gotten for Dylan.
“Hope these fit.”
Dylan’s eyes lit up like he’d woken up on Christmas morning and seen the bike he had been asking Santa about for months. The clothes on his back were sticking to him from all the sweat and dirt, and he was beyond thankful for the new digs. He gave Gabriel a hug.
“Thank you.”
Gabriel smiled. He was happy to see at least a little joy in Dylan’s face, imagining that the boy had to be missing his parents dearly. It made him think of Sarah. She was likely missing him just as much as he missed her. He wanted to think that his wife and daughter were alive, so, in his mind, he knew they were.
“We should try the radio,” Dylan said.
It was a great idea, one that Gabriel should have thought of sooner, but his mind had been so focused on getting the boy away from danger.
Gabriel leaned into the front seat and pushed the volume knob, feeling the click on the tip of his finger as the radio powered on.
Static buzzed through the speakers as Gabriel pressed the Seek button.
The radio found a signal and stopped on 94.7.
“Turn it up,” Dylan said.
Gabriel turned the knob.
This is the Emergency Broadcast System with an urgent message. The state of Tennessee has issued a house arrest for all residents until further notice. Please be advised that no one is allowed outside until the ban is lifted. Failure to abide by these laws will result in instant prosecution. Again, do not leave your home.
This is the Emergency Broadcast…
Gabriel shut off the radio.
“What are we gonna do?” Dylan asked. “I’ve never been arrested.”
The innocence made Gabriel smile, an emotion he needed to feel after hearing the warning from the radio.
“Well, I haven’t seen any police, have you?”
Dylan shook his head.
Gabriel wedged back into the front seat and reclined the chair, resting the back of his head against it.
“Let’s get some rest,” Gabriel said. “We’ll have to wait and find food in the morning when there’s light.”
   
The following morning, Gabriel was awoken by a noise so distant that he was surprised it roused him. He slowly sat up in the front seat and saw the oncoming car speeding down the road.
His eyes widened.
People.
Gabriel hurried to open the door and stepped out of the truck. He stood next to the hood, waving his arms frantically in the air.
In the back seat, Dylan began to wake and rose his head to see the oncoming car. He was too tired to be as interested in it, his tender mind not able to process what this could mean so soon after waking.
The car wasn’t slowing down.
“Hey! Hey!” Gabriel screamed, jumping up and down now while continuing to flail his hands.
When the car came within fifty yards, Gabriel realized the driver wasn’t going to slow down. He dived into the driver’s seat of the SUV, pulling the door shut just before the speeding car would have taken it off its hinges.
“Why didn’t they stop?” Dylan asked.
Gabriel just leaned down and ran the two wires together, starting the truck.
“Put on your seatbelt,” he told Dylan. “Now.”
The engine turned over and Gabriel turned the wheel all the way to the left, and punched the gas flush against the floorboard, the tail of the white car a small blur in the distance.
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WILL
  
“ARE you able to pinpoint your exact location in this building?” Will asked Marcus over the radio. He and Holly were still standing in the office at the front part of the facility.
“The lights went out before we got back to this part of the building,” Marcus began. “All I know is that I was struggling with a couple of these things, I felt a door, and I opened it. The room is solid concrete and there are no windows. It’s some kind of storage vault or something. There is no way these things are gonna get in, but I hear them outside. Luckily, the roof of the room isn’t concrete, so I can actually get a radio signal through.”
Will rolled his eyes, not particularly caring for the extra information. He just wanted to know where Marcus was so that they could extract him and get out of here.
“Do you know how many of them are back there?” Will asked.
“At least fifteen,” Marcus said. “Enough to make me about go crazy back here.”
Will and Holly could hear the hissing and scratching through the radio while Marcus talked.
“Alright. We are going to try and come get you. Do not radio us again unless it’s an emergency. We don’t want them to hear us. If we get to a safe spot, we will call you and check in,” Will told him.
“Alright. Please hurry.”
Will rolled his eyes again and looked over to Holly.
“You ready for this?”
Holly nodded. “I’m ready. I won’t freeze again, I promise.”
Will took a few steps toward the door that led to the warehouse. He took the flashlight in his hand and stuck it under his arm that held the gun, putting his now free hand on the door knob.
“Let’s do this.”
   
Like the facility Will had spent the last two days in, the warehouse was in pitch black darkness, only this building didn’t have a crack in the roof to bring in at least some sunlight the way the warehouse at Element had.
Will stepped through the door first, the little bit of light peeking through the door from the office windows allowing him to see to his immediate left and right that it was clear. He looked back to Holly and cocked his head, signaling her to follow him.
They could see the outlines of the large metal racking in the warehouse. In the distance, the baying of the hounds, but no Empties seemed to be near them. Will pulled out the flashlight and clicked it on.
There were boxes all over the ground. If he hadn’t turned on the flashlight, one of them would have fallen for sure, likely attracting Empties.
“It sounds like they might all be in the back,” Will whispered. “Near the room he’s trapped in. We need to figure out the best way to get back there.”
Holly licked her lips, the smack cutting through the silent air, and said, “Maybe if we go to the last aisle, and then walk to the back from there, we can sneak around and they won’t see us. I know the layout of this place a little bit. We should have a straight shot back there.”
Will nodded his head, agreeing.
They began their walk to the last aisle of the warehouse, stepping slowly so as not to make a lot of noise and attract any of the Empties. Will scanned the area in front of them with the flashlight, giving bits of hope in the utter darkness.
Holly tripped, barely keeping herself upright and somehow holding in a scream. She let out a small yelp, but nothing loud enough to attract any of the horde.
But when Will turned around and flashed the light on the ground where she had stumbled, it was much harder for Holly to hold in her emotion.
He quickly shuffled over and covered her mouth, as the light moved away from the decaying body on the floor. Even though he had grown immune to seeing it, a body showing up in the beam of his flashlight had startled him.
Holly turned away, burying her head into his shoulders. Will took the flashlight and pointed it down at the body. The head was completely detached, sitting next to the shoulder, lying flat on one of the cheeks. The face was battered and torn, and the flesh from the upper body had been skinned and eaten. From the hairstyle, he assumed that it was a man. There wasn’t much evidence left to prove otherwise.
“We gotta keep moving,” Will told Holly.
She moved away from him and they continued making their way to the last aisle.
When they reached a wall, Will instinctively turned to the right and saw four Empties on the ground, gathered around something. The flashlight grabbed their attention, and they snarled as they began toward Will and Holly.
Holly turned to run but Will stopped her, grabbing her shoulder.
“There’s nowhere to go. We have to take them out,” he said.
“But it will attract the others. And we aren’t even sure how many there are yet,” she replied.
Will shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We gotta hold our ground.”
He handed her the flashlight.
“Shine this on them so I can see them. Just give me light and cover me.”
Holly stood behind Will, aiming the light at the first of the four. He turned and put the rifle to his shoulder, taking aim at the Empty directly in front of him.
The shot rang off the walls and the solid floors, sending an echo through the 40,000-square-foot concrete warehouse. The Empty body dropped to the ground, and they heard howls coming from the back of the warehouse. They couldn’t be sure how many, but it sounded like a large group.
Holly froze and the light didn’t move.
Will turned to her.
“Holly, I need light,” he yelled.
She shook her head and snapped out of her trance, moving the light to the next, and then the next.
Only missing twice, Will finished taking out the small group.
Holly flashed the light to where the Empties had stood and saw what she thought were the remains of a stray cat, torn to pieces by the dead.
She turned and threw up on the concrete floor. Will grabbed the flashlight from her hand and shined it down the end of the aisle, hearing the growls get closer.
The light shone on the eyes of at least eight Empties, coming at them with outstretched arms and open jaws.
Their noises sounded as if they were surrounding them, and he turned the light to his right to see another group coming at them.
“Shit!” Will said.
He grabbed Holly under the arm, turned, and ran down the other end of the aisle toward the front of the warehouse.
It was a dead end.
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JESSICA
  
IT WAS A FRAIL SHRIEK. One that echoed through the house and represented the crumbling heart of a broken woman. A young woman burdened with seeing what lay in front of her.
Melissa turned from the front door and ran up the stairs. She took the right at the top and saw Jessica on her knees, weeping at the head of her parents’ bed.
Her parents.
Matt and Alexandra “Alex” Davies lay motionless on the bed. From where she stood, Melissa couldn’t see why, but she did see the matching red stains that flowed up the headboard and onto the wall. Above their bed was a black and white painting of a forest, and the dried blood added a dark element to the piece.
Melissa moved closer before having to cover her mouth and turn away.
The Davies’ each held a pistol in one of their hands while their other hands remained clasped together.
Matt and Alex Davies had committed suicide, lying together in their most intimate and vulnerable place.
Jessica wept, crying on the floor and utterly confused. Why had her parents taken their own lives? There were no sick people in front of the house threatening them. The house itself was untouched. Had they just given up?
The thought angered Jessica. How could her parents just give up? She stood up and began to scream, pulling her hair and shaking her head. Jessica looked at the dresser to her left and ran her hands down it, throwing all the photographs, jewelry, and miscellaneous stuff onto the floor. She turned the dresser over, watching the mirror fall to the ground and shatter. A flat screen television was mounted to the wall behind her and Jessica tore it off its mount, watching it suffer the same fate as the mirror, as electronic pieces scattered everywhere.
Melissa looked away from the couple on the bed, her hands covering her mouth as she cried.
When Jessica stopped wrecking the room, she went back down to her knees and lay her head on the edge of the bed, gripping the sheets and pulling them to her, biting down on the edge of them.
Melissa heard a crash and ran to the top of the stairs. She looked down and saw a hand coming through the door. She ran back into the room and put her hands on Jessica’s shoulders.
“Sweetie, we gotta go.”
“No,” Jessica yelled.
Sweat began to trickle off Melissa’s brow.
“We can’t stay here. That thing is almost in the house.” More banging. “And it may not be alone.”
Jessica kept her face on the bed.
“Just leave me here. Let me just give up and die here like them.”
A stern look came across Melissa’s face. She put her hands on Jessica’s chin and forced her to look at her.
“You’re not gonna do that to me, you hear me? You didn’t give up on me when I lost the love of my life and I am damn sure not going to give up on you. There’s still a life for us out there. And my son is out there. I need you, Jessica.”
Jessica looked at her parents. The intrusion downstairs continued.
“Please,” Melissa said.
Two beasts fought their way into the house.
While they were lucky that Ross Street had been mostly void of the dead, Jessica and Melissa knew that attention would be drawn to the home now.
The creatures stared up the stairs at the two women and howled. Jessica waited for the first one to make it halfway up the stairs before drawing the pistol and taking two shots to hit it in the head. The beast, a man in its previous life, fell back and sent its formally woman companion tumbling down the stairs. Jessica and Melissa hurried down to the bottom level, Jessica stopping to put a bullet through the head of the female, pinned under the male creature and flailing her arms everywhere. The gun sang and the arms fell.
Before running to the door, Jessica ran into the living room and grabbed a family photo sitting on the coffee table, as well as the picture of her and her mom off the wall, the one that Melissa had seen earlier.
“They are coming,” Melissa called.
Jessica ran to the door and took one last look back into her childhood house. It wouldn’t sink in until later that she would never be back here. But she wiped her eyes and ran to the van.
   
Melissa sat in the driver’s seat, waving Jessica into the van. The sliding side door was open and Jessica jumped in. The van was moving before she was able to slide the door shut or put her seat belt on, and the sharp turn out of the yard that Melissa made almost slung Jessica out of the vehicle. She held on and managed to shut the door, securing herself with the seatbelt once the van straightened.
More beasts had gathered on Ross Street and the two women knew that they were lucky to get out of the house when they did. The undead were walking over from the main street of the neighborhood, and blocked the entire side of the street that they had arrived from.
Jessica pointed to her right. “Go that way. There’s a back entrance out of the neighborhood.”
Melissa nodded and followed Jessica’s direction, moving away from the horde of the undead. They reached the back of the neighborhood with little resistance, and Melissa headed left down a back road.
“About a quarter mile ahead, you can take a left and you’ll see signs for the interstate.”
Melissa tapped the brakes as they approached the turn and moved the wheel counterclockwise. She saw the sign for the interstate and veered to the right to take the ramp.
Jessica put her head back against the seat. Like Melissa with Walt, she was allowed no time to mourn. The two women had experienced loss in similar but different forms, both extreme.
Melissa turned around and looked at Jessica.
“Are you okay, honey?”
As she was turned around, a deer ran in front of the van.
“Look out!” Jessica screamed, pointing to the deer.
Eyes wide, Melissa swerved hard to the right. The van lost control and began to roll. Jessica tensed and tried to hold on to the seat in front of her, but it was useless. The van flipped three times before coming to a stop right side up.
Jessica shook her head as the van ceased to roll. Instantly, her head hurt and her neck felt like a piece of gum. She put her head into her palm and felt the warm blood before the scent of iron hit her nose.
Her vision came back and she saw Melissa slumped over, her face in the air bag; she wasn’t moving.
When Jessica tried to free herself to help her, the pain hit like a fire in her shoulder. Her collarbone was broken.
Behind her, she heard a rumbling coming toward them. She looked in the rearview mirror and saw through the cracked window a white vehicle approaching them.
“Oh shit,” she said. If her only experience with the living, since everything had changed, was any sign of things to come, they were in trouble.
“Melissa,” she yelled out to no response.
The engine stopped next to their van as Jessica stirred, trying to come up with an idea of how to get out.
Multiple gunshots rang through the air. Jessica jumped, feeling the pain in her shoulder as her body jolted.
She looked out the window and saw the vehicle. It was an ambulance.
The passenger side door of the ambulance opened and she watched a well-built, dark man, pull a gun up to chin height and unload a clip into one of the beasts.
Their eyes met. He ran over to the van and looked through the window at her.
“We gotta get y’all out of there,” the EMT said. “Open up!”
   
Jessica sat up, disoriented, with little sense of where she was. Pain hit her shoulder immediately and she grimaced. A hand touched her good shoulder, giving it a slight push.
“Lie back, miss. You’re going to be alright.”
She blinked a few times and looked up to see the man who had pulled her out of the van.
“Where am I?”
The man checked her heartbeat with a stethoscope, found that her beats were getting back to normal, and wrapped it around his neck.
“You’re in an ambulance. The wreck was really bad. Your collarbone is broken and you likely suffered a concussion.”
Jessica looked around the ambulance and tried to sit up again.
“Whoa,” the EMT said. “Just relax.”
“Where is Melissa?”
He put his hand up, palm out, urging her to calm down.
“She’s fine. We called in a second ambulance to come get her. She was worse off than you. Knocked out. But she’s going to be fine.”
Jessica put her hand to her forehead, feeling her head wound for the first time. Raising her left arm wasn’t easy, but her right arm, which had slammed against the door and broken her collarbone, wouldn’t move up at all.
“My name is Lawrence. What’s yours?”
“Jessica.”
He smiled. “Nice to meet you, Jessica. Sorry it’s under this circumstance.”
Jessica couldn’t even crack a small smile, but she gave Lawrence a nod. He was attractive, and she wanted to smile, but in this moment of pain, loss, and grief, she couldn’t muster it up. Not even for the man who’d saved her, the second stranger in two days to complete the task.
A small bag sat on a flat surface near her and she saw the photographs she’d taken from her parents’ house poking out of the top of it. She closed her eyes, letting out a sigh of relief that the memories weren’t lost.
“Do you know what happened?” Jessica asked.
Lawrence filled his cheeks and let out a large breath. “Melissa, right? She must have swerved…”
Jessica cut him off. “I mean with the people outside.”
Lawrence frowned and shook his head. “We have some theories, but we aren’t sure. Watching them all fall down, it’s something I just can’t even begin to try and understand.”
Jessica squinted. “Fall down?”
He glared at her. “Where were you when it happened?”
Jessica thought back to the moment when the elevator door opened and she’d seen the frightened people on the 8th floor of the hotel.
“I wasn’t around any people,” she said, remembering the time lapse between leaving the front desk, going down to housekeeping and dry storage where she was alone, and then up to the rooms where she first saw the people who were sick.
Lawrence took a deep breath and crossed his arms over his knees, using his tongue to wet his lips so that he could speak clearly.
“I was out on an emergency call. My partner and I were called over to a recreational park where a man had had a heart attack while playing softball. Guess the guy was past his prime.
“I was performing mouth-to-mouth on the man when I heard a collective gasp. My partner, Robin, was down. I shook her, checked her for a pulse, and found that she wasn’t breathing. Chest compressions did nothing for her.
“When I looked around, I saw that most of the people in the park had fallen. Everyone who didn’t fall just stood there, confused and frightened.
“Then, moments later, it happened.”
“The bodies rose?” Jessica said.
Lawrence nodded.
“I was lucky. I was distracted, in utter shock of everything, as I watched people begin to eat people. Then, Robin grabbed me. I honestly don’t remember how I got away, but I did.”
“Oh my God!” Jessica said.
Lawrence laughed. “Something tells me He was involved.”
Jessica cocked her head. “God?”
Lawrence shrugged. “That’s my theory at least. I believe in the book of Revelation. And I think we witnessed the Rapture. Only, while the Bible describes people disappearing, I think only their souls disappeared. And that thing we see left is nothing but a vacant shell.”
Jessica only listened, didn’t respond. Her faith had always been shaky at best, and the past 48 hours hadn’t done much to help it.
“Anyways, I was able to get a small group of survivors into the ambulance and head back to the hospital. That’s where we’re headed.”
“Is it safe?”
Lawrence nodded. “We were able to quarantine ourselves in the west wing of the building. We aren’t strong in numbers, but we have power, supplies, food. You’ll be taken care of there.”
Jessica lay her head down and let out a sigh.
Turning away from Jessica, Lawrence began to put together a syringe. He loaded it and flicked it twice, making sure the medicine was set.
“We will be there soon, but I want to give you an anesthetic. You need to sleep and you won’t be able to through the pain. This should put you out enough where we can work on you once we get there, in just a few minutes. This isn’t our normal procedure, but I don’t think that much matters anymore.”
Jessica smiled.
“Thank you,” she told him.
Lawrence smiled back. “Just relax.”
He found a vein in her arm and injected the anesthetic into it.
Within moments, the roof of the van became cloudy. Jessica’s head fell over and the last thing she saw before she fell asleep was the picture of her parents’ smiling faces, hanging out of the bag.
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WILL
  
WHEN THEY REACHED the front of the aisle, Will realized the racking extended all the way to the wall, trapping them. He flashed the light at the racks and saw that each rack was filled with pallets of large, metal blocks.
He tried to move one of the pallets so that they could duck through the racks, but it didn’t budge.
The Empties, now in a group of nearly twenty, inched closer by the moment.
“What are we gonna do?” Holly cried.
Will looked up. He threw the gun around to his back and looked over to Holly.
“Shine the light up there.”
Holly pointed the light at the racks and Will climbed five feet to the second level, standing on the orange beam and using the objects on the pallet next to him for balance.
“Come on!” he yelled down, reaching his hand down to help her up.
She grabbed his hand and Will pulled her up to the second level of the racking. Holly flashed the light down to see the Empties only yards away.
“We have to get higher,” Will said.
He reached up and grabbed the beam above his head, pulling himself up, thankful for the pull-up bar under his bathroom door at home. One of the pallets at the top was empty, and Will spread across it on his belly, extending his arms down to Holly.
When she reached up, she slipped on one of the slick metal beams.
Will reached down and caught the arm of the screaming girl just as she was about to fall. He had a tight hold on her forearms and worked to pull her up, grimacing as his biceps bulged through his shirt.
Below her, one of the Empties screamed back at her, grabbing her legs.
She began to panic, kicking her legs as she felt the slimy dead hands wrap around her ankles.
“I’ve got you!” Will yelled. “Hang on!”
It began to dig its worn nails into her calf as it scratched and pulled. Holly let out a scream that echoed through the facility, tears rolling down her face.
Will grunted as he pulled, fighting the surprising strength of the creature below. Her frantic kicking wasn’t making things any easier, either.
Rapid shots rang through the air as Empties at the back of the pack began to fall. Will could only see black outlines disappear, and he heard each let out a grizzly yell as they hit the concrete.
The Empty let go of Holly’s leg and Will finally pulled her up to the top level.
The gunshots of a semi-automatic weapon continued to scream off the walls.
Will pointed the light down to the ground and saw the creature that had a grip on Holly fall to the ground, losing its head in the process.
Once he knew that Holly was secure, Will panned the light across the ground, seeing the collection of dead bodies stacked in rows on the ground.
Will shined the light a little further on and saw a black man carrying an assault rifle and looking up at them.
Holly squinted her eyes.
“Marcus?”
The man nodded and let out an echoing laugh.
   
The three of them moved back into the office part of the building where there was light.
With a smile across his face and the assault rifle over his shoulder, Marcus followed Will and Holly through the door into the office. He wore a neatly kempt mustache on his face and had matching hair on his chin, though they didn’t connect. His eyes were as bright as his smile, but his scent was dull and reeked of his reality—several hours trapped in a small room.
Marcus gave Holly a hug, letting his chin rest on her shoulder. “It’s good to see you, Ms. McNeil.”
“Likewise,” she said back.
They broke their embrace and Marcus looked over to Will, extending his hand to him.
“Thanks,” Marcus said.
Will chuckled as he accepted the hand. “I should be thanking you.”
Marcus shook his head. “Nah, man. You all distracted them long enough for me to get out of there. Once I heard the gunshots, I put my ear to the door. The scratching and awful scream of those things stopped pretty quick after the shots. I counted to a hundred then got out of the room and came to find y’all.”
“Well, thanks, regardless,” Will said.
Marcus nodded. He looked over to Holly. “How is everyone else?”
She bowed her head and didn’t respond.
“They’d be doing a lot better if that asshole wasn’t over there holding a leash on everyone,” Will chimed in.
“What?” Marcus asked.
“That asshole, David Ellis,” Will said with a smile.
Marcus approached Will, glaring at him the entire time he moved closer. He stood about a foot away from Will now.
“You ever think that maybe you’re the asshole?” Marcus asked.
Will scoffed and said, “Yeah. The asshole who just saved your shit ‘cause that pussy didn’t wanna come do it.”
Marcus threw Will against the wall and pressed his forearm against Will’s throat, pinning him against the drywall.
“I don’t know who the fuck you are, man, but I’m not gonna let you talk about my friend like that, okay? David is a good man,” Marcus said.
Will was hardly able to get a small chuckle out through the arm on his throat. “Yeah? Well, if that prick is your idea of a friend, maybe I should have just let those things tear your ass apart.”
Anger spread across Marcus’ face and he sent a soaring left through the air and connected with the right side of Will’s face, just below his eye.
“Marcus! Marcus, stop!” Holly yelled.
He turned and looked at her.
“He’s right, Marcus,” she said. “It’s not the same. He isn’t the same.”
“What do you mean?” Marcus asked.
She began to sob, lightly. “He’s over there trying to control everyone. Tell everyone what to do.”
“He’s the boss,” Marcus said.
She shook her head. “No, Marcus. This is different. He’s acting like some kind of dictator or mayor or something. Like he’s trying to start a new community within that fucking building and make himself the king. Besides, you think he’s still our boss?”
Holly went to the window and pulled the blinds down.
“Look outside, Marcus,” she continued. “You think that job titles really fucking matter now?”
Marcus looked at her, his eyes slanted and stern. Then, he looked away with pouty lips as he tried to digest everything she was saying.
She had begun to tear up, not convinced she was getting through to him.
“For Christ’s sake, Marcus. He pulled a gun on me.”
His head turned quickly toward her right as the radio on his belt began to buzz.
“Anyone there? Over,” David Ellis said through the walkie.
Not letting his eyes leave Holly and keeping Will pinned against the wall, Marcus slowly reached for the radio and pressed the button with his worn thumb.
“David. It’s Marcus. I’m out. Over.”
   
Will reached up, grabbing onto Jonas’ forearm and pulling himself up into the warehouse while the Empties remained distracted behind him by the road flare in the parking lot, the flare still spraying red sparks and smoke into the sky.
He looked over to see David and Marcus embracing, as if they hadn’t seen each other since high school. Holly had taken a seat to Will’s left, still trying to allow her nerves to recover from all she had seen and experienced during the impromptu rescue mission.
Jonas reached out his hand to Will and waved his fingers toward himself.
“I don’t think you’ll be needing that anymore,” Jonas said, looking at the gun.
Will looked at the rifle, reluctant to give it back. He had no trust for the people around him and hated the situation he was in, but knew that he was probably left with little choice but to hand the weapon over. He wasn’t going to start firing at everyone—he’d be dead within seconds—so he let the strap of the rifle slide off his shoulder and he handed it to Jonas.
Removing his hand from Marcus’ shoulder, David walked over to Will, smiling. He reached his hand out, offering it to Will in a kind of thank you or truce.
Will stood there for a moment, unsure what to do or think. He had no trust for this man. In fact, he hated him. A kind of hate that his humble blood had never felt for anyone else.
Reluctantly, he put his hand out and grasped David’s.
“Thank you,” David said.
Will nodded.
As Will loosened the grip of the handshake, David tightened it suddenly, pulling Will toward him and slamming his left fist into Will’s stomach as hard as he could.
Will let out a grunt and leaned over, gripping the pain in his stomach.
David brought his knee up across Will’s face, sending him to the ground. Will could barely move. He rolled on the ground, holding his stomach and writhing.
The crowd behind David began to rustle. Holly jumped out of her chair, screaming, and ran toward Will.
“Get her!” David commanded two of the other men in the room.
They came over and picked Holly up under her arms, moving her away from Will.
David leaned down and turned Will over at the edge of the dock, digging his knee into the middle of Will’s back with all his weight.
“What are you doing, David?” Marcus asked, walking toward him.
Jonas stepped in front of Marcus, shaking his head from side to side.
Marcus stepped back, looking down to the gun pointed at his stomach. He looked back up and glared at Jonas, a look of disgust in his eyes.
David used his strength to slide Will’s body across the smooth concrete of the warehouse floor, leaving Will’s head hanging over the edge of the dock, exposed to the world.
Holly kept screaming uncontrollably, piercing the air.
David rolled his eyes and turned around. “Take her inside!”
The two men carried Holly into another part of the building, her screams becoming a faint, white noise.
David grabbed Will’s head up by his hair. One of his eyes was nearly swollen shut, but Will could see the group of Empties only twenty yards away, still distracted by the flare. David leaned down into Will’s ear.
“You are strong, son,” David whispered. “Too strong. You must understand that I can’t have a threat to my control hanging around here, can’t you? We have to do away with that.”
“Fuck you,” Will said, spitting blood onto the asphalt below.
David pulled back harder on Will’s hair, making him groan.
“No. Fuck you, kid,” David replied.
David whistled.
Three of the Empties turned, spitting toward the dock. This caught the attention of the others, and they began limping toward the building.
Will tried to fight it, his head hanging over the edge—exposed—only six feet above the ground. He wiggled his body back and forth as David dug his knee harder into his back.
“David, don’t do this!” Marcus pleaded, Jonas still disrupting his path. “He saved me!”
“Yes, but he plans to kill me!” David said.
“Let’s just let him go!” Marcus said.
The Empties were limping closer.
“It’s not that easy, Marcus. This isn’t the same world. We have to do what we have to do to survive. Who’s to say, if I let him go, that he won’t just come back here and seek revenge on me for tying him up and forcing him to go get you?”
Closer. Dead arms beginning to extend.
“Yeah,” Marcus replied. “And I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him.” Hurt crept into his voice. “Let him go, David.”
The Empties were close. The first one could almost reach out and touch Will.
David licked his lips and grimaced, taking a tighter grip on Will’s hair.
He bit his lip and pulled back on Will, right before the baying creature could grab him.
Will rolled over and coughed, unable to catch his breath and in shock from his near demise.
David stood. He looked over to Marcus, running his hands together, holding the glare on him.
“Lock this piece of shit up,” David told Jonas, pointing down at Will.
   
The large man led Will into a small room, shutting the door behind him.
David watched the door close and then retreated to his office.
Marcus stood in the middle of the warehouse, looking out of the large bay door at the Empties. At the very left edge of his view, he saw a white car appear, moving down the hill that led into the industrial park.
“They’re back!” Leon yelled from the loading dock. Along with Jonas, he was David’s other primary member of security. He pulled a radio from his belt and repeated the same message to someone on the other end.
On the side of the building, there was an area twenty feet wide that extended all the way to the rear of the building, surrounded by an eight-foot tall chain link fence. Marcus walked to the edge of the dock and watched the white car pull up to the fence to his left. He jumped as Leon lit a road flare and threw it out into the parking lot to his right. The Empties howled and followed the flare.
“All clear,” Leon said into the radio.
Marcus heard a rumble and watched as the fence began to open, allowing the vehicle to drive through to safety.
“And that’s that,” Leon said, smiling at Marcus.
Marcus looked across the warehouse to the yellow door that led into David’s office. He could see him sitting at his desk with one hand to his chin and his other scribbling notes on a piece of paper. Marcus strode to the room and barged through the closed door.
David looked up from his notes to Marcus, laying his palms flat on the desk.
“What the hell are you doing, David?” Marcus asked.
David shook his head, smiling, and looked back down at his papers.
Marcus brought his fist down onto the desk, knocking over a cup full of pens.
“Answer me!”
Jonas, back from tying up Will, approached the window with Leon. David looked up and waved them off, signaling to them that everything was okay.
David sighed and put his palm up, pointing toward the chair at the front of his desk.
“Have a seat, Marcus.”
The chair in front of him was a standard wooden office guest chair with an ugly blue cushion. Marcus pulled the back of the chair and sat down, never letting his eyes leave David’s.
David licked his lips, supported himself on the desk with his elbows, and leaned toward Marcus.
“You have to understand something, Marcus,” he began. “I have nothing but the best intentions for all of you. You realize that, right?”
Marcus nodded. “Yeah, but…”
David cut him off, holding his index finger into the air.
“Rich and Mike have made multiple trips out there. And the news they have brought back hasn’t been pretty.” David grabbed his coffee mug and took a sip, the steam rising in front of his face. “The world has changed, Marcus. And we have to change with it.”
Marcus shrugged and shook his head. “Okay, but what does any of this have to do with holding that innocent guy hostage in there?”
David clasped his hands together. He looked out the window of his office and saw the people, his people, each in their assigned position, doing as he asked. The power brought a certain tingle through him; it was almost an erotic, arousing sensation.
“He’s a threat, Marcus.”
Marcus squinted his face. “To what? Your little kingdom here?”
David leaned back. “You’ll see, Marcus. Just be patient, friend.”
The eyes of Marcus’ friend had changed. He saw it now, just like Holly had warned him in the building next door. He slowly rose from his chair, pushing it back under the desk.
“Okay,” Marcus said softly.
Hands in his pockets, he turned and headed for the door, knowing that those eyes stared into the center of his back the entire time.
Before he made his exit, Marcus turned back to David and asked him one more question.
“Did you put a gun to Holly’s head?”
For a moment, David remained quiet. He ran his fingers over the stubble on his chin as he tried to read the reasoning behind Marcus’ question by looking into his eyes.
“Whatever it takes,” David said as he looked back down to what he was writing.
Marcus shook his head and exited the room.
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GABRIEL
  
“DYLAN, JUST SIT BACK!” Gabriel commanded.
The boy kept leaning into the front seat, distracting Gabriel, who was trying to keep the white car in his sights.
They were speeding past old vacant businesses in a poor part of town. There were abandoned gas stations, coffee shops, and boutiques lining the road. It appeared that most of the people who survived were following the house arrest brought down by the government. Everyone except the person in the white car.
In the distance, he saw the car veer off onto the entry ramp of a highway.
Gabriel exited onto the ramp when he reached it. He saw the car climbing a hill in the horizon.
When the car disappeared over the hill, he finally lost it. Gabriel drove over the hill, but never saw the car.
“Shit!” he yelled, banging his hands on the steering wheel.
He came to a stop on the shoulder, realizing he wasn’t sure where he was. Nashville was unfamiliar to him, and he had been so focused on the car in the distance that he wasn’t paying attention to where he was going. He only knew that he was on a highway. Like everywhere else, many cars had been left abandoned. There were a few undead drifters in the distance, far enough away to where they were of no threat to him and Dylan.
Dylan moved into the front seat. As he did, he saw something in the distance.
“What is that?” Dylan asked. He was pointing the same way the truck was headed.
Smoke rose on the horizon, not far from where the truck sat. Gabriel threw the shifter into Drive and pressed the gas with his toes.
A couple of miles down the road, he reached an exit that looked like it led to the smoke. He veered the truck to the right and took the ramp, dodging abandoned cars and more of the undead.
At the end of the ramp, he took another right and let the car creep down the street, his foot barely touching the gas pedal.
Gabriel’s eyes widened as he looked down and saw two black tire marks on the street in front of him. They looked fresh and he could smell the burnt rubber in the air. He let the car settle at the top of the road. On the corner, there was a sign that read Space Park East - Industrial Park. Gabriel saw that the road went for about half a mile with small buildings on either side before it hit a curve. The smoke rose still, further east from where they parked, but Gabriel could sense there was life down this street.
He pressed down on the gas and followed his instinct down the road.
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WILL
  
WILL WAS LOCKED in a small room, only about ten feet wide by ten feet long. The floor was carpeted, all four walls painted a slate blue—more than likely somebody’s office in the previous world. Now, it was empty aside from the prisoner. Above his head, built into the wall he sat against, was a window that brought in the pale light of the overcast day.
Jonas had restrained from roughing Will up more when he put him in the room, instead only tying his hands and stuffing a dirty sock in his mouth before leaving him sitting on the floor, alone.
Will suspected that Holly might be in a similar situation to his, perhaps even in the next room over. Clearly, David Ellis wanted full control of his camp. A disobedient flame like Holly would need to be extinguished for him to keep it.
Outside the door, Will heard footsteps. A door creaked open just down the hall from where he was entrapped. He heard the muted panic of a woman who sounded like she was gagged the same way he was.
Holly.
Will listened as her shrieks got louder before progressively fading. He closed his eyes so he could concentrate on her voice and estimate how far away they were taking her until her voice disappeared.
Then Will heard footsteps again. This time, they stopped in front of his room. He heard a click and then looked up to see the door open.
David’s eyes glared at him.
For a moment, he just stood in the doorway and stared down at Will. It was an act of intimidation, which Will found almost comical at this point. He sat on the ground, blood dried at the mouth, staring back into David’s determined eyes.
David entered the room, his boots clicking on the floor. He pulled a bowie knife from his pocket, which finally made Will stir.
“So you are afraid,” David said, grinning, as he waved the knife inches from Will’s face.
He pulled a cloth out of his pocket and began running it up and down the blade of the knife, cleaning it.
David knelt down with the knife in his hand, the blade pointed at Will, who began to squirm and yell through the sock. David reached toward him and pulled the sock from his mouth. Will gasped for air.
“I’m going to give you another chance,” David said. “While I see you as a threat to my agenda, I think that you could be of very good use to my plans here, if you want to be. If you play by my rules.”
Will caught his breath. Staring into the eyes of a man who had tried to feed him to the dead, he couldn’t help but question the motive.
“I have family out there. I have to find them,” Will said.
“You think you have family out there. But you don’t know for sure,” David said. He pointed toward the front of the building. “For all you know, they could look like those ugly fucks outside by now.”
Will’s blood went cold. He glared at David, wanting nothing more than to snatch the knife from the psycho’s hands and slash his throat.
“We can be your family, William,” David said.
Will let out a ‘pssh’ noise and then looked away. He stared at the wall for a moment before looking back at him.
“Fuck you.”
David let out a small laugh. He looked down at the knife.
“Wrong answer.”
He leaned in and put the knife to Will’s throat, freezing when he heard the shouting behind him from another room.
“Who the hell is that?” the voice shouted.
David looked behind him, letting the cold blade stay rested against Will’s throat. He looked back at Will and flashed him a smile
“I’ll be back to finish this,” David said, patting Will on his cheek.
He pulled the knife away from Will’s neck, stood up, and left the room, leaving Will behind to think about how much time he possibly had left in his life.
   
In the bathroom across the hall, Marcus peeked through the crack in the door at the hinges, waiting for David to leave the room. Once he did, Marcus moved quickly into Will’s room, being sure to quietly open the door and close it behind him, holding the handle down to prevent the loud click.
Will’s eyes got wide when he saw Marcus. He began to squirm and try to work his way out of the ropes again.
Marcus put his finger to his mouth, signaling for Will to hush. He walked over to him and pulled a knife out of his pocket.
Will pulled his head away, waiting for Marcus to take the knife to his throat.
“David send you in here to do his dirty work?” Will asked.
Marcus smiled. “Not exactly.”
He reached behind Will and began to cut at the ropes with the knife.
“What the hell are you doing?” Will said.
“Shut up and listen,” Marcus began. “Holly was right. That guy out there, that monster…that isn’t the same David Ellis that I know.” He kept sawing at the ropes. “We gotta get Holly and get the hell out of here.”
“Where is she?” Will asked.
Marcus nodded toward the door. “They’ve got her out there, tied up like you. I think David aims to make an example out of the two of you.”
The ropes came loose and Will took turns rubbing his wrists with his hands.
“Come on,” Marcus said, offering Will a hand to help him get up. Will accepted, pulling himself up and almost falling, his legs fast asleep.
They went to the door and Marcus peeked out to make sure the hall was clear.
“We’re gonna head to the right. We gotta make a quick stop before we can go get Holly. Follow me.”
The door opened and they headed for the armory.
   
Enough of the Empties had scattered to other parts of the industrial park to allow time and open space for the SUV to park at the front of the building.
Jonas looked back to David as he entered the room.
“Some guy is out there with a kid. Apparently, he followed Rich and Mike back here. He’s begging us for food and shelter,” Jonas said.
David nodded at Jonas and walked to the end of the loading dock. He looked down the industrial park to his right and noticed that most of the Empties had gathered around a deer that had gotten loose in the area from the woods nearby. Only a couple of them gathered around the SUV with the man and child inside.
“What do you want?” David said.
“Food. Water. Anything that you can spare,” Gabriel said. “I have a child with me.”
David spit on the ground below. He pointed out to the west.
“You couldn’t find any food out there?” David asked.
Gabriel shook his head. “Have you people been out there? Everything is being or has been looted. These things, they’re blocking the paths into stores and homes.”
David pulled out a cigarette and lit it, letting the smoke rise into the air above his face.
“I’m sorry,” David said, pushing the smoke from his lungs. “But we can’t help you. Now get the fuck outta here.”
When David moved, Holly could be seen behind him, tied up and gagged.
“What the hell is going on in there?” Gabriel shouted.
David turned around. He pushed his coat aside and pulled the gun from the holster at his side.
“Did you not fucking hear what I said?” David yelled.
He fired his pistol at Gabriel, whose eyes had gone wide upon the drawing of the gun, and David now watched him shield the young boy in the passenger seat as the window shattered.
The assault ended when gunshots rang behind David’s head. He dived behind a pallet stacked with boxes of white copy paper.
When he looked up to see what was happening, Holly was snatched away by Will.
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“ARE YOU OKAY?” Gabriel asked Dylan.
The boy remained curled up in the seat, covering his ears and barely able to hear his own crying. The gunshot had startled him and made Gabriel wonder what kind of man could fire a gun into a vehicle with a child. But another problem was looming.
The gunshot had attracted a group of beasts, the deer no longer a distraction.
Gabriel looked in the back seat and noticed that the passenger side window was broken, matching the one in the front seat.
“Dylan, you need to move to the seat behind me, okay?”
The boy didn’t move. He remained balled up, ears covered.
“Dylan! Dylan!” Gabriel shouted.
Finally, the boy looked up. He nodded hesitantly, worked himself out of his ball, and moved to the back seat, behind Gabriel and away from the open windows.
Gabriel threw the truck into Drive and screamed as he floored the gas pedal, running over three of the creatures before turning the truck around to exit the industrial park.
As he passed back by the bay doors of the warehouse, he saw and heard, gunfire moving in both directions. Then, he saw it. Beside the building, sitting behind a chain link fence, he saw the same white car he’d spent the better part of the morning chasing.
Gabriel shook his head, sighed, and hit the gas pedal, heading out of the industrial park.
   
“Man down! Man down!” Jonas yelled.
David sat on the concrete, his back against a pallet of brown boxes filled with industrial shrink wrap. He checked his body for wounds, not sure if he had been hit.
“We don’t want to hurt anyone! We just want to talk to David!” Will called out.
“It’s too late for that!” Jonas yelled, trying to stop the bleeding on Leon’s stomach.
“No one else needs to get hurt, Jonas!” Marcus called out.
David’s face went dark. He turned and looked over the pallet.
“Traitor!” he screamed out.
Marcus leaned against the wall and shook his head. He looked at Holly.
“Do you know how many people are here?”
No longer tied up or gagged, Holly thought for a moment. “Two men are outside guarding the gate. And then there should be eight more in here,” she said. “Well, seven.” She was thinking of Leon, lying on his back and possibly bleeding out from the gunshot wound to the stomach.
“David!” Marcus shouted out. “Leon fired at us first. I can promise you that we don’t want to hurt anyone. We just want out of here.”
David grabbed an assault rifle leaning against a wall a few yards away from him. He checked the clip to confirm it was loaded. David slipped the clip back in, pushing gently enough to lock it in place but still control the volume of the click it made. Jonas was knelt down behind a pallet beside him and David nodded at him. Jonas looked over to Mike and Rich, signaling them.
“We’re past that, Marcus! No one is leaving!” David said.
Marcus closed his eyes and banged his head against the wall three times. He wondered if he had made a mistake turning against David, trusting the word of Holly that Will could be trusted.
“Please, David! Don’t do this!” Marcus pleaded.
Will looked over at Marcus.
“I don’t think he’s going to give us a choice.” He looked over at Holly and then back to Marcus. “It’s us or them.”
Marcus nodded at Will.
David lowered his eyebrows as he heard the roaring engine outside. He looked through the loading dock door and saw the black SUV scream down the hill toward the building.
Jonas grabbed the radio from his side and began to yell into it.
“Guard the fence! Incoming!”
Then they heard the crash through the fence and the gunfire ensued outside.
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FIVE MINUTES EARLIER…

“We have to go back! We can’t leave them!” Dylan begged.
Gabriel kept his eyes on the road as the truck pulled back onto the highway. Part of him knew the boy was right, but he wasn’t prepared to go vigilante and try to help some people he didn’t know. His guilt kept him from responding to the boy.
They passed abandoned car after abandoned car and saw creatures lurking along the highway, the truck veering left and right to avoid them while Gabriel ignored the boy.
“Please! Go back!”
Gabriel stopped the truck on the shoulder and banged his head against the steering wheel. His conscience was catching up to him and he knew what the right thing to do was. He looked back to Dylan.
“That’s what you want?” Gabriel asked Dylan.
The boy nodded.
Three beasts approached the truck
Gabriel reached into the back seat and grabbed the baseball bat out of the duffle bag. He held it in his hands for a moment, feeling the comfort of the grip, before pulling his right hand off to confirm the gun was mounted to his side. Again, he looked back to Dylan.
“Then we do it my way.”
   
Drew Hilton took his hand off the end of the assault rifle for just a moment so he could pull the cigarette out of his mouth and exhale the toxins into the air. As commanded, he stood inside the fenced area at the side of the building, guarding the door in case Marcus, Will, and Holly tried to make a run for it. Four Empties clawed and gripped the fence, howling at him to open it. He shook his head.
“Ugly mother fuckers.”
He sat on the hood of the white hatchback while facing the door to the building. The cigarette burned down to the butt and Drew flicked it onto the ground with the others.
As he blew the last cloud of smoke from his lungs, he heard a noise in the distance getting louder. Drew stood and walked toward the fence.
His eyes widened as the black SUV came into view around the corner, and it was coming right at him.
Drew locked the rifle into his hip, pulled the trigger, and began to fire at the oncoming truck.
It didn’t stop.
His radio began to scream at his side.
“Guard the fence! Incoming!” Jonas shouted through the walkie.
“Shit!” Drew yelled, diving out of the way.
The SUV stormed toward the gate, launching two of the beasts into the chain link as it knocked it down.
   
The sound of the SUV crashing through the fence blew through the warehouse, and David’s group took it as their opportunity to try and catch the three rebels off guard.
Rich and Mike left their post and ran to the edge of the room, firing down the hallway toward Will, Marcus, and Holly.
Marcus was exposed, but quickly took cover behind the corner just as the men began to fire at them. He leaned against the wall and caught his breath. They were at the end of a long hallway. David had three men with him, one injured, a man outside, and the two women in the group were likely holed away in an office hiding.
Holly’s hand shook on the grip of the gun. She was holding a lightweight assault rifle and the barrel waved through the air.
“We need you, Holly,” Will said. “Just breathe.”
She closed her eyes and held a solemn grip on the gun.
Marcus turned his head around the corner again and Rich fired another shot, barely missing. He looked to Will.
“Give me some cover.”
Will let the assault rifle sit at his hip, the strap hanging over his shoulder, as he drew the pistol from his side. He reached his hand around the corner and began to fire, sending Mike and Rich behind a stack of boxes.
Marcus let out a breath and ran down the hallway into one of the side rooms, unseen by any of the men.
David, still sitting behind the pallet of boxes, signaled Jonas to join his two comrades. Jonas nodded, stood, and ran toward them, firing down the hall to cover himself.
Will and Holly were on opposite sides of the hallway. In order for them to move to where they needed to go, Holly would have to get across the opening to Will’s side.
“I’m gonna cover you,” Will said.
Holly was shaking again. Tears came running from her eyes.
“It’s gonna be okay. They won’t be able to shoot at you with me firing at them.”
She gently nodded her head.
Will counted down from five.
“Now!”
Will pointed his pistol down the hall and fired. Holly waited and ran across the hall. Jonas pointed a gun up over the boxes and shot, the bullet arriving just behind Holly and going into the wall. She fell to the ground.
“Come on!” Will said, leaning over to pick her up. They hurried down the hall.
David stood and the men were silent. They could hear the footsteps hurrying down the hall. He pointed that way.
“After them!”
   
Gabriel opened the door to the SUV and saw the man he had nearly run over lying face down on the concrete. He walked over and nudged Drew with his foot; he didn’t move. Looking to his left, Gabriel saw two more beasts appear ten yards away from the gate. Through a radio on the man’s hip, Gabriel heard someone shouting, “Drew? Are you there?”
When he turned to point the gun at them, a boot hit Gabriel in the side of the knee, sending him to the ground. The gun flew out of his hand as he grimaced, writhing on the ground.
Drew pounced on Gabriel, landing two initial punches to his face while he had him off guard. Gabriel got his hands up, grabbing Drew’s shirt, and was able to block further punches.
When Drew reached for the pistol, Gabriel brought his right hand off of Drew’s shoulder and landed a punch right below his left eye. The blow sent Drew rolling off of him and he landed directly on top of his gun.
Gabriel rolled over onto his knees and lunged at Drew just as he pulled out the pistol. Gabriel hit his arm, forcing the bullet wide, under him instead of through him.
He shifted his weight onto Drew, pinning the arm with the gun down to the ground as they fought each other with their other arms.
Gabriel lost his balance and leaned too far into Drew, who took the chance to deliver a head butt to Gabriel, the crack of his nose ringing in Drew’s ear.
Drew stumbled to his feet, his back to the fence, and looked down at Gabriel. He wiped blood away from his mouth, smiling as he looked down at the iron substance on the back of his hand.
Gabriel just stared through Drew, supporting himself on his right elbow and holding his left arm up, surrendering.
Drew smiled. He brought the handgun up and pointed it down between Gabriel’s eyes. “You lose,” Drew said.
Gabriel tensed his body and closed his eyes.
Two creatures pulled Drew down from behind, just as he was about to pull the trigger. He got one shot off, but it sang through the air, flying over the building. They followed him to the ground, pouncing on his face.
Gabriel watched the scene in horror as Drew drowned under the bodies, waving his arms in the air and pleading for help. He listened to the terror in the man’s final screams.
The gun was pinned under the undead; there would be no getting it. Gabriel had mistakenly placed the shotgun he had gotten at the sporting goods store in the very back part of the SUV, and with the beasts lurking, had no time to grab it. Gabriel saw the baseball bat lying in the front seat. He reached through the door and grabbed it, the cannibal distracted with the fresh meal of living flesh.
Gabriel opened the door to the warehouse as the screaming stopped, confirming the beasts had done their job with no need for him to look back.
   
The rest of the warehouse became eerily quiet as the three men ran down the hall after the rebels. David could hear the echo of the click of his boots as he got to his feet. He walked to the center of the room just as Marcus came around the corner pointing a pistol at him.
David returned the favor, bringing his gun up to eye level with Marcus.
The two men stared at each other, each moving to their right.
Marcus spoke first.
“We don’t have to do this, David.”
David smiled. He cocked his head to the side, the joints in his neck cracking, which he followed with a shoulder shrug.
“It’s too late. It’s done.” David continued to shuffle to the side. “What do you think is going to happen when they find that piece of shit and that traitor bitch?” David asked, speaking of Will and Holly.
Sweat dripped down Marcus’ cheek. He didn’t want to shoot David. The two had been friends for years and when times had been tough for him, David had given him an opportunity to start over. In this tense stare down, looking down the barrel of a gun, Marcus remembered this, and guilt came over him.
Slowly, Marcus let his arm fall to the side. He knelt down, never letting his eyes leave David’s, and set the gun on the concrete floor of the warehouse. Straightening his knees, he lifted his hands to the air.
“Come on, David. Let’s just talk.”
Keeping his hands up, Marcus began to move toward David.
“Put the gun down, David. We can end this.”
David laughed. He waved the gun in the air like he was leading an orchestra through Beethoven’s 9th Symphony.
“End this?” David scoffed. “End this? The end is here, Marcus.” He pointed to the open loading dock door. “Look outside!”
His reaction was to follow David’s movements and look outside, and when he did, David fired.
Marcus stepped back, shocked by the sudden impact, and clutched the right side of his chest right below his collarbone. He looked at David and fell to the ground, landing on his rear and holding himself up with his left palm while his right continued to try and stop the bleeding from the black hole in his chest.
David took his time approaching Marcus. He let his eyes leave him to look outside and watch the Empties move aimlessly around the parking lot. The vastness of how much the world had changed hit him in this moment. Outside, people roamed, void of any soul or thought. And though he could still put together coherent thoughts, he felt that perhaps his own soul had passed. He’d come to a place where one of his best friends was bleeding from a gunshot wound that he’d inflicted himself. The moment saddened him, but only briefly, before his cold desire for power crept back in.
He stared down at Marcus, whose eyes were glazing over.
“Who the hell are you?” Marcus asked.
From the back of the building, there was an explosion that shook the floor, causing David to lose his balance, but not quite enough of a shock for him to fall. He smiled, sure that his soldiers had carried out their duty and ended the rebellion in a swift manner.
He looked at Marcus and gave him a grim, cold smile.
David cocked the pistol.
“I am the devil.”
Footsteps were followed by a scream behind him, and right as David turned, a wooden baseball bat connected with the side of his neck, sending him down to the ground. He was out cold.
Marcus looked up and stared into Gabriel’s eyes.
David lay between them in the fetal position, not moving.
Gabriel gripped the bat with both hands, staring down at the black man bleeding from his chest.
Marcus reached for the pistol, his eyes wide, and aimed it past Gabriel.
“Duck!” Marcus yelled.
Gabriel abided, falling to the ground just as a bullet went over him.
Marcus aimed the gun into David’s office, fired, and watched the glass shatter as Diane Baldwin, one of David’s other loyals, fell back, the bullet having hit her in the chest near her heart. She fell out of sight.
Gabriel uncovered his head and looked up at Marcus.
“Thanks,” he said.
Marcus nodded. The adrenaline abated and the realization of his wound returned as he rolled down on his side, grimacing.
Gabriel crouched over Marcus, assessing the wound.
“You need a doctor. Bad.”
Marcus let out a chirping laugh.
“No shit,” he responded with a smile.
Footsteps echoed down the hall and Gabriel took the gun from Marcus, pointing it that way.
Will came around the corner, his weapon ready, and the two men pointed at each other.
Marcus looked back and forth between Will and Gabriel.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Marcus looked at Will. “It’s okay, he’s with us,” he said, looking at Gabriel.
Will lowered his weapon and, moments later, Gabriel did the same.
Holly joined them, walking out from behind Will as they entered the room. She saw Marcus lying on the ground and rushed to his side.
“Oh, God. What happened?” she asked.
A towel sat on top of a box on the other end of the room, and Holly rushed over and grabbed it. She ran back to Marcus, knelt down, and pressed the towel over the wound as he yelled from the initial pressure.
Will looked down and saw David out cold next to them. He tipped his head at him.
“Is he dead?” Will asked.
Gabriel reached down and grabbed David’s wrist, checking his pulse.
He shook his head. “It’s faint, but he’s there.” Then Gabriel looked at Marcus again before bringing his eyes back to Will. “He needs a doctor. He’s losing a lot of blood.”
“I can help.”
The voice came from behind them and Will turned, pointing his gun at the woman across the room.
She raised her hands.
It was Miranda, the other woman in David’s group.
Will lowered his gun.
She walked over to them, keeping her hands raised to show her innocence. That she was unarmed.
“I was a nurse before I started working for this prick,” Miranda said, nodding her head at the unconscious David on the floor.
Will looked to Gabriel and Marcus.
“Whatever we are gonna do, we need to do it fast. We blew the back of this building with a grenade during a shoot-out. It took down a wall to the outside and it wouldn’t surprise me if it attracted some of the Empties.”
Gabriel squinted his face. “Empties?”
Will shook his head. “I’ll explain later. You got a way for us to get out of here?”
Gabriel pointed to the side of the building. “There’s a door that leads out to the side. I’ve got an SUV that we should all be able to squeeze into. Some of those things. Empties, you said? They’re probably out there. I’ll have to jumpstart the truck.” He looked around to the guns. “But I think we can take ‘em out and get him to the truck,” he said, nodding at Marcus.
“Who are you?” Will asked.
Gabriel stood. He tilted his head down slightly and extended his hand to Will.
“Gabriel. Gabriel Alexander.”
Will took his hand. “Will Kessler.”
“Well, Will,” Gabriel said. “Whatever we are gonna do, we need to do it.”
“Did you say you have to jumpstart your truck?” Marcus asked.
Gabriel nodded.
Marcus reached into his pocket, pulled out his keys, and then threw them to Will. “Let’s take mine. It’s the white Escalade parked all the way to the back of that fenced-in area.”
Simultaneously, Will and Gabriel nodded.
“What about him?” Holly asked, looking down at David.
Before Will could respond, Marcus did.
“Leave him.”
They looked at Marcus, and Will nodded, a sign of respect because he knew he had been close to David at one time. The words could not have come easily out of the injured man’s mouth.
Will looked over to Gabriel and smiled.
“You’re gonna need more than a bat.”
Gabriel returned the grin. “Nah, it’s more fun this way.”
   
There were Empties outside—six of them, to be exact. Gabriel and Will opened the door and cleared the path to the SUV, taking the Empties out one by one, while Miranda and Holly tended to Marcus just inside the building
Will looked to Gabriel.
“I’m going to pull the truck up here. Run inside and see if you can help them get Marcus out here.”
Gabriel nodded, heading back into the warehouse while Will jogged the ten yards to Marcus’ truck.
A few moments later, the three able-bodies appeared at the door, supporting Marcus. They loaded him onto the back seat of the SUV. Miranda joined him in the back, while Holly sat in the trunk area behind the back seat.
Gabriel looked at Will.
“Mind if I drive?”
Will shook his head.
The engine turned over as more Empties were beginning to make their way past the fallen gate.
Gabriel threw the truck into reverse and backed over two of the Empties. Marcus grimaced from the bumpy ride of passing over the bodies.
“Sorry,” Gabriel said, watching behind him through the rearview mirror.
“Where are we headed?” Will asked Gabriel.
“I gotta make a pit stop. I left something in a stranded vehicle on the highway.”
“Then where?”
Gabriel didn’t respond.
When the truck pulled through the fence and into the parking lot, he cut the wheel and whipped it around.
As Gabriel put it in drive, Will took one last look to the end of the road at Element. He saw Empties walking off the edge of the loading dock and falling face-first to the concrete, having gone in through the front door, scavenging for life that wasn’t there.
For a moment, the truck sat in front of David Ellis’ building—which had smoke rising into the air behind it, from the fire at the back of it. Through the back window Holly could see David still lying on the floor in the center of the warehouse.
She didn’t smile for him. She only watched him lay still as the truck pulled away.
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WILL
  
AFTER THEY PICKED up Dylan from the abandoned car Gabriel had left him in on the highway, they pulled off one of the exits a couple of miles down the road and found an empty quick lube shop at the top of a small hill, a space with no Empties around. Gabriel pulled the SUV inside and they shut the garage doors.
Will looked back at Holly, who was leaning over the back seat and running her hands across the top of Marcus’ head. Dylan had joined her back there and had instantly taken a liking to Holly, which was good, because she seemed to be good with kids and the boy needed a distraction to stay calm.
“How is he?” Will asked, looking at Miranda.
“He’s lost a lot of blood. He’s lucky. It looks like the bullet missed all his organs. For the moment, I’ve suppressed the bleeding, but he’s still in rough shape. But for now, I think he can just rest.”
Will nodded. He reached into his bag, grabbed his cell phone, and then looked over to Gabriel and gave him a nod toward the door, asking him to join him outside of the SUV.
They got out and stepped a few feet in front of the truck. The garage smelled like old, settled motor oil. Like the place hadn’t been used in over a decade. On a table nearby, there was a dust-covered packet of chewing tobacco and a black-stained work shirt thrown over a chair. The name patch still showed and read “Ricky” in cursive red letters.
Gabriel bobbed his head toward the pouch of chewing tobacco. “Wish that was a pack of cigarettes.”
Will smiled. “I quit a year ago. Just not worth it, ya know?”
“Would be right about now.”
“Thanks a lot for what you did back there.”
“Don’t mention it.”
“So, what now?”
Gabriel slipped his hands into the pockets of his athletic pants and hopped on his tip-toes for a moment, trying to stay warm.
“I’m headed to Washington D.C. My wife and daughter are there and so is the boy’s family.”
“Have you spoken with them?”
Gabriel sighed and just looked to the ground.
“I’ll be glad to take you guys anywhere you need along the way. But I’ve got to get there.”
Will nodded.
Gabriel looked down at the phone. “That thing work? I wouldn’t mind making a call. I lost my phone in the plane crash.”
Will cocked his head. “You were in that crash?”
Gabriel nodded. “We were the only two survivors,” he said, looking at Dylan.
“Shit,” Will said.
“So, does it work?”
Will shrugged. “I wasn’t getting a signal before. I just turned it off to save power.”
He pressed his thumb against the power button at the top and watched the black light brighten as the phone began to boot.
While he waited, Gabriel peeked around the garage. He put his hand on a stack of old used tires, the tread almost completely washed away from the one on top. On the wall was a calendar with a gorgeous blonde wearing a bikini that looked to be a size too small, minimum. Gabriel walked to it and checked the month: July 2011.
As he turned around, he kicked something. He looked down and his eyes lit up. Two red, metal gas cans lay at his feet, and they didn’t budge when he kicked them. He leaned over, picking up the first one and finding it half full. The second was almost three-quarters of the way full. Down on one knee, he unscrewed the cap, releasing the smell of pure, unleaded fuel into the air. He walked both cans in a farmer’s carry back to the SUV.
Will looked over. “Oh, shit. They full?”
“Almost.”
“Thank God.”
“Anything yet?”
“It finished booting, but no service yet.”
Will waited, licking his lips as he stared at the corner of the screen, hoping that the words No Service would be replaced with tiny, ascending columns.
Then the phone beeped, which made Gabriel approach and look over Will’s shoulder.
Multiple missed calls appeared, all from the same number Will didn’t recognize. It had an 865 area code.
“Do you know anyone in Knoxville?” Gabriel asked. He knew the area code from having had to call on clients there in the past.
Will shook his head. He pressed a few keys on the phone and re-dialed the number. It took almost no time for the phone to beep at him. He tried two more times with the same result. Disappointment: that’s what covered his face.
“Sorry, man,” Gabriel said, sincerely. He felt the timing might be a little too quick, but he asked anyway, “Mind if I try to reach my wife and daughter?”
Keeping his eyes to the floor, Will shook his head and handed the phone to Gabriel.
“Thanks.”
Gabriel couldn’t dial the number fast enough. Every moment since that crash he’d thought of his wife and daughter. Begged and pleaded to hear their voices, to see them again. He rounded his lips with his tongue, moistening them and tasting the salt from the sweat, then bit his bottom lip.
The phone rang once and he gasped.
Then a busy signal.
Frantically, he tried again. And again. And once more. All with the same result.
Will felt his disappointment. “Sorry, bro.”
Gabriel handed him the phone and went to the other side of the room, and then sat on a small, black stool with wheels. He put his face in his hands and Will allowed him to be alone.
As Will went to slip the phone into the back pocket of his jeans, it chirped. He looked at the lit screen and read: 1 New Text Message. After sliding his thumb across the screen, the message appeared:
Will, it’s your mother. I can’t reach you. I want you to know that I am ok. Your father and I went to a hotel in the North Carolina mountains. Things got crazy. With a girl now and headed to Knoxville. I hope to see you soon. Love you.
Will went to his knees, clutched the phone to his chest, and wept.





EPILOGUE
  
TWO DAYS LATER…

Down Interstate 40, abandoned cars lined the road and bodies lay bathing in the sun, still warm, though winter was steadfastly approaching. Many of the bodies had begun to decay; their flesh had been picked from the bone by the Empty bodies, which still limped up and down the highway, aimlessly looking for more life to devour.
Lawrence sped down the highway, swerving to miss dead bodies and looking into the faces of the creeping death that wandered on the open road. Every day he did this and every day he had hope that he would find more survivors.
He worked his normal route, scared to veer from it due to the fear of what he might see. In the new world, the familiar was your friend.
The world had changed. And for Lawrence Holloway, the adaptation to his sudden new responsibility still overwhelmed him.
It was the first day in three that it hadn’t rained. The reemergence of the sun brought at least a little bit of joy into his day.
It had been a few days since Lawrence last found any survivors. Day after day of driving into the sleeping world without a hint of life had begun to wear thin on him.
Then in the distance, he saw something. It was a different movement. Not so much unlike the dead lurkers who moved unbalanced down the road, but also not much like them. More like him.
He pressed the gas, moving the ambulance down the road with haste.
It came to a stop next to the ditch, and one look confirmed exactly what Lawrence had hoped. It was a man. A living, breathing man. He had fallen off the shoulder and was lying on his back, his nose to the sun and eyes closed.
Lawrence rolled down the window.
“Hello?” he yelled.
The man didn’t move.
Lawrence jumped out of the ambulance. Forty yards away, four beasts weaved in and out of abandoned cars toward them. He ran to the man’s side and began to shake him.
“Wake up. I’m here to help you,” Lawrence said.
The man opened his eyes and brought his hands around Lawrence’s neck.
Lawrence gasped for air.
“Here to help you,” Lawrence said through faint breath.
The man loosened his grip, realizing that Lawrence wasn’t one of the undead.
Lawrence held his throat and gasped for his breath.
“I’m sorry,” the drifter said. “I thought you were one of them.”
Lawrence continued to writhe, shaking his head and waving the man off as if to say it was okay. He caught his breath.
“Are you wounded?” Lawrence said with a hoarse voice.
“Sort of,” the man said. “I’m mainly just hungry. Tired.”
The beasts were gaining ground, the position of the cars buying the men a little time.
Lawrence looked to them.
“Yeah, well, so are they. So unless you wanna be their lunch, I suggest that we get the hell out of here.”
Lawrence extended his hand and the drifter took it.
Lawrence opened the back of the ambulance and helped the battered man inside. He shut the back doors, making sure the handles were locked in place, and hustled to the cockpit. The creatures were in front of him, but instead of running them over, he put the ambulance into reverse and gave himself enough space to turn around.
“Why didn’t you just run them over?” the drifter asked.
Lawrence smiled and shrugged, staring at the blue eyes in the rearview mirror.
“Why would I do that? They were people. I wouldn’t run over a grave if I didn’t have to.”
The drifter looked away, putting his hand to his lips.
“They aren’t people anymore,” he said.
Lawrence shook his head and kept his eyes on the road.
The drifter reached to his side and wrapped his hand around the grip of the knife on his waist.
“Where are you taking me?”
Lawrence smiled and looked into the mirror again. “East. I’m taking you east. There’s a hospital there. It’s sort of become a refugee camp of sorts for survivors. We can get you checked out there, along with some food and a place to rest your head.”
The drifter let go of the knife and loosened the muscles in his face. The thoughts of slitting Lawrence’s throat and driving off with the ambulance went away. He wanted to see this hospital. This refugee camp.
“My name’s Lawrence. What’s yours, stranger?”
The drifter brought his hands together and rubbed them clean of the weapon. He looked into the mirror and smiled back at the young driver.
“Ellis. David Ellis.”
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