
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Paranormal Post-Apocalyptic Action Story


In The Scratch Sullivan Series

 
 Modern Digital Publishing
 Austin, Texas 



Copyright © 2016 by M.D. Massey.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.
Modern Digital Publishing
P.O. Box 682
Dripping Springs, Texas 78620
THEM Book Zero: Invasion/ M.D. Massey. — 1st ed.



CONTENTS
 
	 1. Chapter 1 Arrival

	 2. Chapter 2 Rattled

	 3. Chapter 3 Truth

	 4. Chapter 4 Break

	SUBSCRIBE TO GET FREE STUFF!

	About The Author M.D. Massey

	MORE BOOKS BY M.D. MASSEY In The Scratch Sullivan Series





1



CHAPTER 1
Arrival
I waited in a small copse of trees in the dark, watching over my campfire and listening for some sign that my pursuers were nearby. I’d noticed I was being followed just a few hours after I left Rocksprings. Someone had apparently been watching me and saw their chance when I headed out toward the middle of nowhere. Whether they were collecting a bounty on my head, or if it was some personal vendetta, I didn’t care. All I knew was it was them or me, and I fully intended to make it home from this little side trip to the sticks.
From what I’d seen the day before, they looked to be punters. Punters hated my guts, as I routinely disrupted their operations whenever the opportunity arose. They were the scum of the earth, slavers that worked the edges of the safe zone settlements, snagging lone travelers and other opportune targets. They loved snatching kids, as they were easy to transport and offered the greatest reward relative to their upkeep. Which was why I hated them, much more than they hated me.
There were three of them tailing me, which meant they were either desperate or very foolish. Most punters avoided me unless they were traveling with numbers on their side, so I suspected that this crew was made up of amateurs. I’d done nothing to let them know I was aware of their presence, so I was fairly confident they’d make their move tonight. The decoy I’d left under my blankets wouldn’t fool them for long, but it’d work long enough to draw them into my trap.
I heard them long before I saw them, which verified my suspicions that they weren’t very bright nor very skilled at their work. Once they entered the small circle of light that was put off by my campfire, I got a good look at them. Two males and a female, all three of indeterminate age, slight builds, and armed with a variety of hunting rifles and sidearms. Probably nothing worth scavenging but their ammo, which was a shame. But then again, every ambush can’t be all puppies and rainbows.
I decided to go in and work them at close range, since I didn’t know what sort of undead might inhabit the local area, and I didn’t want to draw in any nasties that might interrupt my sleep later. Anyway, I’d unloaded my rifle and left it out next to my bedroll, thinking that if it was missing it might tip them off. Of course, at this point I was certain that was never an issue to begin with, but it never hurt to be careful.
Time to take out the trash. I snuck out of my hiding place, tomahawk in one hand and Bowie knife in the other, moving as silent as death. The first punter motioned to the others that he was going to sneak up to the decoy, and drew a long, nasty looking butcher knife as he advanced. I tried to move around behind them before they discovered my ruse, but unfortunately, he moved faster than I did, reacting with an appreciable degree of shock when he plunged his knife two inches into an old rotten log.
What many people don’t realize about stabbing attacks is that crossguards on fighting knives are there for a reason. And that reason is, to keep your hand from sliding down the handle and onto the blade when the knife hits bone, as it inevitably will when you stab a person with significant force. Back in the days of law enforcement and criminal investigations, cops would look at a suspect’s hands to see if they had the telltale cuts indicative of a slippery knife and an overzealous killer. Never mind all the DNA that would be left at a scene because you bled all over the place while you were killing someone. Bottom line is, only an amateur tries to stab someone with a kitchen knife.
When the guy stabbed the old rotten log I’d left under my blankets, several things happened at once. One, his hand slid down onto the blade, and his palm and fingers were sliced open like a gutted fish. Two, he bled all over my blankets and started screaming bloody murder. And three, I ran up behind one of his companions and buried my tomahawk in her skull.
Unfortunately, as she dropped like the dead weight she now was, my tomahawk got stuck in her cranium, and it was wrenched out of my grip. I quickly switched the Bowie knife from my left to my right and stuck it in the side of the second punter’s neck from behind. As I watched the tip pierce through the other side, I grabbed a handful of his greasy denim jacket, pulling with that hand as I punched forward with the other, severing the arteries in his neck as well as his windpipe. He fell to his knees in front of me with his hands clutching at his neck, so I kicked him over and leapt at the third punter, the one who’d tried to stab me in my sleep.
In the time it took for me to take care of his friends, this asshole had somehow freed his knife, and he was now circling away from me on the other side of the fire. He’d also switched the knife to his one good hand, and appeared to know what he was about with that blade. Just my luck to get an ambidextrous assassin, I thought as I followed him around my fire.
The guy spat at me across the glowing coals of the fire. “Chinga tu madre, pendejo. You killed my cousin and my brother. Now I gotta cut your balls off to bring them back to mi papa.” He cursed me with a thick accent, which was common in this part of the state.
“Stupid is as stupid does, son. No one told you to bring them along on your little bounty hunting trip. Besides, if you were smart you’d have just shot me from a distance. Better odds, that way.”
He grinned, a gold front tooth gleaming in the firelight. “I prefer mi cuchillo. I like to watch the light fade from their eyes when they die–just like I’m going to watch your eyes fade, culero.” Dentists were rare but not uncommon in the settlements. Still, you had to have some influence or wealth to afford cosmetic dental work these days. I figured he’d stolen it from a slave, which made me want to kill him even more.
“Yeah yeah yeah. The clock is ticking, asshole. Let’s speed this up – I got a long way to go today, and I need to catch some z’s. So, are you gonna dance or sing?” At that, by the look on his face I knew he was about to lose his shit, and that’s when I knew I had him.
Some fighters, they have to know that you’re afraid of them. They get off to it, or something. So, it can really rattle their cage when you’re not scared of them, at all. But this guy, it just pissed him off, and he came at me over the fire with a snap cut to my face that he turned into a low, quick swipe at my midsection. I didn’t even bother to block it, and just faded back with a cut to his hand as the knife passed within inches of my abdomen. He was quick, and I got lucky with a shallow cut to his upper wrist. It wouldn’t cause him to drop the knife, but it’d make him nervous that I drew first blood.
Enraged, he advanced on me with a series of slashes and stabs. I continued to move back, deflecting the knife when it got too close and trying to cut him again on the arm or hand. Finally, his movements began to get sloppy, and I was able to parry his arm to the inside while severing the flexor tendons on the inside of his wrist. I then checked his arm above the elbow, pinning it to his body as I sliced his arm open neatly across his biceps and triceps. I followed that cut with a deep slice across his leg, just above the knee where the tendons attach to the bone.
As I finished that last cut, I was already moving past him, circling to his back while I watched him fold like a puppet whose strings had been cut. I pivoted and buried my knife deeply into his skull, just where it rests on top of the spinal column. He collapsed in a heap at my feet, and out of instinct I searched the dark for more threats. I heard nothing but a whippoorwill in the distance.
Satisfied that they were alone, I hummed a few bars of Hank Williams’ Lost Highway and set about the task of removing the bodies, before they attracted predators of an entirely different nature to my campsite.


I got to the settlement I’d been headed for a little after midday, and knew something was off the moment the town elder opened his mouth. He was a lanky, weather-worn old coot, with a pot-belly and breath that smelled like wild garlic and sulphur. As I walked into the settlement, he and two other men came out to greet me, while the women and children scurried off like mice to hide. I noticed that the men were well-fed. The women and kids? Not so much. I filed that info away for future reference.
The apparent leader spoke up as they approached. “You must be the hunter we sent fer. Don’t look like much.” He spat out brown juice in a stream that hit the ground a few inches from my moccasins. “But, I s’pose I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”
I looked them over for a moment before answering. The two men flanking him were avoiding eye contact, and the younger one looked hella nervous. I decided to focus on the leader and see what I could discover about this job.
“Name’s Aidan Sullivan. Folks call me Sully. And you are…?”
He spat again and squinted. “Ain’t all they call you. Scratch is the name I was given, like you is some kinda devil or somethin’.” He cleared his throat and looked around a bit, weighing his next question as if he were weighing my soul. “You don’t hold truck with none of them foul creatures, do ya?”
This guy was already getting on my nerves, so I had to remind myself of the women and children in the community. I’d reconned the area before walking into town, and it was about as ramshackle as they come. Nothing but a collection of mobile homes, storage sheds, and campers bordering a creek and some scrub. About as hopeless as a place can get, and considering how bad things were, that was pretty hopeless.
I’d gotten the tip about this job from some folks I trusted out in Rocksprings and decided to make the trip to see if I could help. Said some kid walked three days to ask for help with a revenant, asking for the hunter with the scarred up face. They’d promised to pass on the request if they saw me, so here I was.
The settlement was located way beyond the area I patrolled, so I was already going out of my way to help these folks. Considering how far I’d come to get here, I expected a bit of a warm reception, or at least some basic civility. The fact that this guy was an asshole didn’t necessarily mean I wouldn’t do the job, but if he kept up like he was I might be tempted to turn around and head back home just to spite him.
I decided to ignore his question. “Still haven’t caught your name.”
He scowled, then relented. “Elder Thompson. This here’s my boy, Clinton, and my son-in-law, Deke.”
I nodded at each of the men in turn as they were introduced. “Good to meet you. I hear you have a problem with a rev’?” Rev’ was short for revenant, a particularly nasty form of the undead that was a kind of cross between a zombie and a vampire. They were what happened when a vampire tried to make another of its kind, and failed.
Revenants craved flesh like zombies, the fresher the better, but they also retained quite a bit of intelligence and moved more like bloodsuckers. Fast, agile, and meaner than a rabid rattlesnake on bath salts. Not as durable as vamps though, so that was something, but definitely not anything that your average safe zone dweller would want to tangle with, which was likely why they’d called me out.
He tilted his head back and nodded once. “Damned thing won’t leave us alone.”
“For how long?” Truth be told, it didn’t really matter how long the thing had been hanging around, but I was getting hinky vibes from these people, so I was digging for more info.
He shrugged. “A week or two. Not long.”
I looked around the settlement. “Lost anyone?”
He answered with another shrug. Nonchalance about death and dying was common among the more isolated settlements. In a some of the larger and more established settlements, death could be a rarity, but out in the sticks it was a common occurrence.
I sighed. “Well, I can certainly help. But, there is the question of payment.”
He barked a short laugh and tongued his cheek. “Yeah, I figured as much. You’ll get paid in food and wares, just like you do in those big city settlements east of here.” He smirked at me like he’d gotten one over on me. “Yeah, we know your ways, even out here. So don’t think you can go gettin’ any smart ideas, wantin’ to rut with our females as payment. Ain’t gonna’ happen.”
The thought had never crossed my mind, but it wouldn’t do any good to say so. “Fair enough. Which way did the rev’ head, the last time anyone saw it?”
All three men pointed at the same time. “Northwest. That a way.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “Northwest it is then.”
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CHAPTER 2
Rattled
I’d already picked up the trail while I was reconning the settlement earlier, but I wasn’t going to tell them that. I asked them which way the creature had been headed because I wanted to see if they were screwing with me. Anything could happen out here, and did. I’d seen hunters killed many times, not just by the undead, but by the folk who hired them, for no other reason than to steal their gear and ammo. And, I’d seen punters posing as settlers to hire hunters, almost always for the very same reason.
Which was why it paid to be wary, especially when dealing with a group of settlers that I’d never worked with before. Surprisingly, they’d pointed me in the right direction; the trail I’d found headed that way. I still made a show of searching the ground for tracks as I left the outskirts of their little burg. I didn’t want them to know that I knew where I was going already, nor did I want them to think I was going to take them at their word without checking the facts.
After I had made sure they saw me picking up the trail, I followed it for a few miles to a small cave located in a draw between two low hills. Based on what I recalled of the area, the settlement was close to what had once been Kickapoo Cavern State Park, and these parts were dotted with small caves that could serve as natural hiding spots for a rev’ or a nos’. I didn’t particularly relish the idea of following a rev’ into a dark, foreboding cave, but a job is a job so I did it just the same.
Batteries were in short supply these days, but thankfully I still had a few hand-cranked and solar-powered flashlights that I’d stashed back before the bombs dropped. I only used them sparingly, partially for secrecy and partially for economy. Any artificial light that didn’t run on batteries was an item folk would kill you for if they knew you had one. Also, the bulbs wouldn’t last forever, even though they were LEDs, so I made every effort to use lamps and torches for light, whenever possible.
But in this case, I didn’t have time to screw around with making a torch, and I also didn’t know how long I’d be in that cavern. So, I pulled out my flashlight and cranked it up, and cautiously entered the cave.
It turned out to be a small cave, and frankly not much to write home about as caves go. It was also abandoned but showed signs of recent habitation. Twenty feet or so in, I found several animal corpses in various states of decomposition, as well as some older human bones and items of clothing. The carcasses that were only partially decomposed showed signs they’d been gnawed on with human-like teeth, which likely meant a rev’ or a deader was the culprit.
Not that I’d never witnessed a human eating raw flesh, but it was uncommon. Most folks knew that eating uncooked game was a good way to get E. Coli and salmonella, both of which could be deadly in a post-apocalyptic world. And if you were eating wild pig, which was common in these parts, you could get trichinellosis. It wouldn’t necessarily kill you, but you’d be miserable for weeks if you contracted it.
So definitely it was a rev’ den, albeit an abandoned one. Which in and of itself was weird, considering that they rarely gave up a hideout that was close to good hunting grounds. What with the settlement so close, I would have thought the rev’ would still be hanging around. I cranked up the flashlight again and headed toward the front of the cave to see if I could find any clues as to what chased the thing away. Sometimes a nos-type would chase away a rev’ and take over its territory. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t dealing with a vamp instead of a rev’ since that would change my tactics considerably.
Upon closer inspection of the front of the cave, I found an area where someone had been sleeping. Revs didn’t sleep, so it must’ve meant that a human had used this cave for shelter at one time. But from what I could tell, they’d been here around the same time the rev’ had occupied the cave. I didn’t see any signs of a struggle, which meant that either the rev’ had killed them in their sleep, or they’d somehow missed each other in passing. Possibly the human had used the cave while the rev’ was out hunting, never realizing the danger they were in at the time.
Or, perhaps they’d been inhabiting the cave at the same time? I’d never seen a rev’ and a human work symbiotically, although I’d seen vamps working with punters more often than not. In fact, that’s where a lot of the people the punters abducted went, to feed the bloodsuckers who inhabited the Corridor deadlands east of the settlements.
Vamps were smart, and they quickly learned what sort of things humans would trade for; drugs and alcohol, dry goods, gear, weapons, and the like. Since they could go anywhere at night with impunity, in some urban areas the vamps had developed quite the partnership with local punter clans. All the punters had to do was keep the abductees from getting eating by deaders before they could deliver them, and they’d make out like bandits on a good run.
Which explained why I liked killing punters. And vamps, for that matter. But I’d never seen a rev’ work with a human before. Revs generally only retained a rudimentary intelligence, and little to no memory of their former existence. And what little intellect they displayed was mostly instinctual, more of a predatory intelligence than real brainpower.
But was it possible? I had little previous experience to go on. I’d seen some settlements use deaders for the punishment and execution of criminals, but revs were too hard to control and too dangerous to use in that manner. Even so, something about what I was seeing told me that I shouldn’t discount the possibility. Moreover, it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I’d most certainly be on my guard moving forward.
Finding nothing else of interest in the cave, I picked up the trail a few feet further north of the cave entrance and continued tracking the creature. Hopefully, I could find its lair before it got dark. The last thing I wanted to do was to tangle with a rev and a potentially unfriendly human after dark.


The trail went on for miles, winding along long forgotten paths and deer trails through the rough Hill Country landscape. About an hour before dusk, I reached a large area that had long ago been cleared of trees and brush. Peering through the trees, I saw a dilapidated farmhouse and some outbuildings about a hundred yards across the clearing. There was also a dirt drive that the local vegetation was attempting to reclaim, and several junked vehicles that had been stripped of anything that might be of utility in a world where working oil refineries were a distant memory. All in all, the place looked like it had been abandoned for some time. Despite appearances, I took a knee and watched the area for any sign of activity.
About thirty minutes before dusk, I heard laughter coming from the other side of the house. It was faint, but it sounded like a little girl. I decided to investigate, and slowly picked my way through the brush and trees along the edge of the clearing, making an effort to remain concealed and to make as little noise as possible. I kept an eye on the farmhouse as I stalked around the far side of the clearing, making sure that no one was moving around who might spot me through the trees.
As I continued my slow, meandering course around the clearing, the girl’s laughter became more distinct. I also began hearing a high screeching noise, like rusted metal scraping on rusted metal. Once I’d made it far enough to see around the rear corner of the house, I was greeted with a sight that threw me for a loop. There was the little girl, playing on an old backyard swing set, laughing and carrying on as if she hadn’t a care in the world.
And there was the rev’ I’d been tracking, standing behind her.
I popped the dust covers off my ACOG and raised my rifle to my shoulder, sighting in on the rev’ through the optics to take advantage of the slight magnification the ACOG offered. As I got the rev’ in the crosshairs, thought I saw the thing reach for the girl, so I flipped the safety off my rifle and began easing back on the trigger, taking my time to get a clean shot that wouldn’t endanger the child.
Then, the damnedest thing happened. Instead of grabbing the girl, the rev’ gave her a small shove, to which the girl responded with even more laughter.
“Do it again, Belle – do it again!” she squealed as the rev’ gave her another gentle push. I continued to watch through the ACOG, stunned as I realized that the rev’ posed no danger to the little girl whatsoever. The more I watched, the more it became apparent that the girl was incredibly comfortable with the rev’s presence, and that the revenant displayed what I could only describe as affection for the girl.
I stayed there watching them in the moonlight for a few more hours, shocked by the revelation of what I saw, and yet still trying to convince myself that the girl was in no danger. All the while, I kept thinking back to the people at the settlement, and how cagey they’d been with me. Finally, satisfied that the girl would be safe until my return, I quietly slipped away and made a cold camp a few miles distant, determined to get a few hours of sleep before heading back to the settlement to get some answers.
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CHAPTER 3
Truth
I woke up early and hiked back to the settlement, sneaking to a vantage point from which I could observe the area without being seen. Before long, I was rewarded for my patience as I watched Deke head out in an easterly direction with a compound bow and a quiver of arrows. After taking the time to stash my gear under the thick foliage of some juniper, I stalked after him, making sure that I wouldn’t reveal myself to any of the other settlers.
I soon figured out where he was headed, and set up an ambush on the trail a short distance ahead of him. He didn’t even have an arrow nocked, and was paying little attention to his surroundings. Honestly, I didn’t know how some of these people had made it this far, considering how careless they were. I had no problems sneaking up behind him and placing the barrel of my Glock at his temple before he even knew I was there.
“Make a sound, and I blow your brains out and leave you for the vultures. Got it?” He nodded and let out a small whimper. “Now, let’s head off down this trail a ways and find someplace where we can chat, alright Deke?” He nodded again. “Start walking.”
I followed him to a small clearing where there was a small fire pit, a large sawn off tree stump that was stained to a dark burgundy and scored with knife marks, and a few log benches surrounding the pit. This area was where they cleaned their game, to avoid drawing predators and deaders into their camp. I motioned at Deke to sit across the clearing and took a seat with my sidearm pointing lazily in his direction.
I stared him down for a minute or two and watched him sweat bullets while avoiding my eyes. After I was sure he was good and scared, I began questioning him.
“Tell me about the girl.”
He sighed, apparently relieved that I’d broken the silence, and eager to save his hide. “I swear, I had nothing to do with that. Cyrus is the one who made the call to abandon her, not me!”
I glared at him. “Who in the hell is Cyrus?”
He gulped and let out a small, wet fart. It was an effort for me to avoid laughing, as this was the first time I’d ever literally scared the shit out of someone. “Uh, Elder Thompson. You remember him from yesterday?”
I let the silence hang in the air for a moment. “Yes, I seem to recall meeting him.” Deke grimaced at the thought that he’d offended me. “Why’d he decide to abandon her?”
“Because her parents got killed by some shamblers, and wadn’t no one wanted to take the girl in. So, Cyrus said the only thing to do was to leave her to fend for herself. She hung out around the houses for a few days and got caught stealing food. That’s when Cyrus sent two of us to take her out to the caves and leave her there.”
I almost shot him right then. Instead, I pointed the gun at him, resting it on my knee as I did so. “You mean that no one had the guts to stand up to Cyrus–or maybe just no one cared. So two of you assholes took a little girl out in the hills and left her all by her lonesome.”
He coughed and cleared his throat. “Ah, yessir, that’s what we done.”
“You say ‘we,’ meaning you and someone else.”
He broke eye contact and nodded. I could barely hear his confession from where I sat. “Yessir, me and Clinton.”
I chewed my lip and shook my head. “Deke, anyone ever tell you that you are a worthless piece of dogshit?”
“Yessir. They have.”
I pursed my lips. “Tell me why I shouldn’t just shoot you right here and now?”
His eyes widened, and he let a longer, wetter fart this time. “No sir Mr. Scratch, please don’t kill me! I swear, we had to get some help, cuz’ they was stealing all our food! Ain’t no way we can survive out here with them taking from us, not with all the mouths we got to feed.”
“Deke, you and Cyrus and Clinton don’t look like you’re missing any meals. Am I right about that?”
He nodded several times in succession. “Cyrus says the menfolk gots to keep their strength up, bein’ as we got to hunt for meat.”
I gestured toward the settlement with the barrel of my pistol. “Sounds like you blame an awful lot on Cyrus. Maybe it’s time you stood up like a man and thought for yourself, you think?”
He nodded with enthusiasm. “So Deke, say that Cyrus was no longer around–what would you do different around here?”
Deke looked like he was thinking hard in a sincere effort to come up with a suitable answer. “I’d share more food with the youngin’s and womenfolk?”
I grunted. “That’d be a start. And?”
He squirmed on the bench as if he were experiencing an uncomfortable sensation in his drawers. From the smell, I had a good idea of the cause of his distress. “I suppose I wouldn’t run off no youngin’s, just cuz they’s got no one to take care of ‘em.”
“You suppose, or you’re certain? Because I need us both to be clear on this point.”
He nodded his head vigorously. “I wouldn’t, Mr. Scratch! Not never again!”
“You mean ‘never again’ – ‘not never again’ is a double negative. But I understand your meaning.” I stood up and gestured for him to stand as well. “Leave the bow and arrows – you can come back for them later. Head back to town and take care of Cyrus. I don’t care how. I’ll be back to follow up with you by tomorrow evening, and if everything has been handled to my satisfaction, I’ll let you live. Deal?”
“Yessir, Mr. Scratch. That’s a deal.”


After I had watched Deke head off, I reclaimed my gear and marched back to the abandoned farmhouse where I’d seen the girl the night before. I needed to speak with her to get her side of the story, and before dark so I could avoid having to deal with her pet rev’. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do about that situation, so I decided to play it by ear for the time being.
I reached the farmhouse shortly before noon and walked openly into the clearing. I called out loudly toward the house. “Amanda, my name is Sully. I need you to come outside so I can speak with you. I’m not going to hurt you–I just need to ask you a few questions.”
A curtain moved back in an upstairs window, and I saw a flash of movement in the shadows behind it. I waited for several minutes, but nothing else happened. So, I backed away several feet and set my rifle on the ground. I pulled my sidearm from the holster and set it down as well, along with my tomahawk and my Bowie knife. Then I walked up closer to the house and spoke again in a conversational tone.
“I’m not going to hurt anyone, Amanda. Not you, and not Belle. I just want to find out if you’re okay, that’s all.”
Several moments later, the front door of the house cracked open just a hair. A child’s voice answered softly through the door. “You aren’t going to make me go back?”
I knelt down in the dirt of the drive. “No, sweetie, I’m not going to make you go back. And I’m not here to kill Belle.”
“But you’re a hunter.”
“Yes, that’s true. And I did come out here looking for a rev’. But now things have changed, and I need to ask you some questions so I can know what to do from here.”
The silence seemed to drag on for an eternity; finally, the door opened wider. “Okay, but if you try anything, I can’t say that Belle won’t get angry.”
I nodded. “Fair enough.”
Amanda walked out onto the porch and sat on the first step, straightening her faded gingham dress as she sat down. She was all of nine, or maybe ten years old, with bright blonde hair that had been recently brushed and pulled back into a ponytail, and scuffed white Keds that had seen better days. But, the girl was clean and didn’t look malnourished. In fact, she looked like she was better fed than the kids back at the settlement.
I cleared my throat and spoke up. “My name’s Sully–the folks in town told me about you.” I watched her closely to gauge her reaction, but she seemed indifferent to that revelation. “Amanda, am I to understand that Belle is your friend?”
She nodded sagely. “She is my friend. If it weren’t for Belle, I would’ve starved, or died of boredom. She’s my best friend and my only friend in the whole wide world.” As she spoke, four gray and leathery fingers reached around the edge of the door, pulling it open just a little wider. I’d kept a small automatic clipped in a concealment holster under my shirt tail, so I wasn’t concerned for my own safety. Even so, I shifted my weight slightly to ensure that my movement wouldn’t be impeded if Belle decided to attack.
“How did you and Belle meet?”
She smiled, just for the briefest moment. “Well, when they took me away from the town and my house, they left me by myself. I sat and cried and cried and cried, until way after dark. That’s when Belle came and found me. She took me back to a big cave, and let me stay with her.”
“Does she speak to you? I know you talk to Belle, but does she ever say anything back?”
Amanda nodded. “Oh yes, but only a few words. She says, ‘baby girl’, and ‘food’, and ‘eat’ – stuff like that.” She paused and looked sad for a moment. “I think she misses her family. I know I miss my family.” Amanda looked up at me and squinted in the sunlight. “You think that’s why we get along, mister? Because we’re both all alone?”
“Yes, Amanda, I think that has a lot to do with it.” I paused to get my next words right before I spoke. “Amanda, what does Belle eat?”
“Oh, she don’t eat people no more, Mister Sully. I taught her that was wrong, and all she eats is animals now.”
I rubbed my chin and considered what she’d said. “Hmmm. You’re sure about that, Amanda? Because if Belle were a danger to anyone, it might mean that other people would come and hunt her down. That would mean that you might be hurt as well, and I can’t allow that to happen. So, I need you to be very sure that Belle isn’t any danger to anyone else.”
“I’m sure of it, mister. She wouldn’t harm a soul. Not now, at least.”
“That’s good to know, Amanda–that’s really good to know.” The question was whether or not Belle would start killing again if anything ever happened to Amanda. But, one problem at a time. “Amanda, how have you survived so long out here when it’s just you and Belle?”
She laughed. “Oh, that’s no big deal. Belle steals all the food I need. And I don’t feel bad at all about it, not one bit. Stupid Cyrus, he whipped me good for stealing food after my folks died. Left me out here to die, and that’s no kind of nice at all.”
“Amanda, I have to say that I’m very impressed that you’ve survived like you have. Not many people would have done as well as you, faced with the same situation. I just wonder if you’d be better off with your own kind.”
A deep, throaty voice responded from the house. “Noooo. ‘Manda. Stay.”
I looked up toward the door, where I knew Belle was hiding from the midday sun. I had good reason for approaching the house in the middle of the day. “Belle, you know that even if I leave you alone, others may come after me. Can you hide yourself and Amanda from others?”
“Yessss. Hide. ‘Manda.”
I looked at Amanda. “And that’s what you want, too?”
She looked down and trailed a toe in the dirt and dust on the step below. “I can’t leave her, mister. Belle takes care of me, and I take care of her. And that’s how I like it.”
In all my years as a hunter, I’d never had to face a decision like this before. But, I couldn’t see any good reason why I should kill Belle and force Amanda to go back to the settlement and people who’d so sorely mistreated her. Sure, I could take her back with me and find a home for her, but what bitterness might reside in her heart if I killed her only friend? What evil might I unleash in a little girl, one who had lost everything, if I took away the thing she held most dear?
And, what if that thing loved her back?
Who would be the monster then?
I nodded once and stood up. “I guess that’s that then.” I looked around for a moment, trying to decide my next move. “Well, I suppose I have to talk to those asshats back at the settlement. Would it be okay if I swing back by later, to let you know how it goes?”
Amanda looked back at the doorway, and Belle was the one who responded. “Yessss.”
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CHAPTER 4
Break
I made it back to the settlement before sunset and found the same hidden vantage point from which I could observe the town. In the center clearing, I saw a body swaying gently from the bottom-most limb of a large live oak tree. It was old Elder Thompson, swinging from a rope, his face blackened and his tongue thrusting out of his mouth at a grotesque angle. I whistled softly, then stood and hiked back to the path into town.
I entered the village with my M4 at port arms, ready for trouble but not expecting any. As I approached the tree where they’d hung Cyrus, Deke and Clinton came walking out, their heads hung low, but at the same time not shying away from the deed they’d done. As they walked up to me, they made eye contact and stopped a few feet away.
Deke spoke up. “I remember when I was just a kid, and we had law around these parts. Cops and judges and such to keep the peace, and make sure folks did right. After the bombs fell and the shamblers started coming, old Cyrus just kind of took charge and he became the law. I knew it was wrong, but I was just a kid. What was I supposed to do then? I guess it took an outsider coming in for me to find my sack and do what needed to be done.”
I looked up at Cyrus’ corpse, swaying in the wind. “Well kid, you don’t do half-measures, do you?”
He looked confused. “Huh? I thought you said take care of Cyrus. So, we took care of it, just like you said.”
I silently reminded myself to be crystal clear in the future when dealing with people who thought I was going to kill them. But, like Cyrus had said, I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
“That you did, Deke–that you did.”
Clinton’s quiet voice filled the silence. “He beat me and my mom. And he used to bend me over and bugger me, too. Said it was my punishment. I’m glad he’s dead. Amanda never hurt no one, and she had every right to be here, just like anyone else. Weren’t right to chase her off.”
I stared him in the eye. “But you were afraid.”
He nodded, and a tear streaked down his face. “I was. But I ain’t no more.”
Deke patted his brother-in-law on the back and beamed with pride. “Cyrus tried to pull a pistol on me when I told him he weren’t in charge no more, and Clinton beat him across the back of the head with a two-by-four. Saved my life.”
Clinton shrugged. “I did it for all of us. It was miserable, living under his thumb. Maybe now we can live a little happier. If that were possible.”
I pursed my lips and nodded. “Stranger things have happened, fellas. Stranger things have happened. Now, let me tell you what’s going to happen from here on out–”


When I got back to the farmhouse, it was well past midnight. Amanda and Belle were sitting out on the front porch of the house, and Amanda was sipping from a glass of water while Belle brushed her hair. She stood up as I approached, nervous, yet also seemingly eager to greet me. Belle stayed seated, but even in the near dark, I could feel her eyes following me.
Amanda spoke up. “I’m usually asleep by now, but I wanted to know what happened.”
I chuckled. “Well, Cyrus is – gone.”
“Did you kill him?”
I shook my head. “Nope. Deke and Clinton did, although I think Clinton did most of the work.”
She tugged at the edge of her dress and looked at her feet. “Clinton was always friendly to me.”
“Well, you don’t have to worry about Cyrus anymore. Also, I worked out a deal for you with Deke and Clinton. They’re to leave food for you every three days at the cave near the settlement. I warned them that if they didn’t, Belle would likely come looking for them, and I suggested that she might not be happy about it.”
Amanda giggled. “I that scared the poop out of them, didn’t it?”
“Mostly just Deke.” I looked at Belle, then at Amanda. “Are you going to be okay?”
She nodded and smiled. “I’ll be alright, Mr. Sully. Don’t you worry none.”
“I suppose I can’t help it if I worry because this whole thing is new to me, but I’ll do my best. Now, I can’t promise it’ll be soon, but I’ll come back through to check on you before winter. Is that okay?”
Both Belle and Amanda answered in tandem. “Yessss.”


When I got back to the cabin several days later, I spent a considerable amount of time thinking about the way things turned out. I’d never had a situation in which I chose not to kill one of Them, and for the life of me, I couldn’t decide whether or not I’d done the right thing. On the one hand, my instincts told me that I needed to kill Belle and take Amanda someplace where she’d be safe and cared for, and where she could be raised by people who loved her. On the other hand, I couldn’t rightly say that she wasn’t getting that from Belle.
It was a strange and sad episode that I never shared with anyone, not my girl Kara, not the other hunters I knew, and not with any of the regulars at Kara’s bar. Despite my reservations, I made it back to check in on the settlement and Amanda several times over the course of the next few years. Over time, I witnessed her growing from a child into a bright young lady.
Each time I visited, I brought her clothes and books, and things that a girl might enjoy. And with every visit, I noticed a growing sadness in her. It was easy to see she was lonely, but Belle probably would have never understood, even if I explained it to her.
The last time I saw Amanda, she was no longer living at the old farmhouse, but instead had moved back to the town. She was living with Clinton, in one of the ramshackle houses there in the settlement. Shocked, but not surprised, I greeted them both and exchanged niceties while observing the way they treated with one another. I noted that Clinton took considerable care with her, and exhibited a tenderness that revealed how much he loved her. I also noticed that he had a long, wicked scar across his cheek that wasn’t there the last time I’d been through.
Before long, Clinton excused himself, saying that he had chores to do that wouldn’t wait. After he had left, Amanda and I sat on the tiny porch in front of their shack, talking about silly everyday things and avoiding the elephant that was sitting right there between us. Of course, I wasn’t about to ask her about Belle, and just figured she’d tell me when she was good and ready.
Finally, she brought it up. “Scratch, I just couldn’t do it anymore, you know? I’d go out during the day, wandering closer and closer to town just hoping to see some actual people, and then I saw Clinton one day, and I knew I couldn’t live with Belle forever.” She fussed and fidgeted with a loose thread on her dress as she spoke, looking out past the oak tree at the center of the settlement.
“How’d Belle take it?
Amanda looked down at her hands, sadness and longing etched on her face. “She didn’t understand at first. I was spending my days with Clinton, and nights back at the farmhouse–but Belle knew something was going on. When I told her that I was leaving, she just wouldn’t accept it. ‘Manda, stay, Manda, stay.’ She kept repeating it over and over again. Broke my heart.”
“Then what happened?”
“Then she followed me one day when I went to visit Clinton. How she managed it in broad daylight, I don’t know. It had to have been excruciating for her. Anyway, she must’ve been there watching us for a long time. We used to meet at the cave where Belle took me that first night.”
A tear streaked down her face, and I brushed it away with the back of my hand. “She attacked Clinton, didn’t she?”
Amanda nodded. “Tried to kill him. Would’ve, if I hadn’t stepped in.”
“Where’s Belle now, Amanda?”
She gulped, and whispered softly. “I buried her in that cave, Scratch. Right where she belongs.”
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