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   The Harvesting by Melanie Karsak
 
   It’s all fun and games until someone ends up undead
 
    
 
   "The world, it seemed, had gone silent. It was something we knew but did not talk about. We were alone."
 
    
 
   While Layla Petrovich returns home to rural Hamletville after a desperate call from her psychic grandmother, she never could have anticipated the horror of what Grandma Petrovich has foreseen. The residents of Hamletville will need Layla's cool head, fast blade and itchy trigger finger to survive the undead apocalypse that's upon them. But even that may not be enough. With mankind silenced, it soon becomes apparent that we were never alone. As the beings living on the fringe seek power, Layla must find a way to protect the ones she loves or all humanity may be lost.
 
    
 
   Join Layla as she fights for survival in the first book of this unique zombie apocalypse tale.
 
    
 
   Odium: The Dead Saga by Claire C. Riley
 
   It's better to die by the gun than die by the dead.
 
    
 
   Nina’s life was irrevocably changed when humanity’s dead began to rise.
 
    
 
   Now, she lives behind the walls.
 
    
 
   The barricaded cities, erected by the government to protect the remnants of civilization, have become a brutal dictatorship- causing the inhabitants within to starve, steal and claw for survival. Life behind the walls has become as terrifying as roaming the zombie-ridden landscape beyond.
 
    
 
   Citizens trade what they can to gain food, water, and shelter. Nina has only one currency—her body and she is tired of submitting herself to the greedy hands of the self-proclaimed leaders.
 
   An opportunity to escape presents itself in the fate of a young girl named Emily-Rose. For the price of a stale piece of bread, she is set for banishment from the city, and most likely a horrific death at the hands of the deaders. Nina tells herself that it is sympathy and not self-preservation that makes her follow the young girl out of the walled metropolis, and into the overgrown world beyond.
 
    
 
   Unused to fighting the deaders, Nina tries to scrounge for her survival and against her better judgment, begins to care for Emily-Rose. However, when you have a bread-stealing liability providing your only back up, survival seems even tougher. Nina is forced to fight for their lives, and with every zombie slain, she becomes fiercer, faster – a grim reaper with her not-so-sharp butcher’s knife.
 
    
 
   Along the path to a safe-haven that might not exist, Nina and Emily-Rose meet Mikey who introduces them to a new life they could not imagine, a life above the ground. However, this new world brings new dangers, and darker shadows than she knew.
 
   Nina finds out that the deaders aren’t the only thing to fear beyond the wall.
 
   And that fear will not be ignored, or Forgotten.
 
    
 
   The Good, the Dead, and the Lawless: The Undoing by Angelique Archer
 
   Haven Janero is twenty-five years-old and has a bright future of becoming an FBI agent when a widespread infection sweeps the nation, reanimating victims into walking corpses with an insatiable hunger for human flesh. Her dreams crushed and her world forever changed, she struggles to keep her loved ones safe and come up with a plan of long-term survival.
 
    
 
   Colin MacConnell, a kilt-wearing, bagpipes-playing, sword-wielding Scotsman in his early thirties, is visiting his father in the States, but quickly realizes that he may never see his homeland again when he is forced to go up against the undead. As society around them crumbles and lawlessness and chaos take over, they must fight hordes of ravenous zombies… and a dangerous enemy from the past who is hell-bent on seeking twisted vengeance.
 
    
 
   Sanctuary by Pauline Creeden
 
   First Place Winner of 2014 Gold Award Readers Favorite YA Horror
 
   First Place Winner of 2013 Dante Rosetti Award in YA Fiction
 
    
 
   What if the Biblical End Times unfolded in a way no one told you about and the rapture didn't happen before the tribulation began...
 
    
 
   "Makes you afraid of the end times again.” D. M. Dutcher for Sword Cross Rocket
 
    
 
   "Sanctuary crosses boundaries and borders and incorporates elements of all kinds of action and intrigue, from thriller-like adventure to a post-apocalyptic tale of life after aliens invade. Thus it will delight readers seeking something truly different, while disappointing those who anticipated a shallow, one-dimensional subject and story line." Midwest Book Review
 
    
 
   Left Behind for the Hunger Games generation
 
    
 
   In a heart-racing thriller described as Falling Skies meet The Walking Dead, Jennie struggles to find a safe place for what’s left of her family. But it seems as though there is no place sacred, no place secure. First the aliens attacked the sun, making it dimmer, weaker, and half what it used to be. Then they attacked the water supply, killing one-third of Earth’s population with a bitter contaminate. And when they unleash a new terror on humankind, the victims will wish for death, but will not find it.
 
    
 
   When the world shatters to pieces around her, will Jennie find the strength she needs to keep going?
 
    
 
   Z Children: Awakening by Eli Constant and B. V. Barr
 
    
 
   Our kids are no longer our future… They’re our demise.
 
    
 
   Humanity’s advancements in medicine, meant to eliminate disease and extend life, have led to a macabre reality of childhood vaccinations gone terribly wrong.
 
    
 
   Kids have transformed, changed into ravenous beasts that are nightmarishly quick, disproportionally strong, and void of empathy.
 
    
 
   No amount of planning or preparation could have saved the human race against this unexpected attack, centralized in the heart of every human home, and the U.S. is quickly thrown into a chaos of Z Children. By the end of the first day, the entire world is jolted into a veritable hell on earth.
 
    
 
   Yet, there are survivors- individuals who, by luck, skill, or circumstance, lived through the initial wave of destruction. These ‘lucky’ ones will join together, bonded in their quest for survival. They will try to maintain their humanity in a world where children have graduated from bubble baths to blood baths.
 
    
 
   And they will try to find an answer to the only question that matters: What will tomorrow bring?
 
    
 
   Indeadpendance Day by S. K. Gregory
 
    
 
   July 4th
 
   The infection begins
 
    
 
   Rachel and her family end up in a small town when it is over run by zombies. The infection spreads quickly and Rachel fights to keep herself and her little cousin alive.
 
    
 
   Teaming up with two soldiers, Gabe and Adam, they must try and escape the town before it is blown off the map.
 
    
 
   But will it be enough to stop the zombies?
 
    
 
   BONUS READ: Midway by Melanie Karsak, The Harvesting Series Book 2
 
    
 
   Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, for the beginning of the end.
 
    
 
   Carnie. Ride jockey. Roustabout. White trash. Tilt girl. Gypsy. Cricket has been called a lot of things, but she never thought survivor of the zombie apocalypse would be one of them. One day she’s barking on the midway, and the next day, the world is eating itself alive.
 
    
 
   Cricket, along with Vella, a tarot reader, and Puck, Cricket’s mangy mutt, find themselves running for their lives, but where can you hide when mankind has fallen? Cricket will need help if she hopes to survive.
 
    
 
   Luckily for her, we were never really alone, and apparently, magical forces want to keep this tilt girl alive.
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   The Harvesting Series, Book 1, Melanie Karsak
 
    
 
   It’s all fun and games until someone ends up undead
 
    
 
   "The world, it seemed, had gone silent. It was something we knew but did not talk about. We were alone."
 
    
 
   While Layla Petrovich returns home to rural Hamletville after a desperate call from her psychic grandmother, she never could have anticipated the horror of what Grandma Petrovich has foreseen. The residents of Hamletville will need Layla's cool head, fast blade and itchy trigger finger to survive the undead apocalypse that's upon them. But even that may not be enough. With mankind silenced, it soon becomes apparent that we were never alone. As the beings living on the fringe seek power, Layla must find a way to protect the ones she loves or all humanity may be lost.
 
    
 
   Join Layla as she fights for survival in the first book of this unique zombie apocalypse tale.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “If you ever need to slice someone’s head off, this is the blade you want,” I said as I lifted a curved sword off the table in front of me. “We’ve been practicing épée and foil so far, but tonight I want to introduce you to the sabre.” The practice sabre’s curved blade reflected the orange streetlight shining in through the window. A grant from the Smithsonian where I worked allowed me to teach my two passions: ancient weapons and their arts. “The sabre is a slashing weapon,” I continued and then lunged, showing the wide-eyed and excited students a few moves. “And in general, it’s my favorite,” I admitted with a grin.
 
   The students laughed.
 
   “Is that why you have it tattooed on your arm?” Tyler, one of my best fencers, asked.
 
   My hand went unconsciously toward the tattoo. The ink was a sword interlaced with other once-meaningful symbols. “That’s not just any sabre,” I said, mildly embarrassed. “Here, let me show you. I brought something special tonight.” Setting the training sabre down, I lifted a rolled bundle. I laid it down on the table and unrolled it to reveal weapons in various elaborate scabbards.
 
   “Some are épée, foils—you can tell by the hilt—a broadsword, a claymore, a katana, a scimitar, throwing daggers,” I said, pointing, “but this, this is a Russian shashka.” I pulled the shashka from the bundle. “It’s like a traditional sabre, but has no guard. She’s light, single-edged, wielded with one hand, and good for stabbing or slashing. Not awkward in close quarters like a Scottish claymore, but it will kill you just as dead,” I said with a smile. I unsheathed the weapon and gave it an under-and over-hand spin around my head, shoulders, and back.
 
   The students grinned from ear to ear.
 
   I put it back in its scabbard and handed the shashka to them. “Pass it around, but keep in mind it is sharp enough to cut a blade of hair in half.” I then turned my attention to Tyler. “Now, since you’re so interested, let’s see how you do with the sabre.” I tossed one of the training swords to him.
 
   Tyler, already in his gear, jumped up and lowered his fencing mask. “But you’re not in gear,” he said.
 
   I shrugged. “Hit me, if you can.”
 
   We stood at the ready, made the ceremonial bow, and began. Tyler was not overly aggressive, which is partially why he was so successful. He waited for me, moving slowly. He was smart, quick, and often tried to over-tire his opponent.
 
   I waited, dropped my sword a bit, and let him make the lunge. He took the bait.
 
   The swords clanged together, and we clashed back and forth across the strip. He lunged and slashed while I dodged and blocked. He was fast. I was faster. When he lunged again, I ducked. With an upward movement, I went in.
 
   “A hit,” Kasey called.
 
   They clapped.
 
   “Man, that’s what you get for taking on a former state champ—and the teacher,” Trey told Tyler with a laugh. 
 
   Tyler pulled off the mask and smiled at me.
 
   Just then, my cell rang. I would usually ignore it, but something told me to answer.
 
   “Everyone pair up and start working with the training sabers,” I said and pointed to the sword rack. I went to my bag and grabbed my cell.
 
   Before I could say hello, she spoke.
 
   “Layla, Grandma needs you to come home,” my grandmother’s voice, thick with Russian accent, came across through static. I was silent for a moment. My grandmother lived 500 miles away, and she never used her telephone. With the exception of her T.V., she hated technology. She’d cried and begged me to take away the microwave I’d purchased for her one Mother’s Day.
 
   “Grandma? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Come home now. Be here tomorrow,” she said. She hung up.
 
   I lowered my cell and stared at it. Confused and worried, I dialed her back. The phone rang, but she did not answer. I had obligations: practice, bills to pay, groceries to buy, tons of work to do, and a date for god-sakes. But my grandmother was the only one I had left in the world.
 
   “Sorry, guys. Emergency,” I called to my students.
 
   Disappointed, they groaned.
 
   “Sorry. Let’s pack it up for the night.” My hands shaking, I slid the shashka back into the bundle and rolled up the weapons. What had happened? Maybe Grandma was sick. Maybe she had some problem. Or maybe she had seen something.
 
   The monuments on the Mall faded into the distance behind me as I made my way to my Georgetown apartment. It was Friday night. Wisconsin Avenue was packed. The upscale shops and restaurants teemed with people. In the crowd you could see the mix of international tourists, Georgetown students, and designer-dressed hotties headed to clubs. I sighed. For the last month I’d turned myself inside out trying to get the attention of Lars Burmeister, the German specialist the Smithsonian had brought in to consult on our new medieval poleaxe exhibit. He had finally asked me to dinner; we were going to meet at Levantes, a Turkish restaurant near DuPont Circle, at nine that night. I had dreamed of authentic dolma and a chance to sit across from Lars somewhere other than a museum. I had even bought a new dress: black, strapless, come-hither.
 
   I circled my block three times before I finally found a parking space. Regardless, I loved Georgetown. It was early fall. The mature trees had turned shades of deep red and orange and were losing their leaves. The air was filled with an interesting mixture of smells: the natural decay of autumn, dusty heat from the old cobblestone streets, and the mildly rancid odor of too many people. In my 4th floor attic apartment of an old Brownstone, I could occasionally catch the sweet scent of the Potomac River. It reminded me just enough of home.
 
   The apartment was ghastly hot. The small, one bedroom place had been closed up all day. I lifted the window and let the noise of the city fill the room. The street lamps cast twinkling light across my apartment. The weapons I had mounted on the wall, swords, shields, axes and the like, glimmered. I peeled off my sweaty practice clothes. Pulling a bag from the closet, I threw in several changes of clothes and a few other supplies. On my coffee table, my laptop light blinked glaringly. An overflowing email inbox, an article on bucklers that needed editing for a peer-reviewed journal, and a PowerPoint on Medieval Russian swords for a presentation for next week’s symposium all called me. My coffee table was stacked with paper. I was flooded with work; half my department was out on sick leave. There was a bad flu was going around. Thankfully, I had not yet gotten sick.
 
   I pulled my cell out of my bag. I stared at the phone for a moment; Grandma’s call was still displayed on the screen. I dialed Lars’ number. My stomach shook when he answered.
 
   “Guten abend, Lars. It’s Layla.”
 
   “Ahh, Layla, good evening,” he replied.
 
   I loved his German accent. He’d learned English from a British teacher; he said arse with a German lilt. It made me smile. I could tell by his tone he was trying to hide his excitement. I didn’t let him get far. I told him I had been called away for an emergency. I could sense his disappointment.
 
   “I’ll be back by Monday. Let me make it up to you. Dinner at my place Monday night?”
 
   He agreed.
 
   “Gute nacht,” I said as sweetly as possible, hoping I had not pissed him off, and stuffed my phone into my bag. I stared out the window taking in the view. I didn’t want to go back, not even for a weekend. I loved my life. Hamletville was an old, ghost-filled place: too many memories, too much heartache. Yet I knew my grandmother. If she said I needed to come home, then I needed to come home.
 
   I closed the windows, slid on a pair of jeans, a black t-shirt, boots, and a light vest. I looked again at the display on the wall. At the center I had crossed two Russian poyasni or boot-daggers. One dagger had the head of a wolf on the hilt. The other had the head of a doe. I grabbed them and tossed them in my bag. I then headed back downstairs and into the night. It was the last time I would lay eyes on Washington.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Hamletville. My grandmother had travelled from the Mother Country all alone. When she arrived in New York, she got on a westbound train and stayed on until “the spirits told me to get out at Hamletville, so I got out.” She’d purchased as much land as her money could buy: 100 acres backed up to a National Forest. She said she felt safe there. While her profession was a seamstress, her true talent was as a Medium. And according to the children of Hamletville, she was also a witch.
 
   My grandma, however, had done her best to raise me. When my mother ran off with the town drunk—and who knows who my father was—my grandmother had not batted an eyelash. She moved me into the Fox Hollow Road cabin and took care of me. My mother never came back.
 
   I was sleepless, smelled like Doritos, and had drunk far too much bad coffee, but almost eight hours later my SUV rolled into the small town of Hamletville. It was like reliving a bad nightmare. Memories of an only occasionally happy childhood and even worse youth lived on every corner. When I drove past his shop, my heart still hurt—even four years later. I strained my neck to try to catch a glimpse. Nothing.
 
   My Range Rover easily took the bumps, turns, holes, and trenches of Fox Hollow Road. Guilt overwhelmed me when I arrived. It had been almost a year since I’d been back. My grandmother’s lawn had not been mowed in ages; weeds were knee high. Some shingles had come off the roof, and the place looked even more like a witches’ cabin than ever. My grandmother had closed all the shutters on the house and had nailed boards across most of them. Despite the fact the sun had just risen, my grandmother was there, hammer in hand, working on barring up the front picture window. She was wearing a purple checked dress, and her hair was covered in an old yellow and blue flowered babushka. When she saw me, she came off the porch and waived my SUV forward.
 
   My first thought was that she was not well. Last year my assistant’s mother had entered early stages of dementia and started displaying odd behavior. Perhaps my grandmother…
 
   “No, no, Layla, Grandma is fine. Come. Help me now,” she said, interrupting my thoughts as she opened the door to my SUV. “Oh, Layla, you need a shower.”
 
   “Of course I do, Grandma. I just drove across four states to get here.”
 
   “Ehhh,” she muttered then led me into the house.
 
   The scene was one of complete disarray. It looked like she had unloaded every cupboard and was sorting items.
 
   “Tomorrow the men come to fix the roof and clean the chimney. Already I’ve had wood delivered, but Layla, I had the men put it in the dining room. I know, everyone thinks Grandma is crazy.”
 
   “Well, Grandma, it is a dining room.” I noticed that the old oak China cabinet had been pushed in front of the living room picture window. It blocked most of the light.
 
   “Grandma…” I began, but I was not sure what to say.
 
   “Here, Layla, I want you to go to the store. Buy all the things on my list. No questions. Just buy it all,” she said then handed me a wad of hundred dollar bills. I looked from the money to the list to her and back to the list again. “No questions,” she said, “but take a shower first. You stink.”
 
   “Grandma!”
 
   “I’ll get you a towel.”
 
   My grandmother’s bathroom, decorated with red lace trimmed towels and smelling like lemons, was a stark contrast to the rest of the house. So confused by the scene, I didn’t know what to do. Like the obedient girl I’d always been, I did what she told me. As the water poured over me, I tried to make sense of what was going on. All I knew was every hair on the back of my neck had risen and there seemed to be an odd buzzing in my ears, like the feeling of being near something high voltage. I tried to shake it but couldn’t. My grandmother’s seriousness made me want to obey her, but too much life and education made me want to stop in my tracks.
 
   When I came out of the shower my grandmother was nowhere to be found. She’d left me a clean towel and a note written in Russian: “Went to the woods. Will be back. You go to the store.”
 
   I went to my room to unpack. It was full of boxes. Inside I found cases of antibiotics, bandages, and other medical equipment. I dressed quickly and went onto the front porch. From that vantage point, I noticed that Grandma had recently installed a very tall chain-link fence around the house. I was so tired when I’d arrived I hadn’t notice it. The gate stood ajar. Grandma must have left it open when she went on her walk. Things were getting weirder by the moment.
 
   “Grandma?” I called into the forest behind her house, but there was no reply. I decided to head to town.
 
   It was a Saturday morning, and the streets of the sleepy town were a-typically quiet. I pulled into the parking lot of Hicktown Hardware and Huntin’ Goods. At least the owners, the Lewis family, had a sense of humor. I made a silent prayer to God that I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. No luck.
 
   “Ah, Layla, are you here to pick up Grandma Petrovich’s order?” the owner, Mrs. Lewis, asked as she snubbed out her cigarette. The air around the cash register was hazy blue. I had not seen Mrs. Lewis in almost five years, but she still looked exactly the same: tightly permed brown hair, overly thick, smoke-stained glasses, and blazing-pink fingernail polish. She’d been glued to a small T.V. sitting beside the cash register. I could hear the over-expressive voices of excited newscasters.
 
   I nodded. “She added a few more things,” I said and read off the list which included more batteries than one person could need in a lifetime, two-way radios, three axes, and high-powered binoculars.
 
   Mrs. Lewis instructed a shop boy to gather the items on my list. I paid cash, nearly $1200, for all of the items, including the preorder which was packed into mystery boxes.
 
   At the grocery store I was met with a similar preorder.
 
   “Have to admit,” Clark said as he helped me load my SUV, “I was surprised to hear your Grandma on the phone. She is almost a recluse. I think Father Meyers checks in on her from time to time, but otherwise she doesn’t come out much anymore. What is she doing with all this stuff anyway?”
 
   Something inside me told me to lie. “We’re going on a trip out west. You know how these old people are. She wanted to make sure we had enough.”
 
   “You gonna rent an RV or something?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the plan.”
 
    “Whoa, what are these?” Clark asked as he stumbled across the swords and fencing gear I had left in the back.
 
   “Swords, actually. Well, I should be getting back,” I said, looking down at Grandma’s list. Clark waved goodbye, and I slid back into my SUV. The first two stops on the list were not difficult, but the next two puzzled me.
 
   She left instructions for me to stop by Campbell Feed and Lumber. She knew very well that was the last place I would go. She wanted fifty pound sacks of corn and wheat flour. I looked up the street toward the shop. I waited. After a few moments, Ian appeared on the loading dock outside the store. He lowered two large bags onto the back of a flatbed pickup. He laughed as he talked to the driver. I could almost see that funny wrinkle he gets in the corner of his mouth when he smiles. He waved goodbye to his customer and turned to go back inside but then he stopped. He looked up the street, his eyes settling on my SUV. He took two steps down the loading platform toward me.
 
   “Oh my god,” I whispered.
 
   A moment later, Kristie, his wife, appeared at the shop door and called him back inside. He turned, casting one last look my way, then went in.
 
   “Bitch,” I whispered and turned the ignition over in my car and headed up Lakeview Drive toward the Catholic Church.
 
   My grandmother was not a religious person. Whenever she was invited to go to church, she would decline, saying “no, no, no, I am Russian Orthodox,” and the conversation would end. Privately, however, I had never seen my grandma act in any way that was remotely Christian. In fact, some of her odd “old country” practices often had a pagan flavor.
 
   When I got to the Catholic Church the doors were open. I stopped when I entered, taking a moment to smooth my hair, checking my reflection in a mirror hanging on the wall just by the door. I was glad Grandma had made me take a shower. I pulled my thick black hair into a ponytail. The church candlelight made my green eyes sparkle.
 
   “Can I help you?” a voice asked.
 
   I turned to see Father Meyers standing there. It had been years since I’d last seen him. He used to coach the boys high school basketball team. He looked so much older. “Father, I’m Layla Petrovich. My grandmother asked me to come see you,” I replied.
 
   “Ah yes, Layla. How is your grandmother?” He was quick to hide his confusion. I could almost hear him thinking: what is she doing here?
 
   “I’m not sure, Father. But, regardless, my grandmother asked me to come by and request holy water.”
 
   “Whatever for?”
 
   “To be honest, I don’t know. My grandmother has her ways, and most of the time I just do what she wants.”
 
   Father Meyers laughed. “Well, with Grandma Petrovich, I understand. Now, we are not in the practice of giving out holy water, but I suppose it won’t hurt anything. I’ll be back in a moment,” he said and went to the rectory.
 
   I sat in the last pew and waited. I felt like a stranger in a strange land. The stained glass windows bore images of saints. The window closest to the pew where I sat had an image of St. Michael slaying a dragon. Behind me a statue of Mary stood over the votive prayer candles. Five candles were lit. Their flames cast glowing light on Mary’s elongated face and hands. The statue depicted Mary with overly-white skin and pale lips. She wore the lightest of blue robes. A small chip had come off one side of her nose, disfiguring her. It showed the gray plaster beneath. I closed my eyes. The images in the church bombarded me. I could not quiet my mind. Flashes appeared before my eyes, random unclear images. Then the face of a dead woman appeared before me; like Mary, her nose was torn off. She was grunting and biting at me through a fence. Though her decayed face was horrific, I noticed she had a striking red ribbon in her hair. I shuddered, my eyes popping open.
 
   “Here you are, Layla. Can I expect you and Grandma at Mass this Sunday?”
 
   “Thank you so much, Father. I appreciate it. No, I’m sorry. You know we are Russian Orthodox. Thank you again,” I said and hurriedly left the church.
 
   Before heading back to my SUV, I walked to the cemetery to the right of the church. Grandpa Petrovich was buried there. It occurred to me that Grandma might not have been by to clean his headstone. I walked toward the tall willow tree; Grandpa Petrovich was buried underneath.
 
   Though I had never met him, I’d heard about Grandpa Petrovich often enough that he seemed alive in my memory. My grandma loved to tell their story. Back in Russia, their families had known one another. They courted but nothing came of it. Then my grandmother decided to come to the US. My grandfather, Sasha, had written to her every week for five years asking her to come home. Since she always refused, he finally came to the US to join her. They were married almost immediately, and my mother was conceived. But my grandfather died shortly after coming to the United States. There had been some sort of accident at his work. “Well, I told him not to come,” my grandmother would say, but I saw the pain behind her eyes. I always wondered if she had foreseen his early death.
 
   I found his monument in the same state as Grandma’s house. First, I cleared away the weeds. Taking a scarf from my pocket, I wiped off the face of his tombstone. It was a shame. I would bring my grandmother by to plant some flowers.
 
   “Layla, is that you?” someone called.
 
   I turned to find Ethel, my classmate Summer’s mother, crossing the cemetery. She was carrying a basket. Inside I saw she had stashed a small shovel and gloves. 
 
   I rose, wiping my hands on my jeans. “Hey Ethel,” I called and walked to join her.
 
   She mopped sweat from her brow. “How long you in town for?”
 
   “Not sure, actually.”
 
   “I’ll tell Summer you’re home. How is Grandma Petrovich?”
 
   Indeed, how was she? “About the same.”
 
   Ethel smiled knowingly. How many times had Ethel sat across the kitchen table from my grandma to hear advice from the spirit world? “Well, your Grandma always tells it like it is, but I sure was glad she was there when your mother ran off. You ever hear anything from her?”
 
   I shook my head. “For all I know she’s dead.”
 
   Ethel sighed. “That is a pity. She’d be really proud of you, honey. You had a rough start, but you sure made good out of it. Of course you were always the smartest child I ever saw. No one was surprised when you got that scholarship, but I think most people worried that Campbell boy would—”
 
   “Planting flowers on Phillip’s grave?” I interrupted. Ethel’s husband had died the year Summer and I were juniors.
 
   We looked across the graveyard together. “Oh, yes, every fall I plant chrysanthemums,” Ethel said. “Seems like they’ve buried a lot of folks the last couple of weeks,” she added and pointed to some freshly dug graves.
 
   We turned and walked back toward the street.
 
   “Some kind of bad flu going around,” Ethel said as we walked by one of the fresh graves. “We lost old Mrs. Winchester,” she added, pointing to the grave nearest us. “You know she had a green burial? They dropped her in the ground wrapped in nothing but a light blue shroud. Oddest thing.”
 
   We stared down at her grave.
 
   “I loved her oatmeal cookies,” I said.
 
   Ethel looked questioningly at me.
 
   The soil stirred.
 
   “Watch yourself, Layla. The earth is still settling,” Ethel said, pulling me back and looping her arm in mine.
 
   I walked Ethel to her car. She opened the trunk and dropped the basket inside. She then turned and hugged me. “Don’t be a stranger, honey. Come by and see us,” she said, squeezing my arm, then she got into her car. With a wave, she drove off.
 
   I gazed toward the graveyard. Mrs. Winchester had been the town librarian. I used to sit in the back of the library and hide from my mother, hide from whatever man she’d dragged home that week, hide from the chaos of our house. Mrs. Winchester would give me homemade oatmeal cookies and would lie to my mother when she came looking for me. Mrs. Winchester would wait for my grandmother to turn up. From time to time I still craved those cookies. As I slid back into my SUV, I made a mental note to pick up some flowers for Mrs. Winchester too.
 
   When I got back to the cabin it took nearly an hour to unload all of Grandma’s supplies. By the time I had finished, Grandma returned from her walk.
 
   “Ah, Layla, my good girl. Thank you so much,” Grandma said and clasped her hands together.
 
   I noticed she was carrying her herb satchel. “Harvesting, Grandma?”
 
   She laughed. There was a hard edge to it. “Oh, yes, it is harvest season. Come. Now we go in and get everything ready.”
 
   “Ready for what?”
 
   “Ehh, you’ll see. Come now, Layla.”
 
   That night Grandma and I turned the house upside down. Grandma must have tossed forty years of junk, knick-knacks, and all of the other useless things a person collects over a lifetime. In their place she stocked the cupboards with supplies. I must have made 10 trips to the dumpster at the end of Fox Hollow Road. No matter how many times or ways I asked why she had all that stuff or why she was throwing everything away or why she had called me or what was wrong, all Grandma would say is “you’ll see.” Thinking of all the possible answers she could have given, that one seemed the worst.
 
   I woke near noon the next day to the sound of men hammering on the roof. Grandma was in the kitchen storing a massive tray of beef jerky.
 
   “That looks like a whole cow,” I said with a yawn as I sat down at the table.
 
   “Two,” she answered absently as she stopped her work to pour me a cup of coffee.
 
   “Why two?” I asked as I stirred in the cream.
 
   “The spirits said two, so I made two,” she replied.
 
   I stopped and looked at her. “Grandma?”
 
   “Tu-tu-tu-tu,” she jabbed at me with a wave of the hand. “I made you piroshky,” she said, pulling the warm pastry from the oven. All other thoughts left my mind. “I love you, Grandma,” I said with a laugh.
 
   She chuckled. “My darling.”
 
   After I ate, Grandma put me to work. We boarded up the barn windows, secured loose hinges, stored food, and sharpened axes. We were adjusting the last items in the kitchen when Grandma asked: “Where is the flour?”
 
   I pretended not to hear.
 
   “Layla?”
 
   “I couldn’t do it.”
 
   “Oh, my Layla, that boy, he is so stupid. He had a beautiful Russian girl like you, and he married that stupid fat girl with a face like a donkey. And for what? She didn’t even carry that baby to term. You see, she just got that baby to steal that boy from you, and now he is stuck with her. He is too stupid, Layla. And thanks to him, now you have that ugly tattoo on your arm and shoulder. What about some nice rich man? Didn’t you find a nice man at the Smithsonian? So many nice looking men in suits in Washington, so many soldiers…”
 
   She continued, but I’d tuned her out. She was right. Ian was stupid. After one fight, Ian had slept with someone else. His dumb, rash decision resulted in the conception of an innocent child who, sadly, had not lived. Ian had done right by Kristie and married her, but he had not done right by me.
 
   “…and anyway, it no matter. Come tomorrow, no one will care anymore anyway. You see, all things happen for a reason. Now, we are done here. I will go pay the men for the roof, then I will show you the guns, then we’ll drink tea.”
 
   “Guns?”
 
   “Ehh, peel some potatoes,” she then wandered outside, still muttering.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “This is a Glock 17 semi-automatic pistol. Most policemen use this gun. Comes with 17 rounds. You pop in the cartridge like this and…” Grandma squeezed the trigger, blasting a decorative plate with a picture of fruit on it. It used to hang in the dining room. Ignoring my astonished impression, she handed the gun to me. “Didn’t you go hunting with the Campbells?”
 
   “Yes. I can shoot a gun, Grandma,” I said bewildered. Why in the hell did my grandmother have a semi-automatic pistol? We were standing behind the barn. She had guns laid out on the lid of an old feed barrel. I set the gun down.
 
   “Good, good, then you’ll have no problem. Now, this is .44 Magnum, like the Dirty Harry movie. It has good stopping power. Lift up the safety and boom,” Grandma said pulling the trigger. The gun barrel let out a resounding noise, shattering Grandma’s old mantle-piece vase. “The man told Grandma this is a kill-shot gun, very powerful,” she said and set the gun down.
 
   I picked it up, took aim at an old porcelain figurine, and fired. The smiling cherub exploded into a puff of dust.
 
   “Very good! Ahh, here we are,” she said picking up what looked like a machine gun. “This is Colt 9mm sub-machine gun. Grandma had a hard time getting this one, but a nice man on the phone, of course he was Russian, helped Grandma get this one ordered for you. This gun can shoot almost 1000 rounds per minute. Very fast, no?” Grandma said and launched a spray of bullets toward the remaining china pieces she had set up on the fence-post. “Here, you try. Watch for kick back,” she said and handed the gun to me.
 
   I set the gun down and took Grandma by the hands. “Grandma, what in the hell is going on? You’re scaring me.”
 
   “Shoot first,” she said, picking the Colt back up and handing it to me.
 
   I sighed. The gun, surprisingly, didn’t feel heavy in my hands. I held it as I had observed Grandma doing, and as every drug smuggler on T.V. had done, and let off an easy rattle of ammo.
 
   “You see, very easy.”
 
   I set the gun back down. “That is enough, Grandma. Please. What is happening?”
 
   Grandma inhaled deeply and took me by the chin. She looked into my eyes then kissed me on both cheeks. “First, we’ll put guns away,” she said, picking up the weapons. “Oh, I also bought grenades. Just like on T.V.: pull the pin, throw, it explodes.”
 
   “Grenades?”
 
   After we had restocked Grandma’s personal arsenal, we went back inside.
 
   “Sit down in living room. Watch T.V. I’ll make tea,” she said and wandered into the kitchen.
 
   “But Grandma—“
 
   “Tu-tu-tu,” she said to shush me. “You watch T.V. I’ll come in a minute.”
 
   I flipped on the T.V. to find it tuned to the news channel. At once I saw what appeared to be a riot taking place. At first it looked like just another scene of violence, but then I started reading the crawling banner: wide spread outbreak and rioting in major US cities in the south and on the west coast. Police had instituted martial law in LA, Miami, and Atlanta. Outbreak reports were cropping up in all major US and foreign cities. Airlines had closed all international travel. The United States President has been moved to a protected location.
 
   The T.V. buzzed with three loud chimes: the Emergency Broadcast System had been activated. The screen went blue and after a few minutes, an official looking White House spokesman appeared at a podium, the emblem of the CDC hanging behind him.
 
   “Grandma? You should come see this,” I called to her. I felt like someone had poured cold water down my back. Every hair on the back of my neck was standing on its end. Is this what Grandma had foreseen? Is this why I was here? Did the spirits tell her something?
 
   “At this point it appears to be a highly contagious flu-like pandemic,” the Director of the CDC was saying.
 
   “Citizens are urged to stay inside their homes. Military personnel have been dispatched to major US cities,” the White House spokesman added.
 
   A reporter asked why the pandemic seemed to happen almost overnight. I noticed then that the press were all wearing surgical masks.
 
   “Incidents of flu have been steadily on the rise for the last one week which has exacerbated accurate diagnosis. The symptoms of this particular strain resemble seasonal flu at the onset—body pain, fever, and vomiting—but gradually worsen with additional non-normative symptoms,” the Director of the CDC explained.
 
   “Non-normative? What does that mean, and how is it being spread?” a female reporter asked. I recognized her from the President’s regular Press Club. I’d seen her in person once at a downtown café. She’d been eating a massive plate of fries.
 
   The Director of the CDC gave a sidelong look toward the White House spokesman. “Citizens should avoid direct physical contact with the sick until we can pinpoint the cause,” the CDC Director said at last.
 
   “Is there a vaccine or immunization?” another reporter asked.
 
   “Until the cause is identified, it is difficult to develop a vaccine, but we are working around the clock analyzing possible contaminants,” the Director replied.
 
   “What is the mortality rate?” someone asked.
 
   The Director of the CDC looked uncomfortable. “It is difficult to ascertain. At this point the mortality rate appears to be 100%, but post-mortem there appears to be brain activity-”
 
   “No further questions at this time,” the White House spokesperson said with a scowl and ushered the Director of the CDC out of the room.
 
   Grandma sat down beside me, setting a serving tray on the coffee table. She picked up the remote and muted the T.V.
 
   In the far off distance, we heard the alarm on the town fire hall wail. It was used to call in emergency volunteer firefighters and medical personnel or to warn of tornado. Three rings to call for help. Seven rings for tornado warning. The alarm wailed and did not stop.
 
   “When I was 12 years old, my grandma knew I had the sight,” my grandmother began. “My mother only had the gift a little. She had good instincts, but she never heard the spirits. I was lucky. I was born with the mark of the bear,” she said, showing me the small birthmark on her knee shaped like a bear’s paw, “so everyone knew I would have the gift. But when I was 12, my grandmother sat me down in her living room and poured me a cup of tea,” she said as she poured me a cup. I noticed that she had placed two slices of a strange looking mushroom in the water. “My grandmother told me, while I was lucky to hear the spirits, there are other things in this world, some good, some evil. There exists spirits, demons, creatures who are not like us. She wanted me to see them. She wanted me to be safe from them. She said that until the great eye inside is awake, we do not see them. She said, I must awaken and see. That is what my grandmother told me as she handed me a cup of tea,” my grandma said then handed the mushroom tea to me.
 
   I took the cup. I looked back at the T.V. and saw strange images of people in hospital gowns being shot by military men.
 
   “Drink,” Grandma encouraged.
 
   I did as she asked, polishing off the cup.
 
   “My grandma loved me. She tried to protect me by making me see the otherworld. She was right. Afterward, I saw and heard spirits and those other things in this world. This has kept me away from evil and has helped me see good. Did you know there are forest spirits living right behind our house? Ehh, anyway, my grandmother loved me, so she made me see. I drank the tea then slept for almost two days. When I woke, I could see.”
 
   My head felt woozy. Images on the screen melted into a strange haze. I reached out for my grandmother.
 
   “You sleep now. I’ll go close the fence and bar up the doors. It has already begun,” she said.
 
   “What has begun?” I asked drunkenly. The room spun, and I felt like I might be sick.
 
   “The harvest,” she replied. I heard the front door open and close then everything went black.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   When I woke, the zong, zong, zong throbbing in my head felt like it would never stop. I’d once dragged Ian on a winery trail tour. I’d drunk my weight in Merlot and woke the next morning with a similar mix of sour mouth, blaring headache, and nauseous stomach. I could not believe my grandma had drugged me—oh wait, yes, I could.
 
   The alarm on the fire hall had stopped blaring, but the bell on the Catholic Church was now clanging, making my head ache even worse. To top it off, I had just awoken from the strangest nightmare. In my dream, a robed figure invited me to join him at the harvest. Excited, I picked up a wicker vegetable basket and went with him. Much to my confusion, he led me to a graveyard. I asked him, “Why are we here?” The hooded figure turned toward me, showing me his skeletal face. He extended his boney arm, brandishing his sickle across the tombstone vista. “Why, we are here for the harvest,” he said in reply. When I looked back, I saw the graveyard was on fire. I shuddered as I remembered his words.
 
   “Grandma?” I called as my feet hit the hardwood floor. There was no reply.
 
   I went to the living room to find the T.V. on, but the screen was buzzing static. I clicked it off. The smell of burning bacon assailed my nose. I went into the kitchen, which was full of smoke, and turned the heat off. I threw the pan, the bacon burned black, into the sink. It hit the water with a sizzle. I cracked the window to let the smoke out.
 
   “Grandma?” I called again.
 
   I poured myself a glass of water and checked the rest of the house. Grandma was nowhere to be found, but the radio in her room was on. The announcer was listing names of cities now under quarantine. He might as well have said the entire United States. My skin turned to goose bumps. What was happening?
 
   I went back to the living room. The front door was unlocked and unbarred; apparently, Grandma had gone outside. My head aching, I slipped on a pair of jeans and t-shirt. There was a chill in the air, so I grabbed my vest, pulled on my hiking boots, and headed outside.
 
   The driveway gate was closed but not locked. The church bell continued to ring. The sound was shrill. I couldn’t find Grandma anywhere. Knowing her, she was in the woods digging up more mushrooms—we needed to have a serious talk about that. Strange she’d forgotten about the bacon.
 
   I checked the barn. She wasn’t there, but I spotted the binoculars I’d picked up at the hardware store. I grabbed them and headed to the back of the property. I scaled the fence and walked into the woods. A trail behind the cabin led in two directions; one direction led into the National Forest, and the other, if you scaled the mountain, led to the Point. The Point was the old Native American lookout on the mountaintop. It looked over the town and across the lake.
 
   I climbed up the side of the hill. How many times had I fled to the woods and hiked to the Point? It was an escape. It was a peaceful place. I wound through the mountain laurel and over the mossy rocks up the side of the hill. The fallen autumn leaves, warm under the sun, provided the effervescence of decay. I felt the grainy grit of limestone and tree bark as I grabbed for handholds to pull myself upward. Finally, I got to the top of the hill. Now all I needed to do was scale the boulder that capped it. I had done it a hundred times. I knew every foot-and handhold. I pulled myself toward the top.
 
   I was treated to a vista of autumn leaves: red, orange, and vibrant yellow. The cool wind whipped hard, blowing my hair around me. I looked toward town, but it was a long ways away. With the naked eye, I could easily make out the streets and rooftops. I could see people in the streets, but something seemed off. It looked like the Jamesons’ house was on fire.
 
   I pulled out the binoculars, making some minor adjustments, and looked down. The Jamesons’ house was on fire and so was the flower shop next door. There were people all over the streets. Most of them were not moving. I could not see their faces clearly, but they looked sick. They were pale and bloody. I scanned over to the Catholic Church. The bell was still ringing. A few people stood outside looking at the building. The pandemic had come. How long had I slept?
 
   Then I heard a popping sound. It was coming from the lower end of town. I scanned and saw a group of about fifteen people running toward the community building. They were shooting behind them. A horde of maybe twenty or thirty people followed them. They ran, shot, and ran more. Someone fell down. The horde behind swarmed over them, and I saw a flash of red blood. I nearly dropped the binoculars.
 
   Again, gunshots rang out. Another group emerged from a side street. My heart sank. Ian was there; Kristie was beside him. Ian’s older brother, Jamie, was with him, and so were Summer and Ethel. They joined the larger group, and they all headed toward the community center.
 
   I sat down on the boulder. My senses were on edge. I could hear every bird and insect around me. My system, sensing danger, had gone into over-drive; yet, there was no danger near me. I was isolated. But Ian was in trouble. The group entered the community center, but a huge horde circled the place. Drawn by the sound of gunfire, the sick began to gather and claw at the windows and doors. The place was completely surrounded.
 
   I lowered the binoculars. My hands felt ice-cold. A chilled wind whipped through me and a feeling like electricity filled the air.
 
   “Help them,” a male voice said from behind me.
 
   I leapt up, nearly losing my balance and going over. I righted myself at the last moment. I found myself staring at and staring through the figure of a Native American chief in full ceremonial regalia. He was young, very handsome, and feathers and beads were braided into his long hair. He was clearly there and clearly transparent all at once. He knocked an arrow on his bow, and the illusory weapon shot toward town. I watched the arrow fly toward the community building then fade.
 
   I turned back.
 
   “Help them,” he said again. Another strong wind swept through. Like he was made of sand, the chief’s image blew away, disintegrating back into the wind, until nothing but the image of the bow remained. Then, it too faded, blowing back into the realm of the spirit.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   My whole body shook as I raced through the woods to the cabin. My mind was in a fit of fear and adrenaline. I clambered over the back fence and rounded the barn. I was about to call for my grandma when I saw Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher, whose farm was closest to our cabin, standing, just standing, in the driveway. The driveway gate was slightly ajar. I gasped and slid back behind the barn. I couldn’t get to the house. I couldn’t get into the barn. I checked my pockets. My car keys were there.
 
   Quickly, I ran from the side of the barn to my SUV. The beep beep of my doors unlocking woke the Fletchers from their sick slumber. They both turned and lunged toward me. They were amazingly fast. I ran. I opened the back passenger door and jumped into the backseat. I slammed the door shut behind me, locking the doors with a thump. The Fletchers were at the SUV in moments.
 
   They were sick or maybe even dead. Their skin was corpse white, and their eyes were cloudy white with red bloodshots striking through. Their mouths frothed, and they lunged, over and over, biting and snapping at me. Bloody saliva smeared across the black-tinted windows of the Range Rover.
 
   I could feel my heart beating in my throat. I climbed over the backseat and into the cargo space. Suddenly, I touched something hard. My swords. Who says it doesn’t pay to be a medievalist? I pulled the shashka from the bundle and strapped its scabbard around my waist. Then I unsheathed the weapon. I had to find my grandmother.
 
   The Fletchers were flailing about at the passenger side window. I took a deep breath and opened the back. I slid out and headed toward the driver’s side. The Fletchers moved toward the back of the SUV. Dropping low, I swung around the front of the car. They were at the back. I leaned down and watched their feet. I didn’t know what to do, but I needed to do something fast.
 
   I took a few deep breaths and turned toward the house. With the shashka poised in front of me, I kept one eye on the Fletchers as I backed toward the cabin. The moment they saw me, they closed in.
 
   “Stay back!” I yelled, but they didn’t seem to hear. They came toward me, grabbing at me, snapping while bloody saliva dripped from their mouths. I swished the sword in front of me to deter them, but they didn’t seem to care.
 
   Mr. Fletcher grabbed at me.
 
   “Get back,” I pleaded as I backed toward the porch. He lunged forward. I sliced his arm, but it didn’t faze him. His wife hissed and swiped at me.
 
   He grabbed at me again. This time he ignored the sword entirely and pushed the blade aside as he tried to grab me. I watched in horror as the shashka sliced his fingers off. They fell to the ground. Mrs. Fletcher, her feet bare and bloody, stepped on his dismembered fingers as she advanced. I ducked and dodged sideways. They pursued.
 
   In that moment, I remembered what the man from the CDC had said: “brain activity.” Victims were experiencing brain activity post-mortem. Was that what I was seeing?
 
   They pursued me to the cabin steps. I quickly ascended to the top of the stairs. I looked down at those who had once been my neighbors.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, and having no other choice, I let the blade sing. Mrs. Fletcher was closest to me. Taking a couple of steps back, I made a running jump. I cleared the stairs, slicing off the top of her head as I passed. I turned as I landed. My cut had been a good one. Her erect body stumbled in a circle then fell. Mr. Fletcher let out a strange howl then lunged. With an under-hand to over-hand spin, the shashka twirled through the air; I sliced his head in half. He fell instantly. They both lay on the ground, jerking spastically. After a few moments, they fell still.
 
   “Grandma!” I screamed. “Grandma!” I ran into the house, weapon in hand, but she was nowhere to be seen. My mind was half-bent on Ian, the other half worrying about my grandmother, as I headed to the barn and the guns. I grabbed the weapons, sliding the shashka back into the scabbard, then stuffed the Glock into a holster. I strapped the Colt around my shoulder and took the safety off the Magnum, holstering it as well. I grabbed three grenades and stuck them into my vest pockets. I headed out of the barn. As I turned the corner, I found myself face-to-face with what had once been my grandma. Her face was as pale as the moon; her eyes were an occluded mix of pearl white and veiny red. White froth dripped from her mouth.
 
   I heard my grandmother’s voice inside my head: Kill me.
 
   I raised the Magnum. Just as my grandma lunged at me, I shot her between the eyes. She fell with a thud.
 
   You see, my darling, kill-shot, I heard her say, and then I heard her no more.
 
   Her body twisted once then fell into a peaceful slumber. I dropped to my knees beside her. Every fiber of my being wanted to pick her up and hold her. But then I remembered, the man from the CDC had said to avoid physical contact. I saw she had terrible bite marks on her hands.
 
   “I love you,” I whispered then rose, wiping tears from my eyes. I went to the tack room at the side of the barn and opened the door. There I found a Yamaha dirt bike, another of Grandma’s recent purchases. I jumped on. It started with a kick. Careful to close and lock the gate behind me, I gunned the engine and peeled down Fox Hollow Road.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Fox Hollow Road emptied at the base of Morrigon Hill. I made a sharp right toward the elementary school. I drove across the playground. At its other end, I found myself perched at the top of Kelly Street which looked down toward the community center. There were 50 or more of the sick outside. The crush of them had nearly broken down the door. The only other exit, the door to the medical center, was also surrounded.
 
   Help them. I breathed deeply—in, out—I turned the bike and gunned it.
 
   Moments later I dropped down onto Main Street. Around me, five or six of the diseased were moving toward the community center. I pulled out the Glock. “Brain activity,” the man had said, “brain activity.” I raised the gun and fired directly toward the brains of the sick, the…undead who lunged at me. The first three shots were a hit. For the last two, I missed again and again. Finally, I took down the woman. Just as he reached me, I managed to hit an over-sized man who I didn’t recognize until the last second as Mr. Lewis, the hardware store owner. The realization made me feel sick to my stomach. He’d always been so kind, so funny, always had some stupid joke to share. And I’d shot him in the head. The sadness of everything threatened, but I blocked it out. I had to.
 
   Distracted by the gun shots, some of the undead at the community center turned toward me.
 
   “Please, please help me,” I whispered, not sure who I was praying to. I pulled out one of the grenades and gunned the bike again. I dodged a few of the undead who tried to grab me, getting in as close as I could to the community center and the mass of undead crowded there, then slowed the bike for a split second. Pull the pin. Toss. Hit the gas.
 
   The bike tire squealed as I hit the gas hard, turning toward the baseball field across from the community center. Seconds later the grenade exploded. The bodies of the undead flew everywhere. The roof of the community center porch collapsed, trapping the others.
 
   Looking dazed, a group of about twenty or so undead began walking toward me. I sat still, letting them get a fix on me. Once they had clustered closely, I lobbed another grenade then tore out of there. It exploded with a bang that made my ears ring. Once I had gotten out of harm’s reach, I stuffed a cartridge into the Colt. I hit the gas, speeding back onto Main Street. I was then thankful I had spent my youth and early adult life in fencing practice. With balance and dexterity that can only be acquired over time, I managed to drive with one hand and shoot with the other. I set off a spray of bullets into the remaining undead who wandered about aimlessly, confused by the sounds. I peeled the bike around and made a second pass, shooting any newcomers drawn in by the sound. At last, after several more shots, I didn’t see any more of the undead moving. The place was still.
 
   I pulled the bike into the parking lot and unsheathed the shashka. I stared at the building. I was only thirteen when my grandmother and I had come to the community center for a white elephant sale. Ethel, who was manning a benefit table, had asked my grandma if she could bring by a few donations. Grandma always had more knick-knacks than anyone could need. She’d come up with a box full of trinkets.
 
   “What is a white elephant sale?” I remembered asking my grandma.
 
   It was a windy spring day. It had been raining all morning, and light mist still dampened the air. Much to my teenage embarrassment, my grandma had donned her heavy yellow rain slicker and put on a plastic rain bonnet. She also wore three pink curlers in the front of her hair. No matter how long she wore those same three pink curlers, her bangs never curled. I huddled beside her under a partially broken black umbrella. Grandma had tried to give me a rain bonnet, but I couldn’t take the humiliation.
 
   “Ehh, it is like a yard sale. People sell their junk to each other,” she replied as we walked toward the entrance.
 
   “But why white elephant?”
 
   “All a white elephant does is stand around, eat, and get looked at. What good does it do anyone?” she answered as she pushed open the door.
 
   The room was full of treasure hunters, tables loaded down with tchotchkes, and town busybodies.
 
   “Look around,” my grandma directed as she headed toward Ethel’s table.
 
   I waved at Summer who sat beside her mother then went on a hunt for white elephants. Grandma was right. The place was full of junk. I passed table after table of glass vases, figurines, broken toys, old prom gowns, musty smelling luggage, and assorted dried flower arrangements. On one table, however, I found something unique. Mr. Beecher, a reptile of an old man, had recently closed up his antique shop. Displayed on his table, he had a number of leftover oddities. At once I was drawn to an old sword that lay amongst fishing gear, pocket knives, antique pens, and stainless steel lighters. I lifted the sword, but Mr. Beecher cautioned me.
 
   “Careful, little Ruskie, it’s sharp,” he said.
 
   I glared at him and pulled the sword from the scabbard. It was like love at first sight.
 
   My grandmother came up beside me. “A shashka,” she said. “Where did you find that?” she asked Mr. Beecher.
 
   “Auction,” he replied simply.
 
   “What you want for it?” Grandma asked him.
 
   Mr. Beecher turned serious. “Twenty.”
 
   “Ehh, no, no, no. I give you ten.”
 
   “Fifteen.”
 
   “I say I’ll give you ten so I’ll give you ten.”
 
   My grandmother never lost a negotiation. After a few more tries, Mr. Beecher finally consented, and Grandma started digging around in her sewing bag for the money. Ten dollars wasn’t much, but for an old woman looking after a young girl, it was a fortune.
 
   “Just look. Only someone like that would buy a sword for a little girl to play with,” a woman sitting at the table next to Mr. Beecher whispered to her friend. The friend, a woman in a bright pink dress, laughed.
 
   The three of us looked at the women. Giggling, they looked away. I recognized the woman who had gossiped about my grandma. She’d been to our house before. My grandmother looked long and hard at them both. She then turned, smiled at Mr. Beecher as she handed him the ten, and nodded to me that it was time to go. Her hand on my shoulder, she directed me toward the door.
 
   “Thanks again,” Ethel, who had not heard the rude comment, called with a wave.
 
   My grandma smiled at Ethel but paused as we passed the gossips. “Next time you ask me if your husband is cheating, I won’t lie to save your feelings. Talk to your friend. She knows more about it than I do,” Grandma said. “You see, Layla, fools are not sown, they grow by themselves,” she added then we left.
 
   With my white elephant in hand, I smiled up at my grandma.
 
   Now I moved toward the door of the same community center. A few of the fallen bodies twitched. A woman whose arms had been blow off by the grenade snapped at me. A snarling man who’d been blown in half pulled himself toward me. While I didn’t recognize them, my heart felt heavy. This was my home. These were my townspeople lying under the roof: neighbors, old friends, classmates. It was abhorred to realize. I felt nauseous. Sighing deeply, I ended their lives. I then climbed onto the collapsed roof and carefully made my way to the door. Before I reached the entrance, two more of the undead appeared. Taking careful aim, I shot them.
 
   When I got to the door, it was locked. I paused for a moment then knocked.
 
   Jamie, Ian’s older brother, opened the door. “Holy Christ, Layla! Is the Army out there or what?” he said looking over my shoulder. Seeing nothing, he looked me over, weapons hanging from every part of my body. “Jesus Christ,” he said aghast and pulled me into a hug, dragging me inside. I suddenly felt overcome by everything that had just happened. I leaned heavily on Jamie. My body shook. I closed my eyes, but then realized everyone must have been looking at me. I took a deep breath and stepped back.
 
   I recognized most of the faces in the room. Neighbors, teachers, the Ladies Auxiliary, the firemen, all faces I knew though some names I did not quite remember. Several people were injured. The school nurse, Mrs. Finch—how white her hair had become—was going from person to person trying to mend wounds.
 
   My eyes scanned the room for Ian. He was kneeling on the floor beside Kristie who was bleeding profusely from a shoulder wound. She appeared to be in intense pain.
 
   “Jamie, more will be drawn in by the noise. They are scattered everywhere, all over the town,” I said, forcing myself to look away, to focus on something else.
 
   Jamie nodded. “All right guys, we need to post a watch until we get ourselves together. Everyone with a gun muster up,” Jamie called then turned to organize the group
 
   Several of the men came up to me.
 
   “Was that you out there, Layla?” Tom, one of the firefighters, asked. Tom had been in Jamie’s class in school. Too shy to ask himself, he once sent his younger sister to ask me if I would go to a dance with him. Unfortunately for both Tom and me, I said no. I had a crush on a boy named Ian Campbell. As I looked up at Tom, however, I remembered that I’d always found his hazel eyes striking.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Nice shooting,” Gary, a squeaky little man with thick glasses, added. I remembered Gary somewhat. He used to come to Grandma’s cabin to help her with her taxes. Gary shook my hand then followed Jamie’s band of armed men outside.
 
   “Thank you, oh, thank you, Layla,” Ethel said, coming to kiss my cheeks. “Layla, where is Grandma Petrovich?”
 
   I looked down and fought back my tears. Unable to speak, I just shook my head.
 
   “Oh no,” Ethel cried out, and turned, putting her head on Summer’s shoulder.
 
   “Sorry, Layla,” Summer said and set her hand on my arm, “but thank you all the same. Good lord, where did you get those guns?” she asked absently as she guided her mother toward a seat.
 
   I looked back into the room. Ian was calling for water. Kristie’s cousin, April, was hovering over them. Kristie had gone into a seizure.
 
   I followed the armed group outside. A couple of gunshots rang out as they took down a few of the approaching undead.
 
   “Man, that’s Mr. Corson. Here you go, asshole. Thanks for failing me in Chemistry,” Jeff, Kristie’s cousin, said with a laugh as he fired at the approaching man.
 
   “Not cool, brother,” Will, a high school aged relative of Summer and Ethel, chided him.
 
   I leaned against the handicapped railing and looked at the bodies lying under the collapsed roof. Their arms and legs stuck out. I felt like I might be sick.
 
   Jamie came and stood beside me. He eyed me over. “What are you doing here, Layla?”
 
   I opened my mouth to explain when April came to the door. “Jamie, we can’t talk any sense into Ian. Kristie’s gone. We gotta put her down before she turns. He won’t listen. Please, come help.”
 
   Jamie turned. I half followed but then heard Jeff.
 
   “Someone ask Layla to do it. I’m sure she’d have no problem,” he said.
 
   Jamie stopped. “Can that shit right now, man. That’s your cousin dying in there,” he said, silencing Jeff. Then, casting an apologetic glance toward me, he went inside.
 
   I turned back. Overhead, a hawk shrilled and flew out toward the lake. The creature had no the world was ending.
 
   Then I heard grunting behind me. I turned to find a young child, perhaps seven or so years old, running toward me. Her mouth was dripping with bloody saliva. My hands shook. I pulled out the Magnum. I raised the gun and aimed. I couldn’t pull the trigger. The little girl kept getting closer.
 
   “Layla,” I heard Tom call in warning behind me.
 
   The girl got closer. I couldn’t do it.
 
   “Layla,” Tom called again, panic filling his voice. A second later, a shot rang out. The girl fell with a thud.
 
   I turned to look. Ian was standing on the collapsed roof, gun in his hand.
 
   His eyes met mine. He cast me a knowing glance then went inside. Moments later, another shot—inside the building—was fired. I knew then that Kristie was dead.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   It took about two hours before the undead who had been drawn to the community center were dispatched. Inside, discussion then argument began about what to do next.
 
   I stood by the door and listened. Tom, Mr. Jones who owned the local gas station, Jamie who had done two tours in Iraq as a medic, Pastor Frank from the Baptist Church, and Mrs. Finch seemed to be leading the discussion. Many of the others looked too scared or too shell-shocked to think let alone talk. Ian sat on the floor near Kristie’s body, her face covered by someone’s coat. He stared absently at his hands.
 
   “What the hell are we gonna do now?” Jeff asked as he removed his hat and rubbed his sweaty forehead with his forearm.
 
   “We need to gather all in one place,” Mrs. Finch said, her finger pointing.
 
   “No. We are safer in our own homes,” Mr. Jones said.
 
   “And what would I do in my house by myself? I don’t have any guns. I have no way to protect myself. And lights are going to go off soon,” Mrs. Finch retorted, her hands waving.
 
   The more they talked, the more scared the rest of the group looked. Frenchie Davis’ two children, apparently the only two kids yet to survive, clung to their mother.
 
   “We should get out of town. We need to head toward a military base. We need to get somewhere safe, get help,” Tom suggested looking at each of us in turn.
 
   “The nearest base is more than 300 miles. We’ll never make it,” Jamie replied calmly.
 
   “We don’t even know what caused it,” Mr. Jones said. “It could be anything. The food we eat. The water we drink. Something else in the environment. We don’t even know if we can eat the supplies we have. All of us could still get sick. With the T.V. out, we’ve no idea what’s happening.”
 
   “The 911 system went down yesterday, and now the phones are totally dead,” Mrs. Finch added.
 
   “Could be a bioweapon, a terrorist attack,” Tom suggested.
 
   Jamie shook his head. “Whatever it is, I heard it hit Canada too. It’s spreading.”
 
   “It could simply be the wrath of God,” Pastor Frank said solemnly.
 
   Mrs. Finch frowned. “We need help. We need to all get together then head to a shelter, a base, something,” she said, her fist pounding her hand to emphasize her words.
 
   And on they went. Some voices started to rise. The louder they got, the more unsettled everyone else seemed. The children started to cry. Finally, at some point, no one could hear anyone else over the shouting.
 
   I noticed then that there was an air horn canister on the shelf beside me. Frustrated, I picked it up and blew the horn. The wooong silenced the room.
 
   “Right now we have no idea how many people are still alive in this town. We need to secure this place and get an accounting. First, we need to clear the dead bodies—we can bury them in the baseball field. Then we need to go around and see how many people are hiding in their houses. Once we have everyone accounted for, we can call a meeting and ensure people like Mrs. Finch are paired with others and can be kept safe—maybe we could use the elementary school as a base. This town is easy to defend. The lake has us protected on one side. The forest is on the other. There are only two roads and one bridge leading into this place. We need to get the town cleaned up then barricade the roads and put guards there.”
 
   “Well, Ms. Ancient-Warfare-Know-it-All,” April began, “what about the bridge?”
 
   Knowing how much April loved Kristie, I let it go. “We blow it up.”
 
   The room went silent.
 
   “And how do we do that? I guess I could Google it, but the world just came to a fucking end,” Jeff said.
 
   “Larry’s Tree and Stump Removal—he has dynamite.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “She’s right. We hunker down. We keep each other safe. Most of us here can hunt and fish. We can secure this place,” Jamie said.
 
   I smiled at Jamie.
 
   With a half-smile, he tipped the brim of his hat toward me.
 
   “Until help comes, right?” Ethel asked hopefully. Her obliviousness to the situation saddened me.
 
   Jamie smiled softly at her. “Ethel…everyone…the reality is that help is not on the way. No reserves have been dispatched to Hamletville. I mean, they could barely evac New Orleans after Katrina. We’re not exactly high up on a government list of priorities.”
 
   “We can be safe here, if we stick together,” I offered.
 
   Not everyone looked sure, but after some consideration, the survivors agreed to be divided into teams. Some were sent to patrol the streets. Some were sent to gather supplies and convene at the elementary school. Fred Johnson went to the town garage to get a backhoe to bury the dead. Jeff and a handful of others headed off to Larry’s Tree and Stump Removal. After his comment outside, I secretly wished Jeff would blow himself up. We’d decided that two rings on the fire alarm meant assemble at the elementary school gymnasium, four rings if help had arrived, and six rings meant danger. Everyone was given medical gloves and strict advice to avoid touching dead bodies.
 
   Ian and April moved Kristie’s body from the community center to the baseball field. I watched Ian go. He did not look back. I went back to my dirt bike and got on. The body of the little girl still lay in the parking lot. I couldn’t look at it.
 
   I was about to kick start the engine when Jamie came up to me. “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Home. I need to bury my grandma.”
 
   Jamie set his hand on my shoulder. His curly light brown hair, wet with sweat, stuck to his forehead. His blue eyes shined in the sunlight. He inhaled then exhaled heavily. “Sorry, Layla. Let me come help you.”
 
   Grateful, I smiled. “Thank you.”
 
   “You mind helping me with a little favor on the way?”
 
    “Of course. What is it?”
 
   “We have got to stop that bell ringing, or I am going to lose my mind,” he said. The bell on the Catholic Church still sounded its melancholy gong.
 
   “The world is ending, and you’re worried about the bell?”
 
   He smiled.
 
   “All right. Hop on,” I said, sliding forward.
 
   “You won’t even let me drive?”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I said and kicked the engine on.
 
   “How humiliating,” he muttered as he slid in behind me.
 
   I parked the bike on the street in front of the church. The bell clanged loudly. Two of the undead who had been standing outside the church turned toward us. I raised my gun, but then recognized Mrs. Crane. She’d tutored me in math when I was in elementary school.
 
   “Oh no,” I said with a sigh. I lowered my gun.
 
   Before she could get too close, Jamie shot her between the eyes.
 
   The second sickly person, a man I didn’t recognize, lumbered toward me. I downed him with a quick shot.
 
   “You always were a good shot, Layla.”
 
    “Thanks to your dad. I didn’t see—”
 
   “He didn’t make it. Neither him nor my mom.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. You and Ian—”
 
   “Yeah, well, we all lost someone, right? I adored your grandma too. Come on. Let’s get this over with.”
 
   When we walked up to the ornate doors, we both had a moment of realization. The place could be packed. Every Catholic in town could have taken shelter there.
 
   I pulled the machine gun over my shoulder and stood at ready several feet from the door.
 
   “Have any more grenades?”
 
   “One. Let’s hope we don’t need it.”
 
   Jamie pulled out his handgun then yanked the doors opened.
 
   We were half right; half the Catholics in town were inside. I pulled the trigger, peeling off a spray of bullets as the undead rushed out the door. I tried not to look at them too closely, knowing I would see familiar faces. The thought of it was too horrible. Jamie fired into the horde. Moments later, the space was clear, and a heap of bodies lay outside the door.
 
   “Christ,” Jamie said looking at the machine gun.
 
   “I don’t see how they miss with these things in the movies. At 1000 rounds a minute, who can miss?”
 
   Jamie looked at the heap of bodies. His face twisted. “I know half the people lying there,” he said. He closed his eyes and turned from the sight.
 
   I had been trying not to think about it. “We don’t have much choice,” I said with more disconnect than I actually felt.
 
   “After having to shoot my mom a dozen times before I figured out I needed a head shot, bumping off the meter man should be less jarring.”
 
   “Should? I don’t know about that. You’re no killer. But I’m sorry about your mom,” I said, setting my hand on his shoulder. Jamie and his mom had always been very close, as close as Grandma and me. Grief tried to wash in. I slapped the door closed. After a lifetime of practice, I was good at doing that. I pulled out the shashka and looked up at Jamie.
 
   “I’m ready,” he said.
 
   We went inside. An older woman I recognized from the farmer’s market slowly crept out of the pew. She bit and snapped at us. I motioned Jamie to hold back, and I stabbed her through the eye. She dropped. We made our way toward the back of the church. Again, I caught sight of the broken Mary. It made me shudder.
 
   We followed the winding halls to the back of the church. There we found stairs leading up toward the bell tower. Carefully, we walked up the plank wood spiral staircase. The sweet scent of rough-cut lumber filled the air. When we reached the top, we discovered why the bell kept ringing. Father Meyers had hung himself with the bell rope. His body swayed back and forth.
 
   “Guess he decided not to wait for the rapture,” Jamie said, “which can occur any time now,” he added with a raised voice as he looked toward the sky. He waited for a moment. “Nope, nothing,” he said with a sardonic snort.
 
   “Maybe he thought he was already in hell,” I said, and reaching upward, I sliced the rope in half. Father Meyers’s body fell on the wooden planks below. I stared down at the once-benevolent face now frozen in the grizzly visage of death. “I just saw him the other day. Grandma had me stop by.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To ask for holy water.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Jamie looked thoughtfully down at Father Meyers. “What do we do with him?”
 
   I looked out the window. I noticed a newly opened grave in the graveyard. “There,” I said, pointing.
 
   “Well, it seems right to bury him, but how in the hell are we going to get him down?”
 
   “Put on your gloves.”
 
   Jamie lifted Father from the left side. I lifted him from the right.
 
   “Something about this seems wrong,” Jamie muttered.
 
   “1—2—3,” I said, and with a heave, we dropped Father Meyers out the tower window. He fell with a thud on the ground.
 
   “Well, he’s already dead, and he had the courtesy not to get up and walk around. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
 
   The church was clear when we exited. We dropped Father Meyers into the grave, covering him with a few inches of earth, then headed back toward the bike. On the way, however, we passed Mrs. Winchester’s grave. I could not help but notice the dirt had collapsed in. I stopped to look.
 
   “What is it?” Jamie asked.
 
   “Mrs. Winchester was buried here—or is buried here. Her grave is disturbed.”
 
   Jamie stopped and looked with me. Moments later, the soil stirred.
 
   “Christ,” Jamie whispered. We watched in horror as fingers poked up through the soil. “How did she get out of her coffin?” Jamie wondered aloud as he started reloading his gun.
 
   “Ethel said they did a green burial on her,” I replied and took a step back. My eyes darted quickly around the graveyard. There were half a dozen or so fresh graves. Were all the residents stirring?
 
   A second hand appeared. It grabbed at the grass, pulling the body upward. We stood frozen with shock as Mrs. Winchester slowly dragged herself out of the earth. It was too horrible. Her hair was covered in soil, and her flesh was drooping. The rancid smell of decay wafted from her, turning my stomach. When her head was finally clear of the ground, Jamie raised his gun and fired; he hit her between her rheumy eyes.
 
   With a gurgling cry, Mrs. Winchester’s body, half out of the earth, went still.
 
   “Oh my god,” I whispered. Tears flooded my eyes.
 
   Jamie grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.”
 
   I took one last look at a woman who had once been so kind to me, and then we walked away.
 
   We set off back toward Fox Hollow Road. When we got back to the cabin, the Fletchers’ bodies were still lying beside the steps, and Grandma lay in front of the barn where I had left her.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Jamie said at the sight.
 
   I nodded, and we got to work. Behind the barn, we dug one wide grave for the Fletchers and a second grave for my grandmother. Wearing gloves, we lowered the bodies in. We covered the Fletchers first. Gross as it was, I retrieved Mr. Fletcher’s fingers too. Then we lowered Grandma into her grave. Once her eyes had been closed, my grandmother actually looked very peaceful. I wanted to kiss her one last time, to feel the soft skin on her cheek, but I dared not come too close to her flesh. I started to cry.
 
   Jamie wrapped his arms around me. I turned toward him. He enveloped me in his thick chest, holding me tightly against him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” was all he could say. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Turning, I inhaled deeply. Composing myself, I grabbed the shovel and began to cover my grandmother with earth. Grief wracked me.
 
   Now, now, it’s only a husk, I heard my grandmother say.
 
   I stopped and looked around.
 
   “Layla?” Jamie asked.
 
   “Did you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what?”
 
   I looked down at my grandmother. She lay still in the repose of death.
 
   “Nothing,” I said and began again.
 
   Not long after, we finished.
 
   “Why don’t you come in? Drink something? Wash up?” I asked Jamie.
 
   “I should get back to Ian,” he said.
 
   I nodded. I opened the back of my SUV and took out the weapons bundle. I then handed the keys to Jamie. “Take my SUV.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Well, it saved me once already today. No doubt it will keep you safe too. Thank you, Jamie, for everything. You’ve always been like the brother I never had,” I said and leaned in to hug him.
 
   A strange look crossed his face, but he covered it quickly, returning my embrace.
 
   “I’ll be back tomorrow morning. You can help me with the canvassing,” he said as he slid into the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. “Nice,” he added with a smile as he ran his hand over the dash.
 
   I grinned. I went to the gate and pulled it open for him. “Stay safe,” I called.
 
   He waved. “You too. Lock that gate.”
 
   I nodded and shut the gate with a clang, locking it as he drove out of sight.
 
   Moments later there was complete silence. In the distance I could hear the stream gurgling and the sweet sound of songbirds. The wind blew, picking up the earthy autumn air. I turned to go back into the house but spotted my grandma’s herb bag lying on the ground near the gate. I picked it up and looked inside. She had picked a large bouquet of wildflowers. Had she died for this, died for a handful of flowers? I walked back to her grave and laid the flowers thereon. Then, all at once, it hit me. She had not died because she’d gone to pick flowers. She already knew how she would die. She’d already seen the grave. She’d already seen the flowers. She’d just saved me the trouble of picking them for her. All this time, she knew she was not going to make it. Everything she’d done, she’d done to save me—not her and me—just me.
 
   Tears flooded my eyes. I allowed myself a moment of grief and then pulling myself together the best I could, I went inside. After all, “it’s only a husk.” She had said it. And I had heard it. I had not imagined it. I had heard my grandmother’s voice.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   For the time being, there was still hot water and electricity. I took a long shower. Wrapping myself in a thick white robe, I poured myself a large glass of vodka. The sun had set. I flipped on the small living room lamp and sat down on the floor. My cell had died—no signal—but the old mantel clock showed it was nearly 11:00pm. The autumn air had a hint of chill in it. I lit a small fire.
 
   I knew I should eat, but I couldn’t get myself to budge. I sat, staring at the fireplace. I tried to process everything, but I felt completely overwhelmed. How had this happened? What were we going to do? My grandma was gone.
 
   The radio in Grandma’s room still reported contamination and quarantine. After a while, I realized it was the same news report I’d heard that very morning; it was a looped recording. I tried the T.V. but there was only static.
 
   It must have been sometime after midnight, and two glasses of vodka later, when I saw headlights shine through the small cracks between the boards on the picture window. I went outside to see a truck sitting on the other side of the gate.
 
   I grabbed a gun. “Who’s there?” I called, the headlights blinding me.
 
   At first there was silence. The driver cut the lights and engine. “It’s Ian.”
 
   My heart leapt to my throat. I grabbed the flashlight, slid on a pair of slippers, and went to the gate.
 
   “It’s late,” I said.
 
   His face looked haggard in the glow of the flashlight.
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I just…can I come in?”
 
   I unbolted the gate. I propped it a little, letting him in, then locked it again. Wordlessly, we went into the house. Once inside, I motioned him to sit in the living room while I went to the kitchen to pour him a drink.
 
   “God, Layla, when did you get the house all boarded up?”
 
   “Grandma,” I replied.
 
   “Jamie told me about her. I’m really sorry.”
 
   I handed him a drink and sat down on the couch beside him. He looked handsome but tired. His straw-colored hair fell over his blue eyes. He had dirt smudged on his chin and arms. His tribal tattoo showed from under his torn and stained white t-shirt. I wondered if anyone else knew the tattoo’s meaning.
 
   “I’m a mess,” he said.
 
   “That’s the last thing to worry about.”
 
   “But you smell so clean, so nice,” he whispered.
 
   “Well, I figured I should take a hot shower while I still had a chance.”
 
   He smiled then there was awkward silence. Every fiber in my being wanted to pull him into an embrace, to smell him, to feel his chest pressed against my body, but I reminded myself his wife had died only hours before.
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “Layla…I…When it all started to go down, I tried to keep my family safe, but I kept thinking, ‘Where is Layla? Is Layla all right?’ I was praying to God you were not still in D. C. Did you see? They rained missiles down on that place. Blew it up. It was one of the last things I saw on cable. I thought I saw your car the other day so I hoped. But when Jamie opened the door today, and I saw you standing there, I couldn’t believe it. At that moment Kristie was dying, but you were alive. I felt happy. I am so ashamed. I felt so happy.”
 
   “I seriously hope you didn’t come here just to confess,” I said. Part of me was elated, but the other half of me was disgusted.
 
   “No. I just wanted to see you. I wanted to tell you how I felt. I’m so happy you’re fine. You’re alive. And you’re here. I just, Layla, you know I never stopped loving you,” he said then pulled me toward him. Before I knew it, we had fallen into a deep kiss.
 
   How much I had missed him. Every muscle in my body melted. My mind, swimming in a vodka haze, let go of guilt. I relaxed into his embrace. My hands greedily roved over his shoulders, neck, and under his shirt to touch his skin.
 
   Untying my belt, he pushed the robe open. I was naked underneath. He kissed my neck and shoulders, his hands gently stroking my breasts. I shimmied out of the robe and pulled his shirt over his head. I pulled him against me, his bare skin against mine. We lay back on the couch. I could feel him, hard, inside his jeans. I took his hand to guide it between my legs, but when my fingers interlaced with his, I felt his wedding ring. Shame washed over me. I opened my eyes. I pulled myself upright and slid my robe back on.
 
   “Layla?”
 
   I stood up, picked his shirt up, and threw it at him.
 
   “Get out,” I said.
 
   “Layla? What happened?”
 
   “You can’t solve every complex feeling you have by fucking someone. Get out. Go home and mourn your wife like a real man would,” I said and opened the door.
 
   Shame faced, he pulled his shirt on and went outside. He stopped on the porch. “I’m sorry. I didn’t come here for that. I just came to say I am so glad you’re alive,” he said and walked away.
 
   I slammed the door behind him. Outside, the metal gate opened and shut. A moment later the truck started, and the headlights disappeared back down the road. I slid down the door to the floor and put my head on my knees. Then there was a strange buzzing sound, like the sound you hear during a bad storm, followed by a pop. The lights and all the appliances went out.
 
   “Dammit,” I whispered.
 
   The fire had burned down to a bank of embers. I felt around the kitchen table for the candles. Grandma had left a box of them sitting there. Striking a match, I lit a candle and turned toward the living room.
 
   I nearly screamed. My grandmother was sitting in her favorite chair in front of the fireplace doing crochet. Like the Native American chief, I saw my grandmother and saw through her all at once. Don’t forget to lock the gate, she said without looking up.
 
   I turned toward the door, considering her words, then turned back. When I did, she was gone, but her sewing was sitting on the chair, and I couldn’t remember if it had been there all along or not.
 
   Taking the flashlight and my shashka, I went outside. I could hear a strange clang, clang, clang noise as I walked toward the gate. At the gate was a young woman whose face was so badly torn apart I couldn’t recognize her. Her entire nose had been torn off, revealing fleshy pulp inside. She must have followed Ian’s truck up the road. She was pushing at the gate, biting and snapping when she saw me.
 
   I kept my flashlight on her and got close. We stood across from one another locked in a stare. I wondered about “brain activity.” Clearly, the undead hungered, but did they think? In that same moment, I also realized she had a bright red ribbon in her hair.
 
   I felt confused and frustrated. “Stop,” I commanded and for a moment she was still. But then she snapped and snarled again.
 
   I sighed. I lifted the sword and thrust it through her skull. She fell like a bag of bones. I locked the gate and headed inside, barring the door behind me. This time I went directly to bed. While my grandmother lived on in the spirit, the world was now filled with the undead, and I’d had enough fighting the undead for one day.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   I was sitting on the front porch drinking fire-brewed coffee when Jamie pulled up in my SUV. I swished the truly awful coffee around in my mouth. It was bitter and laced with grounds. I dumped the remaining liquid over the side of the porch and went to let Jamie in.
 
   “Power out here too?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. “I’d offer you some coffee, I made it over the fireplace, but I think you’d never forgive me. Looks like Grandma forgot to stock up on instant.”
 
   “Well, maybe she wanted you learn how to cook.”
 
   “Nothing like the apocalypse to force us to learn new skills.”
 
   We both laughed.
 
   “You ready?”
 
   I was already dressed, my weapons reloaded. I’d added throwing daggers to my belt and had slid the poyasni into my boots. I patted the shashka. “You bet.”
 
   Closing up everything behind us, we headed down Fox Hollow Road.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Jamie asked.
 
   “I have an idea, but we need the police cruiser. Do you think that will be a problem?”
 
   Jamie shook his head. “The guys have already been in the Sheriff’s Office to clear out the guns. The car is still sitting there.”
 
   “Ok, first we get the car.”
 
   We drove across town to the Sheriff’s Office. It was a small building that sat close to the river. The cruiser was parked outside. We exited the SUV carefully, keeping an eye out for the undead. The door to the office was open. When we reached the doorway we could hear grunting coming from inside.
 
   “I thought this place was clear,” I whispered.
 
   “It was.”
 
   We couldn’t see anyone when we first entered. Ducking low, we crept around the front desk. There was an old man in the break room. He was rocking back and forth; his clothes were ragged, and one arm was clearly dislocated.
 
   Jamie stood, raising his gun, but I stopped him. I patted my throwing daggers. Careful to get into position, I unsheathed one dagger and, sending it over hand, launched it through the air. It hit him squarely in the back of the head. He fell with a thump.
 
   “I think you’re on steroids,” Jamie said with a grin.
 
   I shook my head. “No, I just practice and work out a lot.”
 
   “So I see,” Jamie replied, playfully eyeing me over.
 
   I grinned. Jamie always loved to tease me. “I’ll get the knife. Grab the keys?”
 
   He nodded and headed toward the desk.
 
   I headed toward the break room to retrieve my knife. The body of the old man lay on the floor. When I turned the corner, however, I got jumped. An enormous undead man had been standing in a blind spot. We’d missed him. When I walked in, he attacked. Seconds later he slammed me to the floor. I hit the ground hard. “James!” I screamed.
 
   The massive undead man lay sideways on top of me. He snapped at me, his mouth a mess of mangled flesh and bloody saliva. I struggled to keep him from making contact with my skin. I tried to push him off, but he was too heavy.
 
   Jamie was there the next second and kicked the man off of me. The undead man fell to the floor and with one shot, Jamie took him out.
 
   “Oh my god, oh my god,” I whispered, frantically pulling off my shirt and gloves. Had his flesh touched mine?
 
   “Pants too,” Jamie said in a rush and helped me unbuckle my belt. Seconds later I stood in the middle of the Sheriff’s office, completely naked save my bra and underwear, my entire body shaking.
 
   “Did it touch your skin? Did it get any saliva on you?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, no, I don’t think so.
 
   Jamie grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to the sink where we washed down my arms and legs with the icy cold water. I scrubbed my arms while Jamie scrubbed my legs and waist. Something made my stomach lurch with an emotion far different than fear as I felt Jamie’s wet hands sliding gently around my body. My eyes fluttered closed.
 
   “No signs of contamination. Skin looks good,” Jamie said, eyeing me over. “Oh my god, Layla.”
 
   I stood shaking. Too many emotions overwhelmed me.
 
   “I’ll go to the back and get you something to put on,” he said.
 
   Shivering, I waited. We needed to be more careful. My stomach rolled. I didn’t want to think about it, any of it. If I let the terror in, it would be too much. I was okay. We were both okay.
 
   Minutes later Jamie returned with a standard issue police uniform, fingerless leather gloves, and a brown leather jacket. I pulled the clothes on and, still shaking, went back out front.
 
   “Christ, my heart is still beating in my throat,” Jamie whispered.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, feeling less certain than I sounded.
 
   “You sure?” Jamie asked, peering closely at me.
 
   I shrugged. What choice did I have? “Let’s go.”
 
   Jamie grabbed the keys, and we headed toward the car.
 
   “Go to the end of Main Street, and we’ll start from there,” I said, trying to refocus. “We’ll need to use the PA speaker system, but we’re bound to attract company.”
 
   Jamie set two guns on the seat beside him. “We’re good.”
 
   He drove the police cruiser toward the end of town the made the turn back. He slowed the car. I grabbed the CB and flipped the speaker system on.
 
   “Test. Hamletville citizens, test,” I said into the speaker as Jamie adjusted the volume. “Are you alive inside? Hang a white cloth out a window if you are alive. Hang a red cloth if you are injured. Hang black if there are undead inside with you,” I projected.
 
   “Assuming their clothes aren’t in the wash,” Jamie said.
 
   Finally relaxing, I punched him playfully on the shoulder.
 
   And so we began to make our passes, street by street, repeating the message. It was not long until the aimless undead were drawn by the sound of my voice. When we hit Briar Street we found ourselves facing a small horde of a dozen undead. At the front I recognized Paul Lacombe, the town’s mailman. My grandma used to leave a tin of cookies in the mailbox for him every year at Christmas time.  With regret, we jumped out of the police car and took Paul and the others out. We cruised up and down the street, announcing all morning. By noon or so, we had hit every street. We then stopped by the community center and rang the fire alarm twice. After, we headed toward the elementary school.
 
   We found a dozen people already assembled inside the gym. Tom and Jeff were standing guard at the door. Those inside had been busy stocking the place with supplies.
 
   “Oh, thank goodness,” Mrs. Finch said when she saw us. “We have a minor problem,” she added and pulled us to the side. “Jamie, I didn’t want to tell Tom, but his little niece, Karie, has gone bad. We locked her in Mrs. White’s classroom. I just didn’t know how Tom would take it. He’s lost everyone else. I think he was holding out hope for her. Can you please take care of her?” Mrs. Finch told us.
 
   I looked at Jamie and shook my head. “No, he should know.”
 
   Jamie looked back and forth from Mrs. Finch to myself and then to Tom. “It may break him. That guy is mush on the inside.”
 
   “Should we let him have false hope while one of us executes his niece?”
 
   “Oh Jamie, just do it,” Mrs. Finch said, ignoring me.
 
   I shook my head. “I’ll talk to him.”
 
   “Layla,” Mrs. Finch grumbled.
 
   “He should decide, not us,” I replied and went to Tom.
 
   Mrs. Finch was clearly angry but said nothing. She went back to work, slamming boxes from one table onto another. I approached Tom carefully.
 
   “Hey Tom, can you come with me? Jamie will take your post for a minute,” I said, taking hold of Tom’s arm.
 
   “Well, good morning, Layla,” Jeff said with a raunchy smile. “Hey, wasn’t that Ian’s truck I saw going up Fox Hollow Road last night?”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   Jamie raised a questioning eyebrow but said nothing.
 
   I pulled Tom away.
 
   “What is it?” Tom asked as we passed through the gym and into the classroom hallway.
 
   “You heard my grandma got sick?” I asked him.
 
   “Yeah, someone mentioned it. Sorry to hear it.”
 
   “I had to put her down myself. I almost couldn’t do it. But you know my grandma, always on about the spirits. I think I heard her tell me to kill her. Can you believe that? I heard her in my head. She said ‘kill me.’ So I did. It was the worst moment of my life.” There was only minor risk in telling him. Before his wedding, Tom had come to see Grandma. Shortly thereafter he called off the wedding. I often wondered what Grandma had seen that so convinced him.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” Tom said. He gazed down at me with a confused look on his face.
 
   We were standing outside Mrs. White’s classroom door.
 
   “They tell me your niece, Karie, is inside,” I said, motioning to the door. “I can handle it if you want, but I thought it should be your decision.”
 
   Tom inhaled sharply, his hand covering his mouth.
 
   Drawn by the noise, Karie appeared on the other side of the door. Her face looked almost like a China doll: her pale white skin was surrounded by a halo of black hair. But there was no mistaking those undead eyes and the frothy drool coming from her mouth.
 
   Tom stared at her, wiping the tears from his eyes. He took a deep breath and then backed up to the wall. He loaded his gun and aimed toward the door.
 
   I took a few steps away to avoid the spray of glass. I turned my back.
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” I heard him whisper.
 
   Boom. The sound of the shot-gun echoed in the hallway and made my ears ring. I heard the little body hit the floor with a thud.
 
   Tom slid down the wall and put his head on his knees. He wept. “I was there when she was born. They put that newborn baby in my hands. I was the one who showed her to my sister,” he moaned through tears.
 
   I sat beside him, my arm around his back, my head leaning on his shoulder. What could I say? Despair was all around us. It was too much to bear if you let it in. The grief was palpable. Tears welled up in my eyes. I could not imagine shooting a child, alive or dead. In a heartbeat, we had all become killers, slaughtering those we loved the most. It was unnatural. My grandmother’s ashen face appeared before my eyes again. It was too horrible. I forced myself to take a deep breath and push the image away. We sat there for a long time listening to the sound of occasional gunfire outside the school. After a while, Jamie appeared.
 
   “Everyone is ready,” he said.
 
   I nodded and rose.
 
   Standing up, Tom wiped his eyes. “Thank you,” he said, hugging me, and then he headed back to the gym. Jamie and I followed him.
 
   “You were right,” Jamie whispered as he cast a glance toward Tom. Before we entered, Jamie stopped. He took my hand and looked carefully at me. “Layla, was Ian at your place last night?”
 
   I gave Jamie’s hand a squeeze. It was not what Jamie was thinking, but I was not really sure what had happened between Ian and me. I also wasn’t sure why the look on Jamie’s face made me feel so embarrassed. Jamie and I had always been friends—he was Ian’s brother after all—but suddenly I felt worried about what he thought of me. In the end, I said nothing but walked hand-in-hand with Jamie into the gym.
 
   When we entered, Ian spotted us. A strange look of shame and jealousy washed over his face. All the eyes in the gym turned toward me.
 
   Jamie smiled down at me. “Go ahead,” he said, urging me toward the front of the crowd.
 
   “Me? You’re the one with all the military experience.”
 
   “Yeah, but I didn’t blow up the community center yesterday nor am I a historian who knows everything about warfare.”
 
   “Ancient warfare.”
 
   “Well, clearly, the medieval period is back in style.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “It has to be you.”
 
   I balked for a moment then, taking a deep breath, went to the front. I jumped up on the stage. I then remembered my third grade Christmas play. We’d enacted a living Christmas tree. I played the tinsel. Grandma had sewn me a shiny gold and silver costume. Ian had played a snowflake.
 
   “Hello, everyone. You all probably heard the announcements we made this morning. Hopefully our neighbors have hung their houses with white, red, or black flags. We need to get the living, those with the white flags, accounted for and brought up to speed on the plan to keep the town safe. Jamie and Mrs. Finch should go with teams to attend to the houses with red flags. Please be careful. We have no idea if those injuries are a broken arm or the bite from an undead. Black flags? Well, we need an armed team to handle those houses. If there is no flag, that likely means the house is either empty or there are undead inside. Look for survivors. Kill the undead. We’ll divide into groups. Any questions?”
 
   “Sounds good, Layla,” Pastor Frank said, “but the other problem is that the power is out now. I don’t have a fireplace. What should I do?”
 
   I spotted a rolling whiteboard and pulled it onto the stage. I grabbed a marker and drew a grid on the board. “If you’re armed, put your name here. If you have a fireplace, a way to heat your home, put your name here. If you have need, put your name and your need here. We need to open our homes and our hearts if we want to make it through the winter.”
 
   “Layla,” a voice called from the back.
 
   I scanned around until I spotted an older gentleman in a marigold colored CAT baseball cap. A lit cigarette hung from his mouth. It was Larry. Now we had someone to handle dynamite. I was relieved.
 
   “The boys found me yesterday and told me the plan to blow up the bridge. I can have it rigged by tomorrow. I just need a careful hand or two to help,” he said.
 
   “Volunteers?” I called.
 
   Mr. Jones and another young man I did not know raised their hands.
 
   “There you go, Larry. Thanks guys.”
 
   “Layla, we need more weapons. We’ve cleared out the Lewis’ shop and the Sheriff’s Office, but it’s still not enough. And we really need more ammo,” Will said.
 
   “What about the VFW? They got anything there?” I asked.
 
   Will shook his head. “Just antiques.”
 
   “They’ve got a working cannon. We could use that,” Jeff said.
 
   “Dude, what are you gonna do with a cannon? We’re not fighting the British armada,” Will replied.
 
   Jeff gave Will the finger.
 
   “What about Mara Hunting Club?” Summer asked. “Mom and I cater out there. I think they leave guns locked up there all year round.”
 
   “There we go. Tomorrow morning we need to get to work on barricades and some of us can head out to Mara. Those who can help should meet back here just after dawn.”
 
   Everyone nodded.
 
   “Let’s get everyone into groups for the town sweep,” Jamie called out. “Keep track of who or what you find and at what addresses,” he added, then began putting people into teams.
 
   As Jamie moved through the crowd, I counted. Forty-seven. That was all that was left. Granted, it was not a large town and there were many out-lying farms, but out of nearly 600 or so, forty-seven was not much. I jumped off the stage.
 
   I noticed then that Frenchie was there with her children. It was hard to miss her fiery red hair which fell, disheveled, to her waist. She was filling tote bags with canned goods.
 
   “Hey Frenchie,” I called as I came over to her. I barely remembered her from high school. She’d always been the quiet type. She’d gone off to college but came home a year later pregnant—no dad in the picture. Her older child, who also had red hair, looked to be about six, the younger about four. She seemed really alone. Last I knew she was living in a trailer near Griswold Cemetery.
 
   “Hey, Layla. Thanks for everything you’re doing,” she said, trying to sound confident when her voice and every line on her face told me otherwise. I eyed her over. She already looked gaunt. I could not imagine what she must have endured to keep her children safe. “These are my girls, Kira and Susan,” she introduced.
 
   I knelt down to look at them. “Who is Kira and who is Susan?” I asked.
 
   “I’m Kira,” the older child with red hair said. “She is Susan.”
 
   “You’re pretty,” Susan, the younger girl with pixie-like features, told me.
 
   I smiled at them. “Not as pretty as the two of you,” I said, tapping them each on the nose. I rose. “Frenchie, I was thinking, why don’t you and the girls stay with me? The place is locked down. I’m remote so there is less potential for traffic. And I’m well stocked. You’ll be safe there.”
 
   The girls looked up at her with eager anticipation.
 
   “You sure?” she asked.
 
   “Of course. We’ll get you moved in today.”
 
   She set down her tote bags and wrapped her arms around me. Her body was shaking. “Thank god. My girls…” she whispered in my ear.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll keep them safe,” I whispered in reply. I hoped it was a promise I could keep.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Outside the gymnasium five armed men stood smoking cigarettes, shot-guns hanging over their shoulders. I recognized them but didn’t know their names. “We’re on watch here,” one explained, and I nodded affirmatively.
 
   I knew that my stunt at the community center had earned me respect, but I was not quite comfortable with the idea of being the leader of Hamletville. Not sure what to do with myself, I decided to head out to join one of the sweep teams. I found a team outside the Franklin house. By chance, Ian was there. Ian, Jensen, Dusty, and Gary were staring up at the black shirt hanging from an upstairs window of the run-down Victorian mansion.
 
   Shamefaced, Ian looked away from me.
 
   “Hey Layla,” Jensen said as I joined them. “We’re just thinking of a plan of attack.”
 
   “If someone goes around back and makes a lot of noise, whatever is inside will be drawn that direction. The rest of us can go in from the front and get the jump on them,” Ian suggested.
 
   “Is the door locked?” I asked.
 
   “Not sure,” Dusty answered.
 
   “I’ll go around back. I can haul ass if needed,” Gary said then left. We waited. A few moments later we heard Gary in the back banging garbage can lids. “Come and get it! Fresh meat on blue light special in the backyard,” he called.
 
   I had to laugh. Gary was seemingly one of the least funny men I’d ever met. I guess he was full of surprises too.
 
   The others laughed as well.
 
   “Got some action in the window back here,” Gary yelled after a minute.
 
   Dusty, Jensen, Ian, and I stepped cautiously onto the porch. Dusty tried the door. “Locked,” he whispered.
 
   Ian pulled his shotgun to blast the lock, but I stopped him. I lifted the ladybug print Welcome mat. The key was underneath.
 
   “And there’s why we put you in charge,” Dusty said with laugh.
 
   I grinned and handed Ian the key.
 
   In the back, Gary was still slamming garage can lids, and I started to worry about anyone else who might be lurking about in earshot.
 
   We went in. The old Victorian had seen better days. Plaster crumbled off the filigree trim around the ceiling. The rose pattern wallpaper looked faded. It looked like there had been a tussle in the living room. We could hear groaning and the sound of a body slamming against the door in the back.
 
   “There might be more than one,” I whispered, my memory of the incident in the Sheriff’s Office still fresh.
 
   Jensen nodded and waved us toward the left side of the house into the dining room. I bent one ear upstairs but heard nothing. The dining room was beautifully bedecked with dark navy brocade wallpaper. A slightly tarnished tea service sat on a cherry server. The formal dining room had a small serving window that looked into the kitchen. In the back, Mrs. Franklin clawed at the back door.
 
   “Got her,” Jensen whispered then took aim.
 
   “Watch out for Gary,” Ian cautioned.
 
   I turned away, unsheathing my sword, keeping one eye on the dining room entryway.
 
   Bam. The hunting rifle discharged with a loud boom that made the chandelier rattle.
 
   A moment later I heard a flurry of feet from the other side of the house. Surprisingly fast for being undead, a young woman, Jenna, caretaker for many of the town’s elderly, emerged from a side room and lunged at me.
 
   “Layla!” Ian called out.
 
   Jumping onto a dining room chair, then onto the table, I spun, the sword slicing through the air. I severed Jenna’s skull in half. Her momentum caused her body to fling forward. It hit the table and buckled. The severed head spilled a mush of brains and blood onto the table.
 
   “Gross,” Jensen said.
 
   “Dammit, she was fast,” Dusty cursed.
 
   We all paused and waited, listening. My heart was pounding.
 
   “Let’s check upstairs,” Ian whispered.
 
   When we got back to the foyer, Gary joined us.
 
   “Better keep guard,” I told him. “You might have gotten someone else’s attention.”
 
   “I’m on it,” he said and took a post on the porch.
 
   When we got upstairs, Ian called out. “Anyone alive up here?”
 
   We waited.
 
   A moment later we heard slow footsteps. Everyone raised a weapon. One of the bedroom doors opened, and an elderly man stood clutching the doorframe. It was Mr. Franklin. Clearly, he was not in good health, and he looked frightened out of his mind.
 
   “My wife,” he whispered, rasping.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Franklin, she’s dead,” Dusty told him.
 
   He nodded sadly and took a puff on his inhaler.
 
   “Come sit down,” I said, sheathing my sword. I guided the old man back into the room and to a chair. The room smelled like body odor, urine, and moldy food. He must have been locked in there for several days.
 
   “Mr. Franklin, we need to move you. You’re not safe all alone in the house. Let us take you to stay with someone,” Dusty encouraged.
 
   “Mrs. Finch is going to move in with Fred Johnson. That might be a good place for him,” Ian suggested.
 
   “My medicines,” the old man said, motioning toward the table.
 
   My stomach hurt. There was no way this man would survive. Just like Frenchie’s children, he was so vulnerable. The enormity of keeping such people safe overwhelmed me.
 
   “I got them,” I said and rose. I unzipped a pillowcase and put all the medicines inside.
 
   Dusty and Jensen helped Mr. Franklin downstairs. Outside, Gary shot twice at an approaching undead man. I could only see the shadow of their figures through the beveled glass windows.
 
   Mr. Franklin stopped at the bottom of the steps. “What‘s happening?” he asked.
 
   “It’s the end of days,” Dusty replied. “Come on, Mr. Franklin. The good Lord hasn’t called you just yet.”
 
   The old man muttered in reply.
 
   When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I noticed Mr. and Mrs. Franklin’s wedding portrait hanging on the wall. They looked so young and happy.
 
   Ian came up behind me. He stopped and looked at the photo as well. “I want to talk about last night,” he whispered, but I raised my hand to cut him short.
 
   “Not now,” I said and went outside. Who would have thought that the end of the world would bring me the one thing I wanted most. I did still want him, didn’t I?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The sun had just peeked over the mountains when we collected in the elementary school parking lot the following morning. The sunrise was a mix of pink and orange. The air was cool. Mist was rising off the lake and river. Half the streets were shrouded in fog. It was amazingly quiet: no cars, no hum of electricity, no nothing, just birds and the sound of the wind.
 
   About two dozen people had assembled.
 
   I rubbed my gloved hands together. “We need to get some barricades in place at both ends of Main Street. Is Fred here?” I asked, looking around.
 
   “Here, Layla,” he called.
 
   “You’re our man, Fred. What have we got? What can we roll in?”
 
   “I need about ten bodies to help. We can drive in the old school buses and fill the gaps with scrap, dumpsters, barrels and the like,” he replied.
 
   “I think I saw that in a movie once,” Jeff muttered.
 
   “The Williams folks just had a ton of chain link fencing delivered to expand their kennels. It’s still rolled up on their property. We could try to fence the barricade as well,” Jensen offered.
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   “Layla, this is Kiki Jones. She’s Lil’s and Wilson’s daughter—they didn’t make it. She had an idea,” Tom said.
 
   Kiki’s eyes were red and swollen from crying. Dark rings made half-moons under her brown eyes. “Well,” Kiki started, “I did a project at college with short wave radios. I might be able to get a radio up and running. Maybe we can see if there are other survivors out there. But I need to see if there is some equipment in the school.”
 
   “Great idea,” I said, smiling encouragingly at her, “take whatever you need.” She reminded me of my fencing students. I choked down the wave of despair that bubbled up as I realized they were probably all dead.
 
   “I can give a hand with that,” Gary told Tom and Kiki. “I used to play around with the CB. I have some stuff that might help.”
 
   “All right then. Let’s split up. This group can go with Fred,” I said, portioning off the crowd. “The rest of you will keep patrol. We need to set up a schedule, get on rotating shifts. Jensen, can you put that together and let people know when they are on patrol?”
 
   He nodded affirmatively.
 
   Summer waved at me. “I’ll come with you to Mara Hunting Club. They have bulk food stored up there, and I have a key,” she said, dangling a key chain in front of her.
 
   “Great, let’s go,” I called and everyone moved out.
 
   Jamie, Summer, and I packed into my SUV. Ian, Will, and Dusty headed out in Ian’s truck. We crossed town and turned up Morrigon Hill. I sat in the back while Jamie drove. Summer tried the radio stations. There was nothing but static.
 
   “How is it that everything just stops?” Summer asked. “It all just stopped.” She snapped off the radio.
 
   “I haven’t seen an airplane in days. Sky is completely empty,” I added as I looked out the window. We passed a dense pine forest, the green needles making a thick canopy, the ground covered in pink needles.
 
   “Makes you wonder, right? How many man-made things out there are dependent on electricity, oil, fuel? With no one around to push a button, what prevents missiles from going off or dams from collapsing?” Jamie questioned.
 
   “I guess we’re screwed either way,” I said, popping a cartridge into my gun. I rolled down the window. “Slow up,” I called to Jamie.
 
   An undead man plodded out of the woods and into the ditch that led downhill toward town. As we rolled up on him, he stopped and looked at the SUV. I leaned out the window and took a shot. His neck snapped back as the bullet hit him between the eyes, and he fell into the ditch.
 
   “Christ, that water runs downhill and into the stream,” Jamie said, putting the SUV into park.
 
   I grabbed some medical gloves and jumped out, handing a pair to Jamie. We pulled the gloves on and went over to the body.
 
   “Recognize him?” I asked as we stood over the body.
 
   Jamie shook his head.
 
   We lifted the heavy man, carried him to the bank, and dropped him into the forest. We climbed back into the SUV.
 
   Summer was staring out the window at the dead body.
 
   “We need to tell people to boil their water,” Jamie said as he put the SUV back in gear.
 
   Summer rolled the window back up. “Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth,” she recited absently, “the beatitudes, Matthew 5.5. Yeah, right.”
 
   Neither I nor Jamie knew what to say. We rode in silence the rest of the way to Mara Hunting Club.
 
   When we got there, Ian’s truck was parked at the very end of the long driveway. The club sat in the middle of a large field. The shooting range was set down in a pit with an earthen retaining wall. From the end of the driveway you could see the roof above the shooting stand. The club itself was a large log cabin with arching windows that looked out onto the field.
 
   What caught us all off guard was the fact that there were cars in the parking lot. There was not another town within an hour’s driving distance. Who was there?
 
   “Was there an event or something?” I asked Summer.
 
   She looked surprised. “Not that I know of.”
 
   We got out of the SUV and joined Ian’s group. I’d brought my binoculars with me. I crawled into the back of Ian’s truck and leaned on the roof. I focused the binoculars to get a better look.
 
   “See anything?” Ian asked.
 
   I scanned the place. There was no movement anywhere. Nothing moved at the shooting range nor could I see anything through the windows. “No movement in the building.” I looked toward the parking lot. “Nothing is moving, but there are two vans and six cars in that parking lot.” I jumped out of the back of the truck and stared at the building. My hands were shaking. Something felt off. Something felt wrong.
 
   “Okay, let’s go,” Ian said.
 
   Jamie read the expression on my face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t know. Something.”
 
   Ian started pulling guns out of the back of his truck. “It’s clear. Let’s move.” 
 
   “Naa Ian, not like that,” Jamie said, taking one look at me then back at the building. Jamie turned and gave Will a knowing look.
 
   Will nodded and took off in a sprint across the grassy field, keeping as low as possible in the tall weeds.
 
   I lifted the binoculars and watched him go.
 
   “Do you always have to be right, man?” I heard Ian grumble at Jamie.
 
   “Just being cautious,” Jamie answered.
 
    Will moved quickly, and soon he was at the building. “He’s clear so far,” I said. I watched as Will looked into the windows of the club. He flashed me an okay sign then dodged around the back of the building out of sight. I held my breath. We waited.
 
   Moments later, Will came running from behind the building. He was dashing quickly through the grass. “They’re coming,” he yelled. “They’re coming,” he screamed again as he ran toward us.
 
   Seconds later, cresting over the shooting range hill, two dozen little bodies appeared. I lifted the binoculars. “Oh my god,” I whispered. “Oh god,” I said, pressing the binoculars toward Jamie.
 
   Without even waiting to know what was coming, Summer yelped and jumped back into my SUV.
 
   Jamie lifted the binoculars and took a quick look. “Is that…the Cub Scouts?” he asked in amazement.
 
   I jumped into the driver’s seat of Ian’s truck. “We need to get Will,” I called to the guys. They hopped into the back, and I hit the gas.
 
   I sped across the bumpy field to intercept Will. When he was close, Ian and Dusty leaned down and pulled Will into the back of the truck.
 
   “Layla, turn the truck around so we can get a line of fire on them,” Jamie called.
 
   I turned the truck, and getting it on higher ground, pulled to a stop. At once they started to fire.
 
   “Fuck, there are like two dozen of them,” Will called. “They are in the god damned weeds. I can’t see a thing.”
 
   “Layla, we need your automatic,” Ian yelled to me.
 
   I shimmied through the window of the pickup cab and stood in the back. I unholstered the gun and took aim. The first child appeared in the grass. He was still in his Cub Scout uniform. Half of his face was a bloody pulp. He looked like a broken cherub. He came crashing toward us at an alarming rate.
 
   “Layla, shoot,” Ian yelled at me.
 
   A moment later six more children emerged from the weeds. The guys shot at them but they were quick, moving swiftly toward the truck.
 
   “Layla, shoot that fucking gun,” Ian yelled at me.
 
   I stood frozen.
 
   “Shoot that fucking gun!” Ian screamed again.
 
   A split-second later Jamie took the automatic from my hands. “It’s all right,” he whispered. Turning, he launched a barrage of bullets toward the oncoming children. They fell quickly. I backed up toward the cab. A moment later, however, I heard the horn on my SUV honking.
 
   I looked back. At least four women were clawing at the side of my SUV. I realized then that Summer had locked herself in without the keys.
 
   A boy grabbed at Will’s leg, nearly pulling him to the ground. Dusty shot the child’s brain through his ear.
 
   I looked back at Summer. “Dammit,” I swore. I pulled the Glock from the holster, climbed over the roof, down onto the hood of the truck, and set off in a sprint toward Summer.
 
   “Layla!” Jamie called, but the children kept coming at them.
 
   I dashed through the field toward Summer. When I got close, I whistled to draw the undead Cub Scout moms’ attention. Afraid I would hit Summer, I didn’t want to shoot toward the SUV.
 
   The women turned and lunged toward me. I was quick. I shot the first two with no problem. The second two were fast, and I missed. As the third one came close, I finally got a shot off. The fourth, however, seemed to purposefully avoid being shot. She dodged. I pulled my sword and let her get in close. I swung, decapitating her. Her head fell to the ground. The body wandered across the grass a few more steps then toppled over.
 
   I stood over the head. It was still biting and snapping at me. I stabbed it between the eyes; the pale moons lost their sheen.
 
   I ran toward Summer but heard rustling in the brush behind me. I turned to find a plump little red-haired boy bearing down on me. Child or not, he would kill me and eat me alive. Or worse yet, turn me into one of them.
 
   He grunted and charged.
 
   I pulled a dagger out of my belt and lobbed it at him. It hit him squarely between the eyes. He fell to the ground with a thud.
 
   I looked behind me to see Ian swing into the cab of the truck. They drove back toward the SUV. In the back, the others fired shots into the weeds.
 
   I bent low to pull my dagger from the boy’s head. I pulled the dagger, sticky with blood, from his little forehead. I felt sick. I turned and retched into the weeds. It was too horrible.
 
   I’d just caught my breath when the truck pulled up beside me. Jamie jumped out and came over to me; Will went to the SUV to check on Summer.
 
   Jamie put his hand on my shoulder. “You okay?” he whispered.
 
   I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and stood up. “Yeah,” I said with a heavy sigh.
 
   “Layla, you all right?” Ian called from the truck.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Come on,” Jamie said. He took the dagger from my hand and cleaned it on the grass. He handed it back to me. “It’s done now,” he said, and we walked back to my SUV.
 
   Will was talking to Summer, calming her.
 
   “I’m okay now,” she whispered, wiping tears. She smiled at me and shook her head in disbelief.
 
   “This is a lot of work for a 5 gallon can of fruit cocktail,” Dusty said finally, causing us all to laugh.
 
   We loaded back into the vehicles and drove to the hunting club.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   We kept a sharp eye on the tall grass as we headed toward the building.
 
   “We haven’t seen the Scout leaders yet,” Summer observed.
 
   Everyone’s weapons were poised and ready. Will opened the door. The place was seemingly deserted. The kitchen was in a state of upheaval; brown bag lunches and puddles of blood covered the floor.
 
   I heard Summer inhale sharply at the sight.
 
   Bloody child-sized footprints marred the white tile floors.
 
   “Stay close,” I whispered to Summer. I holstered my gun and pulled my sword from its scabbard.
 
   We passed through the kitchen and down a hallway toward the reception hall. At the end of the hallway, Dusty looked out.
 
   “Eww, man, there are your Scout leaders,” Dusty said.
 
   The terrible smell of decay filled the otherwise beautiful room. On the one hand, the room boasted a massive stone fireplace with an elaborately carved mantel. Overhead, a lovely chandelier twinkled in the morning sunlight. The windows were all outlined with stained glass that depicted woodland scenes. Rays of sunlight illuminated the colored glass which cast a rainbow of sunny blotches on the floor. On the other hand, the remains of two men lay heaped on the floor. Not much was left save their skeletons and hanging bits of flesh and entrails. A small boy, about eight years of age, was chewing on the rib bone of one of the men.
 
   Ian stepped forward and shot the undead child. The boy’s head exploded, a shower of blood and bits raining onto the floor.
 
   “There could be more,” Jamie said. “Let’s sweep the building. You guys take that end,” he said, motioning to Dusty and Will, “Ian and I can cover this end. Summer and Layla hang here and watch outside for movement,” Jamie said, and they set off in opposite directions.
 
   I slid my belt knife off and handed it to Summer. “Keep this on you. And we need to get you a gun.”
 
   “Layla, you know I’m not…well, you know,“ she said, shaking her head as she took the knife. She stuffed it into her back pocket.
 
   I knew exactly what she meant. Summer was a gentle girl. She used to squeal and cry when the boys teased her with worms. “Just in case,” I said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   Will and Dusty came back.
 
   “All clear,” Will said. “Let’s head to the kitchen and get started,” he told Summer. 
 
   “I’ll keep watch here,” I said. The three of them moved off.
 
   I couldn’t see anything moving outside. I headed toward the long hallway down which Jamie and Ian had disappeared. When I reached hallway, I heard their voices. Their words were heated. I accidently caught a snippet of conversation. What I heard made me pause.
 
   “All I’m saying is apologize, man. Not everyone can just blow a kid’s brains out. You’ve got no business yelling at her like that,” Jamie was saying.
 
   “She knows it was just in the heat of the moment. She’s fine,” Ian replied.
 
   “Christ, Ian, after everything you put her through you expect her to just pick up where you left off, with all your bullshit still intact,” Jamie said.
 
   “What the fuck is it to you, brother? What are you doing with her all the time anyway? What have you got on your mind?”
 
   “At least I’m seeing her for who she is, not who she was. Which is more than I can say for you,” Jamie replied.
 
   “You better step off, brother. You better step off,” Ian warned.
 
   “Or what?” Jamie replied.
 
   There was a glass door at the end of the hallway. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement outside. I followed the hallway the opposite direction from where the brothers were arguing. I didn’t want to hear anymore. At the end of the hallway, I leaned against the glass and looked outside. There was no one there.
 
   I pushed the door open and went out. I looked around. There was no one, but to the right of the shooting range sat a gray wolf. It sat on the lawn looking expectantly at me. I walked down the stairs and moved slowly across the lawn toward the animal.
 
   The wolf turned and trotted into the tall grass. I saw only its tail wagging through the tall weeds. It reappeared on the other side of the field where the grassy met the edge of the forest. It turned once more and stood looking at me. It was almost like it was waiting.
 
   A moment later the door on the porch opened. I stood still and didn’t look back. I was waiting too.
 
   “What is it?” Jamie asked, coming up behind me.
 
   I turned and looked. Only Jamie had come.
 
   “A wolf, there, by the tree line,” I said, pointing.
 
   Jamie peered toward the woods.
 
   The wolf turned and trotted into the forest.
 
   “That’s unusual,” he said.
 
   I nodded. “Let’s go check out the shooting range.”
 
   Jamie walked silently beside me. I could tell he was thinking, and I really hoped he didn’t know I’d overheard their argument. Embarrassed, I felt like a snoop.
 
   We rounded the earthen wall and walked down the steps to the shooting stand.
 
   “Booyah,” Jamie said.
 
   There, laid out on the tables at the shooting stand, was row after row of guns and ammo.
 
   “They must have been doing hunter’s safety training or something,” I said as we walked amongst the tables, picking up the rifles.
 
   “I don’t know what they were doing, but I sure am glad,” Jamie said. “Come on, let’s get the others,” he added, and we headed back.
 
   Jamie went to pull the SUV closer to the range, and I went inside to get some help. As I walked toward the kitchen, I heard Summer and Ian talking.
 
   “Your reception was so beautiful. You remember the cake? Mom and I almost dropped it carrying it up those back steps,” Summer was telling Ian.
 
   They both chuckled.
 
   “Yeah, it really was beautiful. You and your mom really did a great job,” Ian replied.
 
   A lump rose in my throat.
 
   I walked into the kitchen just as Dusty and Ian exited the storage cupboard pushing dollies with boxes of food. I smiled. “You think that’s a good haul, wait until you see what we found out back,” I said.
 
   We finished loading Ian’s truck with the cases of canned foods then headed around back to the shooting range where Jamie had been loading my SUV. We loaded all the guns and ammo. Inside, we’d also found several more cases of ammo. Though it had been a rough go, the haul was worth it.
 
   It was after noon when we left Mara Hunting Club. Jamie and Will rode in the back of Ian’s truck keeping the supplies secure while Summer and Dusty took my SUV. I rode back with Ian. As we pulled away from the club, I looked in the rear view mirror. The wolf appeared again at the edge of the forest.
 
   Ian turned the truck toward town. The image of the wolf fell out of sight. We’d been riding in silence for a long time before Ian finally reached out and took my hand.
 
   “Hey, sorry I yelled at you today,” he said, squeezing my fingers.
 
   I nodded but pulled my hand back.
 
   I looked in the mirror again to find Jamie looking at me. Caught, he smiled abashedly. I smiled and winked playfully at him. Then we headed home.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   When I was fifteen, Ian and I had snuck away from my grandma and his parents at the Fourth of July fireworks display to make out under the bridge. I remembered seeing, as we snuck off in the darkness, the townspeople in Grandin Park looking upward as fireworks exploded. Their faces were illuminated shades of green, yellow, and pink in the exploding light. I remembered my grandmother’s face clearest of all. How happy she’d seemed, her face glowing pink, as she delighted in the simple things of life.
 
   Standing on the street in front of the bridge, I turned and looked behind me. Almost everyone had come. The remaining townspeople were assembled in Grandin Park to watch the newest fireworks display. Sadness and despair wracked every face. People looked like pale, hollow versions of themselves. Everyone shifted nervously. They wouldn’t miss this sight for the world but were in fear of their lives every second.
 
   Larry appeared from under the bridge and signaled for everyone to get back. I jogged back toward the park and waited with the others. Larry made a few adjustments to the fuse box and then, with a quick movement, set something alight and ran to join us.
 
   “Cover your ears,” Jamie said to me.
 
   Moments later a noise, much like a fireworks finale, sounded. I felt the ground shake under me. We covered our ears and ducked. The old metal bridge groaned. Asphalt flew into the air then dropped into the river below. A huge puff of smoke enveloped the structure, and with a heave, the middle of the Hamletville Bridge began to collapse. There was an awful grinding sound as the bridge seemed to resist its destruction. Finally, the beams gave way, and the structure fell apart in the middle, the pieces falling into the river.
 
   “She’s down,” Larry called.
 
   “I feel like we just destroyed civilization,” I whispered to Jamie, fighting back tears.
 
   I turned to look behind me. The residents, their faces long and pale, had already turned away and headed back to whatever they had left.
 
   The death of the bridge ensured our survival. With the bridge collapsed, there was no way the undead could reach the town from the interstate—unless they decided to swim—which was the main route into our town. The barricades at either end of Main Street were now in place. A mess of old vehicles, scrap metal, farm equipment, and barbed wire and fencing ran cross the road and between buildings at either end of town. The town entryways were now secure enough to slow any visitors. All of us were poignantly aware that there were many farms scattered across the countryside with bodies yet unaccounted for; some visitors were expected. Otherwise there was the wildness of the forest and the dark black waves of the lake to protect us. With the bridge down, there was a certain finality to the entire situation.
 
   We spent the next three weeks canvasing the town to rid it of pesky undead locked in houses and raiding residents’ homes for supplies. Everything was stored in the elementary school gym. We decided to work on an honors system: take only what you need. We made arrangements to rotate shifts at the school and the barricades. Everyone was accounted for and paired up to be protected. And everyone was acutely aware we’d had absolutely no contact from the outside. Thus far Kiki had no luck with the radio.  The world, it seemed, had gone silent.  It was something we knew but did not talk about. We were alone.
 
   Around mid-October, Fred noticed that Tander Vineyard and Orchard looked ready to bust at its seams. A popular spot for passing tourists, the Tander Orchard usually offered fruit picking, a pumpkin patch, and hayrides every autumn. Fred Johnson had checked the Tander house, but the family was nowhere to be found. We all decided to head out one morning and collect the harvest. Ethel had arranged to show us all how to do canning and had a workshop set up in the gym. We had begun to function like an authentic village.
 
   Jamie and Fred drove tractors with attached wagons to the farm that morning. Jamie had convinced a reluctant Frenchie to bring the girls. It took some doing. They almost never left the cabin. I didn’t blame Frenchie. If they were my children, I would have stayed put as well. 
 
   I rode with Jamie, Frenchie, and the girls in the wagon. The girls were very excited. It was a chilly fall morning. The first freeze had not yet come, but it was close. The scene looked almost like a tailgate party. There were about two dozen people there, most of them armed. Empty bushel baskets sat on the ground.
 
   Ian and Tom approached us when we arrived.
 
   “Swept the entire place. Looks clear,” Ian said.
 
   “We’ve got armed folks all around the farm keeping an eye out,” Tom added.
 
   “I want a pumpkin,” Kira squealed.
 
   “Me too,” Susan called.
 
   “Let’s go,” Tom said. He picked Kira up and swung her onto his shoulders.
 
   Frenchie, hand in hand with Susan, smiled at me and followed Tom. 
 
   I grinned at her.
 
   April, Summer, Ethel, Jensen, and Larry pulled up in Larry’s van.
 
   Ethel emerged with a large box. “Until I figure out how to bake in a fire pit, this will have to do,” she said. “I used Mrs. Winchester’s recipe for homemade granola. Got it a bit burnt I’m afraid, and I think I used up the last raisins on the planet,” she said and started handing out small bags to all of us.
 
   Jamie took a bag and kissed Ethel on the cheek. “You’re an angel,” he said.
 
   Ethel pinched his cheek. “Honey, that’s you. How come you never got married? Summer, why don’t you go with Jamie?”
 
   Summer looked like she wanted to sink into the ground. “Good lord, mother, the apocalypse is here and you’re still trying to fix me up.”
 
   Everyone chuckled.
 
   “Oh, there’s Frenchie and her girls. I have something special for them. Let’s go,” Ethel said, pulling Summer behind her. Summer shook her head and rolled her eyes as she passed me.
 
   “Tom’s got people working the vines and the pumpkins. A few people are back in the cherry orchard. We still need people to pick apples. I thought we could work up here,” Ian told Jamie, April, and me.
 
   We all picked up some baskets and headed into the orchard. Ian, his gun slung over his shoulder, kept watch. It was a beautiful morning. The sky was clear. The hardwood trees had lost most of their leaves. The remaining foliage, now drab brown, rust, and deep red in color, was about to drop. The apple trees were thick with fruit. The fallen apples filled the air with the tangy smell of decayed fruit. Yellow jackets buzzed the apples.
 
   April was working in the tree next to mine. I could hear her and Ian chatting. I wondered what kind of relationship they’d developed over the last four years. April and Kristie had always been very close.
 
   I filled the first basket of apples and headed back to the wagon with my load. The bushel was surprisingly heavy. Jamie was on his way back to the orchard when he intercepted me.
 
   “Here, let me take that for you,” he said, taking the bushel from my hands.
 
   “Got to help the little lady, huh?”
 
   He laughed. “I’m sure you can handle it. I’m just being gentlemanly. Didn’t you hear Ethel? I’m a great catch.”
 
   I looked up at Jamie. I’d never noticed before how different his eyes were from Ian’s. I knew they both had blue eyes, but Jamie’s eyes were a deeper shade, the blue intermixed with flecks of green and gold. I smiled at him. “What happened with that girl from Sparkstown?”
 
   Jamie shrugged. “That ended a couple of years ago. She was nothing special.”
 
   “Well, you’ll be hard-pressed now,” I said.
 
   “Hard-pressed for what?”
 
   “To find someone special.”
 
   Jamie lowered the apple bushel into the wagon. He looked at me and gave me a very awkward smile. “I don’t know about that.”
 
   Just then a truck pulled into the farm, music blaring loudly. Jeff.
 
   “Hey man, you want every undead asshole left in the county following you here? Turn it down,” Jamie told him as he approached Jeff’s truck window.
 
   Jeff got out of the truck carrying an oversized CD player. He put it on his shoulder; “Just like the 80s, right?” he said and danced his way to the back of his truck. He dropped the tailgate. There he had stashed three large coolers. Within, bottles of beer swam in cold lake water. “Want one?” he asked.
 
   Jamie shook his head.
 
   “It’s a bit early,” I said.
 
   “Well, considering I might die tomorrow, I’m not really watching the clock,” he replied as he cracked open a bottle.
 
   “But you can get to work,” I said, handing an empty basket to him, “if you want to eat.”
 
   “Thought I might try a liquid diet,” he said, lifting the bottle and looking at it in the sunlight. “Just kidding, Layla. I’ll get going in a minute,” he said and took the basket from me.
 
   I was just grabbing myself another basket when Tom returned.
 
   “Jamie, can you take the tractor back to the field? They’re ready to load the gourds and pumpkins.”
 
   Ian joined us.
 
   “Sure,” Jamie said with a nod. The old tractor kicked on with a lurch. With a wave, Jamie pulled away.
 
   I grabbed a ladder and headed back to finish the top of the tree I was working on. I waved to April. She was hoisting the long fruit picker, a kind of clawed basket at the end of a long pole, into the top of a tree near mine. She smiled, half-tolerantly, at me.
 
   I popped open the ladder and climbed up. When I got halfway up, two things became apparent: I needed to use the shoulder sling to collect the apples, and my sword and holster were in the way. I climbed back down, hung my scabbard strap on the top of the ladder, and swung the holster from a bottom limb. Donning the shoulder sling, I climbed back up the ladder and started loading apples into the satchel. I paused to eat a perfect-looking fruit. Its skin was mostly green but was blushed red. The sweet and tart juices filled my mouth.
 
   In the distance I could see Jeff and Ian sitting on Jeff’s tailgate. They were both drinking. Jeff had turned the music back on. It wasn’t loud, but I could hear the beat of the rock music from where I was perched.
 
   I had already filled my satchel halfway when I could no longer reach the apples from my ladder. Grabbing a thick branch, I pulled myself up into the tree. Once I was perched near the top, I took a break to stretch my back. The sun was high in the sky now; I was starting to sweat. The bugs were becoming particularly annoying. I stopped, pulled the small canteen off my belt, and took a long drink. I looked for April to offer her some water when I saw someone standing very near my tree. I could not make out the person well through the leaves, but every hair on the back of my neck rose. The person stood there saying nothing. They just stood. I knew then who—or what—it was.
 
   It had not yet seen me. I cursed myself in every language I knew. My guns and sword were out of reach. I slowly pulled my feet up and slid the poyasni from my boots.
 
   “Ouch. Dammit. God-damned yellow jackets,” April cursed.
 
   The figure under me moved. Then I saw three others. They all closed in on her.
 
   “April, watch out!” I screamed.
 
   The one who had stood under my tree turned then and came back. He jogged around the bottom of my tree trying to catch sight of me. He was joined a moment later by another undead man. They both swung at me, trying to pull me from the tree.
 
   April screamed and tried to run, swinging the apple picker at the undead men who tried to grab her.
 
   “Ian!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Ian, help!”
 
   Larry and Jensen had just got back to the truck. They were setting their bushels down.
 
   “Ian!” I screamed louder. “Larry!”
 
   The undead men bumped against the ladder knocking it and my weapons on the ground.
 
   “Layla, help!” April screamed. She was trying to climb into the tree but they were grabbing at her.
 
   I swung down, trying to strike one of the undead with a dagger. They were out of range, and my position was too awkward. I could neither throw nor strike. I considered jumping out of the tree but landing would be clumsy and slow. I was about to try anyway when April let out a blood curdling cry.
 
   The men looked up. “Ian, help!!” I screamed again, waving at him. He saw me then. Dropping everything, the men took off in a sprint, weapons drawn.
 
   Through the leaves I saw April had been pulled to the ground. She was screaming but still kicking and fighting.
 
   Moments later there was gunfire. The undead figures hovering over April fell to the ground. I heard April crying and moaning.
 
   They shot the two undead under my tree. As soon as they hit the ground I clambered out of the tree, grabbed my weapons, and ran to April.
 
   We were too late. One of her sneakers had been torn off, and her foot was badly wounded. She had been bitten. Her leg was bleeding profusely.
 
   “Someone get Jamie,” I said as I pulled on a pair of medical gloves.
 
   Jensen took off in a sprint.
 
   I cursed myself for my carelessness, cursed myself because April had no hope. I slid the gloves on and taking my knife, cut away April’s jeans. A nasty bite wound was revealed.
 
   “Oh no, no, no,” April moaned.
 
   Ian took April’s hand.
 
   My hands shook. Larry pulled off his belt and handed it to me. I wrapped the belt around April’s leg and pulled it tight. She moaned.
 
   Jensen and Jamie came running up. “God dammit, Ian. I told you to keep an eye on…them,” he cursed and dropped to his knees. “Go get everyone rounded up and sweep this place again,” he told his brother angrily as he pulled on his gloves.
 
   Ian rose and walked off.
 
   “Music probably attracted them,” I said quietly as Jamie looked April over.
 
   He nodded, but I could see he was angry. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh, oh God, oh no,” April groaned.
 
   I handed Jamie my canteen, and he poured water over April’s foot and leg. It washed the blood away. We could see then that the blood around the bite marks had already started to coagulate. The veins in her legs turned dark blue, and her skin grew pale. We watched, horrified, as the rosy glow of her skin faded as the contamination spread. From the bite on her foot up her leg, the skin slowly lost its pigment. Her skin faded pale white as the diseased blood traveled up her body. Moments later she went silent. She stiffened for a moment then jerked spasmodically as the infection climbed across her face. Her skin bleached white, the veins in her forehead darkening. She jerked several more times then became still. She was moon white. Her veins, evident under her flesh, were dark blue. Her eyes fluttered closed.
 
   How different. I heard April’s voice in my head. Again she repeated: how different.
 
   I looked around. Clearly, no one else had heard her. Jensen, Jeff, and Larry were looking down at April. Jamie and I rose. We all stared down at April’s body. She lay in the tall green grass. Purple violets made a halo around her. No one breathed.
 
   We heard a gunshot in the distance followed by two more.
 
    A moment later, April sat up. She opened her eyes and looked at us. Her eyes had gone pale white with the now-familiar streaks of red. Frothy saliva began to drop from the corner of her mouth.
 
   Jensen raised his gun.
 
   April turned to look at him.
 
   No, I heard like a whisper in the wind.
 
   Jensen pulled the trigger. April fell back. A spray of blood and brains covered the grass.
 
   Ian ran back up to us. “There were two more out there. It was the Tanders and their boys. Maybe two farm workers. Looks like the place is clear now,” he said. He looked down at April.
 
   I watched the expression on his face change. It was as if he’d just realized what had happened. It occurred to me then how careless Ian was with other people’s lives. I looked away from him.
 
   “Let’s get the bodies cleared, get April buried, and finish the job,” I said.
 
   Solemnly, everyone nodded. Clouds rolled in, occluding the sun. The wind whipped hard. There was a bitter chill in the air. Ian knelt beside April. Jamie turned and headed back to the tractor. He pulled off his gloves and dashed them to the ground. The men moved off behind him. I looked up at the sky. A hawk passed overhead. I turned and followed Jamie.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   By the end of October, the first snow began to fall. Though apple picking had ended in tragedy, the bounty reaped lasted a long time. Ethel had us all cranking out apple sauce and canning vegetables. In addition, Grandma’s house yielded a treasure trove of supplies from the mundane, like rice and sugar, to the more exotic, like Kevlar vests and a stash of board games for children. We were ready to begin our hibernation.
 
   Mother Nature determined she would not make things any easier on us. When winter arrived, it was clear it meant to stay. The Farmer’s Almanac predicted a harsh winter. Lake effect weather dropped feet of snow on us. It was good on the one hand because it seemed unlikely the undead could get far in the deep snow. On the other hand, we were going through wood at such an alarming rate that we had to adjust our habits. There would be no more comfortable nights roaming about the cozy cabin. Frenchie, the girls, and I had taken to wearing at least three layers at all times and lived most of our life in the living room in front of the fireplace. We spent the next several weeks in quiet hibernation.
 
   On Thanksgiving morning, however, Jamie came by. He decided we needed turkey. That meant, of course, a hunting trip was in order. Ian, who planned to come by later, was due for a rotation in town so that left Jamie and me with the task of hunting down a Thanksgiving feast. We left at the crack of dawn.
 
   “How long does it take for a human body to decompose?” I asked Jamie as we hiked through the shin-deep snow into the forest behind Grandma’s house.
 
   There was a fresh snowfall that morning leaving a powdery, sand-like layer of snow on top of already accumulated inches. In the early morning sunlight, the snow picked up a prism of rainbow colors. It was peaceful and quiet in the woods save for the swishing sounds of our feet in the snow and our chatter.
 
   “Now what makes you think I would know that?” he replied.
 
   “Seems like something a medic should know.”
 
   He chuckled. “I think it takes a year if the body is exposed to the elements. If it’s in a grave or a house or something like that, it will take longer. Depends on the environment.”
 
   “Then, theoretically, by spring there could just be a bunch of rattling skeletons walking around.”
 
   “That’s a pretty gruesome image,” Jamie replied.
 
   “No worse than a rotting corpse walking around.”
 
   “True,” he replied then motioned me to be silent. “There,” he whispered, pointing to some fresh turkey tracks in the snow. He looked around. “I bet they are in the field picking at the wheat,” he whispered.
 
   The tracks on the ground seemed to lead two directions—toward the field and toward a thicket of mountain laurel.
 
   “I’ll check there if you want to check the field,” I offered, pointing to the thicket.
 
   “Sure, just watch your ass—which looks cute in those Carharts by the way—and yell if you see anything.”
 
   Flashing him a smile, I rolled my eyes, and we went off in different directions.
 
   Jamie passed over a rise toward the field, and I followed the turkey tracks toward the thicket. After I’d gone a short ways, the tracks disappeared. I looked up into the pines to see if they had roosted, but I couldn’t see them anywhere, and I was not much of a tracker. I turned to go when movement coming from the thicket caught my attention.
 
   I snapped the safety off the hunting rifle and knelt in the snow.
 
   A moment later, an albino doe appeared from the thicket. It was munching on the small tufts of grass that stuck up through the drifts. It moved peacefully. It was an amazingly beautiful creature. Its white pelt melted into the surroundings, the pink around its crystal blue eyes, nose, and inner-ear looking almost cheerful in the snowy landscape. It moved off. Intrigued, I followed.
 
   The doe moved away from the path we’d been following and deeper into the woods. I looked behind me to ensure I could follow my tracks; they were easy to see. The deer occasionally stopped and looked at me. It did not seem to fear me and, in fact, looked rather inquisitively toward me. Something about the creature made all the hairs on the back of my neck rise. She led and I followed. She trotted deeper into the woods, into an area I did not know well. Here the trees grew very tall and thick. Once we entered, I had a hard time following her. She disappeared behind the wide trunks of the oak trees. I made turn after turn, catching glimpses of her as she wound deeper into the forest. The snow seemed even more luminescent here. The hemlock trees were covered in crystal-like snow and glowed iridescently. The limbs of the large oaks were hung with glittering icicles.
 
   At last I saw her again. She stood in a small space between two hemlocks, the trees bending above her like an arching doorway. She turned and entered the space.
 
   My heart raced. I followed.
 
   Passing through the hemlocks, I found myself standing in a small circular clearing. The entire space was ringed with massive oak trees. The place was incredibly pristine white and everything shimmered. Standing in the middle of this space was a very tall and elegant looking man and woman. They both wore white robes trimmed with fox fur and moonstones. The man had long, ebony colored hair and wore a crown that looked like the horns of a stag. The woman had flowing blonde hair that was almost white in color. She had large, doe-shaped eyes that twinkled.
 
   The man beckoned kindly toward me.
 
   I was frozen in place.
 
   He turned and smiled at the woman. She extended one hand toward me. In that hand she held a crown of holly. She smiled invitingly.
 
   I took a step forward.
 
   “Layla!” a voice screamed in the far off distance.
 
   A look passed between the magisterial man and woman.
 
   “Layla!”
 
   I recognized Jamie’s voice then and the urgency and fear in it. Stunned, I realized he might be under attack.
 
   I turned then, not looking back, and headed away from the pair. I stamped back over my footsteps, cursing myself for foolishness when another person’s life depended on me. I ran, my heart bursting in my chest, to get to Jamie. If anything happened to him, if I lost him, I could not forgive myself. The weight of the idea, of the thought that Jamie could be hurt, hit me hard.
 
   Moments later I found myself back at the thicket where the doe had appeared.
 
   Jamie looked frantic and was calling my name.
 
   “Here, here!” I yelled, relieved to see that he was all right.
 
   “Thank god,” he said, dropping the birds he’d been holding. I hadn’t even heard the gunshots. He grabbed me tightly, squeezing me against his chest. “Where the hell did you go? I couldn’t find your tracks anywhere. Didn’t you hear me calling you?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I was just—” I began then stopped. I was just what? What would I say? It was one thing for Grandma Petrovich to have her eccentricities. It was quite another for me to go around seeing things. “I got lost.”
 
   Jamie kissed the top of my head. “Oh Layla, please never do that to me again,” he whispered.
 
   I looked up at him. Our eyes met and something inside me saw Jamie in a much different light. I realized then it was a feeling that had been growing all this time. With Ian in the picture, my feelings were confused. Now, staring up at Jamie, I was clear. One thing was very certain; I wanted to kiss him.
 
   He leaned in and set the sweetest, lightest kiss on my lips. “Layla,” he whispered, brushing his hand against my cheek and down my hair.
 
   I didn’t resist. I kissed him back and this time caught the sweet taste of his mouth. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced in a kiss before. His mouth had a natural sweetness, like the light taste of raw honey. His lips, his body’s chemistry, were sweeter than any I’d known before.
 
   We pulled back and smiled goofily at one another.
 
   He kissed me on my forehead. “Two turkeys, not just one,” he said and picked up the birds, “and what did you get?” he asked with joking competitiveness.
 
   The image of the pale woman and her extended crown fluttered through my head. I smiled at him. Taking my glove off, I touched my hand to his lips. “You,” I replied.
 
   He smiled and kissed my fingers. “I like your answer better,” he said and then, slinging the birds over his shoulder, took my hand, and we turned back toward the cabin. “Hmm, who do you think will win the game tonight?” he asked jokingly.
 
   “Well, Team Undead seems to be having a great season,” I replied.
 
   We both laughed and headed back to the cabin hand in hand.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   That night I lay awake, restless. The puzzle of the man and woman in the woods stuck with me. I remembered that my grandmother had mentioned that forest spirits lived in the woods behind our house. Is that what I had seen? Forest spirits? Memories of old folktales floated through my mind, a kaleidoscope of different cultures. What, exactly, had I seen? And what, exactly, had they wanted from me? Part of me wondered if I had hallucinated the whole exchange. I knew, however, that whatever Grandma had done to me before the pandemic hit, her special tea, had changed me forever.
 
   It was nearly two in the morning when I heard a snowmobile pull up outside the cabin. Ian had been missing all day. Even though we’d asked him to join us, he did not come for dinner. Part of me hoped he’d simply stayed in town.
 
   Our dinner had been perfect. We used the old spit in the fireplace to roast the turkeys, and Jamie and Frenchie made a meal out of canned goods. Kira and Susan had looked truly happy, and I didn’t blame them. I also felt the happiest I had felt in years. Jamie played board games with the girls all night, giving me goofy and bashful smiles from time to time. Each time he did, I just wanted to scoop him into my arms and hug him until the world ended—again. I offered Jamie my spare room for the night. He was sleeping, snoring loudly, in Grandma’s old sewing room.
 
   The front door opened and shut. I heard Ian slide the bars and locks closed. A few minutes later I heard him banking up the logs in the fireplace. I lay in bed and tried to sleep. After half an hour, the whole house felt incredibly warm. I slid out of bed. Checking on Jamie and Frenchie and her girls, I found everyone else was asleep. In the living room, Ian was sitting in front of a roaring fire. The temperature in the living room was ghastly hot. His head was bowed. He held a bottle of beer loosely in one hand.
 
   “I thought you didn’t like warm beer,” I whispered, taking the bottle from his fingers, setting it on the side table.
 
   He looked up at me and smiled, but I could tell right away that all was not well.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing, I’m just not feeling great. I’ve been having bouts off and on for the last year or so. I just feel off, some pain in my stomach,” he said.
 
   “Is it an ulcer?” I asked. I kneeled on the floor and opened the chimney flue to let some of the warm air out.
 
   Surprising me, he took my hand. “I think so.”
 
   “What did the doctor say?” I pulled my hand back.
 
   “Nothing. I never went. We couldn’t afford it.”
 
   The we in the sentence hung in the air. I put my hand on his forehead. “No fever. You feel cold?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Trying to make as little noise as possible, I went into the kitchen and grabbed a teapot. I set the water on to boil in the fireplace. After a few minutes I could hear the water rolling inside the pot. I moved it from the heat before it could whistle and made Ian a cup of tea. He smiled at me and sipped it slowly.
 
   “I think we need to call a town meeting,” he said after a while. “The lake is frozen over, and the river is starting to jam with ice. I think people are feeling isolated, and at two houses I stopped at today, people had the flu. They were worried they had whatever killed everyone else, but Mrs. Finch thought it was just seasonal flu.”
 
   “It might not be good to get everyone together if people are getting sick.”
 
   “They could wear masks and gloves.”
 
    “Let’s wait and make sure the flu passes. Don’t want to risk it. Unless there is an emergency, maybe we should just call everyone for a New Year’s celebration. After all, we did live.”
 
   “That’s a good idea. We could even get out some of the old prom gear from the school storage, make it a party,” Ian added. He smiled at me. “Remember our prom?”
 
   “How can I forget? Poor Grandma, bless her heart, wherever did she find that terrible yellow prom gown? I didn’t have the heart to tell I wouldn’t wear it.”
 
   “I remember they called you Big Bird, but you looked beautiful to me,” he said and smiled. “Hey, you still have that dress?”
 
   “I ‘m not sure I want to answer that question.”
 
   “You should wear it again. Some people might get a kick out of it.”
 
   “Some people?”
 
   “Well, me.”
 
   “I am not sure I want to open myself up to that kind of ridicule again.”
 
   Ian set the cup down. He took my hands, stroking my fingers. “That was the best night of my life,” he whispered. We looked at one another. We both knew it was the night we’d made love for the first time.
 
   “Jesus,” Jamie said as he ambled sleepily into the living room, “why the hell is it so hot in here?” He stopped and looked down at us.
 
   I pulled my hands away, but I was too late.
 
   “What the hell are you doing back so late?” Jamie scolded his brother.
 
   Ian looked puzzled.
 
   I lowered my eyes.
 
   “I was all over town today. People are getting sick. You probably need to get out there and check on folks tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I guess I better do that. Doesn’t look like I’m much needed here anyway,” he said and turned to go back to bed. “Stoke down the fire, Layla, you’re letting it get too hot,” he called as he walked out of the room. The edge in his voice was clear, but his meaning hit me even harder.
 
   “What’s with him?” Ian asked.
 
   I shrugged. “Well, I’m going back to bed now. You’re okay?” I asked and rose.
 
    “Good enough, I guess,” he said. “Goodnight,” he added, gazing up at me. The look on his face told me what he was wishing for. I had seen that look many times in the past.
 
   “Goodnight,” I replied simply and walked down the hall.
 
   Before I went to bed, I paused in the hallway outside the spare room. I didn’t hear Jamie snoring.
 
   “Jamie?” I whispered.
 
   He didn’t answer me, but I knew he was awake.
 
   “It wasn’t what it looked like,” I whispered into the darkness. “I’m not—I don’t want—Jamie?”
 
   Still he did not reply.
 
   Sighing, I went back to my bed and lay down. I was just dozing off to sleep when someone sat down on the bed beside me. I worried about who had come.
 
   I opened my eyes and tried to focus in the dim light. I found my grandmother looking down at me.
 
   “Grandma?” I said too loudly, clambering to sit up.
 
   She lifted her finger to her lips to silence me and motioned for me to stay comfortable.
 
   “What is it?” I whispered.
 
   My darling, she said to me, be brave, but be aware too. The great eye within you is open, but you need to see. Make sure you see, Layla, really see.
 
   “See what?” I whispered.
 
   Everything, she said with a smile then faded. See everything.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   By Christmas Eve the flu had run through the town and killed twelve of the elderly citizens, including Mr. Franklin. The flu provided Jamie with a good excuse to stay away from me. I almost never saw him, and when I did, he pretended nothing had happened—neither the kiss nor his jealousy. It was as if he erased the whole moment in the woods from his memory, and we’d gone back to being friends and only friends. The more he acted, the angrier I became. I didn’t want to be his friend. I wanted him.
 
   On Christmas Eve day, I dragged home a small pine tree for the girls.
 
   “Oh, look at this!” Susan screamed excitedly.
 
   “Grandma made me toss the Christmas ornaments, but I thought we could make some decorations ourselves,” I told the girls as I set up the tree.
 
   The last few months had been hard on the little girls I’d come to love so dearly. They had both lost too much weight and many times they were sad and sulking. They had seen too much.
 
   We rifled around the house and found a bunch of miscellaneous items to make decorations: empty shotgun shells, canning rings, and other small items. I’d unearthed some silver paint from the barn. Frenchie put the excited children to work painting then pulled me into the kitchen.
 
   “I have nothing for them,” she whispered, distressed.
 
   “I was going to head into town really quick. I needed to run an errand. Don’t worry, I’ll find something. Lend me your credit card?”
 
   She laughed. “Thank you.”
 
   I reloaded the guns and went out to the barn and got on the snowmobile. It was bitterly cold. I had on my heavy winter jacket and goggles. The snowmobile purred when I started it. After securing the cabin, I headed down the snow-covered road toward town.
 
   It was eerie to see the town completely deserted and covered in deep snow. If anyone else had been around, it was not apparent. The snow had drifted everywhere. I stopped first at the grocery store. While we had cleared the place of food and daily living supplies, I remembered that the owners had a claw machine full of toys.
 
   I pulled my gun and pushed the door open. “Anyone inside?” I called. “I don’t want to shoot you, unless you’re already dead.”
 
   After a moment had passed with no answer and no movement, I went inside. The large windows of the grocery store illuminated the space. We’d already cleared the store out, but you could never be too careful. That was a lesson I’d learned once too often. The shelves of the store were nearly bare. We’d cleared the store of rotting food to ensure it didn’t become a germ pool. Miscellaneous items littered the shelves, but the essentials were gone. At the back of the store I found the claw machine. Inside were numerous dolls, stuffed animals, and packs of plastic toys. Not wanting to break the glass and get shards on the toys, I pondered what to do. I pushed the machine from the wall then grabbed the axe that hung by the fire extinguisher near the back door. With a heave, I chopped the lock. After two swings the case opened. I grabbed the nicest toys I could find and stuffed them into my backpack.
 
   I was on my way out, moving through the aisles, when I heard the front door bang open.
 
   I ducked low. I held the gun in one hand and the axe in the other. I crept down the aisle, keeping an eye out for feet, and listened for movement. Nothing. I made my way to the end of the aisle.
 
   “Anyone alive out there?” I called.
 
   There was no answer. The door squeaked on its hinges as it wagged back and forth in the bitter cold wind.
 
   I stepped out into the main aisle. There was a figure at the end of the row. Startled, I shot. A moment later I realized I was standing across from a cardboard cutout of Orville Redenbacher. I’d shot the popcorn aficionado between the eyes. Not a bad shot.
 
   The wind blew hard outside. I walked over to the door. The only tracks leading in were mine. Blaming the wind and jumpy nerves, I pulled the door firmly shut and used the axe to secure the handle.
 
   I then headed across the street to the only boutique in town. The front door was still locked so I headed around the back. The heavy metal back door pulled open with a heave.
 
   “Customer at the back. I need a fitting,” I called.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Pulling the door firmly shut behind me, I went inside. The atmosphere of the store was a bittersweet contrast to our new world. It was like someone had hit the pause button on modern life. Kiki’s mother Lil had opened the small boutique a few years back. She’d decorated the place in faux Italian style with antiqued wall paint, gold filigree chairs, and images of the Italian countryside on the walls. Inside I found a mix of clothes; house gowns for the seniors, homecoming gowns for the teens, and practical attire for men and women. I looked around the store and considered my options. At last, I selected heavy wool sweaters for Frenchie and Ian. I also spotted a number of prom tiaras in a glass case. I grabbed two of them for the little princesses. I stuffed all the items into my backpack. As I was exiting, I caught a glimpse of myself in a full-length mirror. It made me stop.
 
   “Christ, I look like Mad Max,” I muttered. Well, a cross between Mad Max and an Eskimo. This would never do.
 
   I set the bag down and went to the clothing racks. There I found a black cashmere sweater. I pulled it off the cloth hanger. Across the room Lil had undergarments. I pulled my coat off. Underneath I was wearing a stained and ripped old gray sweatshirt with a white t-shirt and sports bra underneath. I tossed them in the garbage. I stood shivering. I took a black satin camisole from the rack and slid it on. Over that I slipped on the soft sweater. At the counter Lil had perfume and make-up. I picked up a brush and smoothed my hair back, pulling it into a tight—not even a snowmobile can undo this—braid. Spraying myself with a little perfume and putting on some lipstick, I decided I looked much more feminine. I pulled my heavy winter jacked back on and headed out.
 
   I then made my final stop, picking up the last item I wanted from Fisherman’s Wharf, a small restaurant that sat lakeside. After, I drove across town to Jamie’s house. It was late afternoon. The sun was just beginning to dip toward the horizon. Jamie’s small stone cabin was nestled in a deep lot surrounded by white-barked Birch trees. Dim light showed through the slats in the front window. The chimney puffed a small trail of smoke. When he didn’t open the door when I drove up, I was not sure what to think. Maybe Jamie was not home. Or maybe I was not welcome.
 
   I pulled the snowmobile up to the front porch steps. Trudging through the deep snow, I went to the front door. Jamie did not answer when I knocked. I peeked through the window. He had a gas lamp burning inside. There was a book and a plate of food sitting beside the recliner. I felt worried. I knocked again.
 
   “Jamie?” I called.
 
   There was no answer, but I thought I heard movement inside. Hedging my bets, I tried the door. It was unlocked. Now I was really worried. I pushed the door open and entered.
 
   “Jamie?” I called again.
 
   After a moment, Jamie called a weak “here,” from the back of the house. I pulled my boots and coat off and followed the hallway to the back. It was cold inside. I found Jamie in the bathroom leaning over the tub. He was vomiting into a bucket.
 
   Every muscle on my body seized tight.
 
   “It’s just the flu. I promise,” he said.
 
   I grabbed a towel off the shelf and headed back to the kitchen where I had spotted some bottled water. I went back to the bathroom, wetted the towel, and wiped Jamie’s face. I handed him the water. “Drink a little,” I encouraged.
 
   He turned, his back against the tub, knees propped, and drank.
 
   “How long have you been sick?” I asked, mopping his face.
 
   “A few days,” he replied. “Should be out of the woods by tomorrow.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I’ll text you next time,” he said. I could tell by his tone he was exhausted.
 
   “Ok, big man, let’s get you to bed.” I offered my hands to pull him up. I put my arm around his back, draping his arm across my shoulder, and walked him down the hallway to his bedroom.
 
   “You smell beautiful,” he whispered as we walked, “and this sweater is something else,” he added, “so soft.”
 
   I smiled but said nothing even though my heart was bursting.
 
   I helped him climb into bed then raided his closet for more blankets. Back in the living room, I banked up the fire. “You got more wood outside?” I called.
 
   “Yeah,” he replied weakly.
 
   I pulled my coat and boots back on and headed out. His wood was covered with a blue tarp at one side of the house. I brought in several loads, enough to keep him for the next couple of days.
 
   By the time I was done the house was toasty. I made a pot of broth in an old copper kettle and set it to keep warm by the fire. I was pretty sure I couldn’t mess up broth. I cleared the mess from his living room and bathroom, wiping down the entire place with anti-bacterial wipes, then headed back to check on him. He was sleeping soundly. I pulled the covers up to his chin and checked his forehead. No fever. He did not wake, and he looked very peaceful. I went back to the front, grabbing more bottled water and his oil lamp, and set them at his bedside.
 
   I cast an eye outside; it was almost dark, and I needed to get back. I didn’t want to wake him nor did I want to leave him. I sat, indecisive, at the side of his bed. I stared down at him and stroked his hair. The setting sun cast a soft pink glow on him. “See,” my grandmother had told me. “See everything.” I stared down at Jamie and in that moment I knew two things: first, I knew I loved Jamie, and second, I knew that knowing who I really loved was not the only thing my grandmother had wanted me to see. At last I decided I couldn’t stay any longer. It was now dark, which made it dangerous to be out, and I had to make sure that Santa came for the girls.
 
   Before I left, I set a small package on the pillow beside him. For lack of better wrapping, I had placed my gift inside one of Fisherman’s Wharf’s dark blue napkins. I kissed Jamie on the forehead then went outside, locking the door firmly behind me.
 
   I hopped on the snowmobile and headed back across town. I took a shortcut through a field near the Fletchers’ farm. As I crossed, I saw something strange in the middle of the field. In the dim light, I saw a figure standing waist-deep in the snow. I turned the snowmobile toward it. The headlight of the snowmobile revealed it was one of the undead. I pulled to a stop as I approached him. It was bitterly cold, the temperature well below zero. The creature was frozen in the snow, but little by little, it was forcing itself to turn and face me. Its arms seemed to have been frozen into position. With great effort, it turned its head just slightly to look at me. I could hear it make a sound like a breath.
 
   I recognized Clark, the boy who’d helped me at the grocery store the day I’d arrived. His skin was frozen stiff, but I could still make out his face. Clark lived down by the lake. What was he doing out here?
 
   I unzipped my jacket just enough to pull the gun from its holster. I shivered as the wind hit me and wished for a moment I still had on my old sweatshirt.
 
   “Sorry, Clark,” I said, and taking aim, I shot him in the head, sending frozen chunks of blood and brains onto the snow. They fell like crimson colored petals on the pure white canvas. Clark’s body, though momentarily rocked by the gunshot, remained frozen in place.
 
   I holstered the gun. I wondered if Santa was fighting his way through the undead this year as well. But even as I thought it, my joke seemed crude and left me feeling guilty. Clark was a nice kid. He didn’t deserve to die like that. Maybe I’d become just a frozen on the inside as him. I turned the snowmobile and headed home.
 
   Back at the cabin, I stashed the sweaters for Ian and Frenchie then handed my backpack full of gifts to Frenchie who smiled thankfully at me. The girls were excited to show me their Christmas tree ornaments. The small pine tree glimmered in the firelight. Their sweet, creative minds had made a masterpiece out of a trash pile.
 
   “Beautiful, just beautiful,” I whispered to them, kissing each on the cheek.
 
   “Ohh, this is nice,” Susan said, feeling the cashmere sweater.
 
   “This too,” Kira said, running her hand across the smooth black satin camisole that stuck out of the back of my pants.
 
   “Okay girls,” Frenchie said. She eyed me over. “Make-up too,” she observed, “and perfume. You do look nice. Now, question is, where did you go?” she asked with a grin.
 
   “Where do you think?”
 
   “If you’re using your head, then I know where you went.”
 
   “Mommy, you’re funny. Layla always uses her head. It’s right here,” Kira said, patting me on the top of my head.
 
   “There’s your answer,” I said with a laugh.
 
   The next morning I woke to the best sound I had heard in months: the girl’s excited laugher. I stumbled out of bed to find the girls in a heap of gifts, tiaras on their heads.
 
   “Santa came!” Susan yelled. The girls danced around excitedly. In that brief moment, I saw something new: hope.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   When Ian arrived later Christmas day, I gave him his gift. He loved it, but he smiled abashedly, admitting he’d pretty much forgotten it was Christmas.
 
   Later, after we’d finished eating lunch and Ian was getting ready to head back into town, I asked him to check on Jamie. “He has the flu. He was looking pretty grim yesterday.”
 
   “You were by his place?” Ian asked. It was hard to miss the jealous tone in his voice.
 
   I saw Frenchie’s eyebrows rise, but she said nothing and continued to clear the dishes.
 
   I nodded and handed Ian the sweater. “Don’t forget your gift.”
 
   With a distracted smile, he stuffed it into his bag. “I’ll be back tomorrow. We need to start planning the New Year’s Eve party,” he said. Unconsciously, he leaned in to kiss me. I turned my cheek.
 
   Looking embarrassed, Ian gave me a light peck on the cheek then turned to leave.
 
   “Be careful,” I called as he stepped out onto the porch. He waved, jumped onto his snowmobile, and left, closing and locking the gate behind him.
 
   I closed the front door, sliding the bars into place.
 
   I turned to find Frenchie looking at me. She was grinning.
 
   “Well, spit it out,” I told her.
 
   She shrugged. “You’re using your head,” she said with a grin and went into the kitchen.
 
   Ian returned the next day with the news that Jamie was feeling better. I was relieved. We then got to work planning the New Year’s Eve party. I was hyper-aware of the fact that Ian had plans and not just for the party. I would be his friend, I would forgive him for the past, but that was all there could be between us. Ian and I had nothing in common, no connection except our shared past. When I first arrived I thought I wasn’t over him, but the more time I spent with him I realized I’d buried any real feelings long ago. I did not love him anymore. It seemed that Ian, on the other hand, thought the end of days had given him the chance to live a life almost missed. His misguided hope was becoming a problem.
 
   “Hey, I have other news for you,” Ian said.
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   “Kiki and Gary finally had some luck with that radio.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “They picked up a signal and communicated for just a minute with someone.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, I guess someone asked where we were. They were able to give our location, but they couldn’t get the signal to come back in again.”
 
   “At least we know we aren’t the only ones still alive,” I replied. “Maybe in the spring we can consider looking for other survivors.”
 
   Ian nodded.
 
   In that same moment I noticed how tired he looked. Ian was not well and had started to look gaunt. Though he said he was fine, it was clear that he was having pain in his stomach. His meals became smaller and less frequent. When I tried to get him to eat more, he always said “leave it for the girls.” I didn’t buy it and as every day passed, I started to worry more.
 
   Just after Christmas, Ian and I let the others know our idea about the party. At first people seemed resistant, but after a little convincing, the idea grew on them. Frenchie, Ian, and I, and a handful of others, spent two days reorganizing and decorating the elementary school gym. While Grandma’s warning to be watchful was ever-present in my mind, the cold winter weather had ground the movement of the undead to a stop. With the exception of finding Clark in the Fletchers’ field, it had been weeks since anyone had seen anything.
 
   On New Year’s Eve day, residents who could stand the cold weather were brought in by snowmobile or horse-drawn sled for the party. It turned out that the “decorative” Victorian era sled that had sat in the post office lobby longer than I could remember still worked. With a little reconfiguring, Fred Johnson had it running again. They’d managed to lasso in the Fletchers’ horses, and Fred had become the town taxi driver.
 
   “Looks beautiful,” Summer gushed when she entered the gym. We’d found supplies from a recent prom that’s theme had been something celestial. The entire place was decorated with silver crepe, stars, and moons. It was not overly done, just enough to make the event feel festive. Summer looked at least twenty pounds lighter. Her mother, who had always had dark-brown hair, had gone completely gray.
 
   “I only had one bottle of dye left,” she told me when she saw me looking at her hair. “I wanted to save it for when we are rescued,” she explained with a laugh.
 
   Rescued by whom, I wondered.
 
   The others slowly trickled in. By the dinner hour there were thirty five of us. Harkening back to older and happier days, we shared food, eating at a long table in the middle of the room.
 
   Jamie was one of the last to arrive. I heard his snowmobile buzz in. Moments later he entered, smiling, a large bag strapped to his back. I could tell he was up to something. I rose and fixed him a plate. He had just finished taking off his winter gear when I came up to him.
 
   “This enough for you?” I asked, holding up the heaping plate of food.
 
   He looked at it and me. “Who could ask for more?” He set the bag down and joined us at the table.
 
   Ian was talking to Dusty and pushing his food from one side of the plate to another.
 
   Jamie sat down and rubbed his hands together as he eyed over the plate. I slid into the seat beside him. He was about to dig in when he looked at his brother.
 
   “Hey Ian, stop yapping and eat something,” he said.
 
   Surprised, Ian looked up. He said nothing, only nodded, and took a large bite of food. I turned to Jamie, wanting to share my worries about Ian’s health, but something told me that he might not take my concern as intended.
 
   “What did you make, Layla?” Jamie asked, turning back to his food.
 
   I watched him eat a spoonful of beans. “The beans,” I replied.
 
   He stopped for a moment then chewed thoughtfully. “Hey, they are actually good.”
 
   Ethel, who’d been listening to the exchange, laughed.
 
   Jamie looked inquisitively at her.
 
   I smiled. “Ethel made those. I made the rice.”
 
   He looked down at his place. “I don’t have any.”
 
   I laughed. “I know.”
 
   Several people around us chuckled, and I noticed then that no one had eaten the rice. Well, at least I had tried. I would remember, in the future, not to waste supplies with my weak attempts at cooking.
 
   As the light began to wane, Tom and Mr. Jones disappeared. A few minutes later there was a strange humming sound. A backup generator kicked on. The emergency lights in the gymnasium cast a soft orange glow. Summer and several of the others lit candles Pastor Frank had brought with him. The room had a magical glow.
 
   We had raided the liquor store and cases of champagne sat cooling outside. In the meantime, people were drinking wine and bottles of beer. Keeping Grandma’s warning to be ever-watchful in mind, I didn’t touch a drop. Others, however, did not hold back, and soon rowdy laughter filled the room.
 
   Jamie, who’d also gone missing, finally reappeared with a cart on top of which he had something hidden under a sheet. Taking the cart to the end of the room, he pulled off the sheet to reveal an old gramophone. Jamie pulled out a record and put it on the player. He then wound the old machine. Dropping the needle, the gymnasium filled with the sound of 1920s big band music.
 
   The stunned room fell silent. The music echoed.
 
   The stir of mixed emotions in the room was palpable. Not sure what else to do, I went to Jamie and grabbed his hand. With a spin, he turned me onto the floor, and we broke out into dance.
 
   The room fell into a clapping cheer and soon nearly everyone joined us.
 
   “You’re amazing,” I told Jamie. “Where did you get that?”
 
   “Don’t you remember? It was in the library.”
 
   I smiled at him, and we moved across the floor grinning at one another. I felt like I was in a strange limbo in time. While I had refused to wear the yellow Big Bird dress, I did manage to shoplift a new, coffee-colored satin halter gown from Lil’s shop.
 
   Jamie smiled as he spun me, the cheerful gramophone music inspiring our steps. “You look beautiful, but I’m not sure if those accessories match,” he said.
 
   I had to laugh. While I wanted to look nice, I was also pragmatic so had worn my knee-high steel-toed winter boots, and my guns were holstered, my sword belted. “Never know when you’ll need to kick ass,” I said with a smile.
 
   “So it seems Santa and his elves were at my house.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   “I had this strange dream that an angel came in and took care of me. I woke to find my house clean, soup warming by the fire, and the heavenly smell of perfume in the air.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know what that perfume was, but it was amazing. I plan to buy stock in it.”
 
   “The stock market doesn’t exist anymore.”
 
   “Ahh, that’s right, I forgot,” he said with a laugh. “I also found a very unique gift.” He pulled out his hunting knife. On the leather strap tied to the hilt he’d strung the small pendant I’d left wrapped in the blue napkin. “Is this the one from the Fisherman’s Wharf? The one the sea captain statue at the entryway was wearing on his hat? You remember, I asked the owner at the Wharf to sell it to me. That was right after I got back from Iraq.”
 
   “How should I know? Santa must have left it for you.”
 
   Just then the record stopped. Jamie paused to change records, rewinding the gramophone, and we started to dance again. This time the music was slow. The sweet gramophone music filled the space; I could hear everyone’s happy, excited voices.
 
   “Why did you like that pendant so much anyway?” I asked, taking the knife from him and looking at the pendant.
 
   “One day, while my unit was out patrolling, I saw this symbol carved in stone on one of the buildings. I stopped to look at it. An old beggar was sitting there. He asked me if I knew what the symbol was. He told me it was called the flower of life and that it represents all life—us, the spirit world, everything—our interconnectedness. After that, I started seeing it everywhere. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw it here, in Hamletville, at the Wharf. Santa was really nice to remember I liked it.”
 
   “Well, Santa is good at remembering important things.”
 
   A strong wind blew, causing the back door in the gymnasium to pop wide open. Everyone paused, and the two men on guard checked it out.
 
   “Clear. Only the wind,” Jensen called.
 
   The happy mood returned at once. Almost everyone was dancing now, the lights in the room casting long shadows on the walls.
 
   “I have something for you as well. It’s a little late, but I wanted to give it to you myself.”
 
   Jamie handed me a small package wrapped in a cloth. From inside I pulled out a plastic squirt gun. It was filled with water. I was puzzled.
 
   Jamie laughed at my expression. “There’s holy water inside,” he explained. “I stopped by the church and filled it.”
 
   I laughed out loud.
 
   “I don’t know why Grandma Petrovich wanted you to have holy water, but your grandma understood things better than anyone I ever knew. I figured I’d back her up on this one.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said with a chuckle, putting my head against his chest, wrapping my arms around him.
 
   I felt him stiffen a little, but then he relaxed, pulling me tight against him.
 
   I closed my eyes and listened to the beating of his heart. It was all I wanted to hear.
 
   When I opened my eyes again, I thought I saw a strange face in the crowd. Just for a moment, a thin, pale, and angry looking male face appeared amongst us. I pulled back to look more closely, but where I thought I had seen something, I now saw nothing. Shadows of dancing couples moved across the walls, but amongst the shadows I saw more figures than were actually in the room. Frantically, I looked around at the dancing couples but saw nothing unusual. All around me were the same faces I had seen over the last five months. Again, I looked at the shadows on the wall. Fast, shadowy images intermixed with those of the townspeople. I turned and saw another face, a female, who I did not know amongst the crowd. She was similar in appearance to the man. I strained to get a better look, but she disappeared. I stepped back from Jamie and pulled my gun from its holster.
 
   “What is it?” Jamie whispered in alarm.
 
   I looked around the room, a gun in one hand, the other on the hilt of my sword. A second later, the wind blew the door open again. At that same moment, the generator failed. The lights dimmed with a fading buzz leaving only candlelight. Cold wind gusted through the place, blowing out the candles nearest the door. I left Jamie’s side. Grabbing a flashlight, I went to the doorway and flashed the light on the parking lot outside.
 
   Overhead, the moon was full. It cast long shadows. The bare trees made claw-like images on the snowy ground. I pulled my coat off the wall and went outside, Jamie following fast behind me.
 
   I snapped the flashlight off and pulled out my sword. I stood still, my eyes adjusting to the moonlight. I scanned the horizon. Nothing.
 
   “What is it?” Jamie whispered.
 
   I looked back. Several people stood in the gymnasium doorway looking out.
 
   I said nothing but walked to the small slope at the side of the school. From there I could see much of the town and the frozen lake below. Jamie walked wordlessly beside me.
 
   When I reached the slope, I scanned the vista. A second later, I saw it—them—something.
 
   “There,” I whispered to Jamie. I pointed my sword in the direction of the lake where strange, shadowy specters fled across the frozen ice. “Do you see that?” I asked him.
 
   He was silent.
 
   I watched the shadows retreat until I saw nothing more.
 
   “Did you see that?” I asked him again, thinking maybe Grandma Petrovich’s mushrooms had made me go half-crazy.
 
   I looked up at Jamie. The startled look on his face told me he had seen it too.
 
   “Layla—” he began.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “What was it?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “What were they? What did you see?”
 
   Indeed, what did I see? I was not exactly certain, but when I looked up at Jamie, one answer came clearly to mind: “Danger.”
 
   We stood wordlessly for a long time. Fear had frozen me in place.
 
   Reassured by the lack of gunfire, happy sounds resumed inside the gym. A short while later, we heard the crowd counting down to midnight. Then there was a raucous cheer. It was a new year. They broke into a round of Auld Lang Syne. It shook me from the terror that had seized my throat.
 
   I looked up at Jamie. He had a confused expression on his face.
 
   I reached up and stroked his cheek. “I love you.”
 
   He looked as if I had startled him from dark thoughts. He paused a moment then leaned in and kissed me deeply. “I love you too,” he whispered in my ear as he crushed me against him.
 
   Together, we turned to go back to the gym.
 
   Ian’s shadowed figure was in the doorway.
 
   Jamie paused.
 
   Ian turned and walked back into the building.
 
   “He’ll accept…in time,” I said.
 
   Jamie didn’t look so sure.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   For the next two months I watched for any sign of the shadowy figures I had seen on New Year’s Eve. I never saw them again. I also did not see the forest lord and lady again though I had repeatedly gone looking for them.
 
   Ian didn’t come around anymore either. When I saw him in town, he paid me little attention. He was avoiding me. Jamie said he rarely came out unless he was on rotation. When Ian appeared in the school gym one day in March when he knew I would be there, I was surprised. I was even more surprised at his appearance. He was a shadow of his former self: his eyes were sunken, his clothes were hanging loose, and his cheeks were hollow.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Ian, when was the last time you ate something,” I asked as I crossed the room to join him. My stomach knotted.
 
   A pained look crossed his face. I realized then he was having trouble standing. “Is Mrs. Finch here?”
 
   I put my arm around his waist, steadying him, and led him to Mrs. Finch’s office. “Come on, Ian, why didn’t you say something? Just because things are complicated doesn’t mean no one cares about you,” I scolded.
 
   Just as we reached Mrs. Finch, the fire alarm at the community center went off. We all stopped and counted: 1—2—3—4—5—6.
 
   “Oh my god,” Mrs. Finch whispered.
 
   My heart leapt into my throat. “Stay here,” I said as I lowered Ian into a chair. “I’ll bar the door on my way out.”
 
   “Layla—” Ian began.
 
   “We got it. Just stay here, and, for the love of god, let Mrs. Finch look you over. I’ll come back,” I said and tore down the hallway.
 
   Frenchie and the girls stood, flabbergasted and afraid, in the middle of the gym. “Into Mrs. Finch’s office and stay put,” I told them but then paused. “Here,” I said, taking the Magnum from the holster and pressing it into Frenchie’s hands. “Aim for the head. Snap off the safety and fire,” I said, showing her the gun. She nodded wordlessly and rushed her girls down the hallway.
 
   Outside, I slammed the gymnasium door shut and dropped a bar over it.
 
   I jumped on my bike and gunned it. The edges of the road were still covered in mounds of melting snow. While early spring vegetation was popping up, the weather was still cold and unpredictable.
 
   I saw Will running toward the fire hall; he was carrying a rifle in each hand. I slowed, and he slid on behind me. Anyone who was armed had come running.
 
   Jensen was in the middle of the community center parking lot looking frantic. “West barricade,” he shouted at us. “There must be 50 of them!”
 
   We set off at once. As we neared the west end of Main Street you could hear the sound of gunfire. The sight was horrifying. At least 50 undead were pressing against the street barricade. In some spots, they had nearly broken through. Some of the undead had started to trail down the barricade line, and soon they would find the weaknesses between the buildings.
 
   Dusty and Fred were standing in the back of one pick-up. About five men stood in the back of another and were shooting into the oncoming horde.
 
   “Holy shit,” Will exclaimed.
 
   When we pulled up, Will jumped off and climbed into the back of one of the trucks. I set off on the dirt bike to get to the undead trailing down the barricade lines.
 
   I recognized the undead form of Brian Hoolihan. His farm was on the edge of town. He used to bring turnips to my grandmother. She would make soup out of them for him. He always liked my grandma; she was the only person he knew who like turnips or so he said. He lunged at the bike as I neared him. The barbed wire barricade kept us separated. With a heavy sigh, I shot him between his eyes.
 
   Another undead, a young male who was moving quickly, neared a weakness in the line where the barricade passed the charred structure of the flower shop. I was amazed at how fast he moved. I spun the bike toward him, but it was slow in the soggy grass, grinding in the turf. I gave it some gas, and finally it lunged forward just as the young man bolted out of the ruins. He headed directly toward me.
 
   I hit the gas to dodge him. When I did, the bike leapt forward but the snowy ground caused it to slide sideways. I found myself choosing between being caught and pulled to the ground by the bike or dealing with the undead youth bent on killing me. I jumped off. The bike fell sideways and slid across the mud. I tried to pull out the automatic, but it snagged on my winter jacket. In a heartbeat, the undead youth jumped at me.
 
   My shashka, the scabbard strapped across my back, was out in a flash. I ducked and bolted sideways. I clambered onto a fence railing in the flower shop parking lot.
 
   Having missed, the youth turned and lunged at me again. I jumped and as I turned sideways, slashed outward.
 
   The blade connected. I kept myself upright, slid to a stop, then turned.
 
   The youth had stopped. For a moment, he stood facing away from me. When he turned, I saw I had sliced off his hand. I stared at him; he stared back at me. Those milk-white eyes looked something other than dead. Was he thinking? Had he felt pain? Was he considering his next move?
 
   He snarled, saliva and bloody foam dripping from his mouth, and lunged once more at me.
 
   This time I faced him head on. I held my on-guard fencing stance and let him approach. Reel him in. Patience. Anticipate. He was quick, and his plan was simple: maul me. When he was within striking distance, I lunged. A split second later, he was hanging by his head from my sword, the shashka poking out of the back of his skull.
 
   It took a moment for that strange light in his eyes to go out, and as I stared him down, a voice rasped inside my head. Help us.
 
   My stomach shook. I couldn’t tell if the voice had come from the people behind me or the boy hanging off the end of my sword.
 
   “Layla!” Dusty screamed. They had broken through the barricade.
 
   I shook the dead body loose. Taking a moment to rip off my jacket, I freed the automatic and ran back down the line to Main Street. Will and the others had climbed onto the roofs of the trucks and were shooting into the oncoming horde. Another truck pulled up; they shot out the window.
 
   I eyed my options. At the back of Figgy’s Old Vine Tavern was a stairwell leading to an upstairs apartment. It had a perfect line of fire on the street. I bolted up the steps and seconds later was raining bullets down on the oncoming horde. Careful to watch for civilians, I shelled the undead. Accuracy was a problem at this range, but their injured bodies fell and were more easily plucked off by the shooters below. In the fray, I saw the undead pull Jensen off the hood of a truck. The others fished him back before the hungry horde could eat him alive, but not before he’d let out a blood-curdling scream.
 
   Moments later I heard a loud BOOM. My ears rung. A cloud of heavy smoke occluded the view for a moment; I then realized what had happened. Jeff was standing a few feet away from the old cannon that once sat outside of the VFW. The cannon had been parked in the center of the street just opposite the barricade. In front of the cannon, several undead lay on the ground, their bodies pierced with kitchen knives and other pieces of scrap metal. Jeff clambered away from the cannon and up onto one of the trucks.
 
   I kept my eye on the barricade and blasted until the clip was empty. Like a complacent fool, I had not brought another.
 
   I raised my gun, but if I shot, I could hit the living.
 
   I pulled out the Glock and headed back down the stairs. Two of the undead who had spotted me met me at the bottom. They were easy marks.
 
   I moved toward the dozen or so undead still straining at the townspeople. I jumped on top of a car and emptied the gun. It was not enough. The undead continued to make their assault.
 
   Having left the Magnum with Frenchie, I was alone with my sword. I then saw Tom swinging axes in both hands and chopping his way through the undead horde. I bounded down and worked the other side of the crowd. Two arrows whooshed past my ear as Buddie Fowley appeared. Buddie had been found alive during the initial sweep. We all knew Buddie for his archery; he was the town’s big game hunter. I turned to see the arrows hit their mark. With our Medieval weapons in hand, the three of us made the last stand for the town. We cut, slashed, and pierced our way through the remaining undead. The war was over shortly after; we had won the day.
 
   Exhausted, I crawled into the back of one of the pickups and sat looking at the broken barricade. Main Street trailed off in the distance. The cannon pointed down the long road. A moment later, I heard a single gunshot. Jensen. I heard someone cry. I stared down the street beyond the broken barricade. Part of me was keeping an eye out for any stragglers. Another part of me was wondering about that voice I’d heard. I wanted to run, but I knew there was nowhere to go.
 
   About ten minutes after it was over, two cars pulled up. I could hear Jamie’s voice in the crowd. He found me a few minutes later.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   I didn’t know how to answer.
 
   He stepped in front of me, blocking my vision of the road. It broke the trance. “Layla,” he whispered, tipping my chin up toward him. “You okay?” he asked again.
 
   “Yeah, it is what it is, right?” I replied, kissing his hand. I slid the sword back into the scabbard then climbed onto the roof of the truck. People were sitting around looking hopeless.
 
   I whistled sharply, getting everyone’s attention. “Town meeting in two hours. Between now and then we need to get this barricade refortified and these bodies moved. Who can help?” I asked.
 
   There was a silence for a moment then a flood of volunteers. Within five minutes the arrangements had been made and everyone went to work.
 
   I bounced off the truck and grabbed Jamie by the hand. “Ditched the bike. Wanna help me see if she still runs? We need to head back to the school.”
 
   “Why?” he asked as we walked toward my bike.
 
   “I left Frenchie there,” I replied, not wanting to get into Ian’s issue yet.
 
    As we passed the body of the boy I had killed, Jamie stopped. “Hey, that was the Klein’s son. He was some kind of piano virtuoso. I guess they used to homeschool him so he could spend time practicing the piano. He played at the church sometimes. Nice kid.”
 
   Guilt wracked me as I looked down on him. He had tried to kill me. I wondered then—why? Why were they trying to kill us? Consume us? I then realized that the boy looked practically intact save a nasty scratch across his still-fleshy, though pale and somewhat saggy, chest.
 
   “Hey, didn’t you say they should just be bones by now?” I asked Jamie.
 
   He shrugged. “Guess I was wrong,” he said as he picked the bike up. “Looks like you just broke a mirror.” He climbed on the bike and started it. “All good. I get to drive this time,” he said, and we headed off.
 
   I could not help but look back at the boy’s body once more and think of how he had paused when I’d taken his hand. The implications made me shudder.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “Cancer,” Mrs. Finch whispered to Jamie and me.
 
   Ian sat looking at the floor, his chin propped in the palm of his hand.
 
   “Are you sure?” Jamie asked aghast.
 
   I stared at Ian.
 
   “There is only so much I can tell. I did a quick blood and urine analysis and a physical. From the symptoms described, test results, and the condition he is in, it is most likely cancer. I can’t even say for sure what kind, but based on his pain, could be liver, stomach, or pancreas. I just don’t know.”
 
   Jamie went silent, and Ian still had not looked up.
 
   “What about treatment?” I asked.
 
   Mrs. Finch shook her head. “Chemo and that sort of thing are just not feasible. There might be some meds in the pharmacy, but we’re shooting in the dark without a proper physician.”
 
   “And what if you’re wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Layla,” Jamie said with a frown.
 
   Ian looked up. “She’s right, Layla.”
 
   “So we do nothing? We just wait for him to get sicker and—“
 
   “—and die” Ian finished.
 
   Frenchie tapped the glass of the office window. The alarm on the community center had rung more than two hours past. By now, everyone was waiting, and it was already dark. Nerves were running high. I waved to her that we were coming.
 
   “Let’s go,” Ian said and rose.
 
   Jamie took him gently by the arm, but Ian shrugged his brother off. “I’m good,” was all he said.
 
   In the gym, Ian sat at the back while the rest of us went to the front.
 
   I sat down on the stage.
 
   “The barricade is back in place. Tomorrow we’re going to kick on enough juice to weld. We bulldozed steel and scrap in and will do more tomorrow. For tonight, it is good enough,” Tom informed the crowd.
 
   As he spoke, I thought about how much fuel was left. Reserves were getting low.
 
   “What happened today? Who were those people?” Ethel asked.
 
   “Mostly farm folks,” Fred Johnson replied.
 
   “All at once?” Ethel asked.
 
   It was a question that had been burning in everyone’s mind.
 
   “Looks like pack mentality,” Buddie added.
 
   “Mentality? Like they are thinking?” Summer asked.
 
   “Something like that, you know, like animals…maybe,” Buddie answered.
 
   “There could be more attacks like this. There are at least four dozen more farms and vineyards out there, and those are just the ones near us,” Mr. Jones added.
 
   “Well, we lived, didn’t we,” Jeff commented.
 
   “Barely,” Dusty added, “and we lost Jensen.”
 
   The room was silent. Suddenly I saw Will and Kiki who had been keeping watch by the door stiffen and pull their weapons.
 
   “Movement,” Will called.
 
   A dozen armed citizens raced across the room, but something in me froze. My whole body felt stiff. Jamie headed toward the door, turning to look inquisitively at me as to why I had not followed. I neither moved nor said a word. Confused, he went ahead. My hands shook. My ears were ringing, and the strange feeling of electricity filled the air.
 
   At the door, people were talking and moments later the crowd broke into smiles. They then ushered two strangers into the room: two unfamiliar men soon stood in the center of a circle of the townspeople.
 
   I watched them from afar. I knew without a doubt that something about them was not right. They smiled in a very pleasing manner, but it was a false smile. Physically, they were both very attractive. One was tall, muscular, and had shoulder length sandy-colored hair. The second was shorter and darker in complexion. His head was shaved, and he had heavy eyebrows and a hawkish expression. They were both dressed rather oddly. Their dark clothing looked too tight, buttons closed too close to the neck, and the fashion seemed outdated. My hands trembled.
 
   Jamie was standing a bit back from the crowd, but I could see from the expression on his face that he was not sold either. Regardless, Tom led the men to the front of the room. Everyone had risen from their seats to get a closer look.
 
   “Layla, these men have come to speak to us,” Tom said excitedly. Tom’s jubilant nature overcame him, and he didn’t wait for my reaction but pressed the two men forward.
 
   They paused and looked at me, but I said nothing. I slid off the stage.
 
   The two men looked around the room. I noticed the tall one pause when he saw Kira and Susan. He stared at them as the other began to speak.
 
   “My name is Corbin,” the shaven one began.
 
   I stepped between the girls and the fair-haired man’s gaze and pulled the shashka from its scabbard.
 
   Startled, the stranger looked at me. His eyes were icy blue. He tried to feign a smile. 
 
   I lifted the sword and set it on my shoulder.
 
   He looked away.
 
   “This is Finn,” Corbin said, referring to the fair one. I noticed that Corbin’s eyes were also ice blue. “We have just arrived by boat. As you know, the lake has thawed, and we are going around looking for survivors.”
 
   “Where are you based?” Pastor Frank asked.
 
   Corbin looked the pastor over in great detail before he answered. There was something odd in Corbin’s movements, a sort of strange control. “There is a very large group of us on Enita Island at the HarpWind Grand Hotel. The island is isolated. The disease never came there. We have been able to keep the hotel running using much of its Victorian era equipment. We’re trying to collect as many survivors there as possible.”
 
   “Why?” Jamie asked.
 
   Enita Island was famed for its seclusion and opulent Grand Hotel. I’d once seen a documentary about it but had never been there myself. Unreachable by land, one had to take a ferry to get to the hotel. The story was plausible. The storytellers were not.
 
   Corbin considered Jamie. “There is survival in numbers. We are armed and have considerable supplies. We also have three doctors.”
 
   I looked back at Ian who was still sitting. He’d heard.
 
   “The island is completely sheltered. These creatures cannot reach us. It is a place of safety, a place to begin again. Our goal is to find people to join us,” Corbin added.
 
   “What about help from the outside, the government?” Kiki asked.
 
   Corbin shrugged. “There is no government. Everything has fallen.”
 
   “How did you find us?” I asked them.
 
   They both turned and looked at me and then exchanged a glance between them. In that moment, I heard a strange murmuring sound in my head.
 
   “We were cruising the shoreline and heard the sound of gunfire. Was there an incident?” Corbin asked.
 
   “Yeah, man, but we whooped ass,” Jeff replied.
 
   Corbin smiled at Jeff as one might smile at a small, stupid pet. “We can keep you safe from such onslaughts. Last I knew, these creatures cannot swim.”
 
   Several people laughed.
 
   Ian had risen and was standing at the back of the crowd. He was listening intently as the townspeople began shooting a barrage of questions at the strangers: how many people were already there, kinds of supplies, space available, plan for the future, etc., etc. Corbin and Finn had ready answers, too many ready answers. And all of the answers they had were good ones. In that moment, I remembered something my grandma used to say: “I ran from the wolf only to run into the bear.” Whatever they were selling, I wasn’t buying.
 
   The questioning went on for what seemed like an eternity. They had heard nothing from the outside either. They were gathering what survivors they could. They already had more than 100 people at the hotel. They heard the cities were overrun. They had no idea what caused it. We weren’t safe where we were. They wanted to hit the reset button on civilization, starting over on their island.
 
   Ethel invited the strangers to stay the night and eat with us, but they insisted they return to their boat. They promised to return the next day and asked us to be ready to go. Everyone was in an excited jitter. That night, people left the gymnasium full of dreams. Who wouldn’t have?
 
   Back at the cabin, the girls crowded around their mother in the kitchen.
 
   “Will all three of us stay together in one room at the hotel?” Kira asked.
 
   “I want the hotel!” Susan yelled happily.
 
   “I think so,” Frenchie told them.
 
   “Do you think there will be other kids there?” Kira quizzed her mother.
 
   “Probably,” Frenchie told them absently as she set their dinner down in front of them.
 
   I was standing in the doorway of the kitchen listening to the exchange. Frenchie looked up at me. Apparently I was not doing a good job hiding my concerns.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t go with them,” I said.
 
   Frenchie set down the jar of peanut butter. The girls stopped their chatter and looked at me.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   It was a question I didn’t know how to answer. “It’s not safe,” I replied.
 
   “Well, if we get another influx like the one today, we’re not safe here either,” she replied.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Just don’t go. I can’t say why. It’s instinct, I guess. But I know it’s not safe, especially for the girls.”
 
   Frenchie looked thoughtfully at me. “Like a Grandma Petrovich instinct?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Frenchie frowned, causing lines to cross her forehead.
 
   “Mom,” Kira called in a sing-song, knowing her dream of living in the hotel was fast fading.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” was all Frenchie said in reply, answering both of us.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   On the first day of spring every year, my grandmother would go into the woods and return with a basket full of forsythia and daffodils. When I woke at first light the next day, I lay in bed considering the weight of obligations on me. I also worried about the new burden I must bear: stopping the exodus. The stress of everything overwhelmed me. How could I convince everyone to stay in Hamletville based solely my hunch that there was something wrong with these people? Instead of doing what I should do, I slid on my boots and headed over the back gate into the woods in search of forsythia and daffodils.
 
   I hiked into the woods and followed Spring Creek, one of the many small tributaries that ran to the lake, deeper into the forest. The soft sounds of the water trickling over the rocks soothed my mind and let me think more clearly. There was still ice at the creek’s edges. Growing in small clumps on the creek bank, I saw snow drops and the first spring daffodils. There was a clean smell in the air. I’d been hiking for about an hour when I stopped to rest on a fallen log. Mushrooms grew from the wood’s decayed crevices. I looked around and noticed that fresh spring ferns were growing in abundance, their curled fingers unfolding in the morning light which cast slanted beams as it broke through the trees. Bright green moss covered the rocks on the forest floor.
 
   I sat still, looking at the water, when I heard rustling behind me.
 
   I turned to find a small girl standing there. She was standing in a small grassy space between a dense part of the woods and me. She was the most beautiful child I’d ever seen. Her hair was as yellow as an August sunflower. It curled wildly around her ears. She wore a green cotton tunic with a pale green top underneath and earth-colored pants. She was about Kira’s age. When she saw me, she smiled. She skipped over the grass toward me.
 
   As she came closer, my skin turned to goose-bumps.
 
   She climbed on the log beside me, adjusting back and forth until she found a comfortable nook. I noticed she had a sort of diadem on her head: a sparkling freshwater pearl glittered on her forehead. Her eyes glittered similarly; they were the same chartreuse green of the new ferns. And I also noticed that her ears were somewhat pixie looking in shape, and the skin around the edge of her hairline was tinged green.
 
   She whistled a sweet sound into the forest. A moment later, a spring fawn appeared. Its wide nostrils breathed deeply, smelling both the girl and me.
 
   The girl dangled her feet as she dug in her pocket. She pulled out what looked like lumps of raw sugar. She held out her hand to the fawn. Hesitantly, the dappled creature stepped forward, keeping one watchful eye on me. After a moment, it was licking the sweet morsel from the girl’s hand. She giggled.
 
   She handed one of the sugary treats to me. I extended my hand to the fawn. It considered for a moment then took the treat from me as well.
 
   The girl giggled again.
 
   After the fawn had eaten our treats, it trotted back into the forest.
 
   The girl smiled at me and slid off the log. She skipped back toward the dense woody area from which she came. At the border between the small open space and the thick forest stood the magisterial forest lady I had seen that winter. She wore a pale yellow gown.
 
   The woman motioned to the child. The girl wrapped her arms around the woman’s legs. The tall lady, holding her hair back, bent and kissed the child on the head. Then she rose and motioned for me to follow.
 
   She took the child by the hand, and they turned toward the woods.
 
   I was not afraid, but I was uncertain.
 
   She stopped. Seeing I was not coming, she bent low and whispered in the child’s ear. The girl nodded and ran back to me. She stood in front of me and extended her hand much the same way she’d extended it to the fawn. She smiled sweetly.
 
   I took the child’s hand. It was surprisingly warm.
 
   The sweet creature smiled up at me, and we trailed behind the tall woman. We crossed the grass and moved into the dense woods. The child led me over rocks and fallen logs. After a few moments, we reached a clearing. The tall woman was sitting at an old well. It was stone at its base and had a pitched wooden roof covering it. A short distance away was a dilapidated old cottage. I had never noticed it before, but I knew there were old houses deep in the forest.
 
   The child let go of my hand and ran to the woman.
 
   The woman smiled at me. “Are you afraid?” she asked. Her voice was light and sweet like the sound of a songbird.
 
   I had wondered if they would ever talk. “No,” I replied.
 
   She smiled. “Vasilisa was not afraid either.”
 
   Vasilisa was my grandmother’s given name. “My grandmother feared little.”
 
    “The old blood, the wise blood, that ran in her veins showed her right from wrong, good from evil. It helped her see.”
 
   Again, my grandmother’s words. “And what should I see?” I asked the woman.
 
   She looked thoughtfully at me. “Why ask me? You already know. The old blood is in you as well.”
 
   “The men who came are not human.”
 
   “Not anymore,” the woman answered.
 
   “And they are a threat.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What should I do?”
 
   “Stop them from leaving.”
 
   “And if I cannot?”
 
   She looked down into the well and motioned for me to join her.
 
   I came to the well and looked inside. At first I saw only my reflection in the spring sunlight. After a moment, however, the image swirled, and I saw myself talking to the townspeople who looked back at me with frowning faces. Shadows appeared amongst them, whispering in their ears. The image swirled again, and I saw a massive boat docked at the end of the community pier. Everyone was walking toward it. Moonlight bounced on the water then dark clouds covered the moon and everything went black. The image disappeared.
 
    “You must protect them,” she told me.
 
   I looked at the woman. The girl had moved off in the distance and was picking flowers. The doe-eyed lady whose skin was also tinged green at the edges smiled sympathetically at me.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   “Vasilisa called us Leshi, forest spirits. Many years ago, a girl named Berwyn lived in that house. She called us Aes Sídhe. The old ones of this land, they have also come to you, called us Pukwudgie.”
 
   “Why do the forest spirits care what happens to us? To me?”
 
   She set her hand on mine. “Mankind has finally consumed itself. Can any spark of humanity survive? You must go now. And you must try. Much depends on you.”
 
   I rose and turned to go back. Before I left, I looked at her once more. “What is your name?”
 
   Her facial features softened. “Peryn.”
 
   I nodded and headed back out of the woods.
 
   “Farewell and be blessed, Layla,” she called.
 
   When I looked back again, they were both gone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   When I got to the cabin, Frenchie and the girls were not there.
 
   I slid on the bike and headed for the school. When I got there, I found the townspeople packing the supplies.
 
   “What are you doing?” I demanded loudly when I entered.
 
   They stopped. Everyone looked confused. “We’re getting ready,” Summer replied.
 
   Frenchie didn’t look at me.
 
   “Who says we are going? We haven’t even discussed it.”
 
   Tom set a box down. “We didn’t know there was anything to discuss.”
 
   Ian and Jamie emerged from the back.
 
   “Well, there is. We can’t go with those people,” I said.
 
   Everyone looked surprised.
 
   “Why not?” Mrs. Finch asked.
 
   “It’s not safe. Didn’t you all see it? They aren’t right. They aren’t normal. We can’t believe their story. They want something from us.”
 
   Jamie looked worried.
 
   “But it’s a chance at a fresh start,” Pastor Frank said.
 
   “Didn’t you notice it, Pastor? Didn’t you see it? You’re a man of God, after all.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m telling you all, those people are dangerous.”
 
   Everyone looked blindsided.
 
   “You’re just being paranoid,” Jeff informed me.
 
   “We need to do something. We can’t just sit here and wait to get attacked again. We’re never going to make it,” Mr. Jones said.
 
   “We made it all winter,” I retorted.
 
   “It’s not just that. Here we are just surviving. We need to move on,” Tom told me.
 
   “Well, I, for one, am going,” Jeff said. “No offense, but it‘s pretty much a sausage fest around here.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Please listen to me,” I pleaded and cast a glance at Jamie and Ian for help. “Please, I’m telling you. Those people are not what they seem. Don’t you think they had too many good answers? Too many ready and easy explanations? They are dangerous.”
 
   “Why do you think that?” Jamie asked.
 
   The room was still. It was time to play the only card I had left. “Everyone knows what Grandma Petrovich was. I am telling you, I know just like Grandma knew things. And those people are dangerous.”
 
   I had silenced the room.
 
   After a few minutes passed, Pastor Frank spoke: “Many respected your grandmother, Layla, but we need to try.”
 
   I looked at everyone.
 
   “You all agree?” I asked.
 
   While some nodded, others looked away, not wanting to make eye contact with me.
 
   I walked to the door. “Then go without me,” I yelled, slamming the door behind me.
 
   I had just slid onto my bike when Jamie came out and stopped me.
 
   “I think you’re right,” he said. “I sensed it too.”
 
   “Good, then maybe you can convince them.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s no use. Their minds are made up. Hell, they never even considered not going until you said something. Those men painted a good picture.”
 
    “Well, we can stock up at the cabin. If we stay alert, we’ll be fine. Even if anything gets through, the chances of them finding the cabin are slim.”
 
   Jamie took a deep breath and looked away from me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Ian is going to go. There are doctors there.”
 
   I stared at him. “And?”
 
   “And I need to go with him.”
 
   I kick-started the bike. “Well, good! I guess the two of you can die together then,” I said and gunned it. Before Jamie could say another word, I was gone.
 
   I spent the rest of the day in the barn mulling over my own survival. Would I be able to make it on my own? I sat with a whet stone sharpening my swords, reorganizing my ammo, and trying to think about hunting. What I was really thinking about, however, was how I had failed everyone. My grandmother lay buried behind the barn. Ian was dying. The woman in the forest charged me with protecting my people—and she was not the first to do so—but I had failed to convince anyone. I had even failed to make the man who loved me stay. I had failed my grandmother with my inability to see. I had failed in my ability to convince anyone of anything. As a result, I would be alone. And they would be dead.
 
   Later that afternoon, Frenchie came by to grab her belongings. She was planning to take the girls to Summer’s and Ethel’s so she would be closer to town when the visitors returned. 
 
   “I do believe you,” she told me as she left. The girls crowded beside their mother.
 
   “Then why are you going?” I asked.
 
   She stood on the porch, bags in hand. “Because neither your instinct nor this life are enough,” she replied and stepped off the porch toward Will’s truck. “I’m sorry,” she added.
 
   “Your daughters are alive because of instinct,” I called after her.
 
   She stopped.
 
   “Your instinct,” I added. “And what does your instinct—not your mind—tell you?”
 
   She frowned heavily and loaded her girls into the truck; they drove away.
 
   I stomped back into the cabin and threw my gear on the couch. I sat down at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. After a few minutes, I heard the kitchen chair across from mine slide across the floor. I looked up to see my grandmother sitting there.
 
   Tu-tu-tu-tu-tu, she clicked at me.
 
   I realized then that I’d been crying. I wiped my eyes and looked at my grandmother.
 
   That boy. He loves you, and you love him. You’ll send him off to die like that? Come now, that is not my Layla, she said.
 
   “What can I do? They won’t listen to me.”
 
   What did Peryn say?
 
   “To stop them.”
 
   Ah-hum, my grandma considered, her ghostly fingers tapping on the table. They made no sound. Are you sure?
 
   I thought back. “Well, I guess what she said was I should protect them.”
 
   My grandma tapped her finger on her nose then pointed at me. You can’t hide an axe in a sack. When the truth outs, who will be there for them if you are not?
 
   I lowered my head. She was right.
 
   My grandmother rose. Layla, I like that boy. You know, he bandaged my toe once when I tripped at the grocery store.
 
   Suddenly, I felt ashamed.
 
   No, no, my grandma said as she exited the kitchen. Enough sulking. Get to work. And Layla? she called from the living room.
 
   “Yes, Grandma?”
 
   Don’t forget the holy water.
 
   “Grandma?” I called.
 
   She did not answer.
 
   I rose and followed her to the living room. She was gone.
 
   Through the cracks in the window slats, I saw movement in the driveway outside. I peeked through; one of the undead was standing in the there. I realized then that I had been so annoyed with Frenchie that I’d forgotten to close the gate.
 
   Picking up my sword, I opened the door. The creature, a man, turned and looked when he heard me.
 
   He did not rush me as many of the others had but simply stood, his head cocked to the side, observing me.
 
   My eyes darted around. He appeared to be the only one who had gotten in, but I would have to check to be sure. I suddenly felt afraid. What if there were more? What if I overlooked something? I could die, alone, in this moment, and no one would know. And I had not even told Jamie I was sorry.
 
   “Why don’t you just go away,” I told the undead man.
 
   He pulled himself upright, arching his back, then turned and slowly shuffled out of the driveway back down Fox Hollow Road. I watched him go, keeping an eye out for any others. After he left, I barred the gate and did a complete sweep of the property. I found nothing, no one, alive or dead.
 
   I sat down on the porch steps, sword in hand, and closed my eyes. What had I become? What was this new world where I saw strange things at every turn? Forest spirits. Shadows. Was I hearing the undead? Were they hearing me? I fully realized then that there was no going back. Whatever I was, whatever I had become, there was no return. I had to embrace it or run from it. If I ran, people I loved, people for whom I was responsible, might die.
 
   When I opened my eyes, I noticed the sun had set. I rose. After making a stop at the barn for supplies, I went inside and packed up my gear. I closed all the shutters and padlocked all the doors from the outside. I then hopped on my bike. Chaining the gate closed, I headed away from Fox Hollow Road.
 
   As I sped down the drive, I found the undead man lumbering along. I pulled out my gun but did not shoot. He stopped when I passed but didn’t lunge at me.
 
   I gunned the bike and headed to town, hoping Jamie would forgive my hasty words, hoping I was not too late. And I remembered to bring the holy water.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   It was dark by the time I pulled into Jamie’s house. Though there was no wind, the leaves on the Birch trees outside had turned over and were shaking. Odd. Grandma always said the leaves would turn when a storm was coming. I looked up at the moon. No clouds. No wind.
 
   The house was dark. I knocked heavily. There was no answer.
 
   “Jamie?” I called.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I went to the window and peeked inside. It was totally dark; there was no movement.
 
   He must have gone to Ian’s house. I jumped back on the bike and headed across town. There was no sign of anyone anywhere. Neither the dead nor the living stirred.
 
   Ian’s and Kristie’s house sat on upper Seneca Street. Kristie’s grandmother had left the house to them when she died. It was a large, white, two-story Colonial with an attached greenhouse. The greenhouse had fallen into disrepair, weeds growing wildly inside. The house was empty.
 
   I was about to head toward the elementary school when I heard a horn blast from the lake. I pulled out my binoculars. From Ian’s porch, I had a good view. What looked like the last of the town residents were filing down the dock and being loaded aboard the ship. Almost everyone was on board already. Mrs. Finch was pushing Ian in a wheelchair down the dock toward the boat. I could see Jamie at the ship’s plank arguing with the man who had introduced himself as Corbin. The last few residents were just boarding.
 
   “Oh my god,” I whispered. I would be left behind.
 
   I jumped on the bike and gunned it. Praying someone would see my headlight, I sped across town, cutting through lawns and the grocery store parking lot. As I blasted through, I noticed several undead had collected just outside the town library. They paused, watching as I passed. I swerved by them and headed toward the water. Down over the bank, passing the Fisherman’s Wharf, I hit the lakeside walking path. I sped toward the boat.
 
   I noticed that two men were pulling up the plank. Jamie was there with them, talking incessantly, waving his arms. Tom pulled him out of the crewman’s way.
 
   Then, they heard the bike. I saw Jamie shout to the men and point toward me. The men paused.
 
   I drove the bike down the dock and parked it under the pavilion. Jumping off, I jogged down the wooden planks, hopping the swinging pedestrian gate, and ran to the end.
 
   Corbin, the hawkish looking man, stood at the rail. The crewman seemed to wait for his command. He looked down at me. When our eyes met, I could feel him challenging me.
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” I said with a smile, trying to play it off.
 
   He wasn’t buying me anymore than I was buying him.
 
   “Let her on,” I heard Jamie yell, but I could not see him.
 
   Corbin leaned over the railing to look more closely at me. We were standing nearly face to face. “Should I let you on?” he whispered.
 
   I held his gaze, not backing down. “Let me on.”
 
   He motioned to the men to lower the plank.
 
   I looked at him.
 
   This time, he smiled at me. “Remember later, you asked to come,” he whispered.
 
   “I’m here to keep those I love safe. You remember that,” I replied, holding his gaze.
 
   He smiled, motioned for me to come aboard, then he disappeared back into the ship.
 
   The steel rail felt cold beneath my hand. I turned and looked back toward the town. There, above the town on the Point, I saw the figure of a man. He leaned back into an archer’s pose. He shot a shadow arrow that burned like a shooting star across the night’s sky. I took a deep breath and boarded the ship.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   I was met on board by the smiles of the people I had come to love.
 
   Jamie fought his way through the crowd and grabbed me, nearly crushing me. “You’re pressing my throwing daggers into my back,” I whispered to him.
 
   He let go with a chuckle and looked down at me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said rapidly, the words falling too loudly and somewhat broken from my mouth.
 
   “No, no, it’s okay. I’m sorry too. I understand,” he said, kissing the top of my head.
 
   I pressed my cheek against his chest. I opened my eyes to see Ian looking at us. He looked away.
 
   “Why did you change your mind?” Jamie asked. He took my hand and led me toward the railing. The boat had turned and was now gliding across the lake. The town was no longer in sight.
 
   “Well, I needed a vacation. I hear the HarpWind is nice.”
 
   Jamie smiled wryly. “Seriously,” he whispered.
 
   I turned and looked back toward the Captain’s deck of the yacht. Therein I could see the heads of our new benefactors. “I’m not wrong, and I haven’t changed my mind,” I said.
 
   He looked at them as well. “Yeah, well, we’ll see, won’t we?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It took about three hours to cross the lake in the swift yacht. Soon, the lights of the HarpWind Grand Hotel appeared on the horizon. The place was dimly lit; they were using candles and lanterns. The hotel’s lights appeared like ghostly shadows on the water, breaking amongst the waves.
 
   The captain of the boat sounded the horn.
 
   It was met by the clang of a cast-iron triangle at the end of the hotel’s pier.
 
   Jamie and I exchanged glances.
 
   When we arrived, a number of people were there to greet us. Many were other survivors who shook our hands and asked us from where we’d come. They were a mixed group coming from small towns and cities scattered all around the Great Lakes. Amongst them were hotel proprietors who helped us make our way up the path to the opulent HarpWind Grand Hotel.
 
   “I need to help Ian,” Jamie whispered to me.
 
   I nodded and then, dodging through the crowd, I found Frenchie. I picked up Susan and set her onto my shoulders. She laughed. “It’s beautiful,” she said, looking at the hotel.
 
   She was right. It was beautiful. The hotel was five stories in height and stretched long. It curved with the shape of the land, making the hotel crescent shaped. I remembered that the word Enita, the name of the island, meant moon; I’d see it in the documentary. The first two floors of the hotel were stone; the upper floors were New England style shingle sided. As we walked toward the massive structure, I could see the chandelier in the foyer was alive with candlelight. The crystals sparkled.
 
   Frenchie took my hand. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   We were led into the main foyer. A massive stone fireplace burned cheerfully. It stemmed off the cool chill in the air.
 
   A pale looking girl with long black hair and flashing pale blue eyes introduced herself as Matilda. She began handing out room keys and taking names. The more I looked at her, the more I realized I recognized her as the face I had seen amongst the crowd on New Year’s Eve. When she got to me and Frenchie, she paused. She looked thoughtfully at me. I looked back with a hard gaze.
 
    “That man said that you, the girl with the sword,” she said, looking at the weapon hanging from my belt, “are roomed with him: 415,” she said, smiling sweetly as she handed me a key.
 
   I took the key but shot Jamie an inquisitive look. He smiled bashfully and shrugged.
 
   “And you are?” she said, looking at Frenchie.
 
   “Frenchie Davis, and this is Kira and Susan,” she introduced, but I squeezed Frenchie’s hand hard, and she said no more.
 
   “Aw, how cute,” Matilda said, looking at Kira and Susan. The expression on her face told me she thought they were anything but cute.
 
   “She needs a room beside mine,” I told Matilda.
 
   Matilda turned to look at me, and I noticed that same odd movement about her I had seen in Corbin. She stared at me for a moment. “I’m sorry, I have nothing available, but I do have 313 for you, Ms. Davis. There are two beds in that room,” she replied and handed Frenchie a key.
 
   After she’d gone, I joined Jamie and Ian. Jamie was standing at the back of Ian’s wheelchair.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked Ian. He was holding a key in his hand.
 
   “They put me on the ground floor near the infirmary: room 195. I guess the doctor will be able to see me right away. I’m going now,” Ian said.
 
   I took Jamie’s bag from his shoulder. “I got this.”
 
   Jamie nodded. “I’ll be up in a few.”
 
   Ian looked away, but I had seen the look on his face.
 
   Jamie turned and pushed Ian down the hallway.
 
   Matilda had finished passing out the keys and was standing with the clipboard at the check-in table. I noticed another man behind the counter. He had the same odd way about him as the others and had long, black hair, light eyes, and pale skin.
 
   I went up to them. Trying to play nice, I smiled at Matilda. “I’d like a copy of that list,” I said, looking down at her clipboard.
 
   She looked surprised. “Whatever for?”
 
   As I looked at her, I thought about how easily we fall for anyone who seems to be in authority. Our natural paranoia, eroded by near bombardment of our private lives, had stripped us of the instinct to shelter ourselves from strangers. Everyone I loved had put their name on that list. I gave Matilda a hard look.
 
   In that moment, I saw a dark shadow pass over her face, the mask falling away. She covered it quickly. “Well, as you know, we have no Xerox,” she said with a smile. “Perhaps Ambrosio will write the list down for you?” she said, looking to the man.
 
   He looked me over from head to foot. “You may stop by for it tomorrow.”
 
   I knew there would never be a list if I depended on them. “Don’t trouble yourself,” I said, taking the clipboard from her hand. “I got it.”
 
   She looked astonished and gazed at the man she’d called Ambrosio.
 
   I grabbed a sheet of paper off the counter and jotted down the room numbers of the Hamletville citizens.
 
   “We didn’t get your name,” Ambrosio told me, coming around from behind the counter to stand in front of me.
 
   I smiled, handed Matilda her clipboard, and set the pen down. “No, you didn’t,” I said and walked away.
 
   As I left, I heard them murmuring between one another.
 
   I was there, but I didn’t have to like it.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   It turned out that room 415 was a bridal suite; there was a plaque on the door. I set down the bags and looked the space over. It was beautiful. Someone had lit a number of candles, filling the space with a soft, romantic glow. A large poster bed was draped with gauzy white cloth. The bed was covered in a light purple satin coverlet. The ornate Victorian furniture was romantic. A settee piled with pillows looked out at the lake. The moonlight was reflecting on the pitching waves.
 
   For a moment, I pretended. I pretended the world had not fallen apart. I pretended that the undead were not walking around. I pretended that earth spirits were not talking to me. I pretended I’d come home from D.C. on vacation and had fallen in love with Jamie. I pretended we had gotten married and that my grandmother had smiled benevolently on me, me dressed in white, as Jamie and I married in a Russian Orthodox ceremony. I pretended that Jamie had brought me here as a honeymoon surprise. I played pretend, just for a moment, and then I was done. It did not do to play pretend.
 
   I went to the window and checked the lock. It was bolted loosely from the inside. I removed the ornate tiebacks from the window and laced them around the window locks. I then checked the room for any other entrances. The only other way to get in was the front door. I dragged the writing desk from one side of the room and jammed the door handle, barricading the door.
 
   I pulled the curtains shut then unrolled my weapons bundle. I stood looking down on them, considering what to do next. I checked the cartridge on the Glock and stuffed it into the holster. I reloaded the Magnum and did the same. There was a small ammo pouch on the holster; inside, I stuffed the holy water inside—just in case. I also stuffed Jamie’s water gun, still loaded, into a pocket. I adjusted the shashka scabbard to bandolier style and threaded the throwing daggers onto a belt. From my boots I pulled out the doe and wolf poyasni. I slid each across the small whet stone I carried in the weapon roll then stuffed them back into my boots.
 
   A short while later there was a knock on the door.
 
   I leaned against the door, sword drawn, and looked through the keyhole.
 
   “Layla?” Jamie called.
 
   I moved the desk and opened the door.
 
   “I would have just come in, but I didn’t want you to shoot me.”
 
   “I had the door barricaded anyway,” I said, motioning to the desk.
 
   He laughed. “I heard.” He then looked around the room, at least the parts of it I had not dismantled. “Wow. This is really something.”
 
   “Well, it is the bridal suite.”
 
   Jamie look embarrassed. “Look, I’m not trying to, you know, force any issue. I just wanted you safe—with me. That’s all.”
 
   I laid my sword on the bed and wrapped my hands around his neck. I pulled him into a deep kiss, my hand sliding across his back and shoulders, fingers toying with the hair at the base of his neck. He held me tightly, pressing my body against him. I could feel the heat rising between us.
 
   Again, there was a knock on the door.
 
   We broke apart, both of us breathing heavily.
 
   Jamie regained his composure and answered the door. I picked up the shashka.
 
   “All right,” he said to whoever was on the other side, “okay, thank you,” he added and then closed the door. “We’re invited for a nightcap in an hour. The hosts want to welcome us,” he said.
 
   “The hosts, eh?” I looked back at my weapons. “How is Ian?”
 
   “They got him settled in and the doctor was by to take some blood. He said they are going to do as many tests as they can. Mrs. Finch was by and told them what she’d already seen. Ian was really tired and wanted to sleep so I left him be.”
 
   “What about the doctor? How did he seem?”
 
   “Normal. He is from a research hospital in Ohio.”
 
   “I don’t like leaving Ian alone,” I said.
 
   “Me either. This whole thing is—I don’t know what it is. I mean, I saw those shadows too.”
 
   “There are other strange things out there as well; I’ve seen spirits, earth spirits, ancestral spirits, I don’t know what, exactly.”
 
   Jamie raised his eyebrows at me in surprise.
 
   “I think my grandma was right. She always said that we are not alone in this world. We humans, we are not the only creatures on this plane. Now than humankind is not creating so much noise, maybe those other things in this world are more apparent.”
 
   Jamie looked thoughtful. “And what the hell are these people?”
 
   I pulled out the squirt gun Jamie had given me. It had seemed a funny gift at the time. We both looked at it.
 
   “The holy water,” Jamie said considering.
 
   I nodded. 
 
   Jamie took the little yellow and blue plastic gun and looked at it; his forehead furrowed.
 
   “What are you thinking?” I asked.
 
   “Well, Grandma Petrovich got all those guns and everything, right? You used all that stuff to protect us. And she also got holy water.”
 
   I waited.
 
   “Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? Every movie, T.V. show, comic book, video game—there is only one thing that you can kill with holy water,” Jamie said.
 
   And in the moment, it was obvious.
 
   “Vampires?” I whispered.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “But these people seem like…I don’t know what. They aren’t like the classic or romantic stories you hear. There is something awkward about them. Do you know what I mean? I’m not afraid, I just…”
 
   “…just don’t want to deal with their shit? Well, we’ve spent the last half year being chased by the undead. Maybe it has numbed us.”
 
   I shrugged. “What is this world we’re living in?”
 
   “And what do they want from us?” Jamie replied.
 
   Indeed, what did they want?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   “Bloody hell,” Jeff exclaimed as we stood in front of more food than any of us had seen in the last six months. A massive buffet of gourmet looking treats was spread out before us on a long table illuminated by candles. Already many of the other guests and the Hamletville townspeople were munching on hors d’oeuvres. We had been called to the massive ballroom of the hotel. It was beautiful. The carpet had a brocade design with dark blue and gold flowers. The recessed ceiling was painted with celestial images. The wallpaper was deep blue and had spiraling silver stars inlaid. The massive chandeliers overhead twinkled beautifully. The room was arranged comfortably with small groupings of chairs and tables; they all faced a row of seats at the front.
 
   Jamie looked hungrily at the food, but I held him back.
 
   “Why?” he whispered.
 
   “Did you have Mrs. May for 12th grade English?” I asked him.
 
   He looked confused. “Yes.”
 
   “Did she make you read The Odyssey?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “There is the story, right, where Odysseus and his men are shipwrecked on the island with the Lotus Eaters.”
 
   “Ah, yeah, I remember now. They eat lotus flowers all day long and forget home. They feel pleasure but forget everything else.”
 
   “You got it,” I replied.
 
   “But what are we going to do, fish?”
 
   “I brought MRE’s.”
 
   Jamie cringed. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “The undead I can handle, but I am not sure I can take another MRE.”
 
   I smiled, taking glasses of wine for him and myself from a serving tray. “Try to look happy,” I replied, “but don’t drink.”
 
   “This is getting worse by the second,” Jamie grumbled.
 
   After we’d been there for just a short while, a strikingly beautiful blonde woman in an all-black jumper rang a small bell. “Everyone, please take a seat,” she called sweetly, her crystalline eyes shining in the glimmering lamplight. I noticed, just for a second, a familiar lilt in her voice.
 
   Jamie and I sat.  Pastor Frank, Jeff, Summer, and Ethel sat nearest us. I noticed Frenchie was not there, and I worried. I hoped she’d played it safe and just put the girls to bed. I was surprised, however, by the number of people who were there. There were at least 75 people in the room. In that moment it seemed to me there were three groups of people there: humans, the unusual looking hotel staff, and those we suspected were vampires. I eyed the hotel staff closely. Their skin was rosy and full, but there was a strange aura about them. They seemed more beautiful, more luminescent than the rest of us, like they all had just had a great massage and facial. They intermixed freely with the vampires, not seeming the slightest bit nervous.
 
   A few moments later, a strikingly beautiful woman in a silver sequin gown entered the room. She had waist length black hair which curled over her shoulders and down her back. Her face, though perhaps a bit past its prime, was amazingly beautiful. She had twinkling blue eyes.
 
   She moved slowly through the crowd, her entourage circling her. Clearly, she was in charge. She smiled sweetly, welcoming the other Hamletville residents who rose when she drew near. I could tell the entire room was captivated by the woman. I didn’t blame them; she was beautiful.
 
   When she came near, I heard the accent in her voice as well. It was Slavic, perhaps Ukrainian or Belarusian.  The lilt was like the same Russian accent I’d grown up with.
 
   “Ah, here we have more newcomers. Welcome,” she said as she greeted us.
 
   “Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Jeff whispered as Pastor Frank introduced himself.
 
   I noticed that the pastor had extended his hand to the woman, but she had not taken it. Instead, she simply nodded.
 
   Ethel, Summer, and then Jeff rose to introduce themselves. I could feel the eyes of the people of Hamletville on me. They knew my concerns, and they wondered about my next move.
 
   “Ahh, look at this,” she said when she approached me. She looked me over.
 
   Jamie and I had risen to meet her.
 
   “It must have been so hard for you out there, eh? So many weapons.”
 
   I had gone to the party fully equipped. The guns had become so familiar a part of my wardrobe I had not thought to exclude them—especially in light of the fact that I expected, well, anything at any moment.
 
   “What is your name?” she asked me.
 
   “Layla,” I replied.
 
   She turned then and looked at Finn. They exchanged a glance. Again, I heard a sort of strange murmuring in my head just as I had the night Finn and Corbin had arrived in Hamletville.
 
   “Layla,” she said, considering, “Layla what?”
 
   Lie, my instincts screamed. Lie.
 
   “Layla Campbell.”
 
   I saw Jamie tense a little and prayed Jeff would keep his mouth shut. No one said anything.
 
   “Well, Layla, you are safe in my house. Leave your guns in your room. I don’t like them. There is nothing to fear in this place. I’ll not see those guns again,” she said. Then she spotted the shashka. “Now, I have not seen one of those for many years. This is yours?”
 
   “Yeah, I found it in an antique store. I think it’s a katana,” I replied.
 
   I could feel Jamie’s eyes on me.
 
   My hostess gave me a smug look. “That is called shashka,” she said then turned her attention to Jamie. “And this must be your lover.”
 
   “I’m Jamie,” he told her.
 
   “Ah, James,” she said and looked him over. “Handsome,” she added.
 
   She nodded to us then headed to the chairs set out in the front of the room. She took the tall, ornately designed seat at the center.
 
   “Welcome, all of you, to the HarpWind. I am called Rumor. This is my hotel. It is my wish that you have all been brought here. We continue, every day, to seek for more survivors of this terrible disease that has killed so many. But here we are safe. We shall build a new future here. Everyone, please welcome the newcomers from—where was it,” she asked, turning to Finn.
 
   He whispered in her ear.
 
   “Ah, yes, from Hamletville. So many survived there; they must be extraordinary people. We welcome them and shall make them part of our family. Tonight, I want you to eat your fill and feel relief. You are safe now. You are home,” she said.
 
   The crowd broke out into polite applause.
 
   With that, someone started playing a cheerful tune on the grand piano.
 
   “When did we get married?” Jamie whispered in my ear.
 
   “You don’t remember?” I teased.
 
   “Well, I think I would remember my wedding night at least,” he said and gave my knee a squeeze. “A katana. Seriously?”
 
   “I liked Kill Bill, didn’t you?”
 
   Jamie laughed.
 
   The crowd seemed to be enjoying themselves. Everyone was eating and drinking. Most of the Hamletville citizens looked relaxed, yet I noted some eyes were carefully taking in the scene. Buddie leaned against the bar watching every move our hosts made. I noticed that he had not eaten or drunk either. Will had come to sit near Ethel and Summer, and something in his posture seemed protective. Kiki’s dark eyes roved the room suspiciously. On the other hand, Jeff had approached Matilda. He was already half drunk. He was trying to offer her a drink; he had a glass of some honey colored liquor in his hand he tried to press at her. She looked at him like she was starting at roadkill.
 
   After a while, Rumor and her blonde companion rose and crossed the room. They were chatting in a Slavic language when they passed us. I heard Rumor call the girl Katya. 
 
   “Have you taken out the garbage?” Rumor asked.
 
   “No, not yet. There was only one load, but Madala was there all night,” Katya, the blonde woman, replied in the same language.
 
   “Ahh, well, I shall see to it myself and decide. But get rid of the cloth,” Rumor ordered.
 
   Nodding affirmatively, the girl followed behind. “And the bogatyrka?” Katya asked with a laugh as she shot a glance back at me.
 
   I pretended not to see.
 
   Rumor joined her laughter. They turned then and exited the room.
 
   I did not hear her answer.
 
   “What is it?” Jamie whispered.
 
   I shook my head, uncertain.
 
   “Were they speaking Russian?” he asked.
 
   “Some Slavic language,” I replied.
 
   “That’s why you lied. What were they talking about? She looked at you and said something, bogat—?”
 
   “She said, ‘bogatyrka.’ It’s a very old term for a kind of female warrior.”
 
   “Layla Campbell, the bogatyrka,” Jamie whispered.
 
   I smiled wryly and wondered what Rumor had answered. I noticed then that Jamie looked pensive.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “Ian.”
 
   I nodded. “Let’s make one round then go.”
 
   As we circled the room, we found almost everyone talking about one thing: Rumor. Her beauty was remarkable and everyone seemed enchanted. Jamie was checking in with Mrs. Finch and Fred. I approached Buddie who was still propped against the bar.
 
   I stood beside him. His drink was still untouched.
 
   “Not drinking?”
 
   Buddie inhaled deeply then turned and looked at me. “I brought my bow. I also brought several handguns and as much ammo as I could fit into a gym bag.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at him.
 
   Buddie nodded his chin toward the far side of the room where the piano sat. 
 
   I scanned the room. Jeff was still working on Matilda. Ambrosio had joined them. After exchanging a few words, Ambrosio and Matilda walked away from Jeff who now looked angry. Jeff tossed back his drink and sauntered over to the piano player. The piano was perched in the corner of the room near the wall. When he neared the wall, I noticed Jeff’s reflection; the wall on the far end of the room was mirrored. I could also see mine and Buddie’s reflections at a distance. As well, I spotted Jamie and the others. Then I saw it. Matilda and Ambrosio were crossing the room toward the door. When I looked at the mirror, however, I saw only shadows reflected there—dark, wispy shapes. I had seen those shadows before.
 
   I looked back at Buddie.
 
   “Now we wait,” he said.
 
   I nodded. “Now we wait.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Jamie led me down a twisting hallway of narrow corridors until we reached room 195. To our surprise, Rumor, Katya, and an unknown man were leaning over Ian. They all turned when we entered.
 
   “Ah, here is Ms. Katana,” Rumor said with a condescending smile.
 
   The man leaning over Ian stood up. He turned and looked piercingly at us. His pale blue eyes were bulging behind thick glasses; a stethoscope hung from his neck. The three of them looked at us inquisitively.
 
   “He’s my brother,” Jamie explained, motioning to Ian.
 
   At the sound of Jamie’s voice, Ian woke. “Jamie?” he called.
 
   Jamie passed the others and took Ian’s hand. Rumor sat down on the bed beside Ian. So close to her, I could smell Rumor’s heavy perfume. She smelled as nice as she looked.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Jamie asked.
 
   Ian looked confused. “Where is Dr. Madala?”
 
   “It’s very late, Ian. He’s gone to bed. I’m Dr. Rostov,” the man answered.
 
   Ian looked at Katya and then at Rumor. I could see his eyes widen as he took her in.
 
   “These are our hosts,” I explained to Ian. I was leaning against the doorframe.
 
   “Layla? Are you there?”
 
   “Yes, I’m here.”
 
   “You are Ian, eh?” Rumor said, taking his hand. “Oh, so strong,” she added, stroking his hand. “What is the matter here?” Rumor asked Dr. Rostov.
 
   “Cancer,” he replied.
 
   Rumor then caught sight of Ian’s tattoo. “This is very unique. What does it mean?” she asked.
 
   Ian looked toward me.
 
   I looked at the ground, tapping the toe of my boot on the floor.
 
   “Ian?” Rumor asked again.
 
   He pulled his hand out from under his blanket and traced the lines of the tattoo for her. “This symbol represents a wolf,” he said, tracing the shape near his shoulder. “And this shape is a doe,” he then explained, tracing the shape on the lower part of the upper arm. “You see, they are entwined together. And this,” he said, motioning toward the middle, “is a symbol for eternity.”
 
   “Very romantic,” Rumor said thoughtfully, “the wolf and the doe.”
 
   Jamie looked at me. I could not meet his gaze.
 
   “You will feel better soon,” she told Ian then rose.
 
   I stepped aside, clearing the door for her. She paused as she exited.
 
   “Sergi, how does it look?” she asked the doctor in dialect. Her eyes were on Ian. 
 
   “Bad,” he replied in the same.
 
   “Fix it. I want this one,” she said again in dialect.
 
   “Da,” he replied, nodding affirmatively.
 
   She turned and looked at me. Her eyes held mine. She smiled softly, one corner of her mouth pulling into a sardonic little grin, then walked away, Katya following her. Her perfume hung in the air long after she had gone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   On the way back to our room, we stopped to check in on Frenchie.
 
   “You were right, Layla,” she whispered once we were inside.
 
   “What happened?” I scanned the room. The girls were lying in bed, but they were not yet sleeping. They looked exhausted and scared.
 
   She shook her head. “Nothing, but every eye here is on my children. There are no other kids here. We’ve made a terrible mistake. We need to go back.”
 
   “Something tells me they won’t be inclined to allow that,” Jamie told her.
 
   Frenchie looked horrified.
 
   I hugged her tightly then sat down on the bed beside the little girls. “Not sleeping?” I asked, tucking them in.
 
   They shook their heads.
 
   “Tell us a story, Layla,” Kira said.
 
   “Layla is busy, honey,” Frenchie said.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, “I know a good story. It is a very old story. My grandmother used to tell it to me.
 
   Far, far away there is a city named Kiev. Long ago, a Prince named Vladimir ruled there. The Prince put a man named Stvar in jail. Stvar often made bad decisions and talked too much. Finally his mouth got him in trouble.
 
   When Stvar’s wife, a bogatyrka named Vasilisa Nikulichna, heard the news, she knew she had to save the one she loved. She dressed like a man and put on all of her weapons. Once she got to court, she told Prince Vladimir she was a foreign prince and asked for the hand of his daughter.
 
   Vladimir, not realizing Vasilisa was a woman, designed a number of tests to win his daughter’s hand. He asked Vasilisa to best his warriors in strength. She fought hand-to-hand against the soldiers, defeating them in turn. He tested her precision. She shot her small bow longer and farther than the others. Everything was going along with Vasilisa’s plan.
 
   The Prince’s daughter, however, suspected Vasilisa was a woman. She asked her father to invite Vasilisa to steam in the bathhouse. Vasilisa, however, had wit. She rushed inside the bathhouse, wet her head, and finished the bath before the Prince arrived so he never saw her body.
 
   Thereafter, the Prince agreed to give his daughter in marriage. At the wedding, Vasilisa asked the Prince for a harp player, but the only harp player he had was Stvar. The Prince released Stvar from prison and brought him to the wedding. Once Vasilisa’s husband was free, she revealed her true identity. Ashamed, the Prince let the couple go.”
 
   By the time I finished the tale, the girls had gone to sleep. I scanned the room for the mini-fridge. I rose from the side of the bed. As quietly as possible, not wanting to wake the girls, I raided the fridge.
 
   “That stuff is long dead,” Frenchie whispered as I dug around inside.
 
   I found what I was searching for: salt. There was a small travel shaker hidden on the door. I popped it open and dumped a line of salt in front of the door leading to the hallway. Frenchie’s room also had a sliding glass door that led to a balcony. I poured salt all along the entrance.
 
   “Salt?” Jamie asked.
 
   “Grandma Petrovich always said it keeps evil spirits away, that they can’t pass salt. We can at least try,” I replied.
 
   “Thank you, Layla,” Frenchie said. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
 
   “Get some sleep. I’ll be back in the morning,” I told her. Then, almost as an after-thought, I pulled a vial of holy water from my vest. “Here,” I said, handing it to her. “Just keep this on you. It’s holy water.”
 
   “Holy water?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Frenchie looked at me in amazement. “What have we done?”
 
   I hugged her again and then Jamie and I headed to our room.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Back in the honeymoon suite, I blocked the door then sat on the side of the bed and unholstered my weapons. I pulled off my boots and clothes, leaving on a t-shirt and panties, and slid under the covers. I was exhausted.
 
   Jamie slid into the bed beside me, and I curled up into his arms. He lay there for a long time stroking my arms, but I could tell he was preoccupied.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   He stroked my upper arm where I had been tattooed. The tattoo of the shashka was intermixed with other symbols, including a wolf and a doe.
 
   “Ian never told us what the tattoo meant. I didn’t know it was so personal to the two of you,” he whispered.
 
   “Jamie—”
 
   “I feel like I have stolen my brother’s life from him just as he is dying,” Jamie said, despair filling his voice.
 
   I rolled over and looked at him. How handsome but pained he looked. “I love my shashka ink, but otherwise the tattoos are just romantic nonsense. I want you to remember something. Ian abandoned me. Ian chose another life over a life with me. I moved on. I can’t help Ian never did. He clung to the past. In the end, it was his doing that the dream ended. It was his choice. I’m not the same girl he loved.”
 
   “No,” he said, stroking my hair, “you’re better than that girl, Ms. Katana.”
 
   I laughed wryly. “I almost thought she was going to call me apocalypse girl.”
 
   Jamie smiled but then turned serious. “What did she say to that doctor? You understood her?”
 
   I nodded. “She told him to fix Ian.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, right?”
 
   “I’m not sure. She said, ‘I want this one.’ That doesn’t sound like a good thing.”
 
   “Was there something else?”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. In the ballroom she said something. I’m not sure what I heard.”
 
   “So far all we know for sure is she hates your guns but likes Ian,” Jamie said.
 
   “They don’t cast a reflection. Buddie noticed it in the ballroom. They have no reflection—there is only a shadow,” I replied.
 
   Jamie wrapped his arms around me. “Even if they are not what they seem that doesn’t necessarily mean they want to do us harm.”
 
   “When did a vampire ever want to help a human?”
 
   “In Twilight.”
 
   In spite of myself, I laughed. “Yeah, well, we’ll see.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   To say it had been a long day would be an understatement. Jamie fell asleep right away, but I could not rest. I gazed down on Jamie. He was beautiful. My eyes roved over every inch and curve of his body. Desire swelled in me. I also realized how little he resembled Ian in either personality or looks. Jamie’s sweetness lived on the surface. Ian’s sweet side was buried deep under layers of darker elements I used to find so dangerously attractive.
 
   As the night wore on, I lay staring at the ceiling. Heavy spring rain had begun to fall. It pounded against the windows. I felt like we were sleeping in a bear’s cave. I was just waiting for the bear to wake up. The moon had traveled most of the night’s sky when I started to hear strange noises coming from the floor above ours. I could hear heavy footsteps, thudding sounds, and a sound like windows opening and closing.
 
   I rose quietly so not to wake Jamie. Snubbing the candle, I looked out the window. I saw someone walking on the roof of the porch that ran along the front of the hotel. It was a man; his movements and appearance told me it was one of them. He seemed to be looking at the upper floors. Then, crouching low at first, he jumped. He landed on one of the third floor balconies. 
 
   My heart stopped. I unbolted the window and looked out. The rain came splashing in. Apparently he heard the noise. Catching sight of me, he smiled as he leapt from one balcony to another, peeking in the windows. I knew at once who he was looking for.
 
   “Dammit,” I whispered.
 
   I cast one look back at Jamie and was about to go back in to grab my gear when someone grabbed me by the arm and pulled me out the window. It happened so fast that I did not have a chance to call out. I landed hard on the balcony outside the room a floor below mine. Intense pain shot across my back, but every instinct inside me told me to get up.
 
   I rose to my feet to find myself standing face to face with one of them. It was a woman; I had seen her earlier in Rumor’s entourage. She was undoubtedly beautiful with long hair and large eyes. She was drenched with rain water. She grinned then lunged. She was incredibly fast. I ducked and she missed. She swung at me again; I blocked. We exchanged blows, me ducking and weaving. For a flicker of a moment I was thankful my co-worker Josephine had asked me to take ju-jitsu classes with her. My opponent, however, was much better at unarmed combat. With a strong side kick, she knocked me off balance. I fell backward over the balcony railing and onto the porch roof. Pain shot from one side of my head to the other. I looked up to see the man peering into what I guessed was Frenchie’s room. Terror gripped my heart.
 
   I had no time to react; she was on me again. I was still barefoot and the roof was rough under my feet. She swung again; I blocked and struck her with a hard upper-cut. She fell backward across the roof and then rolled to the ground below. With a jump, I followed her, my bare feet landing in the soft grass, mud oozing up between my toes.
 
   Lightning shot across the sky, and a moment later there was a loud clap of thunder. Buried in the thunder-clap was the strange cat-like howl of the man who tried to creep into Frenchie’s room. He had jumped backward, away from the door and onto the balcony railing, and was cradling his hand. It looked like it was smoking. With a yelp, he bounded across the balconies and disappeared back into the night.
 
   The woman had stopped to watch the scene, a confused and worried look on her face. I took that split second to look around. In the manicured flowerbed in front of the hotel I spotted a poured concrete garden gnome. I grabbed the smiling little creature, turned, and with a heave, smashed it on the woman’s head.
 
   Clutching her head, she fell to the ground with a screech. I pounced on top of her. The massive cut I had leveled across her head and face had slowly begun to heal. I had her pinned, but she was getting better by the second. She grinned at me, her sharp teeth showing. I heaved the lawn ornament once more; then, I felt it. There was a surge of strange energy in the air then she simply poofed, transforming into a shadow. Where she had been lying beneath me there was now a black, ethereal form, a shadow. It slipped easily out of my grasp and with a twirl, it vanished into the night.
 
   Tossing the gnome, I picked myself up and ran. I vaulted the porch railing and hit the main hotel doors. They were locked. As I yanked at the door handles, I noticed someone was inside. It was Finn. He looked up at me and smiled and waved. I turned and ran toward the door at the end of the building near the infirmary. To my luck, it was open.
 
   I dashed down the hallway. I paused for just a moment at Ian’s room. He slept soundly; no one was in sight. I ran then to the main foyer, soaking wet and still in my underwear, and up the grand stairway. Finn was no longer in the lobby.
 
   I went at once to Frenchie’s door and knocked. “Frenchie!”
 
   “Layla?” Frenchie said sleepily as she opened the door. Once she saw my appearance, however, she was alert.
 
   “Someone tried your window,” I said and rushed across the room to check the door. It was open just an inch or two. The thunder outside boomed. When he’d pried the door open, he must have passed the line in the salt, burning his hand. I pulled the door closed and locked it.
 
   “Who? Layla, you’re soaking. And half-naked,” Frenchie said.
 
   “One of them.”
 
   Frenchie took my hand. “You’re bleeding,” she whispered, blotting blood off my forehead. “I’ll go get Jamie.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’ll be fast. Stay with the girls,” she said then left.
 
   A few moments after she had gone there was a soft knock on the door.
 
   Thinking it was Frenchie and Jamie, I opened the door without hesitation. Corbin was standing on the other side.
 
   He smiled when he saw me. I saw him take in the room; the girl’s sleeping in the bed, the salt in front of the door, my half-naked self, and the nasty wound on my forehead.
 
   “Ouch,” he said, looking at the cut. “Looks like it hurts. I understand there was some commotion? May I be of assistance?” he asked.
 
   I laughed. “Seriously? Tell your boss we want to go home. I don’t want trouble. If she agrees, we’ll leave peacefully.”
 
   Corbin smiled at me. His teeth were small and pointed. “You are home,” he said.
 
   “Just deliver my message like the flunky you are.”
 
   A dark shadow crossed his face, and he took a step closer toward me.
 
   I stepped back into the room: “uh, uh, uh,” I said, shaking my finger and casting a glance toward the salt.
 
   Corbin glared at me, his face a thundercloud. He cast a glance toward the sliding glass door behind me. The first hint of morning light had appeared on the horizon.
 
   At that same moment, Jamie and Frenchie turned the corner. Jamie had his gun drawn. He raised it at Corbin as he walked down the hall toward us.
 
   Corbin took a long, hard look at Jamie then stalked down the hallway in the other direction.
 
   Jamie grabbed me as he rushed into the room. “I woke up and you were gone; all your stuff was there and the window was open. Oh my god, Layla. I thought the worst,” he said, crushing me to him. “You’re soaked and freezing,” he added.
 
   Frenchie crossed the room to check on the girls. They were still sleeping. She pushed the curtain aside and looked outside. “It’s almost sunup,” she observed.
 
   “What happened?” Jamie whispered. He looked at the wound on my forehead. “You need stitches.”
 
   I looked back at Frenchie and the girls.
 
   “We’re okay. Go get some rest,” she said.
 
   “No, we should stay with you,” I replied.
 
   “Layla, you’re hurt. Take care of yourself and then come back,” Frenchie said. “In one piece.”
 
   Jamie left one of his guns with Frenchie, and we headed back to our room. The soft rays of the sun peeked over the horizon. When we got back, I sat down on the side of the bed. Jamie brought me a towel to dry my hair and found me a HarpWind Grand Hotel plush robe. The word Bride was embroidered on the lapel.
 
   “This may hurt a little,” he said, washing the wound with an alcohol swab.
 
   He was right; it stung. But my whole body was already aching so it hardly mattered. More than that, I was rattled. I didn’t want to be afraid, but I was. More than that, however, I was angry.
 
   Jamie threaded a needle and, as carefully as possible, made the stitches. “You’ll have a small scar. Now, tell me what happened.”
 
   I relayed the events of the night to him as he worked. I stared at his face; his eyes were glued on my forehead and the work at hand but he was listening intently. His forehead was furrowed. When he was done stitching, he cleaned the wound and dressed it with light gauze.
 
   He looked at me, shaking his head in disbelief. “They were trying to kill you.”
 
   “I’m all right, but what do they want with Kira and Susan? Why are they so interested in those girls?”
 
   Jamie shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s my fault you’re here. If you had stayed back—”
 
   “The undead might have eaten me alive, and no one would have known.”
 
   “Or you might be safe, curled up on your couch in the cabin, reading a good book.”
 
   “Queen of Hamletville, the sole survivor in a wasteland. Doesn’t sound like much fun.”
 
   “Was getting tossed out of a fourth floor window fun?”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “Get some rest. You can’t go around fighting the undead, vampires, and communing with earth spirits on no sleep. I’ll keep watch,” Jamie said.
 
   “The girls…”
 
   “I’ll take care of it. You’re not alone in this, Layla. Just rest.”
 
   I climbed into the bed. Jamie pulled the covers up and soon, despite my firm assertion I would not sleep, I was lost in dreams.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   I woke around noon the next day with a blaring headache, reeling from a strange dream. In the dream I saw a mix of odd images that disturbed me. Ian was there foremost and with him were people with human bodies who had tails and heads like animals. They were all drinking cocktails. We were in a small, strange room piled high with heaps of garbage. The place smelled putrid. On some of the piles were corpses. To my shock, I turned to find Ian making love to one of the corpses. Its mouth, wide open, expelled flies each time he thrust into it. Standing beside him, a female creature with a face something like a fox or coyote laughed and stroked her own genitals as she watched. I woke feeling sick to my stomach, my head pounding.
 
   “Here,” Jamie said, handing me an aspirin and bottled water.
 
   I looked at the pill. “Guess I better savor it. What are we going to do when pain killers run out?”
 
   Jamie shook his head. “You’re something special. I can’t believe you’re cracking jokes.  Anyway, Buddie was by early this morning. I had him check in on Frenchie. I told him what happened last night.”
 
   “You’re probably anxious to check on Ian. Let me get dressed,” I said and tried to stand. The room spun wildly. I sat back down.
 
   “When did you last eat something?”
 
   I shrugged and sat back down. My head was killing me.
 
   Jamie returned with a chocolate bar. “Enjoy. It’s my last one,” he said.
 
   “Boy, it must be love…the last chocolate bar,” I said then broke off a piece, handing it to him.
 
   He smiled at me.
 
   “I guess I should enjoy it. Between the undead trying to eat me alive and these people trying to kill me in the middle of the night, I probably don’t have many meals left.”
 
   “Don’t say that! Anyway, Buddie stayed for a bit this morning before he went down to keep watch on Frenchie so I could check on Ian. Ian actually looks really good. They’ve got an IV pumping hooked up and have started him on medications. He was looking a lot better. He was grumpy, but he seemed like he felt better.”
 
   “I hope you didn’t tell him…”
 
   Jamie shook his head. “No, he has other things to focus on.”
 
   I rubbed my eyes. My head still ached. And I was confused. Why were they curing Ian but trying to kill me? “We need to check on everyone, make sure everyone else is all right.”
 
   “You’re in no shape to do anything. Besides, just look out the window. Half the people in the hotel are outside playing croquet.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Jamie pulled back the curtain. I looked out at the lawn. Below I caught sight of happy people cheering as they putt croquet balls across the green. I watched Ethel cheer as her ball passed through the wicket.
 
   “We need proof. We need to prove to them you’re right. Once they believe, we’ll find a way home,” Jamie said.
 
   “There is no home anymore,” I said and the moment I said it, I knew it was true. Rumor would never let us leave and even if we did escape, Hamletville was the first place they would come looking. Where would we go now? Where could we hide?
 
   Jamie reflected on my words. I could see the reality sink in with him as well. “We’re out of the garden. Now we’re like everyone else, looking for somewhere to be safe.”
 
   Just then, there was a knock on the door. Jamie rose to answer it. I could hear Buddie and someone else on the other side of the door. I pulled my robe on. Jamie let Buddie and Kiki in.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Buddie asked me.
 
   I smiled at Buddie. Like my grandma, he’d always been somewhat of a recluse, keeping to himself at his cabin by the lake. During hunting season, however, you would see a lot of him. Buddie was always the first man out of the woods, a bear or deer in tow. He would smile abashedly for his picture in the local paper. People used to talk about him, how he would take trips abroad or out west for big game hunting. Despite his efforts to avoid it, he was a good source of gossip. He would also stop by the library pretty often; I remembered him from my days hiding with Mrs. Winchester. He was quite young then. Mrs. Winchester once told him that she thought he’d read more books than anyone in town. I remembered being impressed. “Like someone kicked my ass, but otherwise fine,” I replied, then smiled at Kiki.
 
   “I left Tom with Frenchie. I told Kiki and Tom about what happened last night.”
 
   I imagined the look on Tom’s face. He’d been so sure we were going somewhere safe. I could not imagine what he might be thinking now.
 
   “Kiki noticed something I thought we should check out,” Buddie added.
 
   “I was out this morning with the others when I noticed a short-wave radio antenna on the roof of the hotel. It got me wondering who I heard when I made the transmission this winter,” Kiki said. “There is something off about these people. I noticed it last night. You’re right, Layla, they aren’t—well, I don’t know what they are. Anyway, after what Buddie told us this morning, it just made my skin turn all goose-bumps. If I can find the radio room, I might be able to see if it was them on the radio. Maybe that’s how they really found us.”
 
   I nodded. “I’ll get dressed.”
 
   Despite the fact my head was still aching, I stepped into the massive garden-style bathroom to pull on my clothes. Kiki and Buddie waited as I strapped on my weapons. I slid the shashka into the scabbard and attached it across my back.
 
   “If she sees that—” Jamie said.
 
   “She can pry it from my cold dead hands,” I replied.
 
   Buddie chuckled.
 
   “Don’t tempt her,” Jamie said.
 
   We went outside. Kiki showed us the shortwave antenna. Trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, we rounded the building looking for the antenna wire. A few seemingly normal people noticed us but didn’t take an interest.
 
   Kiki’s sharp eyes scanned the building. “There,” she said, motioning to the wire.
 
   The antenna line ran across the roof and was anchored to the side of the building. It ran down the side of the HarpWind to a window on the second floor.
 
   I grinned at the others. “Shall we?”
 
   We entered the hotel through the maintenance entrance on the first floor and followed the stairwell to the second floor. None of us were roomed on the second floor, and no one had yet been there.
 
   Kiki reached to push the door open, but I held back her hand.
 
   My blood rushed to my hands, and they began to feel tingly. “Something is off here,” I said. “Go careful.”
 
   Jamie pulled his gun and pushed open the heavy metal door. It opened with a click.
 
   We entered the hallway to find it empty. It was decorated with yellow brocade wallpaper and a matching floral designed rug. A side table stood at the end of the hall. On top of it was an ornate vase with a wilted flowers.
 
   We walked quietly down the hallway, listening for any sound. No one seemed to be moving.
 
   “Do you think they sleep here?” Jamie whispered to me.
 
   I shook my head. “Too much light,” I replied. “We never see them in the daylight.  Seems they avoid the sun.” Large windows had flooded the hall with light on either end. We came to a cross in the hallway.
 
   “Kiki and I can go right, you guys take the left,” I said.
 
   They nodded and we split up. Kiki and I walked carefully down the hall. We passed the laundry facilities and maid’s closets. We then came to a number of administrative offices. I heard voices.
 
   Kiki and I stopped. An office door near the end of the hall was opened. People were inside talking. Their voices were heated.
 
   “Fine. I’ll gas it up, but tell her we are low on fuel,” a man said.
 
   Pulling Kiki, we dodged into a side laundry room. We ducked low behind a heap of unwashed sheets. From the smell of the room, they had been sitting there a long time.
 
   I saw a man storm down the hallway.
 
   We heard someone move in the room next to us. “Have it ready by nightfall. She wants them out and back as soon as possible,” the woman called behind him.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” the man replied.
 
   The woman had come to stand in the hallway. I could see her from my hiding place behind the laundry. She was one of those unusual people I’d seen last night. Everything about her smacked of vampire, except she seemed fully alive: rosy cheeked, beautiful, glowing. And she also seemed in the know about Rumor’s plans. I wondered then what kind of unholy alliance these otherwise seemingly human people had entered into with the vampires.
 
   Just then the radio attached to her hip blared with a loud static sound. “Office,” someone called.
 
   “Now what,” she grumbled. “Go ahead.”
 
   “There are two guys creeping around on the second floor. Go chase them out, please.”
 
   “I’m on it,” she replied, and with a huff, headed down the hallway where Jamie and Buddie had gone.
 
   I slid out. When the woman turned the corner, I motioned to Kiki.
 
   She followed behind me. We went into the office. In a room behind the main desk we saw another, smaller room. The door was just slightly ajar.
 
   “There,” Kiki whispered.
 
   We quickly entered the small radio room. I closed the door behind us. The roof-top antenna was strung in through a window. I stood in front a mass of equipment I did not recognize.
 
   Kiki, however, sat down and right away slid on the headphones and began adjusting dials.
 
   “You said you did a project in school?” I whispered. Her deft hands told me that she knew more than just one project.
 
   “I’m studying engineering at the university,” she whispered. “Well, I was.”
 
   As Kiki turned the dials, I saw her listening intently. I noticed then there was a large map of the Great Lakes region taped to the wall. The map was dotted with small pins. Hamletville was marked with a red pin.
 
   Papers were strewn across a desk. I leafed through them.
 
   “I got something. I’m not sure what it is,” she said, listening.
 
   I leaned in and listened with her. “That’s German. They are broadcasting contamination reports in German cities. You can get Germany on this radio?”
 
   “Short-wave can pick up for thousands of miles. We didn’t pick up much, but I wasn’t sure if that was because our radio was so poor or if there was nothing to pick up.”
 
   She began moving dials again. I picked up a paper. On it had been written the words Barcelona Lighthouse and numbers relating to bands and kila-and mega-hurtz. I handed it to Kiki.
 
   She adjusted several dials and then listened. After a moment, she pressed up the volume.
 
   “Barcelona…Spain?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No,” she said and then listened, “they are saying Barcelona Lighthouse in Westfield, New York. They are on Lake Erie,” she replied, listening. “They have a looping distress call running.”
 
   I heard the static of a walkie-talkie again.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll get it. It’s just over in New York. I forget the name.” The woman was returning.
 
   Kiki pulled off the headphones. I dropped the paper and pushed open the window. “Jump,” I told Kiki. Following behind her, I bounced out of the window. For the second time, I landed on the roof of the porch. I did not like that this was becoming a trend. Motioning to Kiki, we ran down the porch roof against the side of the building. I waited breathlessly for the woman to shout but heard nothing. When we were a good distance from the window, I motioned to Kiki. We went to the side of the porch and carefully climbed down a flower lattice.  We dropped onto the porch, surprising two older women who had been sitting there half-sleeping.
 
   “Nice day today,” I said, and grabbing Kiki’s hand, we ran down the porch toward the front of the hotel.
 
   “Oh my god, it’s like they are rounding people up,” Kiki said.
 
   “Not anymore. What do we need to do to take that radio out?”
 
   “We can pull down the antenna—that will hurt them. If I can get back into that room, I can kill the radio for good.”
 
   “That’s what we need to do then,” I replied. “I guess we’ll need a distraction.”
 
   “Set something on fire. That always works in the movies,” Kiki replied.
 
   Kiki and I reached the front of the hotel. We scanned for Jamie and Buddie and for the right diversion.
 
   “There,” Kiki said.
 
   I followed her gaze. There was a small building sitting near the end of the hotel. 
 
   “Looks like a lawn shed or something,” Kiki added.
 
   “Perfect, gasoline to keep it interesting and located in exactly the opposite direction of the antenna. You’re good,” I told Kiki.
 
   She laughed. “Well, we Hamletville girls are hardy stock.”
 
   A moment later Ethel and Summer came up on the porch, croquet wickets in hand. They were both smiling. I wished then that our escape to the HarpWind had been just that, an escape. How different things would be now.
 
   “Layla, honey, that lady told you to leave off your guns,” Ethel said.
 
   “I was going hunting,” I replied.
 
   “Okay, honey, just be careful,” she said, patting my arm as she passed by.
 
   “You be careful,” I told her. “Both of you,” I added, giving Summer a knowing glance.
 
   She nodded and followed her mother inside.
 
   Moments later Jamie and Buddie joined us.
 
   “We got shooed off,” Jamie said. “Had to play dumb.”
 
   “We know. We heard,” I replied, and then Kiki and I told what we had discovered. We decided then to head back to Jamie and my room to hatch out a plan somewhere less public. After some discussion, we decided we needed help.  That is where Will and Dusty came in.  After briefing them on the full story, and watching their jaws drop, we convinced them to help.  An hour later, we were ready. It was already getting late so we knew we had to hurry.
 
   “All I get to do is yell ‘fire?’ That’s no fun,” Will said. “Let me blow something up.”
 
   “Maybe next time,” I replied with a laugh.
 
   We kept it light, but all of us knew that if anyone was caught, there would be hell to pay.
 
   Though Dusty still seemed unclear as to why we were destroying property, he agreed to come along to cover Buddie. His eyes were wide as he’d listened to Jamie tell how they’d tried to take me out and kidnap the girls, but I could see he still was not sure what to think. I didn’t blame him.
 
   Jamie headed out to set the shed on fire while Dusty and Buddie, Buddie’s bow in tow, headed to the side of the building closest to the antenna. Lucky for us, there was a stand of trees on the antenna end of the hotel. From there, Buddie could make a shot. He’d secured a metal line to one of his arrows and had a small winch he was going to use as a make-shift pulley to bring the antenna down.
 
   “I only get one shot,” Buddie said as he showed us his creation.
 
   “I’m not worried. You’ll be accurate,” I smiled encouragingly.
 
   Kiki and I headed to the employee stairwell again. To our luck, no one was around. We jotted down the same hallway to our hiding spot in the laundry room without detection.
 
   Then, we waited. After a while we heard yelling. Will.
 
   Static on the walkie blared. “Front desk, what’s all that noise?” we heard a man ask.
 
   “The god damned shed is on fire,” someone replied through static.
 
   “Fuck,” I heard the man swear.
 
   “Better get on it. She’ll be up soon,” a woman replied.
 
   A moment later we saw a man storm down the hallway.
 
   “Complication,” I whispered to Kiki and motioned for her to stay hidden.
 
   I slid out of the room and snuck a look into the office. The woman we had seen earlier was sitting there looking at some papers. Her back was toward me. There was only one option. Moving quickly, I rushed the room, grabbed the woman by the back of the head and slammed her head on the desk. Knocked unconscious, she fell to the floor.
 
   I motioned Kiki.  We ran into the radio room.
 
   “Let me cut power,” Kiki said and then, with a knife and screwdriver in hand, Kiki slid under the table. A moment later, the lights on the radio went dim. She then started pulling wires and breaking something that sounded like glass. She slid back out from under the table and looked the radio over. She grinned. “Kill the antenna,” she told me.
 
   Unsheathing the shashka, I cut the wire. Kiki then pulled a couple of small electrical components out of the radio, sticking them in her pocket, and smiled at me. “Done,” she said.
 
   “That was easy,” I answered.
 
   Just then, we heard a loud crashing sound coming from outside. There was a tug on the wire running through the window. Moments later, the wire zipped away.
 
   “Let’s go,” I whispered.
 
   We ran down the hallway toward the employee stairwell. When we opened it, however, we heard noise coming up from below. We closed the door and headed down the hall in the other direction but voices rose coming toward us.
 
   “Try the doors,” I whispered to her, but they were all locked.
 
   At the last moment, I spotted the dumbwaiter in the wall. I grabbed Kiki. If either Kiki or I had weighed a pound more, we would not have fit into the commercial sized dumbwaiter. I pulled the door closed. At once we could feel we were dropping.
 
   “Our weigh is pulling us down,” Kiki whispered.
 
   The dumbwaiter lowered us gently to the first floor. I pushed open the door just enough to look out. We were in the kitchen adjacent to the ballroom. A number of people, including the odd looking hotel staff, were moving around preparing dishes.
 
   I motioned to Kiki. There was a serving cart near us.
 
   “You get under,” she whispered and then pointed to a chef’s jacket lying on top of the cart. “I’ll push.”
 
   Moving quickly, we slid out of the waiter. Pushing the curtains on the cart aside, I hid under the cart. Kiki ducked low, pulled the jacket on, and then stood up and began to roll the cart from the room. I heard her set dishes on top.
 
   We were near the exit when I saw feet approach Kiki.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” a man asked her.
 
   “Step off. I need to take this upstairs. Now.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For what? What do you think? She asked it be sent up. Why don’t you go ask her,” Kiki replied in her bitchiest tone.
 
   “Leave the cart downstairs. You can take the tray up,” the main replied.
 
   “And you can fix my broken back. I’ll push it to the stairs and bring the cart back when I’m done. Now move,” Kiki said and with a shove of the cart, set off out of the kitchen.
 
   She pushed the cart down a series of winding halls and after a few moments, she stopped. She pushed the curtains aside. “Come on,” she whispered.
 
   She’d pushed the cart into a closet. She pulled off the jacket and put it and the wine decanter and glasses she’d set on top of the cart into the trash.
 
   We then walked, as nonchalantly as possible, across the main foyer and back up to my and Jamie’s room. Jamie and Will were already waiting inside. Jamie and I shared a glance, both relieved the other was safe.
 
   “It’s done,” Kiki said.
 
   Then we waited.
 
   “Maybe I should have brought the wine,” Kiki said. Moments later Buddie and Dusty arrived.
 
   “No problems,” Buddie said. “It just made a hell of a noise coming down.”
 
   “They came running, but no one spotted us,” Dusty added.
 
   “But they will suspect us—you,” Buddie said to me.
 
   “Yeah, but it was worth it. God knows how many others we just saved.”
 
   “Maybe you should have just blown up the boat,” Dusty said.
 
   “I’m not planning on swimming home,” Will told him.
 
   Jamie and I exchanged a glance but said nothing. After more than an hour passed and we heard nothing, the others went back to their rooms and Jamie and I headed downstairs to check on Ian.
 
   It was now dark out. They were awake and moving around. Their piercing eyes bore into me.
 
   “Maybe we should have stayed back,” Jamie whispered.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. They’d know where to find me.”
 
   We found Ian sitting up in bed, the IV still attached to him.
 
   “Ahh, here is the happy couple,” he said when we entered, startling both of us. Ian looked much better. His skin was looking less thin, his eyes less sunk in, the dark rings around them gone. “I thought you had forgotten me,” he added.
 
   Jamie shook his head. “Never, little brother. How are you feeling?”
 
   “They have been pumping me full of shit all day,” Ian said, looking down at the IV. “I don’t even know what all they got going into me, but I’m feeling good. Christ, Layla, what happened to your head? Rough sex?”
 
   I had removed the bandage earlier, but the fresh stitches were still evident on my forehead.
 
   “Hey brother, no need for that kind of talk,” Jamie told Ian. Jamie looked as perplexed as I felt.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, whatever. They ever feed anyone around here?” Ian asked.
 
   “Let me go see if I can get you something,” Jamie said and then left the room.
 
   I sat down beside Ian and reached into my vest pocket where I had hidden the last piece of the chocolate bar Jamie had given me. I handed it to him.
 
   Ian laughed sardonically but ate all the same. “Geez, Layla, you’re so generous,” he said.
 
   “You saw the doctor today?”
 
   “Yeah, they’ve got me on all kinds of meds. Rostov was just here. Creepy dude.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Hey Layla, when did you decide to go after Jamie? Before or after you spent all winter toying with me?”
 
   “I never toyed with you. We are friends.”
 
   “Be my friend but fuck my brother, that’s nice.”
 
   “Almost as nice as you did me, right Ian?”
 
   Ian looked down at his hands and played with the candy wrapper. “Yeah, you’re right about that,” he muttered.
 
   Jamie returned. “They are bringing you dinner, brother,” he said and then spotted the chocolate wrapper. “You need anything else?” Jamie asked.
 
   Ian looked piercingly at me. “I guess not,” he said bitterly.
 
   Jamie picked up on the tone. “We’ll check back in later. Why don’t you get some rest,” he said. Jamie took my hand, and we made our way out of the room.
 
   “Going back to your room, eh? Yeah, you two go ahead,” Ian called after us then laughed harshly.
 
   I led Jamie outside, and we sat on a bench on the porch. The moon cast white light on the dark lake waves. The air was cool but smelled clean. The sweet scent of spring flowers and new growth perfumed the air. When you weren’t fighting for your life or performing demolition, the view was actually rather peaceful. Jamie was quiet. Only a few of the lanterns on the porch had been lit. In the shadow, I could see Jamie was upset.
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shared your gift with him,” I said.
 
   “No, no,” Jamie said, picking up my hand and kissing my fingers, “bless your kind heart. It’s just…”
 
   “It’s not him talking, you know that, it’s the medications and the illness. He’s not himself.”
 
   “I’m sorry he spoke to you like that.”
 
   I had to laugh. “He has spoken much worse to me, believe me.”
 
   “It’s not right.”
 
   “Well, it is what it is.”
 
   We sat there for a long time, the moon climbing high in the sky. I could sense Jamie was feeling ashamed about going back to the room we shared together. I understood, so we sat and took in the moonlight even though all of my senses were on edge. The feel of danger was all around me. After a while, we decided to go look at the water. We found a quiet spot and sat watching the moonlight reflecting on the waves. A distance away from the hotel, I felt better. The view was beautiful.
 
   Late into the night, we decided to head back. We were crossing the lawn to the hotel when we heard the yacht’s horn sound. We turned to see the boat headed toward the hotel. It pulled into the pier then sounded the horn twice more. From our view we could see a flurry of activity on board.
 
   “Did they bring more survivors after all?” Jamie asked, straining to get a look.
 
   “I don’t know, but something’s up,” I replied, regretting I’d left my binoculars in the room.
 
   One of the crewmen bounced out of the boat before the plank had been lowered and ran, quickly, across the hotel lawn.
 
   Concerned, Jamie and I headed toward the pier. They were dropping the plank for a small group of about five or six very normal but war-torn looking survivors. Behind them two men rushed the body of a female back toward the HarpWind.
 
   Jamie and I had just reached the end of the pier as they passed us. The woman they carried was bleeding profusely from a wound on her side. From her appearance, I knew her to be a vampire. Now I was confused.
 
   “She’s not going to make it,” one of the men said.
 
   They stopped and laid the woman on the ground. Then they both just stood over her. No one did anything. The new arrivals watched in horror as the woman lay on the ground, jerking and bleeding, seemingly dying.
 
   “Isn’t someone going to do something?” one of them whispered.
 
   “Do something,” Jamie told the two men.
 
   They looked blankly back at him.
 
   “What happened?” I asked the survivors.
 
   “We aren’t exactly sure. We think one of our people who got sick grabbed her. We didn’t see it happen,” a man told me.
 
   “Christ,” Jamie swore and pulled some medical gloves from his pocket. He started pulling them on.
 
   “She’s one of them. You know that, right?” I whispered to him.
 
   He nodded and bent down to look at the woman.
 
   “Don’t do that,” one of the men said, but no one moved to stop him.
 
   Jamie ripped the woman’s shirt away to reveal a nasty wound on her side. It was clear she had been bitten. As Jamie cleaned the wound, I kneeled down beside him. The woman breathed hard, blood sputtering from her lips. Her body twisted.
 
   Jamie took the woman’s hand. He felt her wrist. “No pulse,” he whispered to me, but the woman was clearly moving.
 
   We both looked at the injury. I remembered how it looked when April turned. This was not the same thing. I didn’t know what I was seeing. It was almost as if her body as trying to heal itself, and at the same time, the infection fought her. The battle seemed to have been going on for a while. Moments later, we watched as the wound finally sealed itself closed. Then, something strange happened. The woman’s moon-like white skin started to regain color. Her pale skin took on a rosy, healthy glow. We watched as it spread across her stomach and up her neck to her face. Her lips turned pink, and the blush of life came to her cheeks. Her eyes closed. A moment later, she opened them again. They were now hazel colored. She lifted her hand and wiped the blood away from her mouth, grimacing at the taste.
 
   Jamie took her arm again, his fingers pressed against her wrist.
 
   The next moment I felt a tug on the back of my pants, and then, startling all of us, heard a gunshot.
 
   The woman jerked.
 
   I jumped up and turned to find Rumor standing there with my gun in her hand. She was wearing a long, golden ball-gown, the trimming barely hiding her breasts. The gun in her hand made for a stark contrast.
 
   Jamie and I looked at the injured woman; the shades of life momentarily back in her face were now frozen in the grimace of death. Rumor had shot her between the eyes.
 
   “I guess it is a good thing you ignored me after all,” she said, handing me back my gun. “You’re very useful to have around. Why would I ever let you go home,” she motioned to the others to take the woman away.
 
   “Welcome, all,” she said to the newcomers. “Where have you come from?”
 
   “New York, Westfield area,” a woman said.
 
   “Go inside. You’re safe here,” she said and motioned the newcomers to the hotel. She then motioned for Jamie and me to follow her.
 
   We walked behind her. A crewman walked at her side. “What happened?” she asked, switching to dialect.
 
   “She bit into one of the infected. She didn’t know. Then it attacked her,” he replied in the same.
 
   “I told you all to be careful.”
 
   “We’re sorry.”
 
   “You’re sorry, but I was the one who had to shoot her. Let’s not be sorry next time.”
 
   “Da,” he replied abashed.
 
   “Of course, maybe there will be no more survivors now that someone has taken out the radio,” she said, switching back to English. She did not look back at us, but I knew where her comment was directed.
 
   When we got to the door, Rumor stopped. She looked at Jamie. “Thank you for trying to help my friend,” she said and then went inside leaving Jamie and I to stand looking at each other not knowing what to think. I told Jamie what she had said.
 
   “That woman had no pulse when I knelt down. She was as dead as a corpse. But after she turned, I felt her blood. She had a pulse. It was like her heart had started again.”
 
   “The blood,” I said, “the undead blood revived her?”
 
   Jamie shook his head. “I don’t know, but…”
 
   I looked back at the boat.
 
   “What does it mean?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   The rest of the night passed uneventfully. I don’t know if Rumor decided I was too dangerous to mess with, had another plan waiting for me, was expressing true gratitude toward Jamie, or had just taken the night off, but neither I nor Frenchie were disturbed that night. I knew I should stay awake. I knew I should try to figure out what to do next, but my body could bear no more. Adrenaline can only take you so far. After all, I was human. I lay down that night in Jamie’s arms and slept soundly.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Early the next morning there was a sharp rap on the door. “Layla,” I head Tom call. “Layla…Jamie,” he called again, knocking hard.
 
   I jumped out of bed and unbarred the door, flinging it open.
 
   Tom, looking frantic, was on the other side. “You need to come quickly,” he said.
 
   Jamie was just rolling out of bed. “Is it Ian?”
 
   Tom shook his head, and then noticing our state of undress, looked away, embarrassed. “Sorry, guys,” he said, “but it’s urgent.”
 
   Jamie and I slid our clothes on and grabbed our weapons. Rushing outside, the three of us crossed the nicely manicured lawns of the HarpWind Grand to the lakeside. There, the HarpWind was poised at the edge of a cliff 40 feet above the water. Several people leaned against a fence and looked below. I noticed that Dusty and Buddie were there; they both looked very upset.
 
   As I walked toward the fence, my blood began to cool. Jamie and I looked over. There, far down on the rocks below, lay the body of Pastor Frank.
 
   “I was out walking,” Buddie said, “when I saw him there.”
 
   Just then a group of five people from the hotel ran across the lawn and joined us.
 
   “What is it?” a woman with wild curly red hair asked. She looked over the side.
 
   “Another accident,” a bystander answered. She had been standing by Dusty and Buddie when Jamie, Tom, and I had arrived. I looked at her. She was an older woman, about seventy or so, with curly gray hair.
 
   The red-haired woman instructed the two men with her to go down and get the body.
 
   “I’m coming too,” I said, joining them. The others from Hamletville were fast on my heels.
 
   “Oh, it’s okay, we can take care of it,” she replied.
 
   “I said I’m going. We all are,” I told her sternly, and we followed the two men as they wound down a narrow flight of stairs on the cliff-side. When we got to the bottom, we jogged over to Pastor Frank’s body. The cold lake waves were breaking on his feet. He lay face down.
 
   Buddie leaned down and turned him over. His face was frozen in the grimace of death. He was pale white, his skin tinged blue around the edges. His eyes, a sort of light golden brown color, were alarmingly wide open.
 
    I heard Dusty inhale sharply.
 
   Jamie leaned down and closed the Pastor’s eyes. He turned and looked up at me.
 
   “What happened?” Tom wondered aloud.
 
   One of the two men looked back up at the others standing by the fence. “Must have slipped. Ground is still wet. If you’re not careful, it’s really easy to fall.”
 
   I looked at the man. Did he really think we were that stupid?
 
   “That’s why you have a fence though, isn’t it?” Buddie asked, and I watched his eyes work. He was calculating: distance, trajectory, broken vegetation, injuries. When he was done, he looked at me. Buddie shook his head.
 
   I nodded.
 
   The two men bent to pick up Pastor Frank’s body.
 
   “Here, let us,” Dusty said, grabbing the Pastor’s shoulders. Jamie took his legs and Buddie, Tom, and I followed behind. The two men led us back up the stairs. At the top, Jamie and Dusty, each out of breath, lay the body down.
 
   The red-haired woman kneeled and looked over the pastor. “I’m sorry,” she told us. “There is a garden in the back of the hotel. We’ve been interring people there as needed.”
 
   Buddie had moved away from the group and was examining the cliff edge.
 
    “You have that need a lot?” I asked.
 
   She looked sharply at me. “People have come with injuries, diseases, as I am sure you can guess. You were out there. You know what it was like. Unfortunately, some guests haven’t made it.”
 
   She motioned to the men to take Pastor Frank. “We’ll see to him,” she said.
 
   They left then, taking the body with them.
 
   I went to the older woman who was standing with the other bystanders. Her eyes had welled with tears. “Such bad luck,” she said, setting her hand on my arm. “He was a priest, wasn’t he? That is so unfortunate. We didn’t have any men of the holy cloth here until he arrived.”
 
   The holy cloth. “You said, another accident?”
 
   She nodded. “I was here on vacation when the outbreak began. I’ve seen so many newcomers found—it’s wonderful—but there have been a few unfortunate accidents. It’s so sad, to endure so much and then die in a fall or the like. Truly a shame. I’m sorry for your loss,” she told me and patted my arm. She turned, and with a small group of others, headed back to the hotel.
 
   I joined Tom, Jamie, and Dusty. Buddie joined us a moment later. “He definitely did not slip and fall,” Buddie told us.
 
   I gazed out at the lake. Beautiful pink and purple clouds, the last of the shimmering sunrise, were just dissipating.
 
   “What do you mean?” Tom asked Buddie.
 
   “I mean, however he died, it wasn’t like they said it was.”
 
   They looked at me. I shook my head, not knowing what to say. I guess Rumor got her payback after all.
 
   Jamie looked worried. “I need to check on Ian.”
 
   I nodded. “Let’s make sure everyone else is accounted for,” I said, pulling the list of room numbers from my pocket.
 
   “We’ll get it,” Dusty said, nodding to Buddie and taking the list from my hands.
 
   “Who is with Frenchie? Tom, can you go check on her and the girls? I want a look at Pastor Frank’s body. Maybe I can figure out what really killed him,” I said.
 
   Tom nodded, and he, Buddie, and Dusty headed back to the hotel.
 
   Jamie took me by the arm. “Wait for me.”
 
   “Ian is so vulnerable. He needs you with him,” I replied. “I’ll be fine. I’ll come as soon as I get some answers. Besides, it’s daytime,” I said.
 
   Jamie pulled me into a quick kiss, and we headed off in opposite directions. I went east, following the direction they had taken Pastor Frank. They’d gone around the side of the hotel toward the back.
 
   As I rounded the side of the island, I kept one watchful eye on the HarpWind and another on the nearby grounds. It was still very early, and the mist was just clearing. In some places it was still quite foggy. I’d been walking past rows of small ponds when the mist got thick. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and I felt the familiar buzz of the supernatural in the air. Carefully, I sought for the cliff-side to orient myself. As I neared it, the mist cleared. I could see very thick vegetation growing in a sloping angle toward the water, not a drop-off like the front of the hotel. And then, in the distance, for just a moment, I spotted tall trees that seemed to emerge from the lake. Then, the brush rustled.
 
   I pulled my sword.
 
   A moment later a red fox appeared before me. She sat and looked expectantly at me. I knew at once the creature was not what she seemed. “Go ahead. I’ll follow,” I told her.
 
   She trotted into the brush. At first it looked like I would need to slash a path through the thicket, but then I noticed some very old, eroded wooden stairs embedded in the slopping earth.
 
   Pushing the thicket aside, I followed her.
 
   Low to the ground, the fox bolted easily through the thickets. I, on the other hand, had to push my way through. Scratched from head to toe and covered in cobwebs, I finally emerged in a swampy area. High cattails grew there. I looked back. Only the roof of the HarpWind was visible.
 
   Sitting on a grassy tuft, the fox waited. Once I’d turned to her, she led me across the wet terrain. Moments later we emerged on the rocky shoreline. In the distance were the tall trees I had spotted. They were on a small island that was, perhaps, fifty feet from the shore of Enita Island.
 
   The fox bounced across the rocky shoreline to an old rowboat that sat on the rocks. She crawled inside and sat on the bench.
 
   I walked over to the boat. There were oars inside.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked her.
 
   She laid down.
 
   I pushed the boat into the water and hopped in, expecting the old thing to sink at any minute. It didn’t. I pulled out the oars and rowed toward the neighboring island.
 
   Within ten minutes, the prow of the rowboat slid onto the gravel shoreline.
 
   The fox hopped out and waited for me.
 
   I jumped out and dragged the boat ashore. The island was very small but was dotted with exceptionally tall pine trees. The shoreline where we had landed was pebble, slopping upward to a very high bank.
 
   The fox turned and headed up the bank into the woodsy area. I followed. The grass at my feet mixed with rocks and pine needles. A fresh, earthy smell filled the early spring air. We walked clockwise around the island until we reached the side furthest from the hotel. There the fox turned toward the center of the island. After a few moments, we came to a clearing.
 
   I was standing at the top of some earthen steps that loomed about eight feet above a circular pit at the island’s center. The tall pine trees grew in a circle around the pit. From this vantage, I found myself looking down on a labyrinth. Stones had been set into the ground in a circular pattern that looked like a coiled snake. At the center was the head. A long, snaky tongue extended from its mouth, spiraling with increasing smaller stones. The entrance to the labyrinth was at the bottom of the stairs. There, round rocks, resembling a snake’s rattle, were piled.
 
   The fox looked back at me and headed into the labyrinth.
 
   I took a deep breath and followed.
 
   As I wove around the circle, I could feel the energy rising. It was that same strange feeling I’d felt before but something about it seemed more intense, wilder. A pulsing feeling of electricity made my ears ring almost painfully. The chaotic energy made my skin itch. With each step I took I felt it even more.
 
   As I neared the center, my heart started racing. The island’s tall trees loomed overhead. Moments later, I stood close to the center. I stopped before I reached the head of the snake. The fox trotted into the space in front of me and then, before my eyes, shifted into the guise of a human woman. She wore leather pants and boots and blousy cotton shirt. Her hair was dark, but the sun’s ray breaking through the trees gave her hair a reddish hue. She wore a bow strapped across her chest and a dagger hung from her belt. Her face was painted on one cheek; three lines blended into a circular solar image. She stood very near the center of the spiral.
 
   “Welcome to Ëde-ka Island,” she said.
 
   I nodded in respect.
 
   “Ëde-ka means sun. Here,” she said, motioning to the labyrinth, “you stand at the heart of the sun, at the head of the snake.”
 
   “The other island, Enita, which is the moon?”
 
   She nodded. “The moon, the crescent. That is why the usurpers have taken the island; they are creatures of darkness. But they have bastardized that sacred lunar space,” she said angrily. “Here, however, they can touch nothing. The sun is their enemy.”
 
   “They are vampires?” I said.
 
   “That is what you call them. They are not from this land. They came from abroad and took over this holy space.”
 
   I looked back toward the HarpWind. It was a shadow in the distance.
 
   “You must leave this place,” she told me.
 
   “They won’t let us just walk off.”
 
    “No sooner than the hunter lets the rabbit off the spit. It will need to destroy them. This place, however,” she said, motioning to the labyrinth, “is a doorway. We have long kept such doors secret, locked to your kind. But we are in a new world now. Destroy them, and our doors will be unlocked to you. Complete the spiral,” she said, motioning to the snake’s tongue, “and you will pass through the door.”
 
   “Did Peryn send you?”
 
   She cocked her head and looked at me. “Peryn?”
 
   “Peryn, the forest spirit. She’s like you, right?”
 
   The woman simply looked at me.
 
   “Why are you helping us?” I asked.
 
   “You are now on the fringe just as we are, just as those dark creatures are,” she said, motioning back to the HarpWind. “But the outcome is still unclear. Your kind has finally gone entirely windigo. Yet some of you still remain. We are not sure why,” she said.
 
   “The gateway, where does it lead?” I asked.
 
   She half-smiled then. “We shall meet again, I think,” she said, then turned, morphing back into a fox. She trotted to the center of the spiral and disappeared.
 
   The unanswered question hung in the air.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   By the time I got back to Enita Island it was nearly noon. I knew Jamie would be worried, but I could not let the issue of Pastor Frank’s death go.
 
   I made my way to the back of the hotel and found the small garden they were using as a cemetery. I noticed right away that no graves were marked, there were no crosses, and there were at least thirty bodies buried there.
 
   The two men who had taken Pastor Frank’s body were dropping the final shovels of dirt on a fresh grave. They looked up when I approached them.
 
   “I want to see the Pastor’s body,” I told them.
 
   One of them smiled sardonically and turned away. The other looked piercingly at me. “He is here,” he said, looking down.
 
   “You buried him already?”
 
   The man didn’t have to answer me.
 
   I bit my tongue cutting off every sarcastic remark that wanted to leap from my mouth. The less they suspected I knew, the better. I turned and left, ignoring the low sounds of their chuckles. They would get theirs.
 
   Back in the hotel, I wound my way through the halls toward the infirmary. I arrived at Ian’s room to find him sitting up. He looked really good, very healthy. His IV stand, however, was hung with two bags: one was clear, and the other looked like blood.
 
   “What is this?” I asked him, staring at the IVs.
 
   “One has chemo medicine. The other is a blood transfusion. They gave me one yesterday too. They said it would help me build up my white blood cells.”
 
   My hands started tingling.
 
   “Rumor came by to see me last night after you and Jamie left. She was really interested in you. Man, her tits are something else.”
 
   I frowned. My head was spinning.
 
   “Oh, come on, Layla. I didn’t tell her anything.”
 
   I stared at Ian. Was my mind playing tricks on me? He already looked different. “No, I’m sure you didn’t, it’s just—”
 
   “I can hear my blood thundering in my veins,” he interrupted. “Two days ago I felt like I was on death’s doorstep. Now I just want to…I don’t know what. My head is full of weird ideas.”
 
   I clutched the frame of the door and inhaled deeply.
 
   “Layla?”
 
   I looked at Ian again. His sweet blue eyes had already started to lose some of their pigment. My words were lost. I did not know what to say to him. My head spun. I rushed out of the room.
 
   “Layla?” I heard him call.
 
   I ran down the hallway.
 
   “Layla!”
 
   I ran outside and burst into a sob. After a few moments, I felt someone approach me.
 
   “Are you all right?” the man asked. I noticed he was wearing a stethoscope.
 
   “Are you Dr. Madala?” I asked, wiping away my tears.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I’m Layla. I’m Ian’s…sister-in-law. Can we talk?”
 
   The doctor suddenly looked uncomfortable. He looked around. “Not here,” he said and led me back inside. Just inside the door there was an office. The doctor unlocked the door, and we went in. He closed and locked the door behind him.
 
   “You were the doctor who saw Ian the night we arrived?”
 
   “Yes, I was.”
 
   “And what was your prognosis at the time?”
 
   The doctor looked at me. I could tell by the expression on his face he already knew what I was getting at. “He was in the advanced stages of cancer.”
 
   “How have you been treating him?”
 
   “Chemotherapy, mostly,” he said.
 
   “Did you put him on the blood transfusions?”
 
   The doctor looked at his hands then back at me. “No, Dr. Rostov started that round of treatment yesterday.”
 
   “Isn’t there a third doctor here? They told us there were three.”
 
   The doctor rested his hand on his forehead. “She had an accident.”
 
   “I see,” I said looking closely at him. “Let’s be frank.”
 
   The doctor sat back in his chair.
 
   “Is there any hope for Ian?”
 
   The doctor shook his head. “He’ll become one of them.”
 
   “Why are you helping them?”
 
   “I am curing people. I am helping the sick who are brought here. It’s just, after they leave my hands…Look, either I help them or they kill me.”
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Almost five months.”
 
   “What are they doing with these people? Eating them? Killing them?”
 
   “Many here are pets. Rumor and the others drain them just a little, drink some of their blood, enjoy their bodies. In exchange, the pets get a little of the vampiric gift, a small dose of the blood. It gives them beauty, strength, health, longer lives. It is a deal many choose to make. Especially in these days.”
 
   “Not you?”
 
   “Not me. I once enjoyed being human.”
 
   “And what about Ian?”
 
   “Ian is now a pet whether he knows it or not. But I understand it is Rumor’s intention to offer immortal life.”
 
   My stomach shook. “I need your help. Please, talk to my people. They need to see these creatures for what they are before it’s too late. I need to get my people safe, and until they believe me, I can’t do that. Please, they will believe you. Please talk to them.”
 
   “Every eye in this place is already on you. They watch your every move. I can do nothing for you without risking myself. It is a risk just talking to you.”
 
   “What if we take Ian off the blood?”
 
   “The cancer will return and kill him.”
 
   “We saw something strange. The blood of the undead seemed to, well, it seemed to make one of Rumor’s people return back to their mortal self. Maybe Ian—”
 
   “No,” Dr. Madala interrupted. “You’re right. It will return him to a mortal life, but he will return fully intact and with whatever mortal ailments he once carried. The vampiric seed only provides its healing power while he carries its magic. Becoming a vampire does not, as we were lead to believe, kill you. It simply transforms you to another state of existence, something different from human.”
 
   “Just like the undead.”
 
   “Yes, just like them.”
 
   I stood. “Then there is no hope for Ian.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I turned and walked out. Standing in the hallway, I looked toward Ian’s room. I had once loved Ian with every fiber of my being. I had wanted to be his wife, to bear his children. The echo of that love had thundered loudly when I had first arrived in Hamletville almost seven months ago, but it had become clear almost immediately that it was just that—an echo. I had once loved him, but that is all. In place of that love was fondness stemming from our shared history. I’d once thought him my soul-mate, but he betrayed me. Ian didn’t choose the vampire blood, but his change betrayed all of us. It was truly too late. And while it made me sad, I felt even sadder for the great loss Jamie would feel…Jamie, who had never betrayed anyone.
 
    I stepped back outside and took a deep breath. Jamie needed to know. I headed toward the front of the hotel, but Will intercepted me.
 
   “Oh my god! There you are,” he said breathlessly.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, wiping a tear from my eye.
 
   “Kira and Susan are missing!”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. We rushed back to Frenchie’s room. When we entered, I saw Frenchie’s face and eyes were red. Buddie was talking to her in a quiet tone. Jamie stood over them. Summer and Tom were sitting on the bed listening.
 
   Everyone looked up when I entered.
 
   Frenchie collapsed into tears. I went to her side and put my hand on her shoulder.
 
   “She took them outside for some air. Kira dropped her bear in one of the fountains. Frenchie reached down to get it and when she got back up, the girls were gone,” Jamie told me.
 
   “I came back hoping they were here,” Frenchie sobbed. “Layla, I looked everywhere.” Frenchie’s voice was hoarse from screaming.
 
   “How long ago?” I asked.
 
   “Maybe twenty minutes,” she whimpered.
 
   “Dusty went back to the fountains to check again,” Buddie told me.
 
   “Boots on the ground. In pairs. We need everyone. Now,” I said.
 
   Tom and Summer nodded and headed out of the room. I could hear them knocking on doors in the hallway followed by the sound of Hamletville voices. Soon there was a flurry of movement.
 
   “Can you track them?” I asked Buddie.
 
   “Let’s see,” he replied, and the four of us headed back to the garden where Frenchie had last seen her daughters. It was a beautiful place, full of fresh spring tulips, the air perfumed with hyacinth. The fountains shimmered in the sunlight.
 
   Jamie and I stood aside as Frenchie talked and Buddie scanned the ground.
 
   “Where have you been?” Jamie asked.
 
   There was too much to tell. “Later,” I whispered.
 
   Jamie looked inquisitively at me, but just then Dusty came up to us. “No sign,” he whispered.
 
   Buddie went over the ground looking again and again. He shook his head. “I see tracks in, nothing out.”
 
   Frenchie sobbed.
 
   I took her hand. “We’ll find them.”
 
   I scanned the horizon. Two girls could not vanish into thin air. We set off in groups and began searching the island. By late afternoon, no one had seen anything. Getting together as many of the Hamletville people as we could, we regrouped in Frenchie’s room. No one had seen any sign of the girls.
 
   “Maybe we should tell the hotel staff,” Ethel suggested.
 
   “No, no way,” Dusty said. “They took those girls.”
 
   Ethel looked shocked. “Are you sure?”
 
   Everyone was looking at one another. By now they had all heard someone had tried to kill me and about Pastor Frank’s accident. This, coupled with the news of Kira’s and Susan’s disappearance, had everyone on edge. Not only that, they also had heard reports from the other hotel guests. Others related tales of accidents and odd disappearances.
 
   “Layla?” Tom said.
 
   The entire room looked at me. I could tell from the pained expressions on their faces, they knew I had been right.
 
   “We need to find Kira and Susan then we need to get out of here,” I said.
 
   Several people nodded.
 
   “What is happening here? What are these people?” Ethel asked.
 
   I looked at Jamie and gave him a should we tell them expression.
 
   He looked as uncertain as I did. “They’re vampires,” he said at last.
 
   Several people in the group looked stunned.
 
   Jeff laughed out loud. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Vampires don’t exist.”
 
   “Just like that zombie that tried to chew your foot off last week doesn’t exist, right?” Kiki said stingingly.
 
   “Have you seen Ian? He looks so much better. They are helping us,” Mrs. Finch said.
 
   I looked at Jamie. We hadn’t talked yet, so I said nothing.
 
   “Yeah, just like they helped Pastor Frank off the cliff,” Buddie replied.
 
   “Or helped Layla out the fourth floor window,” Jamie added.
 
   “Or helped us come here by tracking us on the radio,” Kiki said.
 
   Several people in the group still looked unsure.
 
   “Look,” Tom said, “you all know I wanted to come here more than anyone, but Layla was right. You can feel it, right? It’s that same bad feeling you get when you walk home alone in the dark, or when you are in a room and can sense someone else is there. I used to get that feeling all the time when I fought fires, like something was squeezing my throat. Don’t you all feel it too?” he asked them. “We can’t see what it is, but she can,” he said, looking at me. “We have to trust Layla.”
 
   “We’re a few days too late,” Ethel said.
 
   “We’re still alive,” I replied.
 
   “It’s all there. You just have to look. They cast no shadow. They don’t walk in the daylight. They don’t eat food. They look wrong,” Buddie said.
 
   I could see by the overwhelming fear and despair on their faces, they had been convinced.
 
   “We have to find those girls,” Summer whispered.
 
   It occurred to me that wherever they had Kira and Susan, it was some place we had not yet seen, some place where the hosts were sleeping during the day.
 
   “We will find them, and we will get out of here. We need to keep looking, but we also need to get ready. Is the bar well stocked?” I asked, turning to Jeff.
 
   He looked confused but nodded. “It’s huge.”
 
   “We need bottles. Hard liquor. As much as you can get. Can you do that?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “I’ll help,” Will offered.
 
   “You all need to play it cool. Keep to yourselves. Tomorrow morning, dawn, after they go to sleep, we’ll torch this place and go. We just need to make it through the night,” I said.
 
   “What if we don’t find them by then?” Frenchie asked.
 
   “We’ll find them.”
 
   We made a plan to round up supplies and people. Everyone would meet at the front porch on the eastern end of the hotel at dawn. Several of us broke into groups to go looking for the girls, but it was late afternoon, and there was less than an hour of daylight left.
 
   Jamie made me promise to check on Ian again while he and Tom went out once more to look for the girls. It was not a trip I was looking forward to making.
 
   When I got to the infirmary, Ian was sitting on the side of his bed staring at his hands. The I.V. was gone. He had redressed in clothes I did not recognize. When he turned to look at me, I froze. His blue eyes had totally lost their pigment and had changed to an icy color. It was not just the color of his eyes that startled me but what I saw lying behind them. It was not Ian who looked out at me but his shadow aspect—his dark, angry self. I had seen glimpses of that side of him before and feared it. Once, long ago, he’d drunk too much at a party and thought I was paying too much attention to another man. On the way back to the car, he’d hit me. He was sorry later, but now he had the same look in his eyes. I knew then the transformation he had made was not just a physical one. His id had slipped its chain.
 
    “Layla,” he said, “I was just thinking about you.”
 
   “You’re looking much better, Ian,” I replied carefully.
 
   He smiled at me. “It’s strange, isn’t it,” he said then looked again at his hands, turning them over and back. “I feel perfectly fine. In fact, I feel really good. Come sit by me,” he said and patted the bed beside him.
 
   I felt my spine stiffen, but I went all the same.
 
   He turned and looked at me, brushing the hair away from my face. “You look worried,” he said.
 
   “Kira and Susan are missing.”
 
   He frowned. “Maybe they will be at the party tonight,” he said absently.
 
   “What party?” I asked.
 
   Ian then slid his hands up my arms. He pushed my shirt sleeve up to reveal the tattoo on my arm and shoulder. “Once upon a time, we were one,” he said, looking at the tattoo. His hands tightened on my arms. “Now you’re fucking my brother.”
 
   “Ian,” I began, but with exceptional speed and strength, he pushed me onto the bed and laid on top of me, stuffing his hand down the front of my pants while he squeezed the tattoo on my arm. He shoved his hand hard into my panties and then into the soft folds of my flesh, pressing his fingers into my body.
 
   “Ahh,” he groaned as he thrust his fingers deeper inside me, rubbing his crotch against my body. “Come on, Layla. You’re letting Jamie fuck you all night long. At least you can blow me one more time,” he said as he leaned in, whispering in my ear.
 
   With my free hand, I pulled my gun from its holster and leveled the barrel on Ian’s forehead.
 
   Startled, he opened his eyes.
 
   I pulled the lever back. “How about I blow your brains across the ceiling?”
 
   He leapt away from me. Seconds later he was standing in the middle of the room. I centered the gun on him.
 
   He grunted. “Fuck you. Let Jamie have you then,” he said and walked out of the room.
 
   I rose and looked out the door. Ian had already passed the length of the hallway. The door leading outside banged closed. He was gone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   I found Jamie alone in our room. He had been packing up our gear and reloading his weapons. He read the look on my face.
 
   “What is it? The girls?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head and sat down on the bed, pulling Jamie down to sit beside me. I held his hands and looked him in the eyes. “They have been giving Ian blood transfusions since we arrived.”
 
   Jamie looked confused. “Blood transfusions?”
 
   “I spoke to Dr. Madala. He said Dr. Rostov started Ian on the treatment. The blood…James, it’s their blood.”
 
   I could feel his fingers growing cold. He looked down at the floor. His body, pressed against mine, started shaking.
 
   “I just left him. He’s different. I don’t know how to explain it. Dr. Madala said Ian is a pet, but Rumor intends to turn him.”
 
   “Then we can still save him.”
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. While I never had a sibling, I understood that it would be useless to try to stop him. Jamie helped people. That was what he did.
 
   “Ian left the infirmary. Wherever he is, I bet Kira and Susan are there,” I said.
 
   “Where do you think they are?”
 
   “Fifth floor.”
 
   “We can hardly just waltz up there.”
 
   “Not unless we’d like to be dinner. But I do have an idea.”
 
   Jamie squeezed my hand. “Now, that’s my girl.”
 
   “I’m guessing you did rope climbing in basic training?”
 
   Jamie looked questioningly at me.
 
   “The dumbwaiter Kiki and I used. There is no way you and I would fit, but we can use the shaft to climb up. From our floor, we can make it…I think. Or we could just rappel down the side of the building, but I thought this would provide a bit more subterfuge.”
 
   “Layla…this is dangerous. They might kill us. Christ, they might eat us. I should go alone. You just get everyone out of here.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s no worse than what we’ve lived through already. I promised Frenchie a long time ago I’d protect those girls. Besides, I don’t want to let you have all the fun.”
 
   Jamie laughed and started rooting around in his bag. He handed me a pair of gloves and pulled on his as well. “Let’s get it over with.”
 
   The hallways of the hotel were strangely quiet.
 
   “Where is everyone?” Jamie whispered.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   To our luck, when I lifted the wall hatch on the dumbwaiter, we found it was still lowered to the first floor. Inside, we found the lift system made a ladder we could use to brace ourselves as we climbed up. With a nod, I climbed in and began the ascent. Jamie came after me, closing the hatch behind him. The fifth floor was about twenty feet above. In silence, we climbed.
 
   As we neared the fifth floor, I began to hear voices. People were talking in the hallway outside the dumbwaiter. My hands shook. Could they smell us? Sense us? I closed my eyes and tried to think. When I did, I heard that strange murmuring sound I’d been catching ever since I’d first encountered them. It was like I was almost hearing voices. I’d once read that vampires were telepathic. Was it their telepathy I was hearing? Suddenly, I felt crazy.
 
   Jamie tugged my boot and looked questioningly at me.
 
   I motioned for him to listen.
 
   He nodded.
 
   We waited a moment longer for the voices in the hallway to recede then pressed onward. It was a hard climb. Once we got to the top, I tried to brace myself so I could press the hatch open just a little. Jamie climbed up close to me, and we waited. Everything on the fifth floor seemed very quiet.
 
   With a nod, I pushed the hatch open and peered outside. No one was moving, and it was very dark. There were a few candles lit in the hallway; they turned everything into long shadows. I could see the end of the hall. The window there had been occluded by a large black drape, blocking out even the moonlight.
 
   Despite my earlier boasting, I was afraid. The unthinking undead were one thing, but a calculating vampire who had our girls, who had turned Ian, was something altogether different. Raw violence eats you alive in one big swallow. Intelligent aggression was a slow, painful death.
 
   I pushed the hatch open, slid out, and unsheathed my sword. Jamie exited behind me. I could feel his wild energy around him; he was desperate to save his brother. He held his hunting knife in one hand and a pistol in the other.
 
   We made our way down the hall. Most of the doors were closed. As carefully as possible, I tried a door. It was locked. The hall was exceedingly dark. I could barely make my way in the large expanses of black space between the candles. It was like trying to walk around in a closet—or maybe, a coffin. As we neared a hallway, I motioned to Jamie. There was an evacuation map that indicated there were three large penthouses at one end of the floor. With a nod, we headed in that direction.
 
   When we turned the corner that housed the penthouses, we saw light emitting from one of the rooms. From inside, we heard voices.
 
   “I thought you said it would be ready,” a woman with a heavy accent said. I recognized the voice as belonging to Katya.
 
   “I’m almost done. It’s not like pouring wine, you know,” I heard Dr. Rostov reply. I heard a strange sound, almost like a grunt. Then there was the awful sound of sliding metal. The doctor spoke again. “Give it maybe fifteen minutes then toss it.”
 
   “You’re not coming?”
 
   “Later.”
 
   We heard a sound like clinking glass headed in our direction.
 
   I pulled Jamie into an alcove. We slid in beside the soda machine. Neither of us dared to breathe. I peered out. In the dim candlelight I saw Katya pass by carrying a large wine decanter and some glasses. The glass decanter caught the candlelight as she passed revealing the shape of a human heart inside. I looked up at Jamie. I could tell by the expression on his face he’d seen it too.
 
   When we no longer heard the glass clinking, we stepped out. From inside the room we heard the doctor groan and heard a strange slurping sound. We went to the door and looked inside. There we saw the doctor leaning over in a chair, his back to us, a large bundle across his legs. Remembering their ability to turn to shadow, I knew we had to be fast.
 
   I nodded to Jamie and we rushed the room, closing the door behind us. The doctor looked up. His face was dripping with blood. He stood. The body of a young woman dropped to the floor. She had been wearing a pale purple sundress. Her skin looked snow white. The dress strap had been cut. Her chest had been sliced open, her heart removed from her chest. The doctor looked shocked.
 
   “Where are the girls,” I whispered harshly, lowering my blade to his throat. He might be able to shift quickly, but not before I could decapitate him.
 
   He smiled at me, but I pressed the blade in more deeply. “Not so fast,” I said. “Talk!”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Talk,” I said again in Russian, “you piece of trash. Where are my girls?”
 
   His eyes lit up in surprise. “Ahh, of course,” he said with a smile. “They are with her. Go ask her for them,” he said with a laugh, his eyes indicating they were in the room at the end of the hall.
 
   “What did you do to my brother?” Jamie cursed at the man through clenched teeth.
 
   “I cured him.”
 
   “You condemned him,” I corrected.
 
   “Really? Once he has made the final transformation he’ll have immortal life in a world where your kind are on a fast track to extinction.”
 
   “My kind? I imagine you were once human too, weren’t you?” I said.
 
   The doctor looked thoughtful, almost as if I reminded him of something he’d long forgotten. For a brief second I saw him remember, and a kind of sadness crossed his face. He then pulled himself together and looked at me with a scolding glance. He looked down at the sword and back at me again. I could see he was calculating.
 
   I shook my head at him.
 
   He smiled.
 
   I swung.
 
   Before he could transform, his head hit the floor, that odd calculating expression on his face. His head rolled across the floor, hitting the girl’s lifeless body. Jamie reached down to examine her. Both of her wrists had been slashed open.
 
   “They drained her, took her heart,” he said, looking sympathetically at the girl. 
 
   I had not seen her before, but she looked to be only a teenager. I eyed the rest of the room. Clearly this was the doctor’s blood-letting room. Strange instruments hung from the walls and ceilings. Blood was smeared on the pale yellow fabric of the couches. I shook thinking of Kira and Susan in such a place.
 
   As quietly as possible we did a quick canvas of the room and found it empty. As we were nearing the door again, we heard voices in the hallway.
 
   “Where is Rostov?” I heard Rumor ask.
 
   My heart skipped a beat.
 
   “Door is closed. He must have gone down already,” I heard Finn reply.
 
   She sighed heavily. “Bring them,” she instructed someone.
 
   In the hallway, I heard the muffled cries of Kira and Susan. I reached for the door, but Jamie stopped me.
 
   “Not yet,” he mouthed to me.
 
   From the hallway, I heard a door click open and the sound of Rumor’s receding voice. The sound of footsteps drifted upward and away.
 
   “Roof?” Jamie questioned.
 
   I nodded.
 
   We waited a few more minutes and then slowly opened the door. The hallway was still dark, but the door to Rumor’s penthouse was now open. We were about to follow the stairs to the roof when we heard noise coming from inside her room. Turning back, we moved slowly into the penthouse.
 
   Clearly, this was Rumor’s space. The penthouse was the most lavishly furnished of all the places I’d seen in the hotel. On top of that, it looked like Rumor had brought along artifacts from her former life with her. Portraits of Rumor hinted that she was much older than her contemporary name suggested. There were images of her in a white wig which dated to the late 1700s and other paintings that indicated some sort of French connection. Smaller paintings showed her in medieval dress. Figurines, matryoshka dolls, and paintings with a phoenix, bears, and Baba Yaga images revealed her Slavic roots. Again, however, we heard the strange sound; it sounded like thrashing and heavy breathing. We followed the noise to a side bedroom where we saw movement on the bed.
 
   Jamie pulled his LED flashlight from his vest and motioned to me; I got ready. He clicked the light on to reveal a single body lying in the bed covered with a sheet. It stirred. My heart raced. I positioned the sword and moved toward the bed. Grabbing the end of the sheet, I pulled it off. There, strapped to the bed, lay one of the undead. It turned, jerking, toward the light, straining at its restraints.
 
   “What the hell is she doing with that?” Jamie whispered.
 
   I looked at it. It had once been human, a male with long, dark hair. His skin was only slightly wilted. He had tattoos on both arms. He hissed and bit at us.
 
   Set me free, a voice said in my head.
 
   “Did you hear that?” I asked Jamie.
 
   “Hear what?”
 
   Set me free or kill me.
 
   I stared at the undead man. His moon-white eyes looked right at me. He’d gone still. It was like he was waiting. My god! Had I really heard him?
 
   I lifted my sword and stabbed the creature between the eyes. The spark behind those white, undead eyes flickered out.
 
   Then we heard movement in the outer foyer. Jamie clicked off the light. We were trapped. There was nowhere to hide. A second later, Ian’s familiar shape appeared in the candle-lit outer room.
 
   Jamie moved forward. I tried to pull him back, but he moved before I could grab him.
 
   “Ian?” Jamie called quietly.
 
   What had once been Ian looked at his brother. From behind, I could see Jamie’s body stiffen as he took it in. Ian stood staring at Jamie.
 
   “I can smell you, Layla,” Ian said after a moment.
 
   I came out of the shadow and stood behind Jamie. My sword was lowered but my hold on the grip was tight.
 
   Ian stared at the two of us. Then, he turned to go.
 
   “What will you do, just stand aside and let them drain Kira and Susan?” Jamie called, taking a few steps after his brother.
 
   Ian stopped in the doorway. He looked back over his shoulder at Jamie. Ian gazed at his brother for a moment then walked back into the dark hallway. Jamie and I stood in the darkness.
 
   “That was not my brother,” Jamie whispered.
 
   “I—” I started, but I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry didn’t feel like enough. I was sorry, but it was too late for Ian. Jamie knew that now. “Kira and Susan are still alive.”
 
   Jamie seemed to come back to himself. He looked down at me and took a deep breath. After a moment, he nodded, and we went forward. We found the door that led to the roof. Opening it as quietly as possible, we entered the stairwell. Carefully, we climbed, expecting to be greeted by a host of vampires partying on the roof. Instead, we emerged in the moonlight to find no one. It was completely empty.
 
   Jamie and I stood on the roof and gazed at the grounds of the HarpWind. The night was nearly cloudless. Silver stars, uncorrupted by city lights, filled the sky. The Milky Way illuminated the skyline, the crescent moon hanging like an ornament. It must have been sometime after midnight. I went to the edge of the roof and looked over.
 
   Below, we saw hotel staff coming out of the back of the hotel and heading toward the western end of the island. They were laughing and joking, their voices rising upward. Several minutes later, Corbin, Finn, Matilda, and Katya appeared. They too made their way west across the lawns. Following behind them was Rumor. She had on a gauzy red dress. It blew all around her in the wind. Holding her hand was Susan who held fast to Kira. Anger nearly boiled over in me. They walked across the lawn and into a thicket of trees, disappearing into the shadow of the night.
 
   “How did they get down?” Jamie wondered.
 
   “As shadows or maybe jumped. They seem to have enhanced physical skill and strength.”
 
   We turned and headed back inside. We’d have to take the stairs if we wanted to follow them. When we pushed open the door to the fifth floor hallway, we saw that the door to Rostov’s room was open. We were found out. A moment later, a woman appeared in the doorframe. I recognized her at once. It was the same vampire who’d tried to assassinate me.
 
   “This time, you’re mine,” she said and lunged at me. She grabbed me by the throat and slammed me against the wall, suspending me several feet up. Her strong hands squeezed my neck. I rasped. Jamie plunged his knife into the back of her neck. She turned her head for a moment and gave him an annoyed expression. When she did so, I took my chance. I reached into the pocket of my vest and pulled out the holy water. Flicking out the cork, I opened it. She turned at me and grinned. I splashed the water onto her face.
 
   She dropped me at once and let out a howl, her hands covering her face. Her skin smoked with a strange sulfur-like burning smell. She moved her hands for just a moment. I saw a horrid sight. It looked as if her skin was melting from her bones. She fell over; her body burnt to a pile of ash.
 
   Jamie grabbed my hand. “Come on! Someone could have heard her.”
 
   We ran down the hall and took the stairs to the fourth floor.
 
   “We can’t wait for dawn. We need to get everyone out of here now. I’ll go for the girls. Get everyone gathered at the east end of the hotel. Once I have the girls I’ll meet you there.”
 
   “No. We can go together.”
 
   “There’s no time!”
 
   “But what if something happens to you?”
 
   “Go to the eastern end of Enita Island, to the shoreline. There is another, smaller island just off shore. There’s a boat there. Take everyone to the other island. It is a place of safety. At the center of the island is a stone labyrinth. Follow it to completion. It will take you off the island.”
 
   Jamie looked amazed. “How do you know that?”
 
   “A fox told me.”
 
   “Layla?”
 
   “A kind of spirit, a fox woman, guided me there and told me the labyrinth is a doorway.”
 
   “To where?”
 
   “Out of here.”
 
   “I thought foxes were supposed to be tricksters,” he said absently, but then added. “I suppose it would just be too easy to take the yacht?”
 
   “They can transform into shadow. They could find us if we take the yacht.”
 
   “Yep, too easy.”
 
   “We’ll be fine. I’ll get the girls and meet you there.”
 
   “Layla,” Jamie said grabbing me and pulling me close. “I love you,” he whispered and gave me a deep kiss. “Please, be careful.”
 
   “I love you too,” I replied, and squeezed his chin, kissing him sweetly. “Hey, we survived hundreds of the undead so far, what’s a handful of vampires?”
 
   Jamie shook his head at me. “See you soon.”
 
   “See you soon.” And we set off in different directions.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   The hotel was dead. It was too late for any survivors to still be up, and all of the staff was gone. Apparently they had gone to the party Ian had mentioned. The idea that it was a party worried me. What were they celebrating, and what, besides that poor girl’s heart in a jar, was on the menu? I shuddered to consider it.
 
   I exited the hotel. Hiding in the shadows as much as possible, I went west. I took the path I’d seen Rumor and her entourage take into the thick forest. The air was cool under the trees. They made a thick canopy which nearly occluded the moonlight. I stepped carefully through the woods trying to make as little sound as possible. The earthy woods smell was tangy and sweet. I passed through the woods, worrying every shadow was one of them, and soon found myself at the edge of a very large pond. On the other side was a reception hall. Through the nearly floor to ceiling windows, I could see people moving around. At such a distance, however, they were merely shapes. The room was full of candle-light; the flames bounced on the waters of the pond outside. Apparently, I’d found the party.
 
   I kept low and near the water’s edge. When I neared the building, I heard the outside door open and close, but no one came toward me. The sound of happy and excited voices filled the night air when the door opened. When I was finally near the hall, I lay on my belly, snuck up the bankside, and looked inside.
 
   I wasn’t sure if what I saw within was a blood bath or an orgy. I squelched the scream that nearly escaped my lips. Inside, almost everyone was either naked or half undressed. The hosts were drinking the blood of those I’d see during the day, the pets. White flesh was streaked red with dripping blood. Many were having sex and being bled at the same time, sometimes being eaten by more than one vampire. From the looks on their faces, they were in a state of rapture. My eyes scanned the room for Kira and Susan, praying they were not witness to such a horrific sight, praying they were not being eaten alive. As I scanned, my eyes fell on Ian. He and Rumor were lost in their own ecstasy; he was thrusting into her while she bit his shoulder, her legs wrapped around his waist, blood dripping down his back. I felt myself tear up but forced the emotions away. I didn’t have time to feel the pain. I couldn’t let it in just then. It was too horrible, and Kira and Susan still needed me. I stood and maneuvered toward the back of the building.
 
   Once I got to the side of the building, I looked into the window of one of the back rooms. Kira and Susan were sitting side by side on the floor in the kitchen. They had been redressed in simple white gowns, their hair adorned with spring flowers. They were holding fast to each other and looked scared, but they were alive. Carefully, I tried the window. It was locked. But there was a door at the back that led directly to the kitchen.
 
   I slid around the side of the building. There was no one there, and the door was ajar. I opened it. Kira and Susan looked up. They were both startled to see me. Kira opened her mouth to call out, but Susan quickly covered her mouth. I put my finger over my lips and motioned them to come to me.
 
   Quietly, the two girls came hand in hand. I led them out. As I turned to look for an escape route, I found myself face to face with Corbin.
 
   He smiled menacingly at me, and this time I could see his fangs. “I told you to remember that you asked to come.”
 
   In a heartbeat, I dropped Susan’s hand, freed the shashka from the scabbard across my back, and let it sing through the air. With one fell swoop, I sliced off Corbin’s head. It hit the earth with a thud. The creature’s ridiculous smile was still on his face.
 
   “Shut up,” I said and kicked the head into the weeds. I then slid the body under a thicket.
 
   The noise didn’t seem to attract anyone. I grabbed the girls, carrying Susan and holding on to Kira, and we took off in a run toward the hotel.
 
   We had almost passed through the forest when my hands started to tingle. There was someone in the forest with us. I stopped and looked around. The moonlight above cast long shadows everywhere. I swore I saw something moving but could not get a fix. My eyes darted around trying to spot one of them, but I saw nothing clearly.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Kira whispered.
 
   I put my finger to my lip to silence her. I bent to pick her up, but in that same moment I felt someone behind me. There was a strange feeling of built up energy when he morphed from shadow to corporeal form. The leaves crackled under its feet.
 
   “Going somewhere?” a male voice asked.
 
   I turned to see Ambrosio standing there.
 
   “Go away,” Susan yelled at him. I felt a tug on my vest and then Ambrosio flung backward, a look of shock and pain on his face. He opened his mouth to scream but fell into a pile of ash.
 
   I looked at Susan. She had pulled the water gun Jamie had given me from my vest. She’d blasted him with holy water.
 
   “Nice shooting,” I told her, and then hoisting up Kira, I set off in a run.
 
   I ran across the lawn toward the eastern end of the hotel. Everyone was waiting. When they spotted me, Jamie and Frenchie rushed to intercept me. I set the girls down. They ran to their mother.
 
   Jamie wrapped his arm around me and kissed the top of my head. “Amazing,” he whispered.
 
   Frenchie smiled at me as she kissed her daughters. I saw her eye their clothes, and she too could guess the meaning of such dress.
 
   “We’re in trouble. We need to go, now,” I replied.
 
   “Oh, Layla, thank god. Where did you find those girls?” Ethel asked.
 
   “Don’t ask,” I replied. “We need to move.”
 
   “Where is Ian?” Mrs. Finch asked.
 
   I gazed at Jamie who said nothing. I shook my head.
 
   “What should we do?” Larry asked.
 
    “We need to take out the hotel and the yacht,” I instructed. “Jeff, you got the bottles?”
 
   He nodded, tapping some boxes with his foot.
 
   “What is going on here?” one of the survivors asked.
 
   “Just stay with Layla,” Ethel replied.
 
   “We have the cloth strips,” Summer said and handed them to me.
 
   “Quickly, start corking bottles,” I instructed.
 
   “Molotovs?” Kiki asked.
 
   I nodded. Jeff and the others started rapidly corking vodka bottles with strips of cloth. I could imagine my grandmother shaking her head—a terrible waste.
 
   “We can take out the hotel,” Tom said, and several others around him nodded.
 
   “What about the yacht? Won’t we need it?” Kiki asked.
 
   “No, everyone needs to come with me. There is another way off the island. We have to go to a smaller island just off shore. There,” I said, pointing toward the shoreline where the fox had led me down the earthen steps earlier that day.
 
   “We got the yacht,” Jeff said as he and Gary packed a bag of liquor bottles.
 
   “Guys, we need to haul ass. We’ve already killed some of them. They could be on us at any minute. Fire. Decapitation. I don’t think guns will do anything,” I cautioned.
 
   Moments later, everyone was moving off in different directions. Jamie headed out with Tom and his group. I led my group through the rocky weeds down to the shoreline. The moon above illuminated the waves. The rowboat was where I had left it.
 
   “Quickly,” I said, motioning them toward the boat.
 
   I turned to Larry. “Get everyone on that island as fast as possible.”
 
   “On it, Layla.”
 
   I grabbed Larry’s arm. “Frenchie and the girls on the first trip.”
 
   He nodded affirmatively.
 
   I waited until he got the first boat loaded and was headed safely across the waves. Then I ran back toward the hotel. Just as I reached the lawn, I heard the sound of breaking glass and a familiar boom as fire exploded. The burning alcohol sprayed across the wooden thatches.
 
   From the western end traveling east, I saw explosion after explosion tearing at the side of the hotel. In the firelight, I saw Jamie’s and Tom’s hustling figures.
 
   Then I heard another sound. A wailing, like a banshee scream, sounded from somewhere in the distance.
 
   I saw Tom and Jamie stop for a moment then set off in a sprint across the lawn.
 
   Then there was another explosion from the direction of the dock. The yacht was on fire.
 
   My heart raced. I melded back into the grass and watched: Jamie, Tom, Will, Dusty, Buddie, and Mr. Jones raced across the lawn toward me.
 
   A shadow moved across the night’s sky. There was another scream as the creatures spotted the men.
 
   “Move!” I screamed at them.
 
   In a heartbeat, two of the vampires were amongst us. They moved too fast.
 
   Jamie dodged one. It was Finn. Jamie shot at him. Finn dodged the bullets and lunged at Jamie. Jamie slid to the ground, under and behind the vampire.
 
   I ran toward them. Grabbing the last vial of holy water from my vest, I rushed the creature.
 
   When Finn caught sight of me, he went in for the kill.
 
   I unstopped the liquid and just as Finn was about to grab me, I rained holy water across his face.
 
   He screeched a horrific cry, clutching his face. He melted into the ground, crumbling into a heap of ash.
 
   Then I heard Mr. Jones scream. Matilda had grabbed him. She hovered about ten feet in the air, snapped his neck, and dropped him.
 
   Next, she made a move toward Buddie who shot an arrow through her throat. It slowed her. She stopped to pull it out, an annoyed expression on her face.
 
   Will swept in behind her. Lighting one of the liquor bottles, he pitched it at her. Before she had time to react, it exploded, raining fire all over her. She wailed in agony.
 
   I looked up. More shadowed figures moved across the horizon.
 
   “Now, now, let’s go,” I screamed. We took off through the weeds. Down we went through the brush and onto the marsh. We rushed through the swampy water to the stone-lined shore.
 
   Larry had the last of the survivors rowed halfway to the island.
 
   “We’re fucked,” Will said.
 
   “We have to get to the island. They can’t touch us there. Go, go, swim,” I yelled at them.
 
   “What about you?” Dusty asked.
 
   “Jeff and Gary are still out there.”
 
   “Layla, go, you’re the only one who really knows what to do,” Jamie said.
 
   Just then, the shadowy shapes of Rumor and Katya appeared near the hotel. They were scanning for us.
 
   “Go, go, let’s go,” Jamie said and pulled me toward the water.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Now, Layla, move your ass,” Buddie said.
 
   We went crashing into the water. It was bitterly cold. I could feel the heavy weight of my equipment on me and suddenly I worried I might not make it. Adrenaline pushing me forward, I forced myself to swim. The boat was just nearing the shoreline. As I swam, I saw Larry unload the rest of the people and hustle them up the bank. In the darkness, I saw the shadowed crowd watching the events unfold in horror. I could not imagine the sight: the hotel burning, the other survivors swimming, the vampires hunting.
 
   As I emerged from the water, I heard an ear-piercing scream. Rumor had spotted us. Dusty and Will helped me stand. We turned. In full flight, Katya and Rumor darted over the water. At the same moment, Jeff and Gary crashed through the marshy brush onto the shore of Enita Island. Not seeing the vampires, Jeff called out.
 
   “Layla,” he screamed.
 
   Rumor turned and in the blink of an eye, she fell upon him. She smashed him under her foot like a fly. She reached down, plucking his head off, and drank blood from the trunk of his neck. She then threw the bloody head across the water to me.
 
   Jeff’s head rolled across the beach, his agape mouth and wide eyes staring at me.
 
   Katya grabbed Gary. Twisting his neck, she sank her fangs into him.
 
   Jamie and Buddie emerged from the water. We all turned toward the bankside.
 
   “Don’t look, just go,” I said.
 
   “Ah, Ms. Katana, you forgot someone, no?” Rumor called to me.
 
   I turned back. Out of nowhere, Ian was standing beside Rumor.
 
   Jamie stopped. He turned and took two steps back toward the water.
 
   The HarpWind was completely engulfed in flame. Orange light began to fill the night’s sky.
 
   Rumor then took Ian by the waist and they hovered across the water coming to land just inches off shore.
 
   “What is this place?” Ian asked her.
 
   “Sun island. Don’t take another step ashore. It will burn you alive,” Rumor replied. She, however, was much bolder. “You come here and burn my house, do you,” she said to me as she took a step toward the island.
 
   I drew my sword.
 
   She looked at it and then at me. “And you lie as well,” she added, switching to dialect.
 
   “If I must,” I replied in Russian, “but I didn’t come looking for trouble. You did.”
 
   “Eh,” she said with a shrug, “one must eat.”
 
   She was just out of my reach, and she knew it. She was baiting me, and I knew it.
 
   I looked at Ian. He stood in the water watching us. I could not read his expression.
 
   Realizing at last that I would not take the bait, she lunged at me.
 
   I stepped back deeper onto the shoreline. It did not seem to faze her. She crashed hard into me, knocking my sword from my hand. I saw it shine just once in the moonlight then fall into the water.
 
   She was unbelievably strong. I fell. She grabbed me by the boot and pulled me back into the water.
 
   Jamie lunged at her. She let go of me, moving to defend herself, and knocked him back. He flew several feet and crashed onto the rocks. Dusty rushed forward and pulled him back toward the bank. It looked like he was unconscious. I heard an arrow whoosh overhead. It caught Rumor in the shoulder.
 
   She paused. In that moment I bounced back onto my feet and pulled the poyasni doe- and wolf-headed daggers from my boots. She pulled the arrow from her shoulder and lunged at me. I dodged her advance and took a swipe at her. It connected; I slashed a long line across her face. Blood dripped from the wound for a moment then healed itself. She smiled at me and lunged again. I bounced back closer toward the shore. Rumor pursued me, but her feet had begun to smolder. She jumped, pushing me sideways, knocking me into the waves, knocking us both away from the island.
 
   I rebalanced myself and lunged again, this time cutting a thin line across her throat. It was a close cut, but I had not hit home. Enraged, she came at me. She crashed into me. I fell backward, underwater. The water rushed over my face. My head hit a rock on the lake bottom. I struggled but could not move. I opened my eyes but saw only black waves. I could feel the weight of her hands on my neck, her knee on my chest. I tried to push her off but could not.
 
   I heard the sound of gunfire, but she seemed unfazed.
 
   My eyes fluttered closed. In a fragment of a second, I saw my grandmother smile at me. The next second, I felt Rumor’s hands release from my neck, and I was pulled from the water. Someone lifted me and carried me back to the shore, setting me down gently. I coughed hard, spitting out the lake water, and sat up, opening my eyes.
 
   Ian stood over me, my shashka in his hand. Rumor’s body, her red dress fanning all around her, floated, decapitated, in the water. Her head lay on the shoreline. It flickered then burnt into a pile of ash.
 
   Katya shrieked then fled.
 
   Ian handed my sword to me. He looked back at Jamie who lay unconscious then turned again to me. He smiled softly. For a moment, I saw the old Ian in his eyes. Then he burst into flame. I reached toward him, but within seconds, Ian was gone.
 
   Moments later, Buddie and Dusty pulled me, half-drowned and in a state of shock, onto the bank. Jamie was just coming around to consciousness; he was leaning between Will and Larry. At the inferno that was now the HarpWind above us, we heard the shrieking sounds of the remaining vampires. I pulled myself together and went to the front of the group.
 
   “This way,” I said and led them to the far side of the island.
 
   The moonlight barely illuminated our path in the dark, but when we came to stand above the labyrinth, a strange glow filled the place. The rocks which had seemed so mundane in the light of day had an eerie blue hue. The labyrinth’s snake effigy form glowed.
 
   “What is this place?” Summer asked.
 
   “A doorway,” I replied.
 
   “To where?” Frenchie asked.
 
   “Anywhere but here,” I said. I led them down the stairs and into the labyrinth. We turned around and around the labyrinth until we reached the middle.
 
   “Follow it to its end,” I said. “The gateway should be open.”
 
   Everyone looked scared. Buddie nodded at me and took the lead. One by one, they traced the spiraling stones.  As each reached the middle, they simply shimmered then disappeared. Jamie paused before he passed through. I nodded to him, and he took the final steps, disappearing. Once they had all gone, I paused. Smoke billowed on the horizon, fingers of fire trailing up into the night’s sky. It cast a haze on the moon. I took a deep breathe. Following the serpent’s tongue, I too passed through the gateway to a new world.
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   Odium: The Dead Saga by Claire C. Riley
 
    
 
   It's better to die by the gun than die by the dead.
 
   Nina’s life was irrevocably changed when humanity’s dead began to rise.
 
   Now, she lives behind the walls.
 
   The barricaded cities, erected by the government to protect the remnants of civilization, have become a brutal dictatorship- causing the inhabitants within to starve, steal and claw for survival. Life behind the walls has become as terrifying as roaming the zombie-ridden landscape beyond.
 
   Citizens trade what they can to gain food, water, and shelter. Nina has only one currency—her body and she is tired of submitting herself to the greedy hands of the self-proclaimed leaders.
 
   An opportunity to escape presents itself in the fate of a young girl named Emily-Rose. For the price of a stale piece of bread, she is set for banishment from the city, and most likely a horrific death at the hands of the deaders. Nina tells herself that it is sympathy and not self-preservation that makes her follow the young girl out of the walled metropolis, and into the overgrown world beyond.
 
   Unused to fighting the deaders, Nina tries to scrounge for her survival and against her better judgment, begins to care for Emily-Rose. However, when you have a bread-stealing liability providing your only back up, survival seems even tougher. Nina is forced to fight for their lives, and with every zombie slain, she becomes fiercer, faster – a grim reaper with her not-so-sharp butcher’s knife.
 
   Along the path to a safe-haven that might not exist, Nina and Emily-Rose meet Mikey who introduces them to a new life they could not imagine, a life above the ground. However, this new world brings new dangers, and darker shadows than she knew.
 
   Nina finds out that the deaders aren’t the only thing to fear beyond the wall.
 
   And that fear will not be ignored, or Forgotten.
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   Without rambling on too much, I thought that it would be good for you to know a few things before you read Odium: Firstly, last year I requested for some participants on my Facebook page to fill in a ‘survival questionnaire,’ a simple ‘what would you do?’ And as a thanks for filling it in, I promised to cast them each as a character. Some would be tiny parts, some would be huge. The parts all depended upon the answers I received. I also never promised that they would live or die. The characters within Odium are very loosely based on these participants. Hey, they have to remain fictional characters, after all!
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   One.
 
    
 
   Fear.
 
   Fear can make people do crazy things. Maybe that’s what makes me step forward and say something? Maybe. On the other hand, maybe it’s the injustice of it all. She doesn’t deserve this treatment. Their treatment. None of us do, but like I said before, fear can make people do crazy things. 
 
    
 
   A once upstanding member of the community will quite willingly bash your brains in; I know this to be true. I have lived it, have seen it, and have breathed it for the past...two years? Three years? God, can it really have been three years already? No, surely not. The years go by so slowly, yet so quickly all at the same time, and I’ve lost track now. Constantly feeling the icy grip of death upon her neck will do that to a girl. I have had enough now though. Enough of death, enough of being bullied and ordered around, and enough of the torment. I thought the deaders were what you had to fear the most. I was wrong.
 
    
 
   My stomach rolls in fear and panic, bringing me back to the present. She can’t be more than thirteen, with a tall, lithe body, short strawberry blonde hair, and cute-as-a-button features. 
 
   “Stop.” 
 
   I look around, unsure of who has just spoken. Upon realizing that it was me, I clamp a hand firmly across my mouth in an attempt to seal in the rest of the sentence. If I could kick my own ass, I would.
 
   Lee turns to look at me, his eyebrows furrowing at my interruption. I look around and realize that the gathering crowd has stopped their gawping at the young girl. Now they all stand and stare at the crazy woman who has opened up her big mouth. 
 
   Stupid, stupid me.
 
   His grip tightens on her shoulder, his top lip rising in a crude snarl. He isn’t the man he used to be; that much is clear. None of us are the same anymore, though Lee seems like more of a dick than most.
 
   Lee turns back to the young girl, seemingly dismissing my request for him to stop.
 
   “You have been found stealing more than your allocated ration. You are therefore sentenced to life outside of our protective walls. Our community will no longer support your kind.”
 
   Your kind? What the hell does that even mean?
 
   Her eyes stray to me, a pleading look set in them. 
 
   “You are now banished.” His words cut her like an axe through wood, and she collapses to the floor with a howl of fright. 
 
   This can’t be right. She’s just a child. 
 
   Two men step forward and grab her by the arms, pulling her up to stand.
 
   “You will leave immediately.” His words ring in my ears with finality. “You cannot collect your things. You cannot say your goodbyes. You cannot and will not escape your punishment.”
 
   “You can’t do that.” My voice is quiet, my words almost whispered for the fear of what I know will happen if I speak up, but I have to. I can’t let this young girl die. Someone has to stand up for her—someone has to stand up to them. I’ve seen this ending for others far too many times now, and I don’t think I can take any more.
 
   Shit, but why does it have to be me?
 
   Lee looks across at me again. “Pardon?” he asks politely. Too politely for my liking. It makes my hollow stomach do a little back flip. 
 
   “You can’t do that… She’s, she’s just a child.” I step forward. Hardly even a step—more of a shuffle, really. “This is wrong.” 
 
   Of all the people that I have witnessed be banished, in all the years that I have been here, why does her fate affect me so? There is nothing particularly outstanding about her; she doesn’t remind me of anyone I used to know. A younger, less broken me, perhaps? Nope. Just some skinny kid with pretty eyes. So why her and why now?
 
   “We cannot continue to support her kind any longer.” He walks toward me. “For humanity to survive, we must stand as one. By stealing, you are singling yourself out. I am thinking of us all. Her kind will kill us all if the…others don’t first.” 
 
   My heart skips a beat at his last words. The others. Yeah, they’ll kill us if they get a chance, but still…
 
   “I don’t see you starving to death.” My eyes narrow at him. In fact, even the pigs are better fed than us. I run a hand across my ribs.
 
   His eyes widen at my obtuseness, and I’m surprised that he doesn’t give me a nice backhanded slap to go with his fish-bowl look. The crowd gasps at my boldness, and I glance at them with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “And what do you mean her kind? She’s one of us, not a deader,” I continue bitterly.
 
   “Thieves,” he spits back.
 
   I look at the stale half loaf of bread, now covered in dust and dirt on the ground. My stomach rumbles all the same. I’m always hungry these days. We all are. 
 
   How did we even get to a place where people are hungry and begging for scraps from the rulers of this pitiful town, and yet bread is allowed to go stale? I can’t fathom this madness. 
 
   Her life for some bread. 
 
   “She’s not a thief; she’s a child.” My voice cracks on the last word and I clear my throat and say it again. “A child, Lee.”
 
   He lowers his head, appearing to consider my words. The crowd has grown restless. I look at them. Some I consider acquaintances; not friends—no, I can’t and won’t have friends anymore. It’s much too dangerous to have friends in this world. Friends get you killed, or they die. Neither scenario sits well with me. Either way I wouldn’t ever want any of these cowards for my friends. They’d sooner sell me for food than stand by my side.
 
   The crowd mumbles and shuffles, whispering to each other. Scared, that’s how they all look—scared and pitiful, and here I am hating on them. I don’t think these things because I’m being cruel though; these are just the basic facts. All the people watching the scene play out are much too thin, their skin is dirty, and their clothes are threadbare. Each one of us is frightened, but that’s life these days. The more fear you hold, the more control people like Lee have over you.
 
    Their eyes won’t meet mine, and I can’t make out what they say. Do they agree with me? Surely they must know that this is wrong—sending yet another civilian to die. Or are they as bloodthirsty as he is? Because he must be bloodthirsty to do this. 
 
   Blood and death.
 
   That’s what it means to be sent over the wall and away from our town. Blood and death. Our wall is fifty feet high, give or take, and made of steel, stone, and whatever else was available when it was first built. Our wall is the toughest yet and is all but impenetrable—so I’m told, though I have never seen the other towns, or their walls. I was here at the beginning, and haven’t left since, the walls strengthening, fortifying, and locking us all inside. All but those in charge. 
 
   Keep the dead out and the living in—kind of like prison, but reversed, and with dead people. So maybe not, actually. I almost shrug at my own thoughts. Over the years, the walls have been compacted further still with a cement-like substance to fill any holes, and to thicken their outer shells. 
 
   Yet, for walls that are supposedly here to protect us from the outside world, I have seen more horrors within them than I would care to recollect. 
 
   “It’s Nina, isn’t it?” Lee finally looks back up at me and I break my reverie and lock eyes with him. He is a cold-hearted bastard.
 
   “Yes.” My hands ball into fists in my pockets to stop myself from shaking, and if I’m totally honest, to stop myself from bitch-slapping him right across his creepy old face.
 
   “I don’t like this any more than you do, but you have to understand that without the bread, the pigs do not have enough food to live. Without the pigs, we do not have enough food to live. We breed them to feed us, and to use as bait for when we send out our scavengers beyond the walls. Without the pigs we would be in a much worse scenario than what we’re in currently, and we would most likely starve. Therefore she is condemning us all to death.” He looks to the crowd. “All of us.” His arms open wide and gesturing, almost god-like. “As if there isn’t enough to fear in this new world.”
 
   The crowd nods and agrees. Fear. Fear is the biggest weapon now. Oh, and the army of dead, of course. Yeah, they’re pretty badass too.
 
   “No, no, that’s not what I was doing. I was just hungry… I thought it was going to be thrown away. I thought…” The young girl cries louder. “I just didn’t think,” she wails with wide, frightened eyes. She seems suddenly much younger than her teenage years, like a babe in arms, as she cries and begs for forgiveness.
 
   Lee turns to her with a sympathetic frown. “My dear, that is the problem: you didn’t think. If everybody acted that way, we would all perish. You are a thief; you have admitted so yourself, and with that in mind I will not alter our strict laws on this matter.” He turns to the crowd. “Let this be a lesson to anyone who thinks that they can steal from me.” His eyes shift before he corrects himself. “From us.”
 
   Asshole.
 
   The two men holding her begin to drag her away with Lee following behind. I, it seems, am being ignored. I should be glad that I haven’t received some sort of punishment for my outburst, really, but instead my palms are sweaty because I know that I can’t just leave it. 
 
   Damn my morals. Where did they come from? And how can I send them back?
 
   I think I get it now, why I want to save this girl: I want to escape with her. I can’t keep praying for someone to help me if I’m not willing to help myself. I hate it here, yet I’ve done nothing to protect myself since I was shown where I stood on this food chain of life. 
 
   I hop from foot to foot, my nerves set on edge. I know what I must do, but I know that upon doing it I will condemn myself too. I look around once more at the so-called life that I have been living—dirty, lonely, and trodden down so that we behave as we’re told. This is no more civilized than the outside world. Well, I don’t think so anyway. Since no one lives out there anymore.
 
   “You can’t do this. She’ll die,” I shout out. My eyes follow the men that continue to drag her since she will not walk, refusing in any way to help them send her to her doom. I don’t blame her; I’d do the same. I run after them, ignoring the voices behind me telling me to stop, to hush, to just walk away. The crowd, it seems, knows that I am right, but is unwilling to stand with me. 
 
   Cowards.
 
   I grip Lee’s shoulder. “Stop, don’t do this. She didn’t realize what she was doing; she’s just a child, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
   He swings around and slaps me hard across my cheek, catching me off guard. The sound ricochets around the small square, and I stumble back a couple of steps with a sharp yelp. My hand grips my cheek as hot tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to cry. Not for this man, not anymore. He glares at me and continues to walk away. I know I’m pushing his patience—a slap will be the least of my worries if I don’t shut the hell up—but I don’t care. What kind of world is it where we send our children to die for stealing rotten food?
 
   The guards are shoving her up toward the steps leading to the battlement-style walkway at the top of the wall. The rope ladders are being thrown over the top to the other side, ready for her to climb down. 
 
   I grip him hard by the shoulder again.
 
   “Please…”
 
   He spins to look at me. “Do you think that I enjoy doing this? Do you? Because I don’t, but people must know not to cross the line.” Spittle gathers at the side of his mouth. “They have to know how to behave now, or none of us will survive. They have to know who is in charge…” 
 
   “In charge of them? That’s what you mean, isn’t it? We know that already, Lee; you don’t need to kill some innocent girl to prove it to us.”
 
   “She is hardly innocent, Nina. She stole, and now she must pay for that selfish act.” He glares.
 
   I snort. “Please. Teenagers are selfish; it’s in their DNA. Just because the world has changed, it doesn’t mean that human nature has.” I flinch when his hand twitches again, bracing myself for another slap or something harder.
 
   He smiles. “You people are all under my watch, and I have been put in this position to protect you all. And if that means sending one girl over the wall into the hellhole beyond, then so be it. That is what I will do to keep it this way.”
 
   Now we’re getting to the heart of his annoyance. He wants everyone to know that he’s the big boss around here, as if we didn’t know it already.
 
   “But she’ll die.” My voice cracks once again. 
 
   “Then she should have thought about that before she stole—”
 
   “From the pigs,” I interrupt. “She stole some moldy old bread from the pigs. You make it sound worse than it is. Punish her, but for God’s sake don’t kill her!”
 
   I look at the young girl. Her eyes are pleading with me to save her, but I don’t know what more I can say to help.
 
   “Please, Lee,” I whisper. “I’ll do anything.” If I thought it would make a difference, I’d offer myself—my body—to him to try and change his mind, but I have a feeling that he wouldn’t want me anyway. I don’t have much to offer him, or anyone. My dark hair is limp and dirty from the lack of shampoo. My clothes haven’t fared well either: my jeans are covered in holes and are full of stains. However, I think I’m still pretty, despite my dirty face. 
 
   Lee is middle-aged, but his skin is weathered and leathery, making him look a lot older than his years. His eyes are sunken from lack of proper nutrition and his hair is gray and thinning. 
 
   The young girls screams, and pulls me from my thoughts. The guards are behind her now, forcing her to climb. She’s sobbing and begging again, and tears spring to my eyes. My own fear and anger are bubbling to the surface. Fear for her and for me…
 
   “Fine.” I swallow down the mammoth-sized lump in my throat. “I’ll go with her then.” 
 
   Did I really just say that? I can’t go with her…
 
   Lee stops and turns to me once more, confusion furrowing between his brows. “Do you know what you are saying?”
 
   I wonder what he used to do, who he used to be in his previous life. Life without the others, without the walls, without the fear of…everything. It seems like a lifetime ago now. I bet he was a lawyer; everyone hates lawyers, and he seems the type of person people would hate. I know I do.
 
   I look at her again. She’s crying for her mom, but her mom can’t hear her cries now. Her mom is zombie chow, or a zombie; shit, who knows? My blood thumps in my ears, and I know I am more than likely killing myself by doing this. I have no training and no skills. I’m just a chick with an attitude problem and a penchant for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, as is shown by my current situation. I have nothing to offer her in the way of safety; shit, I’ll probably get us killed quicker; but then they say there’s safety in numbers, right?
 
   “Yes. I understand.” I nod and take a deep breath. 
 
   Um, actually no. I’m obviously an idiot who has lost her mind. Please stop me before I kill us both.
 
   Pushing past him, I walk toward the steps. The men stop pushing the girl up, and try to grab me and pull me away, obviously thinking that I’m attempting to thwart their murder of her.
 
   Because that’s what it is: murder. 
 
   When others were forced to leave, I felt nothing. No remorse, no guilt. I certainly didn’t feel like it was up to me to try and save the day, but that was different. They were different. They were bad: murderers, rapists, real thieves—not a starving child who was desperate. That’s what we were told, anyway.
 
   I look back at everyone standing and watching. Not a single other person willing to help. Mothers with their own children in their arms, and men looking ashamedly to their feet. I look away in disgust. Yes, I’ve definitely had enough of this place, and these people. I’m willing to take my chances out there. I hold my chin up high.
 
   “Get off me, you idiots. I’m not stopping you…” I shrug them off angrily and look up to her. She’s four steps up with tears streaming down her pretty, pale face. I know that I am doing the right thing…probably not the brightest idea I’ve ever had, but then I’ve always been told I’m reckless.
 
   Perhaps this has nothing to do with her. Perhaps she’s just an excuse to leave. I hate this place; I have hated it since I came here. I’m not some dumb blonde running back into the house of horrors, unaware of the murderer upstairs. No, I know exactly what I’m getting myself into, and I couldn’t be happier about it.
 
   “I’m going with her.” I push past them and begin to climb.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two.
 
    
 
   We stand at the top of the wall, looking out at the lush wasteland beyond. Surprise covers my face, my mouth hanging agape. This was not what I was expecting at all. It seems the world has thrived under its new management—yet another thing that Lee didn’t want us to know about.
 
   Wasteland would be the wrong word to describe this oasis. It’s lush and green, and alive with vibrant and healthy vegetation. Trees and flowers cover the landscape, tall and flourishing in their beauty. Yet despite this, in between all their magnificence, the horror and destruction remain.
 
   I look down and around the outside base of the wall, but refuse to look the way we have just come. There’s nothing—no one—around the base for the moment, and for that I’m thankful. In the distance is a town. I can make out the houses and abandoned cars. The place is a wreck, with garbage and things I’d prefer not to think about strewn all over. And then there are the zombies: small, human-shaped figures, far in the distance and far from human anymore. They kinda ruin the picturesque landscape for me.
 
   “Shit,” I mutter.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   I look at the girl. Her dirty, tear-streaked face stares back at me with...what? Hope, maybe? I don’t know what to say to her. This was my decision, and the outcome of my decision must lie at my own feet.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I hated that place anyway,” I reply. 
 
   “I am, though. I mean, you could die because of me.” Her eyes go wide at the thought.
 
   “Yeah, thanks for that.” I look away.
 
   Would I still have left if it had been a more forgiving place to live? Probably. It’s all well and good trying to keep your moral compass facing sky-high, but that isn’t going to stop me from getting eaten. There are no free passes here. No passing Go and no collecting two hundred dollars—not that money is worth anything anymore. No, there is only blood and death, and I can’t let her live with my death on her conscience if that happens.
 
   “I was thinking about leaving anyway,” I add on with a shrug. 
 
   I know we need to start climbing down the other side before Lee starts throwing things at us—or whatever the hell they do when people refuse to climb down—but I need to formulate a plan of some sort. If we climb down without a plan, we’re screwed. Hell, I guess we’re screwed anyway, since I know nothing about survival other than don’t get killed.
 
   “What’s your name?” Her voice makes her sound younger than I believe her to be. Soft and childlike.
 
   “Nina. Yours?”
 
   “My parents used to call me Emily-Rose.” She gives me a slight smile. “But these days it’s just Emily. Thanks for…trying to help, for coming with me. You didn’t have to and I appreciate it.” Her voice is quiet, her words mumbled. “I’m not a thief…not normally.” Her cheeks flame.
 
   “Like I said, don’t worry about it.” I shrug again.
 
   I lift a leg over the top of the wall and shuffle myself so that I’m sitting astride it cowgirl-style. If only this was a horse, then I could ride away into the distance and forget all this stuff. Shit. I wonder if there are even any horses left. Emily does the same, her sad eyes staring into my face for some clue as to what we are going to do.
 
   Now that it’s actually come to this—sitting atop the Great freaking Wall of China, watching the desolate city in the distance full of monstrous things—I realize that I’m actually pretty pissed off about it all. 
 
   I’m pissed off at Lee, and his so-called rules of the new society. I’m pissed off at all the other people for not intervening in some way; hell, I’m pissed at her too: Emily-Rose.
 
   “I used to live over there.” She points a hand over to the city with a vague smile.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe my house is still there.” She looks at me with a spark of optimism. Her limp hair clings to her neck, and despite the warm sun that beats down on us, she looks chilled to the bone.
 
   “It probably is,” I say, and she smiles wider. “But it’s more than likely going to be over-run with zombies.” I stick a giant pin in her cheery red balloon and watch her happiness float away. I feel like a real bitch, but ho-hum, so is life. Especially recently.
 
   “We need to get going.” My eyes make out a bunch of cars. Looks like it was a huge twenty-car pileup at one time. There could be zombies amid the wreck, but I haven’t seen any movement yet. Perhaps all the zombies have skipped this side of town for lack of food. We all know that zombies are herbivores, right? Ha, yeah exactly. Zombies are distinctly carnivores, and this place is crawling with vegetation, so maybe there is just nothing left for them to eat around here—not that they know of, anyway—hence the safety of the walled city, I guess. That was another reason for the walls being so high in the first place, so I’m told: to hide our human smell, and any sounds that we make. 
 
   It just all seems so bizarre. I’ve had long enough to get used to it, but I can’t quite grasp the fact of it—any of it. Deaders, for one, and then this crazy-beautiful overgrown world, for two. I can’t disguise the shock from my face, while Emily seems unmoved by it all. This just isn’t what I expected my first glimpse of the world to look like.
 
   “Where are we going to go?”
 
   “I’m not totally sure, Emily. Maybe we can head for those cars over there, then make a beeline for those trees.” I point further out.
 
   I reach for my matted hair, pulling it up into a high bun with a band from around my wrist. To think, my dark hair used to be one of my favorite features. What I would do to have a long, hot shower. I sigh. I still refuse to look down at Lee and his men, but I can hear them shouting at us to get going. I wonder why they haven’t followed us up. Perhaps it’s the guilt. They know that this is wrong.
 
   “We need to go. Once we hit the ground, we need to run—fast. Do you understand me?” 
 
   She nods a yes, but she’s busy picking at a hole in her dirty cargo pants. I’m not sure that it’s safe for us to go down the ladder together. It was made by Lee and his men, I think, and I can’t imagine that they put a whole heap of effort into making it strong; but I’ll be damned if either of us is going to be waiting around once we hit the bottom, so we’ll have to risk the climb together. I’m told that there’s actually another entrance into this place, but no one seems to know where that is. At least, no one willing to tell the civilians of this little hell-hole, anyway. Lee likes to keep important details like an escape route to himself.
 
   The progress is slow. I guess neither of us are in a hurry to die today. The slight breeze rocks the ladder every now and then, and my knuckles go pink from the exertion of holding on. I look up and beyond Emily-Rose, and think I spy Lee looking over at us, but the face is gone before I can be sure.
 
   My feet find purchase on the ground, and I survey our surroundings. The air smells surprisingly clean—fresh, even. The last time I was out here, it stank with the decay of rotting corpses. Now it smells like… What does it smell like? Nothing. Just air. I can’t smell car fumes or pollution. Bonus for Mother Nature, I guess. It feels warmer over on this side of the wall too. On the inside, it is always cold. The shadows that the walls cast seemed to prevent any heat from getting to us.
 
   Emily drops down next to me and I steady myself with a deep breath. My nerves are bubbling away in my empty stomach; I’m half glad that I haven’t eaten today. Or yesterday, come to think of it.
 
   “Ready?” I look at her deadpan. She is visibly shaking and I know that, no matter what happens now, I have done the right thing. 
 
   She nods and swallows loudly. “Let’s go.” 
 
   We begin to run, with Emily lagging behind a little. Our eyes continuously scan around us for movement, but there’s nothing—quite literally nothing—around. No zombies, no animals, no direct vegetation…nothing. I guess that’s how they have kept the zombies away from us, from our town. They repeatedly clear the area of anything. There are no hiding places. There is nothing to attract the zombies to us. The walls are high and dull-looking. Nothing about them would be spectacular or interesting for a zombie, or shout ‘hey, zombie chow over here.’ I guess they may have come and had a little shamble around once upon a time, but not recently. Our little fortress—quote: prison camp—has been built a couple of miles out from another town, and surrounding that…nothing. If there were zombies around, we would see them. I slow to a walk and Emily catches up quickly.
 
   She looks at me expectantly. 
 
   “There’s nothing here.” I gesture around us. “No point in running; we might as well save our energy.” I look behind us and then forward again. It feels weird to be out in the open, a warm breeze on my face, fresh air in my lungs. Almost nice.
 
   Emily looks around us and comes to the same conclusion, stress leaving her face almost instantly.
 
   “We still need to be on guard, Emily, so keep a lookout, okay? Don’t go all daydreamy on me.”
 
   She looks at me and rolls her eyes. “I’m not a kid, you know. Not anymore.” 
 
   “Sure thing, whatever.” I roll mine back at her. “The first thing we need to do is find some weapons,” I whisper.
 
   “What type of weapons? I can’t fire a gun.” She pales even more. I didn’t think that was possible; she’s ghostly pale as it is.
 
   “We aren’t going to find a gun around here; that stuff had to have been looted years ago. But we need something to defend ourselves with—a tree branch for a club, or a rock or something. Anything, really. So keep your eyes peeled.”
 
   She nods and looks like she’s pondering something before speaking up. “Old Man Riely, who lived down the road from us, he was as mad as a March Hare. He used to be in the army or something like that. I’m pretty sure he would have a gun. In fact, if I remember correctly, he used to have a bomb shelter at the back of his yard—not that anyone knew about it. He dressed it up to look like just a normal shed. I bet that has everything we need in it.” She smiles widely at me.
 
   The plan sounds doable, even if I don’t believe that there will be anything left for us. I find it hard to believe that it wouldn’t have been raided already, but we have nothing to lose. Well, nothing but our lives.
 
   “Okay, sounds like a plan.”
 
   She does a little skip next to me and I raise an eyebrow. She’s a perky little thing.
 
   “Nina?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you think that we could check on my house? Maybe my parents…”
 
   “How do I say this without sounding like a prize bitch? There is literally no chance that your parents are alive, Emily. None at all. If they were, they would have tried to make it to the wall.”
 
   Her skip slows, her head lowering as my words sink in. I can’t believe that she would be so naive to think that they would be there. Alive, even.
 
   We are about a hundred yards out from the cars now, and have been walking for a good half hour. The road is starting to clutter with luggage and whatnot strewn around. Bushes are scattered along the edge too. I panic upon the realization that they would be a perfect hiding place for any zombies, but thankfully, I can’t hear or smell anything that resembles the dead. 
 
   I look at some of the luggage as we move through it. Old clothes, photos—I swear I can see a yellow polka-dot bikini.
 
    Christ, what was that person thinking? 
 
   We finally reach the cars; I gesture with a finger to my lips, and Emily nods. Her smile is gone, and to be fair, the girl looks serious and ready to kick some zombie ass. With what, though, I’m honestly not sure. I’m more inclined to hide and then run for it, but you know kids: always think they know best.
 
   We crouch down in front of the first car to listen. I try to turn on my Spidey Sense, but I guess my superpower isn’t working today. If only. Peeking around the bottom of the car, I don’t see anything. Just more crap all over the road. There are old brown bloodstains all around the place, but no body parts. I guess that’s a bonus.
 
   We shuffle between the cars, checking under each one for zombies in wait. It’s clear, as far as I can tell. We peek in through the car windows as we creep past. There’s nothing that we can use on the roadside for a weapon; I can only hope that there is something inside one of the vehicles. I’m not expecting to find anything really; this must be the first place that everyone comes to when they go over the wall.
 
   I check the first one regardless. Chancing a quick look, I see that all the doors are closed and there are no bloodstains on the inside, which is a good sign. However, when I try to open the door I realize that it’s locked. I don’t want to smash any windows and draw attention to us. Besides, there doesn’t seem to be anything inside worth taking, so we move on to the next one.
 
   This car is painted a dull red color, which does nothing to improve my mood, since red reminds me of blood, and blood reminds me of... Well, it puts me in an even fouler mood. When I look inside, I see that the windows are covered with dried blood smears in the shape of handprints. I shudder when I see a baby car seat in the back, filled with sludge, and I lower myself back to the ground. I can’t think about things like that now; I’ve contained my emotions for months and kept strong.
 
   I take a deep breath and raise myself back up slowly, coming face to face with Emily on the other side of the glass. I start and fall back on my ass. She’s climbed inside the car and is looking out at me with another one of her cheery smiles. I feel anything but cheery. I mouth at her to get out and she rolls her eyes and continues rooting around. Typical teenager—they never fucking listen.
 
    Her head pops back into view with a smile, and she holds up a penknife for me to see. I nod my approval. It’s small, and rusty as shit, but it’s something, I guess. And something is always better than nothing. However, my attention is diverted to something else. A smell. 
 
   My stomach clenches in anxiety.
 
   It’s the smell of the dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three.
 
    
 
   I look around us frantically, my heart beating at an insanely high speed, and I wonder if maybe I’m having a heart attack. I clasp a hand to my chest, feeling my racing heart going wild within it, and take a couple of slow breaths.
 
   Breathe. Just breathe, Nina.
 
   I peek around the corner of the car, expecting to come face to face with a deader, but there is nothing. Yet I know there’s something here…somewhere. I plead with my ears to find the noise that shouldn’t be there, the one that stands out from the rest. I need to see the abomination before it sees me.
 
   There. 
 
   A scrape. A low thump. A moan. 
 
   Now that I’ve heard it, I feel stupid that it took me so long to hear it in the first place. Yep, something’s here with us. I grit my teeth, slide to the other side of the car, and peek around it. Still nothing. 
 
   Shit. Where the hell is it?
 
   The stench is getting worse, and it’s all I can do to stop myself from praying out loud that there’s only one. We may have a chance with one; any more and we’re dead. I hope that Emily’s heard the noise and is hiding. The last thing I need is her jumping out and drawing attention to us.
 
   I crouch in front of the car and peek up through the windshield right out through the car and out the back window. 
 
   There it is. I look at everything but its face. It’s the faces that haunt me the most.
 
   A singular rotting deader is lurching our way. I assume that it has no idea we’re here yet, since it seems to be minding its own zombie business.
 
   Emily peeks up. Her face puckers into shock and fear and she ducks back down. 
 
   Good girl.
 
   Perhaps we can hide from it. If it doesn’t know that we’re here, then it might just keep on walking. I fall to my knees, and slide myself under the car as quietly as I can, though every noise my body makes on the ground sounds like a fireworks display being set off. I can almost imagine the giant red arrow pointing at my location: ‘She is here; dinner is served.’
 
   It’s reached our car, but its feet continue to make their slow shuffle past us. One foot is broken at its ankle and only hangs on by dried-up brown tendons—hence the thump and slide, I guess. I shudder and look away from the sight; that foot is not going to be on for very much longer. My nose is to the ground, like a hound dog on a hunt, as the shuffling moves past. 
 
   Finally, I can take a breath. That’s one of the biggest problems for me with deaders: they smell like crap and I don’t have the stomach for them. Well, the eating-me-to-death part is a huge problem too, I guess.
 
   I let a few minutes pass before I scoot out from under the car. The knee of my pants snags on the rough road, tearing a hole, and I feel my skin graze against stones and grit. I suck in an ouch. 
 
   Seriously! After everything that I’ve survived, and I still moan about a little scrape. I tut at myself.
 
   I keep down low as I move around the car. The deader has moved off to the side of the road now and is going away, and as long as it’s far from me, I don’t care where. I shudder again and creep over to the door of the car to take a peek inside. Emily is curled up on the floor under a blanket, or coats—I have no idea what it is, actually, but damn she looks cozy, even with all the dried blood. I tap on the glass, trying to avoid looking at the baby car seat again, but she doesn’t move. I take a furtive glance around me and tap again a little louder, but still nothing. 
 
   With a roll of my eyes I crack the door open. The mound of coats and blankets shuffles and then freezes.
 
   “Em…” I whisper, and give her a poke.
 
   She sits up, pulls the covers off her head, and gives me a half-hearted grin as she produces a half-eaten chocolate bar. My stomach lurches at the thought of food. Chocolate, no less. Man, what I would do for that right now, but it’s finders keepers out here, and we need to get going regardless in case more of them come for a friendly neighborhood chow-down.
 
   “Come on.” I gesture with my head and we continue winding between the cars, slowing every now and then to check inside them. Unfortunately for us, they all seem to be empty, so as we reach the end of the pileup, we’re armed with a tree branch for a bat and the small penknife. 
 
   Oh-Deep-Joy!
 
   The woods are about a hundred meters from the roadside, and after a serious look around we make a run for it. Moving from tree to tree, the pace is slow, but hell, I guess there’s no rush. It’s not like the deaders are going anywhere. It’s funny how time doesn’t hold much meaning anymore. Not like it used to.
 
   My life used to be ruled by the time: a time to wake me up, a time to be at work, a time for lunch, a deadline to meet, getting stuck in a traffic jam for two damn hours. Dinnertime, bedtime, blah blah. The list goes on. So many things I took for granted back then. Hell, I’d do anything to have a last minute deadline to have to work toward now. 
 
   Emily holds onto my arm as we come to the edge of the woods. I’m pretty sure there are some houses I can see through the trees. I don’t know whether to be grateful or more frightened. A house can mean a brief respite, but it can also mean more deaders. With the sun beginning to set, we could sure use a place to hole up for the night. And considering our weapons stock consists of what is basically a stick and a blunt butter knife, I’m not sure we’d fare too well in a zombie battle. By the smell of things, I’m damn sure some of the evil-dead are nearby. I wrinkle up my nose and gesture for us to go. Either way, we can’t stay here.
 
   We dash the last hundred yards as quietly as possible. Despite the rotting smell in the air, the back yard of the house is actually free of deaders. Happy dance.
 
   We skirt around the outside of the house, keeping as quiet and as low as possible. There doesn’t seem much point, though, since the yard is so overgrown. We would be hard-pressed to be seen amid this mini-jungle. 
 
   With that thought in mind, I make a quick glance at our feet with a pounding heart and a sweaty forehead. Score two for survivors of Earth. I can’t see anything reaching up to munch on our ankles, but decide not to stick around as if silver-plattering my feet for someone’s lunch.
 
   A low moan draws my attention back to the woods. It sounds like we have been smelled out, as more than one other moan joins in the chorus like some strange a cappella show choir. 
 
   “Time to go, Emily,” I whisper.
 
   By the look on her face, you would think that someone had just given her a fresh bag of popcorn. Seriously, her chirpiness is making me want to smack some of the silly out of her.
 
   “I know this street.” She practically skips around to the front of the house, and if I didn’t think it was so foolhardy to do so, I would have shouted at her to get her stupid ass back here. Instead I follow with a grumble, grabbing her shoulder before she slips around to the front of the house.
 
   “What are you doing? You can’t just walk out there,” I shout-whisper in her face.
 
   She turns and looks at me with a big grin.
 
   “That house.” She points down the street. I look to where she’s pointing, but I’m unable to figure out which one she’s talking about. “That’s Old Man Riely’s house. The one with the bunker in the yard.” Her grin splits even wider.
 
   Well shit, this just seems to be going too easy.
 
   I stare unblinking in the direction that she’s pointing, trying to work out which house she’s talking about. 
 
   “That one right on the end, with the dead tree in the yard,” she says, her voice all sing-songy.
 
   I watch as a zombie dressed in a brown-crusted dressing gown crosses the front lawn. Seriously, I wish that guy would have tied the knot a little tighter the day the world ended. A shudder runs through me.
 
   “You mean the one with the dead dude in the yard.” I look at her pretty eyes as they go wide in recognition. I can’t help but think halleluiah as she processes the information, and horror crosses her face.
 
   “Now you get it.” I stand with my hands on my hips, feeling a little bit like her mother, and I wonder how I got my self-righteous ass into this situation in the first place. She shakes her head and points over my shoulder with a trembling finger.
 
   I spin on my heel and watch as at least four zombies turn the corner. Each one is dressed in its Sunday best, which is basically a rotting, revolting mess of dried blood and dangling entrails. They are all at various stages of decomposition, with several limbs missing, and guts and viscera hanging to the ground from cavernous holes in their stomachs, which under different circumstances would have made them very fucking dead indeed. Instead, gummy and broken-toothed smiles plaster their faces when they catch sight of us, and with arms reaching for us as if in some kind of crazy zombie flash mob, they groan louder and step up their shuffling from slow to shambling. Well, it certainly seems like they smile, anyway.
 
   I guess the thought of crunching down on someone’s brain will give you enough incentive to speed up, right? 
 
   Well, only if you’re a deader, of course.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four.
 
    
 
   “Shit.” I grip my branch tighter, splinters of dry wood slicing into my hands. The zombies groan louder in unison as if already sensing the feast upon their rotten lips.
 
   “Nina.” Emily’s voice trembles behind me, but there’s no time to turn and look at her. The approaching group of undead have my attention locked tight on them.
 
   “Nina.” Emily’s voice rings in my ears again, louder and more persistent, and I unwillingly break my stare with deader number one. I’m almost certain he just licked his lips at me. Creepy fucker.
 
   I look at her terrified face and know that we stand no chance in this battle. Hell, did I ever believe we would? There are too many of them, and we are too few. Quickly surveying the area, I sense our opportunity for escape rapidly closing with each passing second. I grab her hand, holding it tightly, and pull her with me out into the street. 
 
   Who am I kidding anyway? I’m no Xena: Warrior Princess.
 
   We run as fast as we can, our hands locked tightly together, and head straight for Old Man Riely’s house. My legs pump harder than should be possible, considering how weak I know I am, but I guess my body isn’t ready to give up right now. Emily trembles as undead moans and groans break out from every direction around us.
 
   Shit, shit, and thrice shit, just for good measure. 
 
   My eyes are glued to our destination—the house, our saving grace… I hope. If I look anywhere else, I know that I will see death coming toward me. Dressing Gown Deader Guy has spotted us too, and is greeting us with a full-on frontal. I should call the cops on this guy for indecent exposure. It would be laughable too—to see his shriveled-up gear staring back at me—apart from the small fact that part of his anatomy is entirely missing, leaving a gaping, rotten hole in its place. Bile builds in my throat, but this is no time to get queasy. I release Emily’s hand and ready my branch. I need to hit him as hard as I can and keep on running. I’m only going to get one chance at this.
 
   The mantra ‘swing batter, batter, batter, swing’ runs through my mind as I cock my arm back with my stick in hand. We draw closer, and his rotting hands reach for me. I swing. I swing with everything I have, hitting him full force in the face. The bone-crunching impact causes the branch to snap in half and fall from my grip, but I don’t stop to retrieve it. 
 
   Emily once more grabs my hand, and we keep on running. Legs pumping, feet pounding, she drags me around to the back of the house. A soft cry escapes my lips when we enter the empty backyard. Maybe we won’t die today after all, is my first thought. The grass is again ridiculously long (that’s my second thought), and there’s no way to tell if anything is buried deep in the blades, but we have to take the risk—there’s no time for another route.
 
   I can see the bunker she’s talking about at the end of the yard; camouflaged as a little wooden shed, unfortunately it’s without a doubt going to be locked up tight. I pull her away from it and toward the back door of the house. She resists against my pull, but I’m stronger than she is. 
 
   “Emily, there’s no time to try and break in right now, not with the zombies closing in. Those doors are meant to withstand practically anything. Your standard house, however—that’s a different matter.” 
 
   I grin as the thought pops into my head and I slam into the back door with my shoulder. It rattles under the force, but doesn’t open. I slam my shoulder into it again, harder this time. Pain shoots up and down my arm, causing me to cry out involuntarily. Still the door doesn’t budge. I’d feel silly if it weren’t for our impending death.
 
   I look at Emily with a frustrated frown. Something cold unexpectedly grabs my ankle and I scream and stamp out on impulse. I look down to see a leathery hand clamped around my ankle, a zombie attached to the other end of it. It’s slowly pulling itself out of the overgrown shrubbery beside the door. I stomp on it repeatedly, with my eyes closed tight against the sight, until I feel the skull cave in and the head turn to mush under my boot. I open my eyes and look down to see what remains of the zombie’s head. 
 
   My shoe and ankle are covered in gunk, and vomit builds in my stomach, slowly making its way up my throat. I swallow it back down and look away. Fear is growing in me, the panic beginning to set in. The cold mush around my leg isn’t helping to calm me down either. My breathing is once again rapid, my eyes quickly scanning the yard for any more of the ground dwellers. I can’t breathe. 
 
   They’re coming.
 
   They’re coming. 
 
   They’re coming. 
 
   A sob escapes my lips. I want so much to be tough, but I’m just a girl who likes shoes, goddamn it. What do I know about survival? I look at Emily, whose face seems to mirror my own fear.
 
   There’s no hope…no hope at all. I turn back to the door, resting my hand on the knob, praying to every god that might be listening to make my wish come true. Impulse makes me turn the handle, turning it clockwise. It turns—it turns ridiculously easily. I shove the door open wide and drag us both in, slamming it shut behind us. A small laugh escapes my lips. I can feel it bubbling away below the surface. I want to slap myself silly for not trying the handle first. My shoulder hurts, my ankle is covered in goo—Jesus, I’m such an idiot! Another hysterical laugh slips out and I clamp a hand over my mouth. I can’t lose control now. I can’t.
 
   My eyes slowly adjust to the dark that ensnares us. The house is a mess. Belongings are everywhere, blood is on the walls, cupboard doors are open in the kitchen, with items spilling out of them. I reach behind us and click the lock shut as I hear moans enter the yard. Sure, zombies can’t open doors, but I feel more secure with it locked, regardless. I pull us away from the door, drawing a curtain across the inside of it, further darkening our surroundings.
 
   My breath catches in my throat, dry and raspy. God, if I could just breathe. If I wasn’t so thirsty. If I wasn’t so hungry. If I wasn’t so tired. Shit, if I wasn’t so damn scared…
 
   Emily’s cold fingers wrap around my hand; her body moves close to mine. I look at her for a second and wonder what’s going on in that head of hers. Probably something similar to my own, no doubt.
 
   We stand frozen to the spot, listening for movements within the house. Waiting, patiently waiting for something. There has to be something here; by the looks of the place, whoever lived here didn’t escape unscathed. I just need to know how many and where they are. I just need to know if we need to keep on running. 
 
   A thump sounds from upstairs and at the back door at the same time, and we both jump. Emily still clutches her silver penknife tightly in her hand, like a miniature warrior. Her knuckles have turned white from the strength of her grip. I want to take it from her and arm myself with something, my own fear taking over, but I can’t. I think that she is on the brink of a meltdown; the last thing she needs is for me to take away what she clearly sees as her protector.
 
   Wait, I’m her protector. Or I thought I was. Better get on with it then. 
 
   I move forward as quietly as possible, careful not to step on anything on the floor. Clothes, bowls, plates, cushions, blood. Something glints up at me, and I move a cushion out of the way with the tip of my soggy, bloody foot. A knife stares back up at me. A knife. A huge freaking butcher’s knife. I feel a toothy grin spread across my face, and I reach down and grip it in my hand. It’s not as big as I first thought, but compared to Emily’s knife, it’s like the daddy of our little family. Daddy knife saves the day. Yay, go me!
 
   The thump sounds out from above us again, and we move to the foot of the stairs, checking all the corners of the living room as we go. It’s not like we really have a choice in the matter. I mean, if there are zombies upstairs, we don’t want them catching us unaware; therefore the only logical way to be safe is to clear the entire house of zombies. The stairs creak loudly as we climb them side by side. Maybe they aren’t loud. Maybe everything just sounds loud right now. For instance, my heart sounds like an orchestra of drums has broken out.
 
   We climb the last step and look into a relatively cheery-looking hallway. Well, if it weren’t for the smears of blood everywhere, it would be cheery. Kind of reminds me of my home, actually—white walls, beige carpets, and art on the walls. Every door is closed. Closed and bloody. Still looks kinda homey though. I roll my eyes. Time does that to you—makes you more comfortable with the site of blood. I wonder when the same can be said for zombies. I don’t think I’ll ever be comfortable around them.
 
   We stand waiting patiently for the noise again, but nothing. Emily coughs. It’s small and inconsequential, and clearly a purposeful attempt at a disturbance. The noise has the desired effect, creating a stir behind one of the closed doors. I look at her and she shrugs at me with a slight rise of her mouth. A vain attempt at a smile, I guess.
 
   We creep down the hallway, our soft steps waking up a loose floorboard and producing a loud creaking sound. We both freeze, and I grit my teeth, pausing for a moment. We hear nothing, so we continue moving forward again until we reach the door that quite clearly contains a guest. I tap gently on it and am met with growling and banging from the other side. We both jump backwards in unison, and I can’t help but chuckle lightly. I look at Emily. She’s as white as a ghost, but trying to contain a frightened laugh too.
 
   What a great zombie takeout team we make.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five.
 
    
 
   We settle in for the night. It seems zombies still can’t smell through walls and doors, and so have wandered out of the yard in search of a more catchable lunch date.
 
   Barring the dead guy upstairs, the house is clear. There’s the odd stray body part to keep us company, but neither of us mentions those. We search the house, starting in the kitchen, and come up with a couple of things we can use; however, the most useful items are sitting in a couple of boxes and backpacks by the front door like fucking birthday presents. It seems the owners were on their way out of this madness and were either taken out or had to make a hasty retreat without taking their gear. Boooo for them, but yay for us. 
 
   Gotta look at the glass half full, I guess.
 
   Emily looks around warily while we unpack what we’ve found so far. She keeps staring at the stray limbs scattered around the place as if she thinks they are going to jump up and demand their things back, Evil Dead style. I snigger at the thought.
 
   Jesus, when did I get so blasé over rotten limbs?
 
   “Chin up, Emily. It’s not so bad.” I shrug and continue to rummage through the boxes. There’s so much good stuff here, I find it difficult to comprehend our luck. 
 
   There’s a first aid kit containing mainly Band-Aids and some aspirin, but hey, it’s better than nothing. Upon further inspection, I find a couple of bandages and some antiseptic cream too. Great, we’re covered for boo-boos.
 
   I turn out the backpack and find a lighter and matches, and a big pack of water purification tablets. Well gee whiz, aren’t we the lucky ones today.
 
   “Nina.” 
 
   I look at where Emily stands rummaging through a cardboard box. She holds up some canned food and I nearly fall to my knees, I’m so happy. Canned prunes and baked beans never looked so good.
 
   “Can we eat it?” Emily looks like she might start drooling at any moment.
 
   “Hell yeah.” I look around for a can opener, and begin to panic when I can’t find one. “Shit.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   I realize that we’re both whispering. I’m not sure whether it’s to not draw any attention from outside or from upstairs.
 
   “No can opener. Keep looking.” I go and check all the drawers in the kitchen, but still come up short. Seems the owners weren’t so savvy when it came to packing their stuff up after all. What good is canned food if you can’t get into it?
 
   A sharp bang interrupts my thoughts, and I poke my head back into the living room. Emily is stabbing the top of the can with the penknife she found earlier. I’m about to tell her to stop before she stabs herself when the knife finally pierces the can. Juice splutters out of the top and she lifts it to her mouth and swallows it down.
 
   I’m so jealous, I’m about to see red. Fortunately, Emily stops swallowing and hands me the can with shaky hands that can barely contain her excitement.
 
   “You want some?” She licks her lips greedily.
 
   A little shiver of appreciation works its way up my spine, and I take the can without even acknowledging the question and swallow the rest of the prune juices down. I’ve never tasted anything so good in all my life, and I don’t even like prunes.
 
   “Where’s your knife? I need to get these bad boys out.”
 
   I take the knife and am about to stab a bigger hole in the can when Emily tells me to stop and hands me a can opener from the bottom of one of the boxes. I smile and quickly attach it and cut the lid off, popping the circular metal ring inwards and then prying it back out. Oh dear god, they look like shriveled up old man parts, but I still shove one in my greedy waiting mouth and groan loudly as the explosion of flavors dances over my taste buds. 
 
   I snatch another one out, spit out the pit from the now devoured one, and reluctantly hand the can back to Emily. She fills her mouth with a couple and closes her eyes, moaning and savoring the taste. There’s nothing but silence as we both chew and think about the flavors in our mouths. Unfortunately, all good things come to an end, just like our can of prunes. Emily wipes her fingers along the inside of the can to get any remaining juice out, but none remains by the look on her sullen face. She looks into it longingly and then discards it to the floor sadly.
 
   “Hey, chin up, Emily. There’s more cans in the box, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” she replies with a frown. “I never even liked prunes before, you know? Kinda reminded me of…”
 
   “Yep, totally know what you mean, say no more,” I interrupt with a snort of hushed laughter. 
 
   She looks at me, her head cocking to one side. “I was going to say giant lumps of dog poop. What were you going to say?” 
 
   “Uh, yeah, that’s what I was going to say too.” I shrug and look away. “Come on, let’s open up something else.” 
 
   She hands me the can of baked beans and I shudder—yet another thing I despised pre-apocalypse. I open it quickly and sniff at the insides, my stomach doing a little flip at the lumpy contents. Spoons are at a shortage, so it looks like I’m going to need to drink from the can. The sharp edges don’t help with the appeal of the lumpy cold mess that lies within. I chug it back and swallow a couple of mouthfuls of the cold beans. This is worse than I thought. It seems the apocalypse has done nothing to alter my taste buds on baked beans. 
 
   I shudder again and hand it to an overeager Emily. I feel strangely full. Or maybe my stomach is closing up shop for the day, in the vain hope that I won’t try and force anything else disgusting into it. Emily doesn’t seem too bothered by it, though, and is swallowing it down with great eagerness. I burp in my most ladylike fashion into my hand and continue sorting through supplies.
 
   It doesn’t seem quite real to catch this sort of a break—especially after such a shitty start to the day. I probably shouldn’t question it, and yet I do. We should just hang out here for a couple of days, catch up on some sleep, and fill our stomachs with food. Who knows when we are going to get this opportunity again? The doors are locked, the windows partially boarded up, and barring Mr. Deadman walking upstairs, the place seems relatively safe. I pull the curtains to one side and check outside. Zombies are roaming the streets in their masses. I say masses, but there’s probably only a handful of them. Still, a handful is a handful, and we are just one young girl and a woman who doesn’t know her north from south. I snort to myself. Yeah, maybe once upon a time we were those people. Not now, however.
 
   I might not be Lara Croft yet, but the desperation to live can fill you with a hell of a lot of enthusiasm for surviving, and if that means fighting hand to hand with a walking corpse when you need to, then so be it. 
 
   I pull the curtains back in place and take another look around. Everything is covered in a thick layer of dust, and I can’t understand why this place hasn’t been picked clean. There doesn’t seem to be that many deaders outside, and Lee’s men were always going out to scavenge and coming back with just the bare minimum of supplies. This town isn’t too far from the wall—surely, armed to the teeth they could have had the pickings of the place. I repack some of the stuff into the backpack as I think it through. There’s an iPad and iPhone in here. Seriously, what were these people thinking? What were they going to do, play Angry Birds to keep the boredom at bay? How long would this thing even hold its charge? And a phone, really? I tut to no one in particular, but attract Emily’s attention nonetheless.
 
   “What? What is it?” She throws the can into the same pile as the empty prune can.
 
   “People! People are just idiots.” I throw the phone to one side. “The stuff they were packing, some of it is just useless crap.”
 
   She comes over and joins me, looking through the growing pile of junk. Her hand stops on a pile of photos, and she lifts them, inspecting each one with a sad smile.
 
   “This isn’t crap, Nina. This is their life.”
 
   “This was their life. They’re dead now, and all this,” I snatch the photos back from her, “is crap. This doesn’t help anyone to survive. Not me, and obviously not them either. This just reminds us all of what we have lost.”
 
   “It reminds us of what we can have again,” she replies softly.
 
   I shake my head. “No, Emily, things will never be the same again. Who knows how many people actually survived the first attacks, and since then? Pfft, anyone left out here is more than likely a deader, too, now. For all we know, those big-assed walls that we were supposedly being protected by…that is life, and the people behind them are all that remain, and we all know how wonderful those fuckers are. Those that aren’t control freaks and rapists are cowards.” Anger and frustration bubble to the surface, threatening to open the floodgates to my tears. I swallow them down, and control it as best I can. “No, this is how it is now, and this—this hellhole we’re in, this is life for us now. So yeah, take a good look at some family photos, keep those memories alive, and see if it inspires you. Me? I’m a realist.” 
 
   “They’re not cowards, they’re just scared and trying to protect their loved ones,” Emily whispers.
 
   “Well, aren’t you the forgiving one? Would you be still singing the same tune if I would have left you to go on your own?” 
 
   “Stop it,” she sobs.
 
   I clench my teeth and try to stop any more words from spilling out of me. I know she’s right. The other people behind the walls, what they had to do to survive was just as bad as what I had to go through, but I hate them just the same. I hate them for never helping me, I hate them for watching me suffer, and I hate them for having someone to protect. A family. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut, my heart beating against my ribs and threatening to break them. I can’t control the ambush of anger and pain any longer. I open my eyes and throw the photos up in the air in disgust. I see Emily’s eyes fill with more tears, and I turn and storm up the stairs. Mr. Deadman starts banging on his door again like a noisy neighbor.
 
   “Oh, fuck off to you too.” I kick his door as I walk past, and he retaliates with a long throaty groan. 
 
   My cheeks feel hot and flushed from my little outburst. Or maybe it’s from the memories of my life—my real life, and not this awful existence—that are swelling to the surface and causing me to freak out. I want to cry, I want to shout, I want to kill something. I have a good mind to storm in on our little friend and kill him, but there’s no real point in taking that risk other than to sedate my wayward temper.
 
   I sit down on the end of the big double bed and pick up yet another happy photo from the bedside table. The couple in it look happy and in love. They’re standing on either side of a man, who I presume must be Old Man Riely. He stands in the middle of the couple, an arm draped over each of their shoulders and a smile on his face. Crazy Old Man Riely, it seems, lived with his daughter and her husband. The pain is suddenly unbearable, and I find myself curling up in a ball on the bed, clutching the photo to my chest as I try to contain the flood of tears that threatens to overflow at any minute. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Six.
 
    
 
   When I open my eyes, it’s dark outside. Shit, it’s dark inside. Pitch black. I’m momentarily freaked out until I remember where I am. The house is silent; even the dead dude next door has gone quiet. Maybe he’s gone to sleep. Do zombies sleep? I shake my head. I know the answer to that: No, zombies don’t sleep. They don’t tire and they don’t give up. They are the worst type of enemy—and only decapitation or destroying the brain somehow can stop them from coming back again and again.
 
   I go back downstairs to find Emily snoozing on the sofa. She’s lit a couple of little candles on the table, and they cast playful shadows across her face. She’s curled up with a coat over her, snoring quietly and looking peaceful. Her face seems younger now that she is asleep, now that the worry lines have smoothed out with the onset of sweet dreams. I lean over the back of the sofa, staring down at her pretty face, and sigh, jealous of her contentment. Her eyes flutter and open, and she jumps up from her position in shock at me staring down at her. I fall back on my ass, landing in something soft and sticky that I don’t dare look at.
 
   “Jesus, Emily!” I stand back up, touching my backside with a grimace. It’s covered in whatever I just fell in. And whatever it is, it’s lumpy and gross. Just great. And that’s the second time that she’s made me fall in less than twenty-four hours.
 
   “Sorry, Nina.” She looks sheepish, biting down on her bottom lip.
 
   “It’s okay. Kinda my fault anyway, I guess.”
 
   “What were you doing?”
 
   Now I’m embarrassed. “Uh, well, nothing. I just came down and was checking on you. Hey, you never mentioned that this dude lived with his daughter and her husband.” 
 
   She shrugs and sits back down with a yawn. “Hardly ever saw them, they were always away on business or something or other. He was pretty much here on his own all the time, from what I could tell anyway.” She pauses and continues. “Probably why he was so cranky all the time.”
 
   The thought of him being all alone when the world went to shit is way more upsetting than I would have thought. My thoughts stray to who else might have been alone when the dead rose up. Old people, half senile and not understanding why the only people who come to see them anymore want to eat them; sleeping children confused as to why Mommy isn’t smiling down on their little cherub cheeks anymore, and instead is reaching in with dead fingers and ripping their tiny, fragile bodies apart. A shudder runs through me, cold trickling into my spine. 
 
    “I found some more food, and a bottle of vodka...some other bits and pieces too. You wanna see?” Emily breaks me from my dark thoughts and I nod with a grimace.
 
   She pulls another backpack over to the side of her and begins to pull things out, placing them on the coffee table before her. There’s a lot of what I would call crap, but some really useful stuff too: more matches and candles, a flashlight, a Swiss army knife—one of those really cool ones with all the things sticking out of it, some more painkillers and Band-Aids, even some antibiotic cream, and the bottle of vodka. I’m impressed that she kept it packed with the important stuff. It is important; I haven’t had a drink in years.
 
   I grab it, unscrew the top, and take a long swallow. It burns on its way down, but damn that’s the sweetest thing of all. The burning. It reminds me that I’m still alive.
 
   “Can I have some?”
 
   I look at her with a raised eyebrow, the bottle still poised at my lips. “Nope.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “You’re like twelve.”
 
   “So? And I’m like…fifteen, actually. Mom used to let me have a drink on special occasions.” She looks at me hopefully.
 
   “Does this look like a special occasion?” I take another swig with a raised eyebrow.
 
   Her shoulders slump, like only a teenager’s can, and she continues scrounging through the things she has found. I’m still in a little bit of shock that we have been so fortunate. Maybe fortunate is the wrong word. If nobody else has found these things, then it must be for a reason. Maybe this area was completely overrun? Maybe other people never made it to this town because they were eaten first? Maybe...?
 
   “So what’s the plan, Nina?” 
 
   “Like I said earlier, I have no clue.” I peek through the living room curtains out onto the front lawn. It’s amazing how dark it gets when there aren’t any streetlights or house lights to illuminate things. The moon and stars seem to shine brighter than they ever have before. It would be pretty if it weren’t for all the zombies out there. Shit, a lot of things would be prettier if it weren’t for their rotting sorry asses.
 
   What are we going to do? Maybe we can go up to Ben’s parents’ cabin after all? That’s secluded. Before I can think it through any more, Emily’s voice interrupts my inner ramblings once again. 
 
   “I was at school, you know, when the people started…when they started hurting…” Her voice trails off and I turn from the curtain to look at her. She’s sitting and staring into the air in front of her, her face a tormented picture of pain as the memories invade her.
 
   “What did you do?” I take another swig of the vodka and then hand it to her. Underage drinking laws don’t apply anymore, I guess; besides, she sure looks like she could use a drink. I sit down next to her, ready to listen. I don’t want to, not really. I’ve listened to more than enough of these horror stories to last me a lifetime, but the kid needs to spill, and I’m the only one listening.
 
   “I was in Math. I freaking hated Math; my teacher, Mrs. Marrion, she was a real bitch.” She smiles. “The school fire alarm went off, and I was happy at first, thinking I was getting out of doing algebra, but as we all started to pile out into the halls in an orderly line like Mrs. Marrion told us to, someone started pushing, then more people joined in, until—until the screaming started.” Emily wipes her eyes. “God, there was so much screaming, Nina. Then everyone started pushing and shoving even more, and I didn’t know what was going on. I just ran like everyone else and headed for the tennis courts where we were supposed to line up for fire drills, but when we got outside, it was like—everyone was like, you know…now what? What do we do? Where do we go? We didn’t know what everyone was even running from, so we all just stood there looking at each other. Then they started coming out the doors.” 
 
   She takes a swig from the bottle and starts coughing. I pat her on the back, leaving my hand in place long after the coughing subsides.
 
   “I didn’t understand—I didn’t know what they were, or what they could do.” She shakes her head, and the tears that had been pooling in her eyes spill down her face. “It was my gym teacher, Mrs. Turion, she was the first one out. She was hissing and um…she didn’t look right. She was just standing there, staring at everyone with blood and…” Emily’s face scrunches up at the pain of the memory. “I would have loved to be doing algebra right at that moment,” she laughs and sniffs at the same time.
 
   My hand moves in comforting circles over her back. I pull her into my arms and rock her, hushing gently while she sobs. 
 
   “Amy, a girl I used to talk to in the lunch line, she went over to Mrs. Turion. Amy was so brave.” Emily looks at me with such an endearing smile that even though I know what is coming, I can’t help but smile and nod. “Amy was crying, but she still went over to her to see if she was okay. I could never have done something like that. Before Amy could even say anything, though, Mrs. Turion grabs her and bites her.” The crying gets louder, and Emily reaches for my face to mimic what happened. I dodge her touch—I do not need to feel that. She withdraws her hands and continues. “She bites down on her face—her face! Amy starts screaming and trying to pull away, and there’s so much freaking blood, Nina, and no one—not even the other teachers were trying to help her. They were just standing there like statues. Amy finally pulls herself free of Mrs. Turion, and there’s a huge hole in her face and half her nose is just missing, and blood is spraying everyone who’s too close to her. I think I’m going to be sick, but before I can, Mrs. Turion growls, like a dog or something, and reaches for Amy again. And then everyone else is screaming, but still none of us are moving.” Sobs wrack Emily’s skinny body, and I think her story is over until she speaks again. 
 
   “My friend Adam was standing next to me, and he whispered to me…um, something like, ‘we have to go, Emily-Rose,’ but I couldn’t stop watching Mrs. Turion. Adam pulled me by my elbow, and I stumbled back, and he kept pulling me and pulling me until I looked at him. He had blood on his face, Amy’s blood, and then I looked at everyone else, and we were all splattered in it. I freaked out then, wiping at my face and crying, and stumbling backwards as Adam pulled me. It seemed to get everyone moving. Slowly, we all started to move away. Mrs. Turion didn’t like that. She let go of Amy and started coming for us, and me and Adam ran and ran until I thought I was going to throw up.” 
 
   Emily cries even harder and I coo into her ear, rocking her in my lap. I’ve never been the motherly type, and since the world went to hell, I seem to have lost any part of me that gave a shit for another human being. That was beaten out of me at some point or another, but I feel something for this poor girl. Whether it’s pity or actual concern, I’m not sure yet.
 
   “Hey, do you still have that chocolate bar from the car?” 
 
   She pulls away from me and takes it out of her pocket with a wide grin. “I forgot all about it.”
 
   It’s like heaven in a purple wrapper. How either of us could have forgotten about it, I don’t know. Especially after we were forced to eat cold baked beans and prunes earlier. I shudder at the thought.
 
   We tear the chocolate bar open and divide it in two and I examine it. It doesn’t look so good up close, but I’ll be damned if I’m not going to eat it anyway. I’m about to take a bite, and by ‘bite’ I mean ‘shove the whole creamy chocolate half into my mouth at once,’ when Emily speaks up again.
 
   “What about you?”
 
   I pause. I knew this question was coming. It’s one I’ve avoided up until now. One I haven’t been able to speak about, and one I don’t ever intend on discussing with anyone.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it, Emily.” I nibble the edges of the chocolate. Strangely, it doesn’t taste as good as I thought it would. The vodka was way better, and I reach for that instead.
 
   “Please, Nina.”
 
   I gulp down too much and stifle a cough. My head is beginning to feel heavy from the drink. I used to be such a great drinker; now I feel like such a girl. Not even a quarter of a bottle gone and I’m getting woozy.
 
   “Nina.” She places a hand on my leg and looks at me. “It helps…to talk about it, to get it off your chest.” Her bright blue eyes stare up at me with a profound innocence. She’s lived through this horror too, but for some reason I feel that my horror is worse. Shit, don’t we all. However, she is still the girl she was; I, on the other hand, am not. I’m harder, colder, and much less trusting.
 
   I shake my head and close my eyes. “It won’t help, Emily.”
 
   “Why not?” Her voice is barely a whisper.
 
   “It just won’t. Nothing helps.” My eyes are beginning to fill up. Jesus, what is it with this girl and making me cry? Nothing for an entire year and then boom: twice in one day. She makes me feel almost human again. Almost.
 
   I open my eyes and look at her. I feel a tear sliding down my cheek. I don’t want to cry, I don’t want to think about it. 
 
   “Nothing will ever help.”
 
   She frowns at me, her chocolate discarded like mine. Taking the bottle from my hands, she takes another drink. There’s no cough this time, as if she’s sensing that what I’m going to tell her is bad news, like she’s hardening up to the fact that I’m not the goody-goody she thought I was.
 
   I shake my head again. “I can’t talk about it, Emily. I just can’t think about…about.” I snatch the bottle back from her and stand up. “I’m done with the chitchat,” I snap.
 
   I storm into the kitchen, but I’m not sure why. There’s nothing here—we checked earlier—but I need the space. Space from her, space from the memories.
 
   “You can’t just keep bottling it all up you know, Nina. One day the bottle will overflow.”
 
   She’s followed me to the kitchen and I turn to look at her. Her small frame seems so huge, filling the doorway and stopping me from escaping for a second time.
 
   “Well aren’t you the profound one all of a sudden?”
 
   “What happened?” she asks again.
 
   “Fuck you! And quit looking at me with those big, sad eyes! It’s like you’re doing a Bambi impression.” 
 
   I take another long drink, the alcohol really flooding my system now. This is a stupid rookie mistake, getting drunk. I slam the bottle on the counter, making us both jump.
 
   She looks hurt but doesn’t say anything. Just continues to stare at me, one eyebrow rising in an unspoken question.
 
   Push, push, push. That’s all she keeps on doing. That’s all she’s going to keep on doing. I huff out a heavy breath.
 
   “I killed him,” I whisper.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ben.” I look at the floor, the shame flooding my face as his image appears in my mind’s eye. His tortured face begging me to…
 
   “Who’s Ben?”
 
   “He was my husband, and I killed him.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Seven.
 
    
 
   I look up at her, my features hardening once more when I see the sadness on her face. I don’t want her pity.
 
   “We should try and sleep, get some rest for tomorrow.” I screw the cap back on the bottle.
 
   “Nina—”
 
   “Don’t. Just don’t, Emily. I don’t want to talk about it, so just drop it. You have no idea what I have been through. That was just the start of the horror for me.” I try to push past her, but she stands frozen to the spot like a statue. “I’ll take first shift. Sleep upstairs. The bed’s comfy, just don’t disturb Dead Guy; he’s quiet for a change,” I bite out. I hope she drops it. Emotionally, I don’t think I can go through this right now—or ever. This is always the worst part of getting to know someone since the apocalypse: sharing each other’s sordid pasts, each other’s journeys through hell. Like any of it matters or makes a freaking difference. It never does, no matter how many times you tell people what happened. It never helps. The guilt, the pain, the horror, it always sticks around like flies on shit.
 
   She finally relents and lets me past with a roll of her eyes. I wonder if it’s the cheap thrill of sleeping in a comfortable bed, or if she’s just not sure what’s left to say to me. Either way I’m done for the night. I have nothing left to say to her about Ben, about my past. Story hour is finished.
 
    
 
    
 
   Morning breaks, the light slipping in through the aging curtains, and I rouse myself from my dream and sit up with a yawn. Emily’s still upstairs, sleeping I presume. I need the toilet so badly, and dash to the bathroom. I never thought I would take such great satisfaction from sitting on a toilet, but there it is. I don’t flush. There won’t be any water in the tank and even if there was I wouldn’t want to attract any attention. It’s kind of gross, but back behind the walls we mainly used buckets, so this is an improvement upon that. I can feel my ladylike-ness slipping through my fingers with every passing day. While here, I may as well root through the bathroom cabinets and see if there’s anything useful. I don’t think either of us checked yesterday.
 
   I pull open the door under the sink and move things around. There are lots of shampoos and body washes. Man, what I would do to be able to take a long, hot shower and wash my hair and body. I stink. Everyone stinks these days, yet this doesn’t make me feel any better. Neither does the fact that I know I’m becoming accustomed to it. I don’t want Eau de Stink to become my natural smell. There are some spare toothbrushes, at which I nearly jump for joy. Tearing open the package, I grab the toothpaste and squeeze out a little of the dried-up substance from within, spit on it to soften it, and scrub my teeth until my gums bleed. Even then I don’t think that they are clean enough. These are definitely coming with me. I slip them into one of my many pockets and continue with my search. I find cotton swabs and clean my ears, and then some god’s-honest ‘dry shampoo’—the kind that you massage into your scalp, but instead of it shaping your hair into place, it does some magical voodoo shit and makes it look, smell, and feel cleaner. It’s not the same as using real shampoo and water, but damn this is a luxury. I’m close to tears at the thought of having clean hair again. Pathetic. I’m so not Lara Croft.
 
   I pull my out hair band and squeeze out some of the shampoo, rubbing it into my scalp and through to the tips, pulling my fingers through the knots until clumps of dry, dirty, knotty hair come out in my fingers, but still I don’t relent. Who knows when I’m going to get the chance to do this again? There’s virtually nothing left in the tube, but there’s enough to get a start on my roots.
 
   My fingers are sore and red, as is my scalp, by the time I finish. Looking in the mirror above the sink, though, I know that it was worth it. I use makeup remover to wash my face and even under my arms. Who gives a shit if it’s not soap? It’s just as good. I look almost human again. Clean teeth, relatively clean hair, and a perfume smell to my skin. Who would have thought this is what I would have missed the most? Being clean.
 
   After primping myself for what seems like forever and filling the pockets in my pants with the extra painkillers, cough medicine, and my toothpaste and toothbrushes, I make my way back downstairs and continue my hunt for useful shit.
 
   Rummaging through the boxes again, I find some more food—dried pasta, dried beans, canned tuna fish. I want some more of the prunes we had last night; I think I have a new favorite, but there’s no more to be found. I grab a couple of dried cereal bars from the bottom of the box, examining the Best Before dates on them and then sniggering to myself and unwrapping them one after another. I bite into them with more enthusiasm than I showed the prunes the previous night. I’m not sure my stomach can take much more of the delights that this house has to offer.
 
   “Is there any more of those?”
 
   I look up to Emily. She looks well rested, and I’m glad. It’s probably the best night’s sleep she’s had since this all began. I wish I could say the same, but the dreams always ruin my slumber.
 
   We fill up on cereal bars and load everything into the backpacks. I’m pretty impressed by what we have: food, medicines (sort of), survival gear (sort of). If we can find a car, we might actually stand a chance of surviving. For what reason though? I can’t help but wonder. The world isn’t ever going to be the same again, so what’s the point of all this? Three years, and not much has changed. I frown and look through a small gap in the back curtains, which are still drawn shut. Survival instincts are a real bitch.
 
   “So what’s the plan?”
 
   Jesus, I wish she would stop asking me that question, or at least find a new approach in asking it. She’s like a broken record stuck on repeat. And why does she think I have all the answers? I can feel my temper bubbling below the surface.
 
   “Old Man Riely used to have a real big Hummer parked in the garage. Never drove it anywhere, but he’d be damned if he didn’t clean that beast every Sunday morning up on his driveway.” Emily peeks out into the back yard with me nonchalantly. 
 
   “Really?” I turn to look at her, our proximity close enough for her to smell my fresh breath. 
 
   “Did you brush your teeth?” She looks around my face and hair with a frown. “Did you take a shower?” Her eyes skim my clean hair and face, a furrow pinching deeper between her eyebrows.
 
   Guilt floods me: she looks positively green with jealousy. I decide to ignore the interrogation. “Does he really have a big-assed car in his garage?”
 
   She tugs her hair behind her ears. “Yeah. Well he used to anyway.” Her perky smile is back in place. How do teenagers do that? Just bounce back every time.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this last night? If it’s still here, then…” I stand up with a huff, and go into the kitchen. 
 
   “I dunno. I didn’t think that it was important last night, I guess.”
 
   I rummage through the drawers; I know I saw some keys round here somewhere. I didn’t pay attention to them last night, but maybe they’re for the Hummer. I slam through a couple of the drawers, shoving things around, and nearly slice my finger off on a pizza cutter. I pause on the item, deep in thought as to whether it could be useful as a weapon, but decide against it. What am I going to do, slice up a portion of zombie face? Urghh.
 
    I move to the next drawer, and my hand finally lands on the keys I had seen, but they aren’t the right ones. These aren’t even for a car, for God’s sake. I slam the drawer shut in anger and lean back against the kitchen counter.
 
   “He might have kept the keys in the garage. My dad used to keep his spare there.” She shrugs and I eye up the door to the garage. 
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah. Something about always having the keys close at hand if we ever needed to make a quick exit.” 
 
   I really want to be a bitch and ask how that motto fared up for him, but decide it’s best to keep my mouth buttoned on that subject. No point in pulling off the Band-Aid for her.
 
   “Where did he keep them?” That seems like a better question to ask, given the circumstances.
 
   “On the wall, right by the door.”
 
   “What was he, stupid? What would he have done if someone had broken in?” 
 
   Her mouth opens and closes like a fish for a moment as she flounders on a suitable answer. 
 
   I put up a hand in protest. “Don’t answer that, I honestly don’t want to know. Obviously you were all idiots.”
 
   Emily is biting on her lower lip, her nostrils flaring at my last comment. I guess she’s trying to contain her temper too. Jesus, we were not going to be a good team if our monthly cycles coordinated. 
 
   “Nina, do you think we could go look for my parents at some point? I know what you said about them being…” She looks away from me before continuing. “I’d still like to look for them though. Just in case.”
 
   “No.” I grab my butcher’s knife and stand by the door to the garage. This girl seriously has a death wish if she thinks it’s a good idea to wander around a zombie-infested town looking for Mommy and Daddy with nothing to defend ourselves with but a crappy butcher’s knife and a blunt penknife.
 
   “But…”
 
   “I said no, Emily. They are dead. I know that sounds harsh to you, but you need to deal with this sooner rather than later. Everyone that got left behind is dead.” I turn back to the door with a bitter taste in my mouth. Emily says nothing, but her eyes had told me everything I needed to know. I’m a bitch.
 
   “I don’t mean to be horrible, Emily…”
 
   “Then why are you?”
 
   I look at her. The words sting, but I know she’s right. I am being horrible, but I also know that there will be no point in going to look for her family. If they are alive, then they won’t be here. There’s no point in trying to sugarcoat it for her. My hand is on the doorknob to the garage while my mind is somewhere else.
 
   “Not everyone died, Nina.”
 
   “Yeah, we’re left with the real charmers of society eh, aren’t we, Emily? The evil, and corrupt, the ones who would sooner leave you to die than help you. Yeah, and that’s just another solid reason why we can’t go looking for your family.” I turn the handle carefully, wondering for a moment if it will be locked.
 
   The door abruptly yanks from under my grip and shoves open wide, slapping me in the face with brutal force. I shout out and drop my knife, my hand flying up to my face where I feel hot blood pouring from my nose. I feel blinded by the lights in front of my eyes, but try to push past them as I hear the groaning of a zombie in the kitchen. 
 
   Shit!
 
   Emily screams out my name loudly, and I drop to the floor in search of my knife. The blood pours down my face, a heavy throbbing in my nose. My hand mercifully touches the blade and I grip it and stand back up, simultaneously wiping the blood away with the back of my arm.
 
   Emily’s back is pressed hard against the kitchen countertop, the cold enamel digging into her bones the further back she leans. A zombie is clawing for her, drooling and slathering over the floor and itself.
 
   She’s kicking out at it repeatedly, but with her back pressed against the counter she can’t seem to get the force behind the movement to shove it off her.
 
   I don’t hesitate as I slam into the zombie’s back, my knife plunging into its skull, which is surprisingly covered in pink fluffy hair. Looks like we have a little pink punk zombie. The knife slices in to the hilt before the zombie drops to the floor in a heap of rotting flesh and stinky drain smells. Back splatter from the zombie’s head covers my face, and I spit and wipe it off my mouth, shouting angrily and kicking it hard in the ribs. Rotten brain tissue mixes with my own blood, which is dripping off the end of my chin.
 
   “Fucking zombie. I only just got myself clean!” I bend and pull my knife out of its head, black congealed blood flying up over my pants, and abruptly stomp over to the garage doorway and charge in without bothering to check first. Stupid? Yeah, but you should never piss off a woman who’s just cleaned her hair. “Any more of you fuckers down here?” I beckon them with open arms, my temper boiling over. “Come on, lunch is served!” 
 
   It’s dark in here, and my hand roots around the walls until I find a switch and flip it. My eyes go wide as I survey the damage. Pink Z must have been stuck in here for months. I wonder if this is where she actually turned, or whether she was locked down here afterwards. 
 
   There’s blood everywhere, across the walls and floor, even on the ceiling when I look up. The garage door is painted in the same brown-and-black liquid that seems to fill each zombie. Dirty handprints cover everything I can see. Most things have been tipped from their shelves and now cover the floor: tools, old paint cans, and general junk. However, my eyes fall on the most amazing thing I’ve seen in a while. Filtering through the horrors, they land on the most beautiful black mid-sized Hummer I’ve ever seen, which sits in the middle of the room. 
 
   I’d love to say it’s shiny and perfect, but it isn’t. It’s covered in blood and gunk, and dented to hell and back, but the windows are intact and it’s big and powerful-looking. 
 
   “Nina?” 
 
   Shit, I’d forgotten about Emily. Her voice calls down cautiously to me.
 
   “Come here, there’s no more of them.” My temper has passed now, even with the blood and gunk that still clings to my face and hair. I grab the band from around my wrist and tie my hair back up in a bun. It was stupid of me to leave it down, really.
 
   A few seconds pass before I hear her hesitant steps in the doorway.
 
   “Oh my God, look at this place.”
 
   I turn to look at her. She too is covered in black sludge and brown blood, her shirt is ripped, and she’s as pale as a ghost.
 
   “Yeah, but look, Emily. Look at that beauty.” I walk up to her and grab her hand, smiling for the first time in what feels like forever. “If we can get that going, if it has gas in it, if we can get the garage door open—Christ, we might have a chance.” The excitement in my voice is palpable, yet she seems unperturbed by it.
 
   “That’s a lot of ifs, Nina.”
 
   “It’s a shit-load less than we had before, babe.” I give her hand a little squeeze and pull her further into the room. “We have to find those keys. They’re here somewhere. They have to be.” I point to the little hook that’s by the door. It’s empty, but the fact that both it and the Hummer are there means the keys had been hung there at some point previously.
 
   Excitement bubbles in me, and every time I look up at the Beast—as I’ve decided to so aptly name it—it tingles a little more. The thing is like a tank, with huge tires, high sides, and a mean-looking grille on the front.
 
   On hands and knees we search, rooting through body pieces and sludge. It seems at one time there were two people in here. Pinky must have turned at some point and eaten her little partner in crime. I shudder at the thought and pray they didn’t know each other. Though would that matter? Would it be any less horrifying being eaten alive by someone you didn’t know? Maybe, maybe not.
 
   “I think I’ve got them, Nina.”
 
   Emily is pulling out boxes from under the precarious pile in the corner. I’m sure at one point they must have been very neatly stacked and put away, but now they are just a huge mound of cardboard on one side of the car. She shifts a box out of the way and the contents spill out of it. 
 
   Pots and pans clatter to the floor. They roll and crash into one another. One particularly pesky metal pan lid rolls under the car and out the other side before clattering loudly into the metal garage door. The entire wall of metal rattles, and the sound echoes around the small confines of the room.
 
   We both freeze, staring at each other in horror as the noise bounces around us. I close my eyes and count to ten. Or I start to, but I only make it to four before something crashes into the other side of the garage door. The sound is quickly followed by a groan and another crash. It seems, much to my dismay, that we have visitors.
 
   And I didn’t even have time to make up a guest room. Well damn!


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight.
 
    
 
   Fist after rotting fist hits the outer garage door, each new set of zombie hands making a resounding crash, and I flinch at every single one. I know we need to move—and now—but I feel frozen in place. Why, I have no idea. I just killed one of them less than an hour ago in the kitchen. I’m still covered by the gore and grime from the kill. Yet trapped in this house with Emily, it had still felt vaguely normal, surrounded by furniture and stupid products and shit that I used to have in my own life. Something as simple as a sofa can be a huge source of mental (as well as physical) comfort. The things you take for granted on a daily basis. Even grumpy dead dude upstairs couldn’t ruin it for me. Emily was right, not all of the stuff in the boxes was crap. It all meant something. It was all important to someone at some point. 
 
   The sounds echoing in to us from out there, makes me remember where we are, what we have survived, and how fucking lucky we are to have gotten this far. However, break time is over now, back to the real world. Hip, hip hooray.
 
   Another smash bounces off the door, and Emily yelps and whimpers. Another loud pound makes her grip my upper arms and scream into my face. 
 
   “Nina!”
 
   Her nails dig in to my soft flesh as I stare in horror at the weakening garage door and try to scramble my thoughts together. Jesus, it sounds like there are hundreds of them. A slap ricochets off my face, and I stumble backwards from the force of it.
 
   “Jesus, fuck, Emily!” I swing to slap her back, more of a reaction than in actual anger, but the fear in her eyes stops me. She cowers, waiting for the impending impact; her hands cover her face in protection. I lower my hand, feeling the shame fill me.
 
   “Sorry, I thought you were in shock,” she yelps.
 
   I frown at her, still trying to contain my temper and not bitch-slap her back. “The keys. We need the keys, now.” I swallow down the beating of my heart and try to focus.
 
   She mirrors my action, her chin trembling. The pounding on the door has increased even more, as has my heart rate.
 
   Her eyes are wide. “I found them. They were under the boxes.” 
 
   “Well, get to it,” I yell.
 
   She clambers over to the boxes and starts to throw things out of the way. I try to help her as much as I can, attempting to pile the stuff out of the way of the front of the car. The noise all the time is ever increasing with the incessant moaning that only the dead can make. Well, only them and my mother-in-law, anyway. Damn, that woman could nag.
 
   It sounds like there’s a full-scale thunderstorm outside, as fists pound upon metal. I look to the top of the door, and of course—Of. Fucking. Course.—the door is beginning to come loose from its rusted hinges.
 
   “Got them, Nina. I’ve got them, I’ve got them!” She jumps up, slips, and falls back over with a little yelp. Her hand flies back up, still clutching its prized possession. I almost want to give her a roaring round of applause, but I can’t hear myself think anymore. Besides, can it be a roaring applause if there’s only one person clapping? Anyway, I digress.
 
   She stands again, done with her little comedy sketch moment, and starts to climb back over everything, unlocking the car with a squeal of some sort of emotion. The garage door seems to mirror her sound as it squeals right back at her, as if in self-righteous indignation at our escape plan, the hinges ever loosening.
 
   “Get in!” I shout the order to Emily and hesitantly run back into the kitchen, tripping over Pinky’s body on the floor and falling flat on my face with an “Ooomph.” I’m standing back up before I’ve even caught my breath, and running into the living room with yet more blood pouring down my face.
 
   I grab the two bags that we had so carefully packed earlier, slinging one over my shoulder and carrying the other by its strap. I hear a smash from the living room window as I come back through the kitchen, but I ignore the noise and jump over Pinky’s decomposing body like I’m an Olympic hurdler. I grab the bottle of vodka from the kitchen counter without a second thought (What? This is important stuff, don’t judge me!) and run back through to the garage, slamming the door shut behind me. 
 
   Emily is in the passenger side of the car waiting patiently for me. Ha, who am I kidding? She’s screaming my name out repeatedly like she’s a prized fucking opera singer. The garage door has begun its slow descent to the floor. I throw everything into the back of the car and jump into the driver’s side. I put on my seat belt and start the engine. 
 
   What? Safety first, even in these times! The engine growls loudly, the sound reverberating around the confines of the garage. The sound seems to incense the zombies outside even further.
 
   Did they know that dinner was getting ready to make a run for it? Drive for it? Whatever…either way it is time to get the hell out of here.
 
   The door finally gives way with a heavy screech and a resounding thud. It lands on the floor, and the zombies outside don’t wait for an invitation, but charge forward full tilt. Well, as full tilt as something with rotten and decomposing limbs can manage, anyway.
 
   They attempt to clamber over the many obstacles in their way and I can’t help but lift an eyebrow in surprise. I think this is all starting to get a bit dramatic; anyone would think this was some crazy horror story. It seems, however, that garage doors and boxes full of junk are a huge stumbling block for the dead. They moan angrily as they flail around and fail to find purchase on anything solid to pull themselves up and over with.
 
   I rev my engine to add some flair to the moment once more, since they kind of ruined the previous moment with their inability to climb. My foot hits the gas pedal, pressing down as hard as I can until the car shoots forward. I chance a look at the gas gauge, happy to see that there’s about a quarter of a tank. Yay for surviving another day in this hellhole. We roll over the metal door and several zombies at the same time, making the journey somewhat crunchy and uncomfortable.
 
   Bile rises in my throat at the sight and smell that hit us as the car creeps outside gradually, despite my best efforts to get us going quicker. It looks like every zombie for miles around has come to join in the fight for lunch. They stagger from lawns, from behind trees, from inside their houses as if this is a ‘meet and greet your friendly new neighbor’ session. I should thank them, really: their bodies are making the drive over the garage door much smoother than it should be. That is until they hit the car angrily, pounding the metalwork with their decrepit scrunched-up fists, creating dent after dent in my beautiful Beast, groaning and grunting and leaving bloody, gory smears along the windows.
 
   Old Man Riely would not be impressed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nine.
 
    
 
   The drive out of the street is slow going, hindered by the bodies pressing against us from every angle. Yet there’s something deeply satisfying about the sound of their bones crunching as we drive over the fallen. Emily is hiding behind her hands, like the sight of so many zombies pounding on the windows is too much to take in. Every once in a while she peeks through her fingers, sucks in a breath, and covers her face again as the Beast rocks from the onslaught outside.
 
   I could have really done with a spotter to help get us out of here, but I have a feeling Emily’s standing on the top of an abyss waiting to fall in; her fear is almost palpable. I can’t say I blame her, or that I’m not worried myself. After all, I’m the one who’s trying to avoid seeing the deaders’ drooling, rotten faces staring in at me, teeth bared, brown sludge free-falling from open wounds that no man or woman should still be alive and moving around after receiving. Yet here they are, and here I am. I bite my lip and swallow hard, my nostrils flaring as I try to see over them, past them, fucking through them—anywhere but at them. It’s bad enough that I get to hear their bones crunching and cracking. I force myself to keep pressing on the accelerator, keep moving forward no matter how slow the progress may be.
 
   Once the street widens up, there’s more space for me to maneuver and dodge the vehicle free from some of the deaders. I floor it and we speed away, leaving a trail of broken bones, bloody smears, and shattered dreams of a free lunch across the blacktop.
 
   Silence fills the car, and I focus my attention on the road. Or I try to, repeatedly, but I can’t help my eyes from straying to the landscape. Cars are overturned and burned out. Emaciated skeletons litter the road. Some hang from their cars, the odd little twitch giving away that there is some form of life still trapped in there; others seem to have been dragged onto the road and torn limb from limb, leaving nothing and no one behind to reminisce about their existence, barring a few bones. Yet the world—the environment—is blooming. Despite the death and destruction that the naked eye sees, when you look a little deeper, the world is alive and well. Grass, trees, and flowers are overgrown and wild, and sprouting up from every surface and crack available to them. Blues, greens, violets, and oranges. It’s a horror story wrapped up in a rainbow.
 
   We finally move free from the city and leave the wasted backdrop behind us. The wall stands tall and mighty in my rearview mirror, yet I don’t feel any remorse that I’m out here instead of behind its safety. For the first time in a long time I feel free again, like I’m back in charge of my life—however short-lived that may be.
 
    
 
    
 
   The hours drift by us, mercifully peaceful with no surprises other than the odd stray zombie, who the Beast and I decide to play tag with. It’s probably a stupid idea, but I can’t resist it. Every time I see one of their emaciated forms staggering down the highway, anger and hatred burn deeper than I knew possible, and before I know it I’m steering the Beast into their legs and smiling a grim reaper’s smile at the sound of their bones snapping. 
 
   Emily-Rose sleeps fitfully next to me, occasionally shouting out something unintelligible. Even the bumps of the zombies don’t wake her. I wish I could still sleep like that. I don’t think I’ve slept for more than two hours at a time since this whole thing happened, and even then it’s never a deep sleep. I smile to myself, wondering if it’s because she feels safe with me; that’s why she sleeps so well. I hope so. Though she irritates me, she’s kinda growing on me. But I wonder how much longer I’ll be able to keep up the tough girl charade.
 
   The sun is at its highest point in the sky, and I presume it’s around lunchtime now. I need to pee, I need to eat, and I need to stretch. I also need to check the map and make sure that I’m heading in the right direction for Ben’s parents’ cabin, since that’s where I’ve decided to head to. It’s the only place I can think of.
 
   I pull the Beast to the side of the road, checking to make sure there’s nothing around us before getting out. Emily stirs when I open my door, looking momentarily bewildered and then apologetic.
 
   She climbs out and follows my lead to the back of the truck.
 
   “Sorry, Nina. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” She tucks her little bob away from her face with a sheepish smile.
 
   “It’s fine.” I root through the backpack to find the map I had packed. My bladder is fit to burst, though, and I’m hopping from foot to foot.
 
   “Gotta pee. Won’t be a minute. Find the map, it’s in there somewhere.” I run to the side of the road and crouch down. I can see as far as the eye can, and it’s clear. I’m glad for the break. My pee is a deep yellow and I know that I’m dehydrated. The vodka from last night didn’t help, and it would also explain the headache, but I don’t regret drinking it. In fact, I’d go so much as to say that I can’t wait until I can have another drink and feel numb again. Well, numb apart from the bad head, that is. 
 
   Aaah, sweet hangover, how I’ve missed thee. Let me count the ways. Um, none!
 
   When I return, Emily has unfolded the map and laid it out on the floor of the trunk. She’s snacking on some nuts and raisins while crouched over, examining it carefully. She looks up at my approach.
 
   “Better now?” She holds the bag of nuts out to me and I greedily grab a handful and throw them in my mouth.
 
   “Much, thanks. So where are we?” I join her over the map and crunch down hungrily on my nut feast.
 
   Her finger trails over the map. “Right about…” She watches my face as her finger moves. I raise an eyebrow at her. I have the distinct impression she has no clue as to where we are. I decide to wait out her ploy, and she relents quickly. “I have no idea.” She steps back from the map with one of her typical nonchalant shrugs. “Sorry,” she huffs, “again.”
 
   I move closer to the map and find where the wall is, tracing the route I think we had taken to Old Man Riely’s house and out of the other side of town. There should be a river over to the left somewhere, and if we follow that, it should lead us right to up Woodland Springs, where the cabin is. I stand back up, looking around us.
 
   “What is it?” Emily asks.
 
   “Well, we’re going in the right direction, but there’s about two hundred and fifty miles between where we are now and where we want to get to. Give or take.” I grab another handful of the nuts and lean against the trunk. No point in letting her know how shockingly bad I am at working out distances. Or how bad I am at directions. Or… I’m falling into the typical female driving cliché, aren’t I?
 
   My clothes are still covered in brown-and-black sticky gunk. I’ve tried to ignore it up until now, but it’s starting to dry and flake, and it smells like dead puppies left out to rot. I think of my little beauty regime in the bathroom earlier with another wistful sigh. 
 
   “What’s wrong now?”
 
   “Do you always ask so many damn questions?” I snap and close my eyes, raising my face skyward in an attempt at getting my nose away from my own stench for a few seconds. My brain feels like it’s going to pop out of my skull at any point.
 
   “Well, you don’t talk much.” 
 
   I open my eyes and look at her: hands on hips, lips pouting, a real Little Miss Attitude. I think I like her even more.
 
   “And…you don’t tell me anything. How else am I supposed to find anything out?”
 
   I raise an eyebrow at her as she continues with her rant.
 
   “If we’re in this together, then you need to let me in, tell me where we’re going, and what I can do to help. Stop being such a bitch to me all the time.” Her pout gets pout-ier. If that’s even possible.
 
   I stand up and face her silently. “Emily, you’re just a kid. You can’t fight, you can’t read a map—hell, you can’t even stay awake when I’m driving through a massive zombie infestation. How are you,” I point at her, “going to help us?” 
 
   Tears spring to her eyes, and once again I feel like the bad guy in all of this. Err, bad girl. Whatever. 
 
   “I’m not a kid anymore. I stopped being a kid when I watched my friends and family get ripped to shreds and eaten.”
 
   Touché. 
 
   “And you don’t know that I can’t fight. You just presume you’re the only one that can do anything. That you’re the only one who can save us.” Her chin trembles and makes me feel lousier than I already do. I should hug her and apologize. She’s right, I am being a bitch, and I’m taking it out on her and presuming that she’s useless. Instead what comes out of my mouth is…
 
   “Well, can you fight?”
 
   She rolls her eyes at me. “Well no, but that’s not the point.”
 
   I laugh loudly—a full-on guffaw—and eventually she joins in, rubbing her tears away. Then I do grab her, and hug her fiercely. It seems harder to let go of her once I start though. The feel of human contact, of friendship, is a warm and fuzzy one, and one I haven’t felt in a long time.
 
   We eventually separate, both of us looking more at ease with each other than we have since this all began.
 
   I take a deep breath. “I’m going to try and get us to my husband’s family cabin. It’s up at Woodland Springs, north of here. It’s secluded, and they used to spend months up there when they retired so it was always well stocked. It’s where Ben and I were going to go when…well, it’s where we were heading out to when all this happened.” I lean over and point to our position on the map. “I don’t know if it’s safe there, or if there is food there still, but I don’t know what else to do or where to go.” I shrug.
 
   “This is where we are.” I trace my finger upwards and stop at Woodland Springs. “This is where we need to go. There should be a river over to the left of us somewhere.” I point in the direction I think is right. “We could do with filling up some water bottles or something.” I look down at my filthy clothes. “I would love to try and wash some of this shit off me too.”
 
   “Yeah, you do stink,” Emily says seriously.
 
   I laugh again. “You don’t smell too pretty yourself.” 
 
   She laughs in return and blushes.
 
   “Can you drive?”
 
   Emily shakes her head. “My dad always promised to teach me when I was old enough. I’ve sat in one and I know what all the gears and pedals are. Well, what I remember. It’s been a long time, you know?” 
 
   “That’s okay, that’s good. If you know the basics, I can teach you as we go.” 
 
   She smiles like it’s family vacation time. I don’t have much choice in teaching her, since I can’t cover all that road on my own if we want to make it there sometime soon. Besides, it could end up being a great survival skill for her if anything happens to me. I feel the urge to protect her at all costs, and the feeling takes me by surprise. It shouldn’t, really. I risked my life just coming over the wall with her, but in some respects I wonder if I had used her as an excuse. I was tired of being stuck in there and being bossed around all the time. I wanted to see what the world had turned into. Not very much, by the looks of things so far.
 
   “We’re going to need fuel soon, too. The Beast was only a quarter full, and I wasted most of that revving the shit out of the engine and running over zombies.”
 
   “That seems like a good way to waste fuel.” She smiles at me.
 
   “Yeah, I think so too.” I smile back, but at the back of my mind, I can’t help but worry about having to try and get fuel. We were lucky enough to find a car that started in the first place; I can’t see that we would be that lucky again.
 
   We load everything back in the trunk and climb in. It seems Old Man Riely was having a garage sale at some point and had piled clothes and ornaments into the boxes in his garage. Emily had managed to grab some of the clothes and throw them into the back for us. They are…well, old man clothes—checked shirts, brown cargo pants with a surprising amount of pockets, old shoes—but thankfully there are one or two women’s items. His daughter’s, no doubt. I grab a long-ish black dress and a black jacket—it’s really not appropriate for an apocalypse, but it’s clean, which is a blessing. Emily tries on some of the cargo pants and slips a belt around her waist. I have to make a new hole in the belt leather with my knife to get the pants to stay up, since she’s so skinny. Funny: they were too small for me and they’re too big for her. Go figure. I shove my feet into my Doc Martens, and revel once again at my good thought to put them on the day it all went to shit. Doc Martens last through anything.
 
   We follow the road to a small turn-off where I can see the river go under a small bridge. I climb out and scout around for any stray zombies, but there’s nothing that I can see. That’s the good thing about rural areas, I guess: no houses generally means no hordes of zombies, just the occasional lost one. Poor little lost zombie.
 
   I fill some old water bottles, and down one of them without thinking. I bite my lip and worry for a second, then decide there’s nothing I can do about it now, anyway, and quickly refill the bottle, this time adding one of the water purification tablets we had found earlier before climbing back into the car, feeling less depressed. I’m not sure if it’s the fresh air, clean clothes, and lack of zombies, or the fact that we have cleared some of the stress that has been building between us.
 
   Wait, yeah I do. It’s definitely the lack of zombies, though clean clothes and a relatively clean conscience are a bonus too.
 
   About half a mile down the road, there’s a garage. It’s small, with only one or two pumps and a small shop, but its smallness could work to our advantage. There’s an array of trees surrounding it, and hopefully we can fill up my Beast and get on the road again without any problems. Of course things never go according to plan when you need them to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten.
 
    
 
   We pull up to a pump, take a hasty look around, and I jump out when I see the coast is clear.
 
   “Nina,” Emily whispers across to me and I look back in at her without replying.
 
   “Will they be turned on?”
 
   I crinkle my forehead up in confusion.
 
   “Don’t they turn them off or something at night?”
 
   “Let’s hope that someone did a bad job and left them both on when it went to shit,” I reply.
 
   I pick up the hose, which dangles down to the ground instead of sitting in its holder, and squeeze the handle grip, silently praying that the end of the world hit this town during the day. Nothing happens for a second or two, but finally, after a weird gurgling sound, fuel squirts out at me, missing my boots by millimeters. That’s the last thing I need. Though I do like the smell of gasoline, I can’t see it being advisable to get it all over me. I look at the other pump and see its nozzle hanging limply to the ground too. I unscrew the pump cap and push in the nozzle, letting the fuel fill up the Beast for a few minutes before it comes to a shuddering stop. I guess we aren’t the only gas thieves around here. I glance in at Emily as I screw the fuel cap back on. She’s smiling like it’s Christmas. I have the urge to smile back, but fear is tickling at my neck. It’s too quiet out here.
 
   I look back up into the sky, watching a couple of birds circle above us, before sliding back into my driver’s seat and starting it up, vaguely happy to see the gas gauge jump back up to a quarter full again. At least it will keep us going for a little longer.
 
   “It was on,” I smile. “I didn’t manage to get much, but some is better than none, huh?”
 
   Emily nods. “Should we look inside?” Emily looks past me at the small convenience store. I follow her gaze. The place looks trashed, and god knows what or who else is in there.
 
   “No, I think we should just keep going. We have enough stuff to get us by for now at least. No point in risking it.” Though I’m tempted by the candy stand I can see through the window. 
 
   “This could be the last stop we make for a while though. There could be some really useful things in there,” she whines.
 
   I glance at the candy rack longingly again. It’s tipped to one side and I can’t tell if there’s anything on it anymore, but the colorful little sign is beckoning me regardless. I unclip my seat belt with a groan, turn off the engine, and slide back out, reaching in and grabbing my knife as I do.
 
   “Okay, but you wait here.” I turn and make my way across to the store with Emily falling into step beside me.
 
   “I thought I told you to wait in the car.” I don’t look at her, but keep going.
 
   “You did.” She smirks.
 
   I frown at her while she continues to smile, and I have to look away before I smile too. Damn infectious smile that she has.
 
   The doors are locked tight, so we scout out another way in, only finding a small serving hatch that’s partially open—not enough for a normal-sized person to squeeze through, though.
 
   I look at Emily, and then at the size of the gap. Even she’s too small, but she takes the lead and pushes up the small window. It’s stuck in place, but after a couple of attempts we manage to get it up further, and I boost her in through it and into the dark building beyond.
 
   My heart races as I follow her on my side of the glass to the doors. She turns a little lock on the door while casting a furtive glance behind her, and I push past her as it clicks open and strain for any noise inside.
 
   “See, aren’t you glad I came now?” She smirks.
 
   “No,” I grip my knife tighter, and let my eyes get used to the shadowy store, taking in the mess lying around. There’s not much left of anything; people have clearly raided before us.
 
   “I told you this was pointless,” I say to Emily through pinched lips.
 
   She ignores me and continues to root around on a shelf. There are empty packages of cookies, drinks cans, and bags of chips, but nothing more.
 
   I check out the candy rack and, to my surprise, find a bag of Jolly Ranchers, which have fallen behind the stand. A smile breaks the scowl free from my face. 
 
   “Woot! Look, Emily, cherry Jolly Ranchers!” I can’t hide the childish excitement from my voice. “I used to love these.” I rip the package open and grab one, shoving it in my mouth before holding the bag out for Emily to take one.
 
   I won’t lie. I few carnal noises may have escaped my lips, but the embarrassment is worth it for the pleasure that is exploding within my mouth. 
 
   “Don’t move.”
 
   A gruff voice barks out from somewhere inside the store, and for a moment I’m not sure that I really heard it. I’m so lost in the moment of the sweet. It’s tingly, and the sugar on my tongue is creating a rush of saliva and making me swallow repeatedly. I lean back further against the wall with a satisfied hum. If I die today, then it will have been worth it for this one moment.
 
   “I said, don’t move.”
 
   Nope, definitely heard it that time. I open my eyes. Damn, when did I close them? 
 
   A man comes from around the back of one of the aisles, aiming a shotgun at me. I presume it’s a shotgun, it could be a semi-automatic nuclear device for all I know about weapons. What I do know is that it’s big and scary-looking. Unlike the man holding it. Sure, he’s big, but even I can see he has a rugged charm about him. I swallow the candy whole, nearly choking on it as it goes down.
 
   “How many more of you are there?” He moves closer to us, checking back over his shoulder nervously. His head is shaved, but dark hair has started to grow back.
 
   “How many more of us? What?” Emily looks from me to Gun Guy warily. 
 
   “People? Women? Men? Whoever,” he half shouts, keeping the gun’s aim steady on us.
 
   “No one,” Emily whispers. “It’s just us two.” 
 
   “Shut up.” I look at her with narrowed eyes and she shrugs at me like it’s no big deal. 
 
   “Is that your Hummer?” His eyes widen at it, a grin spreading across his tanned face. I want to stamp my feet in frustration. 
 
   “Yes. Our Hummer. Get it?” I snap back bitchily.
 
   “Not for long.” He looks back at us with a smile, and backs toward the door. “Throw me the keys.” 
 
   “No.” I glare.
 
   “Nina, just give him the keys.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yeah, Nina,” he mocks from the glass doors. “Just give me the keys, Nina.” He smirks at me, but not for long as a zombie slams into the glass behind him and all three of us scream.
 
   “Shut up. More might come if they hear you,” he shouts.
 
   “Hey, you screamed too,” I shout back.
 
   The zombie bangs its meaty fists against the glass, smearing its mouth across it as if the glass was ice cream and it was cooling itself down from the hot sun.
 
   “I did not.” He hits the glass angrily with his fists, right where the zombie is. The zombie doesn’t even flinch, but continues its assault on the glass. It really is quite perverted to watch as its tongue licks back and forth, leaving a strange gloop in its wake.
 
   “Yes you did. It was even louder than Emily’s scream, and she’s just a kid,” I snort.
 
   Emily shoves me in the side. “Hey, I’m not a kid.”
 
   I roll my eyes at her. “Sorry,” I look at him again, “but he did.”
 
   “Does it really matter?” she asks exasperatedly.
 
   “YES!” Me and Gun Guy shout in unison.
 
   The shop falls silent as we stare at each other, playing the ‘who can give the other the most evil look’ game. Eventually Emily breaks the ice.
 
   “Seriously. You don’t seem like you want to hurt us, not really, and we obviously don’t want to hurt you…” she begins.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” I bite back. He raises an eyebrow at me.
 
   “That zombie out there is stopping any of us from getting out of here right now, so can we all just calm down? We are going to need to help each other, not fight.” She looks from me to him and then back again. “Nina? Please?”
 
   Gun Guy lowers his gun slowly, all the time keeping watch on me. Good thing, too, because I want that gun before we part ways.
 
   “Fine.” I grab another candy and pop it in my mouth. Now that the imminent danger seems to be over, maybe I can finally enjoy it. I stop and look at the scruffy dead person outside. He used to work here, by the looks of his overalls. He’s fat and balding, with no arms. Hence all the licking, I guess. I shudder. I wonder what the hell happened to his arms?
 
   “Hey, I wonder what happened to his arms?” Gun Guy shouts over to us with a laugh, while putting his hand up close to the zombie’s face. I cringe at the idea that we’ve had the same thought. 
 
   The zombie is going wild on the other side of the glass and tries to bite through it, breaking a couple more of its teeth in the process, and we get to watch the whole glorious spectacle. Fantastic.
 
   Emily has continued rooting through the shop for anything else we can take, seemingly oblivious to the guy with the gun, who might decide to take us hostage and torture us. Wouldn’t be the first time. I shudder, and look at him. He’s packing some cans into a backpack, and looks like he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not that he doesn’t seem like a badass, but the guards behind the wall all had a certain look about them—a soulless look, I guess. Gun guy doesn’t, at least not so far. He seems more of an opportunist than anything. I swallow another luxurious mouthful of sweet-tasting saliva. 
 
   “Can I have one of those?” Gun Guy is standing in front of me, staring greedily at my bag of candy. I don’t want to share them with anyone—certainly not with a gun-wielding maniac. Especially if this is the last bag in the world. 
 
   “No, they’re mine.” I clutch the bag tighter.
 
   “Don’t be mean.”
 
   “Don’t be whiny,” I retort.
 
   “I could just take them from you,” he says childishly, his brown eyes still staring at my candy.
 
   “You could try.” I laugh. “But you won’t, will you, Gun Guy? Because if you were going to do that, we wouldn’t be talking about it.” I put them behind my back and out of his immediate reach, narrowing my eyes spitefully at him.
 
   “It’s Mikey.” He finally looks up at me, his eyes momentarily pausing on my breasts before finding my face.
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s my name.” His eyes soften.
 
   “And again, so?” I snort and push past him. I’m pretty sure he calls me a bitch, too, but I don’t care; he’s not wrong.
 
   I find Emily in the magazine section, flipping through an old teen magazine. She looks up as I come close.
 
   “So what’s the plan?”
 
   That question again, really? And so soon after the last time she asked me the same thing.
 
   “Well, we either keep down low until the zombie forgets we’re in here and wanders off, or we find another way out. There’s usually a back exit, but since we didn’t check around the back, I’m wary of going out that way.” I shrug at her.
 
   “We could go out through the roof.”
 
   We both turn to look at our newest and most unlikely companion, who miraculously seems to have found a can of Spam and is subsequently scooping it out with his hands. It’s surprising what food survives the end of the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven.
 
    
 
   “The roof?” I ask incredulously. “Well aren’t you a real Einstein? Yeah, let’s go out through the roof. Get serious.” Sarcasm drips from me and I turn to face Emily again.
 
   “It’s how I got in,” he replies dryly.
 
   “Oh…” Well now I feel stupid. I look back at him. He’s still eating the Spam. Damn, it smells good, even for Spam.
 
   “I think the word you’re looking for is sorry.” He stops his scooping and looks at me while licking his fingers. I can’t decide whether he’s trying to be seductive or not, but the image is far from it. Imagine a dog licking out the inside of a can of food, the meat sliding down the outside of the can and falling to the floor. Yeah, real sexy, right?
 
   “Whatever.” I roll my eyes. “So, how do we get up to the roof then?”
 
   A bang interrupts our talking as another zombie hits the glass front. This is way too much like déjà vu for my liking. 
 
   “Come on, we need to go now before more turn up. There’s never just one or two.” Mikey drops the empty can, grabs my hand, and pulls me toward the back of the store. I, in turn, grab Emily and drag her with us. His hand is sticky and disgusting if I’m totally honest, and I can’t help but flinch at his touch.
 
   At the back of the shop is a small storeroom, and in the middle is a pile of chairs, which Mikey must have used to climb down on. He must have made this trip more than once by the looks of this, and I can’t help but wonder where he’s staying. The store seems pretty secure if you stay out of sight, and though there isn’t much food left, there is some, I realize as I stare around the small room. Cans are loaded on some of the shelves, dried pastas and bags of cereal. 
 
   “There’s still so much food left,” I murmur.
 
   Mikey glances around with a shrug. “I guess so. There just aren’t many people left in the world to eat it.”
 
   My stomach rolls with nerves. We’re so lucky to be alive right now; I guess I keep forgetting that.
 
   He climbs up first, and pulls himself up through the hole in the ceiling. I wonder if he’s going to leave us down here, but a few seconds later his head pops back through the hole and he reaches down as far as he can with his hand.
 
   “Come on.” He looks at us both and I push Emily forward first since she seems less capable than me. 
 
   She climbs up partway and grabs his hand, and Mikey half-pulls her while she climbs out. A few more seconds pass before his face pops back through the hole, his hand reaching for me. I slip my candy in my pocket and climb up, gripping his warm, sticky hand in mine. He pulls me up and I find purchase every now and then with my feet. My fingers reach the lip of the access and I start to pull myself out. The boxes beneath me move and I slip, barely holding on until Mikey reaches for me again. His fingers wrap around my arm, and he pulls me up and out as a loud bang sounds out below me. His muscles strain while he does—since I now have nothing to put my feet on, I’m a dead weight. His other hand reaches for me and grabs my other arm as I finally pull free of the hole and we crash backwards. I land awkwardly on his chest as his back slams into the gravelly roof, and we both groan as the air abruptly leaves our lungs.
 
   My body stills at the close contact of him. The smell of his sweat is pungent in the air, yet strangely intoxicating rather than disgusting. Our eyes meet, and a smile flits across his face as his hands roam to my ass and my eyes widen. 
 
   Emily giggles from above us. “Come on, you two.”
 
   I look up to her, half-blinded by the sun streaming down, and am about to push off of him when he grabs me around my waist and lifts us both up to standing in one fluid movement, his big hands staying firmly on my hips.
 
   I shrug him off, half embarrassed, and half…well, let’s just stick with half embarrassed.
 
   “Keep your hands to yourself.” I shove him away, and he laughs as he stumbles back, holding his hands up defensively. 
 
   “I didn’t do anything.” He grins, holding his hands up in defense.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Whatever. So what now, Einstein?” I look around us, but can’t see a way down. Looking over the ledge, I can see the two zombies are still there, in all their gory glory, though they look a little confused now that they can’t see their meal. Stupid zombies. I have an urge to kick a load of gravel down on them, but resist it for fear of yet more embarrassment because of my childish behavior.
 
   “Nina.”
 
   Emily’s hand touches my shoulder. She stands next to me and peers over the top too.
 
   “We can easily outrun them to the car.”
 
   “Yep,” I reply dryly. “What about those ones?” I point to the couple coming out of the woods and shambling over to investigate my beautiful Hummer. A sigh leaves my lips. I was hoping to avoid any more blood splatter, at least for today, but it seems like I’m going to have to do some killing. I am not leaving my Beast.
 
   I turn back to Mikey, who’s on the other side of the roof on his hands and knees, crouched down looking over the top.
 
   We tiptoe up to him and crouch down too, and take a peek. There are more shamblers around the back coming from the woods, and it’s looking more and more likely that we are going to have to wait them out.
 
   I turn back around to look at Emily. “It seems Einstein here isn’t as clever as he thinks.” I don’t even bother to glance at Mikey, but know already that he is giving me the finger.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s times like this that I wish I still had my iPhone. You know, when you’re bored senseless and just want something mind-numbing to do, like play some crappy game on your iPhone. There are only so many cloud zombies a girl can make before her imagination gets bored and switches itself off. Our backs are pressed into the hard, gravelly roof as we stare up into the sky.
 
   “One-legged zombie,” Emily laughs, pointing up into the sky.
 
   “You’ve already done that one,” I grumble.
 
   “There can be more than one one-legged zombie.”
 
   “Nope, that’s not the game.” I gaze up at the cloud, trying to come up with something new. “Scarecrow zombie,” I suggest.
 
   “That doesn’t even make sense,” Mikey replies, and turns his head to look at me.
 
   “It so does, look.” I point. “The stick is what Emily thought was the leg.” I can’t help but chuckle and Emily joins in, followed by Mikey. I feel his arm hot and sweaty against mine, but I don’t move. I kind of like him being so close to me, against my better judgment, I’m sure.  
 
   “I thought it was a…” he begins with a grin.
 
   “Shut up!” I laugh loudly, and dig him in the ribs with my elbow.
 
   “Ow!” He laughs and digs me back.
 
   I laugh and then feel a flush of embarrassment for some reason. “God, I’m bored.” I sit up, reaching around to brush the gravel from my back. At least we can’t smell the deaders up here, but I can still damn well hear them, and it seems like there are more of them coming and not the other way around. Mikey sits up and brushes the remaining gravel from my back. I flinch at his touch and pull away, going to look over the ledge again.
 
   “Fuck, I cannot stay up here all day. It’s hot, and I need to pee.”
 
   “Chill out, princess.” Mikey gives me a wonky smile. It widens when I lift an eyebrow at him, my mouth opening in shock at his arrogance. 
 
   Princess!
 
   “You two go distract them over on the other side of the roof, and when they go over to have a look, you run back over here, and we can all climb down and get away,” he continues.
 
   “Do you think I’m stupid? What you mean is that you’ll climb down. Then we will be stuck up here as zombie bait while you drive off in my Beast. I don’t think so.” I stand up and cross my arms and Mikey stands and mirrors my action.
 
   “The Beast?” He smirks.
 
   “Yes, my Beast.” Now that I’ve said that out loud, I feel a bit ridiculous, actually. It was meant to be my little private pet name for the car. Damn it.
 
   “Now would I leave two pretty ladies like you stranded?”
 
   “Please,” I snort. “I’ve dealt with men like you before, and there is not a chance in hell that we’re being the bait.”
 
   “Well, I know for a fact that you would leave me in a heartbeat, so I’m not doing it.” He narrows his deep brown eyes at me, his smirk vanishing now that he’s realized he’s not getting his own way.
 
   “Less than a heartbeat, actually,” I bite back. He starts to say something but stops himself short, his face going red as he tries to contain his temper.
 
   “I’ll do it then.” 
 
   We both turn to look at Emily in surprise. It seems my little mouse has a backbone after all. Not that I’m going to let her use it. I haven’t come this far to let something happen to her now.
 
   “No.” Mikey and I stare at each other as we say the same thing in unison, and I roll my eyes at him.
 
   I rub my arms, feeling a chill despite the hot sun blaring down on me. “No, Emily, I’ll do it.” I look at Mikey. “But you have to promise me that you won’t leave her…”
 
   “I won’t.” He finally looks serious.
 
   “You can’t be serious!” Emily shouts.
 
   “Shut up!” I snap at her. I turn my attention back to Mikey. “Not ever. You have to look after her if I can’t get to you.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And you don’t come back for me.”
 
   He nods his head once in understanding. “There’s a group of us hiding out in the woods. It’s a really safe place. Trust me on this one.” He smiles, but it’s a grim smile.
 
   “Nina, I can do this.” Emily pushes between us and looks into my face. “I can do this, please.”
 
   “No, Emily. You go with him. He has a safe place, and I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   “Nina…” Emily holds onto my arms as if her life depended on them.
 
   “No. You go with him and you don’t look back. I’ll find you. I promise.”
 
   Her eyes look glassy. I hope she’s not about to cry. Jesus, one minute I’m playing Guess the Zombie Cloud, and the next I feel like I’m waving goodbye to my very existence. Life keeps getting serious far too quickly.
 
   “Don’t start with the waterworks, Emily. I told you, I’ll be right behind you. Mikey here is going to look after you or else he’ll have me to contend with.” I walk away at my last comment for fear that I might start crying myself. I look down at my truck again. There are three deaders surrounding it now, though they don’t seem to sense anyone is in it, as they aren’t grunting like usual. I can’t believe I’m going to have to leave my baby. And Emily. I huff out another sigh.
 
   Mikey comes up next to me. “I’ll stay, you two go.” 
 
   I don’t bother to look at him. “No, you need to get her away from here. I have no idea where this little happy place of yours is. I’ll just get us lost in the woods. It makes more sense, you taking her. I’ll be fine, just leave me a clue of some sort so I can track which way you go.” My eyes are still watching my truck. 
 
   “Don’t go after it, Nina. It’s not worth it.”
 
   “The hell it’s not.” 
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “So am I,” I retort.
 
   He grabs my arms and turns me to face him. What is it with people grabbing me today? His face is still serious, his jaw working hard. “Like I said, there’s a group of us hiding out in the woods. We’re staying at an old outdoor activity center. It’s pretty secure. We have a little food—not much though, which is why I was out on a scouting mission—but that’s where we’ll be. It’s to the north of here. Just keep going straight if you don’t catch up to me, and you’ll eventually come to a lake. Just keep following it around, I’ll be watching for you.”
 
   His look is sincere and yet somewhat grim, and for a moment I feel sorry for being such a bitch to him. He doesn’t know me, or Emily. He doesn’t have to do this—hell, he might just ditch Emily when he gets off the roof, but as I look at his face I don’t believe he will. He seems a man of his word, maybe even a man of honor. There aren’t many men like him left in the world.
 
   “You don’t have to do this, you know. I don’t want you to think I’m a fucking coward and need rescuing. I’ll distract them and you two can head into the woods. I’ll be able to find you.” His eyebrows draw together in concern.
 
   I shake my head, looking anywhere but at him. “Stop saying that—I said no. I told you, she’ll be safer with you. I don’t even know where I’m heading.” I finally let my eyes stray to him. His eyes are looking deep into mine, seeming darker than they had before. “I know you’re not a coward; this just makes more sense. Let’s say you owe me one, okay?”
 
   He nods, still not looking happy about the decision. “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “I’m sure you will.”
 
   He smirks again before continuing. “Just head north through those trees.” He points to between two particularly large trees, whose branches seem to make an archway. “Follow my path. You’ll see it and you can catch up to us.”
 
   I nod and take a deep breath. Through the archway, follow his path, meet back up. I can do this. I think. My hand dives into my pocket and I pull out my Jolly Ranchers and hold up the pack to him. 
 
   “Just one,” I warn.
 
   He smiles and reaches in, retrieving two with a smug grin, and walks off. 
 
   Dick.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve.
 
    
 
   “Come on, wooooooo! Over here. Hey you, Stinkerbell.” I grab a handful of gravel and chuck it down onto the waiting deaders. They shamble forward, bumping into one another without flinching, growling and reaching up for me with dirty rotten arms. It’s a good thing that I have their attention… I look over at Mikey as he starts to climb down. He offers me a small smile. Emily follows him, looking less than cheery. She still seems reluctant to leave; I give her an angry glare, gesturing for her to move it.
 
   I pick up another handful of gravel and throw it at them. The ones by my Hummer have begun to stumble over to investigate the noise. That will mean fifteen when they all arrive at my happy little location. I can outrun fifteen of them, can’t I? 
 
   I look back behind me. Both Emily and Mikey are out of sight now, and I shout louder to keep anything from wandering their way.
 
   “Hey, Ugly Joe! Tra, la, laaa.” The zombies—though they clearly don’t understand a word I’m saying—are becoming increasingly aggressive. They’re growling like crazed dogs and drooling black sludge from their mouths while banging their hands on the glass of the store. They won’t be breaking in anytime soon, and even if they did, they can’t get to me up here, but it’s still making me nervous. They can easily wait me out any day. 
 
   One particularly fat zombie, with barely a scrap of material to cover her overly large and rotting bosom, is staring up at me like I’m a prize T-bone. Her jaw is hanging loose from her face, swaying with her every move and leaving nothing to the imagination. Fantastic.
 
   I’m totally running out of insults. My sarcasm and insults bag is nearing empty, and I’m not having too much fun staring at Little Miss No-Jaw either, but I don’t dare let their attention drop for any length of time in case they smell out Emily. Even the deaders are beginning to look bored with me and I decide that I’ve given them enough time to get away. Now it’s my turn to make a run for it.
 
   I grab a couple of handfuls of gravel and throw them at the zombies. The little stones bounce off their rancid faces, some even sinking into the putrid and pliable flesh, and I turn and run to the other side of the roof before they start to disperse. I’ve already decided that I’m going for my truck, there’s no point in pretending that I’m not, but as I climb down the side fire escape I see more zombies emerging from the woods closest to my beautiful Hummer, obviously attracted by my shouting.
 
   I land with a soft thud, and run as fast as my little legs will carry me, which actually isn’t as quick as I would like them to be, if I’m totally honest. I was never good at running or any sort of cardio, come to think of it
 
   I can’t seem to slow my momentum, so I shoulder-slam into the side of my truck, swing the door open, and shut it quickly behind me with a whoop of glee and a painful yelp all at the same time.
 
   It’s only momentary, though. When I see the keys are missing from the ignition, I curse Emily. Little clean freak must have taken them. When I get my hands on her, she’s going to be getting a mouthful of obscenities and a couple of evil glares to boot. Opening the door back up, I see that the zombies have spotted me and are slowly moving in my direction. I run around to the back of the Hummer, grab my backpack, and shrug it onto my shoulders. I glance back over at the oncoming zombies and duck back into the truck. I grab Emily’s backpack too, after a moment of consideration; I’m more than sure I can carry it, for at least a little while. These packs contain everything we need to survive, and I’m not about to let them go without a fight. I glance longingly at the boxes of canned food and other such goods that we had packed. There’s no way for me to take these with us, and I kick myself for not eating more and filling up on them, instead of just trying to stockpile it all.
 
   Slamming the door shut, I realize that all of the zombies have noticed me now, and new ones are emerging from the woods closest to the truck with every passing second. Sure, they’re slow, but it only takes one stupid mistake to get you killed. If there’s anything I’ve learned about zombies, it’s their mob mentality. The more there are, the less likely you are to survive.
 
   The smell is getting worse the closer they get, and I gag, fear and bile running through me. I run back toward the shop—to where I had previously climbed down—and head into the woods, ducking under the little archway branch. I pull out my butcher’s knife and keep on running, all the time looking at the ground for some sort of path that Mikey was meant to leave for me. There’s movement behind me, the zombies moving en masse to follow me. I don’t see anyone up ahead, no zombies, no Mikey. I can only pray that Emily and Mikey made it. He promised to keep her safe, and I believe that he’ll keep up his end of the bargain. I don’t know what it is about her, but she makes me want to care again, and I feel a ridiculous urge to protect her. Ben would be proud. He always wanted a daughter. 
 
   My thoughts are running away with themselves and I trip over a log on the ground, the air leaving my lungs in a woosh. My face slams into the dirt, and I get a mouthful of forest earth. I spit out leaves and soil, and scramble to my knees clumsily, chancing a look behind me. I can see them in the distance, but they’re far back. Zombies are slow and stupid; that’s the human race’s only saving grace, I suppose. I climb up to stand and reach down for Emily’s backpack, my hand touching something soft and squishy.
 
   I look down as a growl emanates from below and eyes spring open to look at me. The ground moves, the leaves and soil parting to reveal a hideous monstrosity. A yelp leaves my throat and I jump back and trip, falling on my ass again. 
 
   Seriously, again… 
 
   The zombie on the ground begins to crawl toward me, commando style. It’s only now that I see that its body is all but decomposed. There’s barely anything left of it, yet it still moves. It still feeds, and it still kills. Black, stringy intestines are spilling out from the huge gaping hole where its middle used to be and dragging behind the thing. If it weren’t for my imminent departure from this world if I don’t move my ass, I would most likely hurl everywhere. 
 
   Scrambling backwards, I somehow stumble and half stand back up. 
 
   “Shit, aah!” 
 
   It reaches for me and I kick the thing—because it is not human anymore; this is a living (quote) dead thing—a nightmare, to be more precise. I kick it in the face so hard that its head flies backwards, coming clean off its shoulders in one attempt. Yet its mouth is still working as it flies through the air with a spray of black, rotting slime. Growling and snapping away, regardless that it isn’t attached to anything anymore. The fresh smell of decomposition hits me, and my mouth floods with water.
 
   I grab for Emily’s backpack once more and begin to jog north (the way Mikey had pointed for me to go, since I have no idea which way that is—why the fuck would I?), only stopping once to retch and empty the meager contents of my stomach. The only other problem now is that I’ve completely lost my bearings on which direction I should be heading.
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun is beginning to lower and the air is cooling, now that the day is nearly over. Jesus, another day survived; just about, anyway. Who would have thought? I shouldn’t joke about it, but it’s my only defense, the only mechanism I have left to cope with. Without it, I would be a sniveling wreck of female clichés. I was once, but I learned to harden up quickly. I guess everyone did. For a girl with a penchant for shopping and no survival skills whatsoever, I haven’t done too badly, I guess. Until now.
 
   My feet are sore from all the walking. It seems like it’s been hours since I left the garage. Since I left my Beast. I pout again at my loss. I shouldn’t feel such loss with an item—it’s just a thing—but I do. In this world you get attached to things very quickly, and then this is what happens: you lose them, or they die. I swore I wouldn’t let myself get attached to anything or anyone again, yet here I am, traipsing through the woods trying to find Emily-Rose like I’m Bear fucking Grylls and can save us all with my super-unique-yet-gross survival skills.
 
   I stop, leaning my back against a tree to catch my breath. I don’t even know if I’m going in the right direction. It’s like being stuck in a giant rat maze, but with trees and zombies, and no cheese prize at the end of it. My hands are sore from carrying the bags and the knife, and I lower the bag to the ground and take a look around me to make sure that I am alone. 
 
   The knife is still smeared in black-and-red sludge from an earlier attack. It’s not like I’m completely alone in these woods. I swap the knife to my other hand—not wanting to put it down for even a minute and leave myself unprotected—and flex my hand out. The palm is red and sore from gripping it so tightly for so long. I’m hot and sweaty, and my old man shirt is sticking to me in all the wrong places. Sweat trickles down my brow and stings my eyes, and I rub it away with the back of my hand. Most importantly, I’m thirsty. I haven’t had a drink in hours. My water bottle is empty and even my candies aren’t giving me any saliva satisfaction anymore.
 
   Mikey said to go north and that there would be a lake or something, but I haven’t found a lake yet. I’m not sure how much further I can go. I’m pretty sure that I was going around in circles for at least the first hour before I finally found Mikey’s clue to point me in the right direction. A can of Spam —a full one, funnily enough. It must have killed him to leave it behind. At least I’m guessing and hoping that it was his, anyway, since I picked it up and followed the direction I thought it was sending me. The crushing sense of despair and fear builds in my chest, and I let out an involuntary sob, my shoulders sagging in frustration. If I can just go a little further, they could be just over the next incline. Mikey surely couldn’t have traveled that far without Emily getting worn out. Unless I really am going in the wrong direction. Or in circles. Fuck! I sob and stomp my foot. I’m being such a girl and I know it. 
 
   Hot tears trail down my face. I hear a growl in the distance and sob loudly again. You would think I could catch a break somewhere, but it seems that no, something, somewhere is determined to make me suffer. 
 
   I rub the tears away again, and swallow the rest of my sobs back down. I’m going to get myself killed standing here like a big crybaby. ‘Don’t be such a girl, Nina.’ I hear his voice and pick up Emily’s bag. I’ve been through it twice now in the hopes that I would find it contained nothing useful and I could leave it behind. But it’s not useless. There are really important things in here, things—that if I can get the hell out of these woods—are going to help us survive, and I’m not about to give it all up yet, no matter how exhausted and lightheaded I feel.
 
   I push off from the tree and start walking again. Looking up through the tops of the trees, I pray that I find Emily and Mikey soon, before it gets dark. I don’t know what I’m going to do if I don’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen.
 
    
 
   My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth, and I think I can hear water. I want to cry again, but I don’t want to waste the energy. Mother Nature is a wild and beautiful thing, and out here that shows more than ever, but right now I hate the bitch and wish someone would take a giant fucking lawnmower to this overgrown forest. My legs feel like lead stumps, my arms and hands burn from the exertion of carrying the stupid bloody backpack. That’s not a play on words, either. It’s covered in blood from a fight with a zombie. Fucking thing nearly got me, too. The sound of water draws my attention to the left and I follow it until I break through a gap in the trees. A large lake is in front of me, with canoes tied up along the bank. The water is calm, and for a moment all I can do is stand and stare at the glassy liquid. Slowly I edge forward until my feet splash in the shallow water. I drop to my knees automatically and grab handfuls of the water, gulping it down and splashing my face. 
 
   I’m dizzy with thirst and exhaustion. I’ve been walking for hours, and I’m almost certain that I’ve gone in circles all day. The woods just didn’t seem that big on the map. I try to process what Mikey had told me, and where to go. Something about going north and finding the lake, and then following it around until I come to his group. 
 
   I look across the lake. It’s huge. A sob builds in my throat. It’s getting dark now, and that’s a dangerous time to be out anywhere, let alone when you’re lost in the woods with zombies on your tail and exhausted as fuck.
 
   My hair is slick with hot sweat and my head is pounding from dehydration. I untie my hair and grab handfuls of water, and tip it over my head. It takes a couple of minutes to cool me down, but finally my thirst is quenched, and my breathing and temperature seem to be getting back to normal. I stand back up with shaky legs and start walking along the bank, the straps of the bag still digging into the soft flesh on my palms and rubbing at the blisters that have formed until I know that they have popped. Mikey said he would be watching out for me; I can only hope to God that he is.
 
   Up ahead I can see something in the trees. There’s a little light glowing up high, and low murmuring sounds. The woods are dark, the lake is dark, everything is dark now. The blackness surrounds me from every angle, and I can’t remember the last time that I felt fear like this. I pause and wait, wondering what the little light could be. Mikey said they had a camp, but this doesn’t seem like a camp. Perhaps I’m imagining it. Perhaps I’ve passed out and am dreaming while zombies slowly shamble in on my position, ready to chow down on my brains.
 
   I traipse deeper into the woods, forcing myself away from the lake edge and shadowing myself against the trees so as not to be seen. As I get closer, the voices get a little louder and my eyes go wide when I realize that I can hear Emily’s voice coming from up in the trees.
 
   I half stumble and fall into a clearing.
 
   “Emily?” I look up, my neck straining with the effort, my voice croaky and dry. “Emily!”
 
   “Nina?” There are voices above me, more than just Emily’s, and the relief that she is safe and not alone or dead floods me, right before I see a deeper black than just the woods and pass out.
 
    
 
    
 
   My eyes open and I’m instantly alert but dizzy and nauseous, sitting bolt upright and clutching a hand to my head in pain. Pain shoots through my head. Then pain shoots through my hands. I don’t know which part of me to grab.
 
   “Ow, shit! Emily?” I try to stand, but a woman’s face comes close to mine. It’s too dark to focus on her features properly, and I’m too exhausted to try very hard.
 
   “Stay sitting down.” Her hand is firm on my shoulder, yet I resist and try to stand up again. “I said—stay sitting the fuck down. You are in no state to be moving around,” the voice snaps at me. I take heed of what it tells me this time, and sit back down.
 
   “Emily?”
 
   Emily comes over to me, but from where I’m not sure. It’s so dark out here, I can hardly see a thing, but I can tell I’m outside—that much is clear by the rustle of the trees and the breeze on my face.
 
   “Nina, you’re awake.” Her arms are around my neck, hugging me to her before I can say anything else. Surprisingly, I find myself hugging her back. Maybe trying to comfort her, or maybe myself, I’m not really sure. I do know that both of us are crying.
 
   Hands finally pry us apart. “How do you feel?” the other voice prompts, though she doesn’t sound in the least bit concerned—more like an overly busy doctor being paid to ask the right questions.
 
   “My head hurts, and my hands and feet are sore, but I feel fine apart from that. Where are we?” I croak out, before someone passes me a plastic bottle filled with water. I swallow it down, gulping comically loud.
 
   “We’re safe. Where were you?” Emily sobs again, and I vaguely see the other person stand up and leave with a tut. “We were so worried, Nina. You were gone for hours. I thought—I thought that you…”
 
   I place my hand on her arm, or I try to, but it’s so dark it could have been a leg, and my hand hurts when I put pressure on it, so I pull it back and clasp it to my chest. “I’m fine, Emily. I just got lost. It takes more than that to kill me. Where’s Mikey?” I didn’t miss that she said ‘we’ were so worried. Obviously not so worried that he has bothered to come and see me though.
 
   “He should be back soon.” She pauses a fraction before continuing. “He went to find you.” I hear something in her voice resembling guilt. 
 
   “What did you do, Emily?” I swallow the rest of the bottle of water down, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.
 
   “I shouted at him.”
 
   “So? I shouted at him.”
 
   “I told him it was his fault that you had probably been killed. If he wouldn’t have shown up, we would have been on the road, and we would have been fine, and…”
 
   “Emily, you don’t ever blame someone else,” I snap at her, and she stops midsentence. Even in the darkness, I can make out the wetness in her eyes. “If anything ever happens to me…if I die, it’s no one’s fault but mine. You never blame someone else.” I soften my voice. “If I make a mistake out here, it’s my fault and mine alone. I’m not your responsibility and I’m no one else’s either. Do you understand?” I grab her hand in mine. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I feel guilty for shouting at her. She’s right in one sense: it was his fault that we got caught in the store; but it was my fault for trying to get my Hummer. I wasted precious time when I should have been trying to catch up to them. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Emily. I just don’t want anyone being responsible for my life, do you understand that?”
 
   There’s no answer and so I prompt her with a nudge.
 
   “I nodded,” she replies quietly.
 
   I can tell she’s still in a foul mood with me, but I don’t know what else to say to make her feel better. Thankfully there’s a commotion off to my right that distracts us both. A male voice comes closer as it whispers my name, and I recognize it to be Mikey.
 
   “Nina?” He crouches in front of me, his hands on my shoulders. “Are you okay? Are you bitten? Injured?” 
 
   “Hell, no. I’m fine other than my bruised ego,” I sulk.
 
   “When did you get back?” In the darkness his face is just a blur, but the concern in his voice is evident. His hands hold my face gently, and I have the urge to shrug him off, but for some reason I don’t. His hands feel nice on my face, and the fact that he gives a shit means a lot.
 
   “I have no idea; I kinda collapsed into a clearing when I heard Emily’s voice, and then woke up here. Speaking of which, where is here? And where is my stuff?” 
 
   “We’ll talk more in the morning. Your stuff is safe, but it’s hard to explain where we are; you really need to see it to believe it.” He stands up and starts to leave just as abruptly as he came. “I’m glad that you’re okay,” he says while walking away.
 
   I feel kind of weird, like he’s just declared something to me, but I’m stumped as to what. I can’t deny that there is an attraction there. I’m not stupid, I can feel it. But whether it is because he’s the first male that hasn’t tried to demand something off me or because of actual attraction, I don’t know. I’m guessing he’s feeling something too. I feel uncomfortable with that thought, but since I can’t see a damn thing it doesn’t seem like we have an awful lot of options right now. The grumpy doctor comes back from wherever she had gone and takes my hands, plastering them in a thick cream and wrapping them in bandages, which hurts so much that it makes me swear until even Emily shouts at me to shut up.
 
   “Can I sleep next to you, Nina?” she asks, after the evil doctor has put away her medical torture bag and we’re finally left alone.
 
   “Are we safe? Wherever here is?” I tense up at the thought of sleeping out in the open like this.
 
   “Yes, without doubt.” She chuckles. “Just trust me on this one.” Emily snuggles in next to me before I can further reply, one arm thrown over my stomach. I don’t seem to have much choice, and I’m still beyond exhausted. I feel safe and warm, but something is nagging at me. Something Mikey had said about it being easier for me to see and understand where we are than for him to explain. I can only imagine what I’m going to find when I wake up.
 
   I can hear trees swaying gently, and the deep smell of the forest still surrounds me, but I’ll be damned if understand where I am. I try to focus my eyes for a couple of minutes, but the soft breathing and warmth coming from Emily begin to lull my senses and I give in and close my eyes. 
 
   Trust her? It seems I have no choice right now.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Are you serious?” Their faces look shiftily from each other to me and back to each other again. “I am not living up in the trees like a freaking Ewok!”
 
   “Nina, stop overreacting. It’s not as bad as you think.” Emily rolls her eyes at me and then chances another quick glance at Mikey, who’s grinning from ear.
 
   “You can get rid of that stupid smile from your face too,” I snap with a growing familiarity. It’s a funny world when you can meet someone one day and feel like you have known them your entire life the next. 
 
   “Nina…”
 
   “I said no.” Though now when I look around, it’s actually a pretty clever idea. I’m not telling them that, though. A high ropes activity course is my savior, it seems. Who would have thought? Though I’m not afraid of heights, I never imagined living up in the trees would be a dream come true. It seems like more than just an activity course; there are little huts built into the trees at certain points, and platforms big enough to walk around on and to seat people. In between each platform or hut is a new pathway to get to each stage. Some look easy, with a thin piece of wood to walk across and built-up sides to make it safe. Others look damn-near impossible—to me anyway. I have no idea why anyone would build something so crazy, either.
 
   Mikey is still looking at me, grinning like an idiot.
 
   “What?” I sigh heavily, my eyebrows pinching in as I narrow my gaze on him. My hands are stinging like a bitch, my head has the dull ache of a hangover, but without all the fun of drinking, and now I’m stuck up in the trees with a bunch of people I don’t know, don’t want to know, and don’t trust. I look at Mikey again, whose Little Boy Blue dimples are showing on both cheeks. I roll my eyes. And to make matters worse, I’m stuck with this idiot.
 
   “What? You’re still staring!” I huff.
 
   “You’ve watched Star Wars. That’s pretty cool, for a girl anyway,” he chuckles at me while chewing on a fingernail, and I’m about to come back with a snarky comment that I was forced to watch it by my husband when he interjects.
 
   “Come on, let me introduce you to the others.”
 
   I had woken up extremely early, when the sun had risen above the trees and glared down. Emily had rolled over onto her side and away from me, allowing me to sit up and finally look around and examine my surroundings. We were on some sort of wooden platform, with built-up sides to stop us from rolling off the edges. There was no roof, but the trees offered a nice canopy. I rubbed at my eyes, tired and confused, until I stood and realized how high up we actually were. I kicked Emily in the butt to wake her up and she woke with a jump.
 
   Emily and I follow him across one of the narrow beams of wood nestled securely between the branches of a tree. I grip onto the rope dangling down in front of me for security, swapping each one for a new one as we walk and trying not to look down. There’s a rope net on either side of the walkway to stop anyone from falling off the narrow beams, and like I said, heights have never been a problem for me, but it still takes a lot of balance and I’m glad when I reach the other side. I have no idea how the hell they got me up here last night. It’s like an enigma wrapped in a conundrum wrapped in a big fucking rose-tinted question mark. Why rose-tinted, you might ask? Well it sure as hell couldn’t have been pretty dragging my passed-out ass up here, now could it? 
 
   There are trees to the left of me, but I can see for miles to the right, right over to the other side of the lake that I was edging along the previous night. I shudder at the thought of how close I had come to being zombie chow. If I hadn’t heard the voices from the camp, deaders could have found me when I collapsed.
 
   We arrive at a flattened area between the large branches of some trees. They look like they have been woven together like rope, the branches mingling and forming a strong and sophisticated bond. It’s covered with a real roof made of wood and what looks like straw. It’s kind of like a tree house, but for big kids. Inside there are benches, and there’s even a long table. Then there are people—several of them, to be precise—and their eyes are all trained on me and Emily as we enter. I reach for her hand without thinking, like a frightened little kid.
 
   “So, Nina, this is…um. Well, these are…” Mikey scratches his dark shadow of a beard, acting shy and seeming uncomfortable.
 
   “Come on, Mikey, get on with it.” A woman with a choppy blonde bob looks up from the table. She looks like she only has one expression—a scowl—and ice-cool blue eyes to match. I recognize her voice from the previous night as the woman that had checked me over. She looks at him, her eyes washing down his body and back up, before those icicle eyes fall on me. I feel uncomfortable under her scrutiny. Shit, I feel uncomfortable under all their stares.
 
   Mikey’s grin falters before he continues. “Well, these are my friends—I guess, sort of.” He scowls back at the woman, though she doesn’t seem fazed in the slightest by him. If anything, she seems happier to have had the attention.
 
   “I’m JD,” a voice at the back of the little room speaks up. The man stands and comes over to shake my hand. He’s tall and well-built, with brown, untidy hair and pale skin. Although he doesn’t smile, and there’s something about him that seems haunted, his demeanor is relatively friendly. Though I can’t see him throwing me a welcome party any time soon, I don’t think he’d kick me out, either. I chance a quick but uncomfortable smile as we shake hands.
 
   “I’m Josie.” An attractive blonde woman stands up and comes toward me, leaning in for a hug before I can back away from her. It’s awkward and clumsy, mainly from my part, but she doesn’t seem to notice. Or she doesn’t care. She smiles at me warmly and sits back down next to JD, her hand straying to his knee in an overly affectionate way.
 
   “Britta.” A hand to the left of me shoots into my line of sight. I turn to look and see a woman with fair skin and pretty, warm blue eyes, her dark blonde hair cut to a manageable, shoulder-length style. I sense an accent of some sort there, too, but I have no idea what. She smiles almost shyly at me, and it lights up her face. Thankfully, she doesn’t attempt to hug me like Josie did.
 
   “Crunch.” The woman with the choppy blonde hair and a scowl speaks up. She raises an eyebrow at me, and I wonder whether she is daring me to question her ridiculous name, or if she just doesn’t like me. Either way her scowl makes up my mind, and I keep my trap shut on the subject of her stupid name.
 
   “I’m Duncan.” Another man comes over to me and holds out a hand. He seems pleasant enough, and I can tell he’s a real outdoorsy type.
 
   They all continue to stare at me, and I’m guessing this is supposed to be my turn to introduce myself, though the point seems invalid if I’m honest, since Mikey must have told them who I am.
 
   I cross my arms across my chest. “I’m Nina. I guess you know Emily-Rose by now.” 
 
   There’s silence as I wait for a unison chorus of ‘Hi Nina,’ like I’m at an AA meeting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen.
 
    
 
   “So, you all really live up here in the trees?” I ask between mouthfuls of hot mushroom soup. I’m surprised I can actually get any words out, I’m so ravenous and this is so damn good. It seems Duncan is the group chef around here, and I can see why. If only I had a tasty, crusty roll to dip into it, and a nice glass of red wine too. A girl can dream. A couple of the others—Britta and the loved-up couple—are already done, and have left the rest of us to finish up.
 
   “Yeah. I used to work here…well, I owned it—the activity center—before the, uh… outbreak or whatever. Somehow, I escaped and got myself up here, and slowly the group has grown. Mikey seems to be the one bringing in—”
 
   “The strays,” Crunch butts in.
 
   I narrow my eyes at her, but she seems completely unperturbed by everything and everyone.
 
   Duncan tuts. “I was going to say ‘brings in the survivors he stumbles across,’ since he does most of the scavenging and scouting for us. Well, at least from the local shops and houses,” Duncan replies before he drains the last of his soup by picking up his bowl and tipping it into his mouth. 
 
   “You say ‘local’ like they’re next door, Duncan.” Mikey is leaning back against the wooden wall, once again biting at his nails. Him doing the scavenging would explain why he seems to know his way around, I guess.
 
   “It’s a good thing that they aren’t too local, Mikey. The safety of this place isn’t just the height we’re at, but the reclusiveness of it, and the fact that the survival equipment is here for us to use. Anywhere else and I don’t think we would have been so lucky.” Duncan’s eyes are warm and caring, but the seriousness of his tone is nothing to miss. “We can survive for—well, for as long as we need up here, as long as we’re careful about it and don’t attract too much attention to ourselves.” 
 
   “And you say ‘he brings in the survivors’ like he does that a lot. When me and Emily met Mikey, he was about to take my Hummer and leave our asses stranded,” I snipe, giving a hefty glare in Mikey’s direction.
 
   “Maybe he should have,” Crunch mumbles under her breath.
 
   “Shoulda, woulda, coulda,” I snap back, giving her another glare, to which she rolls her eyes.
 
   “I wouldn’t have really left you. You’re both far too pretty to be left out here in this big bad scary world without a man to look after you.” Mikey smirks, his eyes lingering on me a moment longer than necessary.
 
   “We didn’t need your help, we were doing just fine without you. In fact, since meeting you we’ve actually been worse off.” Which is true really, if you leave out the incident at Old Man Riely’s house.
 
   “Please,” Mikey snorts. “You two girls made a rookie mistake when you didn’t bother to arm yourself or search the store for people before food. You’re just lucky it was me that found you and no one else. Anyone would think that you were new to all this.” He waves his arms around his head and laughs.
 
   I look at Emily, not sure what to say. Everything he said is right, and this world is kinda new to us.
 
   “Where are you two ladies from, anyway?” Duncan asks.
 
   I hesitate for a moment before deciding to play the honesty card. “Well, we’ve been behind the walls since the world went to shit. Well, after the first few initial weeks, anyway.” I shrug, and feel a shiver of uncertainty as everyone stares at us open-mouthed. “What? You never met someone from behind the walls before?”
 
   “Not anyone that lived for very long.” Crunch looks up at me. “Most either get eaten or killed.”
 
   I feel my forehead crease in frustration. “You say that likes it’s two different things.”
 
   “It is,” Crunch replies.
 
   I drag a hand across my face. “You’re giving me a headache.” I have no idea what they’re all talking about. Getting eaten and getting killed are the same thing. Getting eaten and killed or getting bitten and dying, however, are very different.
 
   “What was it like in your cushy little home?” Crunch continues to snipe at me like she has a fucking clue what it’s really like behind those damn walls.
 
   “Cushy? It was hardly cushy,” Emily shouts. 
 
   I turn to look at her with a smile. That’s my girl.
 
   “How hard could it be, little girl?” Crunch glares up through her lashes. “Did you have the dead beating at your door every morning? No? Well perhaps it was having a nice warm bed, three meals a day, and some friendly neighbors that made it so damn hard for you?” Crunch slams her spoon down into her bowl and leaves the room before me or Emily can reply.
 
   They really have no idea what it was like if that’s how they imagined it. 
 
   Silence falls across the little lunchroom. I chance a glance at Mikey and Duncan, who are both still staring at me as if wanting to know more about my life behind the walls. Well, tough luck. After the warm welcome we just received from Crunch, I’m not about to come clean with all my nightmares.
 
   “Moving on from this now,” I snap, and look down at my hands. This is not what I want to talk about.
 
   “So, you’re really from behind the walls?” Mikey asks, leaning forward in his chair like it’s fucking story time, like he hasn’t heard me tell them to move on from the discussion. “How long have you been out?”
 
   “What was it like in there?” Duncan butts in.
 
   “This isn’t moving on,” I tut.
 
   “You have to tell us something!” Mikey glowers at me, his hand hitting the table with a thud, making Emily jump.
 
   “I don’t have to tell you shit, actually. But if you’re really so insistent, it was hell. We were starved, beaten, robbed of everything from our belongings to our pride and dignity, and…” I pinch the bridge of my nose. I don’t want to talk about that place anymore. It’s over, it’s done with. “Let’s just say it wasn’t all peaches and cream, okay?” I look up at him, my look and mood darkening by the second.
 
   Duncan looks shocked and nods, while Mikey continues to glower but relents. He turns his attention back to Duncan. “Well, we have things pretty good out here, don’t we, Duncan?”
 
   “Well, we make do with what we have.”
 
   “Things would be a hell of a lot easier if we could get inside the base though.” Mikey stares at Duncan as he stands, but Duncan doesn’t rise to the bait. “All I’m saying is that we need more weapons—fact.” Mikey pushes off from the wall and leaves. It seems like this is a discussion that they have had before. 
 
   Emily, Duncan, and I sit in silence for a while before Emily stands with a huff and leaves too. 
 
   “Okay, I give up,” I say. “What’s the base?” I look at my empty bowl and know that I could easily eat ten more. The hollow in my stomach is still there, but for now, it has at least stopped growling so loudly.
 
   “It’s the hub of the activity center.”
 
   “Aah, okay, what’s the activity center? Not being funny here or anything, but I’m not an outdoor type of girl, if you know what I mean.” I stand and stretch, feeling the soup sloshing in my belly, making me need to pee.
 
   “It’s where you are—here. Ravendale Outdoor Activity Center.” Duncan stands too, and collects everyone’s bowls and spoons, piling them all into a small basket. We walk out the door together—well, we lower our heads as we duck outside, since there is no actual door, per se. “This was my business. My dream, I guess. I’d only been open a couple of months when the outbreak happened. My third set of team-building exercises were underway and going really well.” He stares out through the trees before continuing. “They’re still there.”
 
   I look out to where he’s looking and then back to him. Since all I can see is trees, I’m guessing he’s lost in his own reverie for the moment.
 
   “Earth to Duncan. Who’s still there?” I touch his arm.
 
   “My customers.” He turns to look at me. “My staff—everyone. Some of them were out on a canoe trip when it all started. When they got back…it was like hell itself had invaded earth.” He stops talking and walking and turns to me with a grimace. “Sorry.” He shakes off his darkened mood. “You’re more than welcome to stay here for as long as you want. The more people that are helping out, the safer we all are.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’ll be staying.” I like him and I think that he deserves a real answer—no bullshit. “I promised myself that I would get Emily somewhere safe, and well, this place seems as safe as any I’ve found yet.”
 
   “So, why wouldn’t you stay?” His mouth puckers into confusion.
 
   “Because I have nothing to offer you all. I can’t fight, I have zero survival skills, and I mean, I’m more of a liability than anything.” I shrug honestly.
 
   He laughs. “What? And you think leaving us with a temperamental teenager is going to be more helpful to us? Besides, maybe at one time you had nothing to offer, maybe at one time you couldn’t even fight, but there is strength in you, Nina. Emily told us how you have been protecting her. You’re a strong woman, both mentally and physically, even if you don’t want to believe it yourself yet.”
 
   I try to defend my words, but I know that he’s right, and decide to continue with my whole ‘honesty is the best policy’ line. “I don’t want to get attached to anyone, and the best way to do that is to be on my own.”
 
   “And you think that you’re not already attached to Emily-Rose?” He lifts an eyebrow at me and smiles.
 
   A breeze washes through the trees, rustling the leaves. Being this high up, with the sun and the smell of nature, anyone would be forgiven in thinking that we were safe; but there’s always more to fear in this world. 
 
   I turn and look at Duncan with a more critical eye. “Why weren’t you allowed behind the wall?” 
 
   He holds his hands up in mock defense. “Why weren’t you?”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “Yet here you are, both of you.” He raises an eyebrow at me again.
 
   “We were kicked out.” I pause. “Well, Emily was kicked out. I sorta decided that I wanted to leave. So I’ll ask you again: why weren’t you allowed behind the walls?” I step back from him. 
 
   “Calm yourself. I never tried to get behind the walls; I didn’t want to leave here. Besides, I wouldn’t have been able to make it that far without being…eaten or whatever.” He swallows loudly, and I want to tease him about being a big scaredy-cat to ease the tension, but decide to keep my mouth shut—again. I’m getting good at this whole not putting my foot in it thing.
 
   We start walking until we get to one of the platforms we need to cross using the high ropes. I can see the others on the next platform, and I know that my only way to get to them is by using the damn ropes. Now who’s the big scaredy-cat? Duncan’s hands move around my waist and I jump at his touch. He looks at me and smiles sheepishly.
 
   “There are ropes and harnesses to stop you from falling. I’ll show you later on how to tie them so you can do this yourself if you want. Some of the harnesses are still there, but others have broken, and some parts of the course weren’t completed, so we didn’t have anything to get us from point A to point B.” He goes back to fiddling with the rope around my waist, reaching down between my legs and pulling it up on either side of them. “I’m hoping that in time we can finish this place, make it even better and more secure. We could build a perimeter around it and make it a real home. Find more people and…”
 
   “Easy, don’t get ahead of yourself.” My cheeks feel hot with embarrassment, since he’s still crouched down between my legs.
 
   Duncan grins and stands back up, checking his knots. “Sorry, and yeah, I know. I just think we could really make this work.”
 
   “I got that.” I smile, and I’m sure I feel my face crack at the action. I realize that we seem much higher up than I would have expected us to be. This is meant to be outdoor activities, yet we seem to be at a more extreme height.
 
   “How high are we?” I ask nervously and hold onto the side of the platform.
 
   He finishes tying another knot and makes short work of yet another one, which he attaches to the original one and stands back to assess his work. “Good question. This was the first camping, rope extreme, team-building exercise platform in the country.” He smiles from ear to ear at me like a big dumb oaf, yet his cheeriness is lost on me since I have no idea what he’s talking about.
 
   “A what?” I ask, dumbfounded.
 
   He grins. “Yeah, I was still working on the name.”
 
   He gestures for me to start across to the other walkway, but the path to get to the other side consists of small planks of wood held by rope on either side. The idea being, I’m guessing, to step across each moving step without falling. I try the first one out warily. It sways and I grip my rope tighter and try not to yelp. Sure, there’s the protective rope net on either side again, but I still don’t want to fall. 
 
   “Well, you’ve heard of the high ropes haven’t you?” 
 
   I move forward slowly, with Duncan following closely behind. Each step makes me sway from side to side, making my stomach lurch. I always hated fairground rides, and this is like the biggest one ever.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve heard of those. Is this one of those?” Two more and I’ll be across. Duncan is right behind me, waiting patiently. Clearly he’s more of an old hand at this than I am.
 
   “Sort of. It’s the high ropes, but higher. The highest yet, in fact, and it’s built into the trees instead of its own premade base, and the best part is…” 
 
   I step onto the other side, my feet feeling finally secure without all the swaying. I can’t help but smile that I made it across. Duncan joins me and begins to undo all the knots holding us to the long rope above us.
 
   “The best part is that I had huts built, like tree houses, so that it would be a full-on camping, outdoors experience, but in the trees!” He guides me over to the others with a huge grin. They’re all sitting looking out over the lake and talking quietly. They’re sitting around a large circular metal fire pit in the floor, which—I’m presuming from the lack of trees above this platform—is where some of the cooking comes from, and perhaps even a fire pit for at night to cook marshmallows on. Yeah, I wish.
 
   “Basically, if you think about it as a small scale bio-dome experience, but without the dome—and in the trees.” He shrugs and continues. “You live up here, eat up here, use the bathroom up here, and compete in challenges up here. Or that was the idea before…well, you know.” His smile fades away. 
 
   Bless him, I think with a roll of my eyes.
 
   “Is he telling you how amazing his tree house is?” Britta looks over and smiles.
 
   “Yep.” I smile back and take a seat on a log next to Emily.
 
   “I was just telling Nina about her new home. We’ll need to teach both of them how to get around the place and give them jobs to do if they’re going to stay.” Duncan sits down with the group and gives me a knowing look. “The more people there are, the more work there is, but the safer we all are.”
 
   Emily looks at me. “We’re staying?” She smiles happily.
 
   “Why wouldn’t they be staying?” Mikey looks puzzled.
 
   “For now, at least,” I reply grimly. 
 
   Emily takes my hand and squeezes it tightly, and I try to give her a reassuring smile. 
 
   “Has Duncan told you about his customers yet?” Mikey asks, his expression blank. He’s talking to me, but seems to be directing his question at Duncan again.
 
   I raise a questioning eyebrow. “Yeah, sorta.” I watch the exchange between the two with narrowed eyes, realizing that I’m missing something. “I thought he had. Why?” I sigh.
 
   “Not this again, Mikey. You’re like a dog with a bone. We’re not going over there; it’s too dangerous,” Duncan snaps and stands back up. Mikey matches his stance, and they stand foot to foot, looking ready to start swinging at each other any minute. Well, that was a quick turn of events.
 
   “There are guns, crossbows, more harnesses—food, even! We need those things. If those guys come back and find us, we’re all screwed, Duncan. I mean, they have guns…we don’t. It’s a simple equation, adding up to us being killed unless we go and get the weapons.” 
 
   I stand up too, pulling my hand from Emily’s. “Whoa, what guys?” I look from Duncan to Mikey, but neither of them replies, instead choosing to continue their macho standoff with each other. “Well?” I press with more urgency.
 
   “The Forgotten,” Mikey says without looking at me. His jaw grinds slowly, the shadow of his beard emphasizing the movement.
 
   A chill runs up my spine. The mood has gone from lighthearted to scary shit in a nanosecond. I don’t like it one bit.
 
   “The who?” I bite my lip to hold in my anger and possibly my fear too. Why hadn’t they warned me and Emily that there are people looking for them?
 
   “The Forgotten,” Crunch says darkly, sounding way creepier than Mikey had. “They are society’s outcasts, the ones they wouldn’t let behind the walls, and trust me when I tell you that you do not want to mess with them.”
 
   “Well it’s a creepy as shit name, but what’s the big deal? Surely you’re all the big bad Forgotten, too? And you’re not so bad.” I frown, trying to act every bit the Bond girl, but instead feeling panicky.
 
   “No, we could have gotten behind the walls if we had gotten there in time. The Forgotten were turned away.”
 
   My mouth opens and closes before I can find the right words. “They turned people away? Why?”
 
   Crunch looks away from me, her eyes hitting the floor. “Trust me when I say this—I don’t say it because I give a shit about you or your kid, I say it because I intend to live. These guys mean serious business. They are not in any way to be messed with. They are the Forgotten. Not the rebels, or the fucking others, or some other shit name that makes them sound like some sort of fucking comedy sketch, and they are not anything to laugh at. They weren’t allowed behind the walls because they were deemed as the big, bad, and fucking ugly of society. Not even their own mothers wanted them.”
 
   That darn chill runs down my spine again, and I shiver involuntarily.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen.
 
    
 
   As if they were one entity, each member in our little Kumbaya circle lowers his or her head, which does nothing to improve the tone of my voice in my next rant.
 
   “The Forgotten? Society’s outcasts? That’s a little too much creepy for my liking, so we’ll be leaving right about now. Thanks for the hospitalities and all that.” I stand to leave, but Emily tugs on my leg. I look at her and she’s silently shaking her head at me. “You can’t still want to stay, Emily.” I purse my lips tighter. 
 
   She nods at me, and then looks toward the rest of the group. “They’re staying.”
 
   “They’re stupid—clearly.”
 
   “Hey!” Josie looks at me, her pretty face showing anger instead of the usual cheery smile.
 
   “Hey what? There are people—sorry, The Forgotten—traipsing around the woods looking to do god knows what to you, and you’re still here? Tell me why, exactly.”
 
   “We have nowhere else to go.” Britta’s eyes seem as large as saucepans as she says this, and I feel like a piece of shit.
 
   Josie looks at JD, seemingly unsure. Up until now, he hasn’t really said very much, seeming to be the quiet one of the group. 
 
   JD picks up his bottle of water and takes a long drink before speaking. “Leave if you want; that’s your choice. If you think you can fare any better out there alone in the world, then there’s not much we can do to convince you to stay, and I wouldn’t waste my breath trying to sway your decision. If you want to live, however, then you’ll see sense and sit back down. These types of people are everywhere; there is no escaping them. So this place, up here, is as good as any other—probably better, in fact. That’s the why to your question.” He says all this without even bothering to look at me.
 
   I sit back down with a huff and Emily pats my knee condescendingly. I scowl at her and she stops. The tension has risen within the group, and I’m not the only one feeling it by the looks of the sullen faces around the camp.
 
   “Can everyone just calm down?” Duncan pleads.
 
   “We’ll calm down, Duncan, when you let us go over to the hub and get some more stuff. We’ve all fought zombies at some point, we can work as a team. We’ll be in and out before you know it.” Mikey sits back down, and continues to try to reason with Duncan in a friendlier way. “We need you. You know the way around that place; we’ll be safer with you there.”
 
   Duncan bites his lip. “The last time I went there I saw my co-workers and customers get ripped apart. It is not somewhere I want to go back to anytime soon.” Duncan starts to shout and then stops himself, his nostrils flaring as he tries to contain his anger. Even up here, I’m guessing we have to keep the noise down. Sound travels and so do zombies.
 
   “Things haven’t changed since you decided to hide yourself away up here you know. That shit’s still happening everywhere, you can’t just pretend it isn’t.” Mikey lowers his voice and Duncan sits back down, the anger suddenly lost.
 
   “Mikey’s right, Duncan, as much as I hate to admit it. I think we should go—with or without you. Though it would be helpful if you would come, nobody is forcing you.” JD speaks up again, and I’m surprised when everyone stops to listen to him without him even having to raise his voice. “It’s about time we all stopped pussy-footing around you. You saved our lives by showing us this place and letting us stay here, and for that we’re all grateful, but that only gets you so many free cards, and they’ve all run out now. We’re going over there, and I’m asking you to come with us. To help us.” 
 
   Duncan seems to be off in his own little world with his thoughts, and just as I’m about to ask if we have any weapons at all, he jumps back in.
 
   “It still haunts me.”
 
   “It haunts us all, my friend,” Mikey replies.
 
   Duncan drags a hand across his face. “They came back from the canoe trip covered in blood. I’ll never forget that image for as long as I live. Out of all the other deaths that I have witnessed, that’s what has stayed with me all this time, you know?” He looks up at us and we nod in agreement.
 
   Yeah, we all know exactly what he means. The first time I saw someone die—hell, I should say the first time I witnessed those things killing someone—will be burned into my memory forever. It wasn’t real, it couldn’t be real. But it was.
 
   “It was so unexpected. There was just no warning, no clue, nothing. I mean, I’m a resourceful guy.” He gestures around him as if to prove his point. “I can prepare, plan, evaluate, but this…this was something else. They climbed, fell, Jesus…were dragged from the damn canoe, and the blood was just everywhere. I heard the screaming and came running out of the hub. They had been across the other side of the lake when they were attacked.” Duncan looks out into the trees and continues. “When I came out and saw all the blood, I thought that they had been attacked by bears or wolves or something. One woman—Halima, I think her name was—she was unconscious, and we carried her inside to the medic’s room. The others were telling me about some man in the woods who had attacked them, but before I could concentrate on what they were saying, I needed to stop the bleeding on Halima. I didn’t even know where to start.” Duncan’s eyes met mine and I swallowed the massive lump in my throat. 
 
   I don’t want to listen to this. I’ve heard more than my fair share of survivor horror stories this past year. I don’t need any more to add to the collection. But there’s always something a little bit fascinating about them. As if maybe by hearing more versions of the same story, it will somehow change the outcome. It doesn’t, though. It always ends the same: someone dies. Everyone dies.
 
   Duncan looks heartbroken as he continues. “I started trying to clean her up the best I could while one of my Saturday helpers, Sanil, called for an ambulance, but there was no answer. All the lines were dead, and I began to panic that I couldn’t stop the bleeding before we could get an ambulance to her. Her breathing got worse and worse,” he looks up at us, his eyes damp, “until it just stopped.”
 
   Britta stands up and goes to sit with Duncan, draping her arm across his shoulders. 
 
   “It’s okay, we all know what you have been through, and we have all been there,” she says, her accent making each word sound even more pronounced. He continues as if she hasn’t even spoken.
 
   “Sanil started to panic, but me, I didn’t move. I just stood there watching her, watching the blood…so much blood, just draining out of her and dripping onto the floor. Of course she couldn’t have survived that much blood loss. I knew this, but then just as I was accepting that fact, she moved.” He looks up to us, his eyes searching our faces for recognition of a similar horror. Of course we all share it and look away from his stare. Shame floods his face as he continues.
 
   “She moved her hand, slowly at first. I thought it was a goddamn miracle happening. Her eyes opened, but they weren’t the pretty brown I was used to seeing; they were colorless, cloudy almost. I was surprised she could see anything, but she clearly could because she reached up and grabbed me. I didn’t know what she was doing, but I knew something wasn’t right. Sanil tried to help me restrain her, but he was just a kid, and she was so strong—it didn’t make sense how strong she was! And then she bit him…his face. She leaned up as he tried to hold her down and tore into it like it was nothing, and he screamed and screamed for me to help him, but man, what could I do? Blood was pumping everywhere, so much goddamned blood.” A slow tear works its way down Duncan’s cheek, and even though I have my own horror story, I can’t help but feel some of his pain. What could he do? We have all seen it happen. It happens so quickly you don’t have time to react, to think about what to do next.
 
   “I ran! I ran out of the room just as everyone was running into it to try and help.” Duncan’s face is pale—paler than Emily’s, and that’s saying something. “Then the screaming really started.” 
 
   I don’t know whether to scream at him myself for not helping, for not trying to do more to save everyone. Why didn’t he warn them? Shut the door? Anything? But looking at him now, I know that there’s no point in voicing my opinion. He’s going to be haunted by those screams for the rest of his life, and I think that’s punishment enough.
 
   Stillness surrounds us all. Even the birds have stopped their incessant tweeting for the moment, as if caught up in the horror of his story. I need to cough, but don’t want to ruin the moment. I have heard these stories, of varying degrees of horror, and I feel a little numb to them all now. I hear the words, but their meaning is lost on me. Another person torn apart, another person eaten, another person dead. It’s horrendous, and it’s cruel, but it happened. 
 
   Duncan sobs loudly. “That’s why I can’t go back over there. I can’t bear to see their faces—faces of the people that I condemned to death because I was too scared to do anything else.”
 
   “Stop being such a fucking pussy, Duncan. Shit happens, and it’s happened to us all.” JD looks up at Duncan, his nostrils flaring, his eyes wild with quiet fury. “You want to know a sob story? I’ll give you a sob story.” He grinds his teeth loud enough for me to hear him on the other side of the fire pit. “Try watching your girlfriend and baby boy being eaten alive. See if that’s an image that will keep you awake night after night, buddy!”
 
   The silence deepens around us at JD’s revelation. Josie is clearly alive and kicking, and I realize that they must have only been a couple since the outbreak. She looks uncomfortable, both her hands falling to her lap so as not to provoke JD any more. Her lower lip trembles, but whether it’s because of the colorful image that JD has just given us or because he’s talking about his life pre-her, I’m not sure. 
 
   I’m stumped and feel uncomfortable listening to everyone’s little heart-to-hearts. I have no intention of doing the same, and I can only hope that we are about done for the day. Back behind the wall, I would listen to people’s stories day in, day out. It was one of the many reasons I wanted to leave: the horror of listening to everyone’s stories is just too much. That sounds heartless, but it’s the truth. There are only so many times you can listen to people telling you about their loved ones being killed before you become cold to it.
 
   JD stands abruptly and resolutely storms off, his footsteps loud against the wooden flooring. Clearly he’s had enough of our little get-together for the day. Josie stays seated, her head low on her chest. Her shoulders are subtly shaking as she stifles down her tears. Emily nudges me in my side and I look at her. She gestures with her head for me to go over to Josie and I shake my head and mouth ‘no’ at her. She nudges me again, harder this time, and I nearly fall off my log seat. Why she thinks I would give a shit I have no idea, and I push her back, forcing her to slide off the back of her log. I snort a laugh at her and look up, realizing that everyone has been watching our little pushing session, even Josie. My cheeks flame with embarrassment. 
 
   I don’t want them to think I’m a heartless bitch, but I’m not about to start trying to disprove their thoughts on me. They seem as doomed as the rest of the world, and if Emily wants to go comfort poor little Josie, then she’s a big girl now and she can go do it herself.
 
   Emily sits back down on the log without looking at me, but I can hear her huffing.
 
   “He saved me, you know,” Josie speaks between sobs. “I was hiding in the storm drains. I’d been living down there since the outbreak, or whatever you want to call it. I had been visiting my boyfriend in jail when everyone started acting nuts. I got out of there as quick as I could and I hid. Before I knew it, I had been there over two months. Every time I thought about leaving and trying to make my way back home, there seemed to be more and more of them. There were no trucks or cars that I could get to. I had no weapons. I was screwed, so I hid.” She wipes her sleeve along her nose in the most ladylike fashion she can muster, and continues. “They got in the prison. How do zombies even get into a prison? I mean, that place, of all places, is supposed to be secure.”
 
   I shudder at the word zombie. I still have a hard time calling them that, though that is what they are.
 
   “They followed me back one day when I was out scavenging. I was backed into a corner, and I was trying to make peace with the fact that I was about to die, and then he showed up—JD.” Josie gives a small smile before continuing. “If it wasn’t for him, I would be dead. Or one of the dead.”
 
   “How did he find you?” I ask before I can stop myself. 
 
   What do I care? Yet I obviously do.
 
   “I have no idea, I’m just glad that he did.” She shrugs. “One of the guards tried to lock everyone inside. I guess he thought the inmates were trying to escape or something, I don’t know, but I only just got out. When JD found me, he had escaped from the prison. He had watched his girlfriend and baby boy,” she swallows, and I know what’s coming, “…they had both been turned, and he had seen it all. Damn near drove him insane watching them day after day. He was a wreck of a man for months, kept talking about killing every last one of them. In the end I made him realize that the best revenge he could have would be to survive.”
 
   Every time I think that I have heard the worst story possible, I hear another one. It never gets easier. I can understand how people go crazy; I mean, how much pain can one mind take? I don’t think I can take another story. I don’t have the stomach or the heart for it. I’m not a tough G.I. Joe girl, I’m just a girl who likes shoes and uses sarcasm to hide her feelings. I decide that I’m about done for the moment and make to leave when Crunch pipes up.
 
   “You wanna hear something funny?”
 
   “Yes!” Everyone says at the same time. Crunch smiles and we all give a small laugh. The horrendous stories we just heard are suddenly put to the back of our minds. For now, at least.
 
   “Well, there’s blood and guts in my story, the same as everyone else’s, but when the outbreak happened, me and my best friend had just been arrested for stealing fancy panties.” 
 
   Panties? Now this is going to be an interesting story.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen.
 
    
 
   Crunch folds her long legs underneath herself as she begins to talk. “Me and my good buddy Damien were getting high, you know how it is, right?” She looks at us, her smile faltering for a moment before continuing. “Well…maybe not. Anyway, so we’d had way too much to drink and smoke that day and decided to go and get ourselves a little extra cash, since we were both totally broke and wanted to go on partying. We went into a couple of stores but we got thrown straight out. Obviously we weren’t the usual clientele for some of the more upper class shops.” 
 
   I laugh loudly and she looks at me sharply. 
 
   She wasn’t trying to be funny there, I guess. Whoops.
 
   “Sorry,” I mumble and look away, feeling uncomfortable under her glare.
 
   “Anywho…we were passing a trashy version of Victoria’s Secret—you know the ones with the real dirty underwear and sex toys?” She smirks and I look at Emily. She may be young, but by the look on her crimson face, apparently she knows what kind of store Crunch is talking about. 
 
   “So me and Damien decided to try it out. We’re looking at all these sex toys, and underwear, and joking around. Obviously there wasn’t much that we could get from there to sell quickly, so we decide to leave, but man, as we get to the door, we get stopped by security. I’m all like, ‘What? We haven’t done anything, this is harassment.’ And this big burly security guard just looks at us all serious and stern, and he’s like, ‘can you come this way please, sir? Miss?’” She mimics the security guard’s voice, and everyone laughs. “Which is funny in itself really, since Damien has never been called ‘sir’ in his life.” Crunch fiddles with the studs on her shirt as she continues. “So we end up in one of the back offices and he asks us to empty out our pockets. I had some fancy underwear stuffed down my shirt, but nothing major—lacy things with frills and shit, but then Damien’s searched, and he starts pulling out all sorts of crap from his pockets and down the back of his pants. Lube, play gels, fucking dildos as big as my arm, and I’m like, ‘dude! What the fuck?’”
 
   Laughter breaks out from everyone’s lips. I have no idea what Damien looks like, but any guy getting caught with a dildo down his pants deserves a round of applause in my opinion.
 
   “I didn’t even see him stealing that stuff, I swear. Even the security guard looked shocked and mildly disgusted by how much stuff he’d shoved down his pants. He must have thought we were planning some mass orgy or something.” She wipes at the tears in her eyes and continues, looking younger than I’m guessing she is—the carefree, relaxed attitude of a young woman, not a bitter, angry thirty-year-old. “Anyway, I’m rolling around in fits of laughter, no matter how many dirty looks this security guard gives us, you know? I mean, it’s freaking hilarious. I couldn’t stop myself even if I wanted to. I think this guy is about to get all serious on us and call the real cops, when we hear shouting from inside the store. Shouting and banging and all sorts of weird and wonderful noises.” Crunch raises a sardonic eyebrow at me and continues. “The security guard tells us to stay where we were and he’d be right back, like I was planning on leaving that room at that point anyway, right? He locked the door on his way out, and before I could tell him to call me a lawyer and kiss my ass, he was gone…and the screaming began.” 
 
   Crunch stops laughing and looks at us with a more serious look in her eye. “The screaming seemed to go on for hours, but it could have been minutes. I lost track after a while. I covered my ears with my hands and hid under the desk like a little fucking kid.” 
 
   I look away from her sorrowful expression, her mood decidedly darker. I look up to the trees, where a bird flits from one branch to the next. I watch it as it looks down at us with its little brown beady eyes. They have it so easy, birds. It’s like none of this crap happened to them. They’re still free to fly and roam the world without any harm coming to them. Sure, they don’t get the friendly neighbors throwing out bread for their morning breakfast anymore, but I’d give up anything on this shit-hole planet to get things to go back to how they were. For just one more day of normalcy. The bird takes off into the sky without a second glance back at me, and I’m brought back down to earth by Crunch’s storytelling.
 
   She looks at her feet sadly, her nose stud glinting at me. “I must have drifted off at some point. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I’m some heartless bitch who doesn’t give a shit. Well, I’m not. I had a mother who was a drunk and a father who brought more trouble to our front door than old ladies to a bake sale, so my safe place was always to sleep. I would sleep to drown out the noise from them both arguing and fighting with each other.” She shakes her head and I see a slight blush rise in her cheeks, clearly embarrassed by her small revelation. “So, anyway, that’s what I did. I woke up to Damien prodding me in the ribs. He looked really scared. I mean,” Crunch whistles through her teeth and wrings out her hands, which seem to be full of nervous energy as she recalls the horror of the moment, “I’d never seen Damien scared before—ever. But he looked petrified. He had obviously listened to every damn sound coming from the other side of the door. There were noises coming from behind it now too—moaning and scraping—and I knew right then, there was not a chance in hell I was even attempting to leave through that door.” 
 
   I haven’t realized that I’m leaning forward on my log seat until my neck and back start to hurt. I lean back and look at everyone else, and realize that Crunch’s storytelling seems to be having the same effect on everyone in the group. We all sit transfixed by her words. Maybe it’s the vulnerability that we can hear in her voice. She’s normally such a badass, so fierce in her demeanor, that to see a softer side of her is just—well, it’s just bizarre. Or maybe we just want there to be a happy ending for one of us. Any of us.
 
   “What did you do?” Emily asks quietly from next to me, making me jump a little at the sound of her voice. I look at her and scowl, but she pays me no attention.
 
   “We stacked a couple of chairs on top of the table and went out through the tiles in the ceiling. I didn’t even know if it could actually be done, but I’ve seen it in enough movies, you know?”
 
   We all nod in agreement. I miss watching movies. The small memory of being curled up on the sofa with Ben watching a movie brings a deeper sadness to my heart than any story I can be told.
 
   “So anyway, we’re following the ceiling tunnels through the mall ceiling, tracing the electricity and water pipes or whatever the fuck they were, stopping every now and then when we get to a store to look in and see if we could climb down.” She shakes her head. “The things we saw. Damn, it was like God himself set free all of hell. Damien was like a big crybaby. Every single time we stopped to look into a store, he would sob like my mother high on ketamine. I don’t know how long we were in there, but I knew that I didn’t want to ever leave. I mean, up there it was like we were separate from it all, like it was a dream or something. But there’s always an exit, a dead end, or a loose panel that makes you fall through the roof and into the loving arms of one of the undead, right?” She picks up her half-empty bottle of water and takes a swig before standing up to leave.
 
   I stand up abruptly. “Wait, what the fuck happened?” 
 
   Why now, why her, and why I give a shit all of a sudden is beyond me, but I do. I want to know what happened. I need to know. Damien isn’t here so it’s pretty obvious really, but for just a moment I feel the smallest spark of hope. A glimmer of us beating the undead at their own game. Maybe he escaped. Maybe there’s hope for the rest of us. Maybe…
 
   “Damien got eaten—obviously. Ripped limb from limb, fucker was still crying for his momma even as they chomped through his throat.” Crunch shrugs her shoulders nonchalantly, but I see the look in her eye and know what she hides way down deep, too deep for just anyone to get to. “I’ve never seen someone in that much pain, and if I could have ended it for him, I would have.” She starts to walk away and begins to tie the ropes around her waist to move across to another platform before looking back at all of us sitting in deathly silence. “But damn, that zombie got a beating before it got its meal. Nearly beaten to re-death by a dildo.” She smiles at us, but it’s grim and a failed attempt at hiding her sadness. “What a way to go, eh?”
 
   None of us say anything as Crunch moves across to another platform, swinging from the ropes that hang high above the ground, like a monkey in the trees, a determined look set as a stony mask on her face. We all sit in silence as her soft sobs for her friend are heard ringing through the trees. We’ve all been there, we’ve all had that loss, that pain, but seeing a woman so strong and so broken has affected all of us. Maybe she isn’t that strong after all; maybe it’s all a front. We all wear a different mask these days.
 
   Silence encompasses our little group. Each one of us is lost in thought, but whether it is because of the stories that have just been shared or because of our own horror stories, I’m not sure. Me? I just need to get some air. Even though we are as in the open as practically possible, I feel like the oxygen has been stripped from my lungs. 
 
   “You ok?” Emily’s voice seems distant. 
 
   I look at her with far away eyes and nod.
 
   Jesus, I need some space. 
 
   I can’t seem to think with so many people all around me. My gut twists and churns. Perhaps it’s the decent food I’ve had to eat for the past couple of days. My diet behind the walls consisted of, how shall I say this…whatever we were given, which was never enough, and too far between. It’s not the food though. It’s me. Something in me is changing.
 
   Emily’s hand squeezes my leg, and I feel suddenly like a child needing reassurance from its mother. My chin trembles and I take a deep breath.
 
   “I need…to walk.” My voice seems hollow and unfamiliar as I croak out the words. “What’s the easiest path around? I mean, without all the knots and stuff?” I ask Emily…the group—hell, anyone who’s listening.
 
   “There’s no way around without the knots. There’s a harness, but we use it over on a different platform. I can show you a quick knot and give you some space to practice if you want.” Duncan stands and I follow him.
 
   “I’ll help.” Mikey follows closely behind.
 
   I smile weakly at Emily as I walk away. She seems at ease here, comfortable even. Britta strikes up a conversation with her, but I’m not sure what about. I’m just grateful that she’s giving me some space. Now if I could learn how to tie my own stupid knots, I could get some real space.
 
    
 
    
 
    The funny thing about the end of the world is how quickly you adapt. One day you’re incapable of changing a fuse in a plug, and the next you’re fighting off deaders, building campfires, and saving teenage girls from impending doom. I have begun to like these people. Much more than the people I used to live with. Maybe it’s because they have some fight left in them. Shit, maybe the fight never left them. But they are all strong and capable people in their own way, determined to survive no matter what.
 
   Emily and I are told the rules that they live by, and I hold my breath while they explain them, waiting for the kicker, the one rule that I could argue about. But I can’t. They’re all perfectly reasonable rules that are intended to make each other’s lives easier and safer. We all have jobs; some are awful, some are okay, and some—well, they’re just plain dangerous, but someone has to do them. The main one is that no one goes anywhere on their own. Apart from Mikey. He is the camp’s scavenger, and no one wants to have his job. To be fair, he always votes to go alone anyway. So apart from bathing, fetching cooking and drinking water, and helping Duncan to pick berries and wild mushrooms and other weird shit that he grows, Emily and I don’t leave the trees.
 
   Our existence begins to become comfortable, happy almost—as happy as you can be at the end of the world, anyway. Life would be an awful lot easier I didn’t receive dirty looks from Crunch on a daily basis, but life can’t always be peaches and cream, can it?
 
   Mmmmm, peaches and cream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen.
 
    
 
   “You ready to do this, Nina?” Duncan eyes me warily.
 
   I take a deep breath. “Yep, let’s do this thing.” 
 
   Emily touches my arm. “Be careful, okay?” She smiles.
 
   “Always.” I smile back and carefully climb down the steps of the main platform with Duncan.
 
   Scavenging is always a tricky business. Even out here, so far from any major civilization, there are deaders. Somehow they always seem to find our little vegetable patch too, like a lost memory of what they used to eat. Either that or they know that at some point humans will come to pick the damn vegetables, and so they wait for us. I shudder at the thought that maybe they have any sense of who or what they are now. Any brain control at all would be horrifying. Would they remember who they used to be? Are they trapped inside the monster that they now are? God I hope not.
 
   Duncan and Britta have been showing me some of their recipes, and tonight I’m cooking a full meal by myself. It’s their funeral: I can’t cook for shit. My best meal was number thirty-nine and number twenty-two on the Chinese takeout menu. Duncan is the camp cook, but Britta—damn, that woman knows how to do some great stuff with herbs. She helps make homemade medicines for headaches and tummy troubles, and even knows a great seasoning for rabbit stew. I’m hoping that at some point she’s going to show me some of what she knows.
 
    
 
    
 
   The vegetable patch is closer to the hub than I would have liked, and as we round the corner, the top of the hub comes into view. I’m still yet to see the actual building, since Duncan refuses to go anywhere near there, but every time we come to collect vegetables he goes all glassy-eyed.
 
   Two deaders are, as we have come to expect, standing right in the middle of our patch. Seriously, it’s only a little patch, yet every time they end up standing smack dab in the middle of it, trampling some sort of food that we’re growing. I drop my bag to the ground and whistle. They both turn at the same time, give an angry snarl, and come for me.
 
   One of them has a face that’s a mixture of my next-door neighbor and my old Aunt Sally. Since my Aunt Sally was a six-foot-two transvestite who used to wear the most hideous orange curly wig, and my neighbor had a bust size that most Playboy models would be proud of, the rotting semi-male and busty transformation is not something to smile about.
 
   “Jesus fuck,” I whisper and shake my head.
 
   The other deader follows right after, one of its blue dungaree straps dangling down around its ankle. It stands on the rhubarb that I’ve been trying to grow for the last couple of weeks, trampling the leaves with its dirty boots, and I curse again.
 
   As soon as they step out of the vegetable patch, Duncan comes out from behind a tree and lops off Aunt Sally’s head. Dungaree Guy turns to look at Duncan and then looks back at me. He seems to be in a state of confusion as to which meal to go for. Thankfully for me, he chooses Duncan. I can’t blame him, really; I’m like a skinny taco at about a hundred and five pounds, whereas Duncan is easily twice my build. Does that make him the gourmet meal?
 
   “Nina?” Duncan whispers my name, and I nod and grip my bat tighter.
 
   I run up behind it and slam the bat as hard as I can into the back of its skull, feeling the softening bone crumble upon impact, and black ooze seeps out of the cracks I just made in its head.
 
   Dungaree Guy pauses for a moment, doing a half-turn to look at what just hit him, before he collapses to the floor and starts twitching. Brown and black gloop continue to escape through the hole in the back of his head, bubbling out and releasing a toxic-as-hell smell.
 
   “Man, he reeks.” Duncan wafts a hand in front of his nose.
 
   “They’re getting worse,” I agree. “Do you think, maybe, we could use it to our advantage?” I grab Dungaree Guy’s legs and Duncan reaches for the arms, as we drag him to a hole further into the forest.
 
   “Like how?”
 
   “Well, I was thinking that maybe if they can’t smell us—like, if they could only smell themselves, then maybe we wouldn’t get as many of them.” 
 
   We both drop the deader at the same time at the edge of the hole and I kick him in. He lands with a soft thud on top of the others we have killed up here over the past couple of weeks.
 
   “R.I.P.,” I say, making the sign of the cross as I continue. “So, I’m thinking maybe we could string up a couple of arms and legs around the patch. They might not sense—smell, or whatever—that we come here, and move along. Does that make sense?”
 
   Duncan looks down at the pile of rotting deaders in the pit. No flies surround them, no maggots—nothing. Even insects know not to go near the flesh of the dead. We turn and head back to the vegetable patch.
 
   “Sounds like it’s worth trying. I mean, I’m not sure it’ll work, but I’ll give it a try.” Duncan shrugs and smiles at me. I feel strangely proud that I may have come up with a semi-useful plan.
 
   I begin to hack away at Aunt Sally’s arms and legs while Duncan goes into the forest to find something to use as rope, muttering something about finding a dog with a bone. Once I’ve removed all her limbs, I drag her by her shoulders to the pit and kick her in, saying a quick ‘R.I.P.’ again. I hunt down her head and give it the same treatment.
 
   When I get back to the vegetable patch, Duncan is coming back out of the forest from the side opposite to me. He’s looking pretty pleased with himself, too, and carrying a handful of sticks.
 
   “You find your dog and bone?” I laugh.
 
   He looks puzzled. “What? Never mind.” He shakes his head. “Okay, I’m gonna need you to help me. This is Dogbane, I need to you to…” He looks at me and smiles. “Dogbane, not dog and bone.” He chuckles and sits down with the twigs.
 
   I flush, embarrassed, and sit down with him. 
 
   “So, I need you to break these in half and pull out the middle bits.” He hands me a couple of sticks and we set to work on them, each doing our own. I look up through my lashes as he squashes the twigs on the ground until they split down the middle and begins to pull out the inside.
 
   I copy him, finding it easier than I thought I would, and then repeat the process with a couple more branches until we have a small pile of ribbony-type bark.
 
   “Now what?” 
 
   “We need to tenderize them all and then do what’s called a reverse wrap. I’ll show you. Do you have any idea where we are going to hang these things? They are going to ruin the smell of my vegetable patch you know.” He raises an eyebrow at me and starts rolling the ribbony bark between his fingers. 
 
   I pick up a piece and start doing the same. “I know, sorry about that,” I chuckle. “If it works, though, at least everything won’t keep getting trampled on.”
 
   “I guess so,” he grumbles.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, and with several smelly rotten limbs hanging around our little vegetable patch, we finally get to picking some of the crops ready for supper—after washing our hands in a stream. Apparently Dogbane is poisonous; good thing I didn’t need to lick my fingers or anything. My rhubarb managed to survive, though it’s not quite ready to be picked yet; but we manage to pull some potatoes and carrots and onions. 
 
   We’re about ready to go when I hear movement from over the hill toward the hub, and curiosity gets the better of me. I creep over to the edge and look down on the hub. It’s bigger than I thought it would be, with a curved roof and large windows. It’s painted white near the top, with wood paneling along the bottom to help it blend into the surroundings. Outside it are a couple of trucks with several people climbing out. They all have guns, from what I can tell, and I realize that these must be the Forgotten. 
 
   Duncan grabs the back of my shirt and drags me backwards, and I only just stop myself from yelping loudly.
 
   “What?” I snap.
 
   “Get away from there. We need to get back to the group, quickly.” He picks up his basket and knife, and climbs back down the little incline.
 
   I tut, and turn back to see what the Forgotten are going to do. I creep up as high as I can on the little hill, but keep myself low to the ground as I peek over. My breath catches when I see them dragging a deader off the back of the truck. It’s shackled with its arms behind its back, and a long pole to its neck to keep it at a distance. It’s more horrifying that, even from this distance, I can see that it’s a newish deader. The clothes are filthy, but still intact; its skirt flaps around its ankles, but its feet are empty of shoes.
 
   One of the men uses what looks like a length of rope to whip the deader’s back, and they all give loud, guttural roars of laughter as the deader tries to turn around. It’s clearly not hurt, but it sure looks pissed off; even from this distance I can hear it growling like a fucking bear. I shudder and start to turn away when another man approaches the deader, a long pole in his hand. While the deader is still looking behind it, the man reaches out with the pole, stabbing it into the deader’s abdomen. Smoke rises from the end of the pole buried deep in the deader, and as I strain my ears I can hear a strange buzzing noise. The deader turns back to look at the man. Ignoring the pole inside it, it tries to reach its hands forwards for the man holding what I now comprehend as a zapper of some sort.
 
   All the men are laughing again, and are taking turns at either whipping or zapping the deader. My stomach turns. Why would they do that? It’s dead and doesn’t feel anything. It doesn’t care what they do to it, so what’s the point in it all? It seems so unnecessary and sadistic. They’re torturing it for no other reason than to satisfy their own urges.
 
   I turn away from them, feeling sick, and climb down the little incline. I run after and finally fall into step beside Duncan. His pace is quicker than when we were on our way here—almost a jog.
 
   “I don’t understand what I just saw, Duncan.”
 
   “They’re twisted and evil.” His pace picks up further.
 
   “But, they’re survivors like us, they…”
 
   Duncan swings round to look at me. “Look, you have no idea what they are capable of. There were more of us at one point. There’s a reason only Mikey goes on the scavenger hunt to the stores.”
 
   I stare at him as I realize what he means. “But why would they do that?”
 
   “We need to get back.” Duncan turns and carries on walking. “Not everyone in this world is as good as you, Nina.”
 
   “You make it sound like I’m a goody two-shoes or something, Dunc,” I snort.
 
   “You are, compared to them. They don’t give a shit about the dead or the living. They would especially hate you and Emily because you were behind the walls too. They want the power and the control, and they’ll do anything to get it.”
 
   I follow after him, dumbfounded. I thought the worst in this world to fear was the dead and the prison camp behind the walls, but apparently there are yet more horrors to experience.
 
    
 
    
 
   As we climb back up the steps, I’m actually glad for all the branches that we have let overgrow the area, since it makes it harder to spot us up here. I look up and see Mikey looking down at us with a grin on his face. It falls when he sees our serious expressions. 
 
   “What’s up? Are you okay?” Mikey all but pushes Duncan out of the way to get to me and I can’t hold in the laugh.
 
   “I’m fine, thank you, Mr. Bodyguard.” I shrug him off.
 
   “Forgotten over at the hub again,” Duncan says with a sour look. “At least they didn’t spot us, but I’m regretting putting out the deader limbs now.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Your girlfriend here had a great idea about hanging deader limbs around the patch to see if it covered our scent from them.” Duncan smiles. I scowl and Mikey just looks damn uncomfortable.
 
   “I’m not his girlfriend.” I stare at Mikey, daring him to disagree with me. “But it was a good plan.” I turn back to Duncan. “You’re right, though. If they go traipsing through the woods, they’re going to know that someone has been there recently. Nothing we can do about it now, though. They would have found the vegetable patch and realized eventually anyway.”
 
   I stalk off to find Emily and the others before either of them can say anything else. I don’t know what irritates me more: the fact that Mikey keeps acting so protective of me, or the fact that I actually like it. And I hate the thought that people think we’re a couple. It’s not just Duncan, it’s Crunch, too, and I’ve seen the smiles Britta keeps throwing my way whenever Mikey sits next to me. I feel like I’m back in school.
 
   I stomp into my little hut and find Emily sprawled on her camp bed looking at some old photos. She smiles at me, and then laughs at my sour expression, like I’m something to be messed with.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I grumble and sit down near her feet.
 
   “You. You’re always so…” She shrugs and smiles again.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know—grumpy. It’s funny.”
 
   “I am not always grumpy.”
 
   “Yeah, you are, but I still love you.” She hugs me awkwardly from behind, and I pat her arm.
 
   “Whatever, get off me.” I shrug out of her embrace. “What’s that you’re looking at?”
 
   Emily holds out the photos to me and I see they are the ones from Old Man Riely’s house. Happy faces smile back at me and a lump instantly forms in my throat. I flip through them all. They’re the same old photos that everyone has in their own home—or used to: smiling faces, arms holding each other, a couple kissing on their wedding day, an older man and what must have been his wife standing next to my big Hummer.
 
   I don’t even realize that I’m crying until my tears drip onto the photos. I rub them away with my hand, and Emily hugs me again. I don’t push her off this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eighteen.
 
    
 
   “So it’s agreed, then? We’re going over there?”
 
   “Yeah, but it has to be soon. They seem to do a round trip and swing back to the hub after a day or so, leaving us enough time to get over there and get what we need before they even realize.” Mikey’s voice sounds strained with worry.
 
   “Maybe we could stay there. If we have the resources, then what’s stopping us from defending the place? Or maybe if we keep the noises down they will still think that it’s full of deaders. Eventually they are going to get bored of looking for us, right?” Britta asks as she serves up dinner to the group.
 
   “I’m going with you.” I stand in the doorway of the dining hut, suddenly unsure of myself. The smell of cooked rabbit is making my mouth water. I don’t even know if they will let me come, but I’m willing to put myself forward to help either way. I’m a half-decent fighter these days; well maybe not decent, but I can be vicious when I need to be. 
 
   Emily turns to look at me, her eyes wide. “But what about dinner?”
 
   I snort loudly. I’m glad that my safety isn’t her primary concern anymore, but really? I’m coming second to her dinner!
 
   “Obviously not before dinner, Emily.” The smell of the food cooking makes my stomach groan, and I’m pretty damn sure that it can be heard by everyone, but I don’t care. Meat is a very rare commodity these days, and by the looks on everyone’s faces, they’re all looking forward to it too.
 
   JD sits in the corner, his hand on Josie’s knee almost affectionately. Almost. It’s more possessive than affectionate. “You’re more than welcome to come along, but don’t think that we won’t leave you behind if you get into trouble. We don’t go by the whole ‘no man gets left behind’ motto. If you fall, you die. If you get lost, you die. If you—”
 
   “I get it,” I cut him off midsentence. “There’s a whole lot of dying going on for me if I get into trouble. Whatever.” I had expected them to say no to me, or at the very least be pleased that I want to risk my life for us all and say yes to me. I hadn’t expected them to be so cold about it. Well, not them, but JD.
 
   “I’m just saying that you won’t get any special treatment just because…”
 
   “She gets it!” Mikey cuts JD off this time, and I’m glad that someone has. Though the look that passes between them is a confusing one.
 
   It’s easier to take a seat and ignore it, though, what with dinner being served up and all. Duncan and Britta are damn fine cooks, and my stomach is always appreciative of their offerings.
 
   A bowl is placed in front of me, and as usual, I can tell that there is not nearly enough to fill my stomach. I look at it for a minute or so. Meat, potatoes, carrots, onions—damn, we’re almost civilized. Only the sounds of the group slurping and chewing and the occasional moan of pleasure can be heard. I look around at them all, hunched over their bowls and greedily swallowing, and can’t help but smile. I tuck into my share of food, and as the explosion of flavors hit my mouth, I release a groan of pleasure too. I don’t even realize that I’ve done it until it’s left my mouth. My cheeks flame, but I keep my head ducked and spoon another mouthful in, chewing every last morsel so I can savor the flavor completely.
 
   It’s over too soon. There’s a motto there somewhere. I show no shame in scooping my hand around the inside of the bowl to get every drop out. When I finish, I lean back in my chair with my eyes closed in sheer, blissful pleasure. I can feel my body relaxing, and give in to the urge to doze off.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Nina.” 
 
   I stir from my sleep begrudgingly, opening one eye and then the other. The room is quite dark, dusk is setting in, and Mikey’s face is hovering over mine.
 
   “Hey.” He smiles at me, and I stretch and smile back.
 
   “Hey yourself. I can’t believe I fell asleep like that.” I stretch my back out further and hear a series of small cracks. It’s a satisfying sound.
 
   “You must have been really tired.” He gives a low laugh and looks away. “I thought it best to wake you though. The others left to go to bed, but I didn’t want you to be freaked out when you woke up and it was pitch black or something.”
 
   Well, that’s kind of cute.
 
   “Mikey, is that your idea of an apology for making me live up in the trees like an Ewok?” I laugh.
 
   He laughs back lightly. “That’s very cool you know.”
 
   I blush and look away. I again don’t bother to correct him that it wasn’t by choice that I watched the damn movie, but instead move the subject onwards.
 
   “So why did you really wake me?” I probe deeper.
 
   “I was bored. You’ve been sleeping for ages…” 
 
   My blush deepens and I’m glad it’s dark. I can’t believe he sat with me this whole time. I hope I didn’t snore.
 
   “…and it was getting dark. I thought it best you get to your hut before it gets too dark.” He adds on quickly.
 
   I nod in agreement. “Is Emily okay?”
 
   “Yeah, she went to sleep a while ago. She seems pretty happy here. So, you two, you were behind one of the walls for the past year, right?” He bites his fingernails and I have the urge to smack his hand away. God knows how many germs are on those hands.
 
   “Yeah.” Talk of the wall is making me feel uncomfortable, and I stand and stretch my legs out.
 
   “What’s it like behind them?” He sits on the table with his feet on one of the wooden chairs while he watches me walk around the little hut.
 
   What’s it like? Jesus, what a question.
 
   “It’s no safer behind them than it is out here, if I’m honest.” I look out the little window and stare into the rustling trees and sigh. “Sure, there are no deaders, but behind the wall there are—how can I put this? —let’s call them oppressors…”
 
   He stands up and comes over to me. “Yeah, but oppressors you can beat up.” He gives a dry laugh and cracks his knuckles. “Especially you. You’re a badass, right?”
 
   “Not these ones. Behind the wall, the oppressors are also your protectors. You stand up to them and they kick you out. Which is why I’m here.” I can feel him watching me, his eyes boring into the side of my face. For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel nervous that a man is looking at me. I feel safe.
 
   “So, what did you do? I mean, what did they do?” 
 
   I turn and look at him, my eyes wet with unshed tears. “Whatever they wanted to.”
 
   I see the look on his face change into so many emotions, in a matter of seconds, before finally landing back on a blank one. “Why did you stay, then?”
 
    “What choice did I have?” I huff. “If I had left, I would have been killed by the dead right away!”
 
   “So why the fuck did you leave in the end? You don’t make any sense.” He scratches a hand through his stubble angrily, glaring at me.
 
   “Behind the walls, they control everything: the food you eat, the clothes on your back, the water you drink. They get to decide where you sleep, what your job will be. But more importantly, in the end they decide whether you live or die. If you go up against them, they send you back over the wall. So you see it really isn’t about being a badass—which I am, I must add, though I never used to be.” I look away from him. The haunted look on his face is too much. I don’t want his or anyone’s sympathy. “I guess when I saw what they were doing to Emily, I just sort of thought ‘fuck it.’ I wasn’t living, I was existing. They took my body first, and my mind slowly went, too, until I saw her face, until I saw how scared she was, and I knew I couldn’t stay any longer. If it meant dying, then so be it. At least I’d die for a reason.”
 
   Silence encompasses us and I presume he’s mulling over what I just told him. If he reads between the lines, the story is pretty clear. I don’t want him to ask me any more questions so I decide to ask him one instead.
 
   “How come you weren’t behind the wall?”
 
   I hadn’t really thought about it before, or maybe it’s just that regardless of who these people are, it really is as simple as I just put it, and I feel safer here than I ever did behind the wall.
 
    Mikey looks uncomfortable and his voice seems to miss a beat before he continues. “I, um, I didn’t get there in time. When I tried to get in, it was too overrun with zombies, so I had to find somewhere else to hide. I’ve never bothered to try since. There didn’t seem much point. The walled cities are few and far between, and we have a good thing going on here. Or we did.”
 
   I can feel him looking at me again and I return his stare. His eyes are soft and dark, a slight smile turning up at the corner of his mouth. I notice, for what seems like the first time, how attractive he actually is. His arms are toned and ridiculously strong, his shoulders broad. “Until the Forgotten showed up, you mean?” I ask. My voice is quieter than I had meant it to be. In an odd way, the Forgotten don’t scare me as much as Lee and his little group of idiots did, but maybe that’s because I haven’t really met them yet. Or maybe it’s because Mikey is here with me, and he makes me feel safe—safe and womanly.
 
   Some hair has come loose from my bun, and he reaches over to brush it away from my shoulder. “Yeah, until they showed up.” 
 
   His touch sends shivers down my spine, but I don’t recoil from it. He slowly rubs the lock of my dark hair distractedly between his finger and thumb.
 
   “Because they’re dangerous?” Seems like a stupid question to ask, but it’s the only one I can think of right now, since my mind has gone blank and I can’t seem to look away from his mouth. 
 
   “Yeah. Really dangerous.” Mikey lets go of the lock of hair. His hand reaches up until the pad of his thumb is under my chin, his rough fingers touching lightly against my cheek.
 
   Our eyes lock, and I can’t seem to break free of the stare. Or maybe I don’t want to. His touch is caring and honest, the first genuine show of affection from a man in such a long time. 
 
   I’m lost for words, and as Mikey leans in close to my face, my breath catches and my eyes flutter closed to match his. Do I want this? Him? I have no idea, but I know that I like him, even if I’m not ready to admit that to anyone else just yet.
 
   “Ahem!”
 
   I open my eyes and look to the doorway where Crunch stands. Her icy glare could kill small animals, maybe even a zombie or two. I pull away from Mikey, uncomfortable now that the moment has been disturbed. 
 
   “What?” Mikey stands close to me, his arm across the tops of my shoulders. I move around to the other side of the table, two sets of eyes following me the whole time.
 
   “Sorry, was I interrupting?” Her ice queen death stare follows through into her words, and I force myself to act unaffected by them.
 
   “No,” I answer quickly.
 
   “Yes,” Mikey answers and stares at me. His eyebrows furrow in confusion at my coldness.
 
   “I need to go get some sleep.” I’m standing in front of Crunch now, but she makes no attempt to get out of my way, which is unfortunate for her since I’m not in any mood to be polite. “Move…Now.”
 
   She looks at me for a couple more seconds before giving me a sly grin and stepping out of my way. I squeeze past her and go to find Emily. I shake my head at my own stupidity as I hear them start up a whispered argument behind me. It’s pretty obvious that she’s into him. The icy looks, the snarky attitude. Wait, that could just be her general attitude, come to think of it. Either way, she hasn’t liked me since I arrived, that much is clear. And either way, a relationship is the last thing I need to confuse the situation.
 
   I need to speak to Emily tomorrow about what happened before I arrived here at our little camp in the trees. I haven’t spent much time with her since we got here. Eating, sleeping, and adjusting to living like monkeys in the trees seem to have taken up most of my time, but now I need to get my ass into gear and sort myself out. There’s a lot I don’t know about the group, and I think it’s imperative that I find out as much as I can.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nineteen.
 
    
 
   The sun blazes down on me, making my skin feel hot and sticky under its rays. The hut I share with Emily is small, with one window and an open doorway, but the sun, goddamn it, has managed to sneak in through that one small window and blaze down upon my face like it’s the fucking Messiah and I’m its trusty disciple. I turn over with a grumble, pulling the blanket up over my face, but after a couple of minutes of getting even hotter under the scratchy blanket, I give up. 
 
   I sit up with a huff and automatically do what I try to do every morning: I reach for my clock. Of course, it’s not there. It hasn’t been there for a long time, but old habits die hard, and I hate not knowing the time. It shouldn’t matter, but it’s annoying more than anything. I look out the window. The sun has moved from its position now, and isn’t glaring down at me anymore, so I have a clear view of the trees outside. I’m too awake now to go back to sleep, though I wish I could. I wonder if anyone else is up yet. Duncan always seems to be an early riser, then again, he always seems to be the first to bed, too, whereas I’m always one of the last.
 
   Emily still snores on her camper bed on the other side of the room. I was lucky to make it back here last night since it was so dark. Any darker and I would have had to sleep out in the open again. Not that I’m averse to doing that, but if I have a choice, I’m going to take the uncomfortable wooden bed in my small, crappy, wooden hut in the trees any day. 
 
   I need to pee badly, so I take our pee pot into the empty hut next door and relieve myself and then pour it down the ‘pee chute,’ as we have so fondly named it. It all lands in a large hole way below us and thankfully underground. Why the hell they didn’t make the system simpler by just making it so you could pee right into the chute, I don’t know. Typical men, I suppose—always making things more complicated than needed. I rinse the pot with some of the water and throw that down too.
 
   When I arrive back at our hut, Emily is stirring. I’m bored as shit, so I don’t try to tiptoe around. She looks up at me from her little wooden bed with a smile. There’s color back in her cheeks, and I know if things continue the way that they have been for the past few weeks, she’ll start getting some more meat on her bones soon. It pleases me to think of her getting healthy again. I smile back at her and sit on the edge of her bed.
 
   “Hey, you okay?” I ask.
 
   “Uh-huh.” She yawns and rubs her eyes.
 
   “I’m going to see if anyone is up. You coming?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” She sits up and stretches, reminding me of when I was woken by Mikey last night. 
 
   I’ve thought about him all night: his hand on my cheek and the look in his eye. Do I even want to meet someone else? To begin a new relationship? I don’t think so, but I feel drawn to Mikey.
 
   “Can I talk to you before we go?”
 
   Emily nods and I continue.
 
   “When you two left me—you know, back at the garage—what happened?”
 
   Emily sits up and looks confused. “What do you mean, Nina? Nothing. We just ran for what seemed like ages. We came across a couple of deaders, but Mikey took care of them, and then when we arrived here and he introduced me to everyone.”
 
   “Was everyone nice to you?” I sound like an idiot!
 
   “Um, yeah. Well, JD is—well, JD, and Crunch is obviously Crunch, but yeah, everyone was fine. After a couple of hours Mikey and I got restless because you hadn’t turned up, and I said that I wanted to go look for you, but he wouldn’t let me. He said that he had promised you he would look after me and keep me safe and he wasn’t going to break that promise.” She smiles at me, but I can’t smile back for some reason. “He tried to get some of the others to go with him to find you, but they wouldn’t. They said that you were probably a goner by now anyway. That got him all pissy with everyone, and I freaked out and blamed him for—well, you know, your death, and he stormed off.”
 
   Emily looks like she might cry, so I reach out and give her knee a little squeeze. “And?” I probe.
 
   “So he said he would go look for you on his own. The others warned him that it was going to be getting dark soon, and you could both end up getting lost and killed, but he went anyway.” She smiles more now. “And then you stumbled out into the clearing like you were Superwoman or something.”
 
   I snort. “Hardly. I collapsed into the clearing, more like.”
 
   “Yeah, but I prefer my version.”
 
   I laugh and she unexpectedly leans over and hugs me. I have the urge to push her off again, for several reasons. One being she smells really bad and could do with a good wash, and secondly because I don’t hug. In fact, I hate hugs, and she seems to be hugging me more and more recently. Regardless, I force myself to hug her back, to which she squeezes me tighter.
 
   She pulls away and continues. “He was so relieved when he got back and I told him that you were here.” She gives another smile. A mischievous one, grinning from ear to ear. “I think he likes you, Nina.”
 
   Yeah, I thought that too.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Well, that’s not what we’re here for, Emily.” 
 
   Now it’s her turn to roll her eyes at me. “Whatever.” She pushes past me as she climbs out of her bed. 
 
   “Don’t ‘whatever’ me. I’m serious. I’m not interested in anything like that.”
 
   She picks up the pee pot as she looks at me. “Nina, it’s obvious that you like him too, but whatever, if that’s’ not what you’re here for.’” She grins as she does little quotation marks with one hand and leaves to go to the bathroom, leaving me to stew with my own thoughts. As if I didn’t have enough to think about already.
 
    
 
    
 
   Breakfast consists of not very much this morning. My stomach was just starting to get used to having proper food in it and is unsurprisingly grumbly about the situation. I feel the same way and express as much to Mikey.
 
   “Is there nothing for breakfast? There has to be something more than this shit.” Yeah, I sound pissy, and yeah a little bit childish. 
 
   “Don’t fucking eat it then, give me your share,” Crunch snarks at me.
 
   I toss the handful of berries in my mouth with a grim smile in her direction, and she huffs and stands to leave.
 
   “What happened to you?” I ask Britta. Her wrist and hand are bandaged up, and she’s favoring her left hand when I know she’s right-handed.
 
   “I slipped using the ropes last night. Crunch thinks it’s just a sprain and not broken, but it hurts like hell.” Britta looks down at her wrists, her face a mask of worry.
 
   “How in God’s name did Crunch become camp doctor?” I frown at Britta, but it’s Duncan who replies.
 
   “Apparently before she got mixed up with all her old man’s crap, she was studying to become a doctor. Got in with the wrong crowd, fucked up her scholarship, and the rest is history. Kept up some of her abilities, though, by patching up other drug-heads.” He shakes his head sadly and takes a sip of his tea.
 
   I sit stunned for a few seconds. That wasn’t what I expected to hear at all. I look at Britta, who’s tenderly rubbing the joint on her wrist.
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” My words were supposed to be full of concern, but I know I sound more irritated than anything else when I speak, knowing that it means more work for the rest of us. I feel instantly guilty, but it’s too late to take it back.
 
   I reach over and take the mug of hot water with some green leaves floating around in it that Duncan insists is peppermint tea. I taste it and tell him that he’s been miss-sold and that if he keeps spouting bullshit like that, he’ll get himself a lawsuit for false advertising. Duncan laughs and adds more leaves to my cup.
 
    I’m feeling especially shitty this morning because of how Mikey made me feel last night. Seriously, I was just starting to like this place, and now he’s confused me with his weird manly odor, or some crap.
 
   Mikey looks up from biting his nails and smiles in what I assume is his best heartthrob impression.
 
   I roll my eyes. “Seriously, I’m surprised that you haven’t gotten a stomach bug, biting your nails all the time. Do you know how many germs are under those things?” I sit down with a kind of body flop thing going on, and then have the urge to laugh at my own behavior.
 
   Mikey doesn’t rise to my bait and keeps on biting his nails. 
 
   “Are we doing a water run today?” I ask Duncan, who’s looking through some binoculars across the lake.
 
   “Yeah,” he replies without looking at me.
 
   I huff out my frustrations. 
 
   “What is wrong with you today, Nina?” Britta looks at me with concern, giving me a little tsk noise as she does.
 
   “Sorry.” I shrug back. “Just hungry, you know?”
 
   “Yes, we are all hungry, but we have to ration the food. Some days we get to eat more, some days we get less, and some days we get nothing. It’s just the way it is.” Britta seems more impatient with me today, which is totally unlike her. She normally has much more tolerance of everyone’s moods. 
 
   “Sorry,” I repeat. She makes me feel bad for complaining, like a child complaining to her mother that she didn’t get any candy. Little brat me, huh?
 
   “It is okay. We all miss things. It is harder some days than others, no?” She smiles at me and I reciprocate. Her accent also seems stronger today than before, or maybe it’s just me becoming more aware of these people as individuals and not just as a group.
 
   “You know what I miss?” We all look at Josie. We all miss things, and I guess I just assumed that they would all be the same things. 
 
   “Nights out chilling with my friends.” She doesn’t smile when she says it, but looks down at her hands. “Relaxing and having fun. I mean, there’s just no down time, you know? No break from it all. Sometimes I just want to forget about all this stuff, laugh, and have fun again.”
 
   JD puts an arm around her and pulls her close, kissing the top of her head affectionately. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him being affectionate with her, come to think of it. Hard ass!
 
   “I miss Sunday mornings.” JD looks around at us all. Some of us nod, some of us (okay, just me) raise an eyebrow in confusion.
 
   “Just Sundays? Or is there another day of the week that you were particularly fond of, pre-apocalypse?” I snort. Since no one laughs with me, I figure they either think I’m an asshole or they know better than to mess with JD.
 
   “I hadn’t finished,” he replies curtly. “As I was saying, I miss Sunday mornings…” He looks at me to see if I’m going to interrupt again, but I hold my hands up in fake surrender. “Waking up to the warmth of your woman’s body next to you, and before you have even opened your eyes, you let her scent wash over you. You pull her close and kiss her good morning, your arms wrapped around each other as you enjoy a moment of pure blissful relaxation with each other’s closeness, and the moment isn’t ruined by having to get up every two fucking minutes to shoot yet another of those dead fuckers.” 
 
   We all laugh. Even JD smiles, which is another first. Josie looks up at him fondly through her thick lashes. He looks down at her and kisses her on the forehead again. His hands are on either side of her face, and she melts into his touch. I blush and look away from the romantic gesture, and my eyes fall on Mikey. He’s looking at me in a way that makes me uncomfortable. Kind of like a panther stalking its prey. I look down at my shoes, feeling like I’m being undressed by Mr. Seductiveness over there.
 
   “I miss taking a hot bath,” Britta is the next to speak and break the moment that JD has created. “I used to love taking a hot bath, and I smell now. I hate it. We all smell!” 
 
   We all laugh again. It’s true. We really do smell. Especially Emily right now; I really do have to tell her.
 
   “I miss baths, and showers. I just miss being clean. I stink!” Emily looks up at me mournfully, like an injured lamb going to slaughter. I should tell her not to be so dumb, that it’s not that bad of a smell...but it is that bad, and she does need to wash. So I nod at her instead and she glares back at me. 
 
   “Sorry, but you do,” I grin, and she replies by pushing me off my chair.
 
   “I miss being safe,” Duncan says darkly. “I miss being able to just walk around without a care in the world. I hate that we’re constantly in danger, that we have to watch our backs every second of the day. If it’s not zombies, it’s the Forgotten. I’m sick of it. I just want to feel safe again, I want us all to.” His anger rises as he continues. “We deserve that much, don’t we? I mean, this isn’t living, it’s existing.”
 
   His hands ball into fists by his sides. He seems really pissed now, not just angry.
 
   “So are you coming, then? To the hub?” Mikey takes the moment to swoop in and pounce on his prey, looking at him seriously. And here I was thinking I was the deer he was stalking. All the lightheartedness from our previous discussion is seemingly forgotten. 
 
   Duncan nods. “Yes, I’ll come.”
 
   Mikey smiles widely—happy, I guess, that he finally got his way. He looks around at the group as if sizing us all up, his eyes resting on me for a moment too long before he speaks.
 
   “Great. Well, let’s do this, then. So Duncan, JD, Crunch, and I will go to the hub this morning, clear the place of as many deaders as we can, and scrounge up some new gear.” He smiles.
 
   “Wait, why the hell isn’t Nina going?” Crunch snaps, coming back into the room. I can’t help but agree with her.
 
   “Yeah, why the hell aren’t I going?”
 
   Both Crunch and I lock stares for a moment before she realizes that this wasn’t my doing, and we decide to turn our angry glares on Mikey.
 
   He holds his hands up defensively. “Whoa, calm down, ladies. Someone needs to stay here and protect the others, in case we don’t come back. Nina’s good at fighting.”
 
   “Just not good enough to come with you?” I retaliate.
 
   “Britta’s a good fighter,” Crunch bites back.
 
   “Yeah, but I sprained my wrist yesterday. I can hardly grip the ropes to get to my bunk, never mind hold a weapon and fight,” Britta interjects. “I would love to come and help in any way, but…” She shrugs, letting her words die off.
 
   “I bet Josie’s a good fighter.” I look at JD.
 
   “She’s not going. End of.” With that he looks away from me.
 
   I glance at Josie, who offers me a sympathetic smile.
 
   I start to argue that it isn’t fair, but Mikey holds a hand up to silence me. 
 
   “I know what you’re going to say, so save your breath. JD’s not going to change his mind about it, and I’m not going to force the issue with him. Just drop it.”
 
   I scowl harder. “I’m going.”
 
   “Look I’m not willing to risk everybody’s lives.” Mikey crosses his arms over his chest.
 
   “But you’re quite willing to risk my life and not hers?” Crunch interrupts.
 
   Crunch stares at him, her jaw grinding angrily before she grabs her bottle of water and storms off again, giving me the final blast from her blues. JD and Mikey exchange a look, of which I miss the meaning. 
 
   I huff. “I’m going with you. I told you the last time this was brought up that I was going, and I have not changed my mind about it. I don’t want, or expect, any special treatment from any of you.” I look at Mikey, and if looks could kill I think he would have croaked by now. Fortunately for him, they can’t. He attempts to argue back, but then stops when he realizes that I mean business.
 
   I don’t need anyone helping me; I can look after myself. I certainly don’t need some guy with a crush trying to protect me and making others in our group hate me.
 
   “Fine,” Mikey replies tensely, clearly not happy about me going at all. 
 
   Well he can just suck it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty.
 
    
 
   I start to load up my backpack with bits and pieces that I think might be useful, but finally decide that the only thing I’m going to need is a weapon. Everything else is pointless. Water, Band-Aids, bandages—what’s really the point in any of this shit if I fall or get trapped? I may as well leave them with Emily. She could end up needing them more than I do.
 
   My weapon of choice? My butcher’s knife. Yeah, it sucks and it’s pretty fucking blunt now, but I don’t seem to have an awful lot of choice since there aren’t any nice weaponry shops around anymore. Anyway, it’s gotten me out of quite a few sticky situations so far, so maybe I should be more content with my weapon. 
 
   When I see everyone else’s weapons, though, I can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. JD has two scythes. There’s a hand-held one that looks small and brutal and a larger one with a long wooden handle. Duncan has a pistol of some sort, and a shotgun strapped to his back. Crunch has a sharp-looking curved knife, and my eyes widen at it. It. Is. Awesome. She smiles at me in answer to my drooling stare.
 
   “It’s a Kukri knife. My dad used to collect old weapons and shit; history-type stuff. It’s from the Ghurkha’s army dudes, or something like that anyway. He had no respect for anything but his damn weapons. Always used to say that they would save our lives one day, but I think he meant from goons who would be knocking on our front door, not deaders.” 
 
   She actually seems genuinely pleased for the first time since I’ve met her. If she’s pleased to have a deadly kick-ass weapon or pleased that she has something that I want, I’m not sure. I guess this is just another side to her fractured personality.
 
   I look at Mikey and realize that he has the best weapon, and one that I want most of all: a machete. 
 
   I want it. I want it. I want it! I almost stamp my feet in frustration.
 
   It’s long, sharp, and looks extremely deadly. My salivating goes to a whole new level. And Mikey, well, he just looks like something out of a cool comic book. He’s changed into a short-sleeved black T-shirt and is wearing a harness of some sort that comes across his shoulders and across his back. With his biceps bulging and his shaved head, I can’t help but feel an attraction to him. Damn it!
 
   “Put your tongue away,” Crunch bites out at me.
 
   Mikey looks at my knife with a deep frown. “You can’t be serious?”
 
   “What?” I ask, pretending that I don’t know that I am seriously under-skilled, and lacking in the cool-looking weapon department.
 
   “That’s all you have?” He gestures with his bad-ass machete.
 
   I look down at my weapon hand as if I had forgotten that my knife was even there. “This? Yeah. This is deadly as hell, I’ll have you know.” I almost snort at my own comment. Yeah, really deadly, pfft!
 
   “It doesn’t even look sharp, Nina,” Mikey purses his lips together in a failed attempt to hold in his words. “Look at it!” He gestures angrily again.
 
   “It’s fine,” I snap back.
 
   “Nina…”
 
   “Mikey, we need to go. We’re losing daylight. If she’s prepared to risk her life with that piece of crap, then so be it.” With that, JD turns and hugs Josie goodbye, whispering something into her ear and making her smile.
 
   Mikey and I glare at each other for a second or two, neither of us willing to back down, though I know for my own safety, I probably should. I mean, he’s right—damn him. 
 
   Idiot! Me, not him. Well, maybe him too. 
 
   How the hell did they all get such totally badass weapons, anyway? What kind of stuff could be over at the hub that would be cooler than these?
 
   Crunch smirks and follows Duncan and JD, ready to climb down. Mikey sheathes his long machete and walks over to me, his steps cautious. He stands directly in front of me, his eyes boring into mine with a look of resignation. He reaches for my hand, and I think about resisting but don’t. Taking my knife from my hand, he unhooks a sling from his side and passes it to me. Inside is a shorter-looking machete. It’s not as big and cool as the other one, but I couldn’t swing that thing anyway. He walks away without saying another word.
 
   I pull out the knife and stare at it. It’s sharp and dangerous-looking, far better than my stupid knife. I turn and watch his retreating back as he climbs down the main pole to the ground, my stomach fluttering as I watch his descent.
 
   Stupid man.
 
    
 
    
 
   The air is once again humid as we trek through the forest, and it’s surprisingly clear, apart from the one deader. It doesn’t seem to pose a particular threat to any of us as it slowly drags its decrepit body across the forest floor. It groans as we near it, its eyes turning to look at us, one hand reaching up for us clumsily.
 
   JD walks over to it, staring down at its putrid body with something more than hate written on his face. He puts his boot on the side of its head and slowly presses down, taking his time to feel every bone crunch in its head. The zombie’s face pops with finality, leaving black gunk and bone where its head once was. I look away with a grimace, and when I look back up, I see JD smile at it and stalk off without a second glance. I look up and catch Mikey watching me with dark eyes. He reaches down, picks up a rock, and continues walking. 
 
   I walk behind him, listening to the scrape of metal upon stone, and realize that he’s sharpening my knife. My hand instinctively goes to the knife at my waist—the one he has given me. My fingers grip it around its handle. I’m not giving this back, no matter what he says or how sharp he makes my stupid knife. Ungrateful and selfish? Yeah, probably, but I don’t care. Weapons like this don’t come easy, not in this world, not anymore, and I would be stupid to just give it up.
 
   The walk is hard on my body. I’m tired, and weaker than I will ever admit to anyone because of the crappy early morning and the lack of food. The nerves are beginning to set in too. Why the hell did I decide to come along? I didn’t have to. They were going to be doing this regardless of me. Maybe it’s my own desire to try and prove to Crunch and JD that I’m not some stupid, feeble woman, that I’m as strong as they are—more so for what I have been through. Or maybe it’s because I wanted to be near Mikey. I hate that he has gotten under my skin; it makes me have an entire new bag of reasons to feel guilty in my life. 
 
   I’m lost in my own thoughts and don’t notice when Duncan falls into step beside me. 
 
   “I hope we’re not going to regret this,” he says quietly, more to himself than me.
 
   “You and me both,” I reply without looking at him. 
 
   There’s silence the rest of the way there, apart from the odd grunt from people tripping on stuff. Okay, so that would just be me that’s tripping on stuff.
 
   The hub comes into view again as we pass our vegetable patch, and I’m pleased that my rhubarb is still growing strong and there are no deaders around, thanks to my little zombie repellent. We crouch down behind some rocks on the ridge, looking across at the place where the Forgotten had stopped yesterday and tortured the deader. There’s no sign of them or it today, but there’s a large patch of brown-black sludge where they were standing. JD hurries off commando-style to make sure that the coast is clear and none of the Forgotten are still over there. A few minutes later he comes back and gives us the all clear, and we set off again, with Duncan by JD’s side.
 
   We aim for the back of the building, which Duncan tells us is an emergency exit and therefore less used. I guess he’s hoping to come across as little zombie exposure as possible, but that doesn’t seem to be JD’s or Mikey’s aim. They seem to want to clear the building and take back control of it.
 
   We all stand side by side, our backs against the warm cream walls, as Duncan fumbles around for the key. The bastard locked everyone inside when he left. Any respect I have for him is quashed upon that realization.
 
   Stepping out of the heat and into the murky coolness of the hub, Duncan slips a catch at the top of the door so that it won’t lock when it closes behind us, and we all take a second or two to collect our thoughts and wits.
 
   JD points to Mikey, giving him some strange hand signal, which—lo and behold!—Mikey actually seems to get. Or at least he nods, looks back at me, and uses the same hand signal. I shrug and tiptoe up behind him.
 
   “What?” I whisper it as quietly as I can, but in the gloom, the sound of my voice seems to echo around us all, and I flinch. 
 
   “Stay behind me, okay? We’ll stick to the left, Crunch and Duncan to the right, JD will be in the middle. Keep your eyes peeled and stay in formation.” His face is serious, concern crinkling at the corners of his eyes.
 
   JD is huffing for us to go, but Mikey is relaxed and calm. Or at least he seems to be. 
 
   We make our way down the hallway, checking out side corridors as we pass them, but silence is what envelops us. Nothing but silence until Duncan whispers that we are nearing the center. The canteen is apparently to the left of the center, and that’s where Duncan wants to get to. However, when we reach the main part of the building, JD gestures for us to go right. Duncan does that weird argue whisper thing with JD, who blatantly ignores him and keeps on going right. No one in their right mind wants to disagree with JD, so we all follow like lambs to the slaughter.
 
   As we turn the corner, the moaning can finally be heard. The moaning that only the dead make. I watch a nervous Duncan make a sign of the cross and pull out both his guns, ready to protect himself. I grip my knife tighter, my nails digging into the soft flesh underneath as fear trickles into the pit of my stomach.
 
   The stench of death is upon us and I can’t seem to breathe through my nose anymore for fear of throwing up. Even with the fear of being eaten to death—or worse, being eaten and turning into one of the deaders—it’s still the smell that manages to get to me the most. I can almost taste last night’s rabbit threatening to make a reappearance, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to lose another meal to these freaks. I swallow down my bile and grit my teeth.
 
   The corridor is lined with doors, and we gather around the first. JD tugs on the handle until it relents and swings open to reveal an empty office. I release the breath that I’ve been holding and Mikey looks around at me and gives me a grim smile.
 
   JD closes the door and we move as one to the next door. I instinctively hold my breath again. JD’s hand pulls on the handle and he opens the door wide, surprising the zombie inside.
 
   It turns, and I swear I see it smile as it comes toward us, stumbling over the clutter on the floor in its eagerness to get to us. It walks with arms raised, bloodied fingers searching us out. There’s a swoosh as a blade slices through the air, hitting the zombie in the neck, and then a small thud as its head hits the floor. There’s no blood—just black sludge, which oozes out of the hole where the head should be as the body falls to its knees and then lands in a heap. 
 
   Somehow we have all crowded into the small space of the doorway, and as we step back and close the door, we are finally greeted with the view that we have all been dreading.
 
   Deaders. Lots of them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-One.
 
    
 
   “Fuck!” Crunch breathes out, beating me to the punch line with startling accuracy. 
 
   Yes, fuck would be it indeed. Or fucked may be better. Maybe even well and truly fucked. This isn’t how we had talked about it going down. In fact, this would be the entire opposite of how we expected it to go down. We had planned on picking them off one by one, or at least two by two. Like Noah’s ark, but without the cute animals.
 
   I turn, startled by the noise behind us, and I know for a fact that my eyes have just widened by at least an inch as more zombies round the corner.
 
   “Double fuck!” I beat Crunch to it this time, and the group turns to look behind us too.
 
   “Ten to the rear,” Mikey barks out and readies his machete, solidifying his stance.
 
   “Eight to the front,” JD shouts back, his voice nearly drowned out by the groaning horde coming toward us.
 
   We stand back to back, giving each other just enough space to move around as the crowd of overzealous zombies draws close. 
 
   I haven’t realized that I have placed myself between Duncan and Mikey, with JD and Crunch to my rear. As the first of the rotting zombies gets close, Mikey steps out of formation and slices its head from its shoulders in one move. That’s the good thing about the older deaders: the muscle and sinew are much weaker and easier to destroy than the newer deaders. The downside to them? They stink to high heaven. I mean, way more than your average deader. Once again there is no blood splatter—just black gunk, which oozes out of the hole, and a fresh wave of putrid stench. Mikey takes another step forward as an overeager female zombie with one arm and a rotten face (showing more bone than flesh) trips on the body of the first deader, and he swings and removes her head too with a satisfying thwack sound. Duncan takes aim with his gun and fires into the crowd, but he seemingly misses their brains, since they continue to twitch and writhe to get to us. Dude needs to practice his shooting skills more, if you ask me.
 
   I take a cursory glance behind me, and see that JD and Crunch have also dropped from their positions and are fast approaching the other deaders while attempting to separate and single them out so they’re easier to kill. 
 
   I dig deep down in me, summoning up some strength of mind to get my ass into gear. After all, I was the one who asked to come on this joyous trip.
 
   My blade is sharp and deadly and I fumble for a moment before I, too, begin hacking away at the deaders that get too close to us. I slice and dice without prejudice. Mikey is covered in black grime, his face contorted with a deadly rage that I haven’t seen on him before. Yet his movements remain precise and controlled; only his eyes give it away. The hate, the contempt.
 
   Duncan steps close to a thrashing zombie and fires his gun into its brain. The bullet comes out the back of the deader’s skull and hits the one behind it, spraying it with chunks of rotten brown-and-black brain matter. Unfortunately it doesn’t kill the deader, just pisses it off, and it moves forward, stumbling over the now brainless deader on the floor, and grabs at Duncan’s shirt. It leans over and tries to bite him, but only comes away with a mouthful of shirt. Duncan pushes his gun between himself and the deader and fires haphazardly into it, but the thing barely notices that its insides are being turned to oozing black mush, which is now trickling out of several holes in its intestines, and continues its onslaught regardless. I swing with my arm—wildly, I’ll admit—and hit it in the back of the head. The zombie twitches and releases Duncan, turning to look at me instead, my machete still sunk deep in its skull. That’s unusual; a deader is normally so focused on the prey directly in front of it. Regardless, I don’t get to ponder this obscurity now that I’m its new source of prey. 
 
   I take a step back from it as Duncan fires his gun again, but it clicks on empty. Between him reaching for his shotgun and me getting ready to kick the deader away, Mikey somehow realizes what’s happening and turns to pull my machete from the back of the deader’s skull. He hacks at its skull again, this time making sure its brain is completely destroyed. The zombie grunts once and falls to the floor as Duncan aims his gun at it. 
 
   “Sorry,” Duncan pants, wiping away the sweat and black gunk from his face with shaky hands. “And thanks.”
 
   I shrug a no problem, but really feel like peeing myself. JD calls out that it’s clear where he and Crunch are, and I nod and make my way to them without looking at Mikey even though I feel like throwing my arms around his neck right here and now and slobbering him with grateful kisses.
 
   They’ve managed to make their way further down the hall in their fighting, leaving a trail of rotten bodies either missing their heads or with little left of what were once their skulls.
 
   I’m glad that these monsters are dead, yet I feel no joy at their passing. Only relief that they are out of their misery. For all the death and destruction that they have created, we all know that they didn’t ask for this, and if they did have a choice in the matter, this is not the way they would have wanted to go.
 
   We regroup, pausing and catching our breaths as we lean against the walls—all but Mikey and JD, who cover both ends of the hallway.
 
   “How many more, Duncan?” Mikey asks as he wipes his blade along the seam of his pants to clear it free of any gunk.
 
   “I’m not sure, um, I don’t know how many made it out before…” He mumbles his words.
 
   “Well, for argument’s sake, let’s just say that none of them made it out. How many more?” JD snaps.
 
   Duncan seems to be going over the mental calculations in his head before coming to an answer that seems to please him. “I think maybe another twenty or so, maybe less.” He smiles, but no one reciprocates it. “I thought that we were just getting some supplies. We don’t need to clear the building, we’re fine where we are.”
 
   “I’m not living in the trees for the next twenty years, Duncan. We’re clearing this place, end of discussion,” JD barks out.
 
   Duncan nods, but he clearly doesn’t agree. I don’t know where I stand in it all. It would be great to be living on solid ground again, but there’s something about living up in the trees that actually makes me feel safer, Ewok or not.
 
   “Twenty more then?” Crunch asks with a grim look.
 
   Duncan shrugs, but doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to. Twenty zombies still lurk in this place. Twenty zombies that we need to find and kill before we can even begin to collect the things we need. Twenty more times that the hungry, gory mouths of the dead can try and eat us.
 
   “Let’s go.” JD moves off around the corner, and we follow him as one and without argument.
 
   There are stains smeared along the walls, handprints and the words ‘help us’ written in dried blood. I shudder and look at Duncan. He lowers his gaze away from me and away from the words, knowing only too well that he caused this. He could have saved some of these people if he wouldn’t have been such a coward. Instead he locked them all inside and sentenced them to death.
 
   There are the remains of a body or two on the floor, but not enough of either of them remain to be reanimated, and so JD kicks the bloody bones to the side and out of our way. We can hear more growling coming from behind a closed door; we seemed to have riled them all up, by the sounds of it.
 
   “That’s the medic’s room,” Duncan whispers.
 
   I want to shout out no shit, Sherlock! since there’s a big red cross on the door, but JD turns the handle before I can get my words out. I swallow them down and ready myself as the door opens inwards and reveals to us the five zombies within.
 
   They head straight for us with long, hungry growls, as if mamma didn’t give them their last meal before bedtime. Sludge hangs from their jaws and a cold blankness fills their eyes. Their lips peel back to reveal blackened and broken teeth and they push and shove to get past each other and to their meal: us. I shiver and swallow down the stomach acid that has worked its way up my esophagus and into my mouth.
 
   “I got this.” Crunch steps forward, and with her two knives, she decapitates the first two zombies with relative ease (if there can be such a thing when killing the living dead). JD follows her in, and when a zombie lunges for him, he deals with it with a quick swoop of his scythe down its middle. From skull to stomach it splits, and everything left inside tumbles into a pile on the floor along with its body.
 
   Crunch laughs as she circles another, kicking it away with her foot until it falls on its back. She stands above it, placing a foot on its chest, and drives her blade through its face slowly and with a maniacal glee that sends shivers down my spine. There is something like contentment in her expression as she pulls the blade back out, gunk spewing out of the hole left by her knife.
 
   The last deader has reached the doorway, and Duncan takes aim with his gun.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispers as he pulls the trigger and the zombie hits the floor.
 
   From the looks of the random skeletal body pieces lying around, there were more than just these five in here at one time. I realize that there is no way to know for sure how many had been here. This room is the real hub, the beginning of it all for Duncan, and the end of it all for everyone that had been in here. He hangs his head in shame as he looks at the body of the deader he just shot—what was once a young boy. I’m guessing this was the Sanil from his story. There’s a huge chunk of the zombie’s face missing—his cheek and part of his right eye. Yes, this was definitely Sanil.
 
   “Do you know how many people followed you in here, Duncan?” Mikey asks, his voice quiet.
 
   Duncan shakes his head in response, but doesn’t reply. 
 
   I notice that Crunch has taken watch by the door while JD is kicking bodies around, trying to get a rough figure. “I think there were maybe three others at one time, but…” JD kicks another body and shrugs. “It’s too hard to tell.”
 
   I do the quick math and approximate it at around nine more to go, give or take. Give or take are not good odds in situations like these, and I tell everyone so.
 
   We head back down the hallway, listening intently for any sound. When only our footsteps echo back at us after a couple of pit stops inside various rooms, Mikey stops and turns to look at us.
 
   “Wait. Let’s try and think about this. Duncan, where would the highest number of people go?” Mikey waits for Duncan to reply.
 
   “What would that matter? Zombies don’t think like humans do. They wander, they moan, they attack and kill. They don’t relive their final days,” Duncan replies coldly.
 
   “Probably not, but what if everyone went to hide? What if they’re still there…waiting?” Mikey lets the news sink in for a second before continuing. “Alive or dead, that’s more than likely where they are going to be. Think about it. The first deader was trapped in his office, and I’m willing to bet that he locked himself in there when the shit went down and he couldn’t escape. He most likely died from hunger in there and then turned.” Mikey looks to everyone in the group and we all nod in agreement; it makes sense when you think about it.
 
   “They’re probably in the sleeping quarters then. There’s a lock on the inside of the door, but no outside exit from there.” Duncan’s guilt is palpable as he drags a hand across his face in shame at what he has done. 
 
   “Okay, so where are those?” Crunch asks. I can see she feels the same as me, and is trying to contain her anger with Duncan. At least for the moment anyway. It must be harder on them; they have all known him for a long time. They’re his friends, but I don’t think things will ever be the same between them all again. Or maybe they will. The past is the past, right? And we’ve all done things we are ashamed of. 
 
   “We need to get back to the canteen and turn right. The women’s are at the bottom of the corridor to the right. The men’s are just past the gym.” Duncan lets everyone pass him before following behind. I turn around and look at him, and consider going to walk by his side. Don’t get me wrong, I think the guy’s a douche and all, but there’s enough guilt and pain in this world already, and I have a feeling that there’s going to be a lot more to come before our time is up.
 
   His eyes are on his feet, and his hands are deep in his pockets and not on his weapons. He looks pale and haunted as he takes a deep shaky breath and closes his eyes. I flinch as one of the doors to his left swings open and a zombie crashes out into the hallway. 
 
   It dives for Duncan, and before he can pull his hands from his pockets and reach for his guns to shoot it, it starts to bite into the side of his face. I stare in horror as its dirty hands clasp his skull tightly. It bites down and pulls back, its teeth clinging onto the flesh from Duncan’s cheek in its mouth. Duncan screams and hits out at it, and I stand frozen to the spot, unable to do anything but watch as the situation unfolds. 
 
   Mikey pushes past me, sending me crashing into a wall as he raises up his machete and brings it down in one swift movement to decapitate the zombie. 
 
   Duncan drops to his knees with one hand clutching his face, and trying to stem the flow of blood that’s pumping from the wound. He’s sobbing and moaning, tears, snot, and blood streaming down his face.
 
   My only thought? If I would have walked just a little bit slower, that would have been me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Two.
 
    
 
   Mikey helps Duncan up and simultaneously shouts for Crunch to bring the first aid kit. She obliges, dragging out various bandages and creams from the little bag on her back as we all run. We head down the corridor until we reach the canteen and JD drags a couple of chairs away from a table and helps Mikey get Duncan up on it.
 
   They pull Duncan’s hand away from his wound and Crunch squirts some liquid into and over the wound without hesitation, bringing about another long, painful scream from Duncan. He thrashes and fights to put his hands to his face, but Mikey and JD stop him.
 
   Crunch leans over further and inspects the hole in his cheek. Reaching for some tweezers, she digs into it and retrieves a tooth, and then squirts the liquid into the hole again, being careful not to get any of it into his eyes. 
 
   “Nina, get over here, I need your help.” Crunch doesn’t bother to look at me, but continues to dig through her bag.
 
   I make my way from the doorway to the group in small steps. I have no idea how we change into zombies. What if it’s through a bite and he’s going to change at any moment? I don’t want to be near him.
 
   “I mean it; get your ass over here, now!” She finally looks up at me, her nostrils flaring at my slowness. There must be something in my look that makes her calm down though. “It’s okay, we just need to stop the bleeding and clean the cut. He’ll be fine.” She stands and looks at me, and I nod and make my way to her, still wary.
 
   “I need you to squirt some more saline into the cut while I prepare some sterile gauze for it. I can’t suture it until it stops bleeding, or at least slows.”
 
   I pause with a shaky hand on the bottle. “Will this save him?”
 
   “Maybe,” she shrugs. “It’ll clear the wound of any surface pathogens and debris, and hopefully…” she pauses and takes a deep breath, “and hopefully save him, but I’m not promising shit. This is basically just a cleaner for the wound; I’d need a lot more equipment to go making promises.”
 
   I do as she asks, and when Duncan starts to scream again, JD Looks at Crunch and she nods. Before I can ask what the look was all about, JD punches Duncan hard and knocks him out cold.
 
   Crunch leans over, pressing hard onto his face with some gauze. My jaw hangs low as I look from her to JD.
 
   “The more he panics, the harder it is to stop the bleeding,” she replies casually.
 
   I nod and look away, a shiver running down my spine. Mikey runs over to one of the doors and starts barricading it so that nothing can follow us in, and JD moves to the door at the back of the room and does the same thing.
 
   “Nina, I need you to hold this in place.”
 
   I reach over with shaky hands, trading places with her and holding the gauze against his sticky skin. “Okay.”
 
   “Press harder,” she snaps.
 
   I nod. Crunch tips her bag out and rummages through all the bits and pieces for something—a needle and a strange-looking thread, by the looks of it. I look down at Duncan. His eyes are rolled back into his head, and his breathing is shallow. The blood has stopped pumping from between my fingers now, and Mikey uses his sleeve to wipe some of it away from Duncan’s eyes and nose.
 
   Crunch stands by my side with the needle and thread in hand. “Okay, lift it up and let me see.” 
 
   I lift up the gauze, which sticks to him a little as I pull it up. It breaks free, releasing a small spurt of fresh blood, but it stops after a second or two and then just oozes. The bite is deep, but thankfully not as bad as I first thought. It seems to be just surface skin and not the deeper flesh; however, it does look swollen and unhealthy. The sight makes me feel queasy again and I’m glad I don’t have to look at it anymore, however mean that may seem. I hold the gauze in place while Crunch tapes it. Crunch puts her fingers to Duncan’s wrist and does some weird counting thing with her eyes closed before placing his arm back down next to him.
 
   “Well?” JD asks.
 
   She looks worried, but shrugs in her nonchalant way and lowers the needle and thread. “He should be fine as long as an infection doesn’t set in. I’ve cleaned it the best I could, and I’m going to stick a couple of sutures in it since the deader took a lot of flesh.” Crunch readies her needle while she talks, and I turn away. “We need to find a lot more antiseptic cream, gauze, painkillers. We’re going to need to go back to the medic’s room again.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll go get the medical supplies. Crunch, see what you can do for Duncan. Mikey, you and Nina stay here. Try and see what’s left here—and be on your guard, we haven’t cleared this room yet.” JD storms off to the door without another word. Crunch quickly zips up her bag and follows after him with her weapons in hand.
 
   I look at Duncan on the table. His breathing is shallow, his skin sweaty. I still don’t want to get too near him, so I walk away, heading for the kitchens, carrying my small machete.
 
   Mikey catches up to me. Neither of us talk as we clear the room, and then the kitchen area, checking under tables and behind doors for any lurkers. Zombies aren’t known for their sneaking, though, so I think we’re good for now. Other than a few bloody bones and old blood patches, there are no live deaders—huh, that sounds weird.
 
   I check the pantry, and even when I see it half full of food, I can’t smile. I had come so close to death, or at the very least serious injury, that I feel a bit shocked. And poor Duncan. Shit, what if he dies? I pause in my search, lean against one of the boxes of cans, and take a breath or two to calm myself down. Mikey comes into the pantry and looks at me.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   I nod my head yes, and rub a hand across my sweaty forehead. Why this incident scared me so much, I don’t know. It’s not like I haven’t been nearly killed by these things before; I’ve been fighting them all day. But I guess the truth of the matter is that I felt safe around this group, and it all came as such a fucking shock to the system. One minute we seemed badass and unstoppable, and the next a deader was taking an afternoon snack from Duncan’s face. 
 
   “I’m fine.” I take a steadying breath.
 
   “Crazy shit, huh?” Mikey turns back around and examines the food and water on the shelves.
 
   “Crazy is one way to put it.” I start checking the boxes by my feet, wanting the distraction. “Do you think he’ll be okay?”
 
   “I guess so. I mean, I hope so. He’s kept us all alive the past year or so, and he’s a nice guy, you know?” Mikey opens up a box of cereal bars, tearing one open and shoving it in his mouth greedily.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” I catch the bar he throws me. “It was kind of a dick move locking everyone in here, though, don’t you think?” 
 
   Mikey shrugs. “Yeah, but then—we all make mistakes. I mean, no one’s perfect.” 
 
   “But his mistake cost a lot of people their lives.” I rip open my wrapper and take a big bite. It tastes like shit, but it’s food.
 
   Mikey stares at me for a long minute before replying. “So, even if someone tried to make up for their mistakes, you saying they don’t deserve a second chance?” He scrunches up his wrapper and throws it to the floor, looking pissed off.
 
   “That’s not what I was saying at all, it’s just that...” I huff. “He condemned everyone in here to die. He fucking locked the door on them.”
 
   “Who says they weren’t condemned anyway? Who says we’re all not condemned?”
 
   “Whatever, Mikey, I’m not in the mood to argue with you today.” I have no idea what crawled up his ass, but I’m too tired and worried to fight him. There are other things way more important going on.
 
   “I’m just saying that he made a mistake, a mistake that he feels guilty enough for. The last thing that he needs is everyone hating on him. He’s spent the last couple of years trying to make up for what he did.”
 
   I jump when I feel Mikey close behind me, and when I turn and am met with his angry glare, I’m even more confused.
 
   I scowl at him. “How has he tried to make it up? He spent the last however long trying to keep you all away from this place, away from putting these poor people out of their misery!” 
 
   “You don’t fucking know him enough to comment on this shit, Nina.”
 
   “No, and clearly I don’t fucking know you either.”
 
   “Clearly!” His jaw grinds.
 
   We stand there staring at each other, both of us waiting for the other to say something else. Anger burns within me. I know—I fucking know—he gets where I’m coming from, so why he’s acting so self-righteous all of a sudden, I don’t know.
 
   “Mikey? Nina?” Crunch’s voice sounds out from in the kitchen.
 
   I push away from the shelf behind me and walk past Mikey. His hand brushes my waist, making me turn and stare. I shrug away from him with another angry glare.
 
   “We’re here,” I say coming out of the pantry and passing Crunch.
 
   She eyes me icily, her eyes straying behind me as Mikey emerges from the pantry too. 
 
   “Find anything interesting?” she spits out.
 
   “Crunch,” Mikey warns, but I don’t stick around to see what else they say. 
 
   JD is sorting through some supplies on a table next to where Duncan is. Duncan has finally woken and is now sitting up. He offers me a small grimace as I come over.
 
   “How you doing?” I ask.
 
   “It hurts like a bitch, but I’ll live,” he smiles. “I will live, won’t I, JD?” He turns to look at JD, who’s shaking out two painkillers into his hand.
 
   “Yes. Crunch seems to think so. We just need to keep it dressed and clean, and hope that it doesn’t get infected.” He hands Duncan the tablets and a small flask to drink from. “If it gets infected, then…”
 
   Duncan throws the tablets in his mouth and takes a swig from the flask, gasping as he swallows. He looks at the flask and then at JD with a crooked, bloody half-grin.
 
   “Found your stash on the way back, my friend. Thought you could use it right about now.”
 
   “Didn’t even notice what you gave me.” Duncan places his hand on JD’s shoulder and attempts to smile again, taking another long swig with the other. “Thank you, that softens the blow, I guess.” 
 
   JD looks away with a shake of his his head. We have all noticed that his bandages have started to soak through with blood again.
 
   “I’m a goner if this gets infected, right?” Duncan screws the lid back on his flask. “Yeah, that’s it.” He lies back down and closes his eyes.
 
   JD looks behind me as Crunch storms out of the kitchen area, Mikey close behind.
 
   I turn to look. “We found the walk-in pantry. It’s pretty much full. There’s more than enough food to keep us going for…well, quite a long time.” I shrug.
 
   “What’s the plan then?” Mikey asks. He doesn’t look at me, and that just opens up a whole new bag of weird emotions. 
 
   “How are you feeling, Duncan? Do you feel well enough to continue? Or do you want us to head back to camp? We can come back another day and finish this off.” JD seems to have a lot of respect for Duncan. I hadn’t noticed that until now.
 
   “We’ve come this far, we should finish it,” Duncan replies coldly. “Just give me half an hour for the painkillers to kick in first.”
 
   I look outside and see that the sun is beginning to dip. “We won’t make it back before nightfall, even if we set off now. That means spending the night here.” Everyone follows my gaze, and I guess we all come to the same conclusion. “We could continue tomorrow,” I suggest.
 
   JD nods once in agreement. “Mikey, you and I need to find something better than just a couple of tables to jam the doors. We can all eat and sleep without worrying about any of them coming in and catching us unaware. Tomorrow we finish this.” He looks at us all, one by one. “We finish them all.”
 
   We all nod and set about our tasks. “I’ll go scrounge up something we can have to eat,” I say as I make my way to the kitchen.
 
   “I’ll help,” Crunch replies coldly, and follows close behind.
 
   “I guess I’ll just sit here on my own then,” Duncan retorts through gritted teeth.
 
   “You do that,” both Crunch and I reply at the same time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Three.
 
    
 
   I’m on edge as we raid the pantry for any sort of meal, waiting for Crunch to say something shitty to me like normal. Or maybe I’m on edge because we’re stuck in a building with a bunch of deaders. 
 
   I know the pantries are well stocked with cereal bars and energy drinks, but upon further inspection, there are also dried grains, pastas, and rice, which all seems to have lasted fairly well. There are also cans of beans and cold meats, all of which we can use. Somehow, we have to get this all back to our little tree house; it’s going to be a pain in the ass, but it will be worth it. I’m getting used to living in the safety of the trees. With the right tools, more harnesses, and some extra weapons, we could make it even better; and this food will help secure our future for the next couple of months.
 
   Months? Jesus, life is short these days.
 
   We find a couple of boxes of ration packs in the walk-in pantry and take them to the group. Sure, a hot meal would go down nicely, but until the place is completely cleared of deaders, it’s best to keep things as simple and as quiet as possible. We eat them cold and straight from the package, squeezing the liquidy mush directly into our mouths—which is disgusting, but it’s food, and my stomach is grateful even if my taste buds aren’t.
 
   The meat and potato stew I have settles well in my stomach, and combined with the freeze-dried coffee (that JD insists we actually can take the risk to heat up without making too much noise), my body is in sensation overload, being so full of food and caffeine. Bliss. I guess it’s the little things these days that really make life worth living.
 
   Duncan’s bandages have soaked through quite badly, and he seems unsettled with the pain no matter how tough he’s pretending to be. What did we expect, though? A zombie took a chunk out of his face; that’s bound to stress anybody out. Crunch works on suturing his face together the best she can, but if I’m honest, the job is ugly and will leave a terrible scar. Still, I guess if he lives, that’s better than nothing. I have avoided being in close proximity to him for the last hour or so, so when he takes some more painkillers and goes to lie down in the corner of the room for a nap, I take the opportunity to voice my concerns.
 
   “So is anyone going to talk about the elephant in the room, or are we just going to let him pick us off unexpectedly tonight, chowing down on our brains while we sleep?” I throw my empty ration pack onto the table in front of me and reach for another of the silver-foiled delights from the box by my feet.
 
   “He’ll be fine,” Crunch replies without fully acknowledging my comment or me.
 
   “How do we know that the virus or mutation or whatever causes people to turn into zombies isn’t passed by saliva or bites and things? I mean, that’s how it’s done in all the movies.” 
 
   “We don’t know for certain, but we think that it is just death itself that causes people to…you know…want to eat brains and shit.” Mikey is biting his nails again and I shudder. He has somehow washed his hands free of blood and grime from their earlier battles, but the thought of any of the zombie stuff getting into my mouth makes me nauseous.
 
   “Will you get your hands out of your mouth, Mikey? For God’s sake, they have all sorts of…well, you know, zombie germs all over them.” I put my second pack of food down, suddenly not feeling hungry.
 
   “I told you, it doesn’t seem to be passed that way.”
 
   “I don’t care. It could mutate, it could be slow-developing. And besides that, it’s disgusting, so stop it,” I huff.
 
   He finally removes his hands from his mouth and leans back in his chair with a raised eyebrow. “Better?”
 
   “Not really,” I reply. “So? What are we going to do?”
 
   “We told you: it will be fine. He will be fine. You just have to trust us on this, Nina.” 
 
   “But…”
 
   “Oh will you stop your whining?” Crunch snaps. “Seriously, Nina. Go back to camp if you’re so worried about him. Because we are not leaving him behind.” 
 
   “I wasn’t suggesting that we leave him behind,” I reply darkly.
 
   Wasn’t I? What the hell was I suggesting then?
 
    “Well we’re not killing him either,” Crunch hisses at me angrily. “He’s our friend, more than can be said for you.”
 
   “This isn’t about friendships, Crunch, this is about survival. And I wasn’t suggesting killing him, either. I don’t know what I’m saying. I just think that we need to watch him, in case he turns into one of them.”
 
   Mikey leans forward in his chair. “Ladies, calm down. You’ll wake him, and he needs to rest. Nina, we don’t know for certain that he won’t turn, but we’ve all had plenty of dealings with zombies now, and I’m sure that we have had plenty of their gunk all over us. The likelihood is that some of it has gotten in us. Maybe through our mouths, or eyes, or whatever. Either way, we all seem fine...”
 
   I try to interject, but he cuts me off.
 
   “… also, Crunch has been bitten before. In truth it wasn’t as bad as Duncan’s injury, but she’s fine, isn’t she? She isn’t some crazed zombie woman out for blood, is she?”
 
   I look at Crunch with a smirk, and surprisingly she mirrors it.
 
   “Well, maybe not all the time,” she laughs.
 
   JD has been silent the entire conversation. I wonder what his opinion is on the matter, but he doesn’t seem like the sort of person I would want to piss off, and if he agreed with me I guess he would have said so by now. I pick my ration pack back up and continue squeezing the mush into my mouth. Yummy.
 
    
 
   As night draws in, Duncan starts sweating like a fat man chasing the lunch truck, and panting heavily. So much so that JD has decided that we need someone on watch at all times, so we take it in shifts to watch him through the night. JD takes the first shift, with Crunch following him. I’m so happy that I’m not on first watch; after eating and all the exertion, I’m exhausted. I barely have time to nod and smile through a halle-fuckin’-lujah before I’m asleep.
 
   By the time Crunch wakes me up I would reckon on it being around one in the morning, but who really knows. Everyone is snoring his or her little head off, and I’m not impressed about being woken up one bit. This is what it takes to be a part of a team though: teamwork. There is no ‘I’ in ‘team,’ as the old saying goes.
 
   I always hated that saying.
 
   Crunch takes my place on the floor, throwing her jacket over herself, her head resting on a small sack of rice.
 
   I stand and stretch, feeling my joints crack and groan with the movement. I never thought I would say this, but I miss our little tree houses. I sit on one of the tables, my feet resting on a chair, and survey the room. The building has been surprisingly quiet since we killed the first horde of zombies. I can only think that the others who were trapped in here when it all went down have either gotten away or are trapped in their bedrooms as Mikey suggested. I shudder at the thought. What a horrible way to go, to starve to death. Not that there is ever a nice way to go, but you know what I mean. If Crunch is right and it’s death that brings on animation and not a bite or something else, then once one of the survivors died from starvation, the others were all doomed anyway. Probably even too weak to try to escape or fight the deader off them. There was never any hope.
 
   Tears fill my eyes and I rub them away stubbornly. I look around at my sleeping group. JD has his back to me, but I can see his hand wrapped around the handle of his scythe. Crunch also has her knives next to her, and she’s snoring softly already. I look at Mikey and see him watching me. It’s dark and I’m not sure how much of me he can actually see, but I can see him clearly. His dark eyes, his shaved head, his large shoulders. He closes his eyes and buries his face further down into his jacket. 
 
   Jesus, what’s wrong with me?
 
   I swore to myself that I wouldn’t ever care about another person. Now here I am with a group of people that I’m growing increasingly fond of, looking after a young girl who I really care about, and quite possibly falling for a man I barely know. This can come to no good. No fucking good at all.
 
   I do a lap of the room, checking through the small squares of glass in the doors to see if the corridors outside are clear, and then go to the windows, peeling back the shutters to check the outside.
 
   All is clear and all is quiet everywhere. Zombies don’t sleep, so this area must just be amazingly free of the evil things, which is strange since deaders tend to be attracted to old civilization areas. I squeeze the bridge of my nose and sigh. Though my mind is active with thoughts, my body is tired and achy from the fights won earlier. I wish there was time to train; I have a feeling that the people in this group could teach me a hell of a lot about survival.
 
   I may still be alive years after the dead rose, but that is all down to living behind the walls, not actual skills. Sure, I’ve killed some deaders, but it’s the same again—sheer luck. I need real skills, and I need real strength, not just dumb luck. JD and Mikey said that they see the Forgotten ones quite a bit, but I have managed to avoid contact with them so far. But for how long can that continue? I wouldn’t last in a battle with another human. Deaders aren’t actually that hard to fight, especially these days. They have no muscle strength, and are decomposing at a steady rate. I wonder at what point they stop, you know, being alive-dead? Their brain surely must switch off at some point.
 
   “Could you pass me some water?” Duncan’s voice cuts through my morbid thoughts and the room’s silence, making me jump.
 
   “Yes. Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.” I hand him an energy drink, and then hesitate. “Do you want your other drink? The one JD gave you.”
 
   “No thanks, this will be fine. Better save that for someone more deserving.” He takes the energy drink, leans up on one arm, and takes a swig.
 
   “More deserving?” I prompt, with only a touch of confusion.
 
   “Yeah, someone you don’t want dead.” He stops what he’s doing and looks at me. “I heard you earlier, sentencing me to death, Nina. Don’t act so coy about it.”
 
   “I’m not being coy.” I narrow my eyes at him, not that he can see it. The moonlight has gone now since I’ve let the blinds close tight again. “I didn’t say that I wanted you dead, either. You’re just jumping to conclusions.”
 
   “So, you don’t want me dead then?”
 
   “I never said that either,” I whisper. 
 
   “What if I turn?”
 
   “Then that’s a different story,” I reply grimly.
 
   “Well, I’m not going to.”
 
   I swallow hard. “Good.” 
 
    “I don’t think.” His voice cracks.
 
    “What?”
 
   “I don’t feel right.” Duncan lies back down, his eyes never leaving mine.
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t feel right?” I step back from him.
 
   “I can’t explain it. I just don’t feel right.”
 
   My hand covers the weapon at my hip, but I don’t grab it. Not yet. “Could be just an infection setting in,” I add.
 
   “Could be.” He’s still watching me. “But we both know what an infection means for me. Look, if I start to turn, Nina, you have to kill me. Don’t let me become one of them, don’t let me hurt anyone else.” His voice chokes out on the last few words. 
 
   I nod and then realize that he can’t see me, so I add an “okay” to my nod too. He closes his eyes, and is asleep again within seconds.
 
   I muse for a minute that maybe that hadn’t actually just happened, that maybe I’ve fallen asleep on guard and just dreamt that whole conversation. By asking me to kill him if I think he’s going to turn, he’s also putting me and Emily at risk. There’s no way the group will let me kill him and get away with it, unless he’s a full-blown deader.
 
   There’s also the other thought in my mind: Could I do it? Kill another human being—even one that is just about to turn into one of the undead and kill everyone?


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Four.
 
    
 
   I am the worst guard ever!
 
   At some point in the early hours, I must have fallen asleep, because when I wake I’m curled up on top of one of the tables. Mikey is sitting in a chair by my head, his legs stretched across onto another chair, and he’s watching me.
 
   I think I surprise him when I open my eyes, because his legs slip off the chair, making it squeak along the floor, and he looks around guiltily to make sure that everyone is still sleeping.
 
   Ha, serves him right for being creepy.
 
   The sun seems to be only just coming up. There’s an odd warm feeling to the room, or maybe it’s because Mikey’s dark brown eyes are still staring intently at me. Either way, the moment seems calm and relaxed for a change. I stretch and sit up.
 
   “Sorry.” I rub my shoulder back to life. “I don’t even remember falling asleep.” I grimace.
 
   “No harm, no foul, right?” He smiles.
 
   “I guess.” I swing my legs over the edge of the table. “How’s Duncan doing?”
 
   “Hot and sweaty, but sleeping like a baby.” 
 
   We both go over to where Duncan’s sleeping, and sure as shit he’s drenched in sweat and pale as a ghost. A little shiver tremors through his sleeping form every now and then.
 
   “This doesn’t look good,” I say, trying to sound every bit the concerned citizen, but actually thinking about my conversation the previous night, and what the fuck I will do if I have to kill poor Duncan, other than—well, kill poor Duncan, obviously.
 
   “He needs antibiotics, and fucking quickly by the looks of it. We need to get back to camp so I can do a run out to find some.”
 
   “I didn’t see any in the garage.”
 
   “No, but there’s a town about ten miles from the garage, and another one Duncan’s told us about before. I need to ask him about it when he wakes up, though, since I haven’t been to that one. It’s somewhere across the lake, that much I do know.” Mikey shrugs.
 
   “I would have thought you would have scavenged from all the nearby towns by now,” I question.
 
   “I’ve only been here for six months or so. I was…somewhere else before here. Somewhere—not as welcoming,” Mikey replies.
 
   I quirk my eyebrow up at him in further question.
 
   “I’d been alone for a long time, Nina, struggling to survive, and stumbled upon Crunch one day, strangely in that little store I found you in.” He smiles.
 
   I nod, and want to probe further, but my stomach gives a loud echoing rumble, and I stifle a laugh. “Okay, well, I’m going to find something for breakfast.” 
 
   We make our way into the kitchen again, and scramble to put together some sort of meal. We arm ourselves with cans of Spam, energy drinks, some more food pouches and protein bars, and make our way back into the diner just in time for everyone waking up. I can’t wait to actually cook something with the supplies. There’s pasta and rice and canned vegetables… My stomach grumbles at my meager offerings, but cold food pouches will have to suffice for now.
 
   Crunch stands when she sees us coming out of the kitchen together. “Where have you two been?” Her eyes narrow in on me.
 
   “Breakfast,” Mikey replies as he strides past me, his arms loaded down with some of our goods. 
 
   We eat our food in silence, each of us seemingly weighed down by our own troubles. I look around at each of them between mouthfuls of—what’s this that I’m eating again? I check the pack—beef stew, yeah right, and try to guess what they’re thinking about. Duncan, well that’s obvious: he’s thinking about turning into a zombie. He looks worse than he did last night, and he’s not eating, which in this world is never a good sign. You never know when you will be getting food, so you always stock yourself up on it when you do get some. JD looks like he’s thinking up a plan of some kind—he usually is. Crunch is staring into her beans looking pissed off as usual, probably thinking up new ways to make me suffer. When I look at Mikey, I see him watching me with a grin that I can’t help reciprocating. 
 
   We pack up our supplies after breakfast, and Crunch examines Duncan.
 
   “What’s the verdict, Doc?” Duncan jests, but I can see he’s in pain and worried as hell.
 
   “I’ll be honest with you, Duncan,” she sighs. “It’s not good. An infection has set in, and without antibiotics, well…” Her voice trails off.
 
   “I can make a run for some. Nina’s Hummer might still be at the garage, and I can take off straight from here. I could be back before nightfall,” Mikey suggests.
 
   Crunch swallows and looks anywhere but at Duncan before replying. “I’m not sure he has that much time.” 
 
   “It takes a lot longer than that for an infection to set in and kill someone, Crunch,” Mikey snaps.
 
   She shrugs, but offers no explanation. I guess we just don’t know much about whatever it is that brings you back to life after you die. No one knows for sure what causes it—no one that I’ve ever met, anyway. From what the group said last night, it’s not the bite per se that kills you, but death itself. Kind of like a ‘you’re a deader when you’re dead’ situation, not because you get infected or bitten by them, but literally because you’re dead, you turn into them. Crunch’s eyes finally meet Duncan’s, and for a moment he seems frozen, unblinking and unmoving, before finally looking across at me with a look just short of desperation. I give the tiniest shake of my head and try to let him know that there is no way I’m killing him while he’s still human. No fucking way. I’m not a murderer, and while he’s still human, that’s what it would be: murder. Why he’s given me the joyous task in the first place, I have no idea, but if I can palm his plan off on someone else and get them to do the gruesome task, I sure as hell will.
 
   Several long minutes go by before any of us speaks. What is there to say? Nothing can make that news any better, and there are a lot of questions running through everyone’s heads, without a doubt. Surprisingly, it’s Duncan who breaks the heady silence.
 
   “Better get a move on and clear this place while I’m still me then, eh?” He swallows and picks up his gun.
 
   “We should just head back to camp.” JD steps forward, his hand resting on Duncan’s shoulder.
 
   Duncan shakes his head. “No way, I can’t go back there if I’m—dying.” He looks down sadly. “It would put everyone at risk—all of you, and the girls. Emily, Josie…Britta.” He shakes his head, and a tremor ripples through his body. “Sorry, I’m just cold. No, better help you all as much as I can, while I still can. You never know, I might be all right yet.” He looks at Crunch hopefully.
 
   “Yeah.” She shrugs and gives a brief but grim smile. Unfortunately I think we all see through her nonchalance.
 
   We ready ourselves to leave the canteen with the intention of going straight to the male and female sleeping quarters. We exit through the doors at the back, and turn right, heading to the women’s dorms first. I can smell the deaders inside as we reach the door, and I chance a glance at the rest of the group. Barring Duncan, they all seem to carry the same grim determination on their faces. Duncan just seems to be trying to keep his pain under control, and I wonder if it was a good idea to bring him along after all. He lifts his guns up ready to shoot and looks me in the eye with a shaky breath and a nod to let me know he’s okay, but I don’t think he is. He seems to be falling fast.
 
   The door is solid with no windows to look through, and as Duncan predicted, it’s locked from the inside. Bloody handprints, however, do cover the outside of the door, with long gouge marks and even a couple of what look like broken fingernails wedged into the wood of the door frame. I check behind us and see that Crunch has us covered. 
 
   “Shoot it open, Duncan,” JD orders, and we all step to one side. 
 
   Duncan fires at the handle and blows it away. The noise is loud and echoes along the corridor, and we all wait to see if anything is going to come and greet us with all the noise we just made. There’s no sound coming from anywhere, though, so JD kicks it in and we’re confronted with an empty room. We enter and scout it out, knowing that something is in here, somewhere.
 
   “Found it,” Mikey shouts out from one of the bathrooms. He comes out and shuts the door behind him. “Found what was left of it anyway.”
 
   “Eaten?” Duncan asks, coming forward forlornly.
 
   Mikey shakes his head. “No, she ended it.”
 
   Duncan opens the door to the bathroom and goes inside. He’s in there for several minutes before he comes back out, looking worse than when he went in.
 
   “I think that’s Chrissy. She was a good girl, hard worker. She had kids and a husband.” 
 
   Even from where I’m standing I can see the tears fill his eyes. He’s sweating, and I guess it must be taking all of his control not to break down. After all, this was his fault; he sealed their fate when he locked them all in. Shit, I have to stop doing that. What’s done is done, like Mikey said.
 
   The rest of the room is clear, so we move on to the men’s dorm. It’s near the gym, which we check and clear on the way, finding it both covered in blood and disturbingly empty at the same time.
 
   The men’s room is locked also, and Duncan happily shoots out the lock on it, seemingly finding some sort of release in shooting things. Who can blame him? JD kicks in the door, and we follow him in, jumping straight into the action as zombies on all sides move toward us with hungry, frustrated growls. I try to count how many there are, but it all seems to be happening too quickly. I kick out at a particularly nasty-looking deader with eyeballs that seem to swivel in their sockets. Its putrid jaw hangs low to its chest as it approaches, and I can see right into the back of its throat. It’s like a black, cavernous hole—leading into a cesspool of rotted flesh, by the funky smell of its breath. I grimace and slash my—sorry, Mikey’s—machete across its neck. Well actually it hits its shoulder, but the second slash definitely hits the neck! Its head lolls uselessly to one side at an awkward angle, and the lips of the deader continue to work as it moves forward again to grab me. It lets out a throaty groan, like I’ve just given it a sensual back massage and not tried to lop its head off like I was She-Ra. I swing and hit it again, this time cutting through the rotten, swollen flesh on its neck, releasing yet more toxic gases and black gunk, which splatters my face. The deader’s head falls to the floor like a lead weight, quickly followed by its body, which lands with a loud splat. It would actually be kind of comical if it wasn’t for the splash-back of gore that I get up my legs.
 
   Fucking deaders. I grimace, wiping my face with my sleeve.
 
   Everyone does their part to dispatch of the ugly deaders in their own way, slashing, shooting, and in JD’s case, generally fucking the deaders up a bit with his fists and boots before finally killing them. I sit on the end of a bunk trying to catch my breath once the job is done. Stringy sinew and gore cover the floor, and the smell just about turns my stomach over, but since I’m covered in the crap, there’s no way to escape the smell, even if I just up and left. Mikey goes to check the bathroom, but comes back without the morbid news he gave us previously.
 
   We did it: we took back the hub. I want to smile, but the feeling seems hollow somehow as I look at the bodies scattered around my feet. All these people—dead. I look to the man partly responsible for their deaths—certainly for making their deaths all the more horrific—and cringe.
 
   Something about Duncan gives me a fresh sense of foreboding. Is it the glazed-over look in his eyes? The sweat glistening on his forehead and the grayness to his skin? Nope, I think it’s the hungry look he has on his face while he looks us all over, like we’re prime ribs with extra seasoning.
 
   “Uh, Duncan?” I whisper.
 
   He licks his lips with nervous appreciation, and I stand and back-step away from the bunk. 
 
   “Duncan?” My hand reaches for the machete at my waist, the previous night’s words echoing in my mind. ‘Don’t let me turn into one of them, Nina.’ 
 
   “Sorry, dude,” I whisper.
 
   I look around at everyone else, but only Mikey seems to have caught on to my concern. His eyes are watching Duncan with an unhappy but determined frown set in them, and before I can do or say anything else, Duncan lunges toward Crunch with a growl, grabbing her neck with one clumsy hand and raking his nails around it, breaking the skin. Blood oozes out of the cuts, and the smell of the fresh blood spurs him on more; he opens his mouth wide, ready to take a bite of Crunch á la sandwich. 
 
   Mikey steps forward, his large machete raised and still full of black gore from his previous kills, and as Crunch ducks out of Duncan’s grasp, Mikey swings hard and slices into his head. His skull cracks between his eyes, much like a coconut being split down the middle, with blood and black fluid oozing from the gap Mikey just made. Duncan’s mouth continues to move, his teeth snapping away at the air. His eyes still glare at us, but are completely off balance because of the fissure in the middle of his face. Mikey cries out as tears pour from his eyes, and he swings again, slicing his blade into the opening until he hits rapidly graying brain matter. Mercifully, Duncan stops moving, his body going stiff and then falling to the floor like his batteries have just been taken out. My stomach creases in a bout of overwhelming emotions, and I struggle to stay upright.
 
   Crunch screams—not a long, bloodcurdling one; I guess it’s more of a yelp—and I flinch and stumble further away. Blood has sprayed up onto Mikey’s face like something out of a horror movie, and my hand covers my mouth as I try to contain my own scream, tears, and god knows what else.
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK JUST HAPPENED?” JD spins around and simultaneously shouts at us all, trying to figure out who did what and to whom. 
 
   His eyes finally land on Duncan’s body, which lies in a crumpled heap on the floor, his blood spilling out of the deep gouge down the middle of his head in a weird mixture of black and red.
 
   Crunch’s hand gingerly touches her neck where Duncan had gripped her. Blood is oozing out of the long finger slices across her neck, but thankfully it doesn’t look too serious. Mikey sheaths his machete and holds up his hands in defense.
 
   “He turned.” Mikey says, his voice like steel. But his eyes…his eyes say everything about how he feels. He reaches down and picks up Duncan’s guns. “He turned.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Five.
 
    
 
   JD grimly nods, his face tight with anger and pain, and he takes one of the guns that Mikey hands him, hooking it into the waistband of his jeans. He acts tough and unmoved by the situation, but like Mikey, he too has a tell; his pursed lips reveal to me (and anyone who cares to notice) how hard he’s finding it.
 
   Mikey turns to me. “Can you shoot?” His brown eyes burrow into mine, and I can tell that he wants to reach out to me, but doesn’t. His nonchalance seems only surface deep.
 
   I nod, still at a loss for words, yet deeply grateful that I didn’t have to kill Duncan myself. No one would have believed me when I said he had turned, especially Crunch. My thoughts stray to what Duncan had been like on our way through all the rooms. Why hadn’t we noticed him changing? He died, for fuck’s sake. How do you die while walking? I wouldn’t have believed that was even possible if it weren’t for what just happened. And how the hell did we not know it was happening—right under our noses, for God’s sake! How long had he known that he was turning into one of them? Last night he said he felt different, but turning into one of the undead is more than just a little bit ‘different.’ 
 
   “Nina?”
 
   I look at Mikey and he offers me a small smile. It’s then that I realize he must have heard my conversation with Duncan last night. It’s the only reason for him taking over the situation so quickly. He just killed his friend to help me. Yeah, yeah, it helped all of us in the end, but he did it so I wouldn’t have to, so that I wouldn’t make any more of an enemy out of Crunch. I smile back, glad that at least he wants me to stick around, but also concerned as to how I get myself into these situations in the first place. I’m like a magnet for bad shit happening.
 
   “I’m no hot-shot with it, but yeah, I know how to point and shoot.” I take the gun from him and make myself comfortable with it, testing its weight in my palm and checking how to load and fire it like I have previously been shown, and then tuck it safely in my jeans. Mikey offers the shotgun to Crunch, but she declines with a shake of her head.
 
   “I’m better with my Kukris.” Her voice is low, brooding almost, and she doesn’t bother to catch his eye. Her clothes, like Mikey’s, are covered in blood—Duncan’s blood. There are sprays of it across her tight, ripped jeans and black tank top, and a large streak of it covering one side of her face, which she hasn’t bothered to wipe off yet, giving her appearance a two-tone look.
 
   “Right, well now what?” My voice comes out harsher than I mean it to, receiving a crappy look from Crunch in return.
 
   “Now what? Is that it? Is that all you have to say? Our friend is dead. Someone that cared about us all. He cooked for us, helped us to survive, and all you can say is ‘now what?’ What the fuck is wrong with you, Nina?” 
 
   She’s right, of course. It is harsh, it is uncaring, but this is our reality. We’re not in fucking Disneyland anymore. Someone in our group turned and would have gladly eaten us all if we hadn’t taken him out first. That’s the reality of it. We can mourn later, but right now we need to go. Of course, by the look on her face I can tell she knows this, but it’s a great excuse to have another dig at me.
 
   “Yeah, now what?” I shrug. 
 
   Crunch comes forward abruptly, a hand raising up one of her knives. I step forward and match her knife with my own in defense, my stomach twisting into knots. 
 
   Mikey dives between us and pushes us apart, one hand on either of us to keep us separated. I glare at her, my mouth twisting into a grimace, and I back away.
 
   “All right, ladies. That’s enough.” He eyes Crunch more than me, since she started it.
 
   “Nina’s right.” We all look to JD. He’s kneeling by Duncan’s head. He places a hand over Duncan’s eyes and shuts them before standing back up with a deep sigh. “There’s nothing we can do for him now, but survive. He would have wanted that.”
 
   I almost want to stick my tongue out at Crunch. Almost, but if looks could kill, I’m pretty sure I would be toast already, so I keep my trap shut for now like a good little girl.
 
   “We need to get what we came for and get back to the others.” JD eyes Crunch, his hand touching her shoulder affectionately. “I’m going to miss him too, but we can mourn him once we’re all together and safe.”
 
   Crunch nods, but I don’t miss the evil glare I get from her as she leaves with JD. Mikey grabs my hand, holding me back until we’re out of earshot.
 
   “Are you okay?” Mikey’s hand touches my shoulder.
 
   I try to shrug him off me, but he grips me harder. “I’m fine, Mikey. I survived without you all these years, you know.” I ignore the hurt look on his face. “I’m not some feeble woman that you need to keep protecting.”
 
   I pull away from him, but his hands catch me around the waist when I try to leave and he spins me back to him, our chests bumping together.
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   I look up at him, our close proximity making me a little breathless. “Do what?”
 
   “Act like you don’t give a shit about what just happened—that you don’t give a shit about me.”
 
   I don’t know what to say to that. I want to tell him I don’t give a shit, but we both know I would be lying. I bite my bottom lip in thought, wondering what I can say that will explain how I feel about him without being a total jerk. Well, any more of a jerk than I already have been.
 
   His hand comes up and tugs my lip free, and he looks at me before leaning in, slowly at first, and then quicker once he sees my fight-or-flight response kick in. He kisses me abruptly, and I push back at him, my body simultaneously betraying me as I groan into the warmth of his mouth, his hands curling into the back of my hair. My lips press roughly against his, hungry almost, and with that thought I finally pull out of his kiss and stare at him, feeling confused. My eyes stay tightly locked on his bloody face while I try to work through my feelings. 
 
   I swallow hard, saying the first thing that comes to mind: “You need to brush your teeth.” I pull out of his hold, and whether I catch him off guard or he lets me go of his own choice I don’t know, but I’m glad that I don’t have to explain myself. At least for now. 
 
    
 
    
 
   We reach camp by late afternoon, after packing some food up for the others into our backpacks. We each grab either a harness or a weapon, making the journey back to camp all the more uncomfortable with all the heavy gear. This is why we went through all this, though, and there will be plenty more trips like this in the next few weeks if we want to salvage anything useful from the hub and make the stay up in the trees more comfortable. 
 
   Britta is devastated by the loss of Duncan, though she doesn’t actually say very much, preferring to keep herself busy with cooking and feeding everyone, seemingly taking over his role. Several times I catch her staring off in to an empty space, her lower lip trembling as she stirs the food in silence. I had known that there was something between them, but honestly hadn’t been sure exactly what. Until now, that is. 
 
   JD makes me think of what Lee should have been like as a leader. How he should have ruled, and looked after the people behind the walls. Instead, he chose to look after himself, feeling that it was more important that everyone knew he was the big boss man than to actually be a real leader and protect the needy. 
 
   It’s a true test of character when you have the opportunity that he did, and it’s a test he failed. Once the government collapsed and help wasn’t being sent anymore, chaos broke out and Lee found his true feet. He was a disciplinarian through and through, but one that bent the rules to his own advantage. A vicious tyrant of a man, not the sort of person that you would want to protect you. He proved that in the years that followed. However, once he had a couple of people on board with his plan, receiving their share of the bounty, everyone else fell in line. What choice did we all have? It was either do as we were told or be thrown out. No one wanted to die, at least not a death that we would be coming back from. A real death, at times, would have been a blessing. 
 
   JD is settled in front of the fire, his arm around Josie. The group is quiet, and deep in thought, but looking forward to going back over to the hub tomorrow and getting yet more supplies. Britta seems as broken as Crunch over what happened to Duncan, but at least she doesn’t seem to have taken the fact that he got bitten and turned into one of the undead out on me. Unlike Crunch, who seems to still be brooding about my comment from before, and has taken an even bigger dislike to me; or maybe she’s just using it as an excuse to hate me even more. I couldn’t really give a shit, but the fact is that living in such close proximity means there’s no escaping each other when the shit goes down.
 
   Mikey has been trying to get me alone all night; every time I stand to go to my hut, he stands too. Emily is another one that’s hardly left my side since we got back. I can’t help but be offended that she thought perhaps I wouldn’t come back. I’ve gotten us this far, surely she should have a little more faith in me. I could really do with some space; time to think about everything that’s happened this last week and what it all means.
 
   Britta comes and sits down next to me. Yay, another leech.
 
   “Nina, I’m going down to the lake to wash up. Would you come with me and keep watch, please?”
 
   I cringe at my nasty thoughts and force a smile at her.
 
   “Sure.” I turn to Emily. “Do you want to come?” Both of us could do with a decent wash, especially me. I’m still covered in the grime from the dead, after only a cursory cleanse. I’ve changed clothes, but these smell bad too—hell, all my stuff smells bad.
 
   She nods and follows us, climbing down after me.
 
    
 
    
 
   The lake is bitterly cold, even with the sun warming it, but it’s a great thing to be getting clean. It’s the simple things in life that I miss: clean water, fresh breath, and a hot cup of coffee. I don’t have the coffee, but I have the toothbrush and toothpaste that I stole from Old Man Riely’s house and the freezing lake, so two out of three ain’t bad.
 
   In the center there’s a small man-made island, and we swim over to it and all strip out of our filthy clothes, washing them in the water with a bar of soap and then lying them flat out to dry. I dive under the water, letting the cold bite at every part of me, reminding me that I’m still alive. My hair is filthy and I think it’s about time I cut it short and made it more manageable. I untie it from its knotty bun and rinse it in the water, scrubbing at my scalp and pulling my fingers through the black tangles with a satisfying groan. I grab the shampoo that I stole from the women’s dorm in the hub and scrub my scalp till I think it might bleed, wanting to wash out every bit of the last couple of years. As if this will make a difference. Of course I know it won’t, but by God, it will be damn good to smell like something floral for a change. 
 
   Yeah, these are the things that I’m thinking about. Vain? Yes, but even when the world has gone to shit, you can’t help but want to look your best—even if your best still looks like crap. I guess it reminds you of your previous life, when you took everything for granted, like having a new toothbrush and some toilet paper. I dunk myself under the water, holding my breath for as long as possible before I come to the surface gasping. 
 
   I look around, watching Emily for a couple of minutes, swimming and looking as equally happy as I am about getting clean. When all the crap is washed from her face, she looks even less like her age. A young woman and not a child anymore. She’s missed out on so much: a childhood, a family, prom. I snort to myself. Of course these things seem petty in comparison to what other people have lost, but it’s kids that I feel the most sorry for. They have lost so much more, and for them it must be even harder to come to grips with. What the fuck do I know? Maybe it’s easier for their minds. They never really got to see the world pre-apocalypse. For a lot of them, this is all they know. Now that’s a dark fucking thought. 
 
   “Emily?” I shout over to her. When she looks at me, I hold up the bottle of shampoo, giving it a little taunting shake, and she smiles even wider. I throw it to her and she catches it with a happy laugh.
 
   My eyes scan the surrounding banks and catch a movement at the shoreline. A lone zombie has spotted us and somehow seems to know that it can’t go into the water to get to us. That’s something that I never thought about before—zombies, can they swim? Clearly not. You learn something new every day. I grab my machete and swim toward the bank. It’s difficult going with the water pushing against the machete, and I have to move quickly to stop myself from being cut by the sharp edge. When I get within a couple of feet of the deader, I let myself sink underneath the water and come up closer to it, stepping out in all my naked-assed glory with my machete in hand. It groans and smacks its chops together, its hands reaching for me before I raise my machete high and drop it down across the top of its skull, surprising myself when it makes a clean shot and the deader’s bloated body collapses to the ground.
 
   I stare down, looking into its eyes that look right back up at me. They’re empty and lost of any color, and now match its rotten, graying skin. A scruffy beard hangs from its chin, with patches missing from it, and most of its teeth are broken and smashed away. Unlike many zombies, this one was still has all of its appendages intact, but they aren’t in good shape. The bones are visible in the fingers, the flesh obviously becoming too thin and weak to contain the bones underneath them when they grabbed for stuff. The deader is in overalls, which were once probably a rich royal blue, but are now a mixture of dried blood and black sludge. Its nametag says James. It hits me hard that I feel nothing for him—nothing at all. No sympathy, no hate, just a blank void where emotions should be. This poor man—whoever he once was—is dead, and I couldn’t give a shit about it. How did I get like this, so unmoved by death?
 
   “Hey.”
 
   I startle and look up as Mikey comes out from behind some trees, his eyes scanning the lake and shoreline and then returning to wash over me with a greedy appreciation. 
 
   Pervert. I can’t help but smile.
 
   I blush and step into the water to hide some of my nakedness, the water barely covering my breasts as I stay close enough to the shore to talk to him.
 
   “Hey.” I stare back, wondering what he’s going to do. My body wants him to get undressed and join me, and not because he could do with a good scrub himself, though he could. His clothes are covered in dried blood and filth, as are his face and hands. However, I couldn’t give a damn about any of that; it’s him that I want near me. My own feelings for him are confusing. After all this time, why I’m suddenly feeling a connection to another man, I don’t know. But I am, and the craving for him—for his touch—keeps growing, despite my best efforts to fight it.
 
   “That was some crazy shit over there, huh?” He scratches the back of his neck and smiles almost shyly at me, trying to keep eye contact and not stare at my nakedness below the water.
 
   “Sure was. I don’t think I’ve made any new friends either.” I smile, leaning my head back and letting the water wash over it.
 
   Mikey crosses his arms across his chest, making his muscles flex beneath the thin material, and now it’s my turn to swallow. “Don’t worry about Crunch, she hates everyone—especially anyone I like.” He laughs lightly and then swallows hard, seemingly nervous of little old me all of a sudden. 
 
   An alarm is going off in my mind, and I put all thoughts of a naked Mikey to rest and dig deeper.
 
   “Me in particular.” I stare him down.
 
   Mikey shrugs, but offers no explanation. Yeah, we both know that to be true.
 
   “Did you two have a thing going at one time? If I’m stepping on someone’s toes or something, I think I deserve to know.” I’ve already guessed that they did, but want him to finally tell me. Nothing has happened between us yet, but I can feel it growing between us. Blossoming, as fucking cliché as that sounds.
 
   Mikey looks away from me, checking the trees behind him for movements before replying.
 
   “We did at one time, but not recently.” 
 
   “Right, and is that by her choice or yours?” I narrow my eyes at him, feeling vulnerable in my naked state and not sexy at all anymore.
 
   He shrugs, but again doesn’t answer.
 
   “So it was your choice then?” Okay, this isn’t anything that I hadn’t already guessed, but it seems like there’s more to this.
 
   He looks at me, his brown eyes boring into mine, and then I get it. I finally get it.
 
   “Because of me?” I huff. Well this makes more sense now.
 
   Mikey nods and rubs the back of his neck, looking like little boy lost.
 
   “No point in being all coy about it now, Mikey. I would have appreciated the heads up though,” I snap, though why I’m angry, I don’t really know. She had no claim on him, and neither do I, and if he broke up with her when I came along, then at least he tried to do the right thing. But I am mad at him, and at myself. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to say. Me and Crunch, it wasn’t like this,” he gestures between us. “It was mutually convenient. Or so I thought. I guess I didn’t realize that she actually liked me so much until after you came to stay with us and I dumped her…” He trails off at the look on my face.
 
   “No wonder she hates my guts! You used her and then dumped her for me.” I hit the water angrily, making it splash around me.
 
   “We used each other,” he snaps back.
 
    “Jesus! Were you that certain I was a done deal, Mikey? Do I come across as an easy lay to you?”
 
   Mikey steps forward, the toes of his boots dipping in the water. “No, of course not. I just…”
 
   “What? You thought you’d set things up on the long shot, eh?” The looks that JD and Mikey have been exchanging all make sense now, and my cheeks flush with embarrassment. 
 
   “Nina. If I would have known…I…” He rubs his hands down his face. “I like you, Nina. I knew that there was something about you when I met you, so when I got back here I broke it off with her. Shit, it’s not like we were even dating, we just messed around from time to time. No big deal.”
 
   “You were fuck-buddies in your eyes, but to her it was obviously more than that. And it was a big enough deal that you didn’t warn me,” I snap.
 
   “What do you want me to say? It’s not like anything has happened between me and you either. When would be the right time to bring up some shit which doesn’t seem relevant anyway? To me it wasn’t anything special—to me it was just sex.” He stares at me hard.
 
   “That’s the problem with men like you,” I complain. “You don’t think past your dicks. You used her and I won’t let you use me.” I turn and swim back to the little island, ignoring him shouting for me to come back.
 
   As if there wasn’t enough crap going on in the world to worry about, now I have to stress over crazy ex-girlfriends too.
 
    
 
    
 
   Suppertime is a quiet affair. Britta’s cooked a lovely meal for us, but it’s a sad thing when there’s an empty chair around the table. Sure, there’s one less mouth to feed, but there’s also less conversation. We eat, but without much conviction or appreciation for the food. I thank Britta and head off to bed with Emily in tow, my thoughts a tumble of Duncan, Crunch, and Mikey, and all those poor bastards that died over at the hub.
 
   “Are you okay, Nina?” Emily climbs into bed after taking her shoes off—scruffy little ankle boots that are nearly falling apart. I make a mental note to try to find her some new ones when we go over to the hub.
 
   “Yeah, Emily. It’s just hard being here sometimes.” I unlace my Doc Martens and smile, my thoughts wandering to Ben as they always do when I take off my boots.
 
   “Hard? Why?” She snuggles down under her dirty blanket, and I make another mental note to take it to the lake at some point and wash it for her, or at least see if I can pick her up a new one.
 
   “Being around people…behind the walls, it was horrific.” I climb onto my bunk, curling up on my side to watch her. She nods and I continue. “You know what it was like, you were there too. It was supposed to be a sanctuary, a place for people to go and be safe.”
 
   “So what happened?” She looks genuinely confused. I guess it sort of happened overnight: one day we were safe, the next we were being raped and beaten. 
 
   I swallow the bitter taste in my mouth before I continue. “When the government collapsed, I guess they stopped helping. There was no food, no first aid, no weapons. It must have been happening for weeks; we just didn’t realize it. The towns behind the walls had to learn to take care of themselves, and someone had to be in charge and make the rules…”
 
   “Why? Why couldn’t everyone just get along?” Tears brim in her eyes.
 
   “Because it’s human nature to want to control others, to be in charge—to rule. If people won’t fall in line, I guess they’re classed as a liability.”
 
   “With great power comes great responsibility,” Emily whispers.
 
   I snort. “Yeah, that’s true. Spiderman had it right all along, Em.” We both pause on my nickname for her. She smiles at me, accepting of it, and I continue.
 
   “Being here with other people, people that care and help out, I guess I just sort of panic. It’s been a long time since I trusted someone. People turned bad behind the walls, everyone out for themselves. I find it hard here because if I want to keep you safe I have to let my guard down and trust these people. I have to put both of our lives in their hands at times, and I guess I just don’t like it.”
 
   “Thank you.” Emily smiles, wiping away her tears with her blanket, and I nearly choke up too. This kid has gotten under my skin, and I know that I’ll do everything in my power to protect her. “I don’t have any family anymore. It’s nice that you care so much.”
 
   “We’re each other’s family now, Emily. You and me, kiddo.”
 
   She smiles again, and I know that she’s trying her hardest to not go all gushy on me. 
 
   “I know that it wasn’t easy for you either, but,” I take a breath, “I’m just glad that you weren’t a little older. What I went through, no one should have to go through.” My voice trembles, and I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
   When I open them I see she’s closed her own eyes, and I realize that she’s fallen asleep. I watch her sleeping for a while, waiting for my own eyes to grow heavy. In some ways, she’s so grown up, and yet in others she’s still the child she was when the world was destroyed. I stretch and turn onto my back, staring up at the wooden roof above me, and thank Duncan for building this place, and I pray for his soul.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Six.
 
    
 
   After a breakfast of berries and canned tuna (yeah, great selection, I know), we begin to pack up some weapons and get ready for the trek over to the hub. JD has gone to scout ahead to make sure that the coast is clear for us. Unfortunately, Britta’s wrist is still too sore to hold a weapon, and with Emily coming to help carry stuff too, I’m more than a little worried. Duncan was a link in our armor, and with him gone it’s left a gaping hole.
 
   Most of the group is feeling pretty cheery to be getting away from camp and wander around the hub; new surroundings are a real mood booster—especially surroundings that have been cleared of deaders. We’re about ready to go when we see JD running back through the trees. The look on his face is not good, and I climb down with Mikey to see what’s going on. 
 
   “The Forgotten,” JD pants. “We have to go.” He bends over and clutches his knees as he tries to catch his breath, and I see dried blood on the back of his head and down the back of his neck.
 
   “They don’t know about this place,” Mikey replies, his eyes quickly scanning the distance.
 
   I can hear movements too—and voices.
 
   “They’re following me,” JD shouts, rubbing his hand carefully across the back of his head and wincing when he sees the blood. “They caught me, but I got away—but they’ve been following me ever since. They’re going to be here any minute. Get everyone together and let’s go.” JD climbs the steps and out of my view. I hear him shouting to the others, and everyone moving around above us.
 
   Mikey stares after him for a second before grabbing my arm. “Get Emily, get to the shoreline. Leave your stuff, I’ll get it for you.”
 
   I shrug him off, ever the stubborn bitch, and climb the steps. “I told you, I don’t need your help.”
 
   “Stop being so stubborn,” he snaps after me.
 
   JD rounds everyone up quickly, and despite what Mikey told me, I grab all I can carry and climb down, never letting Emily out of my sight. We head for the water, and when we reach it, Crunch runs off with JD to a small hut by the shoreline and unlocks the door with a key from a large bunch she’s carrying. 
 
   “Mikey!” She calls him over, and they all begin dragging out canoes and paddles, and I know that she has to be fucking joking. I’ve never been in a canoe in my life, let alone paddled one. Is that what you do? Paddle? 
 
   Everyone but Emily and I begin pushing out into the water and climbing into the canoes without a second thought. None of these people seem like the great outdoorsman type, but hey, what do I know? Perhaps they were all avid canoers in their previous lives. Stranger things have happened, right? Mikey sees my obvious concern and takes control, and as much as it pisses me off, I’m kinda glad for it too.
 
   “Emily you’re with Josie, me and Nina will go together.” He grabs my bags from my shoulders before I can argue back, and throws them in the canoe before beginning to wade out into the water. He turns back to look at me. “Move it, now!” 
 
   Everyone else has taken his lead and gone along with it—even Emily.
 
   Traitor.
 
    I don’t bother to argue with him anymore, and instead wade out with him, all the while watching where Emily is and listening for any noise around us. Josie is giving her clear directions on where to stand, something about stepping over the keel and keeping low. 
 
   How I get myself into these situations is beyond me. The water is cold as it seeps into my boots and makes my pants stick to my legs, but I don’t have time to think about that as Mikey gives me the same directions I heard Emily getting. Gunshots and hooting are going off in the trees, but I try to ignore them and focus on what he’s saying.
 
   “Nina, you need to step directly over the keel.”
 
   “The what?” I ask, panicked, my teeth chattering, but not just from the cold. Voices are getting louder behind us.
 
   “… you can run, but you can’t hide…”
 
   I turn around, staring at the tree line, waiting for the Forgotten to burst through them at any minute. What is wrong with these people? Why do they want to hurt us?
 
   “Nina! Focus!” Mikey shouts at me, and I turn and try to pay attention. He points to the end of the canoe. “This is the keel. You can’t stand in a canoe, it’ll tip over if you do. You have to step directly over this part and sit down, keeping your body low and central. Do you understand?”
 
   I nod, and try to do what he says while he holds the canoe as still as possible for me, which is damn near impossible. Even with his help, I struggle, and I slip and fall on my ass, the water splashing up around me and making the chill in me run through to my bones. The others are just about on board now and have begun to paddle out across the lake while I’m still floundering around trying to get in like a fucking idiot.
 
   Damn it. 
 
   I can the feel panic rising, knowing that there are people in the trees behind us who would be willing to do god knows what to us if they catch us.
 
   “Mikey…” I shout out as I fall into the water for the second time. “I can’t do this, I can’t do it.” I may or may not slap the water in frustration too, but we don’t need to talk about that.
 
   Mikey comes up behind me and drags me up and shoves me right into the canoe, where I land unceremoniously into the bottom of it with a thud and nearly knock myself out.
 
   “Keep down,” he barks out at me when I try to sit up. 
 
   He pushes the canoe further out before gripping hold of the sides of it and climbing in. He grabs a paddle and hands me the other one, and starts to paddle furiously away from the shoreline.
 
   “Copy me,” he says, while grabbing my hands and putting them in the correct position. “I’ll take most of the weight, but I need your help.”
 
    His arms move quickly, pulling the paddle as hard as he can through the water, and I copy as best I can. I’m pretty sure that I make it harder at times, though. He turns around to check behind him, and when he looks back, his face has blanched. I look over my shoulder and can see why: several men have come out of the trees and are taking aim at us. Mikey’s momentum increases; the muscles in his arms and shoulders strain against the movement, sweat breaking out on his forehead.
 
   The men fire their guns at us several times, shouting and laughing. Mikey shuffles down low, telling me to do the same, while we continue to paddle, and miraculously they miss us. I peep up from my position again, making the boat rock from side to side, and watch as a couple of them run over to the hut to grab a canoe, dragging it to the shore. They push off into the water, but thankfully for us, they obviously know as much about canoeing as I do and deftly fall in several times before seemingly giving up and beginning to shoot at us again. Mikey glances behind us, making sure to steer us in between the other canoes, and continues to keep as low as he can, but doesn’t slow in his momentum to get us to the other side of the lake. We’re too far away for them to hit us now, but I still panic with every shot that rings out.
 
   “They’re going.” Mikey speaks first, and I sit up and look behind us, making the boat rock furiously again. “Jesus, careful, Nina.”
 
   “Sorry.” I look back at him sheepishly, relieved that we are nearing halfway across now, though my heart is still going a million miles an hour. “How do you know how to canoe?” I ask, looking around for Emily. She’s talking with Josie, looking worried and emotional.
 
   “Duncan taught us all. This was our bug out plan.” 
 
   I nod, and feel shame and sadness sweep through me that Duncan isn’t here. He was a good man after all, seemingly thinking of everything he could to protect these people. Maybe he was trying to make up for his past mistakes and cover up his own guilt, but either way he just saved our lives. I chance another glance behind us, but the Forgotten—or whoever they are—have definitely taken off. I breathe a sigh of relief that at least they aren’t shooting at us anymore.
 
   “What do you think they are going to do? Can they drive around and get to the other side?” I can’t help but feel sad that I’ve lost not one, but two homes in the space of a couple of hours, and Duncan’s death seems like it was for nothing now, too.
 
   “No, there’s no way around. They’d have to go back to the road and take the long way, but I can’t see them bothering. It would take hours. As for what they’re going to do, well, I don’t know. Maybe they won’t notice the huts in the trees, maybe they will, but if they do get up there, they won’t be able to get from tree to tree and more than likely won’t stick around.” 
 
   A sweat has broken out on his forehead and I lean across and wipe it away with the sleeve of my hoody before it trickles into his eyes. I’m still mad at him, but he just saved me—again—and for that I have to be grateful. His muscles tense with every stroke of the paddle, and I’d love to be able to help out, but since I only know two things about canoes—squat and diddly—I don’t bother to offer my help. I notice that we have way surpassed the others. I look back at them; their faces are grim but determined. 
 
   We paddle in silence for a couple of minutes before he interrupts my thoughts.
 
   “Idiots.” 
 
   I turn to look behind us and see thick black smoke rising above the trees line. When I look back, Mikey is looking at me. He shakes his head sadly. “I guess they decided to torch it.”
 
   “Why would they do that? I mean, what the fuck do they even want?” I shout, making the others look at me. I point behind us and they stare sadly as their homes for the last couple of years burn away.
 
   “Vengeance.” 
 
   Mikey’s voice is cold as he says it, and for a moment I wonder what our little group did to piss these people off so much; then I realize that he means they want vengeance against the world. They were left to rot outside the walls’ protection, hence the name the Forgotten, I guess.
 
   “You were all the Forgotten though, right? I mean, none of you lived behind the walls, and you don’t go around killing people for no reason.”
 
   “The Forgotten aren’t just any people, Nina. They are bad people. Rapists, murderers, criminals. They call themselves the Forgotten, not us, and they think that the world—other survivors—owe them a debt. They weren’t just left behind, they were refused entry. They fought and struggled and lost loved ones just to get to the walls, and when they got there they were point blank turned away. They weren’t good enough to be allowed behind the walls.” 
 
   Mikey sounds more pissed off than I would have thought. I can’t blame him—it’s horrible to think that these people were just turned away, but that’s no excuse to go around terrorizing and hurting other innocent people. In all the books I ever read and all the movies I ever watched, it was always the same: the big and bad of society, so to speak, turn on everyone else, and kill and torture and try to control everyone and everything; but I never got it. And now I’m living it and I still don’t get it. I get that there are bad people in the world. I’m not stupid. There were before all this happened, and there still are now. And I understand that people turn on each other and some people—well yeah, they’re just fucked in the head, I guess. But at a time like this when what you need to do is stand together to protect each other, why the hell would you decide that killing people is a better option?
 
   I think of JD. “JD doesn’t go around killing people. Neither do you or Crunch.”
 
   “Maybe he would of if he would have been free when it all happened. It’s different for him though—he was in prison when it happened. By the time he escaped, he only had one goal in mind, and that was to kill as many zombies as possible. He never wanted to go behind the walls.” His eyes bore holes into my face. “The Forgotten were cast aside as the shit of society, in the hopes that they would die and the government would be rid of them once and for all, while everyone else got to live it up without the fear of being mauled to death by a fucking zombie every time they sat down to rest.” Mikey avoids my stare, his voice rising as he talks.
 
   “You sound like you agree with them.” My eyes narrow.
 
    “Maybe once I did, but not anymore. I know that it wasn’t anyone’s fault how it all went down in the end. No one asked for this. We could all survive if we stopped killing each other and killed the dead instead, but some people like to think of the end of the world as an excuse to go fucking mental, I guess.”
 
   I snort back a laugh. I can’t argue with that. I’ve seen plenty of crazy shit the past couple of years. The things that people will do to survive never fail to amaze me: mothers protecting their children with their own lives and bodies, husbands committing unimaginable acts against others to protect their own families. I guess now that I have Emily and this little surrogate family, I would do almost anything to protect them too. Anyway, maybe if the Forgotten knew the hell behind the walls, they wouldn’t be in such a hurry to get behind them. I shudder as I think how much worse it could possibly be if the Forgotten ever did get control of one of the walled cities and their people.
 
   “What are you thinking about? Did I fuck up again?” Mikey’s voice breaks through to me and I glance at him, his look pained.
 
   “No.” I shake my head. “I was just thinking about how bad it could get for the survivors behind the walls if the Forgotten ever got in.”
 
   “They’d tear the place apart.”
 
   I nod, knowing what he’s saying is true. 
 
   “You’d think this world was bad enough with the deaders to fear. But no, there’s worse. There are human beings that will do worse to you,” I bite out through gritted teeth. “What people have had to do so far to protect their loved ones and survive is hard enough, but what more are they going to have to do to protect themselves?”
 
   “I’ll protect you and Emily now.” 
 
   I look at him, my forehead crinkling in confusion. “We’re not your problem, Mikey. I can manage on my own, and I can protect Emily too. I don’t need you.”
 
   We have made it to the other side of the lake, thankfully, and the canoe sticks in the mud of the shoreline. 
 
   He looks at me hard. “I know you don’t. You’re as tough as old boots, Nina. But I want to.” His jaw grinds hard and he looks away so that I can’t reply, and jumps out of the canoe.
 
   What the hell do I say to that?
 
    
 
    
 
   We drag the boats far up into the trees and into a hut almost identical to the one on the other side. Watching the fire burning the trees and our home away on the other side of the lake, there’s a deep sense of loss—all of us feeling heartbroken to have lost so much, but relieved that we made it out together and alive. Pain tugs at me again that Duncan died for nothing. He never wanted to go to the hub, but we all convinced him and it got him killed. Now it was for nothing, and we’re homeless once more.
 
   “So, what now?” Emily asks. 
 
   Still asking that same question, eh, Emily?
 
   I roll my eyes but agree, since I’d like to know what the rest of the bug out plan is.
 
   “I don’t know,” JD replies. He looks almost lost, and drapes his arm heavily around Josie’s shoulders. 
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t know?” I question.
 
   “I mean that this was our plan. Now I don’t have a fucking clue what to do or where to go,” JD snaps.
 
   “We must have some idea where we can go. You must have talked about it at some point,” I snap back.
 
   We all stand and stare at each other with blank expressions until Emily pipes up.
 
   “Nina, we could go to your husband’s cabin.” She looks cheery that she remembered the original plan.
 
   My cheeks go warm at the mention of Ben. Or maybe it’s because everyone turns to look at me, some open-mouthed that I have a husband, some with big fucking smirks on their faces, like the cat that got the cream. 
 
   “You said it was safe up there. That’s where we were heading before Mikey got us stuck in the store.” She rolls her eyes at him, oblivious to my awkwardness, Crunch’s gloating, and Mikey’s anger.
 
   “Sounds like a great plan, Emily. Whereabouts is this cabin then?” Mikey speaks through gritted teeth.
 
   “Woodland Springs I think you said, right, Nina?” 
 
   I nod, and swallow hard. I haven’t purposely not told Mikey about Ben, but I also haven’t been entirely truthful either. I guess that makes two of us keeping secrets. Now I feel like a big fucking hypocrite.
 
   JD nods and grabs a map from his backpack and spreads it out on the floor. He quickly assesses where we are and which way we need to go.
 
   “Mikey, I think if we cut across the field over here, we can skip all the major roads. It should take us straight into the next town. It’s some weird hippie town all about saving the planet or some shit, but,” he points to the map and Mikey and I lean over to look, “if I remember correctly, when I came through it last time, there was a car dealership on the outskirts. If we can get there and get a car, we could be heading up into the hills by nightfall.” He looks to Mikey for agreement and when Mikey nods, he looks to everyone else. 
 
   JD folds his map back up and puts it away. “It’s a long trek, through some pretty open ground with nowhere to hide, which is a good and a bad thing,” he warns.
 
   Everyone agrees that it’s the best plan though—hell, it’s the only plan—and we load up our things and head off. I purposely try to stay away from Mikey, but he catches up quickly. He doesn’t say anything, but I can feel the tension pouring off him, and it only seems to be getting worse with every smirk and glance from Crunch.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whisper, feeling guiltier than I should.
 
   I look at him, but he won’t look at me. His eyes stay trained on the floor. I don’t know why I think now is the appropriate time to discuss this, but since we’re currently out of immediate danger I go with my gut instinct.
 
   “I didn’t purposely not tell you.” 
 
   “You didn’t tell me though, did you?” he replies.
 
   “He’s dead. It’s not like you have anything to worry about.” I choke on the words, realizing how much I actually care for Mikey and how much I don’t want to lose him.
 
   “Only ghosts.”
 
   I don’t have an answer for that. He’s right. Ben still haunts me, I just hadn’t realized how much or how obvious it was to everyone else.
 
   “You fucking judged me when you were keeping your own secrets, Nina.” He looks up at me now and I realize how angry he is. He’s not hurt at all.
 
   “You’re right, I can’t defend that, but when you put it into perspective, I’m not as bad as you. So what that I didn’t tell you that my husband was dead, that I killed him, that it was all my fault? So fucking what? You used Crunch and you hurt me!” I spin to face him, my own anger mirroring his as I give him a hard push to his chest, making him stumble back “Don’t fucking judge me!”
 
   “I didn’t use either of you. I told her straight how it was and stopped fucking around with her as soon as I got back to camp. As soon as I realized that I had feelings for you.”
 
   I cringe at the thought of him having feelings for me, but feel a little thrill at it too.
 
   “…Sorry, but it is what it is, Nina. I can’t help it that she likes me more than I like her.” He shrugs. “It was mutually beneficial to both of us, and she knew from the get-go that that’s what it was.” He grabs my arm to stop me from walking away.
 
   “But you could have told me, warned me even,” I huff and look into the distance, watching the smoke still rising into the sky. “You know what she’s like, and you made me into her enemy.” 
 
   “And I’m sorry for that, but what would it have really changed? She would still have hated you because I didn’t want her anymore. I can’t help how she feels.”
 
   Men are so fucking clueless sometimes!
 
   We stare at each other, and I’m lost as to what else to say, which is good since we get interrupted by Britta.
 
   “Guys, you need to come and see this. We have a problem.”
 
   I roll my eyes at Mikey and storm off for dramatic effect, not really knowing why, or who I’m angry with anymore.
 
   Maybe the whole fucking world?


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Seven.
 
    
 
   As we break through the tree line, we see the open fields in front of us. When JD had said fields, I guess I’d just assumed, well—fields. The journey seems incredibly long with no end to the field in sight, but what frightens me more are the horde of zombies that are just casually strolling around, as if they didn’t have a care in the world. One or two wouldn’t necessarily be a problem. Don’t get me wrong, it’s always a problem when there are deaders around, but one or two we could handle. This many? No way.
 
   “Okay, so what’s the new plan?” I pull my bag off my shoulders, grab my bottle of water, and take a long swig.
 
   “There is no new plan.” JD looks at me seriously.
 
   I look around at everyone else’s faces and know that I’m not the only one who thinks this is a death trap, but once again, I’m the only one willing to speak up.
 
   “You can’t be serious? Look at them!” I nearly drop my water in anger, and quickly screw the lid back on.
 
   “We have to,” Crunch snaps. “What else are we going to do? Take the twelve-mile hike around it? Or perhaps we could head back across the lake and see what those douche bags have left for us!” 
 
   She hates my guts, but the tension in her shoulders makes it clear that this isn’t personal; she’s just as worried as I am.
 
   “Well yeah. Why not?” I splutter. “Seriously, what are we in such a goddamned hurry for? You gotta get up for work in the morning or something? Let’s take the route around. It might take longer, but it’s safer.”
 
   “We’re doing this, Nina.” 
 
   “JD, this is obviously a trap. Look at this place!” I feel Emily’s hand slip into mine—whether it’s to comfort me or her, I don’t know. “Someone has rounded these deaders up and left them here. How else do you explain so many in one place, huh? We have to go around.”
 
   “You don’t know what’s over the next hill, Nina.” He gestures wearily to the field of zombies. “It could be worse than this. Besides, I have a feeling that that’s what they want us to do.”
 
   “What? Who would do that? And why?” As soon as I say it, I know: the Forgotten. 
 
   Goddamn it, if I ever get my hands on one of them, I’ll wring their stupid fucking necks.
 
    “In the meantime, while you go check out the other options available to us and continue to argue with me, we’re losing daylight. We need to get across this field and get to the cabin; we need to get to safety,” JD says while tightening his backpack straps and tucking in his T-shirt. 
 
   Even with all that has happened so far today, now that he has a plan, he seems calm again. Losing our home, being captured and beaten…damn, I don’t know whether to be annoyed or just plain jealous that he can keep such a cool head about all these things. I wish I had his self-control, but then maybe that’s all it really takes—a plan, a direction, anything to help you focus on your survival.
 
   “JD, don’t rest all of our fates on the cabin. It might be destroyed, for all I know!” 
 
   “It might not.” He pulls out a long knife to go along with the scythe in his other hand, completely ignoring my distress.
 
   “Someone else might be living there for all we know.” 
 
   He looks at me with a raise of his eyebrow. “They might not.”
 
   Frustration and anger overflow from me and I dive forward to whoop him upside the head, but Mikey grabs me around the waist and Emily pulls my arm back.
 
   “You’re being an idiot. This could get us all killed,” I shout, my anger flaring even more.
 
   “It might—”
 
   “Not! Yes, I get it,” I snap, and struggle out of Mikey’s grasp. “I’m fine, get off me.”
 
   “Look, Nina, you don’t have to come with us. That’s your choice. We’re going.” JD looks around at the others. “That goes for any of you. None of you have to come. That’s your choice. But these deaders have been planted here to force us to go around, and I’m not doing it. I see freedom on the other side of this field and I’m taking it. If that isn’t worth risking my life for, then I don’t know what is.”
 
   “Freedom? There’s no freedom from this, just more damn zombies!” I spit.
 
   “JD,” Britta steps forward, “my wrist is still too bad to hold a weapon.” Her face creases with worry. “I-I can’t…”
 
   “You’ll be fine, Britta.” Crunch pulls out both of her knives with a smile, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s smiling because she knows that Britta would be easy bait if anything should happen.
 
   “You know the rules.” Britta grimaces. “What do I do, ask the nice zombies not to eat me because I’m having a bad day?” 
 
   “Stop whining, you’ll be fine. I’ve got your back.” Crunch smiles again.
 
   A chill runs up and down my spine, like a tiny trail of ants. With that smile, I know that I have to go with them. If anything goes wrong, well, let’s just say that Crunch seems more likely to stab Britta in the back than help protect her back. When am I going to learn to mind my own damn business?
 
    
 
    
 
   We slide down the dusty embankment and wait just behind the wooden fence surrounding the field for everyone to regroup. JD heads up the line with Josie behind him, then Britta, with Crunch snapping at her heels. Emily is between Crunch and me; at least I can trust that she wouldn’t necessarily hurt Emily. She may not stick around to protect her if there’s immediate danger, but she won’t sacrifice her. Either way, I’m right behind Emily, and I’ll protect her. 
 
   Mikey is taking the back of the line to cover us from behind, or to stare at my behind, I’m not sure which. No, surely it’s for protection purposes? I turn around and give him a lift of my eyebrow, and he replies with a smirk. 
 
   Damn him. My behind!
 
   “Everybody ready?” JD whispers back.
 
   We all give quiet approval and climb over the fence and into hell, trying to make as little noise as possible. Once on the other side of the fence, though, I know that it will make no difference.
 
   The horde are a way off and luckily shambling in the opposite direction, but it won’t take long for them to spot us on the open land, so we set off at a steady speed. JD had said to keep it at a brisk jog, to save our reserves for running for our lives, and that’s what we do: a slow yet spritely jog through the wonderful countryside. There are birds in the sky and a breeze in the air, and I’m surrounded by over fifty flesh-eating, stinking, ravenous deaders—simply marvelous, huh? 
 
   The entire field is surrounded by a waist-high wooden fence—with the exception of one area to the far left, where the fence has collapsed. This does nothing to help the deaders though; it only seems to confuse the hell out of them as they try to escape en masse through the small opening like they’re at a bad rock concert. The ground is littered with rotting body parts and bones, and I wonder whether they are from other deaders or from other people that have attempted to cross here. I shudder and try not to look down at the death around my feet.
 
   None of us speak while we jog at our steady pace through the field, each of us lost in our own thoughts and hopes for survival and possible freedom from this nightmarish day. Emily looks behind once or twice and I try to give her a reassuring smile, but it’s lost in my own horror-filled expression as we pass another group of deaders to the right, which are moving in our direction.
 
   JD has spotted them and diverts us to a more central location in the hopes of us getting further across the field before we’re spotted by the largest group of deaders near the fallen fence. However, it’s the low moan of ‘suppertime’ from a lone deader that finally gives away our location.
 
   We were so intent on the horde to the left and the zombie pile to the right that we are now stuck in the middle of them all—hey, I’m sure there’s a song here somewhere. Another couple of stragglers have seen us, and are now heading in our direction. We can outrun them easily, but their groans of starvation are alerting the other deaders to our location, and a loud chorus of hunger is erupting around us like it’s Christmas and they’re carolers.
 
   We’re about halfway across now, give or take, with a trail of zombies hot on our tail. Well, maybe not hot on our tail, since zombies are cold and slow, but I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again: it’s zombie hordes that you should fear the most. They are much harder to fight. With zombies behind us, and the ones to the left moving in front of us after finally spotting their takeout lunch making a run for it, I know that we are going to have to stop and fight soon. We just need to get a little further though. 
 
   Sweat is pouring down my back in what feels like a hot trail of molten lava, and JD shouts for us to run faster but stay in formation. I push myself harder, my leg muscles pumping faster than they’ve gone in a long time. Emily is getting tired, but I link my hand into hers and run alongside her, pulling her along with me, my breaths getting shallower the faster I run.
 
   The stench of death is closing in on us from all sides, each deader shambling as quick as their rotten asses can go to catch up to us. Britta is whimpering to herself, knowing that she can’t fight them off with her injured wrist if they do catch us. Panic sweeps across her face as she looks around and catches Crunch’s hardened glare.
 
   The end of the field is finally in sight, but so is our impending doom, as more of the deaders come out from the trees to our right. I look around, knowing our plan is falling apart, our small chance of escape looking hopeless. We’re surrounded by them; though the circle of deaders is large, they are closing it with every passing second.
 
   “RUN!” JD bellows at the top of his lungs as if he just read my thoughts, and we finally break formation, each of us striking out on our own to save ourselves.
 
   Emily is tiring, her breaths coming too rapidly, and she breaks out into a fit of coughs as she tries to catch her breath. She tugs on my hand, her eyes pleading with me—for what, I don’t know. We can’t slow down; our only chance is to make it to the fence and get over it.
 
   A zombie loses its head as it gets too close to JD. His scythe strikes its neck and sprays the ground with thick black blood. Crunch kicks out at another with a scream, and slams her knee on its chest and her Kukri knife into its forehead as it lands on its back. She jumps straight back up and continues to run, pushing away another that gets too close to her. 
 
   Mikey’s hand touches the bottom of my back as he pushes me onwards. I hadn’t realized that I was slowing down until he touched me. I grip the small machete harder, readying myself to protect Emily to the death as she slows down even more. Zombies are getting nearer still, and the exit, that had seemed to be getting closer, now seems to be moving further away as I tire. Britta must have been a runner in her previous life, because she seems to speed past everything and everyone without looking even a little tired. I guess since she can’t fight, the only thing she can do is run. Her life literally depends on it.
 
   A noise from behind has me turning, and Mikey takes out a very ugly rotten deader that was crawling along the ground, its long intestines dragging along the floor behind it like Medusa’s serpents. I must have run straight over the top of it without even realizing.
 
   JD has practically stopped to fight now, with Josie by his side. She fights like a demon possessed, swinging her baton around with a loud scream and smashing in the softened skulls of the dead, while JD takes their heads as prizes with a quick swoop of his scythe. They find a gap and begin to run again, just as Emily, Mikey, and I pass them by and take the lead.
 
   A deader reaches me, and I swing my machete and slice off both its hands before kicking it to the ground and slamming my foot into its face. I can feel its mouth moving under the sole of my boot, but thankfully not finding purchase and unable to grab me, since I chopped off both its arms like twigs. I lift my boot up and slam it back down on the deader’s face before it can move to get up. I feel bone crunching underneath my boot, but it continues to squirm. With the second rise of my foot, I steal Crunch’s wonderful move and slam my machete through the deader’s forehead with a guttural cry. Blood and gore squirt up around the hole I just made, and I gag as my machete comes free and the smell wafts up to me. 
 
   A scream from behind makes me turn to see Josie landing heavily on the ground, her face slamming into the dirt and gore surrounding her. Before she can try to move to get up, zombies attack her from all sides. They launch themselves at her like vicious dogs, snarling and ripping at her flesh. She screams again, louder this time, as bony fingers pull at her skin and split it open like an overripe peach. Their rotten teeth tear holes in her flesh, and the blood that pumps out only feeds their frenzy. I grab Emily’s hand, and without a second thought, we run. I glance back over my shoulder and watch JD fighting to get to Josie, slashing and stabbing at the deaders gorging on her insides. As Crunch passes, she grips him by the shoulders and begins to drag him away. He fights her, attempting to shrug her off, but as more and more deaders surround Josie and her screams are drowned out by their angry snarls, he turns and runs in our direction, his face an image of despair, grief, and anger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Eight.
 
    
 
   You fall, you die. 
 
   JD’s words ring through my mind, and I feel fear for us and pity for him. They were his rules, his words, and that was his girlfriend; he’s going to feel that guilt for a long time. I know how that feels.
 
   We reach the fence, and I see Britta is already on the other side, panting and looking like she wants to keep on running, but she seems unsure of leaving us behind.
 
   “Run!” I scream, and slice a stray deader apart as we get close to it. Britta hesitates before turning tail and running.
 
   Fortunately, most seem to be attracted to the blood drowning the ground—Josie’s blood. Mikey grips Emily’s exhausted body and practically throws her over the fence as I climb up and jump down the other side. I grip her under the arms, drag her up to standing, and continue running without missing a beat, despite my raging heart. The dead are still following—though not many anymore—but I wonder if those that are would be able to push over the wooden fence, even as sturdy as it seems. They seem enraged to the point of insanity that we’re escaping, and I don’t want to stick around and find out.
 
   The sun has begun to get lower in the sky, the coolness of night arriving, and my feet continue to pound the ground until I think I’ll throw up if I don’t stop. I slow to a jog and then a fast walk. Everyone copies me until we are far enough away that the smell of the dead still lingers in the air but doesn’t assault our senses anymore. I retch as I try to catch my breath. My legs are throbbing, my arms are burning, and my head is dizzy from lack of oxygen.
 
   I collapse to the ground. Emily falls beside me and curls her body into mine to cry. I lay an arm across her, but there’s no strength to give her any comfort right now. All around me the group is panting and dry heaving. I close my eyes to stop the world from going dizzy, and only open them when the panting and wheezing quiets.
 
   I open an eye and look to my left. JD is sitting on his own, his knees pulled in to his chest, tears blurring his vision. His teeth are grinding, and his hands are clenching around his weapon repeatedly. I don’t know if it is anger or sadness that has taken hold—maybe both—but when he sees me watching, it’s like a veil falls across his features. He sniffs and stands up.
 
   “We need to get going.”
 
   “Five more minutes,” Crunch gasps and sits up, a hand clutching at her side.
 
   “No, we need to go.” His face is hardened steel, but he’s not immune to the running; his nostrils still flare as he takes in deep breaths.
 
   “Jesus, JD—” 
 
   “Come on,” I stand, pulling a crying Emily up with me, and stare at Crunch. She rolls her eyes, but nods and stands up too.
 
   “I’m bleeding.” 
 
   I turn to look at Britta. A long gouge tears up her inner forearm and blood is oozing from it steadily. Crunch opens up her backpack and pulls out her little medical kit without commenting further.
 
   “Sit down.” 
 
   I eye JD as they both sit and Crunch examines the wound. He doesn’t protest, but he isn’t happy about it. Personally I’m glad her arm’s been gouged open—well, as long as it isn’t life-threatening; it means we get to rest more.
 
   “I need to suture it.” Crunch rips open a small package and pulls out some latex gloves before slipping them on. She carefully grabs out some more items from her kit before looking up at me. “Help me.”
 
   I nod without question and sit by her side. She hands me some of the items and I try to keep my hands steady as I hold them out for her. 
 
   “This is going to sting.” 
 
   Crunch focuses on the wound and takes her water bottle out from her bag, pouring the water over it to flush out any dirt. She then grabs some spray from her bag, spritzing it over the entire area, and Britta yelps and squeezes her eyes closed as Crunch wipes around with a clean wipe, clearing the blood away. 
 
   “Keep still. I have to clean it properly. Using water from my bottle won’t do much to keep away infection, but this little concoction will.” She spritzes it again and wipes once more, shaking her head and pursing her lips, before opening a small packet with what looks like a fishhook with thread running through the end. 
 
   “What was that?” I ask, nodding to the bottle and wipe.
 
   “A little something that I put together when I ran out of my medical-grade gear.” She looks from me to Britta. “This is going to hurt again,” she says grimly.
 
   Emily sits down next to Britta and takes her other hand in her own, her eyes still red raw from crying. They both smile in an attempt to reassure each other, but it doesn’t reach any of their eyes.
 
   Crunch pierces the needle through one side of the wound without another word, before grabbing it with her fingers, pulling it out, and then pushing it through the other side. Then she grips it with a pair of tweezers and pulls it all the way out. She pauses for a second, her hand hanging in midair, holding the thread, before she turns to me with a weird expression on her face. Britta is gasping and sobbing, but Crunch is acting like we have all the time in the world, and she’s an uncaring bitch. Wait, she is an uncaring bitch.
 
   “Watch carefully, I’m going to show you how to do a surgeon’s knot.” 
 
   Her eyes meet mine, and I swallow the large lump that has rammed its ugly head into my throat, and nod with a grimace. Okay, maybe she’s not that much of an uncaring bitch.
 
   “You wrap it twice around the tweezers before pulling it through here.” She gestures with her head. “Over, under. You got that?”
 
   I nod again.
 
   “You should use the proper equipment for this, but I lost my suture scissors and the other stuff some time ago. These are coming up to the last of the stitches I have, too.” She looks up to JD, but he’s looking back the way we came, showing no interest for our mini-operation. She shakes her head and continues.
 
   I watch intently as she ties the stitches off, trying to memorize exactly what she does. I have no idea why she wants me to know this, but I figure that it’s information well worth knowing. She continues doing the same thing along the full length of the wound until Britta’s skin is sewed up a like a prize pig at a slaughterhouse. It’s crude and rough-looking, but it may just save her life.
 
   The wound looks ugly, but at least the bleeding has now stopped. I reach into my backpack, pull out my painkillers, and hand two of them to Britta. 
 
   Crunch grabs my hand before Britta can take them from me. “No aspirin, okay? It thins the blood.”
 
   I nod. “It’s not.” 
 
   Crunch releases my hand and Britta takes the painkillers, safe in the knowledge that I wasn’t trying to make her bleed to death. She swallows them greedily before thanking me profusely. Things like this are in short supply, but she’s earned these bad boys.
 
   “Are we done?” JD hovers above, his shadow casting eerie patterns over us in the failing daylight.
 
   “Yeah.” Crunch gathers all her things and packs them back into her bag before standing.
 
   I stand, actually feeling a little queasy. It’s been an incredibly long day, and watching someone being stitched up like this is not something I get to see every day—nor do I want to. Mikey’s hand is on my lower back again, and I’m guessing that I’m forgiven for not telling him about Ben. How could he not forgive me though? He can’t be jealous of someone who’s dead. I realize that I’m happy he’s forgiven me. Not that I had anything to be forgiven for, but I’m glad all the same. Once again I’m startled by how strong my feelings are for him. I don’t like it. I don’t want to be attached to anyone; today only proved that to me. I shrug away from his touch, feeling dirty somehow.
 
    
 
    
 
   We begin our hike across the remaining field. This one is how it should be, barren of life—and death—and wild with flowers and nature. In a way, it’s as if we are in another world, one that hasn’t been touched by the evil that now roams the lands, but I can’t take away any happiness from the beauty. We lost Josie today. She was a good woman, kind, strong, and beautiful, and her sudden loss will leave a huge impact on the group, especially with JD. He’s trying not to show it, his stride still strong and full of confidence, his head raised to watch in all directions, but it’s his slumped shoulders that give him away. 
 
   The town finally comes into view as nightfall draws close. We are at the very edge of it, and thankfully, we can see the car showroom that JD had been talking about. A lot of the cars are missing, people obviously having the same idea as us, but there are some left. The weirdest thing of all about the town? The lights: traffic lights, street lights, store lights. I haven’t seen a light bulb on for years. The second weirdest, but more scary thing? Fucking deaders—everywhere. My jaw is hanging open in wonderment and confusion, and when I finally peel my eyes away from the town back to the rest of my group, I see that they have the same look on their faces as I do.
 
   “What the fuck?” Mikey whispers next to me.
 
   I don’t answer him, I can’t answer him. I can’t make sense of any of this.
 
   It’s as if the town has been frozen in time. Everything has been paused, put on hold—apart from the deaders, obviously. They’re still wandering around town like they own the fucking place. I guess they kind of do now, actually. Cars are left abandoned where they parked—or crashed. Store signs still swing in the early evening breeze, though they are weathered and worn. Trees and plants are overgrown like the gardener has been on vacation for too long. I squint into the distance and see bones littering the ground, stripped bare of the flesh that lived once upon a time.
 
   I find it strange that after all this time, there is still so much around in the world. Cars are still where they were left, stores have been ransacked and emptied, yet not like you would think. I guess that just goes to show how little there is left of society. I mean, if there aren’t even enough people left in the world to strip a town bare of its cars, then that just proves how many people were actually slaughtered when the dead rose, how little of society actually survived. When I think back to my time since leaving the walls, it occurs to me how damn lucky we have been so far. There has been food available—not much, but some; there’s been gas still in the pumps; now there are cars still on the forecourt. It seems too convenient, yet that’s the horror of it all, really: how suddenly it all started. No one had a chance to save themselves. Two thirds of the world wiped out in a single week. The zombies outnumbered us in every way, a hundred thousand million to one. It makes me even more sickened and furious with the Forgotten, and with Lee and his so-called guards. 
 
   At a time when we should all be working together to try to rebuild the world—to rebuild life and somehow survive—we are fighting and killing each other, instead of the dead. We should be fearing the deaders; instead we fear the living just as much. Maybe even more.
 
   When will it stop? How can it stop, unless we either wipe out the whole damn planet or someone sees sense? The latter seems unlikely given what I have seen the past couple of years, so then how and what must we do to survive? I can defend myself from the dead, and I can shut myself down from people who think that they are the law and want to control me. However, I can’t do anything about people who are willing to set traps to kill innocent people for no damn reason other than jealousy and hatred. It goes against everything, against all logic.
 
   We clamber down the hillside and into a small stream, before climbing up the other side and jogging as silently as possible across the deserted street. The night is coming down quickly around us, and as it does, the lights begin to burn brighter. There’s a strong smell of the dead, but the main hordes seem to be heading toward the brighter side of town.
 
   A sign stands tall, proudly emblazoned with the words:
 
   Acer Town. 
 
   Population 25,672
 
   The world’s first eco-friendly, energy self-sufficient town.
 
   Things make much more sense now, even if my brain hasn’t come to grips with the circumstances. The lights, while they give us a great view of the streets and any oncoming deaders, also make us more easily spotted, so we stick to trailing down the side of the old stores. We pass an old coffee shop and a florist’s as we head for the car showroom and dodge behind a beat up old Chevy, skirting around its lower edges as a deader comes into sight. It doesn’t notice, but pauses, raises its head to the sky, and takes a long hard sniff, its head moving from side to side in a weird, graceful dance. We all crouch lower, holding our breaths, until eventually it carries on its merry little way to wherever the hell it’s going, and we quickly set back off in the opposite direction. We reach the showroom, initially trying the front entrance and finding it as bright as the Fourth of July, with a handful of deaders milling around and more on the way, so we head around back.
 
   Two deaders are in the alleyway, staring up into the sky like it’s a freaking super moon or something. I even pause in my own sneaking to look up and see if there’s anything exciting going on, but nope. It seems these deaders are just the strong-thinking type. Or at least they are until JD lops their heads off and they crumple to the floor. 
 
   He tries the back door, which is also locked. The alley is dark, seemingly pitch black after the bright lights of the town, and I wonder how the hell anyone can even see anything. “Mikey, get your ass over here.”
 
   Mikey goes to the door and pulls out some little screwdriver-type things, fiddles around for a couple of minutes and manages to get the door unlocked. 
 
   Impressive.
 
   I look at Emily, who looks exhausted and about to collapse at any moment, but she still smiles up at me. I loop my arm around her tiny waist as we go inside, and Mikey comes back to my side. 
 
   He offers me a small smile while putting away his little breaking-and-entering tools and swapping them for his badass machete. 
 
   Once inside, we clear the place of any deaders, only finding two strolling around like they’re on their fucking lunch breaks. Hey, maybe they were? One deader is wearing what was once a smart gray suit, with a blue tie to match what I’m sure were once his pretty blue eyes. These days, they’re more milky-colored and opaque, every bit the unfocused and confused deader. I realize that even a zombie car salesman has an arrogant air about him, as he dodges us several times before we finally whisk up his brain with a knife to the head. 
 
   My limbs feel like jelly, aching and weak from the exertion of the day. All I want to do is curl up and sleep for the next year. Actually, what I’d really like to do is take a long, hot shower, have a nice four-course meal, complete with chocolate fudge cake and ice cream, followed up with a nice cold beer; but I’ll take sleep over nothing.
 
   We pass the light switches and Britta reaches for them. She looks to us and we all nod, shrug, and grunt in agreement. She flips the switch and the place is swathed in darkness. I swallow hard, the darkness making the noise seem louder than it actually is.
 
   “Electricity?” Crunch speaks first, and I nod, but then realize that she can’t see me. The temporary light and now darkness has made spots flash in front of my eyes. 
 
   Britta flips a couple more lights and the forecourt lights thankfully go out.
 
   “Let’s deal with this tomorrow. We need to rest.” JD leads us into a dark room, with a small window letting in only a glimpse of moonlight from outside. There’s an old couch in there, which I think Crunch is going to nab, but she doesn’t. She pulls the cushions off it, and hands them round for us all to rest our heads on. When she’s nice like this, I feel even shittier that I stole her…what? Fuckbuddy? At least when she’s being a bitch, I can hate her for it.
 
   None of us speak as we nestle down into our makeshift beds—we’re all either too heartbroken or too exhausted. I guess there are just no words left to describe the horror and loss of the day. Emily lies as physically close to me as she can get before passing out into her own personal oblivion. I, however, struggle to stop thinking about the day’s events. It’s been non-stop since we woke up, and while my body is aching, sore, and tired from all the exertions, my mind is still active.
 
   I lie there for a while staring up at the ceiling, listening to Emily’s soft breathing and feeling her warm breath on my neck. Every time my eyes close, an image of death flashes in front of me. Josie’s tortured face as she screamed at us to help her while being torn apart, the echoing of the dead’s groans, the gunshots from The Forgotten—it all seems too much to take in. How the fuck is this my life now?
 
   I force my eyes to stay open for as long as I can, the constant images battering my brain every time the weight of my eyelids becomes too much. The last time I close them, I think I hear JD sobbing. I feel guilty that I am awake—this is meant to be a private moment for him—so I keep my eyes squeezed closed. And this time, instead of fighting a futile battle to eradicate the nightmares behind my lids, I surrender myself to them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty-Nine.
 
    
 
   It was Emily’s breath that I felt when I slipped into sleep, and it’s Emily’s breathing that wakes me, the warmth of it making my skin clammy and uncomfortable. She’s still sleeping tightly against me, her face pressed against my collarbone. My own arms are wrapped around her, clinging to her fragile body.
 
   I release my grip, slowly flexing out my hands to get the blood flowing back into them. I pry her face away from me and roll onto my back, staring once more at the ceiling. Light is filtering in through the small window, but not enough to wake anyone else, by the looks of things.
 
   I blink my eyes, letting them adjust to the light and attempting to clear the sleep away. The ceiling is a light gray and speckled with drops of dried blood. I close my eyes against the sight; that is not the sort of thing a girl wants to see when she first wakes up. Or ever. I roll over onto my other side and see Mikey sleeping. I was in the middle of a Nina sandwich and I didn’t even know it. He snores lightly, his face smooth of worry for a change, and I can truly take in how handsome he is.
 
   His lips are shapely and full. His hair is beginning to grow back again; short, dark hairs cover his head, giving him an almost Hispanic look. I realize that he probably is, and wonderment hits me that none of those things seem to matter anymore. Color, race, creed—it’s all the same to the dead.
 
   I close my eyes and try to get back to sleep—who knows when we’ll get the chance to rest like this again?—but the urge to pee is rapidly growing, and I know that I’m going to have to get up soon. I ignore it for as long as possible, but after a few minutes the urgency is too much to bear, and I get up and creep out into the hallway.
 
   I know that we cleared this place last night, and I know it’s safe, but it still gives me the chills walking around somewhere I don’t know. It doesn’t help that the place is gloomy as hell. I pass the light switches and give them a little flick, freaking myself out when they come on. I quickly turn them off and hunt down the toilets. The smell of the toilets makes me gag when I enter and once again my hand strays to the light switch. I flick it and the lights blink twice before staying on. I stare up at the fluorescent tubing in confusion: this just isn’t fucking possible. My bladder nudges me and I only just make it to the toilet in time, breathing a sigh of relief that I chose a toilet only half-filled with…well, you get the idea. I finish my business, and when I come out I automatically turn to wash my hands. The soap dispenser is still there, half-filled with dried-up pink gloop, and the towels are on the wall. I hesitantly turn the tap. There’s silence and then a groaning, the tap splutters, and eventually water splashes out of it and into the basin. I stare for a few minutes, amazed by the sight of running water, my eyes transfixed on it. I place my hands under the steady stream, biting down on my lip as the water runs between my fingers, and I smile. 
 
   I press the soap dispenser a couple of times, until eventually a hard lump of pink soap drops out of the bottom. This was once in liquid form, no doubt, but over the years it has hardened and solidified. However, after rubbing it between my palms under the water, bubbles finally form and I relish in the feel of having clean, floral-smelling hands. I shrug out of my black hoody and stare at my reflection, my tired eyes looking straight back at me. I look older than I should, worn down and exhausted. The yellow fluorescent tubes do nothing for my complexion either. Most of all, though, I look frightened. Fear settled in me the first day of the outbreak and has been there ever since, but it somehow seems more prominent today. My hair is a mass of dark tangles on my head, my skin pasty white and covered in dried blood and grime. My body is too skinny for my height. The image makes me want to cry, not because I’m vain and give a shit anymore about image and beauty, but because I feel like I’ve been dying on the inside for the past few years and now it’s finally showing up on the outside. A tear slides down my cheek, and I watch it making a little path down my dirty face, my eyes following its journey in the mirror. Down past my nose, around the corner of my mouth, down my chin, and…drip, off the end.
 
   “You’re beautiful.”
 
   My eyes flick up to Mikey and I stare at his reflection behind my own. His eyes are soft and full of concern.
 
   “You should know me better than that, Mikey. I don’t give a shit about my looks.” I shrug, the words coming out half-choked.
 
   “I know you don’t,” he replies, coming forward and placing his hands on my shoulders, his face close to mine, “but I wanted you to know anyway. I think you’re beautiful. Since I first met you, I can’t seem to get you out of my head.” 
 
   He buries his face in my neck, and for a minute I think that he’s going to kiss it, but he doesn’t. Instead, he smells me, taking in a deep lungful of my scent. 
 
   “You smell like home to me,” he breathes against my neck.
 
   My body quivers against the action, embarrassed—because let’s face it, I most likely stink—but surprisingly, my heart contracts at his words. Home.
 
   “You know what they say about getting attached to people, Mikey,” I sigh under his touch.
 
   “No, what?” He glances up at me.
 
   “Don’t—because we all die in the end.” I swallow down my bitter pill. We have no home, and we’ll never be safe.
 
   His fingers trail up and down my arm, drawing lazy circles across my flesh and giving me goose pimples. “Don’t talk like that. We’ll be okay, Nina.”
 
   I make an agreeing noise, but don’t reply. He continues to stare at me in the mirror, and I feel self-conscious and finally shrug away from him.
 
    “I told you I’d look after you both and I meant it. Nina—” Mikey puts his hand on my shoulder and turns me to look at him, his eyes pleading with me to say something, wanting me to say anything other than just ‘uh huh,’ but I’ve got nothing. My vocabulary has gone out the window, and the only thing I can think to say is the truth, what I really believe…
 
   “Mikey—we’re all going to die, I’m good with that. I accepted it a long time ago.” 
 
   Mikey pauses for a moment before his hand covers mine. His eyes search my face for something, but he comes away unsatisfied. I pull away from him again. His forehead scrunches up. I know he’s not confused; I mean, deep down he believes that we’re going to die too. We all know it, we just don’t want to admit it. But you can’t escape this Armageddon. This is forever. I grab my hoody and slip it back over my head like the cloak of death.
 
   “Come on, let’s get back to the others. Crunch will have a fit if she finds us.” I smile half-heartedly and hope that he will let it drop.
 
   “Don’t do that.” Mikey grabs my hand. “Don’t try and change the subject. This is important, Nina. I want you to know that we’re going to be okay, that we’ll be safe.”
 
   I roll my eyes.
 
   “Don’t do that either,” he snaps.
 
   “What do you want me to say, Mikey? Everything’s going to be all right? I don’t believe that it is, and you shouldn’t either. We’re all going to die. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but it will happen, that’s a fact, so let’s not pretend any differently. The undead always win, and as if that wasn’t enough to contend with, now I find out that we have more goddamned humans to fear as well. I thought I escaped all that when I left…but I didn’t. We’re doomed, so get over it.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.” 
 
   “Well you’re stupid then. You weren’t behind the walls. You don’t know the horror I escaped from, and for what? This?!” I gesture around us. “What do you do when hell comes upon the world? Run and hide or stand and fight?”
 
   He looks confused for a moment before answering. “Stand and fight, of course.”
 
   “Ha,” I scoff. “Why?”
 
   “To survive.” He looks even more confused.
 
   “To survive? For what purpose? There’s nothing left, Mikey! How do you survive hell? There is no escaping hell. I’ll stand and fight by your side every day, but I still don’t know what we’re doing it for.”
 
   He stands and pulls his shirt over his head. “It doesn’t have to be all doom and gloom.” He comes forward, his hand brushing my arm.
 
   “Doesn’t it?” I shrug him off. “Josie died yesterday. That could have been any one of us. You, me, Emily.”
 
   “But it wasn’t—“
 
   “You go out there and tell that to JD and see if you still feel as high and mighty about it.”
 
   “Don’t turn this around on me, like I’m the bad guy because I’m glad it was her and not you. Does that make me an asshole? Maybe, but I am glad it wasn’t you.” His lips pinch together as he moves to touch me again. “Look, I care about you, that’s all I was trying to say. I don’t want to fight with you.”
 
   “No, you don’t even know me, Mikey. What you want to do is to play happy families, like this shit is just going to go away. Like we’re going to wake up tomorrow and have two-point-four children, work for the government, and bring home a nice fat paycheck. Well understand this: that’s never going to happen. The government abandoned us. Years later and the dead still rise; they surround us every step of the way. There is no happily ever after—not now, not ever!”
 
   “Nina.” 
 
   Mikey looks hurt, and I know that I should shut my mouth now, but I don’t, I can’t. I don’t want him to get attached to me. That only leads to more pain.
 
   “What? You think I’m a bitch, right? So what? That’s me.” My arms cross over my chest so tight I’m struggling to breathe.
 
   Mikey shakes his head at me and throws his hands up in the air. “I give up, Nina. I can’t win with you.” He stalks away from me.
 
   “That’s right, Mikey, you go on back to Crunch, she has less baggage than I do,” I spit after him.
 
   He stops in the doorway and looks at me, his jaw grinding at his teeth as he tries to come back with a retort.
 
   “You’re such a fucking bitch sometimes, Nina.” 
 
   “Didn’t I just say that?” I shout after him.
 
   The door slams shut behind him, and I’m left feeling empty once more. I can’t even cry, I feel that sorry for myself. Sad, pathetic little me.
 
    
 
    
 
   I get back to the room as some of the others are stirring. Emily is still fast asleep, but Britta is awake, though she isn’t looking too good—but hey she’s not dead, so that’s a small victory. Still, after what happened with Duncan I’m keeping her away from Emily and keeping my eye on her. Mikey has gone and sat with Crunch, but I refuse to acknowledge his presence even though I long to go over and apologize. JD has emptied out most of his pack and is sorting through his supplies while munching on another delicious ration pack. My stomach gurgles in response, as if sensing the injustice of another stomach but itself being filled. I root through my bag and pull out some of the cereal bars from Old Man Riely’s house. Damn, that seems like a lifetime ago. 
 
   My head is pounding from dehydration; I don’t remember the last time I actually had a drink. Emily is going to be thirsty when she wakes up too, I realize. I should have gone looking for a drink while I was up and about. Yesterday was too much for her—she’s still just a child; I think that we all keep forgetting that. I stroke a hand across her brow. How had she survived all this time on her own with no one to look after her? I care for her deeply, I suppose like a mother would feel toward a child—though I’m not her mother and a huge part of me doesn’t want to her to think of me as one. I want to be able to leave her here with the others and strike out on my own. I know that they will protect her, that much I do trust of them, but I also know that I am already too attached to her to let her go.
 
   “Nina, come with me and Mikey. We need to find some keys for those cars out there and get the fuck out of this town.” 
 
   I look up at JD, nod and stand, all without saying a word, following both of them out the door. Crunch moves over to take a look at Britta’s arm as I leave, giving me a barely concealed glare as she does. I don’t care—she should be glad that I’m out of the picture, not even more resentful. We creep through the darkened corridors of the showroom and toward the front, keeping low and out of sight. Deaders are milling around outside, doing their usual deader thing of moaning and shambling and just being generally stinky. I wonder why no one has mentioned what happened to Josie. Why no one is talking about the elephant in the room, but when I look at JD’s face, his grim and determined expression tells me everything I need to know.
 
   A small piece of him died with her yesterday. His guilt for leaving her is eating away at him. I feel his pain, but it’s human nature to want to survive at any cost, and deep down he knows that he couldn’t have saved her anyway. I’ve been there. Worse, though, is that no one is talking about her, and I can’t help but wonder if this is what it will be like for me. When I die, will no one speak of me? Mourn me? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty.
 
    
 
   Lucky for us, we find a small cupboard full of car keys in the dead—um, re-dead—saleszombie’s office, and we pick through them all until we get several sets that look like they could be a good shot. Walking to the front of the showroom, though, we realize that that’s where our luck ends. The car yard is still full of deaders. Old deaders, new deaders, stripper deaders by the looks of some of them—though most deaders could be strippers by their lack of decent clothing these days. I shudder. They all look hungry and eager for a feast on some flesh, their emaciated frames withering away. 
 
   Marvelous. Just fucking marvelous.
 
   We shuffle through the keys, choosing which ones supposedly go with certain cars. The keys all look the same to me, but JD and Mikey have gone all macho-men on me like it’s the most ridiculous thing in the world.
 
   “Jesus, woman, how can you not see the difference?” JD snaps exasperatedly at me with a shake of his head, and continues to go through the pile.
 
   I shrug noncommittally. There seems no point in arguing since they do all seem the same to me. Well, apart from the symbols on some of the fobs. I’m not completely stupid, I know that they’re the car logos, but Ben was the car man in our house; I just drove the damn thing and never really paid attention to this stuff. I always wanted a Ford Mustang for some reason, though, but it doesn’t seem like the time or the place to bring that up.
 
    There’s nothing amazing in the lot, but thank God there’s something at least half-decent there. I don’t know what we would have done if all we had to choose from were convertibles. Can you imagine anything more horrendous than driving through a zombie-infested land with a drop top? Jesus, the smell alone would be enough to kill you, never mind the mindless zombies that would rip through your roof in seconds.
 
   We pick two cars that we like from our vantage point and work out a strategy of getting to them. 
 
   “Just press the fob and see what happens.” Mikey reaches for the fob in JD’s hand.
 
   “Don’t be an idiot. As soon as anything out there moves or makes a sound, those—what do you call them, Nina?”
 
   “Deaders.”
 
   “Those deaders are going to be all over the car.”
 
   “Okay, so set off a car alarm to one of the other cars, one on the other side of the lot, and distract them.” Mikey roots through the pile, pulls out a key, and examines the cars in the lot.
 
   “Wait.” My mind stumbles over a thought. “What if the noise attracts the attention of all the deaders in the area? I mean, what if they all freaking come? That sign last night said twenty-something thousand. I bet every one of those people are dead, or—deader. Or maybe we do get out to the cars in time, but think about this: we don’t know if they even have gas in them, right?” The two men stare at me in silence. “What? Did I say something stupid again?”
 
   “No, you’re actually right.”
 
   I can’t help be feel a shiny little glow of pride.
 
   “Okay, so…?” I prompt.
 
   “We need to find the workshop. If they have a workshop, then they might have some jiffy cans of gas in there. We get some gas, re-group, distract the deaders, and make a run for it.” JD, for the first time since I’ve known him, seems unsure. “Right?”
 
   I look at Mikey, who painfully ignores my stare, but replies to JD all the same.
 
   “Sounds about right. Let’s do this.”
 
   We all stand and move to the back of the showroom again. There’s a door marked EMPLOYEE BREAKROOM, and we push it open. It leads to a long corridor with several doors on either side. JD flips the switch and we all blink as most of the long tubes flare to life above us. The corridor is painted in a light green, which Mikey seems disgusted with.
 
   “What’s got your panties in a bunch?” I dare to speak and try to patch up our differences.
 
   Mikey still refuses to look at me, but surprisingly replies. “I hate the color green. It reminds me of my mother’s pea soup that she used to force me to eat as a kid.”
 
   I snort out a laugh. “Mother issues, figures.”
 
   He finally looks at me. “I do not have mother issues. Her pea soup was my fucking issue, if you must know.”
 
   I hold my hands up. “Okay, sorry.” I’m silent a beat before I continue. “It’s been proven that green is a calming color, you know.”
 
   He raises an eyebrow at me.
 
   “I’m serious,” I laugh.
 
   JD joins in the conversation, much to the exasperation of Mikey, who’s still trying to be pissed off. “She’s right. There was a study done on how color affects your mood, and they found that green—a particular shade, anyway—had a calming and therapeutic effect on people.” 
 
   I snigger, but can’t hide the surprised expression on my face from the fact that that JD knows this stuff too. I decide to drop the topic, since I’m only poking the flames of Mikey’s annoyance with me. There’s a framed map on the wall showing the showroom and all the other parts of the car lot. We find our bearings, which really isn’t difficult, and head off in the direction of the workshop.
 
   “So what about other colors?” Mikey asks after a couple of minutes, surprising both me and JD. JD turns to glower at us.
 
   “Excuse me?” I smirk, playing dumb.
 
   “You know, like, what do other colors do?”
 
   JD huffs as he walks, clearly unimpressed with our unimportant conversation about paint colors and not ‘saving our asses,’ but you know, sometimes you have to take a break from the serious things in life. Especially after my morbid conversation with Mikey earlier. I look at Mikey’s profile, and he turns to look at me too. His mouth quirks at the side as he tries to stop himself from smiling, and my stomach does a little flip. What the fuck is it with this guy? I can’t seem to shake him no matter what I do. We’re like magnets that are attracted to each other—we keep springing back, no matter how much I force us apart.
 
   “Um, well, purple colors have been said to help with OCD and other disorders. Orange is supposed to make people feel more self-worth and relieve feelings of self-pity—if I remember correctly anyway.” I shrug. “I can’t remember the rest.”
 
   “No way!” Mikey retorts. “All that from a color, huh?”
 
   “You two done?”
 
   I drag my eyes away from Mikey and look at JD. 
 
   “Yeah, sorry. I was rambling, wasn’t I?” I shrug again apologetically.
 
   JD frowns at me. “This is it.” He gestures toward the door on our left and wiggles the handle. “It’s locked. Mikey, you’re up.”
 
   My heart rate picks up automatically. I don’t like locked doors. Locked doors have never boded well for my little group or me. I grip my machete tighter, wishing that Crunch were with us with all her mad fighting skills. Damn her. She’s like a super weapon. She can fight like an assassin and she’s like Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman—how can I compete with that? 
 
   Mikey retrieves his little set of tools and begins to go to work on the door, actively avoiding touching the bloody handprint swiped down the middle of it. It takes longer than the previous night, but it’s still only a matter of minutes before he’s done. He stands back as JD steps forward, obviously wanting to take the lead on this, as usual. With a turn of the handle, the door swings open and we step into the gloom beyond. 
 
   Actually it’s not very gloomy at all, since there are windows all along the top of the wall near the ceiling; but still you get the idea, right?
 
    
 
    
 
   The smell that hits us makes my stomach churn, and the foreboding feeling within me increases. I hate this part. I’m so used to deaders these days, the smell, the moaning, and yes—the fear. It never goes away, but I’m used to it being there, constantly nibbling away at my insides like some kind of stomach ulcer. However, this part—those few seconds before you see them—that’s the part I really hate. It’s like watching a horror movie: the music has changed and you know that shit is about to get serious, but it’s a matter of waiting for the scary thing to jump out and make you spill your popcorn.
 
   Well, it’s like this day in and day out for us, constantly waiting for something to happen, and when the smell of them hits me, it’s as if the music on my own little horror movie has taken a turn for the worse.
 
   I grind my jaw together and take a deep breath as we go inside. This is definitely the workshop, and from the looks of things, several cars were under repair at the time of the zombie uprising. Several mechanic zombies have spotted us and are slowly shambling toward us. I count three in total, but then another one peeks from around a doorway. Yes—peeks! That’s what it seems like anyway. He pops his head inside and then peeks back out again with a groan. His constant peek-hide-groan repetition is freaking me out. What the hell is wrong with him?
 
   JD has already sliced the head off one of the zombies, and Mikey is making short work with another. A deader in a surprisingly tidy-looking suit is making its way behind him. I jog over and slam my machete into the back of its skull, and it drops down to the floor. Mikey turns at the sound behind him and nearly misses his own deader making a grab for him. They scuffle, with Mikey attempting to pull the deader’s hands off his clothes as it tries to pull him toward its attractively decaying mouth.
 
   Mikey reaches back and punches it hard in the jaw. Its jaw slides loose from its joints and hangs from its face. It doesn’t stop to assess the damage that has been done, but continues to reach for him. At least with half its face hanging down, it doesn’t have the strength in its jaw to take a bite of him. Still, the fat black tongue that dangles from deep in its throat (and is now lapping like a puppy looking for its mama’s teat) is disgusting enough to make me want to vomit. Both hands are on Mikey’s clothes now, and Mikey drops his weapon and struggles to push the deader off him. I run behind the deader and grab the back of its blue overalls and pull as hard as I can. I hear a rip of clothing and Mikey takes this opportunity to pull out of its grip. He reaches for his other weapon—my now sharp-as-fuck butcher knife—and slams it through the deader’s forehead without taking a breath. Splatter and brain matter spray around me, and I gasp and turn away with a grimace. 
 
   “You have to see this,” JD shouts across to us.
 
   I let the heavy deader drop from my grasp, and we head over to where JD is standing while I wipe my sleeves across my face to clear the filth. The fat deader continues to peek out from the office and growl at us, but doesn’t make any attempt to come and get us; as we get closer, I can see why.
 
   Deader-dude number four was a huge, flabby guy, and he’s caught between a rock and a hard place. No really, he is. What I thought was an office is actually a tool-station-cum-work-area, and his body is pinned to the work surface by a large clamp holding his stomach in place and a filing cabinet pushed up against his back. He snaps at us, and tears at his own body to get free. 
 
   “Jesus, that’s messed up.”
 
   “How is it even stuck there?” Mikey cranes his neck around the deader, jerking back when it reaches for him. “Shit!” He shudders and comes away.
 
   “His stomach.” JD assesses without looking, presumably having checked before. 
 
   “What?” I grimace and try to look around the rotting zombie. 
 
   The sound of ripping draws my attention. The deader, now more than just a little bit infuriated by his inability to move and eat us, has torn—yes, torn—his stomach out of the vice’s mouth. A decidedly disgusting splatter hits the floor, as rotted guts and other mushy black insides pile around its feet, and he makes a move for me. Fortunately, the cabinet holds in place just long enough for me to swipe the deader’s head away from his shoulders in one slice—okay, okay, maybe two.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-One.
 
    
 
   “Nina!” Mikey grabs me by the shoulders and shoves me roughly to the side as the zombie’s snapping head passes by my face. I slam into the filing cabinet with a grimace.
 
   The head lands on the floor with a sickening thud and JD slams his boot into its face, crushing it below his heel until it collapses under the pressure and stops moving altogether.
 
   “You okay?” Mikey looks me over with concern and I shrug him off, feeling stupid and embarrassed.
 
   “Yes, get off, I’m fine.” I slip in the black guts on the floor, and grip his arm to steady myself. The smell wafts up to me and my gag reflex kicks in. “Urgh, who would do that to it? That’s seriously messed up.”
 
   “You should say thank you. He probably just saved that pretty face of yours,” JD snarks as I pass him.
 
   “Whatever.” I glare back. “Can we just get on with this?”
 
   Both men come out of the little tool shop and look around. We check under all the cars and around the back of everything to make sure that we are completely alone now. We don’t want any more surprises.
 
   As we’re searching, I come across rows of car batteries all hooked up to a weird wire system. I can’t figure it out, so move on to some cupboards with padlocks on them. I realize that my zombie-killing score is better than the guys’, and I can’t keep the satisfied grin from my face as I grab a hammer and smash the padlock off a cupboard.
 
   “What’s there to smile about?” Mikey calls out to me when I finish in my destruction.
 
   “Nothing.” I smirk again, and rummage through the tools inside. There’s nothing overly useful that I can see, so I move on to the next cupboard. 
 
   “Must be something, from the looks of your grin.” 
 
   “I was just thinking that I killed more of them than either of you two.” I pick my hammer back up and smash it down on the next lock until it comes apart.
 
   “You keeping score?” Mikey laughs with a shake of his head.
 
   “No, it’s just that you treat me like a little girl, acting like I can’t look after myself, and then I manage to prove you wrong and take two of them out to your one.” I turn to look at him, my grin back in place. “You could even say that it was three, since I had to rescue you from yours.”
 
   Mikey’s grin falters.
 
   “I’ve got an idea.” JD calls out before Mikey can reply to me.
 
   We head over to where JD’s standing, by some cars up high on a workstation. An entire engine looks to be beside it, and I have no idea where he could be going with this.
 
   “So I was thinking that these cars will have gas in them, maybe we could siphon it out and we’ve got what we came for, but then I spotted something else.” He smiles tightly. It might be the first smile I’ve ever seen on his face.
 
   “Well, don’t keep us hanging, man,” Mikey huffs.
 
   JD doesn’t answer us, but points. The aim of his finger rests upon a white van and a tow truck. These weren’t in for repairs. They were the company’s trucks, and therefore will be filled with lots of lovely gasoline. I almost want to cheer at our good fortune and pray that we’re right. We quickly head into the actual office, which is next-door to the little tool-station-cum-zombie-torture-chamber. The keys, the blessed fucking keys, are hanging on the wall. I think of Emily’s dad, always hanging his keys on the wall in case of an emergency, and wonder if he wasn’t as stupid as I first thought. Maybe he was actually onto something.
 
   Mikey climbs in the tow truck, but after a few moments he calls out to us.
 
   “It’s dead,” he grumbles.
 
   JD jumps in and tries the van. That one makes a soft whining noise but nothing else, and he eventually climbs out looking more pissed off than I previously thought possible.
 
   “This one’s dead too,” JD snaps. “New plan, I guess.”
 
   I turn and walk away to the batteries I had found in the corner of the garage, their wires winding around them like worms in a can.
 
   “Guys…”
 
   JD and Mikey come over, and I don’t even have to say anything else. JD puts his arm around my waist and hugs me close. “Sometimes you’re not a total pain in my ass, Nina.” 
 
   I can’t help but blush and smile at his backhanded compliment.
 
   Half an hour later and Mikey and JD have swapped the batteries out of the vehicles for the new ones and they both climb in and try them. Both vehicles whine and then start up with a happy roar, which fills the enclosed space. Fucking energy-saving solar panels! 
 
   Both men climb down from the vehicles with huge happy faces and I actually do a little cheer. There’s just no way to keep it inside me any longer. Both men laugh, and for once I don’t feel embarrassed, just thankful that I have them on my side.
 
   “Let’s get the others and get the fuck out of Dodge,” JD hollers, sounding almost cheery as he leaves the room.
 
    
 
   “Why can’t we stay here?” Emily whines at me.
 
   “It’s not safe here, Em. No place this big is, you know that; it’s Zombie 101.” 
 
   She twirls around on the chair twice more before I stick my foot out to stop her. The twirling is making me nauseous.
 
   “But we have electricity, lights, a refrigerator! We could do so much here,” she whines at me again.
 
   “First off, we shouldn’t be using the lights if we can help it—it attracts the deaders—and secondly, I’ll refer to point one, where there are a shit ton of deaders everywhere.” I get down on my knees so I can catch her eye. “Emily, this place is crawling with them. In fact, this place is actually going to continue to attract deaders from everywhere. The lights and noise are what bring them, and unless we turn everything off, they’re just going to keep coming, therefore making your point about staying…pointless. We’re going, so let’s get our stuff together and get gone.” I stand back up.
 
   “What if I don’t come with you?” She raises an eyebrow at me, just daring me to take her on.
 
   “Don’t pull the rebellious teenager card with me. You are coming. I can’t make you, but JD and Mikey will. We’re sure as shit not leaving you here to die like the rest of this town.” I storm out of the room before she can argue with me any more. 
 
   Britta is standing in the hallway, seemingly waiting for me to come out.
 
   “What’s up, Britta?” I continue down the hallway, with her falling into step beside me.
 
   “I just wanted to say thank you, really.”
 
   I stop and look at her, dragging her into a side room before anyone sees us. Turns out we’re in a janitor’s closet of some sort. Jackpot. There’s toilet paper, disinfectant, car polish, and lots of other things.
 
   “No problem, you don’t need to thank me.” I begin to root through all the items in a search for anything useful.
 
   “Yes, there is. She would have killed me if it came down to that.” Britta touches a hand to my shoulder to get my attention.
 
   “You’re right and wrong,” I say as I grab a bottle of what should be the pink liquid soap. I give it a shake but it’s completely solidified, so I put it back. “She wouldn’t have killed you as such, but if it came down to you or her, I’m pretty sure she would have tripped you and left you for dead.” I offer her a small shrug. “Sorry, that sounds harsh, but—“
 
   “No, I know that you’re right. Crunch will be your best friend until it comes to a choice between you or her, and then you’re, how do you say? Um…”
 
   “Toast?” I offer.
 
   “Toast?” She looks confused.
 
   “Yeah, you know, like, you’re toast—caput.”
 
   “Caput?” She looks even more confused. “I don’t understand that, but you would be dead. For that I am sure. I need to get strong and able to fight again, and quickly.”
 
   I nod. “Yes. Until then, stay close to me.” 
 
   Before I can say or do anything else, though, Britta leans over and gives me a big hug. I try to resist, but, as the saying goes, resistance is futile, and I feel myself melt into the gesture. I don’t know what, if anything I could do to defend Britta against Crunch. Crunch is badass, and I’m…pfft, heck, I don’t know, determined? Yeah, real scary, right?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Two.
 
    
 
   We pack up our stuff and split into two groups, about which there is a massive discussion. It seems that there is trouble in paradise and the harmony is gone from our group since Josie got killed.
 
   Britta doesn’t want to stay with Crunch, but I won’t let Emily out of my sight. Similarly, Mikey wants to stay with me. I’d be annoyed that he was treating me like a weak woman, but to be fair to him, he’s clearly getting the short straw since my little group is weak.
 
   Eventually JD decides he and Crunch will take the tow truck, and the rest of us will go in the van. I know that both JD and Crunch wouldn’t give a second thought to leaving us behind, but I’m okay with that—if I was going to be stuck with any of this group, I wouldn’t want it to be them, anyway. Mikey and I ride up front and let Britta and Emily rest up in the back. Both of them could do with building up their strength again. Hell, we all could, but they are the weakest of us right now. Britta has two weak arms, one from the deaders yesterday and the other from when we were living up in the tree tops. Both seem to be healing nicely, though, and I think a couple more days and she’ll be ready to fight again. We find quite a few useful things in the garage—flashlights, radios, walkie-talkies, that sort of thing—and pack everything we can get our hands on. We even manage to raid the vending machines of the last of their chocolate bars, bags of stale chips, and flat sodas. The amazing thing is that because the electricity still works here, the drinks are still cold. I’ve never tasted something so good in my whole damn life. It’s like the amber nectar of life as it pours down my throat, the elixir of the gods, the—well, you get the idea. It’s damn refreshing is what it is, and I can’t help but count down the minutes until I can have another one.
 
   I notice the lack of internal handles on the van as the girls climb in. “Um, I guess bang if you need anything.” I shrug apologetically.
 
   We check out the windows for any stray deaders before we lift the garage door and drive away into the sunset. There aren’t any there, but in the daylight we can see that the entire town is crawling with them. No, really. There’s a ton of them that don’t have any legs anymore and are just crawling around like fucking snakes in a desert.
 
   It seems that I was completely accurate when I told Emily that the lights and noise attract the dead. By my estimations, every night that the lights come on, more and more deaders head for this town. I simply cannot wait to leave this place.
 
   I hit the garage door button to get it to open up and JD heads out first, leading our convoy. I wait until Mikey pulls all the way out before I press the close button behind me and quickly climb into our little white repair van. As we follow JD out of the side alley, we come upon a bunch of deaders. JD heads straight for them, but Mikey goes around the bodies littering the street—well, as much as he can anyway. It’s not so easy to do when arms and legs are flying all over the damn place.
 
   A hand flicks from under JD’s tire and onto the hood of our van with a thud. I can see Crunch turn around to look and start laughing.
 
   Bitch.
 
   Thankfully, since we were already at the edge of town, we don’t have far to go before we are out onto the open road and waving bye-bye to the environmentally friendly Acer Town. Thank the fucking gods for that.
 
   I sit back in my chair and watch the landscape passing us by as we follow JD. I feel a strange sort of longing to get to Ben’s parents’ cabin, now that we’re so close. It’s still another couple of days’ drive, but we could possibly do this with very limited stopping now, and that thought spurs on my giddiness. JD and Mikey seem to think that the place could be relatively untouched, safe even. Jesus, if it is, that would be…
 
   A bubble of happiness builds in my chest. Maybe we could settle down for a while again. We could build defenses from the deaders. The Forgotten—stupid name—don’t know where we are, so we would be off their radar. We could maybe find some peace, some happiness. It feels ironic after my little speech with Mikey this morning.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mikey. I shouldn’t have been so cold with you today.” I look at him; his eyes never leave the road. “I mean, I still believe those things, but in a way, I guess you’re right. Maybe there can be some happiness in this world. Maybe it doesn’t have to be all doom and gloom.” 
 
   I wait for him to say something, give me a smile—shit, anything at this point—but what I get is a sidelong look and a shrug of the shoulders.
 
   “Don’t be like that,” I plead. “I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I was wrong, you were right—well, maybe not right, but there may be some truth to what you say.” I look at him again, and see his mouth quirk up so I continue. “What can I say?”
 
   “Tell me that you like me,” he replies.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tell me that you like me, Nina. No more bullshit. I tried to tell you how I felt this morning. I mean Jesus, woman, I’m not an emotional guy, so that shit is hard. But whatever, it’s done now, and now I want to hear you tell me you like me. I know that you do, but do you know that you do?”
 
   “And what if I don’t?”
 
   “Don’t feel the same, or don’t tell me?”
 
   “Both,” I snap.
 
   “I don’t know.” He pauses. “I didn’t think about that.”
 
   I smirk, playing him at his own game, and don’t say anything.
 
   “Woman!” He grabs my thigh and squeezes it. “Tell me, or so help you I’ll…”
 
   I crack up laughing. “Fine, fine: I like you, okay? Does that make you feel better?” I snigger. “Is that a nice ego boost for you?”
 
   “Yes, but now what are you gonna do about it?” he asks.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, confused. “Do about what?”
 
   “To make it up to me? You made me feel like a total dick this morning. I think that since you’re going to be my girlfriend, that you should be, you know, trying to make me feel better somehow.” He looks at me and gives me his award-winning smile.
 
   “I’m not making anything up to you, and who said I was your girlfriend?” I splutter. “Jeez, you tell a guy you like him in these apocalypse times, and he goes all stalker on your ass. Maybe you should be trying to get me to be your girlfriend, instead of just presuming. Like with a foot rub or a trip to the movies or something.”
 
   He looks at me and we both crack up laughing at the stupidity of it all. The movies, ha, now wouldn’t that be a nice treat?
 
   “Let’s just get to the making up part.” He smiles when our laughing calms down. “That’s my favorite part of having a girlfriend.”
 
   I roll my eyes at him. “Isn’t it for all men?”
 
   We drive in silence for a while before Mikey breaks it.
 
   “Tell me about your husband.”
 
   Jesus, mood breaker.
 
   I look at him, trying to keep my annoyance from showing. The last thing I want is another fight. 
 
   “I don’t want to talk about him.”
 
   “Why not? You must have had some great times before, well—just before. You know. What was he like? I need to know what I’m up against.” 
 
   He tries to lighten the mood with a smile, but my heart breaks every time I think about Ben. I don’t know, maybe it’s time that I put it all to bed. Maybe if I tell someone what happened, I can move on.
 
   “He…” I shake my head, the words forming a hard lump in my throat before they can even get out of my mouth. “He was called Ben.”
 
   I let the words settle between us, thinking about all the things that I could tell Mikey about him: how great he was at making me feel special all the time, but especially when I was feeling sick; how awful he was at fixing things; how ambitious he had been, but how he lacked motivation. Every memory makes me think about all of our arguments in the weeks before he died, and the guilt builds in me.
 
   “I killed him,” I blurt out. 
 
   Silence spans between us for what seems like miles, but can only be a couple of seconds.
 
   “Did you mean to?” he finally asks.
 
   I nod my head yes and tears form in my eyes. “Yes and no. I can’t talk about this, Mikey. I’m sorry.”
 
   I look at him; he gives me a sidelong glance and nods.
 
   “It hurts too much to talk about it. Do you understand?” I ask in a pathetically pleading voice, which I want to slap myself silly for having.
 
   “Yeah. We’ve all done things that we regret, Nina.” He glances at me, and his look tells me that he isn’t just saying this to make me feel better.
 
   I let the silence swallow up the moment between us.
 
   “What happened to you, Mikey?”
 
   People always seem to like talking about ‘their’ stories, and what happened to them when the world went to shit. Here I am joining the popular crowd, trying to revisit a past that doesn’t matter anymore; but in truth, it does matter. It’s been eating away at me since it happened. Maybe I can open up if he does—and maybe we can both unburden ourselves. I normally hate this kind of thing, but with Mikey I feel safe, and like I won’t be judged.
 
   “Now that, I don’t want to talk about.” He forces out a laugh.
 
   I look at him in confusion. “Why?” I regret asking instantly. 
 
   I didn’t want to talk about Ben, and I should know better and respect his privacy, but it just feels strange. I’ve never come across anyone who didn’t want to talk about their story. That’s my thing.
 
   “I just don’t like talking about it. Tell me what happened to you.” He glances at me again.
 
   Shit. “I don’t want to talk about that,” I half-snort out.
 
   “Okay.” He furrows his brow at me but lets it slide, since I did the same for him. “What was it like behind the walls?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about that either,” I half-whisper.
 
   “This really isn’t going very well is it?” he huffs.
 
   I shake my head, lost in my own memories. I stare out the window, watching a couple of deaders stumbling down the road. They seem to speed up a fraction as we pass them, in the hopes of catching us. But thankfully, deaders can’t run.
 
   I think back to Lee and wonder what he is doing now, what all the other people trapped inside are doing. My mind flits from image to image of the horrors I endured while behind their so-called protective walls, and a shudder runs through me.
 
   “They were supposed to protect us,” I begin. “They were supposed to protect us from the dead, from the evil on the outside, and they did. They just didn’t protect us from the evil within.” I swallow down the lump, which has appeared again. “The people in charge, they…changed, once the help stopped. Once the government collapsed, I guess. There were no more food drops, no more first aid drops. About six months in, when it all started to go to shit and we knew no more help was coming, everyone started to rebel, thinking it would be better on the outside, or thinking that they would be better being in charge.” I huff out my anxiety and chance a look at him. His face is stony, a mask of indifference, but his grinding jaw gives him away.
 
   “When they started to rebel, some of the weak ones got picked off and—well, you know what happens when you die.” I think back to that first person behind the walls coming back to life. The panic from everyone. “One of the men there, Lee—he was a nobody, really—he had a gun. He shot her, the woman that turned, and then he turned and shot the guy that was in charge, and declared himself the new leader.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   The image of Lee standing there with his gun in hand, declaring himself in charge, is vivid in my mind. The bloodshed, the tears, the pain…
 
   “Nina.”
 
   I look back at Mikey. I hadn’t realized that I had stopped talking. “That wasn’t the end of it though.” I swallow. “Once we were all dependent on him, he took our weapons, he made us work for food, for water, for anything. We paid with…whatever we had, and if we didn’t have anything or didn’t want to, they either took what they wanted from you or they killed one of your family. One less mouth to feed, they said.”
 
   I hear Mikey suck in a breath through his teeth. This is the part I hate.
 
   “What did they do to you, Nina?” I can practically hear his teeth crunching away.
 
   “I didn’t have any family.” I look at him. “What do you think happened?” I can’t keep the bitter edge from my voice. “That wasn’t even the worst of it,” I huff. “The worst was watching everyone else. Watching them suffer every day, slowly becoming people that they hated. I hated that place, and for a while I hated everyone in there, but it wasn’t their fault that they didn’t help each other; they had their own families to protect. You just couldn’t risk trying to help anyone else, for fear of what would happen to you. Shit, look what happened to me when I tried to protect Emily.”
 
   “We never knew,” he whispers under his breath.
 
   “What? What didn’t you know?” I choke back my tears. I will not cry. I’ve cried enough for a lifetime because of those assholes.
 
   Mikey shakes his head. “Nothing. It doesn’t matter now.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Three.
 
    
 
   The day draws on and the sun rises higher in the sky. One of the girls bangs from the back of the van and I use the walkie talkie to get JD to pull over, since it seems clear.
 
   Mikey starts to pull to the side of the road, but I place my hand on top of his and give it a little squeeze.
 
   “Stay in the middle. We can see all around us then.”
 
   He looks confused, but nods and stops the van smack dab in the middle of the road regardless, yet somehow still managing to stay close enough to the tow truck.
 
   We all climb out and I open the back doors for Emily and Britta. They both jump out, looking hot and sweaty and pissed off.
 
   “It is not comfy in there.” Emily storms off to the side of the road to pee, and I chase after her.
 
   “Don’t go on your own, Em. Never go on your own.” 
 
   I look down at the side of the road and double-check all the way along to make sure no deaders are playing peek-a-boo with us. Satisfied, I nod my okay to her and turn around to give her some privacy.
 
   “This sucks. It’s too hot in there.”
 
   I listen to her pee, kind of satisfied that she must be getting enough fluids since it goes on for what seems like forever, and then realize that’s kind of gross.
 
   “I know, but what can we do?” I shrug, only half listening. It’s true, it sucks, but there really isn’t anything I can do about it. I would kill to be able to just sleep for half the day. 
 
   “Maybe I can come up front with you and Mikey?” Emily comes up beside me and offers me a smile.
 
   “You can’t leave Britta back there on her own,” I tut.
 
   “Maybe she could squeeze in to the front too?” 
 
   “We won’t all fit, don’t be stupid.” 
 
   We make our way over to the rest of the group. I can still hear Emily pleading to come in the front with me, but I’m not really listening to her. I’m getting hungry, and my thoughts stray to the chips and sodas we snagged earlier. I want to ration them and make them last, but I’m a weak, weak woman, and I grab my bag from the front seat and pull out one of the cans. My hand moves over the bottle of vodka and I can’t help but smile.
 
   “What’s got you so happy?” Crunch snaps, half glancing at Mikey.
 
   I pull out my bottle of Vodka with a grin.
 
   “I think a celebration is in order when we get to the cabin.” I pull out one of the cans and everyone smiles. What’s not to like about a vodka and Coke? I glance down at the can of pop in my hand, seeing that it’s orangeade, and shrug. What’s not to like about vodka and orangeade? It reminds me of a time before all this crap—shooting and killing, the dead always on the hunt for fresh brains. Yes, a nice cool drink to take the edge off in the evening is just what the doctor ordered. Aaah, normality. Sweet, blessed normality.
 
   “Getting drunk is not an option,” JD snaps.
 
   Crunch digs him in the ribs. “Shut the fuck up, grumpy. That’s the first good idea this chick has had since I met her.”
 
   See? The doctor has literally just ordered it.
 
   I can’t help but laugh, and now I’m really eager to get going and get to the cabin.
 
   “Let’s get going then. Mikey, you want me to drive for a little bit?” I ask, as we head back to the van.
 
   “That be okay?” He scratches the back of his neck like he does when he’s unsure.
 
   “Yeah, you can take over when night hits.” I look at Emily’s pouty teenage face. “In fact, why don’t you get in the back and have a sleep? The rest will do you good.”
 
   “Are you trying to get me in your bed, Nina?” He smirks.
 
   “No, I’m trying to get you in a bed. There’s a difference,” I snigger.
 
   “Fine, sounds good. You sure you’ll be okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I can take care of myself, you know.” I push him playfully.
 
   Jesus, where did this girliness come from? Good lord, I’ve found my femininity again.
 
   “Em, you’re up front with me.”
 
   Emily runs over and hugs me, and I shrug her off with a laugh. Now Britta looks pretty pissed off. Can I not get a break?
 
   “You jumping up front too, Britts?” I cut in before she can moan at me too.
 
   She smiles and grabs her stuff from the back.
 
   We climb in the front, and Mikey climbs in the back. JD beeps at us to hurry up, which I think is not only fucking rude, to be honest, but it’s also dangerous. I give him the finger to show him my appreciation, and we set off again.
 
    
 
   “So, Britta, where are you originally from?” I ask as we pass a group of three or four deaders chowing down on a horse. Or I think it’s a horse; there’s not much left of it anymore—just stringy, dried-out skin and a near-hollow carcass. One deader is gnawing on what looks like a leg bone, but drops it and stands when it catches sight of our car. I watch it in my rearview mirror; it takes a couple of shaky steps before lifting its head to the sky and taking a deep sniff. It smells the horse and turns back to it, seemingly losing interest in us. I breathe a sigh of relief and turn my attention back to Britta.
 
   “Germany, but I’ve lived over here for a long time now.”
 
   “That explains the accent then.”
 
   “Yes, I wonder if I still have it sometimes, you know?” She laughs.
 
   I nod. “You do,” I smile.
 
   Emily smiles happily at me and then at Britta, her big saucer eyes staring widely at us. “Britta was telling me that she used to study graphic design before—well, before all of this. That’s what I wanted to do when I grew up.” She turns excitedly in her seat so that she can see us both easier.
 
   I feel like I’m in a freak show, and me and Britta are the main attraction. But then, I guess Emily doesn’t really have anyone to look up to anymore. No parents, no family, no damn celebrities gracing the cover of whatever trashy magazine they decided to go topless on. Still, it’s unnerving to feel so idolized when I haven’t done anything to deserve it.
 
   “That’s cool. Were you here on a student visa or something, or did you have family living here?” Nosy me, I internally scold myself.
 
   “No, no family. They are all back in Germany. They were, I guess,” her voice trails off. “I don’t know what happened to them. Communications went down, and the last I heard was that they were locking down the house.”
 
   Way to go, Nina! 
 
   “No news is good news, right?” I offer a smile, but it fails miserably, since in this world, no news is neither a good thing nor a bad thing. It’s just no news. I let the van lapse back into silence. We drive for a couple of miles, either staring at the crazy overgrown landscape or watching JD’s car in front of us. He keeps to a steady fifty miles per hour, no more, no less, and keeps his truck in the middle of the road.
 
   There’s a shape a mile or so down the road, and I begin to make out that it’s a car. There are four or five deaders surrounding it, all groaning loudly and banging on the glass. There are definitely people inside, but how many I just don’t know. I slow the van down to get a better look, readying myself to stop, but then I see Emily’s terrified face and know that I can’t. Shit, I wish Mikey were up here.
 
   JD speeds right on past without a second glance, and I presume without a second thought too. Damn him for not giving a shit. Yet as we get closer, I slow down again. Even from inside the van, I can hear the screaming coming from inside the car. I can’t just leave these people to die. I make a split second decision.
 
   “Emily, my machete.” I bark out the order and slam on the brakes. When she doesn’t pass it to me, I reach between her legs and grab it myself. “Britta, you can drive, right?”
 
   She nods at me sullenly, chewing on her bottom lip. A deader turns from the car and groans wickedly. I swear it fucking smiles at me too, happy to see a new meal on the horizon.
 
   “You get her out of here if anything happens to me.” I jump out of the van before I lose my nerve, looking back once at Emily. “I love you, Em.” And I do, too.
 
   I run at the deader stumbling toward me, raising my machete high, and slash it across its neck. Well, I aim for the neck, but I’m a terrible fucking shot and instead slice across its face, but it still does the trick in stopping brain activity, and the deader drops where it stands with unhappy disgusting and sloppy thud.
 
   Another deader turns from the vehicle, its milky eyes focusing in on me, the new food source, and it moans and groans toward me. One of its feet is dragging along the ground, leaving a black smear behind it. I can hear screaming and banging and an engine trying to turn over, but I don’t dare look away from the deaders in front of me for anything.
 
   Another deader has caught my scent, its head in the air as it sniffs me out like a bloodhound, and it turns to come for me too. Only when it does do I see that it has no eyes; black holes fill the space in its filthy sunken in face. Deader number one is close enough now, and I swing for it in a panic. My first one misses and I swing back wildly, cutting it through the stomach. Its insides spill onto the blacktop with a sound somewhat akin to vomit hitting the ground, but it comes for me regardless of its loss of intestines and capacity to hold any of my fine meaty face within it.
 
   I scream and swing back and hit its arm, slicing it off. Its other arm reaches for me and I dodge back and stumble to the ground with another loud scream. I hit out without thinking and slice at its legs. I hit one of them and the deader falls to its knees, and I jump back up and away. The car and people that I had tried to save finally revs its engine and screams away in a ball of smoke. 
 
   God-fucking-dammit! 
 
   I kick at the deader scrambling at my feet and run back to the van. Britta throws the door open before I get there and I dive in, slam it shut, and rev my own engine before driving away myself.
 
    
 
    
 
   Half a mile down the road, I finally let out the breath that I’ve been holding. Emily is sobbing next to me, with Britta’s comforting arms around her.
 
   “You better pull over,” Britta says, and I look at her.
 
   “Why?” My voice is hoarse from screaming.
 
   “Mikey,” she simply says.
 
   It’s then that I hear the thudding and shouting coming from the back of the van, and for a minute I wonder if a deader got inside somehow and Mikey was fighting it. I look around us quickly, stop the vehicle, and dive out. Going around to the back of the van, I pull open the doors as Mikey shoulder-barges them at the same time, and he falls to the ground with a loud thud before scrambling on his knees for his machete.
 
   He jumps up and looks around us frantically, his eyes wide, almost bulging from their sockets.
 
   “What the fuck’s going on?” He grabs me by the arms.
 
   “There was another car in trouble…” I begin before he cuts me up.
 
   “What? Tell me you didn’t stop. You never stop for anything, Nina!” he shouts, and then looks around us again before dragging me to the front of the van. “Is everyone okay?”
 
   Both Emily and Britta nod at him. Emily quickly resumes her crying.
 
   “Why’s she crying?” he shouts again.
 
   “Stop fucking shouting at me. She’s crying because—I don’t know.” I turn to her. “Why are you crying?” 
 
   “Because they nearly got you,” she sobs.
 
   “What? No they didn’t, I was fine…” My voice drifts off as I remember falling to the ground. “I had it all under control.”
 
   “Where’s JD?” Mikey asks.
 
   “He took off.” I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant, like I’m not bothered, even though I am.
 
   “Motherf—okay, girls, get out. You’re in the back again. I’m driving.”
 
   Emily stops her crying and climbs out, giving me a filthy look as she goes around to the back of the van. I’m not sure if she’s pissed that I just put us all in danger, or that she has to go in the back again. Either way, I’m going to need to do some sucking up later.
 
   “Get in.” Mikey gestures to the van and I climb in without questioning it. 
 
   He slams the door behind me and climbs in the driver’s side, his face stony as he starts the vehicle and we set off again, going faster than before. I say nothing through it all, feeling guilty and a little shocked by how pissed everyone is at me. I can’t believe that any of them would have just taken off and left the car and all the people inside to die. Then again, the bastards never even tried to help me or thank me, so maybe I should have left them to it. I haven’t lived in this world long enough to judge people, I guess.
 
   “You NEVER stop your vehicle. Do you understand?” Mikey cuts into my thoughts.
 
   I nod my agreement but don’t say anything, not wanting to provoke him further. In the distance I can see a vehicle, and I wonder if it’s JD. As we get closer I can see that it’s the car that I tried to save. They’ve crashed into a tree. Smoke pours from the front of the car, the alarm blaring. I look at Mikey, ready to ask if we should help them.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” he snaps as we pass them by.
 
   I look into the car as we do, glad to see two males and one woman, all unconscious. In the distance I can see the deaders approaching, attracted by the noise from the alarm. I shiver and look away. They left me for dead, and that doesn’t make it right leaving them for dead, but either way the choice is out of my hands, since I’m not the one in charge of the wheel. I close my eyes to block it all out, but I can’t. These are people—people who need help.
 
   “Mikey?” I plead.
 
   “No,” he shouts again.
 
   I huff and fold my arms.


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Four.
 
    
 
   At some point I must drift off, because when I wake it’s much darker. Not quite nighttime, but not quite daytime either. I sit up and stretch, glancing sideways at Mikey.
 
   “Hey,” I offer, with a bite of my lip. I’m unsure of how he’s going to be after our previous argument.
 
   “Hey, you sleep okay?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.” I breathe out a sigh of relief that he’s being okay with me. “Have you seen JD’s truck anywhere?” I ask, still feeling annoyed at him for bailing on me.
 
   “Yeah, they’re behind us. I caught up to them and took the lead. I think JD knew how pissed off I was at him, plus I know these roads better than he does.”
 
   I’m dying to know what was said between them, but since he isn’t offering the information, I refuse to ask for it. My mouth feels dry and scratchy, and I’m going to need to pee at some point soon. That’s one of the positives of being dehydrated: that I don’t need to go as often. My stomach grumbles in protest that I left it out of my equation, but I’m not sure I can get any food into it without peeing first.
 
   “I’m hungry,” I say, more to myself than Mikey.
 
   “We’re stopping pretty soon for the night. I’m beat.” Mikey yawns after his statement as if to prove a point, but he didn’t need to. The thick black rings under his eyes give him away. 
 
   “Have you heard anything from Britta or Emily?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head no. “Guess they went back to sleep.”
 
   I realize that we’re driving uphill and wonder whereabouts we are now. The road is rocky and bumpy, and I’m glad that there is at least a little daylight left so that we can avoid hitting any of the trees that are now towering all around us. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I ask as I grip the handle of my door when we hit a particularly bumpy part of the path and we rock side to side. I feel guilty about Emily and Britta being in the back of the van, and simultaneously worry about how much shit Emily is going to give me when she gets out.
 
   “Up into the hills,” he replies, turning on his high beams as the trees get even more condensed around us.
 
   “Is that safe?” 
 
   He looks at me briefly. “Not scared, are you?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. What are you, stupid?” I laugh in exasperation.
 
   “We’d be hard-pressed to get any zombies up here. It’s uphill for starters, which makes us up-current or some shit like that—our smell shouldn’t pass down the mountain to them—and this road is really steep, making it incredibly hard for them to get up here. That’s not to say they can’t or won’t, but it’s the safest place for now, at least.” He shrugs. 
 
   I hate to admit it, but in all honesty it sounds like pretty sound logic. It’s not long until the road flattens out and we finally pull to a stop. Mikey gets out first, and I wait until he tells me it’s clear before getting out myself and letting the girls out of the back of the van.
 
   They groan loudly as they stretch themselves out. Emily still seems pretty pissed off at me, but not as much as before, and I wonder if I have Britta to thank for that or just her nature.
 
   JD pulls up a couple of minutes after us, and he and Crunch jump out, both looking tired. I decide right then that I’m not going to say anything to either of them. I can tell that Crunch is waiting for me to, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her know that she got the better of me or got under my skin in any way. The air smells clean and fresh, not a hint of deader smell around, and it takes all my concentration to not let my guard down.
 
   “There’s a light over there.” Emily grips my hand and points further through the trees. 
 
   Sure enough, she’s right: there is a light. My hand grips my machete as I quickly scan the area. Everyone has had the same thought and is brandishing some sort of deadly weapon. Even Britta is trying desperately to get a firm grip on her machete.
 
   We creep toward the light, and as we get closer, we see that it’s actually a small, green RV nestled between the trees. It’s seen better days, too, if I’m honest. No sound is coming from inside, but a dim light is glowing in each of its little windows. The people inside must either be stupid to have the lights on, or know the area as well as—if not better than—Mikey. We tiptoe toward the door, with Crunch trying to peer in through the windows. Standing outside the door, my heart races and I hold my breath. JD clasps the doorknob, and on a whispered count of three, flings the door wide open. What we see is not, let me repeat that, not what we expect to see.
 
   Zombies? Yep, that I would expect. Blood, the stench of death? Yep, that works too. However, what we see is a large man who looks to be completely smashed and is slowly sliding off a little sofa and down to the floor. His eyes are fogged over and rimmed with red, and he flinches when he sees us all standing there gawking in at him. He gives a jump and a little scream and then passes out, all in one swift action. His body finishes its descent to the floor, and sits propped up against the camper’s little sofa.
 
   None of us say anything as we stand there, open-mouthed and waiting for him to move, wake, or dive up and attack us where we stand. Instead, his chest rises as he takes in a deep breath and lets out an almighty snore. Emily bursts out laughing, and I snort back a laugh myself. Hell, even JD gives a smirk. Jesus, the Iceman is finally thawing out.
 
    
 
    
 
   Deciding that the dude is just drunk and not about to turn into one of the undead, we all climb inside the little camper and shut the door firmly behind us. Stepping around the inebriated man, we help ourselves to some of his rations. Totally not proud of that, I’ll admit it; stealing someone else’s food is a shitty thing to do. But to be fair, it didn’t look like the poor guy had eaten anything in weeks, and was just slowly drinking himself to death. 
 
   We all rest up, alternating between napping, eating, and talking about the best route to Ben’s cabin. After a couple of hours, Drunk Guy is still snoring on the floor and even drooling a little down himself, and JD and Crunch discuss killing him before he wakes back up. Britta takes his side—or what she presumes is his side, since he’s passed out. I don’t want his blood on my hands either, but before I can argue my point, he starts to stir. His eyes flicker open for the briefest of moments before closing again, and we all stop talking and stare at each other.
 
   A few moments later he shifts positions and opens his eyes once more.
 
   “Oh, God, it wasn’t a dream,” he slurs.
 
   He doesn’t seem as drunk as before, but he certainly isn’t sober. He closes his eyes again, and resumes snoring.
 
   “We should just kill him,” Crunch whispers in between eating some dry cereal.
 
   “I can fucking hear you,” the drunk shouts, but keeps his eyes closed. “Pass me my bottle, will ya?”
 
   “I think you’ve had enough, buddy,” Mikey coaxes.
 
   The man opens his eyes back up. “I’ll tell you when I’ve had enough. When I’m dead, that’s when.”
 
   “Told you we should have killed him,” Crunch snaps out, louder this time—I’m pretty sure to make sure that he can hear her.
 
   “Maybe you should have, I don’t give a shit anymore anyway.” The man opens his eyes and pulls himself back up onto the little sofa, and Emily scrambles to the other side of the small space to get away from him. He turns and frowns at her before running a hand across his face. “So, zombies still walking the earth then?” he asks with a hint of mirth to his voice.
 
   “Yep.” I nod. My hand is wrapped tightly around my machete in case he makes any attempt to turn on us. He seems to have sobered up far too quickly, but looks set to start drinking again soon.
 
   He stands up and sways, pushing past Crunch in his tiny kitchen, and opens one of the lower cupboards, pulling out a bottle of dark liquid. He unscrews the lid and takes a long swallow of it before turning to stare at us all and letting out a loud belch. He holds the bottle out to us.
 
   “You want some?”
 
   We all shake our heads, and he shrugs and takes another swallow.
 
   “I think you should probably go sleep off the first round before you drink any more, my friend,” Mikey offers.
 
   The big guy laughs, quite loudly in fact, and it makes me feel uncomfortable. “The name’s Steve, and I haven’t been sober for—I don’t know. I can’t remember the last time I was sober, to be honest.” He runs a hand down his face.
 
   “Okay, Steve. Mind telling us why?” I ask.
 
   “Not really. It’s none of your fucking business,” he snaps at me.
 
   I flinch at his tone, but try not to show it. I’ve been spoken to worse than that before.
 
   He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I’m a little more rattled today than usual.” Steve heads back over to his sofa and takes a seat, slipping the bottle between his knees. “You’re right, I probably shouldn’t drink anymore, but I’ve been alone for a long time now. Makes you go a little cuckoo after a while, you know?” He makes a whirly gesture at his head and sniggers, but there’s no amusement in his voice or his face. He looks sad. Sad and lonely. And he smells of stale alcohol, sweat, and something else that I’d rather not think about too much.
 
   I nod, but I don’t know how he feels, actually. I’ve been constantly surrounded by people for as long as I can remember. Some days, I’d do anything for a little alone time, but that isn’t safe.
 
   “So, what’s the deal then?” Crunch asks, making it blatantly obvious that she’s eating his food, almost egging him on to snap at her. She leans on the counter and crunches the cereal with an open mouth and a smile.
 
   “It’s a long story…”
 
   “We’ve got time,” she snarks back.
 
   “It’s not a happy story.” He clears his throat, the words getting stuck.
 
   “I hate happy stories.” She smiles back.
 
   I roll my eyes and glare at her, but she pays me no attention, merely continues to crunch through his stale cereal. I’m surprised it actually still crunches, now that I’m thinking about it.
 
   “My wife and I were headed up here. This was our vacation home of sorts, a long time ago, anyway. When everything went to hell, this was supposed to be our hideout. It’s way off the road, hidden up in the trees. There’s a spring just behind the RV, and we have our own little allotment to grow food. It was the perfect plan, but the damn woman can’t navigate for shit.” He rolls his eyes. “We got attacked down by the road before the turnoff. Some crazy guys looking for trouble and wanting to take whatever they wanted. We took off into the woods with them chasing after us, managed to lose them and all, but at some point me and the wife got separated too. I headed up here thinking she’d be doing the same thing, but—she never showed up.” Steve shakes his head sadly and takes another long swig from his bottle. “I must have told her a thousand times how to work out north from west, but she never listened to me. Damn woman!”
 
   Sounds like my life story, I can’t help but think.
 
   “How long ago was that?” Britta asks.
 
   He shrugs. “Couple of months ago now. I searched for her every day for weeks; and I’m a fucking atheist, but I’ll be damned if I didn’t pray to every type of god available for them to bring her back home to me.” He wipes at his eyes. “Never worked though. My baby’s gone, and I don’t see much reason for living without her.”
 
   “What was her name?” I ask, though I’m not really sure why.
 
   He takes a deep breath before answering. “Jane. My baby’s names was Jane.”
 
   “She could still be alive somewhere.” I shrug.
 
   He looks at me, a darkness settled in his eyes. “I think we all know that she’s more than likely one of the undead now, sweetheart.”
 
   None of us speaks for a while. We let his sad words settle all around us; the only noise to be heard is Crunch’s incessant—well, crunching! 
 
    
 
    
 
   Steve seems like a nice enough guy. He lets us crash, even says we can use his bed to sleep on. Emily and Britta aren’t sleepy, though, since they slept pretty much all the way here. I’m okay for sleep for now too, but JD, Crunch, and Mikey all look beat, since they did most of the driving. JD doesn’t want to leave his safety up to me though—probably thinking of earlier today when he left me to fend for myself. Asshole, he’s probably right; I would quite happily let him be eaten alive. I roll my eyes at my own angry thoughts, knowing that I wouldn’t. Damn my moral compass again. I really need to smash up the stupid thing.
 
   Crunch and JD are eventually convinced to sleep in the bed, and Mikey takes the couch. He says he can sleep through anything, but I’m almost certain he just doesn’t trust me not to get into trouble again without him nearby. He looks un-comfy sleeping upright, his arms folded across his chest. Every now and then his own snores shake him awake and his eyes flit open, scan the room until they land on me, and close again. Every time his does it, Emily laughs. The night is long, but thankfully uneventful. No groans, no moans, just nature: the wind in the trees, the calls of some birds, and the snores from our sleeping group members. Steve eventually nods off again too, his face on the table in front of him, creating a little pool of dribble underneath.
 
   I can’t help but wonder where the heck he got his alcohol from. In the years since the deaders rose up, I’ve hardly seen a drop of the stuff—hence why I’m dragging the bottle of vodka around with me everywhere—yet Steve seems to have an endless supply. I’m nervous, but excited for the morning. Another new place, another new nightmare, yet this place feels different somehow.
 
   Not just that, but we’re within spitting distance of the cabin. A thought has been nagging me for a while, something which I’ve thought about since I first suggested to Emily that we head to the cabin. 
 
   What if Ben’s parents are still alive?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Five.
 
    
 
   Mikey jumps awake for what seems the hundredth time, his deep brown eyes peering around the camper until they land on me. He gives me a little smile, and then leans his head back and closes his eyes again. Jesus, when did this happen—the protectiveness? Anyone would think that I’m a helpless woman, for goodness’ sakes, not someone who survived the apocalypse by herself. Well, maybe not completely by herself, but I only had myself to depend on; I sure as hell couldn’t rely on the other survivors. 
 
   I stand and stretch, working the creaks out of my bones. Morning broke a few hours ago, but everyone is still sleeping—everyone but me. I wonder why that is, why I’m the only one who can’t seem to sleep anymore. Whatever, the reason is irrelevant; I’m hungry and awake and sick of listening to everyone else snore. I creep to the door and sneak out. Once outside I take a moment to sniff the air, much like the deaders yesterday, only I’m not sniffing out prey, I’m sniffing out the dead. 
 
   The air smells clean and fresh—beautiful almost, the scent of pine and damp soil clinging to it with a sweet desperation. I can smell something else too, but can’t put my finger on it. I only know that it isn’t death. I swallow hard; It’s been a couple of days of non-stop death on our tail, and this blessed reprieve doesn’t go unnoticed.
 
   I stray from the RV and find a secluded corner to do my business, but when I get back to camp, Steve is standing in the doorway looking bleary-eyed and tired.
 
   In the daylight I can see that he isn’t as old as I first thought. He’s only thirty-something, and though he’s looking older than his years, his face still holds a baby-like charm to it. He smiles as I approach, and I return the gesture. 
 
   “Morning.” He nods his hello. “You want coffee?” 
 
   I look toward his little fire pit with a pot swinging over the top.
 
   “Are you serious? Coffee? Real coffee?” I jog over to the fire and peer down at the bubbling inky liquid in the pan. “Holy crap!” I realize that my voice has gone up an octave or two. I can’t remember the last time I had real coffee. JD had some crappy sachets of the stuff back at the tree houses, but this is the real deal.
 
   I plunk myself down by the fire and let the vapors wash over me. My gut churns in expectancy, and I lick my lips.
 
   Steve smiles and stirs the pot. Satisfied, he pours a cup and hands it to me. For a few moments I merely hold it under my nose—not drinking, not even sniffing it, just letting the scent slowly into my lungs.
 
   “I don’t have any milk, but I do still have a little sugar.” 
 
   He holds out a little brown wooden box to me and I pop the lid and see it a quarter full of sugar that has seen better days. I don’t even care, though, as I grab a pinch between my thumb and forefinger and sprinkle it in my coffee. I grab a spoon that’s handed to me and stir, and only then do I sniff for all my life is worth.
 
   This has got to be the single greatest day of my life.
 
   The door to the RV opens as I’m about to take my first swallow, and JD steps out, his eyes bulging as he strides toward us.
 
   “Is that coffee?” he barks out, his stride never faltering. 
 
   I nod frantically, wondering how the hell he smelled it from inside the camper, and take a tentative sip, all the while with JD watching me. I let the hot liquid settle on my tongue before I swallow, basking in the glory of the bitter and the sweetness of it. My senses come alive and I all but groan out loud with the pleasure of it.
 
   “Is it good?” JD licks his lips, still staring at me.
 
   I nod and grin.
 
   “Can I—” JD begins, before Steve shoves a steaming cup under his nose with a chuckle. JD takes the cup and lifts it to his face, breathing it in before turning around and trapping Steve in a great big man sandwich. “Thank you, brother. I owe you big time.” 
 
   I would choke on my coffee laughing if it weren’t for the fact that at that moment I was in pure, unadulterated, spine-tingling pleasure. I look up as Mikey comes out of the camper, closely followed by the Crunch, Britta, and Emily-Rose. 
 
   Mikey’s eyes go wide as he gets closer and smells the coffee.
 
   “Is that—” he begins, before Steve hands him a cup.
 
   Life offers such little pleasure these days, and coffee is a long-forgotten luxury of the past. How often did we used to take things like this for granted? How many times did you say to yourself, ‘I can’t even think straight in the morning before I’ve had my third cup of coffee?’ Christ, if only we knew back then to cherish every little thing. 
 
   When I think back now to all the food wasted, drinks not drunk, items bought and shoved into the back of my closet and never worn—well, it makes you realize what a wasteful life we truly led. I appreciate everything these days: food, drinks, clothes. I look down at my well-worn Doc Marten boots and smile. There is no summer wardrobe and winter wardrobe, there is only a ‘whatever you can get your hands on’ wardrobe. I appreciate my life and everything in it now—even these people. Apocalypses will do that to a girl.
 
    
 
   We sit around jovially chatting for the first time in a long time, feeling somewhat safe, relaxed, and sated from the coffee. It’s like a blast from the past was all that we needed to give us the energy to carry on. Britta seems to be getting better; she can hold her weapon now, and the gash on her arm is healing nicely—no leaks or infections, and hardly any pain. Everyone seems to be better for the rest. 
 
   Steve stands and stretches. “Anyone want some breakfast?”
 
   The camp, so full of chatter and laughing, falls silent as we look at this god among men. What magic card will he pull out this time? Alcohol, coffee…what next—a pack of bacon, a newspaper, and some slippers? 
 
   “Um, yeah,” I speak hesitantly. “Need any help?” I stand before he replies and follow him as he heads to the RV. My heart sinks when I think he may go inside and get out the box of stale cereal that Crunch had been munching on the previous night. Instead, he goes around the back of the camper, and I follow like a little lost puppy.
 
   The image behind the camper makes my jaw drop and my stomach growl so loudly that Mikey comes running from the fire to see what’s wrong. He slams into my back as he sees what I see.
 
   Fruits and vegetables: strawberries, blackberries, raspberries, tomatoes, peppers, carrots. You name it, it’s growing—well, that’s what it seems like anyway. A wooden fence with a net sits over the top of it all, protecting it from animals. My mouth is dry and I can’t seem to form any words at the moment. Lucky for me, Mikey steps in.
 
   “What—is this—where—” He rubs a hand across the back of his neck and swallows.
 
   My eyes have gone dry from my lack of blinking.
 
   “The wife and I used to grow all sorts up here. We used to keep animals too. Nothing too spectacular, couple of chickens and a pig, mostly. Had to put the pig out of her misery a few months back; zombie got her. Poor girl, she never stood a chance. Came out one morning to find it chewing on her hind legs. Guess everyone loves bacon.” He gives a little chuckle and shakes his head sadly. “Still got a couple of chickens though.” 
 
   He strolls off to the back of the RV and pulls open a little hatch along the bottom. A gangly looking chicken hops out, blinks rapidly, clucks at us, and wanders off.
 
   “Shouldn’t you catch her?” Mikey asks, licking his lips.
 
   “Naaa, Livvie there’s a quick one and she always comes back. She knows a good thing when she has it.” Steve chuckles again and reaches into the little compartment. He struggles for a moment and I’m almost tempted to go help him until he comes back out with another chicken in his hands. “Now, Martha here, she’s the shy one. Hates being out here, almost like she knows something ain’t quite right.” He drops her and shoos her away.
 
   Little Martha gives Steve a dirty look with her little beady eyes—or what I would class as a dirty look, anyway—and pecks at the ground. She looks set to run back inside her hidey-hole at any moment, and I can’t help but laugh.
 
   “Go on, girl, get!” Steve shoos her further away before he reaches back in and pulls out a drowsy-looking chicken, the sort of chicken that I would think was terminally ill if I saw it at a farm. The sort of chicken that looks like it needs to be put out of its misery, sooner rather than later.
 
   “Is that one okay?” I ask with a grimace. 
 
   Steve laughs. “Yeah, this here is Tami. She’s as dumb as a bunch of rocks. Ate some of me and the wife’s special plants a couple of years back and never quite recovered.” He cuddles Tami to his chest, stroking her like a kitten. She clucks softly and nuzzles into him.
 
   “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, Tami?” He kisses the top of her feathery head gently. “Yes you are.”
 
   I glance at Mikey, whose expression I can only imagine mirrors mine. It’s sort of a What the fuck? kind of look. 
 
   “Can we eat them?” Mikey asks.
 
   “Hell no, you can’t eat my girls!” Steve snaps, and pulls little Tami closer to him. “Can I eat your little girlfriend there?”
 
   Mikey and I exchange glances, and I try my best to hide my smirk. I dig him in his side.
 
   “Dude, you should say sorry,” I smirk. “You can’t go around threatening to eat a man’s chickens and expect to get breakfast afterwards. At least not without apologizing first; that’s just plain rude.” I raise an eyebrow and suppress a chuckle. I look across at Steve, who nods in agreement. Shit, I think even poor old dopey Tami agrees with me.
 
   “Uh, sorry, man.” Mikey looks confused.
 
   Steve huffs and starts to show us his vegetable patch. It’s not big, certainly not as big as I first thought. I guess my eyes saw it as a Garden of Eden type; instead it’s more of a patch overflowing with food. 
 
   “You can have what you want. I hardly eat a thing these days, but it was the wife’s garden and I feel responsible for keeping it going, you know?” 
 
   I nod and smile at all the right times, but really my thoughts are on eating. Eating a lot. I want to indulge, splurge, and gorge myself on everything I can see. I’m pretty sure I’m drooling. Damn ration packs and dry cereal bars are finally taking their toll.
 
   Steve sets Tami down and reaches back inside the chickens’ little home. “What do you know, the girls have laid us a couple of eggs. Must have known I had company. How about I cook us up some scrambled eggs, mushrooms, and fried tomatoes?”
 
   I want to cry. Not figuratively, but literally.
 
   Steve strokes his chin, looking thoughtfully at his fruits. “Bet I could throw together a nice fruit salad or something with the rest of this stuff too.” He grabs a little basket and hands it to me. “You two pick the fruit and I’ll go grab some mushrooms.” 
 
   He wanders off before either of us can say anything. As he strides away I don’t see a man, I see a magical being, a king among kings, a sorcerer—okay, well, I’m pretty damn impressed anyway. Coffee and eggs? 
 
   If I’m dreaming, you better be damn sure not to wake me up.
 
    
 
    
 
   If I thought that things were jovial before, it’s bordering on hysterics for the rest of the day. It’s funny how things can change so suddenly. One minute you think you’re going to die, and the next you’re playing charades around a campfire while eating a fruit salad and drinking home-brewed wine. I would have loved to have met Steve’s wife. He talks about her a lot as we all get to know one another. They had met just out of high school and had been together ever since. I felt sad that they weren’t together anymore, and I hoped that whatever had happened to her had been quick. 
 
   The day passes in a blur, and as the sun begins to set, most of us make our way back inside the camper. I stay behind to help tidy up and put the chickens to bed. I seem strangely attached to Livvie, Martha, and Tami now. They fed me and gave me some much-needed protein, and as I pick up Tami and she nestles in to the crook of my arm, I feel a weird rush of affection for them all.
 
   “It’s hard not to care about something so innocent isn’t it?” Steve speaks without looking at me.
 
   “Yeah, especially this little gangly one,” I chuckle as I tickle her under the neck, much like you would a puppy.
 
   This has got to be the weirdest thing I have encountered in a long time, I muse.
 
   Steve stumbles and falls onto his ass, and I laugh lightheartedly at him. He grumbles but smiles back.
 
   “You should quit drinking, you know?” I put Tami into her little home, and she toddles over to a little bed of leaves and dried grass. “That stuff will kill you,” I say, only half joking.
 
   “I know.” Steve wipes at his eyes. “Just doesn’t seem much point in surviving without her. She was my everything.”
 
   “She would want you to live, she would want you to at least try and find some kind of happiness in this world. It’s what you would want for her if the situation was reversed.” I pat his arm to offer the big brute some kind of comfort.
 
   I think of Ben and how I had felt when—well, I think of Ben. Sadness creeps in the edges, but I refuse to let my bad memories spoil what is the first truly happy day I’ve had in years.
 
   “I know. I can see that now. It’s been hard being on my own all this time, but you’re right, she would want me to survive this.” He smiles and finishes covering the vegetable patch, and then closes the hatch on the chickens.
 
   “Night girls,” he whispers in to them.
 
   I smirk. “Night, ladies.”
 
   As we go back inside the camper, I feel a strange kind of melancholy settle over me. I feel like I’m finally letting go of all the pain, guilt, and loss that I’ve been carrying around with me for years now. It all seems to be drifting away. And while I’m glad about that, I’m also sad. I didn’t know when or if I would ever be ready to say goodbye to Ben, to the things that happened to me behind the walls, but I think this is it. I’m ready to forgive all of the others—maybe even Lee. I shake my head. No, I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him and his fucking goons, but I can forgive the other people. They were scared and trying to protect their families; I get that now.
 
    Life is about moving forward, and whether I want it to or not, that’s exactly what is happening right now. And maybe it’s time for that—to let go. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Six.
 
    
 
   Steve has been steadily drinking his homebrew throughout the day, and as nighttime approaches he decides to pull out the big guns, regardless of what we had talked about outside. 
 
   “Damn, man, is that what I think it is?” JD holds the bottle of, well, ‘JD’ up to the light. “Jack Daniels. I’ve missed this stuff.” He unscrews the lid and takes a deep breath of it.
 
   “Yeah, help yourself.” Steve reaches over and grabs some glasses from one of the cupboards in the little kitchen. “I’ve been saving that bad boy for a special occasion.” He looks at me and winks. “But if this isn’t a special occasion, then I don’t know what is.” 
 
   JD pours the whiskey into everyone’s glasses—I even let Emily have a little drop. I know she’ll hate the stuff, but this may be her only opportunity to ever try it.
 
   “To lost loves.” JD raises his glass.
 
   “To survival.” Mikey clinks my glass.
 
   “To friendship.” Britta clinks my glass too, and I blush a little. Damn, these people are making me go soft.
 
   “To better drinks,” Emily splutters after taking a sip.
 
   I laugh at her, and hold up my glass. “To, uh…come back to me.” I shrug.
 
   “To killing zombies.” Crunch stares deep into her glass.
 
   “I’ll second that one.” JD raises his glass again.
 
   “To Jane,” Steve mutters. 
 
   He raises his glass high and we all do the same.
 
   “To Jane,” we echo.
 
   I never got to meet Jane, but she must have been a damn good woman for him to be so affected by her loss. Or maybe it’s the not knowing that’s eating him up inside. Who knows? I guess he never will—not unless he’s unlucky enough to stumble across her walking corpse.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s later that night, after everyone has gone to sleep, that I find myself wide awake—again. Mikey is asleep opposite me at the table, facedown. Steve is snoring heavily on one end of the little sofa, his near-empty bottle of Jack Daniels in his hand. JD is on the other end snoring like a baby too. Emily, Crunch, and Britta have taken the bed after much persuasion from me. Britta still doesn’t trust Crunch, and I don’t blame her, but I know she won’t do anything here, certainly not while we have a good thing going. She has too much survival instinct for that. Crunch may trip you to save herself, but she isn’t a coldblooded killer. I certainly wouldn’t leave Emily alone with her if I thought for even a second that she was.
 
   I want to sleep, but I’m not sleepy yet; the day’s events are still weighing on my mind. My head feels a little foggy from the alcohol, but thankfully, I’m not too worse for wear because of all the food I’ve eaten. For the first time in months, my stomach actually feels full, bloated even. It’s a good feeling, one I could get used to. I wonder if we could all stay here. Maybe build a little hut or two of our own. Build some security around the place, perhaps. There really isn’t a lot of difference between this place and Ben’s parents’ cabin, from what I remember—just the home comforts—and we’re here already.
 
   I watch Steve snoring soundly. I know he would like the company. I bet Livvie, Tami, and Martha would too. I grin. I decide I’m going to suggest it to everyone tomorrow after speaking to Steve. I’m tired of running, tired of moving from one place to another. I just want to stay somewhere for a while. Since I left the city from behind the walls, I’ve done nothing but run. Maybe this is where we should stay now, build a life here even. 
 
   I feel content in my surroundings as I lean back and stretch out my shoulders, finally feeling sleepy. I decide to go check the perimeter once more before calling it a night, maybe grab my bag from the car before it gets too late—it’s only a little way down the hill anyway.
 
   I know what you’re thinking, that this is the part where the stupid woman goes out into the night alone and gets caught and eaten by zombies. Well, I’m not stupid.
 
   “Mikey,” I whisper, and kick him under the table.
 
   He looks up at me with groggy, alcohol-drenched eyes. “What?”
 
   “I’m doing a perimeter check before I go to sleep. Come with me.”
 
   “It’ll be fine, we haven’t seen a thing all day. Just go to sleep, Nina.” 
 
   He rests his head back on the table with a thud. I count to three in my head, and when he doesn’t look back up at me I kick him again.
 
   “Dude, seriously, come with me. I want to go get my bag from the car,” I plead.
 
   Mikey makes a weird groany-growly noise, but still doesn’t look up at me. “Go to sleep, woman!”
 
   “Fine,” I stand with a huff. “I’ll go myself.” 
 
   I am so not going by myself. Even if there are no deaders out there, it’s still freaking dark!
 
   I take a couple of tentative steps toward the door, my hand touching the handle before Mikey does his weird growly thing again and stands up.
 
   “Fine,” he picks up his machete from under the table, “but you owe me.”
 
   “Fine,” I snap back with a smirk.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s dark outside, the moonlight only just peeping through the treetops, but like earlier, the only things I can smell are pine and damp soil. No deaders, no death, and no rotting corpses. Similarly, there’s no moaning and groaning of deaders hungry for brains—well, not including Mikey, obviously.
 
   We skirt around Steve’s little fence-and-wire rig, using my solar flashlight as our guide. We go around twice, but find nothing. I can’t help but smile, and as we go around the second time I dip my hand under the vegetable patch netting and nab a tomato with a grin.
 
   “You really like it here, huh?”
 
   I look at Mikey as I bite the tomato and it spurts onto my tongue. I give out a little moan of satisfaction and nod at him.
 
   We walk down the hill, shining the flashlight all around us into the trees to make sure there aren’t any deaders sneaking up on us for a midnight snack, but as with the area around camp, there’s nothing. Well, there are trees, obviously, but no dead people.
 
   Our vehicles are just where we left them, hidden away from the path under the canopy of a particularly large tree. I climb up and sit on the hood of the van and Mikey joins me, his grumpiness finally dispersing as the fresh air sobers him up.
 
   “I do, I like it here. I feel safe, and the food! Oh man, the food is amazing,” I laugh.
 
   He laughs. “I hate to say it though, Nina, but the food won’t last, and this isn’t the safest location. It’s good, but not great.”
 
   “Don’t ruin it,” I pout.
 
   “Me don’t ruin it? Isn’t it normally you who’s the voice of reason?”
 
   “Yeah,” I smile as I look at his face, “maybe you’ve converted me, huh?” I chuckle. “Maybe it isn’t all doom and gloom after all,” I smirk.
 
   He leans over suddenly, his hand touching the side of my face, and before I can stop him he pulls me into a kiss. I falter for a second or two before I give in to him and kiss him back hard. Our tongues dance over one another’s, and his fingers make their way to my hair, grip it, and tug me closer to him. I moan into his mouth, my hands finding his waist, tugging up his shirt and touching the hot skin underneath.
 
   He pulls back slowly and smiles at me. Jesus, I feel almost girly under his stare, and I blush furiously, my mind working to think of something else to say. My feelings for him have been growing, and I’m finally learning to trust again. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize that, but then my new motto seems to be the whole ‘moving forward’ thing, and this is moving forward, I guess.
 
   I smile and clear my throat. “So, before all this, what did you do? You seem to have a few tricks up your sleeve—they can’t all be post-apocalypse, surely?” I lean back to stare up at the stars.
 
   “You’d be surprised what I’ve learned post-apocalypse,” he laughs. “I was, uh…” He looks back at me, seeming unsure of himself. He takes a deep breath and continues. “But yeah, I guess before all this…I, um, I was a thief.”
 
   That doesn’t really surprise me; the knack for getting into places with locked doors kind of gave that game away. I shrug.
 
   “I was a bit of a bad boy,” he laughs, “as you women like to put it.”
 
   “Don’t tar us all with the same brush, Mikey. We’re not all as dumb as a box of rocks, you know.” I laugh.
 
   “Sorry,” he shrugs. “It was my thing.” Mikey drags a hand across his face in embarrassment. 
 
   “The bad boy thing?” I laugh loudly.
 
   He leans back next to me, one arm across his face. “Shit, this is embarrassing. Yeah, the bad boy thing.”
 
   “What made you so bad then, eh? So you did a bit of breaking and entering, what’s the big deal?” I can’t believe that I’m not more bothered, actually, and am brushing his criminal past off so easily, but these days it doesn’t exactly matter what your past was, and I tell him so.
 
   “What if your past follows you?” he asks quietly, staring up into the trees himself now. “It wasn’t just breaking and entering, it was worse than that. I mean, I never killed anyone or anything, but—I don’t even know why I’m telling you this.”
 
   I turn my head to stare at his profile. I haven’t seen this side of him before. I’ve seen protective Mikey, funny Mikey, dangerous Mikey, but this version baffles me and—strangely—makes me like him all the more.
 
   “It’s all good, baby.” I watch as he turns to look at me. “I don’t need to know about that person if you don’t want to tell me. It’s who we are now that matters. It was a clean slate when the world went to shit.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?” 
 
   I shrug. “Yeah, everyone deserves to have a second chance, I guess. I mean, obviously it depends what you did, but a little breaking and entering is okay. Like you said, you never killed anyone.” I think about Duncan, and know that everyone really does deserve a second chance—especially if you try to make up for all the bad you did previously. Mikey has helped every one of us more times than I can count, so I guess that gets him a get out of jail free card.
 
   Silence echoes around us and I think of Ben. My stomach does a flip, and tugs at my insides. I close my eyes and look back up into the sky, finding it hard to breathe.
 
   “Hey.” Mikey’s hand touches my chin, and turns me to face him again. “What’s up with that?”
 
   “Nothing. Like I said, we’ve all done bad stuff. Things that we regret, and things we had no choice but to do. It just doesn’t make it any easier.” I swallow. “That being said, we have to learn to let things go, and move on.”
 
   Mikey nods in agreement, and I take a steadying breath. 
 
   “It’s time to put things like that behind us. We need to forget the bad and work on more of the good, because there just isn’t enough of the good to go around these days. So maybe you’re right.” I look at him and he sits up to get a better look at me. “Maybe it really isn’t all doom and gloom after all.” I smile at him. “You’re a good man, Mikey. Everyone can see that, so whatever you did before the world collapsed, it doesn’t matter anymore.”
 
   He looks panicked but smiles to cover it, and when he goes to say something I press a finger to his lips.
 
   “Will you just kiss me already?”
 
   He stares at me for a second, looking sweetly unsure of himself before he finally leans down and presses his lips against mine. His strong hands cup my face, and his tongue moves against mine—slowly at first, and then faster when I reciprocate and he realizes that I’m not going to kick his ass anytime soon. His body shifts until he’s on top of me, his strong arms pinning me in place as he grinds against me and I moan into his mouth. It feels right—no, he feels right: the wanting, the desire, the giving and taking. I want him and me, and all of that other crazy shit.
 
   He pulls away, looking into my face, his thumb stroking my lower lip, seemingly trying to decide on his next move. I smile and reach for his hair, grasping it tightly, and pull his face back down to me. His hand paws at my breast through my shirt, his mouth leaving mine and moving to my throat, trailing soft wet kisses down to my chest until it meets material and he pulls it to one side to access my naked flesh.
 
   He lifts up my shirt, pulling my bra to one side as he takes my breast in his mouth, and I moan even louder at the sweet satisfaction. His other hand moves to his jeans, and he fumbles for a minute with the button before nearly falling off the hood, and I laugh loudly. He looks up at me with a grin, and I shove him off me and to one side. He looks hurt and confused, and I smile again as I slide off the hood of the van with a soft thud. I straighten my shirt as he sits up, his eyes following me as I go around the side of the van. I open up the back doors and climb inside. “Are you coming or what?” I call out to him. “It’s now or never, bad boy,” I laugh.
 
   I hear his feet hit the ground, and a couple of seconds later his face looks in through the doorway with a big grin before he climbs in and shuts the doors behind him.
 
   In the dark, we are Nina and Mikey. We are the people we were, not the people we’ve been forced to become, and it’s good. It’s so good. His body on mine, his hands touching me and wanting me, and hell, I fucking need it. I need to be touched like this, and I need to feel truly wanted again by someone—not just used. With each touch and caress, I feel my walls breaking down. With each thrust, I feel myself melting, and my heart letting go of the pain and guilt that I’ve carried with me. I cry out, my head tilting back towards the ceiling of the van, and he nibbles on my chin, sliding his tongue down my throat as my body wracks with pleasure. When we have wrung every ounce of pleasure from each other, he rolls off me and holds me in his arms. I flinch, waiting for…fuck, something, I don’t know what. The pain to start, maybe? The memories of the wall—the pain and abuse that I suffered—don’t fade that easily I guess, but as I lay in his arms and he kisses the back of my neck, I know now that they just might, given time. I’m not saying it’s love, but it’s possibly as close to love as I’m ever gonna get.
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s still dark inside the van, though I know it’s morning by the sun gleaming in from under the door. My head is resting in the crook of Mikey’s arm, and surprisingly, he isn’t snoring for once. The air is stuffy in the van and I begin to dress after untangling myself from Mikey’s body.
 
   He stirs and opens his eyes, looking up at me with a smile.
 
   “I could get used to this,” he says groggily.
 
   “Me too.” I lean over and kiss him with a smile. “Come on, though. I can’t wait to see what we’re having for breakfast today. Maybe Tami laid another egg,” I laugh.
 
   “You wanna?” Mikey grins.
 
   “No, last night was just fine for me. Right now I want to eat.” I slip my feet into my boots.
 
   “I feel used.” He feigns shock.
 
   “Get used to it,” I smirk. “Just not right now.”
 
   “Really?” He grabs me, and when I try to pull away he drags me down on top of him.
 
   We kiss and I can tell we’re both getting carried away, but my stomach rumbles for food and breaks the spell. I laugh and roll off him, and he dresses by the light of my flashlight.
 
   “You ready?” I ask, opening the van doors and stepping out into the bright day. “Jesus.” I pinch my nose to get rid of the smell as my eyes widen to the size of saucers. “Mikey!” I scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Seven.
 
    
 
   My one moment of happiness is broken, crushed, trampled upon by the undead that surround the van and tree line around us.
 
   “Mikey!” I scream again, and reach for my machete. 
 
   My hand hits air where my machete normally hangs, and I stumble backwards in search of it and bump into Mikey. He pushes me behind him, and I drop to my knees in search of my machete and holder. The moaning is getting louder, the smell of us reaching the dead and drawing their attention to us. 
 
   My hand finally lands on my weapon, and I strap it around myself and pull the machete out. Mikey has already jumped down and is fighting with a deader. My heart skips a beat, and in that moment, I know that if he dies now—if the dead get him and I’m left in this shit-hole without him—that I may as well be dead myself. I run the length of the van and jump out with a guttural scream and my machete raised high. Probably not my wisest decision, since noise attracts the creepy dead dudes, but I’m sure it looks pretty awesome!
 
   I land awkwardly on the ground, but stand up quickly and chop through the center of a deader like he’s a prime rib and this is a five star restaurant—now all I need is a tasty side sauce. I kick at him as I pull out my machete. His insides are mush, and my machete slides out of him with relative ease, releasing his intestines to the ground. I slice across his neck and take his head from his shoulders, a splatter of black blood and gore spurting out from the hole in his neck where his head once proudly sat.
 
   “Crunch! JD!” I scream their names as more of the dead surround us, and the air gets harder to breathe with the stench of the cold, rotting bodies.
 
   We move back to back, our weapons slashing wildly around us and cutting down anything that gets too close, as we try to make it around to the front of the van. Jesus, they’re everywhere. There must be thirty of them. Where the hell did they all come from? Steve said he hadn’t seen any in weeks, and even then only the odd one or two.
 
   I can hear more fighting toward the RV, and I hope to God that it is Crunch and JD, and not Emily. I know that she can handle herself, but the thought of her fighting makes my stomach crawl.
 
   A deader reaches for me and I take off his arm in a swift movement that takes even me by surprise. He looks down at it in confusion before reaching for me with his other hand. I take that too, and nearly laugh as his little forehead furrows in frustration, his brain—or whatever it is that makes them tick—still telling him to grab me, but with what exactly? The deader comes forward, face-first this time, and I kick out at him, my foot hitting his left kneecap with a crunch and making him collapse down to the ground. I kick him in the head, he falls backwards, and Mikey stomps on his face, crushing it under his heavy boot as we continue our backwards scuttle.
 
   I chance a glance around me and catch a glimpse of Crunch doing a flying kick, both Kukri knives held high. I don’t see what happens when she lands, but I don’t hear her scream in pain, either, so I’m guessing that’s a good sign she’s okay.
 
   My heart is beating wildly, the sound of blood whooshing in my ears making it hard to think straight, and the smell—goddamn, the smell is palpable in the air. I cough and splutter, biting down on the inside of my cheek to stop the vomit from rising, and slash out at a short, curly-haired deader with half its face missing, leaving me with a prime view of the inside of its mouth and teeth. I scream as I do it, a war cry to get it to back the fuck away from me, but it doesn’t back away; they never do. They don’t care about limbs and missing faces, they care about brains and new flesh to feast on. I think of Emily and fresh panic surges.
 
   A switch in me clicks, and my fear drops into a bottomless pit. I breathe out, step away from Mikey’s back, and fight my way back to the RV. Thoughts run wild in my head, but a single goal is in mind.
 
   I can’t lose her, I can’t lose him, I can’t lose them.
 
   Lose? No, I can’t, I won’t—no fucking way.
 
   Zombies surround the camper, and I want to cry as they pile in and I hear screaming coming from within. I run up behind them, decapitating several that are jammed in the doorway. Several more are inside, but when I look toward the source of the screaming I see that it’s Steve and not Emily. Our eyes meet and he stops screaming—possibly through embarrassment, possibly because he knows that his number is up. He reaches for his bottle of Jack Daniels and chugs it back as zombies surround him and dive in on the feast, Steve a la carte. I step up and into the RV, grab the nearest deader and drag it backwards and off Steve. 
 
   Its hands reach back for me, attempting to claw at me, but I swat them away and use the deader as a zombie shield as another one stops its slow execution of Steve, stands up, and makes a grab for me too. Meaty intestines hang from his dried-out lips, the blood trailing down its chin like spittle. My little zombie shield is still reaching backwards for me and I grip it firmly under the jaw, tilting its chin up to expose the soft tissue of its neck while avoiding its blackened teeth, and drag my machete across its throat. Gunk pours down and I push harder until I feel my weapon slice through the bones and tendons holding its head in place. Deader guy comes forward and I duck out of his way as I drop my now re-dead deader and send him flying toward the floor. He sprawls out, and then pushes his arms under him, attempting to push himself upwards. I stomp on him and slam my machete through his back and out through his ribcage. Somehow between kicking, stabbing him, and narrowly avoiding his neck and head, I manage to shuffle him into the doorway of the RV. I reach for the handle and pull the door closed on his face. I don’t hear the crack, but I know that the impact of the little door on his softened skull does damage, and I’m about to slam it again when Mikey makes it to me and thrusts his machete through dead guy’s eye socket just as he looks up. Bad timing for the deader, I guess. Or not. This sack of rotting meat was going to die again today, one way or another. 
 
   I duck out of the way as another deader reaches for me. He grips me by the shoulder and tries to bite me, and I yelp and pull with everything I have to get away from him, but I only seem manage to bring him possibly even closer to me as he trips on the deader on the floor and slams into my back. I scream and slap at him in a frantic attempt to shake him off, feeling every bit like a female cliché.
 
   “Down!” Mikey’s voice rings loudly in my left ear, and I drop to my knees and out of his way without a second thought.
 
   I feel something cold splash across my back, and when I look back, Mr. Zombie is no more. Mikey grips the front of my jacket and pulls me out of the camper as another one of the zombies turns to me, smacking its lips together in what appears to be sheer zombie delight.
 
   I struggle to get out of Mikey’s grip, and scream at him to let me go. Steve is still in there, we can’t just leave him. I look past the deader coming toward me and see Steve. He’s drinking from his prize bottle of whiskey. A grimace is on his face as the two deaders bite down on various parts of him, his insides tumbling to the floor in a splash of hot red blood and cold dead hands.
 
   Steve’s hand is shaky as he tips his favorite golden drink down his throat. It spills down his chin, splashing across the head of the zombie chewing on his stomach. He coughs and splutters back out the liquid, now mixed with his own blood, before the bottle slips from his hands.
 
   His eyes go wider as the deader growls into the cavernous hole it just made, and his hand unintentionally pats away the face chewing on him. He makes a gurgled scream as he loses the fingers on that hand for his trouble.
 
   “He’s gone,” Mikey shouts, and drags me backwards again. This time I don’t fight him on it. This time I can hear Emily screaming from somewhere outside.
 
   I take one last look at Steve, saying a final goodbye to our brief friendship, and turn away from him, knowing that Mikey is right—Steve’s gone. But Emily isn’t, and she needs me.
 
   I scan our surroundings. More deaders are coming from the tree line.
 
   How the fuck did they find us?
 
   Mikey grabs my hand and we run toward the screaming. Emily and Britta are fighting off some deaders. They’re surrounded, and damn it, I’m teaching Emily how to shoot if we make it out of this alive. She’s still using her stupid little Swiss army knife, like that’s going to help. Britta, on the other hand, has a long knife in her hand and is swiping away at the zombies. She’s faring well considering she’s still injured, but with more deaders on the way, I know she can’t keep it up. 
 
   Mikey and I run toward them, en route picking up a bloodied Crunch and JD. Crunch is limping and clearly in pain, but she looks focused on getting to the tow truck. I realize that if she gets there before any of us, she’ll most likely leave us behind.
 
   “Shit,” I breathe out.
 
   Mikey looks at me, and then at Crunch, possibly coming to the same conclusion. Either that or he’s just appeasing me, because he nods and pulls me and we run faster. Either way we are all going to have to fight. The deaders are surrounding the tow truck and JD has the keys. Mikey slips on the uneven forest ground and we slide down the incline and end up in the thick of the fight between my girls and the deaders. I grip a zombie by the scruff of its neck and fling it to the ground. Mikey stabs it through the face as I grab another one and toss it to the other side, stabbing my own machete through the center of its head. Thick black blood bursts up from around the wound. It’s still tinged red, and I can only assume it hasn’t been dead long.
 
   We stumble and push our way toward the tow truck, only stopping for a breath when my legs collide with its front bumper. I kick out at a fat zombie with deep oozing gashes down its face, my stomach gurgling in protest as my foot sinks into its stomach.
 
   “Aaah,” I yelp out as I lose my balance. Thank God I’m by the tow truck or I would be on my ass and the zombie would be chowing down.
 
   I grip the bumper and try to shake the damn thing off, but it’s like sinking sand, and the more I struggle the more my foot sinks in. Emily reaches out to grab my leg and pull it out, but the zombie lurches for her, and she screams and steps back.
 
   JD strikes it across the back of the skull, and when it goes limp and begins to fall down, pulling me with it, he wraps his arms around its meaty waist and pulls my foot free. He drops fat guy and almost instantly connects his elbow with a zombie’s face and makes a run for the door of the truck. We edge around the side of the vehicle, aiming for the back of the truck. I look in through the window and see Crunch staring out at me. She mouths something to JD beside her and I shiver. I know what she just said. I look at JD, our eyes meeting briefly before he turns the key and starts the truck.
 
   My heart leaps into my throat as he revs the engine harder and a grin spreads across Crunch’s face.


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Eight.
 
    
 
   “No!” I scream out, tears springing to my eyes. I grip Emily’s hand in mine, ready to thrust her forward in the hopes that he will at least take mercy on her.
 
   JD looks back at me, his eyes flicking to Emily and then Mikey.
 
   “Hurry the fuck up then,” he shouts.
 
   Crunch turns to stare at him. She doesn’t say anything, but she’s pissed off without a doubt, her lip turned up in an angry snarl. Her arm is pumping with blood, and there’s a deep gash across her face. All of us run to the back of the truck before JD can change his mind. I grab Emily, hoist her up, and pretty much throw her in the back, finding the strength from somewhere to climb up and in myself. There’s virtually no room as Britta and then Mikey climb in, but at least there’s plenty to hold onto with all the equipment that normally hoists the cars up in the center of the truck. I grip the rigging with one hand, and my other chops off the fingers of a deader that’s holding onto the side of the truck.
 
   JD shifts the truck into reverse and we begin to back down the hill. Zombies follow us as quickly as their bodies can go, which—to be fair—isn’t very quick at all, but there are more coming from all angles. They slip on the decline and fall over, bumping and tripping on one another. More are on their way up the hill, and we all—barring Emily, who I warn with threat of a serious ass-whooping if she goes anywhere near the side of the truck—swing our weapons as the deaders get too close to the truck. The path widens and JD swings the truck around to face the right way before putting his foot down and heading off down the hill even faster. I just manage to keep myself in the truck, hanging on with both hands and still gripping my machete. I keep hold of the rusty metal rigging with a death grip as we go over bumps, deaders, and just general forest stuff. 
 
   We squeeze the truck back through the gap in the trees that we had originally come through and the truck crashes back on to the road. JD seems to speed up even more, which I didn’t think was actually possible in this old truck.
 
   The road flashes past us in a blur, but I don’t watch too much. I look at Mikey and Emily, shocked by the realization of my own feelings for them both, and relieved that they are both alive. I swore I wouldn’t feel like this again—reliant on other people and actually giving a shit whether they live or die—yet here I am. When I left the walls with Emily, I did it for selfish reasons; she was just my get out card, my excuse to leave. I feel dirty admitting it, but I guess I used this vulnerable young girl. However, I never in a million years thought I would actually learn to love and care for her. I blink back the tears that are building, but when I look at Emily, her face contorted in misery, I let the sobs escape. I half hug her with one of my arms, trying to offer her some condolence for what she just had to go through. I feel like her mother, her friend, her rescuer, all wrapped up in one. And Mikey, Jesus, what the fuck is that all about? How have my feelings grown so much for him? 
 
   I look at him grimly watching the road pass by, his jaw grinding in that way it does when he’s deep in thought with worry. A single scratch tears down one cheek, leaving a small trickle of blood in its wake. What would I have done if I had lost him back there? My chest tugs in pain at the thought, and I hug Emily harder to me. I feel his eyes on me, but can’t look at him, knowing that it would just set me off even more.
 
   I’ve spent the past the last couple of years building up my own wall, my own protective barrier to block out the pain, and between these two people they have managed to full-out annihilate it. Damn them.
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour or so later, JD pulls the truck to the side of the road. I slowly release my death grip and flex my fingers. Sensation runs back through into my arms, and I grab Emily and pull her into a fierce bear hug. She starts up her sobbing again, if only just for a few minutes, before we separate and I kiss her forehead.
 
   “You’re fine, Em. I got you, okay?”
 
   She nods and wipes the tears away with the back of her hand.
 
   JD steps out of the truck, looking pissed off and—well, just pissed off, really. Crunch however, looks in pain. It dawns on me then that we don’t have any of our things. We lost everything. My stomach twists in on itself under the realization. All that time collecting, saving, rationing—for nothing! I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. My eyes stray to Emily and Mikey, my friends—well, Britta, and the other two. I guess we should look on the bright side that we are all just safe. For now at least. 
 
   I swallow down my anger, climb down from the truck, and go over to check Crunch’s arm and face, since I’m the next nurse-in-training after her, but she shrugs away from me. I hear Mikey, Britta, and Emily climb down too, and make their way over to us.
 
   “Let me look, damn you.” I grab her arm and a fresh spurt of blood pumps out of the wound.
 
   “I’m fine, go do your girlfriend routine with loverboy over there. I don’t need your help,” she snaps.
 
   “Calm down, Crunch,” JD barks out. Even he seems to be tiring of her drama queen act.
 
   “What is your problem?” I rip a strip of cloth from my shirt. “I know you would have left us all to die up there if it hadn’t been for JD, but I don’t know what it is that I’ve done to piss you off so much in the first place. What makes it okay that you would willingly let me die?” I wrap the material tightly around her bleeding arm to stem the blood.
 
   “Please, go do your saint act somewhere else, Nina.” She snatches her arm back from me and tries to stare me down, but for once, with her at least, I stand my ground.
 
   “I’m fucking serious, Crunch! With everything else that is going on around here, the last thing I need is your emotional baggage because you can’t handle the fact that Mikey likes me more than you. Get a fucking grip, woman. You’re becoming an embarrassment.” I turn to walk away when I feel Crunch grab both my arms.
 
   Her grip tightens and she slams me to the ground, her weight collapsing onto the back of me as she holds my face into the dirt.
 
   “Is that really what you think this is about, little girl? Please, you don’t even know him.” Her mouth is close to my ear, and I swear that if she were a snake, her little v-shaped tongue would be hissing down my ear canal right about now. I struggle to shake her off, and by the sounds of it, so is everyone else. Not that I can see with my face in the dirt.
 
   “Crunch, get the fuck off her.” Mikey’s voice is above me, and I feel her weight shift as he finally drags her off my body.
 
   I climb up and turn around to meet her venomous stare. “I know what I need to know, Crunch.”
 
   “You don’t know shit!” she laughs. “What, you think he’s some good little boy that’s come to save you and your kid? He’s just like me.” She looks at JD. “Just like you. In fact, he’s probably worse than both of us put together.”
 
   “Crunch, please,” Mikey begs. 
 
   The sound of his whiny voice releases a whole new set of anger, and I reach back with all my strength and land a punch square on her jaw. She flies backwards and lands on her ass. “He’s nothing like you.” I turn and walk away from her.
 
   “You have no idea who or what he is!” she screams after me.
 
   “Crunch, shut the fuck up!” Mikey shouts louder to drown her out.
 
   I hear her voice as she stands back up and comes toward me, but when I turn, JD is holding her back. “He’s one of them, Nina.”
 
   “Crunch, shut up,” Mikey pleads again.
 
   I look at them all. Only Crunch and Mikey seem to know what she’s talking about; Britta and JD look just as confused as I am.
 
   “One of who?” I ask warily.
 
   “He’s one of them, one of the Forgotten. Your perfect guy used to murder and torture innocent people. So you see, Nina, that’s why he’s better off with me than he’ll ever be with you. We’ll always share something you won’t.”
 
   JD has let go of Crunch, and we all stare at Mikey, who looks devastated. But I can’t believe that he was ever with the Forgotten. She has to be lying. I can’t believe that he ever did any of those things.
 
   “Mikey?” is the only word I manage to get out, my eyebrows furrowing together in confusion. My hand reaches for him, but he steps back from my touch.
 
   He looks at the ground, at the sky—anywhere but at me. My hand goes to my mouth to hold in the horror.
 
   “But, you said…” I begin, but I can’t finish the sentence. The sickening feeling in my gut just keeps on growing.
 
   “It’s not like you think,” he mumbles. I wait for his apology, his explanation, anything, but he offers me nothing but silence and a look filled with shame.
 
   My head swims. I trusted him. I thought he could protect us, and all along he was the bad guy. “As soon as we can get our own truck, we’re leaving.” I grab Emily and pull her close to me.
 
   “See why it would never work between you two?” 
 
   I look up at Crunch and see her smirk, but I can’t even come back with a witty, smart-ass retort. I’m too shell-shocked that the man I have fallen in love with would do such horrible things. He told me what the Forgotten did to people—innocent people—and to find out that he was a part of it all along makes me sick to my stomach.
 
   “Nina?” Emily whispers my name.
 
   I look down at her and see my nails are digging in to her flesh. “Sorry.” I let her go, feeling numb and broken. I don’t know what to do with myself. Where do we go from here now? I still intend on going up to Ben’s parents’ cabin, but there’s no way I want Mikey there. Or Crunch. But what sway do I hold with these people? There’s surely no way that JD is going to listen to anything I have to say.
 
   “There’s someone coming.” Britta’s voice breaks through the uncomfortable silence that surrounds the group.
 
   I look back the way we have just come and see what looks like a small freaking army headed our way, but these guys don’t look like they are here to help us. I swallow the hard lump in my throat and reach for my machete, feeling almost dirty and traitorous to all the innocent people that Mikey more than likely killed with this very weapon. A fresh burst of anger surges through me. 
 
   “Should we go?” Crunch asks, her voice actually sounding a little worried. Good, is all I can think.
 
   “There’s nowhere to go. We ran out of gas,” JD speaks, coming forward and standing next to me with a grimace.
 
   I could be wrong, but it almost feels like he’s shunning Crunch. I turn to look at her, but my eyes stray to behind her. She catches my eye and turns to look. Deaders are on their way now too, just to top off my fabulous day all the more. We’re trapped between a rock and a hard place.
 
   “Fuck.” Mikey is behind me, and it’s the first thing he has said in quite a while. The sound of his voice gives me the urge to turn around and punch him square in the jaw like I did to Crunch, but I somehow resist the temptation, keeping my focus on the enemy coming at us from both directions.
 
   Living army to the front, zombie army to the back. Fucking fantastic. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirty-Nine.
 
    
 
   “What do we do?” I ask, my voice sounding way more confident than I feel.
 
   “Same as we always do.” JD glances down at me. “Stand and fight.” He looks at all of us, making his intentions clear. “Together.”
 
   “What about him?” Britta looks at Mikey.
 
   “What about him? He’s one of us,” Crunch snaps back.
 
   “Is he?” Britta replies.
 
    “Yeah, you got a problem with that?” Crunch steps up to Britta, seemingly forgetting that we’re about to be either A: eaten to death, or B: shot to death.
 
   I turn away from the approaching enemy to look at Crunch. “We’ve all got a problem with that.” I narrow my eyes at her. “But we’ll deal with that—and you—later. Now can we please focus, or there may not be a later for any of us.” I turn away from her, my anger bubbling to the surface. 
 
   Crunch groans, but drops back into formation with a few cursory words.
 
   There’s not a chance in hell I’m letting her near Ben’s cabin if we make it out of here alive. I grind my teeth together. Fucking bitch burst my happy bubble! The vehicles are getting closer, and so are the dead, the smell of them drifting toward us like rotten meat cooking on a barbeque. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t just Crunch that burst my happy bubble. The deaders and the psychotic Forgotten had their share in it too.
 
   The trucks stop about a hundred meters in front of us, and someone stands up on the back of one, raising a megaphone to his mouth before speaking.
 
   “Yo, Mikey. How you doing, bro?”
 
   All our eyes go to Mikey. To be fair to him, though, he looks ready to explode with rage. 
 
   The guy on the top of the truck speaks again. “What? No welcome party? We’ve been chasing your ass down for weeks, the least you could do is give us a wave.” He laughs heartily into the microphone and looks around at the other men with him. A lot of them have gotten out of their trucks to watch.
 
   The groaning from behind draws my attention. The deaders are getting closer, spurred on by all the noise the dude with the megaphone is making.
 
   “What are we going to do?” I ask quietly. 
 
   “Kill these fuckers,” JD growls.
 
   “No. They want me. Let me see if I can sort this out. They might let you go.” He looks at JD and then me. He looks sad and angry all at the same time, but I’m just pissed off.
 
   “Go on then,” I snap. My gut wrenches, the guilt flaming in me even as I say it.
 
   “You’re not going over there on your own, Mikey. I’ve got your back. We can take them.” Crunch shoves me out of the way.
 
   “It’s me they want.” He looks at us all sadly. “I need to do the right thing for once.” He places his hand on Crunch’s shoulder in the hopes of calming her down, but she seems even more annoyed by it all.
 
   “No you fucking don’t, we need to kill these fuckers!” 
 
   “Crunch…” I start to talk, but she spins round on me and grabs me in a headlock, her knife quickly trained at my throat. I stop struggling against her, knowing that she’s a ticking time bomb and has been waiting for this moment to kill me. 
 
   Shit, she really wants to kill me. The realization makes me struggle again. This isn’t just some over-the-top jealousy, this is some fucking mental stalker shit going on. Somebody did not get all the dollies when she was growing up, and is having serious issues now.
 
   Everyone steps away from her in a panic, Emily screams, and I’m sure I can hear the guy on the megaphone laughing, but the panic in Mikey’s eyes is all I can see right now, because if he’s worried, then I’m worried.
 
   “I’ll fucking gut her right now, Mikey. You are not going over there, not without a fight. We can take them.” She looks to JD for help. “If we stand together, just us three.”
 
   My feet are struggling for purchase on the ground, my hands clawing at her arm. She’s cutting off my air supply, and I’m not even sure she realizes it. In fact, I’m pretty certain she would prefer to gut me like a pig instead of just suffocate me, but there it is. The smell of the dead is getting closer. Or maybe that’s just my death? Shit, it seems like one way or another, I’m going to die today. If I had a choice, it would definitely be this way and not by being eaten alive. Maybe I should be grateful to her? 
 
   Black spots swim in front of my vision, and my face feels full and swollen. The whoosh of the blood in my ears sounds slow and sluggish, and my eyes close against the overriding sensations all around me. I hear a dull thump and I drop to the ground, my eyes opening upon the impact of my face slamming into the dust.
 
   I stay down, gasping for air. Dirt is flying up all over me, and Emily is by my side—crying again, for fuck’s sake. I’d roll my eyes at her if I wasn’t trying to concentrate so hard on breathing. I shift onto my side, pain shooting through my lungs as they expand and fill with air. I know I need to get up, I know that the dead are going to be here any second and that I’m in line for their next meal if I don’t move my sorry ass. I squeeze my eyes shut, still feeling the dirt flying up around me and wondering what the hell is going on. And laughing—I can hear the goddamn guy with the megaphone, still laughing.
 
   I groan and finally open my eyes, but can’t understand what I see when things come into focus. Britta is on the ground, her back against the side of the tow truck, a small slither of blood trailing down from the corner of her mouth. Her eyes are unfocused, her chest unmoving. My hand goes to my mouth to contain my scream.
 
   “Britta?” I hardly recognize my own voice. It’s rough and cracks as I try to form words but end up in a coughing fit.
 
   I look around me, clambering up to my knees quickly, half-leaning on Emily for support as I do. JD, Mikey, and Crunch are still fighting. Crunch is fighting—shit—what seems like both of them until Mikey grabs her and slams her to the ground. She lands on her back in front of Britta with a thud, and cries out at what sounds from my position like something just broke inside of her. And I’m talking about ribs, not her fucking broken heart. She grabs her side and curls up into a ball, shouting randomly, and with enough curse words to make even me blush.
 
   “I was just trying to get you to see sense, Mikey. Fuck all of you,” she yells out, rolling onto her side and taking a deep breath.
 
   JD shakes his head at her, still as calm as the day I met him. 
 
   “Britta?” I ask.
 
   Mikey drops to his knees in front of her and checks her pulse, though I know it’s just a charade. We all know she’s dead.
 
   He looks across at me, and then back to her with a shake of his head. “She saved your ass.”
 
   “Shit.” I knew Crunch was going to be the death of her. I look at Crunch still curled on the ground, shouting and struggling for air. “Did she do it? Did she kill Britta?”
 
   “I don’t think she meant to. It’s reflexes, you know. Britta snuck up on Crunch and caught her unexpectedly.” He shrugs.
 
   “She knew exactly what she was doing, and if it wasn’t for Britta, I’d be dead,” I snap, my body flushing with hot anger.
 
   “Well, that was all very interesting.” More laughing from the guy with the megaphone. “But can we just get on with this now? Or would you prefer to be eaten alive by zombies? I’m not really very picky which way you go, as you well know, Mikey, but I do have my orders.”
 
   Mikey looks up at the Forgotten, coming toward us on foot. They’re looking pretty damn happy with themselves, and I have no idea what’s about to happen, but I grab Emily to my side. I’ll die protecting her, of that I’m sure. A scream from behind me makes me look away from the Forgotten. Britta has reanimated and is now chewing on Crunch’s arm. They are both thrashing around wildly on the ground, Britta to get a better hold, and Crunch to try to get Britta off her. Crunch screams, and smacks out with her one good arm. Blood sprays the ground as Britta frees a chunk of flesh from Crunch’s arm. She swallows the lump of meat and moves in for more. Crunch scoots up to her knees, but is pulled straight back down to the ground as Britta wraps her arms around Crunch’s body and falls on her, mouth first. Crunch wails and screams in pain as the deader that was once my friend starts feasting on her shoulder. Her fingernails dig into Crunch’s face, and the skin breaks, releasing a fresh torrent of blood.
 
   I feel sick to my stomach at what is happening, but I’m immobile, and unable to do anything to stop it. Emily is curled into my side, her body shaking with tears and cries.
 
    “Shit!” JD steps in to help Crunch, stabbing his knife through the center of Britta’s forehead in one quick and merciful movement. She stops moving immediately, her jaw releasing Crunch, who scrambles up and away from her, crying loudly, her hand clutching at her face where blood is gushing out. JD pulls his knife out slowly, the knife sticking slightly on Britta’s hard skull.
 
   The other deaders finally arrive, and they come forward reaching for us, but so do the Forgotten, who—for some crazy reason—are finding it all hilarious.
 
   “Better choose, Mikey. What are you gonna do?”
 
   I push Emily behind me and slice my machete through the air as a deader gets too close. I slash at its head, and black gunk squirts out of the large gash in its face. I slash again, taking its head clean off, and it drops to the ground. Old deaders are the easiest to kill, but they stink worse than anything I can think of. I back up as another deader gets too close, my machete slamming through the center of its brain. It jams inside the deader’s head, so I keep my grip on the handle of my weapon, put one boot on the deader’s stomach, and kick out while I pull my weapon free from its putrid body. It falls backwards with a spray of black and rotted blood and guts, and my foot sinks into its stomach. 
 
   This is the second time this shit has happened to me now. I grumble.
 
   Mikey is fighting off a couple of deaders and so is JD, but I don’t see Crunch anywhere. Then I hear it: her gargled screams from somewhere behind our truck. A shiver runs down my spine for her. I don’t think I would want that to be anybody’s ending—even my enemies, which for some reason Crunch decided I was. No one deserves to go that way. Not even her.
 
   More and more deaders are coming out from the long grass on either side of the road. The smell of them is overriding all my other feelings. Fight, stomach lurch, fight, don’t vomit. Even the Forgotten are killing them now, but there’s much more on their team than on ours.
 
   “Mikey!” I cry out. It’s involuntary, but it’s the first thing that comes out of my mouth when three deaders approach me and I know that I can’t fight them all off at once.
 
   I look at him for a split second. I can see how torn he is, the confusion resting heavily on his shoulders. More deaders are coming from the surrounding fields as if they have been lying in wait for us. There is no escaping them; we simply can’t kill them all.
 
   “Take us all, Jon, or I’ll go down fighting and you’ll never get what you want.” Mikey cuts another deader from crotch to throat, tearing it in half. Its insides tumble out and onto the ground in a little pile.
 
   JD comes over and shoulder-barges a deader to the ground. Another one trips over the first one’s body and JD puts his foot on its head and stamps down angrily while he puts one of Duncan’s guns in the other deader’s mouth and blows the back of its head away. Brown brain matter sprays the face of another deader directly behind the first, making the sight even more disgusting.
 
   The sound echoes around us. All the deaders seem attracted by the noise, but JD has more than enough bullets for all of them. Shame he doesn’t have enough for the Forgotten too, I can’t help but think bitterly.
 
   A deader drags its body along the ground, its intestines trailing behind it like a length of red rope. I step away from its hands, which are reaching up for me; its teeth are covered in blood, and it’s foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog. 
 
   My hand clutches at my mouth when I realize that it’s Crunch.
 
   “Oh shit,” I sob. I hated the bitch, but I never wanted this for her. The deader’s eyes search mine for something. Recognition? Mercy, maybe? I’m not sure, but my arm won’t move. It seems frozen to my side, my weapon hanging limply between my fingers. I need to take her out, but she’s still so human. So—Crunch!
 
   “Jesus.” Mikey steps over and puts his machete in the back of her skull. She doesn’t flinch from the impact, or even when it exits through the front and tears her mouth open into a gruesome caricature. “Jon, come on man,” Mikey shouts louder.
 
   More deaders are coming with every shot of JD’s gun. I chance a glance behind me and see that in fact, most of them are ignoring the Forgotten and heading our way. The guy with the megaphone isn’t laughing anymore, but he has a massive grin on his face, probably knowing that we have no choice anymore anyway. He could leave us all here to die if he wanted, but for some reason he wants Mikey. Thankfully Mikey wants me, and I want Emily. I’m not sure where that leaves JD, but I’m not leaving the big guy behind if I can help it.
 
   “Fine, fine, get your asses over here before we’re overrun,” he speaks into the megaphone, even though there’s no need to use it. Maybe it makes him feel more important, or maybe he’s just an idiot. Either could be true, I guess.
 
   “JD, get over here.” Mikey grabs my hand and we turn and run, dragging Emily with us. I don’t know what sort of shit I’m getting involved in by going with Mikey, but I don’t have a choice, and if we’re going to die I want us to go by the gun and not the dead.
 
   We reach the Forgotten’s trucks and are pushed around the back of one, where a guy with a couple of teeth missing steps forward, holding out some rope to us all. I flinch away from him and he laughs in my face and grabs Emily instead, and when I reach for her, arms grab me and pull my hands behind my back. A thick rope wraps around my wrists before I can do anything to stop them.
 
   I look around realizing that JD isn’t with us, but I can still hear his gun going off, the constant boom, boom, boom, thudding in time with my heart. He’s surrounded by deaders; there are too many of them, but still he refuses to let them win. His face is a mask of anger and pain as he shoots with what seems like great precision into the crowd of deaders. He shoots one in the chest and another in the face, and then his gun finally clicks on empty, and he brings out his scythe and begins slashing away at them. In the void left after the noise of the gun, I realize that I am screaming. 
 
   I’m screaming for someone to help him. I kick out, struggling against my bonds as JD drops to his knees. Still his arms slash out at anything and everything, and still the deaders come, their hungry mouths biting down on any part of him that they can get their rotten teeth into. Mikey is thrown to the ground in front of me, his face slamming into the dirt as Jon puts his boot against the side of his face, forcing him to watch as JD fights for his life, fights for everything and everyone that he has lost—his girlfriend, his baby, Duncan, Josie, and perhaps even Britta and Crunch, too. We all know there is no point, he can’t win, but still he fights.
 
   For the first time since meeting him, Jon isn’t laughing or smiling, his lips are pulled up into a crude snarl, his mouth moving, speaking words that I can’t hear for my own crying. I pull on my ropes as JD finally falls and the deaders surround him, leaping on him like wolves on a lamb, growling and snapping. The blood seems to be everywhere, the puddle growing bigger as I watch. 
 
   I continue to scream until my throat burns and the river of JD’s blood gets so close that I can almost smell the iron in it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty.
 
    
 
   The floor of the van vibrates against my cheek, hot and cold at the same time. Hot blood flowing from somewhere on the back of my painful skull, and cold metal floor of the van. Silence fills the space between my ears—well, silence and a low rumble. Okay, so I guess it’s not exactly silent, but it’s really quiet, apart from the low rumble of the van’s engine. And the pounding from my head. 
 
   Shit. This is bad.
 
   I open my eyes, but the world spins and I shut them again quickly, feeling sick and dizzy, a metallic taste in my mouth. God I hope I’m not a zombie, and that’s my blood and not the taste of brain. Wouldn’t that just fucking suck?
 
   “Is she okay?” 
 
   A voice. Mikey’s, maybe? Nice to hear he sounds concerned.
 
   Fucker.
 
   “She’s fine. You should try worrying about yourself.”
 
   Another voice—not Mikey. That Jon guy maybe? Okay, the sound of their voices isn’t making me hungry in the slightest. Human it is, I surmise with relief.
 
   “I don’t give a shit about me.” 
 
   Definitely Mikey. 
 
   “I can tell. The Bossman is really pissed off at you. You know that, right?”
 
   Jesus, there is worse than Jon? Another boss? 
 
   I groan and move my head, the thumping getting worse when I do. “Emily?” I haven’t heard her voice since I woke, and I don’t recognize mine either when I speak her name. Maybe I am a zombie after all.
 
   “Can I go check on her?”
 
   “You sit your ass down. Lex, you go check on her.”
 
   I’m about to open my eyes again and try for another peek around the van, when a hand grabs my eyelid and pushes one and then the other open. The light is glaringly bright and I squeal and pull back from the hand.
 
   “Keep still.” The hand grabs for my eyelids again but I roll away.
 
   “Get off me!” I groan and curl up into a ball. “Urghh.”
 
   “What are you doing to her?” Mikey’s voice again, louder this time.
 
   “She’s fine, Lex will take care of her.” A laugh, deep and throaty.
 
   I can hear scuffling around and more shouting.
 
   “Jesus, fuck, shut up!” I peel my eyes open and kick out at the infamous Lex as he makes another grab for me. “And back the fuck away.” 
 
   I look up as Jon laughs again, and I scowl. I scoot myself backwards until my back hits something hard, and I push myself up to a sitting position. My expression must be something hilarious since Jon is still laughing. To be fair, it is pretty damn puzzling seeing Mikey pretty much strapped to the wall of the van by a series of ropes. 
 
   My eyes flit from Mikey to Jon back to Mikey again. “What the hell?” I look around the small cavity for Emily and realize that she’s not here. “Where’s Emily?” 
 
   If I were a dog, I swear you would be able to see my fur bristling along the back of my neck. As it is, I’m just one very pissed off woman, tied up, and sitting on the really un-comfy floor in the back of a van, with a numb ass and busted skull. Regardless, the outcome is the same and Jon stops laughing abruptly.
 
   “She’s in a different vehicle,” he replies, tucking his long brown hair behind his ears. 
 
   “If you hurt one hair on her head…”
 
   “She’ll be fine. As long as your boyfriend here keeps up his end of the bargain, anyway.” He smiles but doesn’t laugh this time, and my eyes flit to Mikey.
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend,” I snark. “And will someone tell me what the hell’s going on?” I ask through pursed lips.
 
   “Your boyfriend here skipped out on his end of a very important deal.” Jon glances at Mikey, but he refuses to look back. “Now I’ve spent six months hunting him down and I intend to take you back to the Bossman so that you can fulfill the deal.”
 
   “What deal?” 
 
   Jon turns back to me. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about that. Mikey is going to make things right and then you can all be on your merry little way.” He smiles, tucking his lank hair behind his ears again.
 
   “And if he doesn’t?” I don’t even know why I give a shit what Mikey does. The man seems to have turned into a damn mute since we have been back in contact with these guys. 
 
   “I’ll cut off your arms, let you bleed out, turn into a zombie and watch you eat your daughter.” He stares at me, his expression surprisingly blank considering what he just said.
 
   My heart jumps to my throat. I don’t know if it’s the abruptness of his words that catch me off guard or the fact that I believe him, but my inner bitch seems to settle back down and I decide to shut the hell up. I don’t even bother to tell him that Emily isn’t my daughter. It all seems irrelevant when you consider having your arms cut off.
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long we travel for, but my ass has lost all feeling in it, and I have to continually shift from cheek to cheek to even out the numbness. 
 
   “Nearly there, Princess.” Jon smirks at me again.
 
   Fucking asshole. He doesn’t scare me; I survived behind the walls with worse than him, but I worry for Emily. If anything happens to me, what will she do? How will she cope?
 
   I wish I had never met Mikey. My eyes flit to him. He’s still strapped to the wall of the van, all limbs kept separate like he’s doing a Jumping Jack, and his head is to one side with his eyes closed. He hasn’t moved for so long that I can’t decide whether he’s sleeping or not. That would be typical of him, to go to sleep at a time like this. Men! He finally moves, probably sensing the evil glares I’m throwing his way. He looks up and catches my eye before quickly looking away. He looks broken, and I feel some of my anger sliding away.
 
   “Please…Is Emily okay?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper. 
 
   Jon watches me for a minute before speaking into a walkie-talkie. “Anthony, the kid okay?” 
 
   We keep eye contact while waiting for Anthony’s reply, Jon still smirking, me giving my best death stare. I don’t care about me, or about Mikey. I only care about that little girl who has no one else in the world to take care of her.
 
   “Yeah, she’s sleeping. Should be heading in in about twenty minutes.” Jon raises an eyebrow at me and I nod. Mikey isn’t looking at me. I can’t blame him; I’m surprised that he hasn’t self-combusted with the amount of hate I’ve been mentally trying to send him, but I need to pull my shit together. We are not going to get out of this and rescue Emily hating on each other.
 
   “So, how’s this going to go down?” Mikey asks without looking up. 
 
   Jon leans back, stretching his arms above his head and revealing his taut stomach in a lazy gesture. “Oh, I don’t know. If I had my way, I’d fucking kill you. Gut you like the traitor pig that you are.” He looks at me. “You and your bitch.”
 
   “Like to see you try.” I narrow my eyes at him. 
 
   Shit, I need to shut the hell up.
 
   “She’s got fire in her belly, Mikey. Just how you like 'em.” He laughs again and swats my leg, making me slump sideways. Yeah, Jon’s a real comedian. I scowl.
 
   “Well it’s a good thing it’s not up to you then.” Mikey looks at me on the floor, his face pulling into a grimace. “So again I ask, how’s this going to go down?”
 
   “Bossman wants you to stick to your end of the bargain, man. You do your thing, and the women go free.” Jon pulls his hair away from his face again. God I want to cut that fucking mop off.
 
   “What about Mikey?” I ask.
 
   “What about him? Dude’s a dead man walking as far as I’m concerned, and I’m pretty certain as far as Bossman’s concerned.” Jon slaps a hand across Mikey’s face. “Little bitch shouldn’t have run.”
 
   “But you can’t kill him. He’s helping you, isn’t he?” I struggle to get myself back into a sitting position, careful to keep my legs far from Jon, lest he push me back over. 
 
   “Not my decision,” he leans over so that his face is close to mine, “or yours. Now shut your mouth before I put something in it to shut you up.” He smiles again, and I close my mouth abruptly.
 
   I’ve dealt with worse than him before, but that doesn’t mean I want a recap on it. Now if I could just work out what the hell they want Mikey to do, work an angle on it, get myself untied, find Emily and a truck, and get the fuck out of here, things would be just dandy. Real fucking dandy. I scowl again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-One.
 
    
 
   “Jon, cover her up,” The walkie-talkie crackles to life and I pause in my random brain ramblings.
 
   Jon stands—well, half-crouches—and pulls out some scraps of material from his back pocket. He reaches over to tie it around my face and I dodge out of his way. He knees me in the stomach and I cough and splutter while he puts the blindfold around my eyes.
 
   “Jon, man, you didn’t need to do that,” Mikey shouts, and I can hear him struggling against his restraints.
 
   “Be glad that’s all I did to her. I didn’t have to bring either of them in. My orders were to find you, Mikey. Just you. These are just a bonus for the guys.” Jon lightly slaps the side of my face, and I can’t help it, I whimper, sounding like a little fucking girl. 
 
   “If you touch her…”
 
   “You’ll what?” Jon laughs. “You don’t hold any cards here, Mikey.” 
 
   “Yes I do. You hurt her or Emily, and I won’t help you. You’ll have nothing over me, and no way to make me do it. Now get away from her.” I can hear Mikey’s jaw grinding away angrily. Jon doesn’t say anything, but I hear him sit back down.
 
   “When this is over, Mikey…”
 
   “When this is over, you’ll be letting these two go. You can do what you want with me, but those two go free.”
 
   I wish I could see his face. I’m so confused. I hate him for ever being with these guys, after everything he told me about them, everything they did. I still find it hard to believe that he was ever one of them, but there it is. I want to ask him what they want with him, why he left, and why he lied to me, but Jon doesn’t seem the chatty type and I don’t want another knee to the ribs.
 
   I feel the truck going over more bumpy ground. My ass is banging against the hard metal floor, and my head whips back and forth, making me dizzy again despite being blindfolded. The vehicle slows, and I can hear talking before it moves off again. A fresh trickle of blood seeps from the wound on my head just as another drop falls between my shoulder blades.
 
   I think about what Mikey said—about the Forgotten letting us go. I have no idea where we are in relation to Ben’s cabin. Never mind whether we would be safe there. I think of JD, Britta, Crunch, Josie, and Duncan. So many new people, new names and new faces, and now they are all gone. Maybe they had the better end of the deal, being dead?
 
   The van pulls to a stop with a slight screech of brakes. The doors open, but I can’t feel sunlight on my face as I’m dragged out of the van. In fact, it smells like we’re inside somewhere. Somewhere familiar, but I can’t place the smell. It’s a smell from before all this happened. A time from my past, of that I’m sure.
 
   I’m pulled along what I assume is a corridor. The smell follows me, my feet sinking into softer flooring than previously, people’s voices echoing off the walls and ceiling. I hear a door open and I’m pulled inside.
 
   “Fallon, I’m sorry man. I’m really sorry.”
 
   I hear a hard smacking sound, and Mikey grunts.
 
   “This his woman?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I hear a click. I know that sound. I recognize it right down to my toes. That’s the sound of a gun cocking.
 
   “Wait, wait, don’t,” Mikey’s voice again, to the left of me.
 
   I try to be strong, refusing to cry, but my chin trembles anyway and a stray tear slides from under my blindfold and down my cheek. I don’t want to die. It’s as simple as that. Not now, and certainly not without getting Emily somewhere safe.
 
   “Why the fuck shouldn’t I? After the shit that you pulled?”
 
   “Loverboy says he won’t go through with it if we kill her or the kid.”
 
   That was definitely Jon’s voice again. 
 
   “Well, pretty girl like her doesn’t need all her fingers, does she?” The voice next to my ear sends shivers down my spine. He grabs my hand, bending my fingers back, and I scream. Sure, I’ve lived through this type of shit before, but this is worse: I’m helpless—bound and blindfolded—and about to lose my fingers. I scream again and receive a slap for it.
 
   Be strong, Nina, be strong. I take some deep breaths to calm myself.
 
   “You hurt her in any way, her or Emily, and I won’t do a fucking thing to help you.” Mikey’s voice is sounding gruff and raw, strained even. “I’ll help you get behind the walls, but you have to promise me that you’ll let them go afterwards. Unharmed, and with all their fucking fingers.”
 
   Wait, what? The walls? What have they got to do with it?
 
   “Mikey?” I whisper in confusion.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Mikey, what’s going on?” I think of the innocent people trapped behind the walls under the control of Lee and all his men. I know the other walled cities are the same, from what Lee had said. Pieces are starting to fall into place. The Forgotten hated everyone behind the walls. They are deeply jealous of those living inside, but they don’t know what it was like in there. Would they even care? 
 
   “What are you going to do with everyone?”
 
   “We’re going to kill every last one of them, princess.” The voice next to my ear wasn’t Jon. It was the other man’s. Fallon—the Bossman. I can feel him untying my blindfold, but I’m not sure I want to look into the face of this man. This man who would slaughter innocent women and children. 
 
   The blindfold falls to the floor and I blink for a second, letting my eyes adjust. When I can focus them, I see Jon to the left of me, grinning as usual. Mikey is on the floor, bleeding from a cut lip, and from behind me steps Fallon. He’s not so tough-looking—ordinary face, medium height, well-built—but there’s something in his eyes that screams crazy bastard. Well, there’s that and when he turns away from me I see he has R.I.P. tattooed onto the back of his shiny bald head.
 
   I swallow hard. “It’s not like you think in there; it’s horrible.”
 
   “Shut up!” Mikey all but screams at me. I look at him, confused, before looking back to Fallon. He stops mid-step and turns back to me.
 
   “What did you just say?” He smiles. Several of his teeth are missing, making him look like even more of a psycho than I previously thought.
 
   “I said…”
 
   “Shut up!” Mikey shouts at me again. 
 
   Seriously, what the fuck is his problem?
 
   “It’s not like you think behind the walls. It’s more of a living hell than out here most of the time.” I swallow again, the murderous glare coming from Fallon making my skin crawl.
 
   “Fallon, I think she’s like a half-wit or something, man,” Mikey pleads from the floor. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”
 
   Fallon looks to Mikey and then back to me and I realize my mistake. Mikey always said that the Forgotten hated anyone who lived behind the walls. I guess that includes me right now.
 
   “That right, pretty thing? You a half-wit?” He smiles again.
 
   I nod. I can’t speak, and anything I might say would most likely dig my hole deeper right now. Best to nod and agree to being a half-wit, as embarrassing as that is. Embarrassed is better than dead, right?
 
   “Funny, you don’t look like a half-wit.” He stands toe to toe with me, watching me intently, and I swallow loudly again.
 
   What did he expect from a half-wit? A wonky eye and a gammy leg? Should I start mumbling my words and screaming out that I can see dead people or something? I chance a glance at Mikey, and the panic on his face—not to mention the swollen and bloody eye—all make my stomach twist and roll, and I’m tempted to pee myself just to prove my half-wittedness. Fallon, however, doesn’t give me a chance to. Gripping my arm, he drags me over to his desk and pushes me into a chair. Retrieving a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket, he slips one end around my wrist and attaches the other to a hook on the table.
 
   “What are you doing, Fallon? I told you, I won’t do anything unless you promise me the women won’t come to any harm.” Mikey looks up at me from the floor and attempts to stand, but is pushed back down to the ground. “I mean it. You’re fucked without me. I’m the only one that can get you in there.”
 
   My mind reels. I don’t want the Forgotten to get into the walled city. Any of them. The people there, they might be cowards, and they may have sat back and watched other innocents being tortured and sent to their deaths, but they are innocent too. None of them want this, but you do what you have to do to protect your family. I get that now. I guess after being on my own for so long, I forgot. I look up at Fallon by my side. A long curved knife is in his hand. His intent is clear, and I scream.
 
   “Fallon! Get away from her.” Mikey scrambles up from the floor and is punched and kicked back down by two other men.
 
   My eyes flit from him to Fallon and back again as the knife gets closer to my throat.
 
   “So you’re one of the lucky ones, eh?” 
 
   “Hardly.” I choke on my words, my throat too dry and too tight.
 
   “Luckier than my girls. My wife, my children. They were denied. Told the cities were full, told them to get away before they attracted too much attention.” His voice is rough like gravel. “Told them they weren’t good enough. But you, you were good enough, huh?” 
 
   The knife tip dips into my cheek, just below my cheekbone. I feel the sting and burn from it, feel the blood trail down my cheek to my neck. I don’t move, don’t cry out, though the tears run from my eyes as he drags the blade downwards, carving a path of pain in my face.
 
   “NO! Fallon, no, please!” 
 
   My eyes lock on Mikey, and I release the sob which has been building inside me. My body screams in pain, screams in fright from what is happening. After all this time, after everything that I have lived through, this is the way I am going to die? Some crazy nut-bag is going to slice me open like a piñata. 
 
   “You figure that you’re better than others, huh? That you deserve to be there more than us?” His face comes into view, and I blink back into the hatred in those eyes. “You figure that your life is more important than someone else’s?” His lip lifts in a snarl.
 
   “No,” I sob again, my face stinging even more from the movement. “I was just there.” My tears slide into gash along my face, making it sting even more.
 
   “Right time, right place, huh?” He asks again, his features never softening. “Like all the others in there? All those other people that have lived in safety for so long. Well, time to move on and ship out, people. I’m going in there and I’m going to kill every last one of them, and then me and my boys can live in safety for a change.”
 
   “You can’t do that—they don’t deserve that. The people there, they were just—”
 
   “In the right place at the right time?” he interrupts, finishing my sentence. “You said that already.”
 
   I nod. “Yes.” My voice comes out a squeak, and he presses the knife into the other side of my face. 
 
   “So you figure that you’re lucky?” 
 
   I nod again, then change my mind and shake my head and try to speak, but the words won’t come out. It seems like I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t, regardless of what I say. Besides, my current predicament begs to differ that I’m lucky. In fact, the past couple of years beg to differ on whether I’m lucky or not.
 
   He stands and turns to look at Mikey, whose eyes go wide when he sees my face. The knife didn’t slice my other cheek, but it did cut into it. There’s blood running down both cheeks now, a free flow of blood trailing down my face. 
 
   “What do you think, Mikey? You think she’s lucky?” Fallon laughs. Despite the situation being completely unfunny, he laughs a full-on belly laugh, the sound echoing around the walls of the room. 
 
   It only adds insult to my injury, and despite the pain, despite the humiliation, I feel anger more than anything else. Angry that this piece of shit man could take his anger and vengeance out on me, and on so many people, for something that was beyond their control. We didn’t stop him from getting behind the walls. We didn’t turn his family away. Yet we’re being punished all the same. And for what? For the deep fucking joy of being allowed to live in the so-called sanctuary of the walled city? In the peace and serenity they provided us with? He has no fucking idea the hell we all lived through on a daily basis. It’s bad out here, but at least you know who your enemies are. Inside, everyone turned on you.
 
   Thinking about it now, maybe it would serve them all right, to die. Fucking rot in the hell they helped to make. All it would have taken was for us to stand as one and say no. When I think of all those guards, with their greedy hands on my skin, their fingers prying and pawing at my flesh, the beatings, the starvation, the lies and fear, torture and humiliation, I could just as well turn my back on all of them for never helping me. I think of Lee’s face, his fake regret as he dished out his punishment to people, to his so-called citizens.
 
   I grit my teeth. “I’ll tell you who’s lucky,” I whisper.
 
   Fallon turns to look at me with a huge grin. “Yeah?”
 
   “You.”
 
   “Me? How so?” He stops smiling and seems genuinely confused, like a dog chasing a ball that was never thrown in the first place. 
 
   “Yeah, you. All of you. You’re all fucking lucky that I’m handcuffed to this chair and don’t have my machete, because if I did,” I look up at him through my wet lashes, the anger burning a cesspit of hate in my stomach lining, “if I did, I’d cut your ugly fucking head off and feed it to the deaders.” 
 
   He stops smiling, a rage glowing behind his eyes.
 
   I look down at my legs; the blood from my face is dripping off the end of my chin and onto my skirt. I can feel the burn of the knife wound as I flex my face, testing out my mouth’s movements. “Who do you think you are?” I look up at him. “You don’t know what it was like behind those walls. Who are you to judge anyone, you piece of shit?”
 
   “Sweet mother of God, you have death wish?” He whistles through his teeth.
 
   I grin, hiding the wince of pain from my cheek. “Nope, I just don’t care anymore. I’m sick of men like you trying to rule me, trying to be the boss of me. I control me, and my fate. So if you’re going to kill me, get on with it. This isn’t a James Bond movie, and I don’t give a shit about your sick plan to destroy the walled city and the people inside it. Most of those people would be better off dead than trapped behind there anyway. Your family was a hell of a lot better off out here than in there. So you go right ahead and do what you have to.”
 
   I keep my eyes fixed on him, my body rigid even as he raises his knife up to me again. I can’t wait to be rid of this world. I close my eyes and pray I see Ben again soon. 
 
   The pounding of feet in the hallway outside forces me to open my eyes back up, just in time for the door to slam open.
 
   Two men run in, dragging a third behind them.
 
   “We got a breach, boss,” says the first guy, a blond-haired, intense-looking man. He helps to lay the injured man carefully on the floor.
 
   “He bitten, Malcolm?” Fallon, moves away from me, only glancing backwards once. He goes to look at the man on the floor.
 
   My eyes connect with Mikey’s. He mouths sorry to me. He looks broken, like he’s half the man he was several hours ago. In my eyes, he is. He was a part of this. His handsome face makes my skin crawl, and the sickening thing is—I know I still love him, regardless.
 
   “Yeah, boss, left shoulder.”
 
   “What the fuck are you bringing him in here for, then? Kill this fucker and get on with fixing the breach.” Fallon turns back to look at me. The two men that dragged in the injured man look at each other uncertainly.
 
   “Boss, this is Noel. He’s a good guy.” Malcolm steps forward.
 
   Fallon swings around to look at Malcolm again. “Correction—that was Noel. Now he’s a dead man,” he spits.
 
   “But…”
 
   Fallon kneels down in front of Noel abruptly, takes his knife, and plunges it through Noel’s skull before anyone knows what is happening. Noel’s hand reaches for the blade a second too late, and then flops back down to his side. Blood pumps out around the hilt of the knife, and Fallon takes it in his grip, one hand on the side of Noel’s dead face, the other wrapped around the knife, and pulls it out of his skull.
 
   “I hate having to do the grunt work.” He stands, wiping the knife on the side of his pants and walking toward me in one easy fluid motion. “Now, where were we?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Forty-Two.
 
    
 
   “Fallon, man, you know I won’t help if you hurt her any more. I’m done.” Mikey’s voice goes up a notch, which is good, since my voice has deserted me. My badass attitude has up and fled for the day. “I mean it!”
 
   ‘I mean it?’ What is he, like five?
 
   Fallon keeps walking toward me regardless of Mikey’s words, and I think my heart might hammer a hole in my chest at any time; at least it’ll save Fallon from having to do it.
 
   “Please—please don’t, god, I’ll do anything, fucking anything, but please don’t hurt her,” Mikey begs.
 
   Fallon stares at me for a long time. I don’t know if he’s actually considering what Mikey has said, trying to frighten me some more, or if he has actually zoned out and gone off to la la land. Either way, I’m about ready to pee myself in fear—okay, and I just need to pee, as usual.
 
   “Take her to holding.” He continues to stare at me while he talks to someone else in the room. I’m lost in la la land with him now, and can’t seem to drag myself away, even as someone is unlocking my cuffs.
 
    
 
    
 
   Emily is crying continuously when they lock me in an empty, dark room with her. So much so that I ask her if they have done anything to her, but she assures me that no, they haven’t laid a finger on her, she was just worried about me and Mikey.
 
   I’m touched by her concern, and worried about how she is going to be when Fallon does decide to kill me. Because without a doubt, he is going to. I’m not stupid. Mouthing off at him just about sealed my fate, and if it wasn’t for poor old Noel, I would be dead now. Thanks, Noel. And uh, sorry, I guess. 
 
   Emily cleans my cuts as best she can using some material from her shirt. We can’t dress it and there are no mirrors to see the damage, so I can only go off her assurances that it isn’t as bad as it looks. Strangely, that doesn’t fill me with a lot of confidence. Go figure, huh.
 
   We curl up together on the cold, bare floor, our arms wrapped tightly around one another, and for the first time in a long time, I realize that I’m frightened—not just zombie frightened, but the fear-of-the-unknown frightened. These are not good people. They are angry, bitter, and messed up in the head people, and I have no idea what is going to happen to us. I worry for the people in the walled city, I worry for Mikey and what they are going to do to him, and I think of the friends we have lost. 
 
   “You can’t tell anyone that you’re from behind the walls. I mean it, Em, you don’t breathe a word of that to anybody ever again. You survived by pure luck, if anyone asks. You recount our journey, only I found you at Old Man Riely’s house, in his air-raid shelter. You were safe there and there was no reason to leave. That’s what you tell anyone, that’s what you tell everyone. You got it?”
 
   Emily nods, and continues to sob. If I manage to live through this, which seems highly unlikely, I’m going to teach this girl to grow some balls. She’s too soft, and unfortunately she’s reaching an age where she’s going to be more than just eye candy for men. She needs to toughen up quick if she is going to survive.
 
   “I’m going to miss Britta,” Emily’s voice whispers up to me in the darkness. 
 
   “Me too,” I reply sadly.
 
   “She was so brave, trying to help you and fighting Crunch.” 
 
   “Yeah, and look where it got her.” I regret saying it instantly. Not only do I sound ungrateful that someone lost their life for me, but I’ve upset Emily now. Britta was her friend, and mine. “I’m sorry, Em.”
 
   “It’s okay, I know you don’t mean it. She really cared about you, she said that you were one of the good ones.” 
 
   “What does that mean?” I ask, speaking into her hair. I don’t want to let her go; I need to keep her close, for her sake and for mine.
 
   “I have no idea, but she said that you would save us all.” Emily’s arms tighten around me.
 
   “Well, clearly she was wrong,” I whisper, more to myself than Emily. 
 
   This has turned out to be the worst day ever. From waking up I’ve nearly died over half a dozen times. I mean, that’s way more than my usual ranking. We’ve lost yet another home, yet more friends, god knows what they are doing to Mikey or what’s going to happen to us. My face hurts, and Emily’s hair is sticking in the dried blood, but I don’t move to get it out. Exhaustion finally takes me, and I give in to sleep, though it is by no means a restful one, but one filled with nightmares and sadness.
 
   I dream of blood, and death. Friends, family, loved ones, hated ones. Everyone dies. Sooner or later, everyone dies. The dead will rise and eat you alive.
 
   I wake up shaking and dripping in sweat, still wrapped in Emily’s arms. I can hear breathing from behind me and flinch away as a hand touches me. Whimpering, I cower and pull Emily to my chest.
 
   “It’s okay, it’s me, Nina.”
 
   Mikey’s voice is soothing, and I release Emily and turn to look at him. It’s dark, but I can see well enough to tell he’s taken a beating. Instinctively I reach for him, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him to me. We stay holding each other for a long time, until the tears I didn’t know I was crying dry up, at the very least.
 
   “I’m so sorry I got you mixed up in this, Nina.” He pushes my hair back from my face.
 
   “It’s not your fault—well, it is, but…shit, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say, Mikey. How could you ever be with these guys?” I hold his hand, trying to show him that I’m not judging him, not anymore. Too much has happened, and it feels like we’re too close to death’s door for all that pettiness now.
 
   “I—I met them when I couldn’t get behind the walls. There was a bunch of us with families, they said it was full, any more would cause overcrowding.” He takes a deep breath. “I had my little girl with me, she was six. They wouldn’t even let her stay, no matter how much I begged and pleaded with them. They had a database of names, and my name was on the list—it was a prison list. I’d been to prison for a couple of stints, and because of that, my little girl couldn’t be safe. We’d traveled so far to get to one of those fucking cities, and then they just turned us away. The dead were everywhere, and there was nowhere else to go. Then Fallon turned up with his family; he had a big-assed army truck and told me we could go with him.” Mikey stops and takes another breath, his hand clutching at his ribcage.
 
   “We traveled for a while, meeting up with other people that had been turned away from the cities, helping them. Our convoy got bigger and bigger until we found—this place.” He gestures around us and looks up at me, his eyes glistening. “That’s when it all went to shit. This place was infested, but we didn’t realize it when we first got here. We staked out the place as best we could when we arrived, it seemed secure, and pretty clear for a small town. We moved everyone in, all of our families. Then one night, we were overrun by deaders. I don’t know what attracted them, the noise or what, but one minute it was all fine, and then the next there were hundreds of them.”
 
   “Like in the woods?” I ask, thinking of poor Steve and his chickens.
 
   “Yeah.” He nods his head. “Just like that. It seems like they’re attracted to noise and smell. They must have heard us all pulling up, the smell of us all attracted them and brought them right to us. They killed over half of our group—most of the children and wives.” Mikey swallows and clears his throat. Even in the dim light, I can see the tears trail down his cheeks. “I lost my daughter, Rosie. I was out fighting, left her with one of the other mothers and her kids, and when I got back, she was…”
 
   I throw my arms around his shoulders and hug him as tight as I can before he winces and I loosen my hold.
 
   “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.” I kiss him and hug him hard again, finally letting him go.
 
   “It’s okay, I’ve made some sort of peace with it now.” He shrugs, and I know he’s lying.
 
   “So what happened next?” I ask.
 
   “Fallon went berserk. He lost his wife and three kids that day, sent him over the edge. He started blaming all the lucky ones for being able to get behind the walls. He started wanting revenge, talking about breaking into the walled cities and killing everyone inside. Talked about taking down the government, and being in control ourselves for a change.”
 
   “That’s where you come in?” I ask, already knowing the answer. I’ve seen Mikey’s skills, I know to some degree what he can do. 
 
   “Yeah,” he nods. “That’s where I come in. I made the mistake of telling him what I used to do for a living.”
 
   “You were just a small town thief, though—a bad boy, you said.” I half laugh at the comment, and hiss as pain stings my face.
 
   “I was, but I got better at it,” he smirks. “I started out small time, breaking and entering, and then moved through the ranks until I got noticed and hit the big time. Seems I had a skill for it.”
 
   “You say it like you’re proud,” I say.
 
   “Well, yeah, I am. I can break into anything, any time, any place—any vault, any door. Didn’t matter what the job, it was me they called. When the world went to shit, it was me who got us into safe places, all until this place.” He shakes his head sadly before continuing. “I was as angry as them too at first. I wanted to make them all pay, but we couldn’t get near the cities. When anyone got too close…”
 
   “They shot them,” I finished for him.
 
   “Yeah. So we waited. Watching and waiting for the right time. We watched the drops get less and less frequent behind the walls until they stopped altogether, and then we had to find the other way in. In the meantime, Fallon started going crazy, got more and more twisted, until all he talked about was killing. Whenever we went on scavenger hunts, if we ran into people that had been behind the walls, he’d promise to help them and then kill them…but believe me, death was the final thing for them, and they were all grateful for it by that time. He got sicker and sicker with what he was doing, and I started to realize that it wasn’t anyone’s fault, and I didn’t want to be the one to put all those people to death, so I ran. That’s when I met the others—and then you, and you told me what it was really like in there.”
 
   “Wait, the other way in?”
 
   I feel Mikey shrug the way he does. “Yeah, there’s more than one way in. Always has been, it’s like a secret entrance.”
 
   “Obviously,” I mutter. “But then why seal up the main door if there was another way out after all?”
 
   “No idea. To make you all lose hope? To stop anyone from trying to break in. No one was supposed to know about the other entrance, but they had to have an escape route.”
 
   It still doesn’t make any sense. We were all starving in there. Lee said that even he was starving, that it was too dangerous to open up the main door again and try and find food because the deaders would get in, but then if that’s so, why would there be another entrance?
 
   “So what now? Do you know where the secret entrance is?” This could be a total game changer. If there was a way in and out, we could all have somewhere safe to go after all. Well, once we got rid of Lee.
 
   “Of course I know where it is. I’m the only one who does, which is why they needed me so much.” Mikey beams, suddenly happy again.
 
   “Why would Lee let us all starve instead of sending people out to find food?”
 
   “Lee?” Mikey raises an eyebrow at me.
 
   “He was our Bossman,” I mock.
 
   “He’s obviously just a coward. Too frightened to put himself at risk. Most leaders normally are.”
 
   It all makes sense now—how such a simple, bland little man like him was in charge, why he was always so severe with everyone: he needed the fear to control everyone, to stop them from wanting to leave. He told us all that the world was rotted and black, but in reality it is very much alive, though still as dangerous as ever. But there was still food available out there, and with an army like his, it is more than possible to protect the citizens. I think I feel more hate for Lee right now than I have ever felt before. I want vengeance, and I want him to suffer.
 
   “Maybe if we explained to Fallon what it’s like in there, maybe I could talk to him, get him to understand?” I plead.
 
   “No, he’s too far gone.” Mikey takes my chin in his thumb and forefinger, trying not to touch the cut that runs down my face. “He doesn’t care who he hurts, or who dies. The only way to stop him is to kill him.”
 
   I snort. “Looks like we’re shit out of luck, then.”
 
   “Not necessarily. I still have friends here.”
 
   “Didn’t seem like it when they were ready to let us die by the roadside,” I bite out.
 
   “No, not them guys, they’re just as bad as Fallon. They lost too many people, they’ve been too brainwashed by him. But there are others. Others that I think we could convince to stand with us. The thing is, this place is pretty damn secure now. A few more tweaks to the security and we could be safe here for good. That’s what everyone wants these days. Not vengeance.”
 
   Maybe things aren’t as bad as I first thought. Maybe there is hope for us, for Emily. I look at her curled up. Her eyes are open and she’s watching us with tears in them. I hadn’t realized that she had woken up and heard everything.
 
   “You okay, Em?” I ask, my hand stroking her head. 
 
   “I will be.” She sits up, her arms going around both me and Mikey. “Once we kill Fallon.”
 
   I flinch. Those are words a child should never have to speak—murder, death, killing. But this world has made it all a part of her life. In order for us to survive, for her to survive, she’s had to grow up, and quickly. If we don’t stop Fallon, and soon, she’s going to lose all her innocence. All her purity. And without our children having those things, what type of world will this be? Surely not one worth living in. There has to be certain things in the world—hope, innocence, love. And all those people, behind those walls, what about them? This world isn’t safe for them, but surely they deserve better than what they have.
 
   “Mikey, we have to kill him. We have to kill Fallon, and then we have to help them all.”
 
   “Help who?” He pulls back to look at me.
 
   “Everyone. We have to help everyone behind the walls.”
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   The Street Rat.
 
   One.
 
    
 
   “Bitch, I will not ask you again. Where the fuck is it?”
 
   I roll my eyes and fold my arms across my heavy chest, making sure my breasts squeeze up to the top of my small tank top like two plump peaches. Vinny’s eyes flit to them and then back to my face, his mouth sneering at me.
 
   “That shit ain’t gonna work with me this time, Crunch.” Vinny shakes his head. “You really fucked up this time.” He almost sounds sorry for me. Almost.
 
   Somewhere along the line I know I’ve messed up with him, kinda like I’ve messed up everything else. Only this time I’ve fucked up big time. I knew it when I was doing it, but when you have a bag of rocks in front of you, what’s a girl to do? I harden my face even more, unwilling to let the little dipshit see how much I’m sweating it. ‘Cause I am. I’m sweating it real bad. I know I’m going to be lucky to make it out of this predicament anytime soon, and then what? What’s Mom and Pops going to do then?
 
   “Look, I’ll return the gear—with interest. Tell Andre to keep his shit together, no need to start freaking out on me. A deal came up that couldn’t be missed, an opportunity for us all to make some extra money.” I shrug like it’s no big deal.
 
   Vinny watches me, waiting for any little hint that I might be lying to him. I definitely have his interest now, even if I am bullshitting him. He huffs and looks to the floor, thinking about my deal.
 
   Looking up at me through his dirty hair, he asks, “So, who was the buyer?”
 
   I pause before replying. “Don’t worry yourself over that, I got it covered.” I wave him away with a smirk and some swagger, fucked if I can think up someone’s name that quick.
 
   Vinny catches my eye, and in that moment we both know I’m lying, and we both know that he knows. The only question is what he’s going to do with the information. He looks cornered, unsure almost. He doesn’t like this part of the job—he’s told me that before—but a job it is, and there’s no way he’ll trade my life for his. The night is closing in on us, the moon shining brighter than it has in weeks. In this fog-covered town, we don’t get to see an awful lot of the pretty stars that come out at night, but the moon we do see. It’s nearly full, and I wonder if I’ll make it until the next full one, or if I even care. I always promised myself I’d get out of this shithole and see the stars up close; maybe this—death—would be my chance.
 
   “You have until tomorrow night. After that, I can’t cover for you anymore. He’ll be coming for you, and I’ll be with him. Don’t make me do this.” He turns to walk away, and without looking back he adds, “My ass is on the line here, Crunch. As far as I’m concerned, I didn’t see you tonight.”
 
   I watch Vinny walk away, the gravel crunching under his heavy boots. A long time ago we had a thing. It was good, too—but then they say never to mix business with pleasure. I pull a joint from my back pocket and light it up, taking a long hit and holding it in for as long as I can, feeling the heaviness of it settle on me before letting it out slowly. The fog covers me. Weed mixed with crack. This shit is good. I can tell why people become addicted. Lucky for me I don’t have that type of personality. That and my parents being fuckups with shit like this is enough to keep me real when I feel the urge to splurge.
 
   I crush the joint underfoot; I don’t want it anymore. I walk away, checking every now and then over my shoulder to make sure Vinny is actually letting me walk away tonight and isn’t pulling some sort of stunt on me. I’m glad—fuck, it’s not like I’m not glad. It’s just I thought this was it: the end. I’d built this up in my head, and now I have another day to try and figure this shit out. Can this shit be figured out?
 
   I shake my head and walk back to my car. It’s a short journey to shitsville, and Mom and Pops are in. They have no clue that I’m home, as usual. Not that it really matters; I’m a big girl now. I have been for a long time, and they haven’t cared for just as long—possibly longer. I head straight to my room, pulling out the bag of rocks from under my mattress. Real fucking inventive hiding place. I laugh to myself. Hell, it’s not like I’m some big drug dealer and I’ve had lessons on how and where to stash gear. I gaze down at the rocks, evil fucking shit that it is. Yeah, I’m a bad girl, but I wasn’t always. Life bred me this way. Or should I say two fucked up parents with addiction problems did?
 
   I look around my room: old photos of friends and family, a special one of me and Pops that even now makes me smile, posters of punk rock bands, all my awards and scholarship shit—my way out of here and to med school—are still stuck there with drying out Blu-tack. Such a fucking waste. I know it, my friends know it, and my parents know it—when they’re lucid enough anyway. Everyone knows it. I shrug to myself and stuff the gear back under my bed. It doesn’t fucking matter now. This is my hand and I’ll deal with what I’ve been dealt. One day this will all be a memory. Surely one day my pops will love me again and we can leave this shithole behind.
 
   I head to the kitchen, passing the smoke-filled living room, and check in on the two junkies smoking with Mom and Pops. Pops nods his hello at me and I flash a quick smile. It’s cool that he’s aware I’m here for once. I look over and see Mom slumped in the corner, spittle dribbling from her mouth. I huff and continue to the kitchen. I grab a beer and down it in one gulp, my thoughts going back to my little problem and what the fuck I’m going to do about it.
 
   I could give the shit up, but then what was the point in stealing it in the first place? I wanted it off the streets and away from junkies, and it is. If I give it up now, Andre will fuck me up anyway and it will all have been for nothing. Shit, I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. I need to get out of here. I head for the door, hearing Pops shouting at one of the other dudes, and I stick my head back in.
 
   “You took it, I know you did, and now I’m gonna fuck you up, boy.” Pop’s eyes are wild as he stands toe to toe with one of the junkies. I’ve seen the little skinny guy around here before, but can’t remember his name. He’s just Ratface to me, because you know, he looks like a rat. I chuckle to myself.
 
   “Dwayne, man, I didn’t touch it. It was the bitch. I saw her!”
 
   Pop cranes his head back, and I look away but hear the sound of his head crashing into the other guy’s skull, shortly followed by a grunt and a thump. Yeah, just like that. I look back and see blood pouring down Pops’ face and the junkie on the floor out cold. I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about Ratface, but my pops is another matter.
 
   “Fuck, Pops. There goes my evening.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Two.
 
    
 
   “You gotta control your temper,” I huff, threading the needle through his skin. He grunts but doesn’t reply. He knows I’m right, but he’s too high right now to care. When he comes down and the pain hits home, he’ll be all rainbows and puppy dogs. “You could have killed him, Pops. You know these young junkies don’t have what it takes to—”
 
   “I know, just fix me up and you can get on your way,” he interrupts with a grumble.
 
   The junkie is propped against the wall, unconscious but alive. He’s going to wake up with a serious comedown later, though, and probably won’t realize why he has a deep cut across his face held together by medical tape. Hell, he probably won’t care, either—which is why I didn’t bother to stitch it for him.
 
   “I’m not always going to be here to fix you up. I have a life, you know.” I tie off the end of the suture and look at him. His once handsome face is now ravaged by the drugs. His complexion is washed out—graying, like he’s fucking dying in front of me. I guess he is. Shit, yeah, he has been for years now. He smiles at me and I can’t help but smile back.
 
   “I’m sorry, pumpkin.” He looks down, shame washing over his features. “I’m sorry for it all. I know I’ve made a mess of everything.”
 
   My throat closes up and I swallow, willing the tears not to come. It’s not often that he’s this aware, this . . . like my pops. It’s times like this—when he seems like he still loves me, like I’m his baby girl—that I’m glad I stick around. There have been so many times that I’ve wanted to run away from this life, to start somewhere fresh before it’s too late for me, but there are too many skeletons in my closet now. Plus every now and then he can still be the nice him again. He can still be my pops, the loveable man who used to rock me to sleep.
 
   In this moment we’re father and daughter. I’m a kid and he’s my gentle giant—the man I look up to, the man whose shoulders I ride on, whose arms I run to when the boys tease me, who looks for the monsters under my bed. A groan breaks the moment and we both look toward my mom. She sits up, wiping the spittle from her chin, her hair a mess and her eyes bleary.
 
   “Baby? You got it for me?” She struggles to her knees.
 
   Pops heads toward her without another word for me. “Sure, baby, I’m coming.”
 
   It’s always her. She always comes before me. I stand with a snarl, leave my first aid kit on the floor, and storm out the house, slamming the door as hard as I can on my way. They can both fucking rot.
 
   *
 
   I hook up with my buddy Damien later on at Bill’s Bar & Grill. He knows the shit is going down, but he doesn’t care. We get smashed drinking shot after shot of tequila until we run out of money and Bill kicks us out.
 
   We wander around looking for stores to steal alcohol from, or at least someone we can score some weed off, but it looks like everyone is avoiding us. Or me—more than likely just me. Damien couldn’t give a shit about that, though, and that’s what I love about the big goofball.
 
   With my bleached blond trashy bob, nose piercing, and less-than-prom-prefect look of leather studded jacket and ripped-up jeans, I’m not everybody’s favorite goodtime girl, but Big Damo never gives a shit. He ain’t no college quarterback himself though. Big, black, and strong as an ox, but with no education and an addiction to rival my parents’, we’re a fucked-up match. We sit down on a park bench and he pulls out the last of his weed, rolls a big joint, and lights it up.
 
   “So what you gonna do, baby girl?” He passes it over to me and I shrug, a little stunned that he’s even brought it up, since that isn’t his normal style. He continues. “You fucked up big time, huh?”
 
   I take a hit and nod, not looking at him.
 
   “So, we gots to clear this shit up, girl. You know Andre will kill you if you don’t give him his gear back.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “Yes, Grandma!” I laugh and punch him in the arm, trying to lighten the mood. What the hell will my parents do without me to take care of them? They’ll be dead within the year. Mom I couldn’t give a shit about—she set this chain of events in motion—but Pops? Shit, I can’t leave him.
 
   He laughs too, but he’s right and I know it. I’m a dead girl walking.
 
   “You got any cash on you?” I ask.
 
   “Nope, my money don’t come through till Tuesday.” He looks at me with a mischievous grin. “What you thinkin’?”
 
   “Come on.” We both stand, a little unsteady after the weed and still drunk from the tequila. “We need some cash.” I need to get some cash and quick if I’m going to save myself—and my family in the long run.
 
   *
 
   “Get the hell out of here!”
 
   We both laugh and crash through the doorway, knocking over some shelves of snacks as we do. My feet pound the pavement, my breath loud in my ears—in, out, in out, in out. Damien turns and looks back at me, his face fucking happier than a kid at a circus. He loves this shit. Thieving, drinking, smoking, screwing: he lives for it. Not much else to live for when your only family is an eighty-year-old grandmother who can’t see and can barely hear. He loves the old bitch, though, even if she hates him.
 
   I stuff the wad of stolen cash in my pocket. It isn’t nearly enough to pay Andre with, but it’s a start.
 
   A can of something flies past my head, just missing me, and I turn to see the store owner throwing canned goods at us. I laugh harder and stop to pick up one of the now disowned cans—a can of dog food. I turn and throw it back, hitting him square in the chest. He cries out and slumps to the floor. Fucker doesn’t know who he’s messing with. I turn and run again, quickly catching up to Damien.
 
   “What the fuck was that about?” he pants out.
 
   “Fucker threw dog food at me. Do I look like a fucking dog to you?” I grumble, my feet never slowing down. Well, not until I think we’re far enough away.
 
   We slip into a side alley and stop to catch our breath. Damien’s more tired than me, but then again, he’s bigger than me. I lean back and close my eyes, waiting until my heartbeat slows down before I speak.
 
   “You get much?” he asks.
 
   “Not much, but it’s a start.”
 
   “So, we keep going then,” he states rather than asks.
 
   I look up at the small, beaten-up mall in front of us. In this neighborhood, it’s mainly rundown shops or small kiosks; most of the larger stores are closed down, but you never know when you’re going to get lucky. I grab his hand and drag him toward it. “Come on then, dude.”
 
   Inside is as sucky as the outside, but it’s definitely on the up and up. Shit, there’s even a security guard. He watches us as we make our way around the place, scouting out stores and basically getting ourselves shooed out of each one of them for looking like the shady clientele we are. We’re about to give up and head somewhere else when we pass a dirty sex shop. It looks like a sexed-up version of Victoria’s Secret, with sex toys and more suspenders and crotchless panties than you can shake a stick at.
 
   I grab his hand and pull him inside. No one bats an eye at us—they all seem more preoccupied by their own dirty little secrets than what we’re up to—and as we make our way around the store, we begin to stuff our pockets with things. I start out small: some skimpy thongs, negligee pieces that fold up small. I can’t even sell this crap, but that’s all by the by now. I catch Damien’s eye and nod toward the door, he smirks and we head for the exit. Mr. G.I. Joe security man stands in our way, stopping us from leaving.
 
   “Can you come this way, sir? Miss?”
 
   I look at Damien and then back to the big security guard, wondering if I could dodge past him and get away, but I know I’m not leaving Damien behind.
 
   “We haven’t done anything.” I plead, only half-heartedly.
 
   “Ma’am? This way please?” He raises an eyebrow at me. “And you, sir.”
 
   “This is harassment,” I spit out, trying to contain a giggle as he guides us to a back room. Damien looks as surprised as me that he got called ‘sir.’
 
   Inside he shuts the door and asks us to empty our pockets. I roll my eyes and begin to pull everything out. I look across to Damien, knowing that he has some shit on him, and wondering why he’s looking as shy as a girl on date night.
 
   G.I. Joe feels the same. “Sir? Can you empty your pockets, please?”
 
   “I don’t have to do shit. You don’t have a search warrant,” Damien bellows and folds his arms across his broad chest.
 
   “Dude, just empty your pockets,” I snap. The alcohol and weed are wearing off and I’m on a comedown from hell.
 
   Shouting sounds out from the other side of the door, and we all pause, but when it stops and there’s no more noise, I nudge Damien again. He rolls his eyes and begins to empty his pockets, placing everything on the table in front of us: underwear that would shock a hooker, anal beads, lube. I smirk, but then he reaches down the back of his pants and pulls out a dildo—a large black dildo. My eyes pop, and I look from G.I. Joe to Damien and burst out laughing.
 
   “What the fuck is that?” I clutch my sides giggling. Even G.I. Joe looks amused. Damien, however, looks embarrassed. He holds it firmly in his grasp, like a small child with a giant ice cream cone, and shrugs.
 
   A scream sounds out, followed by another, and there’s something in the scream that makes us all more than pause.
 
   Joe looks toward the door, and then back to us. “Wait here.”
 
   I hold up my hands. “Not going out there, that’s for fucking sure.” I try to joke, but the sounds coming from the store are anything but funny.
 
   The security guard goes out the door, locking it behind him as he leaves, and Damien and I stand and stare at it, listening to more and more screams breaking out, banging and shouting, and finally a gun going off. There’s a thump on the door, and growling, and it sounds like there’s a pack of rabid dogs on the other side of it. When blood seeps from underneath it, Damien grabs a chair and wedges it up against the door handle to be sure it can’t be opened. Then we both back up, looking around us for a way out, but knowing that we’re trapped in a dead-end room.
 
   “Shit,” I whisper.
 
   “Shit indeed,” Damien replies.
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   By Angelique Archer
 
    
 
   Haven Janero is twenty-five years-old and has a bright future of becoming an FBI agent when a widespread infection sweeps the nation, reanimating victims into walking corpses with an insatiable hunger for human flesh. Her dreams crushed and her world forever changed, she struggles to keep her loved ones safe and come up with a plan of long-term survival.
 
    
 
   Colin MacConnell, a kilt-wearing, bagpipes-playing, sword-wielding Scotsman in his early thirties, is visiting his father in the States, but quickly realizes that he may never see his homeland again when he is forced to go up against the undead. As society around them crumbles and lawlessness and chaos take over, they must fight hordes of ravenous zombies… and a dangerous enemy from the past who is hell-bent on seeking twisted vengeance.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue:
 
    
 
   Six months after the United States conducted weapons of mass destruction searches in Iran…
 
   “What better way to destroy our enemies than to simply allow them to destroy themselves?” 
 
   It was the beginning of an idea that, unbeknownst to those in the room, would not only crumble the empire they sought to eradicate, but also eliminate the vast majority of the world’s population.
 
   “And how do you propose to carry this out, General?” one of the officers demanded.
 
   General Farhad smiled. “I’ve been conducting… experiments. Specifically, my scientists have been working on a new strain of virus that will be perhaps the most destructive force in the history of mankind.”
 
   The officers in the room visibly stiffened. It was clear everyone present wanted to learn more, but such knowledge also carried with it a slew of ominous implications. 
 
   The General sensed this and continued. “Within days, Strain Z23, also known as the ‘Vengeance Virus,’ will rear its ugly head in every metropolitan area across the United States.” He paused for effect. “What is Z23, you may ask? It is a virus that transmits itself through the saliva or infected tissue of the host. It eliminates its victim by systematically attacking the immune system of the body. Eventually, the host succumbs to a violent, painful death, whereby in a matter of moments, reanimates into something... sinister. It is my most prized concoction, one that has taken countless attempts to perfect and many... sacrifices... to ensure such perfection.”
 
   One of the officers cleared his throat. “General, you said ‘reanimates.’ What exactly do you mean?”
 
   The General smiled again, his eyes narrowing to tiny slits. “Zombies, Sergeant. Have you heard of them? They are quite popular in many films of the West. But...” He pressed a finger to his lips and paused. “... perhaps the most effective way to convey to you the real force, the sheer horror of my creation, is for you to look upon this... zombie... with your own eyes.”
 
   He turned from them, his broad shoulders proud and straight. The General walked to the entrance of the conference room, whispered to the two guards stationed at the door, and turned back to his captivated audience. The guards exchanged fleeting expressions of what could only be interpreted as fear and subsequently disappeared from the room. 
 
   One could have heard a pin drop as the seconds painfully ticked away. General Farhad placed his hands together as he waited, his fingertips touching. Arrogance oozed from every pore.
 
   Finally, Farhad glanced at his watch and cleared his throat. “Gentlemen,” he began, his voice as smooth as honey, “I want you to know that this creation is not only the beginning of a new future, a new world, but it also marks the end of a corrupt and power-hungry nation.” His tone became gnarled and bitter. “Its people are swine, dogs… They have polluted our world with perversion and dominance.” 
 
   There was a struggle outside of the door, and the guards burst in. A unanimous gasp echoed across the room as the prisoner entered.
 
   What was once a tall, thin man stood before them, around its neck, two metal catch poles. Its hands were tightly bound together with yellow zip ties. Dressed in dirty blue scrubs, the man struggled furiously against the guards. Like a trapped animal, it hissed and growled, lunging for them at every opportunity. Although it appeared to be a young man, what little was left of its hair hung in two greasy, matted clumps along the side of its face. Yellowed, crusty teeth gnashed through lips that had been chewed off to just below the nose, the flesh that remained around its maw raw and puckered. Most terrifying, however, were its eyes. Clouded and gray with the irises reduced to tiny black pinpricks, they shifted to each person in the room with a hint of something... a yearning, a dark craving... hunger? The guards forgotten, the man began to charge the officers. Everyone stumbled backwards hastily, save for the General, who held his hands in front of himself smugly. The prisoner was then roughly yanked back by the guards.
 
   “May I present test subject number 138, the first successful attempt to create what will someday mark history books as a true, unrivaled weapon of mass destruction.”
 
   “What’s wrong with... it?” someone in the back murmured fearfully.
 
   “‘Wrong’ with it?” the General repeated angrily. “It’s perfect. It represents a rebirth for this ravaged world. A new beginning that is not only more cost-efficient in its development than the nuclear weapons we have developed in the past, but one that is also considerably more effective. We do not need to deploy one soldier of our own into hostile territory. Perhaps best of all, we will not leave any fingerprints of our involvement. We send several infected into the most populated cities in the United States and let them do their worst. You are looking at an undead man, one who has no memory, feels no pain. Its only desire is to kill. It won’t be long before their great nation is toppled.”
 
   “But this is madness! You can’t do this! Do you know what’s at stake here? Do you realize what you’ve done?” an officer in the front of the room exclaimed, his rotund form stiff as he shook his fist at the General and headed towards the doors. “Yes, the West is corrupt, and that corruption must be stopped. But I will not be a part of something like this... This is filth, garbage, twisted evil. You are raising the dead. I’m going to report you at once!”
 
   General Farhad looked at him calmly for a moment. He nodded to a guard near the entrance. The officer was abruptly cut short as the doors closed before him. He turned to glare at him.
 
   “Let me out, Farhad. Let me out this minute!” he exclaimed furiously. 
 
   The other officers watched nervously in silence, all huddled to the back of the room away from the rotting abomination before them.
 
   The General snapped his fingers at the two guards holding the prisoner and pointed at the officer at the doors. 
 
   The guards looked at each other questioningly for the briefest of seconds, a moment of humanity reflected in their eyes. As quickly as it came, it was just as soon forgotten when they pushed the prisoner forward. 
 
   The officer stared at Farhad in astonishment, his eyes agape with fear. 
 
   “What are you doing?” he stammered.
 
   When the General didn’t respond, the officer began to shuffle backwards until he was pressed against the doors.  
 
   Sensing a new proximity to fresh, live prey, the tethered man opened its blank eyes wildly, stumbling forward and tripping without use of its hands for balance. Instead of rising to its feet, it began to shift towards the retreating officer on his knees, edging forward at a surprisingly fast speed, its head and limbs bending at unnatural angles as it moved. 
 
   The guards held the rods passively, letting the prisoner lead them where it wished. Pounding on the doors, the officer threw panicked looks behind him as the monster approached. He began kicking at it with desperation, his heavy boot slipping across the slick, oily scalp of the zombie.
 
   In seconds, it leaned forward on its tied hands to take a hearty bite out of the man’s calf. He shrieked in shock and agony as the flesh eater pulled the meat with its teeth until it tore free. The zombie barely swallowed the chunk, almost as though it was a mere morsel, before opening its jaws wide and sinking its teeth into the man’s ankle, its milky eyes wide and feral as it struggled to chew through the Achilles tendon. 
 
   The middle-aged man collapsed to the floor, weakly kicking with his other leg at the zombie who had given up on his ankle and now rose and moved to the fallen man’s torso. 
 
   As the officer feebly lifted one hand to stop the prisoner from an inevitable descent to his chest, the zombie bit down on his fingers with such a force that they broke off entirely. He screeched as the ravenous creature reared back, three chubby fingers protruding from its mouth. The zombie swallowed them whole, then looked back to the officer expectantly. 
 
   It lunged forward and with jaws agape, fastened its teeth into the tender skin of the officer’s chest. This time, the zombie didn’t pull away. It just kept chewing through blood, tissue, fat, and bones, burrowing its face into the ever-growing hole of flesh. He screamed unintelligible words at the General as his body was greedily consumed by the prisoner. The other officers in the room turned away in disgust and horror as his screams died down to soft gurgles. 
 
   General Farhad didn’t flinch throughout the entire feasting. In fact, he seemed amused and curious as the zombie devoured his fellow comrade. 
 
   Finally, he looked at the remaining officers.
 
   “Any questions?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 1:
 
    
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
   Haven Janero tucked her long dark brown hair behind her ears, tiny silver earrings catching the light. She smoothed out her black suit and glanced up at the train times on the display. Only five more minutes until the blue line train arrived. 
 
   It was rush hour at the Metro Center stop in downtown D.C. People crowded the platforms, checking their watches, talking on their cell phones, reading from their Kindles. Most everyone looked stressed and haggard, yet Haven felt energized, optimistic, and excited. And with due cause. 
 
   She had just finished a lengthy interview before a panel of FBI agents for a Special Agent position. Becoming part of the agency, particularly in the organized crime division, had always been a dream of hers. She had applied to the program a year before, and after months of waiting for them to process her application, she had finally gotten a call one evening asking her to come in for a series of tests and interviews at the field office closest to her location. Successfully progressing through the first stage of the testing process, a computer exam, Haven was asked to return again for step two, only this time she chose to test in D.C., her favorite city in the world.
 
   From what she could tell, the interview had gone well, and if everything continued to go according to plan, she would move forward in the process to complete Phase II, which also included a physical fitness test. Haven was strong and healthy and was confident that she would pass this phase with flying colors. After so many years of hard work and planning, she was hopeful that she was finally getting that much closer to her dream of putting criminals behind bars. 
 
   Her interest in federal law enforcement was long-standing. The last time she had been in the nation’s capital just after graduation, Haven had been waiting for the train in the Gallery Place/Chinatown stop when some punk in the station thought it would be a great idea to rob an unsuspecting pregnant woman of her purse. He had used the element of surprise to swipe the strap off of her shoulder with ease, then shoved the expectant mother to the ground, knowing full well she wouldn’t be able to chase him. While many rushed to her aid after he ran away, no one even bothered trying to get the purse back. Haven couldn’t imagine letting him get away with his crime. Stubbornly unfazed by a potentially dangerous situation, she had quickly taken off her heels and bounded after him. 
 
   A soccer player during college, Haven was fast. She narrowly dodged stunned passersby, pivoting around them as though she was on a soccer field. As the thief tried to escape up an escalator, Haven had leaned over the hand rail and grabbed him by the hood of his jacket, yanking him backwards so that he fell roughly on the moving steps. He landed on his tailbone so hard that she heard it crack. She then leaned over him, pinning him in place with her knees, and started to pry the purse out of his hands. 
 
   After recovering from the initial shock of having a girl stop him from carrying out his crime, he’d attempted to fight back. 
 
   Haven was prepared for that. On her key ring, she had a nifty little plastic weapon that if held correctly between the index and middle finger could smash bones just as effectively as a pair of brass knuckles. The best part about it was that it was legal and discrete, perfect to carry in a weapons-conservative place like D.C. 
 
   When he tried to punch her in the face, Haven ducked in time to miss his fist and landed a decent blow to his groin, one that was magnified ten-fold by the weapon in her grasp. Horrified and bewildered, he’d collapsed to his knees clutching himself as he moaned in pain.
 
   Haven had straightened her pantsuit and returned the purse to the very grateful woman. Metro security arrived moments later to hand the thief over to the police. She’d had to answer some questions, fill out a report or two, but at the end of it all, she had been pulled aside and asked by the sergeant if she would be interested in a spot at the academy.
 
   When her family and boyfriend found out about how she’d fought a criminal who could have possibly had a knife or gun on him, they were appalled. To this day, they still chastised her for her lack of rationale and consideration for her own safety. Only her grandmother, Rosemary, had waited until they were done to silently pat her on the back with an approving smile. 
 
   She shifted uncomfortably in her heels, bemoaning their impracticality. Feet were rounded at the toes, not pointy and narrow; there was no way high heels were developed by a woman. She felt a little better knowing that she had a comfy pair of jeans and flip-flops waiting for her when she arrived. Her grandmother always packed her a snack and a fresh change of clothes whenever she picked her up from the airport.
 
   Thinking about all of the niceties her grandmother afforded her to show her love caused Haven to want to go home even more. The city was so different from her small hometown of Green Acres, Georgia. Everything from the traffic to the metro to the impressive architecture and formidable government buildings oozing with power seemed so foreign to her. 
 
   She cringed slightly when she thought about parallel parking. This was easily on her list of least favorite things to do in life. Where she was from, parking was never an issue. Spaces were always plentiful. She had never parallel parked until she had driven to D.C. from Georgia during college. Driving around for nearly a half an hour to find street parking because she didn’t want to pay twenty dollars a day to park in a garage, she had been forced to parallel park for the first time. Other drivers had been rushed and impatient, honking behind her while she tried to align her side mirrors with that of the other car before attempting to back into a spot. Haven was certain she had lost ten years of her life that day. From there on out, she opted to fly in and take the metro to get around.
 
   Still, she didn’t feel intimidated by big city living. Before she started her Master’s program, she had traveled throughout parts of Western Europe and Asia as an English teacher. With her boyfriend, Houston, they had lived the gypsy lifestyle, and it had been incredible. To get paid to see the world simply by teaching their native tongue had allotted them countless unforgettable opportunities. The adventures they shared, the friends they made, the snippets of the languages they learned, and the cultures they had become immersed in had been a once-in-a-lifetime, priceless experience. 
 
   Now that she was done with her Master’s, it was time to put down some roots and find a decently paying job so that she wouldn’t drown in debt from her student loans. Moving to D.C. was an exhilarating prospect, but she would miss the simple, cozy, uneventful town of Green Acres. 
 
   And she would dearly miss her family, namely her grandmother. The death of her parents when Haven was only thirteen had been traumatic and had nearly devastated her and her younger siblings. When her grandparents took them in without even a second thought, her grandmother became Haven’s rock. Rosemary was a strong woman with a fierce spirit and loving heart. Even in her old age, she managed to provide all three of them with a solid upbringing and a good moral foundation so that they would enter the world with a sense of honor, humility, and perseverance to surmount even the most challenging of obstacles. 
 
   While it was nearing time for her to leave Green Acres, Haven felt incredibly blessed for the precious years she’d spent with her grandmother. She knew that she had aged considerably in the past few years since the passing of her grandfather, and frequently, they all worried that she might not be around for much longer. Haven loved her more than life itself and had difficulty imagining life without her. Rosemary had played such a monumental role in all of their lives. She had guided them with gentle wisdom and had the uncanny ability to turn an everyday situation into an important life lesson. Even through a casual afternoon hike in the forest behind her home, Rosemary managed to teach them which plants to eat in the woods if one was stranded in the wilderness to how to track various animals. She had even participated in a rodeo with Haven when she was seventy years-old. Haven was beaming with pride as they rode as a team, herding cattle, barrel racing, and pole bending in record time. She had framed their first place ribbons above her bed, and not a day passed where she didn’t glance at them fondly.
 
   Her grandmother would always be close to her heart. Now well into her twenties, however, she was ready to make her mark on the world with a steady and satisfying career in the FBI.
 
   But for now, her number one concern was getting to Washington National Airport and sitting down in the assigned terminal to enjoy an extra-large slice of greasy pepperoni pizza from Sbarro while she waited for her flight back to Georgia.
 
   Red lights along the tracks started flashing near her feet. She leaned forward and saw a train approaching the platform. Tiny mice scurried around to safety as the tracks rumbled, and wind blew through her hair as the train pulled to a stop. 
 
   The doors opened and a mass exodus of people came out. Haven noticed with interest that there were several policemen getting off of the train. They spoke into their walkie-talkies and jogged past her hastily. She strained to hear what they were saying, but couldn’t make out much. 
 
   Her phone vibrated from within her purse. She reached in and fished around in her bag until she found it. Houston Hanover’s handsome face filled the small screen, and she smiled. Even after all of their years together, Haven still felt butterflies in her stomach when he called.
 
   “Hi, baby. How’s it going?” she asked. 
 
   Houston lived in Concord, South Carolina where he currently held a temporary sales and marketing position until Haven found a job in a city where they could both be together. Since she didn’t know where in the United States she would be placed once she joined the FBI, Haven decided to move back with her family to save money until she completed her training at Quantico. Luckily, his line of work allowed him to move anywhere. They both hated the distance, but were irrevocably dedicated to one another and thus honed their long-distance relationship survival skills to a fine point. 
 
   “Hey, babe. I’m still at work, but I just wanted to see how your interviews went. I can’t believe that you’re finally living out your dream. I’m so proud of you.” His voice was filled with enthusiasm and sincerity.
 
   Haven boarded the train and chose a seat near the back where she had a clear view of everything going on around her. “Well,” she began, a little grin on her face, “I don’t want to count my chickens yet, but I think it went pretty great.”
 
   “That’s amazing, sweetheart. I bet you knocked it out of the park.” 
 
   Haven played with the hem of her suit. “I should hear back from them in a couple of weeks. What about you? You said you’re still at the office?”
 
   Houston sighed. “Yeah, probably until at least eight or nine. I have to tie up a few accounts. Exhausting, but the commissions are worth it. Saving up enough money so I can come see you again. I miss you so much, Haven.”
 
   She tied her hair into a ponytail, slipped her feet out of her heels, and stretched her legs. “I miss you, too!”
 
   “So, Agent Janero... Wow, that actually sounds super hot. My girlfriend, the FBI agent. We should totally act that out sometime,” he said playfully. “What are you wearing?”
 
   Haven smiled, her honey eyes sparkling mischievously as she looked down at her tailored black suit. She could picture him asking the question with one eyebrow raised in that way she found so irresistible. 
 
   Laughing, she answered, “Just finished an interview, so nothing too exciting. Just my suit.”
 
   “Hey, if you ask me, suits are hot. We’ll have to make up for lost time.” Again, the eyebrow. She was sure of it. “Anyways, I just wanted to see how your interview went. I’ve got to make a few calls before the end of the day, but I’ll give you a buzz tonight before you board your flight, and we can talk about it in greater detail.”
 
   “Okay. I love you. Stay strong! The day is almost finished,” she encouraged.
 
   “You’re telling me! Love you, too, babe. Call you later.” He hung up.
 
   Haven glanced in the reflection of the glass of the window. She was deep in thought pondering what kind of future lay ahead of her here in D.C., when she suddenly jerked back from the window. Had she just seen something inside the tunnel, something very close to the train? It almost looked like a person. A very pale person.
 
   Haven shook her head, certain her tired mind was playing tricks on her. She reached for one of the free newspapers, The Express, left on the train. In her impatience to get to the airport, she overlooked one of the articles in the national news section. Instead, she flipped through the Wanted ads, hoping to get an idea of how much rent she’d need to pay once she moved. The cost of living here was painstakingly exorbitant, especially for a small-town girl like Haven. She could have a five-bedroom mansion for what she would spend on a one- or two-bedroom place in D.C.
 
   A few stops later, the train pulled in to her destination. Haven shouldered her purse and towed along her carry-on behind her. 
 
   After going down the escalator to cross into the airport, Haven exhaled deeply, happy to finally be on her way to rest and relaxation. 
 
   Unfortunately, her elation was only momentary. 
 
   Her eyes widened when she noticed the number of people crowding the airline desks. Long lines extended as far as she could see. 
 
   She sighed. It had certainly been much calmer on the flight up. Now it was like a circus.
 
   Those who weren’t standing impatiently in the lines were anxiously talking into their phones, sitting on their luggage, or sleeping on the floor. Some children were crying, pulling on their parents’ sleeves in frustration, while others sucked their thumbs, wide-eyed at the chaos around them. A few of the more energetic kids ran around playing hide-and-seek amidst the clutter.  
 
   A gravelly voice boomed over the loudspeaker, repeatedly directing everyone to be patient. She noticed more police officers than usual joining the fray.
 
   Haven stood in the middle of the walkway, people brushing past her as they darted through the crowd, strained expressions on their faces.
 
   Something she couldn’t put her finger on made her palms sweat, her pulse race. 
 
   She quickly walked over to a huge screen displaying the arrivals and departures of all of the flights, groaning as she saw that flight upon flight had been delayed or canceled. Was every airline having problems? Was there bad weather on the horizon?
 
   Haven scanned the screen until she saw her flight. Bright red letters spelled it out for her. 
 
   Delayed. 
 
   “What the heck is going on here?” she muttered to herself.
 
   Haven turned and briskly headed over to a Jet Blue representative.
 
   “Excuse me, but what is all of this? What’s happening?” she asked a frazzled-looking employee as she gestured around her.
 
   The woman sighed and pressed her fingers to her forehead, rubbing her temple in exhaustion. “I wish I could tell you. It’s been like this all day. They’re canceling flights right and left. Where are you headed?
 
   “Columbus, Georgia,” she answered.
 
   “When were you supposed to take off?”
 
   “Eight thirty-five.” Haven glanced at her watch. “I still have a couple hours.”
 
   “There’s a strong possibility that you might have to wait until the next available flight, honey.”
 
   Haven leaned against the counter, straining to see the computer screen. “And when is that?”
 
   The woman continued to scroll through the list of flights. “Thursday.”
 
   Haven gasped and shook her head. “That’s insane. I can’t do that!”
 
   “Sorry, honey,” the woman told her apologetically.
 
   “Isn’t there anything you can do? I don’t have any family or friends here in D.C., and I don’t have enough money to stay in a hotel until Thursday. I need to get home,” Haven said emphatically, looking at her with desperate eyes.
 
   The woman glanced at her sympathetically, misinterpreting Haven’s desperation for fear of being stuck in the city without her family. “Let me see your ticket again. I think there’s a flight leaving shortly that I might be able to squeeze you on, but it’s the last one for the day. Can’t make any promises, but maybe I can get you on that.”
 
   Haven breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. I’d greatly appreciate it.” 
 
   She handed her ticket back over to the woman. 
 
   Forty-five minutes later, Haven collapsed into her seat on the next flight to Columbus. Miraculously, the woman had escorted Haven through security and managed to get her on another flight that left within the hour. 
 
   Haven’s feet were throbbing, and she nudged her shoes off with her toes. Jogging in heels to make the flight had been quite the challenge, but Haven was grateful the woman had ensured her a way home. 
 
   She took out her cell phone and texted her family to let them know the change in her flight plans. 
 
   Staring out the window again, she noticed countless planes sitting idly at the gates. Not only were they empty, but it seemed as if no one would be boarding them at all. It was more than odd. She didn’t understand why all of the flights were being canceled. She hadn’t heard of any inclement weather, and it was next to impossible that every single one of the planes she was looking at through her window needed mechanical repairs. 
 
   Her thoughts wandered to the hundreds of people who had been unable to get on a flight to their homes. While she felt a measure of sympathy for them, the feeling was quickly replaced with the relief of knowing she would be home with her family in a couple of hours.
 
   She didn’t know it then, but that particular flight to Georgia was one of the last flights out of the Washington, D.C. area. While other states across the country continued to send planes out of their territories, this was one of the first efforts of the nation’s capital to shut down and secure its borders.
 
   Haven’s dream for a future laden with adventure looked as though it was going to become a reality sooner than she expected. 
 
   Only perhaps this time it wasn’t the kind of adventure she’d been hoping for. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2:
 
    
 
   London, England
 
   No one noticed the pale, sickly man sweating profusely while he waited to board Delta Flight 868. Hamid pulled his baseball cap low over his eyes and leaned forward in an attempt to relieve some of the pain twisting his insides. He shut his eyes and reminded himself what he had been told, how his decision to be infected with the lethal virus was going to change history. He would be considered a savior of sorts, a stepping stone to a new and better world. 
 
   Heat radiated from every pore. His body felt as though a fire was scorching through it, devouring his flesh. Hamid glanced down at his forearm where the toxin had been injected. The puncture wound was bright red and angry, and from the site of the injection, his veins had taken on an ominous dark color, standing out starkly against his paling skin. 
 
   “Delta Flight 868 to Atlanta will now begin boarding zones four and five,” a pleasant voice announced over the loudspeaker.
 
   He reached into his pocket, grimaced at the pain that shot through his arm, and pulled out his ticket. He pushed his sleeve down and walked to the swiftly growing line of passengers. 
 
   They had injected him with the poison only an hour before, just outside of the airport in the parking garage to ensure that the virus wouldn’t spread too quickly while he was on the flight. The intention was for him to get through U.S. Customs as inconspicuously as possible and then contaminate populations from there. The flight was scheduled to last five hours, and Hamid fervently hoped that he could withstand the virus long enough to arrive at his destination as planned. Already it seemed as though the virus was attacking his system with an unbridled fervor. 
 
   “Ticket please, sir,” a pretty brunette flight attendant chimed in, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
   He handed her his ticket, waited nervously for her to scan it, and breathed a sigh of relief when she handed it back to him. 
 
   “Enjoy your flight,” the woman told him cheerfully, her white teeth gleaming as she gave him a well-practiced smile. He mumbled a response and boarded the plane.
 
   Once aboard, Hamid located his seat, settled in quickly as he did not bring any carry-on items with him, and attempted to relax. He tried to wrap his head around the magnitude of what he had done. He understood that it meant he would never see his family or friends again, never set foot in his homeland, never reach old age. If he was honest with himself, however, he didn’t really have very many friends, and while he did have a wife and child, they would understand the sacrifice he was making. 
 
   He would be a hero. 
 
   Still, he knew that he was only one of many that had been infected with the virus and subsequently sent to various cities around the United States. 
 
   He watched as the other passengers made their way to their assigned seats. He hated their arrogance, their unfailing ability to infiltrate everything they touched, and their worldly, hedonistic ways. He realized he had a scowl on his face and immediately softened his expression. After all, he didn’t want to look suspicious before they even left the runway. 
 
   Hamid willed himself to rest. He was exhausted and in pain. He pulled the travel blanket provided by the airline out of its plastic wrapping and encased himself in it. Although he was sweating considerably, he fought back the urge to shiver. Whatever nasty ingredients were in the virus, he couldn’t imagine the pain being worse. He had been briefed a few days before when one of the subordinates beneath the mastermind, General Farhad, gave him a short list of what to expect once he was infected. He had been told that the manner in which he had contracted the virus would be a slower process than if he had become infected through the bodily fluids of a carrier. Supposedly, the fever would be what killed him, and already, he was certain he was running a high temperature. 
 
   Thus, he had left his homeland late yesterday evening, arrived in London Heathrow, exited the airport, met with someone once he was outside, and safe from the prying eyes of security cameras, the stranger had injected him in the back seat of a 2012 Mercedes Benz with tinted windows. He had promptly left the vehicle without exchanging more than a prayer with the stranger and subsequently went back through security to his assigned terminal. He had felt the effects of the virus as soon as he had gotten into the security line, and upon catching his reflection in a glass barrier near the scanners, he realized his skin had taken on an unusual pallor.
 
   He had to admit that the General’s biochemical weapon was genius. Sure, there had been smallpox, the flu, and H1N1, to name a few, but how many of these diseases could boast the ability to completely eradicate populations, to literally create monsters that would hunt prey in the most terrifying manner? How many of those diseases had no cure and would not end until each and every carrier had feasted on the flesh of those they sought to eliminate? How many secret weapons had created killing machines that multiplied by the second? That never tired? 
 
   None before now.
 
   Hamid suddenly jerked forward, clutching his abdomen. He violently coughed, trying to mask the sound with his fist. When he pulled his hand away, he winced as he caught sight of a thick black substance oozing between his fingers. 
 
   He turned when he heard someone clear her throat. A middle-aged, portly woman stood in the aisle, skeptically eyeing him and his condition. A typical overly enthusiastic tourist, she proudly displayed a brightly colored shirt complete with Big Ben and the London Bridge emblazoned across the front. 
 
   “I think you’re in my seat,” she remarked dryly, curling her lip slightly at his disheveled state. It was clear that she didn’t want any part of his sickness. 
 
   He nodded, rose to his feet, and brushed past her to go to the toilets. Shoving his soiled hand into his pocket, he stumbled hastily to the back of the plane. A mother waiting in line with her child saw him and pulled her little boy close to her. Did he really look that bad? He quickly passed them and entered one of the cabins. 
 
   As soon as he had safely locked the door behind him, he turned to the mirror and gasped. His face, once a rich, dark tan, was a sickly pale color, and his eyes, once light brown and lively, were rimmed in red and seemed to have sunken into the dark circles of the sockets. 
 
   He quickly lifted his sleeve and sank down to the floor. The site of the injection was no longer bright red and oozing pus, but black and crusty. 
 
   He could feel the poison consuming him, devouring every last remnant of life in his body. 
 
   Hamid hoped the end would come soon. He didn’t have long now.
 
   ***
 
   “Mmmm, this weather is divine!” Erin Reynolds exclaimed as she stepped off the Delta flight into the hot Atlanta sunshine. She smiled at her tall, handsome boyfriend, Ryan Sloan, pushing her shoulder-length blonde hair behind her ears and pulling out a shiny black pair of Ray-Bans from her bag. 
 
   “Sure is, babe. I’m glad you planned this,” he responded, squeezing her shoulder affectionately.
 
   Inhaling deeply, she walked hand in hand with Ryan towards the shuttle that would transport them to the terminals. Erin was ecstatic that she had been able to convince Ryan to take a few days off from med school after his mid-terms at Boston University. Always the overachiever, Ryan had pushed himself to the limit and was in dire need of a vacation. And what better place to relax than in the Deep South? 
 
   A native Georgia girl herself, Erin was excited to introduce Ryan to her parents. They had been together for a couple of years already, and Erin was positive that Ryan was “the one.” She had met him at the Cheesecake Factory while celebrating her birthday with some girl friends in downtown Boston. He was working part-time as a server to put himself through med school, and almost immediately, there had been a connection. After finishing her Master’s in Fine Arts, she had opened a small studio near the school and had been so busy, she hadn’t come home in quite some time. 
 
   Now, not only would they be able to relax at her parents’ three-story estate in rural Georgia, but she would have the opportunity to show them how wonderful Ryan really was and how much he meant to her.
 
   “I hope they get our bags off the plane quickly. I’m starved,” Ryan said.
 
   Erin grinned, adorable dimples in her cheeks. “Oh, honey, you haven’t lived until you try my mom’s pot roast and peach cobbler.” She reached up on her tiptoes and kissed Ryan passionately. “I’m so excited for you to meet them. My sister, her husband, and my nephew will be there, too. He’s the cutest, he really is, but remind me to keep my hair in a ponytail.” Ryan looked at her quizzically. “One of his favorite pastimes is pulling my hair,” she explained.
 
   Ryan chuckled as they reached the bus. “Well, what do you expect from a three year-old? But you do have nice hair.” He paused to let her board before him. “Après vous,” he said in his best French accent. 
 
   After a very crowded, albeit short, bus ride, they made their way to the baggage claim. While they waited at the assigned carousel, Ryan held Erin close and kissed her on the nose. 
 
   “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m really excited to meet your family. It’ll be interesting to see where you grew up.” 
 
   “You’re going to love them and vice versa. There’s a game at my old high school tomorrow night. I thought we could check that out. Football’s huge in my hometown.” She turned away as a flash of purple caught her eye. “Oh, there’s my bag!”
 
   Ryan moved to the carousel and pulled the suitcase off. “So you packed everything for both of us in this one suitcase?” When she nodded, he shook his head incredulously. “I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”
 
   Erin’s green eyes misted and touched his arm tenderly. “I love you, Ryan. With all my heart.” 
 
   The pair headed out the double doors to the bright Georgia sunshine and heavy airport traffic. “My parents called while we were still in the air. I checked my voicemail when we landed. They should be here in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
   Ryan nodded and shrugged. “I’m not in any rush. I’m on vacation.” 
 
   ***
 
   By the time Hamid stepped off the plane in Atlanta, he was a total mess. He could barely put one foot in front of the other. His hood was pulled far enough over his face so that passersby simply assumed he had a few too many cocktails on the flight. Spittle dripped from his mouth, sweat poured from his frame, and he could no longer form coherent thoughts. Bright sunlight greeted him from the entrance of the airport, and Hamid looked up, his eyes burning from the effort. He realized in that moment that it would be the last sunrise he ever saw, but that in the end, he would be eternalized as the great savior of mankind. Hamid collapsed and felt his final breath leave his lungs. 
 
   Nearby, Ryan and Erin witnessed his fall and rushed to his side, Erin frantically dialing 9-1-1 on her cell phone as she ran. Ryan leaned over Hamid, checked for a pulse, and upon finding none, began CPR, rhythmically pumping his chest, tilting Hamid’s head back and lifting his chin, and breathing into his mouth. Ryan could hear a faint gurgling sound coming from the man and began to think that there was still hope. 
 
   In a matter of seconds, what was once Hamid opened his eyes wide, now a dull, translucent, milky color. Its body remained motionless.
 
   Erin, suddenly noticing that Hamid’s eyes were open and terrifyingly unnatural, screamed a warning to Ryan, but it was too late. 
 
   “Ryan! Something’s wrong. Look at his eyes!” she exclaimed. However, over the roar of buses, taxis, and passersby, her warning was drowned in the commotion.
 
   Ryan was so focused on saving his patient that he was still unaware of this new development and the ominous threat beneath him. Between the noise around him and his determination to put to good use all of the time, energy, and money spent on getting through medical school, he blocked out any distractions. 
 
   This is how it would be in the real world. You’ve gotta stay focused, he reminded himself. He leaned down to Hamid’s mouth and attempted another round of artificial respiration. 
 
   The fingers on Hamid’s newly animated corpse began to twitch and curl, the knuckles straining at odd angles. The undead man uttered a low and guttural moan, its lips pulled back over its teeth in a sinister snarl. Its jaw began to move as though chewing something invisible. Suddenly, it jerked forward and bit down on its rescuer’s lips, sinking its teeth into the tender flesh. Blood spewed at first, then began to drizzle around the corners of the zombie’s mouth as it shook its head back and forth trying to tear the flesh free. 
 
   Ryan shrieked in astonishment and agony, his cries muted into the other’s mouth. He tried to pull away, screaming as his skin audibly started to rip. As he did so, the zombie groaned and ripped a chunk of skin away, revealing a grotesquely permanent sneer on Ryan’s once handsome face. Bloody teeth, shredded gums, and alabaster bones were now clearly visible. 
 
   Ryan fell back in horror, his hands clamped tightly around his heinous wound, still screaming as blood poured freely from his face. 
 
   Horrified and stunned, Erin rushed to him and futilely tried to stop the bleeding by pressing her coat to his lips.
 
   “Oh, my God! Baby, baby, oh, my God,” she sobbed. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   A crowd had now gathered about, and the zombie, still chewing on Ryan’s fleshy lips, slowly rose to its feet as it noticed the fresh meat about it. The surrounding people backed away after taking in its blood-spattered, otherworldly features. Several pulled out cell phones and began dialing 9-1-1. 
 
   Bright red blood was dripping from the sinister man’s mouth, its fingers claw-like and feral, and its gait uneven and jerky. It continued to emit a throaty hiss as it moved forward.
 
   The zombie headed towards the meal it had started.
 
   Ryan lay on the ground, still bleeding profusely and drifting in and out of consciousness. Erin was on her cell phone, simultaneously crying and screaming for somebody to help them. She could not staunch the flow of blood and knew enough about emergency care that if Ryan didn’t get to a hospital fast, he was in big trouble.
 
   “Somebody, please!” she begged. “Help us!”
 
   Everyone around had backed away, also in shock. Erin noticed that Ryan’s attacker was headed in their direction. It looked like a man-eating shark that was coming back to finish its meal after taking a bite out of an unsuspecting swimmer. 
 
   “Get away from him, you bastard! He was trying to help you!” The monster paid no attention. With only a few feet left until it made it to Ryan, she reached into the outer pocket of their nearby suitcase. 
 
   Armed only with a pink pepper spray keychain, Erin rushed up to the zombie and sprayed the chemical into its face. 
 
   Unfortunately, the zombie showed no signs of discomfort and instead diverted its attention from Ryan to her. Lunging forward, it grabbed her arm and chomped down on a chunk of her palm. 
 
   Screaming in agony, she backed away clutching her injured, bleeding hand and knelt beside her partner. With her good hand, Erin pulled on Ryan’s arm, dragging him with her as best she could as she retreated from their adversary. 
 
   The creature still pursued them with its awkward gait and reached them easily. It fell to its knees and grasped Ryan’s leg, leaning down to take a large bite out of his thigh. Erin sobbed, collapsing under the strain, and futilely kicked at the zombie with her feet. 
 
   A nearby security officer, Jack MacConnell, ran out of the double doors of the Delta arrivals desk as fast as his sixty-five year-old body would allow. 
 
   “Back the hell off!” he yelled in a heavy Scottish accent. From the look on his face, his white, bushy eyebrows furrowed in concern, it was clear he had never witnessed violence of this magnitude. 
 
   The zombie continued to chew on the man’s thigh, horrible gurgling and slurping sounds accompanying the tearing of thin strips of skin. 
 
   “What the bloody hell…” he whispered, frozen in shock. 
 
   Without thinking, Jack broke into a run and headed towards the zombie. Within seconds, he reached it, wrapped his arms around its torso and tackled it to the ground. 
 
   The creature writhed in his grasp with a strength that was unparalleled to anyone Jack had ever fought against before. He twisted away just before the zombie could sink its teeth into his shoulder, using his feet to propel him backwards as fast as possible. 
 
   The zombie was crawling to him at a terrifying speed, like some kind of possessed human-insect. Only a couple of feet remained between the two of them. Jack reached into his holster and pulled out a Sig P226, aiming for the center mass of the monster. He pulled the trigger.
 
   The undead man fell, and Jack breathed a sigh of relief. He leaned back and wiped the sweat from his forehead, then got to his feet and began to walk over to the two victims, talking into his radio as he walked. 
 
   His relief was short-lived. Erin screamed as the zombie jerked forward suddenly, its face contorted into an expression that was even more inhuman than before. 
 
   It rose to its feet mechanically, unaffected by the shot. If anything, it seemed to move faster with the promise of food so near. It shuffled towards Jack, its bloody teeth gnashing as it emitted a hungry growl.
 
   ***
 
   Erin watched the scuffle from where she sat in front of the Delta baggage counter. She couldn’t believe what she had just seen. The officer had shot the crazed man. Shot him. And not with some little pellet gun either. In spite of this, he had gotten up as easily as if it had never happened. 
 
   Her hand was on fire, but she tried to ignore it. She was more concerned about Ryan. The zombie had bitten a gash the size of a baseball out of Ryan’s leg. He was losing blood quickly in spite of her efforts to stem the flow. He had already passed out, his skin ashen.
 
   “Baby, I don’t know what to do,” she said softly, defeated.
 
   Erin hoped the officer could put the horrible monster down. In the distance, she heard the sirens of ambulances and police cars.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The zombie plowed into Jack MacConnell like a freight train, catching him off guard. His gun went flying. 
 
   Jack might have been older, but he was no wuss, and he sure as hell wasn’t going down without a fight, gun or no gun. He kept the zombie on the ground with his forearm pressed firmly over its chest. The zombie snarled and hissed, eyes wide and translucent, continuously chomping down its teeth in anticipation. Although unable to reach Jack’s face, it continued to lean forward and snap at the air between them. 
 
   How is it that I bloody shot him, and he’s not even in pain? Jack thought. What kind of drugs are people using these days?
 
   Raising his fist, Jack landed a solid punch on his target’s head. However, the creature’s skin, while no longer damp with sweat, was slick with Ryan and Erin’s blood. After making contact with the side of its face, Jack’s fist slipped and slid towards the zombie’s open jaws. His knuckles scraped across the monster’s viscera-stained bottom teeth. Jack watched in horror as the skin peeled and curled off of his outer hand and fell onto the ghoul’s slimy dark tongue. It eagerly swallowed the slivers of flesh, eyeing him wildly. He yanked his hand back before the monster was able to bite down.
 
   “Guys, a little help would be fantastic!” Jack yelled over his radio. 
 
   One of the younger officers, Mike Holst, who had watched from the automatic sliding doors as the zombie took a bullet to the chest and rose as though unscathed, shook off his fear and ran over to his fallen comrade, landing on the ground near the creature’s head. Keeping his hand pressed down on the monster’s shoulder, he dug out the radio from his belt and frantically called for back-up. 
 
   The zombie took advantage of the distraction to bite down on Mike’s arm. He screamed in a mixture of pain and surprise and pulled his arm away, falling back into Jack who was struggling to keep the zombie on the ground.  
 
   Behind them, bright lights flashed as several emergency vehicles pulled up to the scene. Paramedics burst from the doors with stretchers and rushed to Erin and Ryan. A half-dozen police officers exited their vehicles and immediately began pushing the crowd back.
 
   “Get out of the way! Make room!” some of the officers yelled to the crowds.
 
   One of the bystanders, a middle-aged woman, ran over to the policemen. 
 
   “You’ve got to help him! That man…” she exclaimed, her voice high with tension as she pointed to the zombie, “…he bit him. He tore him apart!”
 
   One of the officers, Brian Lucas, gently pushed her back away from the crime scene. “Okay, ma’am. Don’t worry. We’ve got this.”
 
   She nodded nervously, biting her fingernails and watching the chaos with wide eyes.
 
   Officer Lucas ran over to Jack and Mike, pulling out handcuffs and helping the men roll the zombie onto its stomach. “What the hell is going on here? This is insane.” He dug his knee into its back and cuffed the zombie gruffly.
 
   Jack grunted. “You’re telling me. They don’t pay me enough for this.” He shook his head. “Our friend here decided to make a meal out of that guy and his girlfriend over there. I was lucky enough to come out and see him chewing on the man’s leg like it was a dog bone.”
 
   He and Officer Lucas pulled the creature to its feet, simultaneously making sure to stay away from the zombie’s snapping teeth.
 
   Mike stood and immediately tore off his jacket to survey the damage and breathed a sigh of relief as he realized no skin was missing. In spite of the heavy uniform jacket, however, its strong, hungry jaws had broken skin. He stared at the puffy red teeth marks and droplets of blood, but immediately felt luckier than the poor guy who was now missing the lower half of his face and large chunks of his thigh. The young man looked as though he had been the victim of a gruesome shark attack.
 
   “He f’ing bit us, dude. You should have seen it. I’m lucky to still have all my parts. I mean, look at that guy. His lips are gone. He’s bleeding all over the sidewalk. What if he dies? I say we just shoot this bastard and be done with it,” he said angrily, looked disdainfully at the zombie. “Look at him. He’s hella dangerous.”
 
   Officer Lucas looked at the younger man sternly. “He’s messed up, that’s for sure. But we don’t just kill a man for that.” 
 
   “That’s real easy for you to say seeing as how you didn’t get bitten,” Mike protested angrily.
 
   The zombie moaned and struggled, shifting its ravenous gaze on each of the men and lunging at them unexpectedly with frightening speed. 
 
   Officer Lucas jerked him roughly to his waiting Impala, taking care to avoid the zombie’s chomping jaws. He shoved it into the back, carelessly pushing its head through the open door and paused to survey the rest of the scene, noticing that the initial victim and his girlfriend had been placed into an ambulance. He turned his attention to the two security guards, Jack and Mike, who were being attended to by paramedics.
 
   “Good job, gentlemen. We’ll take it from here. Go home and get some rest,” he called out as he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the ignition. He pulled away from the chaos and headed towards the police department to process the demented prisoner.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mike shook his head and ran a hand over his short brown hair as a paramedic examined and cleaned his small wound. After giving his statement to a few officers, he was more than ready to go home.
 
   “Man, that was insane. I almost crapped myself when he bit me.”
 
   Jack nodded, but didn’t make eye contact. Another paramedic gently bandaged his injured hand. “Something about him wasn’t right.” 
 
   Mike scoffed. “Well, clearly.”
 
   The older man stared solemnly at the floor. “I have a bad feeling about all of this. Don’t know why. Just somethin’ in my gut.”
 
   A loud beeping noise shook both men from their brooding. Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. 
 
   “It’s my wife,” he said sheepishly. “She probably heard about this mess on the news.” 
 
   Jack chuckled and stood up, flexing his bandaged knuckles. “Well, don’t just stand there and stare at it. Answer her, you big oaf. She’s likely worried sick.” He added, “Thanks for the help, son. Without you, I would have ended up shredded beef.”
 
   Mike smiled and waved him off, walking back toward the airport. 
 
   “Hey, Chels.” Mike sighed. “Yeah, it was crazy… What channel was it on?... I figured as much… Was I on TV?... Well, I had to help him; he’s, like, sixty… Yes, yes, I know… But he didn’t have a weapon… well, unless you count his teeth… How do you think I feel? Bastard bit me, for crying out loud!... Yeah, well, you didn’t see what happened to the other guy… Probably get there around seven-thirty for dinner… I just have to stop by the hospital and get a tetanus shot first… Maybe rabies, too… He sure looked possessed… Don’t worry. I’ll be home soon… Tell Tyler I love him… Love you, too.” He closed the phone and looked over his shoulder, catching sight of a dark stain on the road from where Ryan had been laying. 
 
   He hoped the man would be okay. It sure didn’t look good. 
 
   Mike wanted to pretend like this whole day had never happened. 
 
   He just wanted to go home to his wife and baby. 
 
   Besides, he sure was hungry.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3:
 
    
 
   Haven turned off the shower and stepped out onto the fluffy pink bath mat her sister, Faith, had picked out from Bed, Bath, and Beyond the week before. She wiped the steam from the mirror and paused to look at her reflection. She felt healthy and revived after a hearty meal, a good night’s rest, and an exhilarating work-out that evening consisting of sit-ups, push-ups, sprints, and a long run in preparation for her FBI fitness test down the road. 
 
   The flight back had passed quickly. Haven had slipped into a restless slumber, only to jolt awake from a horrible nightmare just as the wheels touched the runway in Columbus. Her grandmother had picked her up with Faith, and after over an hour in the car driving through the quiet countryside, Haven had arrived home. 
 
   She padded into the room that she and Faith shared. Her sister lay on the bed, listening to her iPod and thumbing through pages of her textbook for her English II class at the local community college. Faith had opted to live at home and stay with her grandmother while Brett and Haven had chosen to attend universities further away. 
 
   Petite and delicate, Faith had straight golden blonde hair that flowed like silk to the small of her back. She was soft-spoken, seldom thought poorly of anyone, and was consistently kind to everyone with whom she came into contact. Endearingly naïve about the ways of the world, Haven always felt like she needed to look out for her younger sister. 
 
   Haven tied the towel snugly around her body and headed to her side of the room, the half painted in deep crimsons that stood out in stark contrast to her sister’s baby pink half. She sat down at her antique desk, opened her laptop, and pulled up CNN.com. Combing through the tangles in her damp hair, she scanned over the various news articles, trying to find something of interest. She paused at one of the titles.
 
   “Several Bitten by Vicious Attacker at Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport.” 
 
   She was about to click on the link for details when she heard a knock on the door. 
 
   “Thought you girls might like to go on a walk?” Rosemary Summerhill asked as Haven opened the bedroom door. The girls always joined her for her nightly walks. It was a tradition since their adolescence. Tradition or not, however, Haven refused to let her walk alone at night.
 
   While almost eighty, Rosemary still had a stamina for life that rivaled most young adults. Haven sometimes worried about her grandmother’s insistence to maintain a very active lifestyle, although deep down, she knew it was what kept her so vivacious in her old age. Nearly every day of the week, Rosemary kept herself busy with some kind of activity, whether it was woodcarving, dancing, taking Zumba classes at the local YMCA, singing in the church choir, or going out to the shooting range to shoot her .38 Special revolver that she purchased at the local gun store as a Christmas present to herself. 
 
   “Love to, Grandma. Just let me get some clothes on,” Haven replied, turning away from the door. 
 
   She walked back to her room and pulled out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt from her closet. She squeezed the remaining water from her hair with the towel and put it into a loose braid.
 
   “Faith, are you coming?” 
 
   Oblivious to her, Faith bit her bottom lip in deep concentration as she took notes and highlighted her book. Haven lightly tapped her knee. “Come on, bookworm. We’re going for a walk with Grandma.” 
 
   Faith smiled and closed her book. “Sure.” She glanced around the room. “I just have to find my shoes.” 
 
   Once they were ready and out the door, Rosemary took her granddaughters by the hand.
 
   “Haven, I know it’s been hard for you out here while you look for a decent job, but I’m glad you’re with us,” she said. “It wasn’t the same without you when you were abroad.” Haven squeezed her hand, and Faith nodded in agreement, planting a sweet peck on her grandmother’s cheek. 
 
   Rosemary’s eyes widened as though remembering something. “I forgot to tell you. Did you girls read the paper today? I read the most absurd thing, and quite honestly, I wish I could un-read it. This young man apparently tried to eat some people at the Atlanta airport, including a med student from Boston. Thank God you flew into Columbus.” She shook her head. “This world keeps getting crazier and crazier.” 
 
   “I know, I saw that when I went on-line. I didn’t read the details, but if he’d bitten me, I would have bitten him right back!” Haven said in earnest.
 
   “That’s awful. What would make someone do something like that? Drugs, like that guy in Florida?” Faith murmured. 
 
   As the pair walked in silence, mulling over the disturbing information, the neighborhood suddenly seemed darker and more eerie. They lived outside of the town, far enough from the hustle and bustle, but not quite out in the sticks either. One side of the road that ran through the neighborhood was surrounded by a dense forest. On the other side sat dozens of houses, some that snaked into small cul-de-sacs. 
 
   “Well, maybe he was sick. Sounds like rabies,” Haven finally proffered. 
 
   “You know, I have a theory about these things… Times are getting more dangerous, sweetheart. Wars are everywhere, and people are killing their own kind. Natural disasters are reducing countries to next to nothing. Our economy is still in a big rut, jobs are scarce… people are getting desperate. I think we’re in the end times. It’s getting worse and worse out there. Who knows what led that man to bite those people, but regardless, I don’t like it. What’s worse is that it doesn’t seem to be an isolated incident. I keep reading about similar stories taking place all over the country.” She thought for a moment. “We need to get some supplies at the store. I’ve been meaning to do it for a while now, but after reading about the crazy things people are doing nowadays… I’ve waited long enough.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be fine, Grandma. You shouldn’t stress over it.” Haven raised her arm and flexed in jest. “Plus, if anyone ever tries to hurt you, I’ll make them wish they hadn’t,” she joked. 
 
   Rosemary patted her arm. “I don’t doubt it. You’ve always been my tough little cookie. God bless the man you marry.” 
 
   They linked arms as they walked, their laughter filling the cool autumn air. 
 
   As they headed back to the warm comfort of their home, Haven looked up and admired the clear sky full of twinkling stars and realized that moments like these were some of the many things she would greatly miss when she moved to the city.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ride to the hospital had made Erin feel very nauseous. She had already vomited twice, the first time on the poor paramedic’s shoes as he attended to Ryan. She blamed it on the horrors of the day. Her nerves were getting the best of her.
 
   Ryan had lost a lot of blood, and Erin was extremely worried about him to the point that she’d chewed her nails down until her fingertips bled. After tearfully calling her parents and telling them what had happened, they had changed course and rushed to the hospital to meet them there. 
 
   Erin sobbed into her sleeve. The whole evening had been traumatic, and she was still in shock over what had happened. 
 
   She stared as if in a trance at Ryan’s leg, which had been bandaged by the paramedics. Before they had arrived, she had been able to see clear to the bone. However, what was perhaps more terrifying was the lower half of Ryan’s face. They had put an oxygen mask over his mouth, which had caused him a great deal of pain since there was nothing there but exposed, ravaged flesh. Raw hamburger meat.
 
   He no longer resembled a human being. He looked like a monster.
 
   Erin stifled back her tears in case he could hear her. She pulled her sleeve over her hand, which burned and stung painfully. She had almost forgotten during all the commotion that she, too, had been attacked. 
 
   She knew she would be okay, but sadly wondered how he would ever recover.
 
   Ryan feebly reached over and took her hand. He hadn’t spoken to her since before the attack mostly because it was excruciating to do so. She leaned over to him and kissed his hand. 
 
   “They’re going to make you better really soon, baby. I’m so sorry, so sorry!” she cried. 
 
   Ryan’s face had lost most of its color, and his skin had taken on a disturbing ashy green hue. Erin stroked his forehead tenderly and looked at the paramedic who was checking his vitals.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, but he feels so hot. Is that normal?”
 
   The young man took Ryan’s temperature. His solemn face couldn’t hide his surprise. “To be honest, he’s running a really high temperature. Not to worry though. He’s probably just fighting an infection.”
 
   Erin nodded numbly.
 
   A few minutes later, they arrived at the hospital, and the couple was ushered into the emergency room. Ryan was looking worse by the minute, his fever spiking unnaturally high and his body shaking in convulsions. He had vomited several times, and when Erin saw the obsidian color of the bloody liquid, she shrunk back in horror. 
 
   She waited anxiously while the doctors tried to help him as best they could, but it seemed like whatever had been transmitted through the bite was unstoppable in its destruction. 
 
   “Ms. Reynolds, we’re going to have to ask you to step out for a moment, please,” one of the nurses said, gently leading her to the door. 
 
   “What do you mean? What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Erin cried, trying to wriggle out of the nurse’s grip.
 
   “We’re doing the best we can, ma’am. We’ll let you come back in as soon as we can stabilize him.”
 
   She led Erin to the hallway and closed the door. Erin stood there staring blankly at the little window looking into Ryan’s room.
 
   Her parents, Harry and Pauline, arrived moments later, their faces lined with deep concern.
 
   Erin rushed into their arms and sobbed.
 
   ***
 
   Mike Holst stepped out of his car and walked up the driveway to his home. It was nearly eight o’clock, and he was beyond exhausted. He’d gone to the hospital for a quick tetanus shot and now wanted nothing more than a warm meal and a hot bath before climbing into bed with his wife.
 
   He unlocked the door to their suburban home and was greeted by the delicious smell of grilled steaks and roasted potatoes. 
 
   Chelsea Holst leapt through the living room to greet him, throwing her arms around his neck with a sigh of relief. 
 
   Mike chuckled. “Hey, I told you I’d be fine. My arm hurts like crazy, but they gave me a tetanus shot and some meds for safe measure. I think that considering all of today’s adventures, I got out of it pretty unscathed.” 
 
   Chelsea fought back tears. “I knew you would, but still… That was so scary, seeing the footage from the attacks. I wish you would have let that other security guard take care of it.”
 
   She walked back to the kitchen. 
 
   “Chels, come on. He’s an old guy. What did you want me to do? Let that damned lunatic eat him?”
 
   “Better him than you! You’ve got a family to take care of, Michael!” She always used his full name when she chided him. 
 
   He sighed. “I know that. But I figured between the two of us, we could handle it.” His stomach churned. “I’m starving. Is dinner ready yet?” 
 
   Chelsea began setting the table. “In a few minutes.”
 
   Mike took off his jacket and examined his small wound. It was looking worse by the hour, but he rationalized that as dirty as human mouths were, he was bound to get some type of infection. Hopefully, that shot and dose of antibiotics would help.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders absentmindedly. “Hey, where’s my little man?”
 
   “He’s in his crib. Dinner is almost ready. Wash up.” Mike headed towards the baby’s bedroom. Chelsea poked her head around the corner of the kitchen and added, “Before you touch him, you wash your hands real good, understand? I don’t want our baby catching anything nasty. Hospitals are breeding grounds for germs!”
 
   Mike took a detour to the bathroom and scrubbed his hands thoroughly. He had to admit he wasn’t feeling the greatest, but he didn’t want to alarm Chelsea more than necessary. Already, she was wound up pretty tightly about the day’s occurrences. Still, even the slightest motion sent a searing pain up his arm. If he didn’t feel better by tomorrow, he’d go to the doctor.
 
   He walked to Tyler’s bedroom. The baby cooed when he neared the crib and threw his tiny, chubby arms in the air gleefully. 
 
   Mike picked him up and kissed his rosy little cheek. 
 
   “Hey, big guy. Daddy missed you today! You would have been proud watching your dad take out the bad guys.” Tyler giggled and put his hand to Mike’s face. He bounced up and down in Mike’s embrace. 
 
   Mike smiled. No matter what happened during the day at that crazy airport, Tyler had a way of making all of his problems and worries disappear. Although he and his wife had a rocky relationship, they always agreed on one thing: Tyler meant the world to them.
 
   He gave the baby a gentle hug and set him back down in the crib. Then he turned on the night light and headed back to the kitchen. 
 
   Suddenly, Mike jolted forward clutching his torso as a wave of nausea came over him. His vision blurred, and he felt the blood rush to his head. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. He put a hand on the wall to steady himself, but he ended up knocking a family photo off instead. It fell to the tile floor with a loud crash.
 
   “Mike, are you okay back there?” Chelsea called out from the dining room.
 
   He slowly straightened himself, forcing the panic out of his voice. “Uhhh, yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
   He leaned against the cool wall to catch his breath, ignoring the shards of glass from the broken frame beneath his feet. 
 
   “I’m coming.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Reynolds family had been waiting for over an hour while doctors operated on Ryan. The white-washed walls, bright fluorescent lights, and sterile smell of the hospital were anything but comforting. Erin sat curled up on a stiff, cold chair, wrapped up in her mother’s oversized sweater, and rubbed her eyes with her uninjured hand. While her palm had been cleaned and bandaged, it burned and throbbed painfully. However, Erin’s mind was elsewhere. She absentmindedly chewed on her fingernails, something she hadn’t done since she was fourteen, and stared blankly at the wall in front of her. 
 
   Erin’s father walked over to her and handed her a Styrofoam cup of steaming coffee. She had just reached out to accept it when the nurse rushed from the room. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat when she noticed the exhaustion and sadness in the nurse’s expression. 
 
   Erin stood up quickly along with her parents, and Harry rested his hand on Erin’s shoulder as if to offer silent support.
 
   “What’s wrong? How is he?” she asked quickly, eyeing the nurse’s face with suspicion. 
 
   The nurse looked at her hands nervously. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Reynolds,” she stammered. “We lost him a moment ago.”
 
   Erin’s expression crumbled, and she collapsed into her father’s arms.
 
   “It was so unexpected…” the nurse’s voice trailed off as Erin turned from her father and ran to Ryan’s room. Her parents followed her solemnly.
 
   Erin entered a dimly-lit room and staggered to the bed, taking in the gore surrounding her. The bed was covered in black bile and chunks of something that could only have been pieces of Ryan’s once healthy organs. She fell onto Ryan’s lifeless corpse, sobs fiercely shaking her body as she wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her head next to his. 
 
   Her parents stood behind her, comforting her with whispers of condolences.
 
   The room was silent save for the sound of Erin’s sobs and desperate pleas.
 
   The doctor came in wordlessly and took off his glasses. “I don’t know what to say. We’ve never seen anything like this before. I’m so sorry, but… there was nothing we could do.” He clasped his hands in front of him and stared at the ground.
 
   Erin’s parents began speaking with him in hushed tones, turning their backs away from their daughter and her deceased lover.
 
   They failed to notice Ryan’s eyes suddenly open, all color drained from them. They failed to hear the low hissing moan escaping his newly animated form. They failed to see his hands, once motionless and hanging limply from the side of the bed, slowly reach up and grip Erin by her hair, fingers clawing and tangling in the blonde waves. 
 
   At first, Erin stiffened in shock. Her expression of sadness was abruptly replaced with one of relief and joy as she lifted her head from the pillow. However, once she faced him, her eyes meeting his vacant, lifeless, hungry gaze, she let out a short scream.
 
   Almost immediately, Ryan opened his shredded mouth and lunged forward, yanking Erin’s head back so that her neck was bared to him. Her parents turned in time to witness Ryan sinking his gore-covered teeth into their daughter’s soft, delicate neck. 
 
   Blood spewed high into the air as Ryan closed his jaws, grinding his teeth together to pull free the flesh. Erin’s shrieks of horror were quickly reduced to gurgling wheezes as she struggled against him. 
 
   Pauline was screaming. Harry rushed over to his daughter and began yanking her free from the zombie’s relentless feasting. It was a gut-wrenching tug of war as Ryan viciously gripped her twitching body closer towards him, chewing through Erin’s jugular vein, while Harry desperately pulled her in the opposite direction, crying as he realized his daughter was dying. Her blood sprayed over both of them. 
 
   In one final pull, Harry felt Erin break free and heard an awful snapping sound as she fell backwards onto him. Her eyes were wide open, frozen in shock and horror. Her clothes were soaked through with her own blood. Her body twitched and went limp. 
 
   She wasn’t breathing. 
 
   Pauline ran over to her daughter and screamed in agony. The doctor was on the room phone a few feet away, yelling into the mouthpiece for security. They weren’t answering.
 
   “Erin, honey. Wake up, sweet pea,” her father cried softly as he cradled her in his arms. 
 
   “My baby!” Pauline wailed hopelessly, collapsing on the floor next to Erin’s motionless body. 
 
   The doctor noticed that the man on the bed was slowly moving to the edge, its eyes hungrily following him. He backed away slowly, but tripped over one of the chairs. There was no mistaking that the zombie was now stumbling in his direction. He scrambled to his feet, his hands frantically searching for the door knob and the promise of escape. The corpse was only a few feet away. It held out one arm and moaned loudly, dragging its once injured leg behind it. The doctor breathed a sigh of relief as his fingers brushed against the door handle and hurriedly turned it. 
 
   He barely made it out the door. “Oh, thank God!” he murmured as he staggered into the hall, leaving the Reynolds to their own devices. He started to head to the people who had gathered to investigate the commotion. He threw one look over his shoulder, and to his horror, realized the monster was following him. Gasps and screams erupted in the hall. 
 
   “NOT ME!” he screamed. “Leave me alone!” Clumsily, he tumbled over a waiting stretcher. This time, he did not get up. The zombie was on him in an instant, tearing him apart and greedily stuffing its mouth with his innards. 
 
   In spite of the myriad people in the hall, no one came to his rescue. 
 
   By the time a lone security guard stepped off the elevator and ran to the scene, chaos had ensued, and the doctor was already shambling towards him, another soldier in the ranks of the undead.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4:
 
    
 
   Haven sat at the bow of the canoe, Faith in the center, and her grandmother in the back. Faith held a picnic basket in her lap. 
 
   “Look at the leaves. Aren’t they lovely?” she asked.
 
   Haven stopped paddling and admired the trees washed in warm autumn colors, captivating shades of gold and crimson. “I know. I love fall. I can’t wait to buy pumpkin candles.”
 
   Faith nodded. “And bake pumpkin cookies, cupcakes, pies... Gosh, I’m really craving something sweet now.” She sighed as she looked in the picnic basket at the healthy left-overs her grandmother had packed. Rosemary never wasted food. She always said that too many people around the world went to bed hungry with empty bellies, and it was intolerable to throw away perfectly good food because of that. Haven remembered her telling them, “There are children who would love to have that bit of pasta you’re going to throw away.” And although the girls were craving something other than left-overs, the lessons taught by their grandmother stayed with them, and they tried their best not to be wasteful. 
 
   Rosemary wiped the sweat from her brow and adjusted her wide-brimmed straw hat. “Don’t go overboard. You don’t want to have diabetes like me.” 
 
   “You look great for your age, Grandma. But Haven’s got me in the mood for some fall baking. Who’s going to join me?” Faith looked at both of them.
 
   Haven laughed. “You can always count on me when it comes to pumpkin anything.” She shivered as a chilly gust of wind blew over them and stretched her arms, pulling the sleeves of her red and black plaid shirt down. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you when you’re gone, Haven. You’ll go to D.C. and become some famous FBI agent and forget all about us.”
 
   Haven turned around on the small seat and put her hand on Faith’s knee. “I could never forget about you guys. I’ll try to come home as often as I can. It’s only a two-hour flight.”
 
   Rosemary resumed paddling and prompted Haven to do so, as well. “Joining the FBI Is what you’ve always wanted. D.C. is the best place for you to make your dreams reality. So many opportunities in that great city.”
 
   “No, I know. I’m happy for her. I just don’t want to be so far apart,” Faith answered softly, picking at a loose thread on her sweater.
 
   Haven smiled. “I haven’t even gotten the job yet. Let’s not count our chickens before they hatch.”
 
   Faith started unpacking the basket as they paddled over to a large cypress tree, its thick trunk and ample branches providing a cozy, shady spot to have a snack.
 
   “You’ll get it. I just know it.” She pulled out several Tupperware containers. “Who wants what? I’ve got potato salad, baked chicken, carrots, hummus, and the pasta salad from last night. Geez, Grandma, you’re so healthy now.”
 
   Rosemary chuckled. “Well, if I didn’t change my eating habits, I wasn’t going to be around much longer. I have three grandchildren, and I fully intend to see each of them get married and start families of their own.” She pointed to one of the blue containers. “Put a little of that pasta salad on there for me, please.” 
 
   Faith pulled out a paper plate and spooned some salad onto it. “Haven will be first.”
 
   Haven was already munching on a drumstick and nearly choked. 
 
   Faith wiggled her eyebrows at her. “Don’t act so surprised. Houston can’t wait to marry you. And I know he wants to make beautiful dark-haired babies with you because the last time he was here, he said ‘when we have our son, all he’s wearing are Duke jerseys.’ ‘Our son.’” 
 
   Haven tried to appear nonchalant. “Maybe he was talking about you?”
 
   Rosemary laughed. “That boy loves you so much, Haven. He’s going to be a great husband and wonderful father. Sometimes you can just tell those things.”
 
   Faith nodded enthusiastically. “Mmmhmmm. I agree.”
 
   Haven grabbed a carrot out of a Ziplock bag and dipped it into the garlic-flavored hummus. “I have no intention of having kids any time soon. It’d be too tough on my career. I want to be settled into everything before I even start to think about that stuff.”
 
   Faith took a small bite of potato salad. Her eyes widened. “You’d be the cutest pregnant FBI agent ever.”
 
   Haven rolled her eyes. “Don’t hold your breath, chica. You’ll have to rely on Brett to give you nieces and nephews.”
 
   Faith sighed. “Brett will get married and have kids when all martial arts schools across the country shut down, wrestling stops playing on television, his friends are no longer interested in video games, and hell has frozen over. Which basically means never.”
 
   Rosemary reached for a bottle of water and took a swig, her eyes on her eldest granddaughter. “Going back to you… What if Houston asked you to marry him? What would you say?” 
 
   “Yes,” Haven said without missing a beat. “I can’t imagine myself with anyone else. But I’m definitely not ready to start a family! How about we talk about something else?” she suggested, shifting awkwardly in the canoe.
 
   They finished the rest of their lunch discussing plans for the holidays, namely Christmas. Christmas used to be a very painful time of the year for the siblings. While most children would go on and on about what their parents were going to buy them for the holidays or what ski trips they had planned, for Haven, Faith, and Brett, Christmas was only a reminder that they were orphans. However, over the years, Rosemary had worked extra hard to make the holiday special for them, decorating the entire house and yard in colorful, old-fashioned lights, setting up a beautiful nativity on the mantle over the fireplace, taking them caroling at the homeless shelters and nursing homes with her church choir, going to Midnight Mass at the old stone church, and making such a delicious Christmas meal that Haven looked forward to it from the twenty-sixth of December until the following Christmas. She had always admired her grandmother for unfailingly opening her home to those without a place to spend the holidays. She taught her grandchildren to always be mindful of those less fortunate and to be grateful for their many blessings. Haven had been forced to spend one Christmas away from her family while in England. Even then, she followed her grandmother’s example and threw a splendid Christmas party and scrumptious potluck for all of her classmates, making sure to invite as many people as she could, including the plumbers. She had been eternally grateful to them in particular, as they had managed to fix the water which happened to shut off as she was preparing the food.
 
   Faith gathered the trash and placed it in the picnic basket. “Let’s paddle back to the house and make pumpkin cupcakes with cream cheese frosting. We could even pop in a Christmas movie. This cold weather really puts me in a festive mood.”
 
   “Couldn’t think of a better idea,” Haven replied, grinning at her sister. If the two sisters shared anything in common, it was their love of all things Christmas. And they had no problem starting the celebration early. “This is definitely the best time of the year.”
 
   ***
 
   Jack MacConnell tapped his foot impatiently as he awaited his son’s flight in the international arrivals terminal. He had already been given the green light to take the rest of the day off, but he hadn’t wanted to waste the gas to drive home only to come back again to pick up his son, Colin.
 
   Gas prices these days, he thought bitterly.
 
   Jack tucked his bandaged hand into his jacket pocket. He’d changed into civilian clothes and had taken a quick makeshift bath using paper towels, warm water, and copious amounts of soap in the restroom. The wound burned something fierce, but he figured any discomfort would go away with a little Neosporin and proper cleaning.
 
   He watched as a large group of passengers walked towards him, their eager expressions searching for familiar faces. He found himself standing on his tiptoes trying to find Colin. 
 
   A jolt of excitement rushed through him. Jack hadn’t seen his son in person in over five years. He sensed that the divorce between him and Colin’s mother, Lorna, had affected his son more than he let on. Fifteen years ago, they had split after Jack discovered that Lorna had been having an affair with another man. Lorna had blamed her decision on the fact that he was never home, often working long hours into the night to put food on the table and provide for his family. Jack couldn’t understand how after thirty-three years of marriage, she could do something so selfish, especially after he had worked so hard to make sure his family’s needs were always met. Colin, who was only seventeen when it happened, changed in ways that both alarmed and flabbergasted his parents. Always a studious boy in school, he began to drift away from his studies until he finally dropped out of school, instead choosing to pursue other… interests. When Colin was an adult, Jack decided to head to the States and start fresh.
 
   For nearly two decades, Colin had been a bartender in Glasgow. Jack had always hoped his son would find a more lucrative, sustainable career, but now that Colin was in his thirties, that hope was quickly dying out. When he wasn’t serving drinks at the local hole-in-the-wall, Colin traveled around Europe, hosteling and couch-surfing his way around the continent. He had never married, something that Jack always bemoaned as he would have loved grandchildren, and instead chose to charm his way into the beds of countless women. In addition, he drank like a fish and gambled like a madman, but to his credit, he also played the bagpipes like no other.
 
   If there was one thing that could be said about Colin, it was that he seized life by the horns. Maybe not always in the best ways, but... Still, Jack sensed a sadness behind those charismatic green eyes and carefree spirit. While Lorna was at fault for the divorce, Jack wondered if Colin harbored any resentment towards his father. He rarely saw him, and when he did, he spent most of his time chasing women and carousing with friends. Jack hoped that his son didn’t blame him for his mother’s wandering eye. He had done the best he could, and he was proud that his family had never gone hungry. 
 
   His shoulders sagged, however, and he felt a slight twinge of pain in his gut, but ignored it. He figured he was in need of a good dinner. Jack had already taken some steaks out that morning to thaw in time for their return. He remembered how much Colin loved steak, how even as a child, his eyes would light up whenever his mother announced they were having steaks for dinner.
 
   He looked to the left and instantly saw his son. True to his reputation, Colin was chatting up a leggy blonde flight attendant. She scribbled something on the back of his ticket stub and walked ahead of him. Jack watched him look quite satisfied with himself as she sauntered away, pocketing the scrap of paper. 
 
   By chance, his gaze shifted to Jack. 
 
   “Dad!” his richly accented voice boomed across the room.
 
   Even in five years, Colin hadn’t changed a bit. Handsome and tall like his father, he was sturdily built. His short, light brown hair curled slightly at the ends, and sharp green eyes sparkled as he grinned a bright, megawatt smile amidst a rugged five o’clock shadow. Jack understood why his son was so popular with the ladies. 
 
   The two met and hugged each other heartily. 
 
   “Dad, wow, it’s been forever!” Colin beamed. 
 
   Jack patted him on the back. “You haven’t changed a bit, son.” 
 
   “You have,” Colin replied in earnest. “You look awful.”
 
   “Ha. If you only knew. Today was… colorful, to say the least.” Jack decided to save that story for dinner. “Where are your bags?”
 
   “Just brought one,” his son answered simply. 
 
   Jack looked behind him at the large duffel, eyeing it with skepticism. “A month’s worth of clothes in just that?”
 
   “I’m used to traveling with only a carry-on. RyanAir, remember? Besides, just needed a few changes of clothes. And my bagpipes. You have a washer, right? All Americans seem to have them, the nice little stackable ones.”
 
   “Yes, of course I have a washer. Your mother isn’t around to—bagpipes? You brought them with you?” he asked in slight shock. 
 
   When Colin smiled broadly, Jack sighed. “It’s a good thing I don’t live in an apartment. We’d both be kicked out within a week.” 
 
   “Let’s hope not. You know I can’t go anywhere without them. They’ve gotten me out of one or two predicaments.” Jack figured this might be a more interesting topic for dinner and decided to hold off on recounting his day’s “predicaments.” Colin interrupted his thoughts. “What’s for dinner? I’m bloody starved!”
 
   “Hope you like steaks.”
 
   “I’ll eat anything as long as I have a good brew to wash it down!” Colin said energetically, pausing to wink at a buxom brunette. She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled in response.
 
   Admiring her shapely physique from behind, Colin nudged Jack playfully.
 
   “This is going to be a great month!”
 
   Jack smiled and shook his head. Four weeks with Colin would certainly prove an adventure.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mike hadn’t cradled a toilet bowl this tightly since his days in a fraternity at college. He stared at the dark liquid in the toilet. Mike felt like he had gotten the worst possible case of food poisoning. He had been vomiting for the past fifteen minutes. 
 
   Slowly leveraging himself up, he grasped the sink for support. He caught sight of his reflection in the mirror. His eyes were bloodshot and crusty. The dark circles around them only emphasized his condition.
 
   Chelsea knocked on the door. “Mike, is everything okay? Are you coming back to dinner?”
 
   “Yeah, Chels. I’m fine. I think I must be coming down with something.” He pushed away from the sink and opened the door. “I’m just going to go to bed.” 
 
   She gasped when she saw him. “You look terrible!” Concerned, she put a cool hand to his forehead. “And you’re burning up! Maybe I should call the doctor.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing. A couple people at work are sick. Flu season. I bet they gave it to me. I just need a good night’s rest.” He pushed past her gently and headed towards the bed.
 
   “Are you sure?” Chelsea asked again. She looked worried. 
 
   Mike climbed into bed and pulled the covers up to his neck. “Chels, I’ll be fine,” he insisted. “Maybe just turn on the heat. It’s freezing in here.”
 
   Chelsea walked to the closet and yanked out an extra comforter. “Here, this should help.”
 
   Mike muttered a weak thanks. He could barely keep his eyes open. The light in the room made his head spin and eyes burn in unbearable agony. “Sorry. I’m sure I’ll feel better in the morning.”
 
   “Okay, well…” Her voice trailed off, unsure what to say. “Sweet dreams then,” she said softly.
 
   She closed the door. Mike clutched the blankets as another wave of nausea swept over him. He began shivering and slowly curled into a fetal position. He fervently wished sleep would come. Within minutes, his wish was granted, and he drifted into a delirious slumber. This time, he wouldn’t be waking up to the fresh smell of coffee or the feeling of warm sunlight pouring into his bedroom as the sun rose. This time was different.
 
   ***
 
   “These steaks are bloody delicious. I forgot how skilled you were with that grill,” Colin remarked, leaning back in his chair and patting his stomach. 
 
   “Glad you liked them,” Jack answered, trying to force a smile. He had happily let Colin dominate the conversation, feeling too weak to talk himself.
 
   Colin entertained him with stories of the beautiful women he had bedded in every country he visited. Jack, an introvert who never shared his feelings on much of anything, held his hands up in protest when Colin divulged too much. Chuckling, Colin would change the subject, recounting the one time where his bagpipes had come in handy during a bar fight. 
 
   At first, Jack pictured an angry Scotsman preparing to punch Colin in the face—most likely, deservedly so—after flirting with his girlfriend. He imagined Colin wordlessly holding up his hand as he reached to the side of the table and yanked out the traditional musical instrument. Jack figured he probably started playing and did so with such skill and charm, that the jealous bloke at the bar ended up laughing about the whole fight, and the two would hug peaceably. 
 
   Colin pointed out that Jack had been correct about the cause of the fight, but not how it ended. 
 
   As it turned out, on a trip to Spain, Colin had packed along the bagpipes for a friend who had wanted to have them played at his wedding. After taking a cheap RyanAir flight to Barcelona, he had planned to catch a bus to Madrid where the wedding was held. He had a few hours to kill until the next bus arrived, so he decided to go to a local pub. 
 
   Once there, he immediately noticed a gorgeous Spanish girl leaning against the bar, her long dark hair falling around her shoulders and her low-cut white top revealing ample cleavage. She noticed him, as well, and after casting a quick glance behind her at a group of men who were clearly drunk and belligerent, she smiled at Colin invitingly, beckoning him over with a tilt of her head. Her eyes burned with unbridled fire, and her full, sultry lips promised hours of heady passion. He should have seen it coming from a mile away.
 
   However, true to form, Colin brimmed with confidence, walking over to her with his duffel bag. They began talking, her in broken English and Colin in terrible Spanish. They laughed heartily at each other’s attempts to communicate, the girl coquettishly twirling her hair while Colin rested a hand on her thigh and leaned in to her as he would tell her about his travels. 
 
   Their merriment carried across the room, catching the attention of the group of drunkards. One of them nudged another at the table, probably the largest one in the group who had also developed a sour expression as he watched Colin and the girl interact. The others seemed to sober up instantly, almost fearful of his reaction. 
 
   He glared at the girl and stood up with a huff, knocking over a few beer bottles on the table that crashed noisily to the floor. Colin and his admirer stopped mid-conversation and stared at the man as he approached. He was approximately the same age as Colin, muscular, dark-skinned, and very, very angry. 
 
   He—whose name Colin later discovered to be Franco—grasped the girl’s arm rather harshly and yanked her towards him, screaming a string of profanities at her that even Colin understood. She struggled against him, returned the expletives, and slapped his face hard. That was a mistake. Franco’s face burned red, and his livid frame stiffened. His fist reared back and landed solidly in the girl’s stomach. She crumpled to the floor, gasping for air.
 
   Colin immediately jumped in, not caring that this was the girl’s boyfriend, and that they had been flirting non-stop for the past half hour in front of him. He was staunchly against hitting women. He swung his fist into the man’s face, knocking him back a few feet. Franco stumbled around for a moment, the effects of the alcohol and punch clearly taking their toll. Then he uttered a furious primal scream and rushed at Colin. 
 
   The two landed on a nearby table, shattering the thin wooden legs beneath it and smashing the bottles that lay on top. They tumbled to the ground unceremoniously, Colin grimacing when his head hit the concrete floor with a painful thud. At this point, the other men at the table had gathered around them and began yelling encouragement to their friend.
 
   Slightly dazed from the fall, Colin shook his head as he tried to focus on the irate Spaniard.  Franco took advantage of this and reached into the rubble surrounding them. He picked up a broken bottle and began to advance on Colin who was only now getting to his feet. 
 
   Seeing the improvised weapon, Colin quickly searched for something to disable his attacker. The only nearby item was his duffel bag, which also housed the sturdy bagpipes that he played so well. He scrambled over to the bag, simultaneously dodging Franco’s first attempt to cut off his ear, and yanked out the bagpipes. In one deft move, he whirled them around and landed a solid blow to the front of Franco’s face. Cartilage and bones cracked instantaneously, and the man fell to his knees, crying in pain.
 
   “You want some?” he shouted to the other men in the group, wielding the bagpipes in front of him. 
 
   Jack chuckled at this point. “You’ve got to be kidding me, son. You scared them off with… bagpipes?”
 
   “Eh, why not?” Colin responded with a shrug. 
 
   Jack sighed. “So what happened to the Spanish girl?”
 
   Colin grinned and ran a hand through his hair. “She ended up taking me home, not that blundering idiot of a boyfriend from the bar. We spent the last few hours in her apartment waiting for my bus to Madrid. She was quite the flexible señorita—” 
 
   “Okay, son, that’s great. Glad to hear you had a good trip,” he interrupted quickly. He didn’t want to hear the graphic details. Colin smiled wistfully and leaned back to stretch.
 
   Jack tiredly rested his face on his hand and absentmindedly poked at the mashed potatoes. 
 
   Colin noticed, his smile fading, and reached out to touch his father’s shoulder. “You okay? You didn’t even touch your food.”
 
   “Yeah, son, I’m alright. Just had a bit of a rough day at work.”
 
   “You know what you need? A damn vacation. You Americans work too much,” Colin interjected, enthusiastically wiping the last of the gravy from his plate with a thick slice of bread and shoving it into his mouth.
 
   “Huh, maybe.” Jack sighed. His cheeks were devoid of any color. He took his napkin from his lap and wiped a layer of perspiration from his forehead. 
 
   “Want to tell me what happened to that hand?” Colin asked.
 
   Suddenly, Jack doubled over and retched. 
 
   Colin leapt out of his chair to his side. 
 
   “Dad!” he cried out when he saw blackish liquid on the rug.
 
   Jack waved him away. “I’m fine, son. I’ve just gotten a bug, that’s all. I need a good night’s rest. Your old man’s getting older, you know.”
 
   “Are you sure? That doesn’t look bloody normal to me,” Colin replied, reaching for some paper towels to clean up the mess. “What the hell is this?” he mumbled to himself, mopping it up as best he could.
 
   “I’m sure. Just help an old man to bed.” Jack smiled weakly, trying to convince his son not to worry. 
 
   Colin threw the soiled paper towels in the trash. He walked to his father and helped him to his feet. The two trudged over to the master bedroom. Colin sat him on bed and opened the dresser drawers, pulling out a fresh white t-shirt. 
 
   “Here, wear this. You’ve got, umm…” Colin gestured to his chest. “…black goo on your front there.” 
 
   Jack took the proffered shirt and managed to remove the dirty one. He slowly tucked himself under the sheets. 
 
   Colin turned off the lights and stood awkwardly at the doorway. 
 
   “Want me to play the bagpipes for ya?” he asked finally.
 
   Jack shook his head and began to laugh, but ended up in a coughing fit. Colin couldn’t see in the dark, but if he could, he would have been witness to fresh blood and chunks of black gore splattered on the comforter.
 
   “Okay,” Colin said. “Good night, Dad. Glad to be here. Hope you feel better. I’ll leave the door open just a wee bit in case you need anything.”
 
   As Colin walked away, he tucked his hands into his pockets, worry etching his handsome features. His face brightened when his hand produced a scrap of paper with a name and number scribbled across it. 
 
   He made his way over to the kitchen and picked up the phone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5:
 
    
 
   It is just before four in the morning, and Chelsea Holst is sleeping soundly. The room is shrouded in darkness, save for the red glow coming from the numbers on the alarm clock. One of the windows is slightly open allowing in a gentle breeze. The house is almost perfectly silent. 
 
   Barely audible creaking makes her shift slightly in the bed and turn onto her side, reaching an arm across their queen-sized bed to hold her husband. 
 
   She sighs softly as her hand lands on empty space. Her fingers move around vainly searching for the bed’s second inhabitant.
 
   Chelsea pauses and groggily opens her eyes, still half-asleep. She glances at the alarm clock. 
 
   Normally, she would have been woken up by the baby for an early morning feeding.
 
   Chelsea is suddenly aware that she is not alone in the room. A low hissing moan comes from beside her. She stiffens her back and slowly turns to face the sound. 
 
   In a corner of the dark room, she can see the outline of a figure. In her sleepy state, she panics at first before realizing it’s her husband. As her eyes focus, she sees that he is hunched over and watches her from where he stands. 
 
   “Mike?” she whispers.
 
   At this, she hears him moan as he takes one slow step out of the shadows. 
 
   Illuminated by the light from their alarm clock, he pauses before her. His head tilts to the side as he stares at her vacuously, almost as though he senses a familiarity.
 
   Chelsea cringes when she sees his face. She doesn’t recognize him. His eyes are white and vacant, the pupils pinpricks of black. 
 
   “Michael,” she says more assertively. Her voice is still tinged with fear. Chelsea sits up in their bed. She is definitely awake now. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   He slowly stumbles forward, bloody spittle oozing from his gnashing teeth. His lips are all but gone, almost as though he chewed them off in his sickened state. Mike’s teeth are gore-stained, blackened from dried blood and something else. 
 
   He reaches out to her.
 
   For just an instant, Mike remembers. He remembers their wedding day, how elegant and ethereal she looked in her white gown as sunlight sparkled through her hair. He remembers the day their son was born, how she cradled their child to her breast, her cheeks rosy and her hair disheveled. He remembers thinking he was the luckiest man alive. Almost as quickly as it comes, the memory is immediately replaced with nothingness and an overwhelming need to feed.
 
   Chelsea instinctively backpedals towards the other side of the bed, but it is too late. Mike is on top of her and with lightning speed, lunges forward and sinks his teeth into her soft belly. 
 
   For a moment, Chelsea thinks she is still sleeping, trapped in the throes of a horrible nightmare.
 
   She lets out a mournful scream and watches in horror as Mike rears his head back savagely, his teeth still clenched around her skin, and rips her abdomen open, her entrails pouring out of her body. 
 
   Her last thoughts before she drifts into unconsciousness revolve around Tyler. Her poor, sweet baby. Mike was in no shape to take care of him now. 
 
   As she lets the darkness overwhelm her senses, she wonders why she doesn’t hear him crying.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Colin hoisted the gorgeous blonde into the air and shoved her against the wall with a rugged grunt. She gasped in delight and wrapped her legs around him tightly. 
 
   It was their third round for the night. Although they hadn’t noticed, the alarm clock on the nightstand showed that it was just past five o’clock.
 
   “Talk to me in that accent!” she panted.
 
   “What do you want me to say?” he murmured against her neck, his lips brushing her ear as he thrust inside of her. He slowed his movements, one hand supporting her weight and the other expertly stroking her perfectly full, rounded breasts. 
 
   God bless America, he thought.
 
   “Anything,” she breathed, closing her eyes in pleasure and gripping his shoulders tightly.
 
   Colin began to whisper to her, inwardly intrigued that she found his accent so arousing. He interchanged their speed, sometimes teasing her as he thrust slowly within her sensing she was close, and other times moving hard and fast, which he knew would quickly send her over the edge. She threw her head back in ecstasy, her fingernails digging into his back. He bit her gently, smiling knowingly as she climaxed. 
 
   A few minutes later, Colin shifted them from the wall to the foot of the bed, the sheets damp with sweat from their previous trysts, and turned her over onto her stomach. With a rakish grin, he yanked a pillow underneath her hips, pushed her thighs apart with his legs, and drove into her energetically, unaware of the squeaks and creaks emanating from the bed from their exertions. Breathing raggedly as he felt himself getting closer, he reached in front of her and grasped her breasts before coming to a satisfying release himself.
 
   Colin collapsed against her, but not before giving her bottom an approving pat as he ran his hand across her sweat-slicked back. She sighed and turned to face him, pushing her long blonde hair over her shoulder. 
 
   “Have you ever considered moving here permanently? I’d love to see more of you on a regular basis,” she said as she ran a finger down his well-toned abdomen. Her blue eyes looked up at him seductively through thick, dark lashes. 
 
   Colin chuckled. “You know, I get that a lot.”
 
   “Tease,” she pouted. She walked to the pile of clothes strewn about the floor and pulled on his shirt and her hot pink thong. She tiptoed to the door.
 
   Colin leaned back on the bed and watched her with interest. “There’s no point in sneaking around now. I’m pretty sure we woke the bloody dead.”
 
   She smiled and quietly turned the door knob. 
 
   “I’m going to get something to drink. Want anything?”
 
   He shook his head. “Hurry back, love.” He winked at her mischievously. 
 
   “Be right back,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Atlanta, Georgia
 
   Alex Clavell and Mark Newton were pretty excited about the premiere of the latest action film starring their favorite actor, Bruce Willis. They’d been anticipating the release of the movie for months. For them, nothing was better than watching Willis take down the terrorists with his rough, witty, modern-day cowboy flair. 
 
   Mark slid a ten dollar bill under the window to the lady at the ticket counter. She handed him two dollars in change and a ticket, and after thanking her, he stepped to the side of the kiosk while Alex got his.
 
   The pair could barely contain their exuberance. They had spent all day watching a marathon of “Die Hard” movies in Alex’s basement, stuffing their mouths with pizza and soda.
 
   “Hey, we should get some snacks,” Alex said, gesturing to the long lines of people waiting for food.
 
   Mark reached into his pocket and looked skeptically at the two dollars in his hand. 
 
   “I can’t afford anything up there. They charge, like, nine dollars for a Snickers,” he replied, sighing. He didn’t have much money. His mom had given him ten dollars, and for her, that was a lot. A single mom who spent her days working two jobs, one as a waitress at a local diner and another at a bar at night, she struggled to make ends meet.
 
   Alex shrugged and looked down the mall. “Well, we could go to Target or something. You can get a box of Sour Patch Kids for a dollar.” 
 
   “That sounds good.” He sighed in relief and smiled at his friend. Alex came from a much wealthier background. His parents even gave him his own credit card. He never had to ask for money. Everything his heart desired was taken care of. Mark wondered what it was like to not have to worry about your electricity being turned off while you were trying to do homework because the bill hadn’t been paid. Or going to bed still hungry because your cupboards were practically empty, and you had to wait until the end of the week for your mom to get her paycheck so you could buy groceries. 
 
   It must be nice, he mused.
 
   In spite of the economic disparity between them, Alex was always considerate of his best friend. He knew better than to offer to pay for everything when they went out because it would hurt Mark’s pride. Instead, he invited Mark over regularly so he wouldn’t have to spend money he didn’t have. Usually, they just watched movies in Alex’s basement, played football in the park across the street, or went swimming in the pool behind Alex’s house. He’d make sure Mark was amply fed whenever he came over to stay the night, and he often gave Mark his practically new clothes as his mom was constantly shopping for him or his slightly used electronics since his dad insisted he have the latest technological gadgets. Alex made sure to do so in the most nonchalant way possible, always saying “Well, if you don’t take them, they just go to strangers I don’t even know, so I’d rather you have them. Keeps ‘em in the family.”
 
   Mark knew what Alex was doing, but he appreciated the effort nonetheless. One day, he’d rise above his circumstances, go to college, get a well-paying job, and pay Alex back for all the generosity he’d shown him over the years.
 
   The boys left Target with two bags full of sodas, Sour Patch Kids, Nerds, Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough Bites, and Twizzlers. A movie wasn’t a movie without the proper snacks, but they’d be darned if they paid more for the candy than the movie tickets, so they discretely hid the bags under their coats.
 
   They were back in the theater a few minutes later waiting to get their tickets checked when a man coughed noisily beside them. Both boys turned and wrinkled their noses as a disgusting black liquid spewed into the air landing on the shoulder of the unsuspecting person in front of him. He seemed pale and feverish, not coherent enough to even bother concealing his illness.
 
   Alex whispered, “I don’t care where we sit as long as it’s not next to that guy. What’s he doing coming to the mall anyways? That’s how germs spread.” 
 
   As they made their way into the auditorium, they purposefully waited for the sick man to get a seat near the front before edging to the middle, where Mark insisted they’d have the best seats. Generally, he didn’t want to sit in the front because then the images on the big screen were too blurry for him. Too far back and he felt like he was viewing the movie on a small-screen TV, that he might as well have just waited until the chosen film came out on DVD so that he could save some money and watch it at home. So the middle section it was. 
 
   The theater was packed, dark and cool, the perfect atmosphere to enjoy an adrenaline-pumped movie. They sat down in the center of an aisle between several other avid movie-goers.
 
   Alex leaned back in his chair as the previews started. He reached into the plastic bag and pulled out a box of Nerds, ripping open the top and pouring a handful of the colorful, tangy treats into his mouth.
 
   “This one looks good,” Mark whispered, nodding approvingly at the screen like a seasoned film critic as he opened up the Sour Patch Kids, popping a few between his teeth.
 
   “Mmmhmm,” Alex agreed, mumbling around a mouthful of Nerds.
 
   When the previews finally finished, and the opening credits began to roll, the boys held their breaths in anticipation. 
 
   The film met their expectations from the very beginning, loud explosions and gunfire echoing throughout the room in terrific booms. They watched with wide-eyed enthusiasm, their hearts thumping wildly as the terrorists were dramatically picked off by the clever leading man.
 
   It wasn’t until mid-way through the film that everything changed.
 
   Someone started screaming near the front of the theater. A woman in her forties jumped to her feet, clutching the man beside her. She was covered in blood. Mark and Alex leaned forward in their seats. The man was holding his neck as blood squirted freely and vigorously from a gaping wound, trying to shuffle away from something or someone beside him. He wheezed, bubbles of red froth at his lips, his eyes wide in terror, unable to stem the flow of blood as it splattered around him.
 
   “What the heck is that?” Mark asked, turning to Alex.
 
   Alex peered at the gory scene before them. “I have no idea. Part of the show? They did that once with one of the newer Star Wars movies. I’ll never forget it. Boba Fett came walking down the aisle and asked the audience all of these trivia questions before the movie started. Epic.” He leaned back in his seat. “This is cool, I guess, but I don’t see how it relates to the movie.”
 
   “Sure looks real to me,” Mark answered, feeling a little uneasy as he watched the man stagger about before collapsing to the floor while the woman continued to scream. Everyone cheered loudly, thinking it was part of the film.
 
   It wasn’t until the man stood up and grabbed the woman by her hair, yanking her forward and plunging bloody teeth into her throat so forcefully that a thick stream of blood exploded onto the screen that the applause slowed and people quieted, no longer focused on the movie. The two figures were larger than life, their shadowy silhouettes stark contrasts against the screen. The man chewed and pulled, rearing his head back until he had half of her throat in his jaws. 
 
   Mark gripped the arm rests tightly. “Alex, no make-up artist could make anything look that real,” he said fearfully, his words coming out shaky and uncertain.
 
   Alex patted his friend on the back. “Relax, it’s just part of the movie.”
 
   However, moments later, people in the front of the theater began rising from their seats, blood-curdling cries erupting from their mouths. 
 
   Mark jumped from his chair and looked down at Alex. “Come on, something is wrong. We’ve got to get out of here!”
 
   Alex stared at the mayhem taking place before them and rose to his feet, his usually rosy cheeks paling. The woman who’d had her throat torn out was now facing the rest of the audience, with white eyes and a twisted expression, teeth bared. He froze. There was no way someone could have survived that. That meant that she had died and come back. And her zombified face was looking right at him.
 
   Mark grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer, but the aisles were impossible to traverse as everyone flooded the exits, trying to escape the chaos.
 
   The boys had no choice, but to watch the horror playing out in the packed room. 
 
   The first man was now biting those closest to him, usually going for the back of the neck or throat of his victims, holding them tightly against himself as he feasted on their flesh, killing them swiftly. The woman had climbed over the seat and was trying to get to the people in the middle and back sections of the theater. Every time they looked around, the number of people attacking others appeared to have doubled. 
 
   What was worse was that the majority of theater occupants seemed so bent on getting out that they were trampling each other as they stumbled through the masses. Mark and Alex looked on in horror as faces were smashed in from running feet, bones breaking at odd angles, bodies twitching on the ground as they slowly died. Mark saw a couple of shambling figures crouch down and start wrenching the appendages of the incapacitated people on the floor free with their teeth and hands. He had to look away when they began shoving the limbs into their mouths, their rabid faces oddly at ease as they sucked, slurped, and mashed away.
 
   He realized that if they didn’t get out soon, they would be doomed to the same fate as those lying on the cold cement floor in front of them. 
 
   “Alex, this way!” Mark had to yell at his friend to be heard over the roar of the action sequence in the movie and the screams of the petrified people. He pointed to the half wall that shielded the aisle to the exit from the rest of the theater. “We can climb over that and jump down. We’ll be a lot closer to the door from there!”
 
   Alex nodded, but didn’t take his eyes away from where he was staring.
 
   They pushed forward to the end of their aisle and flattened themselves against the half wall. Mark tried to reach the top, but the tips of his fingers were at least a foot too short from the crest of the wall.
 
   Alex finally looked at him, a strange expression on his face. “Here. I’ll hoist you up.”
 
   Mark’s brows furrowed. “What about you?” he yelled over the madness. Several people rushed past them, pushing one another in an effort to get to the exit. They ignored the two unmoving boys.
 
   Alex gave him a small smile. “I’ll be fine. You can pull me up afterwards. Dude, just hurry.” He linked his fingers together and crouched down. Mark put one foot onto the makeshift leverage.
 
   “Okay,” Alex said. “See you at the top.” With one quick thrust of his hands, Alex propelled Mark upwards. Mark was then able to grab the top of the wall and throw one of his legs over the edge.
 
   He quickly balanced himself on the narrow surface and looked back to find his friend. He wasn’t there. Mark’s eyes scanned the area desperately, his eyes settling on Alex just in time to see him shoved against the wall by what was once the woman from before, the one whose throat had been torn out.
 
   The zombie watched Alex intently for a few seconds, its head tilted sideways, lips pulled back in a cruel sneer. Once curly red hair was now frizzy and unkempt. Even above the raucous, Mark could hear its low, hungry growl. Its spine was easily visible through what remained of its ravaged throat; it was the only thing keeping its head attached to its body. The undead woman was one of the most frightening things Mark had ever seen. 
 
   Mark screamed, outstretching his arm for Alex. Alex turned around and looked up at him, his eyes wide with unconcealed dread. He reached up and grabbed Mark’s hand.
 
   But it was too late.
 
   With gnarled, straining fingers, the zombie grabbed Alex by the back of his shirt and pulled him close, burying its teeth into the side of Alex’s face. The boy let out a bone-chilling scream and struggled against his attacker. Mark’s own screams were equally as loud as he watched the zombie tear at his best friend’s face.
 
   “Get out of here!” Alex cried out as he ripped free of the ghoul only to be swallowed by the crowd seconds later, his shredded face the last thing Mark saw as he disappeared into a sea of both infected and panicked people.
 
   Mark sat on his perch above the crowd and stared blankly ahead, unsure of what to do next. The thick knot of infected clogging the aisles had thinned as they moved on to other theater rooms, looking for new prey. He figured he could make it to the exit without much of a problem.
 
   Mark threw his other leg over the edge and hopped down, wincing as he felt the shock of the jump on his ankles when he landed.
 
   He could see the glowing red light of the exit sign as he edged closer, careful not to step on the mangled bodies littering the cold floor. As he neared the door, he was suddenly pushed roughly into a wall by a throng of bleeding, terrified people. He gasped, the breath knocked out of him.
 
   Out of nowhere, Mark caught sight of the profile of his best friend at the end of the group. He exhaled with relief when he saw his friend. 
 
   “Alex, you made it!” he cried out, dodging the frightened passersby as he ran to him.
 
   He skidded to a stop a few feet away from Alex, his mouth agape in shock. Alex’s once white Red Hot Chili Peppers shirt was torn and soaked through with blood. His right arm was completely gone, the bones of his shoulder socket protruding from the lacerated shirt. When his friend turned to face him, Mark shrank back in horror. His lower lip hung on to his ravaged face by a thread, and his sandy blonde hair was now matted and stained deep crimson. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Mark was remotely reminded of the villainous Two-Face character from the Batman comics. His eyes had that same ghoulish glaze to them as those of the cannibalistic woman.
 
   “Alex,” he whispered, reaching out to his friend, wanting to help him.
 
   The zombie opened its mouth, a soft, raspy moan escaping its lips. 
 
   Without thinking, Mark turned away from Alex and ran to the exit. He was numb to the panic from the crowd outside. He wiped away at the tears forming at his eyes as he jogged through the busy streets of Atlanta. He would find help. Alex just needed to go to the hospital. That was all. His best friend, his only true friend in the whole world, would be fine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6:
 
    
 
   Carissa Bradley padded softly into the hallway, her eyes trying to adjust to the darkness. She feebly felt across the wall, trying to find a light switch. After a few steps, she could finally see a dim light in the kitchen faintly illuminating her path. 
 
   Upon reaching the kitchen, Carissa could vaguely make out the glass cupboards storing cups of varying sizes. She opened one, wincing when she heard it squeak slightly. Reaching for a glass within her reach, she closed the cupboard and walked over to the refrigerator.
 
   A bright light flooded her face when she opened the door. Carissa leaned down and peered at the contents within the fridge. She welcomed the cool air that greeted her damp skin and pulled her hair into a high bun, yanking a hair tie off her wrist to secure her long locks. 
 
   She was so sticky with sweat, but her body felt alive and delicious. She and the heaven-sent man from Scotland had been going at it for hours. Carissa wanted more, but first she needed to replenish her stores of energy. She reached into the fridge for an inviting carton of orange juice. After being air-borne for several weeks and drinking sub-par orange juice in plastic cups on breaks during flights, Carissa, a Florida girl by birth, eagerly welcomed the sight of the Tropicana container. 
 
   She licked her lips expectantly, closed the door, and poured herself a tall glass of the refreshing invigorant. 
 
   A noise behind her made the hair on the back of her neck rise, but she didn’t know why. Carissa turned to the source of the sound, but couldn’t make out anything in the darkness.
 
   “Colin?” she whispered tentatively.
 
   When she didn’t hear an answer, she shrugged and resumed to polishing off her glass with renewed relish. 
 
   She then re-opened the door to put the juice back. 
 
   A disturbing visage appeared on the other side of the door, its head tilted slightly as it faced her, a hiss escaping its shredded lips. The lower half of the face was covered in black fluid, but Carissa couldn’t make out any of this in the shadows. Instead, she let out a yelp and dropped her glass. 
 
   “Oh, my gosh. I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed, not registering that something was off. She bent down to pick up the shards of glass, and in her hurry, snagged her fingers on a few pieces. Tiny droplets of blood fell to the floor. 
 
   “I’m so sorry!” she repeated. “You must be Colin’s dad,” she continued without looking up, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She tenderly applied pressure to her injured fingers.
 
   At the scent of her blood, the figure moved without warning around the refrigerator door and knocked Carissa on her side. Shock and horror spread across her features as it approached her purposefully, its arms outstretched towards her, and its teeth bared in a feral snarl. She could now make out its grisly features and screamed for Colin. 
 
   The monster lunged forward. Carissa held out her arms in front of her to protect her face. 
 
   Powerful jaws closed around her forearm. 
 
   She shrieked in agony as she tried to pull away, but the hands gripping her were too strong. Carissa wailed again as the zombie leaned away from her arm, a huge chunk of her forearm missing. Its teeth hovered above the fresh wound, fingers wrapped tightly around her wrist and elbow. Carissa thought her heart would stop when its eyes met hers, void of humanity, but filled with a terrifying, insatiable hunger. The slobbering and chewing as its canines shredded her tender flesh made her faint. It swallowed quickly and moved to her wrist, sinking its hideous teeth all the way through the veins and tendons until it hit bone. Blood spurted into the air, showering the zombie’s face. It lapped at it zealously.
 
   Light flooded the room. Colin appeared in the entrance way clothed only in his jeans.
 
   “Carissa, what the bloody hell?” He couldn’t see on the other side of the open refrigerator door. 
 
   He froze when the creature that was once Jack MacConnell swiveled around to face him. 
 
   “DAD!” 
 
   No verbal response was given save for a garbled hiss as the zombie chewed. Colin stared in astonishment as he looked at the monster that was his father only a few hours before. His gaze shifted to Carissa, who was either dead or unconscious, her once gloriously glowing skin now dangerously pale, her limbs spread out on the linoleum floor. Both she and his father were surrounded in a growing puddle of Carissa’s blood. 
 
   Swallowing the last fleshy morsel on Carissa’s forearm, a mess of exposed bones, cluttered veins, and shredded muscle, his father rose to his feet and started to move towards Colin, focused on a new source of food. 
 
   Angry and fearful, Colin began to retreat. As they drifted further from the eerie glow of the kitchen, a blanket of chilling darkness enveloped them. Colin could scarcely make out the silhouette of his father’s approaching form, but even in the dark, there was no mistaking the supernatural quality of Jack’s milky white eyes. 
 
   He continued to cautiously step backwards until his feet touched the mantle of the fireplace in the corner of the living room. Colin realized that he was trapped. He could either charge forward, or he could defend himself from where he stood. Either option risked becoming a tasty feast for his father. 
 
   Regardless, he knew that he had to act quickly and get Carissa to a hospital. He desperately groped behind himself in the dark, his fingers searching for an object that would provide an iota of defense. With a breath of relief, his fingertips brushed across an old family heirloom. 
 
   Hung ceremoniously from the wall was a sword, its finely sharpened edges glimmering luminously in the moonlight. He grasped the handle and swung it out in front of himself. 
 
   “Dad, please don’t make me do this,” Colin pleaded. 
 
   As he expected, he received no response. What was once his father had been replaced by this hideous, ravenous monster limping and dragging itself towards him. The closer it got, the faster its footsteps became. Colin raised the blade in a defensive stance.
 
   The zombie lurched forward, jaws open wide, and a menacing, predatory snarl escaped its throat. It ran right onto the blade.
 
   Colin gasped and held his breath, hoping to see whatever supernatural force possessing his father disappear from his eyes. The creature looked down at its torso for a brief moment and then back at Colin with frenzied hunger. 
 
   It slithered along the blade, seemingly unfazed that the tip of a sword was buried in its stomach, and deliberately began snaking its way closer to him. In that moment, Colin knew he would never forget the horrific sounds coming from his father’s skin and organs as they were sliced apart.
 
   Colin kicked out with his leg, shoving the body off the blade. The zombie landed a few feet away, crumpling into a bloody heap on the soft carpet. 
 
   At first, he thought he had killed it. He stood there, frozen in the darkness, waiting. 
 
   As it began to twitch and writhe along the floor towards him, Colin felt a crippling wave of fear and helplessness wash over him. He wondered if this cursed being was invincible, if any attempt to destroy it would be in vain. His gaze shifted to the kitchen, and he knew that if he didn’t get Carissa to a hospital, she would die where she lay, if she wasn’t dead already. 
 
   He shook his head determinedly. She wasn’t going to die, not on his watch.
 
   He rushed forward past the hideous monster on the floor and ran to the kitchen. Carissa lay on her back, her mangled arm extended. The shirt she wore was soaked in red, and the side of her face was slick from lying in a pool of her own blood. He scooped her into his arms and carried her to the front door, grabbing Jack’s car keys on the way out.
 
   When he turned around to close the door behind him, he caught a glimpse of what was left of his father rounding the corner of the kitchen, dragging its feet through the puddle of Carissa’s blood on the floor. It reached out to him with hands encrusted in bits of flesh and moaned pitifully, its vacant eyes almost sad as Colin and Carissa fled from the house. 
 
   Colin felt his stomach turn, and he shook his head viciously to try and erase the ghastly image from his memory. He pulled the door shut and jogged to the waiting Toyota Camry in the driveway, Carissa wrapped firmly in his embrace. He unlocked the doors and opened the back seat, tucking her in gently. Within seconds, he was in the driver’s seat, sword beside him, hurriedly pressing the key into the ignition. 
 
   A crash from the right made him pause momentarily. He looked up in time to see Jack tumbling out the front window. Sharp broken glass tore at the zombie’s flesh as it determinedly pulled itself over the edge of the windowsill. It snarled at Colin and swiped the air in his direction. 
 
   Colin shifted the car into reverse and onto the quiet street. By the time the zombie reached the road, Colin was several blocks away. It turned and began a steady march towards the slowly awakening neighborhood, the early morning sun warm and inviting, yielding a false sense of security from what was to come. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Haven, I’m really worried about you guys. I don’t like what I’ve been seeing on the news,” Houston said into the phone as he finished signing the paperwork for his first sales that morning. He undid the tie around his neck and tossed it on his desk, his features stressed.
 
   Haven stretched sleepily and walked into the kitchen. Sunlight streamed in through the windows as she pulled the white and red checkered curtains aside. She lifted the glass dome from her grandmother’s cake stand that housed several of the pumpkin cupcakes she and Faith had prepared earlier. 
 
   “We’re fine here,” she replied as she licked off the cream cheese frosting. “How are your parents?”
 
   Haven heard him audibly sigh. “They’re doing as well as they could be, I guess.” 
 
   Houston was an only child. His parents lived in Massachusetts, and while he had lived most of his life near Springfield, he’d moved to South Carolina since graduating a few years before. He missed them. It was hard being away from both his parents and his girlfriend. While he had made friends here, he felt like he distanced himself from developing deeper friendships because he knew he wouldn’t be in Concord forever. Once Haven got the green light from the FBI, they would make a home wherever she was placed. That was the nice thing about a job in sales. He was good at what he did, and he could find work anywhere. 
 
   “I talked to them last night. They said if it gets worse, they want me to meet them at their summer place in West Virginia.” His stomach twisted in knots. As their only son, they had begged him to leave then and rendezvous at their cabin. At this, he felt completely conflicted. On the one hand, knowing his elderly parents would have to travel alone to West Virginia deeply worried him. He didn’t know what was lurking on the roads right now. Just from what he’d seen on the news, the chaos looked widespread, and if anything, he would have preferred them to avoid traveling altogether and wait for him to pick them up in Massachusetts. Houston was a fast driver. He could make it there in less than ten hours if the roads were clear. Most likely they wouldn’t be, but he was a pro at finding hidden back roads. 
 
   On the other hand, the idea of Haven in Georgia accompanied only by her grandmother and her sister shook him to his core. He loved his parents and appreciated everything they had done for him to ensure his success. Yet Haven was the woman he wanted to marry, the woman he wanted to build a little family with someday. If anything ever happened to her…
 
   She paused as she pulled her legs under herself at the table. “Are you going?” While she wanted nothing more than for him to be safe, the thought of him being even further away gnawed at her.
 
   “I don’t know, Haven. Weird things are happening. I gotta admit it’s scaring me a little. Some people aren’t coming into work. They’re pulling their kids out of school. Only us guys without kids and stuff are left.”
 
   Haven had never heard him admit that he was scared. Ever. She started thumbing through the newspaper her grandmother had left on the kitchen table. Rosemary seldom failed to read the paper before heading to her morning woodcarving classes. She would leave the paper in the kitchen to subtly encourage her grandchildren to stay educated about what was going on in the world.
 
   Sure enough, there were all kinds of horrifying stories covering the front page. Panic seemed to befall most of the major cities across the continent. 
 
   “What are you eating? Breakfast? I haven’t eaten yet. Let me live vicariously through you.” He chuckled.
 
   “Cupcake.” She licked the remaining icing off the top of the miniature cake as she read, her eyes narrowing with each new story. 
 
   “Breakfast of champions.” He was quiet for several seconds. “You’re only eating the icing, aren’t you?” She used to drive Houston nuts when she’d only eat the icing and leave him the rest of the cupcake.
 
   Haven blushed. “How did you know?” 
 
   “Some things never change,” Houston said wryly. His tone turned serious again. “Just promise me you will be careful. Watch out for your family.” He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes. When he thought about anything bad happening to Haven, his blood ran cold. He gritted his teeth. 
 
   Haven put the newspaper down, fully awake. “I promise I’ll be careful. Nothing will happen to me or my family. You know that I won’t let it.” She gripped the phone tightly. “I’m more worried about you up there, all alone. If everything goes to hell, what are you going to do?”
 
   “Haven, I love you. I love my parents. I don’t know what to do yet. I know it’s just you, Faith, and your grandma. That makes me nervous with Brett away at school. I couldn’t live with myself if anything bad happened to you.”
 
   She remained resolute, although she wanted nothing more than to have him by her side. “This is all going to blow over. If you aren’t going to West Virginia, you should stay in Concord. You don’t need to come here and miss work when jobs are already so scarce in this economy. This is going to blow over. The government and military will step in, and everything will return to normal.”
 
   His voice was tense. “Screw the damn job. Stop being so stubborn.”
 
   “Houston. It’ll be okay. I’ll touch base with you often throughout the day so you’ll know what’s happening down here. If it starts to get bad, then we can go from there.”
 
   He let out a deep, frustrated sigh. “Alright. But I’m counting on you not to minimize things. If anything strange happens, you let me know. I don’t care what it is.”
 
   Haven turned around at the sound of footsteps behind her. Faith waved sleepily and opened the refrigerator, still clothed in her flannel Christmas pajamas. Her younger sister really was excited for the holidays.
 
   “Deal,” she said. “I’ve got to run. I’m babysitting today and have to be there in twenty minutes.”
 
   “Okay, babe. I love you. Remember, no minimizing.”
 
   She smiled. “You got it. I love you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Come on, come on!” Colin growled at the Camry as they sped down the country road at eighty miles per hour. There weren’t any vehicles about, so Colin didn’t worry about getting a ticket. He rarely worried about that anyways. When he did get one, he never paid it.
 
   Colin shifted the car roughly around the sharp turns of the road, his heart pounding wildly in his chest. His thoughts drifted back to his father. He shook his head determinedly to ward off tears. Colin knew that whatever had gnawed off half of Carissa’s forearm was not his father. Something dark was at play. Suddenly he missed Scotland very much.
 
   “Carissa, love, stay with me.” Colin shot a glance behind him. Carissa was deathly pale. She looked unconscious. He reached over to the back seat to shake her, but she remained motionless. She had lost so much blood that Colin seriously wondered if she would even make it to a hospital. He cursed the fact that his cell phone didn’t work in the States.
 
   In that instant, Colin realized that he had no idea where the nearest hospital was, much less his current location. He had never known his father’s address. He cast a cursory look about him, noting the name of a street sign he flew past. 
 
   “Dad’s got to have a map in here somewhere,” he mumbled. He leaned over and opened the glove compartment, keeping one eye on the road. Various items tumbled out as they bounced along the rough gravel. Finally, Colin breathed a sigh of relief as his fingers brushed over folds of thick paper.
 
   He yanked it out and spread it across the steering wheel. Still trying to keep his eyes on the road, he ran a finger over the myriad routes, squinting at the tiny writing and cursing when he couldn’t see a thing.
 
   Colin slammed a fist frustratingly on the steering wheel, his eyes momentarily shifting to the rear-view mirror. It was only then that his heart stopped for the briefest of seconds.
 
   “Holy hell…”
 
   Carissa was sitting straight up, inches behind him. Her face was twisted in a gruesome snarl, her once lively eyes clouded over. But there was no mistaking that they were focused on him. And that she was dead.
 
   A low, angry rasp escaped the ghoul’s lips. 
 
   Colin knew what was coming next. 
 
   Right when it lunged forward to bite his neck, he slammed against the side of the car door, hastily buckled his seat belt, and swerved off the road. Carissa flew backwards into the seat, but just as quickly moved to attack him again, fingers bent abnormally as it clawed its way towards him. 
 
   Colin realized he didn’t have much time before he suffered the same fate Carissa and his father had. There was only one thing to do.
 
   He swerved again. Carissa’s bluish lips were mere centimeters from his neck when the car impacted with the thick trunk of an oak tree. Her body was immediately thrust forward, pale limbs flailing through the air and shattering the windshield.
 
   Colin’s air bag deployed instantly with a loud thud. A few minutes later, he groaned into it, then leaned back to touch a bloody nose. 
 
   He stared out of the broken windshield. Carissa’s body was sprawled out in the grass next to the car, her legs and arms twisted at odd angles. He winced when he caught sight of her head. 
 
   Her skull had split at the top, most likely from hitting the sturdy, unyielding tree trunk the front of the Camry was now wrapped around. Pieces of glass poked out of her sunken cheeks; one jagged bit was lodged firmly in her right eye. Her brain was exposed and scrambled in a mess of blood, gray matter, dirt and leaves, and matted, tangled hair. The sordid concoction dribbled out onto the earth beneath her. 
 
   Colin held back vomit and unbuckled his seat belt. He reached for the door handle unsteadily and opened the door, his hands trembling. 
 
   “Guess it’s walking from here on out,” he said to himself. 
 
   He paused momentarily as an idea came to him. Colin pressed the release button below the steering wheel for the trunk and then exited the vehicle, not forgetting to bring the sword for extra protection. Stumbling out into the morning light, he leaned against the car for support, the sword held limply in his grasp. He allowed himself a bit of time to catch his breath and steady his heartbeat. Then he made his way to the trunk. 
 
   Inside the rear compartment, he looked about for anything useful. So far, all he’d seen was the lousy map. He was about to close the trunk when something caught his eye. Colin chuckled when he realized what it was. 
 
   His duffel bag lay tucked back in the furthermost corner. In their haste to eat the steaks, Colin and Jack had forgotten to unload the car when they arrived at the house. 
 
   He shook his head wistfully, unzipped the bag, yanked on a t-shirt, and rummaged through the other contents with gusto. 
 
   A minute later, the Scotsman cut into the woods to the side of the road, sword and bagpipes in tow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7:
 
    
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
   Since five a.m. that morning, the FBI Headquarters in Washington, D.C. had been brimming with activity. Reports were coming in from all over the country of strange attacks at various public locations, including airports, hospitals, malls, movie theaters, grocery stores... any place that tended to boast large populations of people. 
 
   They had gotten a couple of leads on a possible terrorist threat and a new breed of weapons of mass destruction. Having established a WMD sub-program within the Counterterrorism Division in 1995, the FBI abided by the idea that even a single isolated incident could be catastrophic. 
 
   Thus, orders from their commanders at the Atlanta Division sent Special Agents Carey and Martinez from the Investigations and Operations Section to look into what appeared to be the first reported attack.
 
   It was around two o’clock when they made their way over to the airport. Carey drove in silence while Martinez buzzed with excitement. 
 
   “Can you believe it, man? The reports say that half the dude’s face was bitten off,” the younger agent exclaimed.
 
   Carey stared ahead, his forehead creased in consternation. “I’ve seen worse.”
 
   Martinez ignored the older man’s lack of enthusiasm. “Do you think it’s true? That this really could be a possible terrorist attack?”
 
   Tightening his grip reflexively on the steering wheel, Carey answered, “Anything’s possible.”
 
   They pulled into the airport’s vast parking garage, and after entering the airport, found the Transportation Security Administration desk.
 
   Carey asked to speak with the head security officer and was quickly obliged after flashing his badge.
 
   A tall black man greeted them a few minutes later.
 
   “Hello. I’m Officer Bentley,” he stated in a deep, booming voice. He shook their hands. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?”
 
   As usual, Carey spoke for the two of them. “I’m Agent Carey, and this is Agent Martinez of the FBI Atlanta Investigations and Operations Section,” he said, once more showing his badge. “We’d like to ask you some questions.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Bentley responded.
 
   “There have been reports of attacks here two days ago. Attacks of a… different… variety.” Carey left out the fact that similar attacks had been reported from all over the country.
 
   “Yes, that is something I don’t think we’ll ever forget here. What happened to that young man? Is he alright?”
 
   Carey ignored his question. “Officer Bentley, we’d like the names and addresses of everyone who came into contact with the attacker.”
 
   Bentley looked slightly surprised. “I had my men get tetanus shots if they got bitten. I gave them a couple days off. They should be fine now.”
 
   Martinez cast a sideways glance at his partner. 
 
   Carey continued unfazed. “Nevertheless, we need their names and addresses. As soon as possible.” 
 
   Bentley crossed his arms and furrowed his brows. “I’ll have my assistant get them for you. May I ask what’s going on?”
 
   “Unfortunately, that is confidential information. For the time being, we ask that you please remain vigilant of any suspicious activity.”
 
   “Huh,” Bentley mused. “I work at a huge airport. I see suspicious behavior daily.”
 
   Carey nodded, and Martinez thought he saw him crack a smile.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, both men were headed towards 1672 Tanglewood Lane, residence of Officer Mike Holst.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Miami, Florida
 
    
 
   Emily sighed as she stretched out on the beach towel in Miami. Her friend, Carolina, had invited her to spend the long weekend at her parents’ home near South Beach, and she was thoroughly enjoying her fall break. Attending the University of Miami had been quite the change for her from high school. She’d never read so much in her life. As such, she had opted out of going home for the holiday to Huntsville, Alabama because she only had four days off and a handful of tests waiting for her when she got back to campus. 
 
   Emily had agreed at the very last minute to accompany Carolina to the beach-front condo. It had taken her friend almost an hour to convince her to come. She needed to study for her exams and had planned to spend the break locked up in her dorm room. Emily finally capitulated when Carolina said she could study undisturbed in the sunshine... as long as she promised to party with her at night. 
 
   Carolina had gone to the grocery store a few hours before to pick up some goodies for the barbeque the girls were having on the beach that evening. Emily had offered to go with her, but Carolina, being the good friend she was, knew Emily was exhausted from school and insisted she stay at the condo and relax. Emily was certain that she was giving her time to go over all of her notes and textbooks before Carolina’s friends came over for the barbeque.
 
   But Carolina still hadn’t come back. At first, Emily figured she had gone shopping at the mall for a snazzy new bikini to impress her boyfriend, Carlos. After texting her several times and not getting a response, she began to think that she was at Carlos’ house. She didn’t have his number, so she sent him a message on Facebook asking him to call her if Carolina was there.
 
   In the meantime, Emily figured she would get some sun and then tidy up the house. Although it was October, the sun shone brightly. It was the right time of day to get that perfect bronzed glow. 
 
   At least she hoped it was. A self-professed “snowflake,” Emily was skeptical of her ability to tan. In spite of living in Miami for the last three months, she spent most of her days at the library. As a result, her skin was the color of milk, with a few freckles sprinkled along the bridge of her nose. 
 
   She also didn’t feel that comfortable in a bikini. Since she hit the books so often, she didn’t get many opportunities to go to the gym. Her mother always described her as “voluptuous,” but Emily knew she was plump to say the least. She was grateful that this part of the beach was more secluded than the rest so that she wouldn’t need to compete with the model-like waifs who walked up and down Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive.
 
   After lathering on SPF fifty sunscreen, Emily pulled the shades over her eyes and opened her books. She perused the contents of her notes repeatedly, trying to absorb the material. 
 
   The sky was so blue and the water so inviting, however, that she sighed, stood up, and walked the short distance to the ocean. 
 
   She dove in and swam around, letting her curly brown hair down so that the frizz from her ponytail smoothed out as the water splashed over it. Then she leaned back and stared up at the clear sky, the waves rocking her gently. Emily was so relaxed that she wished the vacation could last forever. 
 
   This semester had been particularly hard on her. She had foolishly opted to take extra credits, against the recommendation of the university, so that she could graduate early. Looking back, she wasn’t sure that had been the best idea. She had a “C” in her Chemistry class, and she had never gotten a “C” in her life. She was also working part-time at the bookstore to help pay for her out-of-state tuition. The combination of work and school was slowly wearing her down. Although no one could see it unless they knew it was there, Emily had gotten a bald spot on the side of her head. She remembered seeing it for the first time when she was blow-drying her hair. She had cried for hours, overwhelmed with stress and the consequences it was having on her body. 
 
   During the hour that Carolina had spent trying to convince her to come to the beach, it was one of the points her friend had made during her argument. Emily was just too stressed and would die at forty if she didn’t start to enjoy life a little. 
 
   She let a wave crash over her, holding her breath and closing her eyes as the salt water submerged her in temporary darkness. When she resurfaced, she made her way back to shore. 
 
   The beach was practically empty today. She wasn’t entirely alone though. Far off in the distance, a figure was slowly walking along the shoreline, probably enjoying the tranquility just as much as she was. She smiled and picked up her towel, drying her body before setting the bright orange fabric back onto the sand.
 
   Emily reached for her iPod and put the ear buds into her ears. She chose a playlist consisting of Coldplay, 311, Radiohead, and Train, something relaxing to take her mind off of her exams for even a moment.
 
   She turned up the volume and exhaled deeply.
 
   A figure crossed the backyard. 
 
   Feet shuffled along the beach, drops of blood soiling the white sand.
 
   A low moan grew louder and hungrier as it approached. Its shadow hovered above her.
 
   Emily’s brows furrowed. She didn’t feel the warmth of the sun on her skin anymore. Had the sun gone behind the clouds? 
 
   She looked up and saw the dark silhouette of a figure against the sun.
 
   Just as she made out the intruder’s grisly features, it collapsed to its knees and tore a huge chunk from her abdomen. Emily’s breath came in short, panicked gasps as she stared at her attacker with shocked eyes rimmed with terror and betrayal. She tried to roll over and crawl away, but the pain from the gaping hole in her stomach paralyzed her. Blood pooled out onto her orange towel, onto the sand. Then she was dead.
 
   For the next hour, Carolina feasted on her friend’s flesh, any preparations for a barbeque of cooked meat long forgotten.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Carey knew something was wrong as soon as he pulled into the neighborhood. Everything was too quiet, too perfect. Once he reached the houses, Martinez heard him inhale sharply. Destruction was everywhere. Both men stared open-mouthed at the chaos before them. Several cars had smashed into one another, doors were torn off their hinges, windows were broken, and gunshots could be heard in the distance. A couple of houses were on fire, smoke billowing through shattered windows. 
 
   While the agents didn’t see any evidence of the firefighters themselves, it was clear that they had once been there. A fire truck was parked in front of one of the flaming houses, its ladder erect and a fire hose lying by idly. Blocks away, an ambulance could be seen turned on its side. 
 
   Martinez was visibly nervous. “What the hell, man? What happened here?”
 
   Carey brought the car to a stop.
 
   “I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.”
 
   Martinez looked around and shuddered. “It’s like a ghost town. I think we should call Headquarters. This is too weird to just be coincidence.”
 
   “We’ll call them after we actually know what’s going on,” Carey responded sternly. He opened his door and drew his firearm. Martinez did the same, and the two men began a search of the area.
 
   Gray skies promised rain and did nothing to alleviate the trepidation of the agents. They walked through the empty street, guns pointed in either direction. 
 
   Cars were all over the place, wrecked and ruined, their hoods slammed into trees and electric posts. What was worse was that some of the side windows were shattered, the cobwebs of glass smeared with blood.
 
   “1672 is over there,” Martinez pointed out. Immediately, he wished he hadn’t. One of the windows was completely broken, its jagged edges covered in blood. Bloody footprints could be seen along the driveway, different sizes and strides. The footprints seemed to lead to the neighboring lawn and then abruptly stopped at a parked car, its door ajar. More blood could be seen on the driver’s seat. 
 
   “Hmmm… Now there are three sets of footprints,” Carey remarked as he followed the prints with his eyes. They ended at the neighbor’s house, whose door was also wide open. Blood was splattered across the door frame. It was a grisly scene. 
 
   Still, no bodies.
 
   “Carey, hey, man, this really isn’t good. We need to get out of here. Something is all wrong,” Martinez whispered, as he looked ahead noticing similar destruction littered the silent road for several blocks. 
 
   “Shut up,” Carey growled. “Stop being such a pussy.”
 
   Nearby, a slight noise caught their attention. It almost sounded like something was being scraped across the ground.
 
   “Did you hear that?” Martinez hissed, his eyes wildly searching their surroundings.
 
   Carey didn’t respond. He was straining to listen to a faint buzzing sound. He had his weapon trained in the direction it was coming from. 
 
   Birds exploded out of the trees a few hundred yards away, almost as if they had been frightened by an unseen threat. 
 
   Martinez had kept his handgun pointed in the opposite direction, but turned towards his partner when he didn’t respond. His eyes widened in terror. 
 
   Carey started to back up, never taking his gaze off of the impending danger. He now realized the source of the “buzzing sound.” All of a sudden, people appeared from out of nowhere, shambling from houses, from backyards, from further down the street. They were moaning loudly, their arms outstretched.
 
   Carey narrowed his eyes. There was something off about these people. They looked angry. Hungry. And they smelled worse than they looked. As they drew nearer, Carey could clearly make out the dreadful features of their new guests. Their faces were torn, their bodies mangled. They approached with an uneven gait, their limbs moving awkwardly with each step. They didn’t look human.
 
   Martinez took him out of his revelry. “Shit, man, we gotta move! They look pissed!” he yelled, the cacophony of moans too great for anything else.
 
   Carey agreed with him for once. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   Out of the woodwork, more monstrosities spilled onto the street and lawns. They seemed to materialize without warning, multiplying, an endless supply of sick, lurching creatures. Hundreds of them were now visible, slowly shambling in on the pair.
 
   Martinez didn’t need to be told twice. He gulped and ran towards the car. Carey followed him in hot pursuit.
 
   They opened the doors to the sedan and flung themselves inside. Both men instinctively locked their doors. 
 
   Carey fumbled with the keys. By now, the zombies had closed in and had surrounded all sides of the vehicle.
 
   Mottled gray faces pressed up against the windows. Glazed eyes widened at the prospect of heartbeats, flowing blood, supple skin. Bloody hands and stumps violently slapped against the doors. 
 
   Martinez pulled on the arm rest of his door as though his efforts would be enough to keep the attackers at bay.
 
   He screamed at Carey, “Man, start the car already!”
 
   Carey shoved the keys into the ignition and breathed a sigh of relief as the engine turned over. He was in no mood to live out the over-done scenes in horror movies where the car never started just when the protagonists were trying to escape imminent danger.
 
   When the sedan started to move, Martinez whooped victoriously and patted the dash board. They awkwardly plowed over several of the bodies, bones crunching beneath the tires. Suddenly, the car jolted, the tires spinning uselessly. Carey tried to urge it forward, but he had a strong suspicion that the mangled bodies of the zombies they’d just run over had become tangled in the wheel wells.
 
   “It’s not moving!” Martinez cried. 
 
   “Thank you for pointing that out,” his partner replied, rolling his eyes. “We’re surrounded, that’s why.” 
 
   The horde encircling the vehicle rocked it from side to side. Due to the increasing number of bodies jammed against the car, the men watched in horror as the corpses’ heads, once pressed to the windows in vain attempts to chew through the glass, popped like rotten tomatoes before their eyes. The carnage of gore, pus, and blood caused Martinez to vomit. 
 
   Carey shook his head. “It stinks enough out there. Now you’re trying to torture me in my own car, too?” he asked sarcastically, hoping to lighten the mood. 
 
   Martinez wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He worried that the pressure coming from all sides would be enough to crush them where they sat.
 
   As he feared, tiny cracks began to spider Martinez’s window. 
 
   Martinez backpedaled to the middle of the seat and stared at the swiftly cracking glass in disbelief. As if sensing that they were one step closer to their prey, the zombies began to beat harder on the glass. Their twisted, rotting faces sneered at the two men, gnashing their teeth expectantly.
 
   “We’re not going to make it out of here, are we?” Martinez was practically sitting in Carey’s lap, tears forming in his eyes.
 
   “Not this time,” Carey answered in the same stoic tone he always used. “I’m sorry, kid,” he said, his tone softening.
 
   Just then, the glass tore away, and dozens of hands reached into the vehicle. Countless disfigured fingers made purchase on Martinez’s legs and began pulling him out of the open window.
 
   Carey immediately opened fire, but Martinez, who had put his gun on the floor in an effort to hold on to the arm rest, had no means to defend himself.
 
   As soon as his calf was through the shattered glass, the rabid, starving creatures sank their teeth into his leg, ravenously tearing away strips of flesh before chewing and swallowing them. They fought over his appendage so viciously that his shin split in two, the white bones gleaming from the ravaged skin. Martinez screeched in agony and struggled, but continued to be yanked out. 
 
   Carey managed to shoot the ones nearest the door with head shots, but just as quickly as he had begun, the slide locked back, and he realized the magazine was empty. He tried to grab Martinez and pull him back into the sedan, but the horde outside outnumbered him. Before he could blink, Martinez was sucked out of the window only to disappear in a writhing mass of creatures whose moans drowned out his screams.
 
   Seconds later, new hungry faces peered into the window, reaching at Carey who had now become one with the driver’s side door. They began climbing in through the windows, slowly pulling their decaying bodies over the glass. 
 
   He fiercely kicked and punched the first two who came in, but they were on him in an instant. Carey grappled with each, using all of his strength to keep their snapping jaws away from his face. 
 
   To his shock and utter dismay, the window erupted behind him, and a swarm of hands grasped his head, vigorously biting through his hair and scalp. 
 
   Overwhelmed with pain, Carey lost his grip on the two creatures on top of him, both of whom took advantage of his weakened state and bit down into his neck and shoulder. Blood began to trickle down his face into his eyes, and he felt his body being pulled backwards. 
 
   In an instant, his entire head was ripped off of his neck. In reality, it was all over for him in a matter of seconds, but in Carey’s final moments, it felt like forever.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8:
 
    
 
   Mark regretted the fact that he didn’t have a cell phone, but he was very grateful to have his bike. After leaving the movie theater, he had stopped the first police officer he’d seen, but the man barely acknowledged him and hurried him along. He was yelling directions into his walkie-talkie, and he brushed past Mark as he ran in the direction from which Mark had come. 
 
   He didn’t know what else could be done. No one was willing to help him go back and rescue Alex. He held high hopes that his mother was home from work. She would know what to do.
 
   Speeding down the road, he turned his bike onto Crescent Lane which emptied into the left side of his neighborhood. Mark gasped and stopped pedaling for a moment, his bike gliding swiftly as he took it all in. People were frantically running between houses and onto the street. He noticed that most of them were covered in blood. A young woman, her head reared back and her arms outstretched, stumbled quickly towards an elderly man who was wheeling forward on his wheelchair, all the while throwing intermittent looks of panic over his shoulder.
 
   Blinking rapidly, his mouth agape, he shook his head and pedaled as fast as he could until he got to his house. He dropped his bike and ran to the house, narrowly missing globs of red and yellow that were scattered about the patchy grass. 
 
   The door was open.
 
   “Mom!” Mark screamed. He ran into the dark, cramped space, scanning each room for any sign of his family. When he didn’t see anyone, he began to cry uncontrollably. 
 
   He walked slowly into the kitchen, stood deathly still, and took a deep breath. He had to keep it together. It was obvious that his family was gone, but perhaps they’d left some clue as to where he could find them. He looked around the messy kitchen, hoping to find a sign. The cabinets had been thrown open. Cans of food rested on their sides. Mark stared at everything, trying to notice something different and out of place. He looked down at the dingy linoleum floor. Then he saw it. 
 
   Blood splatter.
 
   His eyes followed the trail of blood, and he observed something else. The cheap little knife rack his mom had gotten at Wal-Mart a couple of months ago was missing several knives.
 
   Mark’s stomach dropped. Was that their blood? Were they hurt? Dead? He wanted to vomit. He felt so impossibly alone that he slumped down on the floor and buried his face in his hands, defeated.
 
   A few minutes passed as he wallowed in his grief before he detected a different kind of trail. He jumped to his feet immediately. 
 
   Cheerios! His sister’s favorite snack. He followed the trail as it led out the back door. Mark decided that they must have left very recently, and maybe if he followed the sparse trail of cereal, he could figure out the direction they’d gone. 
 
   He was just heading back to the kitchen to gather a few food items to sustain him on his journey when a shadow shifted ever so slightly, catching his attention. Mark turned around hastily, but saw nothing. Shrugging to himself, he walked to the cabinets and began shoving whatever cans remained into a plastic grocery bag. 
 
   A throaty wheeze from behind him made him jump. He dropped the bag of groceries involuntarily when his eyes met those of his mother’s boyfriend. 
 
   Brandon. 
 
   For the life of him, Mark could never understand what his mother saw in him. She had met him during one of her night shifts at the bar, and since then, she hadn’t seemed to be able to shake him. Jaclyn Newton was only twenty-seven, having had Mark at a very young age with a guy from high school he had never met to this day. Her parents ostracized her once they found out about her pregnancy, and she was forced to rely on herself to make ends meet. Her life hadn’t extended far beyond work and taking care of Mark and Natalie, whom she had a few years ago with another man Mark didn’t know. Being a single mom with two kids hadn’t afforded her the opportunity to enjoy her youth as much as most young adults. Sometimes she missed that. Brandon had come off as exciting with his party-boy, carefree habits, and maybe this was why he had managed to trap his mother in his web. 
 
   The way Mark saw it, all Brandon did was insult her; he never built her up and encouraged or complimented her like he saw Alex’s dad do with his mom. His mom always seemed sad, no matter what Mark said or did to try to make her smile. To add to that, Brandon didn’t do anything to help the family out, although he had no problem eating their food and using the meager resources they had for himself. He constantly reminded Jaclyn that the kids weren’t his, and he had no responsibility to them. That made her sad, too. 
 
   And he was pretty certain that the lowlife had cheated on his mom. Mark had come home one day after school with Alex to find some young, slutty-looking girl in the living room drinking a beer and smoking a joint. A second later, Brandon had come out of the kitchen in just his boxers and an old t-shirt. He had told his mom about it, but Brandon insisted that the other woman was his cousin from out of town…. whom he had never mentioned before. How ironic, Mark had thought. When Jaclyn said she believed him, her son had gaped at her in total disbelief.
 
   Still, if Mark thought Brandon was evil while he was alive, he was even more terrifying right now.
 
   What was once his mom’s boyfriend stood in the awning of the kitchen watching Mark with great interest. White lips were pulled back over red teeth, and several strands of long brown hair hung from the corner of its mouth. The zombie’s own hair was slicked back in blood, fresh blood, and its jaw touched its chest as it leered at him with hungry, livid eyes. Trembling, Mark scanned the rest of his vitiated form and gawked at him in shock. Brandon had five knives protruding from its body, one near the sternum, one in the neck, one over the heart, and two in the stomach, yet none of these impediments seemed to slow the creature down. Mark didn’t even have time to wonder how the man was still alive. His mind was too muddled to piece together what was happening. 
 
   It lunged for him so quickly that he barely had time to react, and he scrambled over the cans until he was outside. He could hear the undead man in hot pursuit. Mark turned from side to side desperately trying to find his bike. When he saw it, he felt another wave of panic hit him. There were a handful of zombies moving towards him, drawn to the noise him and his mother’s boyfriend had made as they left the house. 
 
   Brandon was still behind him, making guttural moans as it pursued him. Mark made a split-second decision and dove for the bike, lifting it up as quickly as he could. The creatures were so close. Their wretched smell was overwhelming. Mark jumped onto the seat, his feet slipping on the pedals. He wondered for the briefest of seconds if it would have been better to just run. The bike seemed to move ever so slowly as he tried to gain momentum. He felt like a turtle slugging through peanut butter. Fingers brushed across his legs, pulling the rear wheel backwards. 
 
   Mark yanked the bike forward as hard as he could and breathed a sigh of relief when the bike finally sped up. He looked behind and saw the zombies reach for him, their faces full of anger and frustration as their meal escaped. But he wasn’t paying attention.
 
   Off to the side, Brandon was half-jogging perpendicular to him. Just as Mark passed the second house, Brandon knocked into him hard, and he fell off the bike and landed in a heap, gasping from the impact. His mother’s boyfriend was rising from the cement just as Mark began to get up, his head spinning.
 
   He looked up just in time to see the zombies forming a circle with him at the center of their ring, their ruined faces slowly blocking out the sunlight as they enclosed around him. He noticed one of them was old and frail, and he kicked at it with all his might, collapsing the circle and breaking free. He started running in the direction where he’d seen the last Cheerio, down towards the highway. He could only hope that those Cheerios meant his mother and sister were alive, and that the long brown hair in Brandon’s mouth belonged to someone else.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Haven, I think you need to see this,” Rosemary called out from the living room. She had a habit of turning on the television every night to channel three. Haven had just finished washing the dishes from dinner and dried her hands on the towel. Faith was at her school library studying for an early-morning exam.
 
   She walked over to her grandmother and sat beside her on the cozy plaid couch. Rosemary had opened the chute of the fireplace and started a small fire, its glowing flames casting shadows along the walls. 
 
   Her grandmother’s taste was eclectic to say the least. A world traveler well into her seventies, Rosemary had collected various mementos from all over, and most of them were proudly on display throughout the house, including two Japanese swords over her bed, a Native American tomahawk hung above the hearth, and a giant shark jaw with rows of menacing teeth in the bathroom over the toilet. Not a woman to shirk from self-defense, Rosemary had been a rising star in her younger years on her school’s rifle team. Still, since her husband’s passing, she’d always felt a little safer with her unique weaponry easily accessible in every room of the house. 
 
   “Raleigh,” Rosemary finally responded, her eyes glued to the television screen. “It’s absurd. All of these cities… It looks like rioting, but it’s hard to say.” She wrung her hands nervously. “I hope your sister gets back soon. I don’t like her out after dark anymore, especially in that rickety old car she refuses to stop driving.”
 
   Haven furrowed her brows at the scenes playing out before her. “Raleigh? Houston isn’t that far away.” She grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. “What is this?”
 
   A very harried news reporter, her eyes wide with terror and her voice wavering slightly, attempted to gather her wits about her as she stared into the camera.
 
   “John, I can’t believe what I’m seeing over here on Fayetteville Street. People are going crazy, eating each other. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   Back at the studio, the anchor replied in a much calmer tone, “Any idea what the culprit behind this is, Brenda?”
 
   The reporter covered her ears so she could hear the anchor over the noise. “Just rumors so far. Everyone is advised to stay inside and lock their doors.” 
 
   Behind her, smoke billowed out from nearby buildings. Sirens were screaming in the distance, and gunshots could be heard in the background. 
 
   The cameraman shifted around to give the viewers a shot of their surroundings. People were running as though their lives depended on it, rushing past the cameraman and reporter. Children were being yanked along by hysterical parents. Some people were pulling beloved pets on taut leashes. Dogs barked and snarled wildly at an unseen threat behind them. Haven wondered what they were running from. 
 
   A young woman tripped and fell a few yards away from the camera, but no one paused to help her up. She was rising to her knees when a throng of people reached her. The first two runners knocked her off balance. She was just beginning to reach out for help when the next batch plowed over her, crushing her outreached arm. Haven and her grandmother watched in horror as she was trampled by dozens of feet, her face contorted in a silent scream as her skull caved from the pressure. 
 
   She did not get up again. 
 
   Haven nervously plucked at the tassel on a nearby pillow. The violence in front of her was like an action movie come to life. Beyond the horrors of wars abroad being captured by a cell phone and then going viral on-line for the world to see, Haven had never witnessed destruction on this scale, especially in her own country. She had never seen her people running for their lives so maniacally that they trampled and killed their own without even a second thought. A part of her wanted to see what was causing the horrific panic, but the rest of her desired nothing more than to erase the trampled woman’s death entirely from her memory. Haven wondered what she would have done if she had passed the fallen woman as she raced by. Would she have stopped to help her, a stranger? At first, she liked to think that she would have, but in truth, the scenario forced her to question her humanity, and she realized then that if it wasn’t someone she loved, she would have kept on running like the rest of them. 
 
   She told herself that whatever was happening there would never reach her. The danger was in Raleigh, two states away. It would be taken care of, contained by law enforcement and military. But Houston... Inwardly she felt paralyzing fear, and she didn’t know why.
 
   Haven didn’t want to unnecessarily worry her grandmother by voicing her concerns aloud. She pursed her lips into a tight line and determinedly stared ahead.
 
   Police and firemen could be seen yelling commands to the crowd, and many of the officers had their weapons out, ready to fire.
 
   In mere moments, the crowd that had rushed past the camera seemed to thin out then, the corpse of the stampeded woman the sole reminder that they had passed. A few stragglers ran by the reporter and cameraman. One woman clutched a child close to her bosom, her arms and torso covered in blood. She was sobbing hysterically.
 
   The reporter turned towards the camera, her face ashen in fear. “I haven’t seen anything like this since I was in Afghanistan, John. As you can see, chaos is everywhere. People are terrified.” She paused suddenly, tilting her head slightly. “Mac, do you hear that?” 
 
   A low buzzing sound coupled with a steady rumble reverberated around the news crew.
 
   “What is that?” Haven asked aloud, fear building up inside of her. She was glad to be safe in the confines of her grandmother’s home, far away from this surreal horror, but her palms were sweaty as she thought about Houston and his proximity to the danger.
 
   The cameraman was moving the camera wildly in different directions, trying to ascertain the source of the sound. Haven felt dizzy as she watched the screen. 
 
   Considering how frenzied and chaotic everything had been before, the city now seemed eerie and desolate. 
 
   The camera had just skimmed past a cluster of buildings when Haven saw something moving amongst the smoke and rubble. Apparently, the cameraman did, as well, because he quickly shifted back to the movement. Dark shadows began to materialize from the smoke. There were hundreds of them. 
 
   The cameraman zoomed in to get a better look. Unfortunately, he zoomed in so quickly in his haste that Haven and her grandmother found themselves figuratively face to face with a hideous-looking man, eyes white and vacant, mouth open wide, scraps of flesh hanging from his jaw. Purple veins blatantly protruded from his forehead, and small bite marks covered his left cheek and neck. They both yelped, for a second forgetting that this was an image on their TV, not in their window. 
 
   Her grandmother gained her composure and cleared her throat. “Why does he look like that?”
 
   Haven peered at the image and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “He looks… sick.”  
 
   The reporter began to shout. “Oh, dear God, they’re coming! Mac, are you getting this?”
 
   The cameraman had finally zoomed back out after recovering from the shock of seeing the disfigured man so closely in his lens. “I think I crapped my pants,” he muttered, not caring that they were airing live. “Brenda, we need to get out here. Fast.”
 
   “Just a few more seconds, Mac,” the reporter insisted, thoroughly intent on getting the story from the source. Several figures appeared out of the dust and smoke. They shambled pointedly towards the reporter and cameraman.  
 
   Haven realized that the droning they had heard earlier in the broadcast was emanating from them. The camera now showed hundreds of shambling figures coming from around buildings, down roads, and out of nearby businesses. Like the terrified crowd that had passed before, they headed in the same direction. They were probably only fifty yards away from the broadcasting duo. From their vantage point, it was clear that the cameraman was steadily moving backwards. The reporter quickly followed suit.
 
   They were moaning loudly, hungrily, almost to the point that Haven thought they were communicating to each other. Their steps became more urgent and uneven as they neared the pair. Haven could distinctly make out the grotesque faces of the approaching figures flooding the streets. Some were wearing suits, the fine fabric torn and bloody; others were in everything from gas station attendant uniforms or bathrobes to sweatpants and sweatshirts. Some were impossibly old; others were only a few years in age. They all showed signs of encountering horrific violence, and their skin was pale, seemingly devoid of blood flow. Their vacant gaze, slack jaws, endless moaning, shredded flesh, and slow-moving limbs were the only features they held in common. These were her people, her fellow Americans. 
 
   Haven shook her head, unable to comprehend what she was saying. It didn’t make sense. 
 
   “They’re hunting them,” Rosemary whispered hoarsely.
 
   They were getting closer. It quickly became evident that the reporter and cameraman were headed in a direction that left them limited avenues of escape. They were not moving fast enough to evade their adversaries.
 
   At twenty yards, the reporter began to cough. She continued to step backwards until her heels pressed against the massive wall of the south side of the RBC Tower. She looked around frantically, searching for her cameraman. He was nearby, the camera still trained on her, but through the smoke and ash, only glimpses of her were visible.
 
   It happened so quickly that Haven wasn’t even prepared for it. One second, the reporter had been shrouded in smoke; the next, they were upon her.
 
   Her screams were rapidly drowned out by the chorus of moans as their bodies engulfed her small frame. Those who could not crowd around the feast continued towards the cameraman.
 
   Seconds later, Haven and her grandmother were staring into a sea of dull white eyes that as a unit cast a chilling supernatural glow. Haven watched as the cameraman backed into an open stairwell, the camera wobbling as he climbed the steps. Dozens of battered faces peered around door frame, staring up at him with unabated hunger and desperation. 
 
   “He’s not going to make it!” Haven exclaimed, covering her mouth as she watched them scurry up the stairs to follow him. 
 
   In his hurry to get to the door at the top of the stairs, the cameraman lost his footing. She gasped in horror as she watched the camera tumble to the ground. It fell to the floor, its inevitable destruction hampered as it landed on the soft flesh of the creatures that passed it, their bloated bodies cushioning its fall. They poured in like water, climbing over each other to reach him. There were so many that followed that at one point they were jammed into the entrance, unable to move forward.
 
   The microphone on the camera amplified the nauseating slurping and chewing. The camera itself provided a horrifyingly intimate angle of the cameraman’s sneakered feet as they spasmed sporadically while his body was devoured. Immediately, the scene was cut off, and they were suddenly looking at the distraught face of the news anchor at the studio. 
 
   Without blinking, Rosemary reached over to the coffee table, grabbed the remote, and shut off the TV. 
 
   Intuitively, Haven shifted closer towards her grandmother and reached out to hold her hand.
 
   Rosemary cleared her throat. “I want you to start loading up the canned goods, bedding, batteries, and weapons and move them to the attic. Tomorrow you and I are going to the store. What we just saw won’t stop at Raleigh,” she said in a subdued tone. “It’s coming here.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Haven worked wordlessly with swift precision. In only an hour, she had cleaned and loaded all of the guns from her late grandfather’s weapons collection just as he had taught both her and Brett as teenagers. She sighed wistfully. She missed her grandfather. He had been the closest thing she’d had to a father.
 
   When she was done cleaning the guns, she began packing up various cans of vegetables, beans, and fruits. 
 
   Haven didn’t want to think about what she had seen on the television, but the violence kept replaying in her head. She had closed her eyes and whispered a prayer for the victims of the cataclysmic events she’d witnessed today. But she’d prayed even more fervently for Houston.
 
   Houston was stressed to say the least. He didn’t know what was causing everyone to act like raving lunatics, but he wanted to make sure that whatever happened, Haven and her family stayed as far away as possible from it. He spent about a half hour emphasizing society’s capacity for evil during desperate times, that even the best people with the most admirable of intentions could mutate into complete savages when it came down to their survival. He had already seen the failure of the military and law enforcement to contain the catastrophe in Raleigh. The lack of authority in the city had led to riots, looting, and widespread destruction of property. They simply hadn’t been able to keep the chaos at bay. This only meant that the turmoil would spread. And if the powers that be couldn’t stop it from spreading, the country was going to hell in a hand basket. 
 
   While she wasn’t completely convinced that the attack she viewed in Raleigh was evidence of the end of the world, she also wasn’t willing to discount the possibility after reading many articles on the internet about similar attacks around the nation. She had even read a few reports about planes crashing in Europe after being overrun by crazed passengers. Haven wasn’t sure if there was a relationship between the attacks in the United States and those abroad, but it certainly wasn’t encouraging.
 
   Given what she saw in Raleigh, she was convinced that the conditions there would spread over the border of its southern neighbor. She pleaded with him not to do anything dangerous and to hunker down somewhere safe. If she didn’t have the obligations of protecting her grandmother, Faith, and Brett, she would have driven to him in a heartbeat. And he knew that waiting out the disaster in his apartment was highly unlikely if he thought Haven was in danger.
 
   She assured him several times that her grandmother had plenty of weapons from her grandfather’s expansive collection, and that she would keep one by her bed. 
 
   When she was done talking to Houston, she called Brett, making sure he was alright and that no one was trying to eat him. Brett promised her that he was fine, but the family was concerned that because the university didn’t allow students to keep weapons on the premises, under these circumstances, he was completely defenseless. Haven reminded herself that he had been practicing martial arts since childhood, but deep down, her mind was laden with anxiety. It was agreed upon that Haven would drive the two hours to Brett’s school to pick him up and bring him home. Rosemary wanted to go with her, but Haven insisted that someone needed to guard the house and have everything ready for them when she returned. Faith would stay behind, as well. 
 
   Haven pulled out her black leather jacket, a couple of light sweaters, a pair of cargo pants, and two pairs of jeans and folded them neatly into her backpack. She figured that if things got really bad, like hand-to-hand combat bad, the leather jacket would at least provide a small barrier to any hungry zombies hoping to bite her. 
 
   She sat down on her bed and reached over to her nightstand where a framed photo of she and Houston holding baby alligators in Miami sat propped against her lamp. They were always up for a good adventure. 
 
   They had met during his senior year while living in a co-ed dormitory at American University in D.C. Although they had been together for four years, Haven remembered the first time she met him as though it was yesterday. He was coming out of the boys shower room, a towel wrapped around his waist. Haven, on the other hand, was struggling to keep her important parts covered with a small towel while rummaging through her shower caddy. Not that Houston was complaining. He had liked her instantly and had raised his eyebrow at her as she walked by to the girls’ shower room. 
 
   “Can I hold something there for you?” he had asked, one hand clutching his towel.
 
   “Oh… um, thank you, but I’ve got it,” she had responded, not looking up from what she was doing.
 
   This only intrigued him more, but he didn’t want to seem like a creep, so he said good-bye and walked towards his room.
 
   “Actually...” her voice echoed down the hall, “this will sound really weird, and I apologize, but on second thought, you wouldn’t happen to have an extra bar of soap lying around? I just have this tiny piece left.” She’d held up a nearly translucent sliver of soap the size of a penny. 
 
   He had turned around and walked back, jubilant at the opportunity to talk to her a little more. 
 
   “Well, that won’t do.” He handed her his bottle of shower gel. “You know, neighbors usually borrow sugar,” he joked.
 
   “Hmmm... I bet they do,” she replied, taking it from him quickly. “Thank you.” She opened the door to the shower room. “I’ll make sure to bring it by later with a plate of cookies,” she added dryly, poking her head around the corner.
 
   “Hey, I’m holding you to that! Chocolate chip! They’re my favorite,” Houston had called out after her.
 
   She did come by his room about two hours later to return the shower gel, her damp hair tossed into a messy bun. Sure enough, in her hands was a plate of chocolate chip cookies. 
 
   “I got these from the gas station,” she admitted. “So… not home-made, but that’s the best I could find.”
 
   Houston was enamored.
 
   Later that night, they realized they had a class together and agreed to study for an upcoming test the following evening. 
 
   They looked forward to those study dates. Without fail, Houston consistently provided thin crust pepperoni pizza and sodas from Dominos. Haven kept coming, claiming it was mostly for the pizza, but in reality, she really enjoyed spending time with him. Although her grandmother had done a remarkable job raising Haven and her siblings, losing her parents at such a young age had been hard on her, and she frequently built walls to prevent herself from getting too attached or hurt. Houston was good at breaking down those walls. He was smart, fun to talk to, had a generous heart, and could make her smile without fail.
 
   And so the two became closer as the months wore on. He even started going to church with her. Coming from a staunchly atheist household, Houston had never gone to church a day in his life before, but if going meant spending time with Haven, he was all for it. As time progressed though, he had to admit that he was taking a lot from the sermons and looked forward to them each Sunday. They helped him start the coming week on a more positive, hopeful note. 
 
   Towards the end of the semester, she invited him to spend Thanksgiving at her house that year. Her family had been very warm and inviting to him. Rosemary let him carve the Thanksgiving turkey and kissed him on his cheek after he blessed the meal. He’d never met his grandparents so he took an immediate liking to Rosemary and her love of family. He grew protective of Faith and valued her sweet spirit. He and Brett bonded instantly and spent hours watching football and dissecting all the plays. Brett was like the brother he’d never had. 
 
   Houston wanted to be a part of this family. He wanted to be a part of the closeness and love and warmth they all shared with one another. He realized that if he never dated another woman in his whole life, he’d be fine with that. He wanted to marry the one he had. 
 
   Haven represented home. He would do everything in his power to preserve and protect that.
 
   After graduating, Haven finally told him about her bucket list. Always the explorer, she wanted to backpack across Europe, climb the Great Wall of China, take a boat down the Amazon, swim with great white sharks off the coast of South Africa... And that was just the tip of the iceberg. This was the time in her life to check those things off her list, while she was young enough to enjoy them and didn’t have the commitments of a real-world job and a family. She wanted an adventure that she would remember for the rest of her life. And most importantly, she wanted to share that memory with Houston. 
 
   Houston had patted her leg and answered sincerely, “Let’s do it.” Two weeks later, they were on a stand-by flight to Rome. They traveled the world for an entire year, undertaking teaching jobs to pay for their overseas adventures. They stayed in hostels or camped, making friends wherever they went. It was everything she had wanted it to be... it was perfect. She had never met anyone like him. He would go to the ends of the earth for her. With her. Haven couldn’t imagine her life without him.
 
   Her shoulders sagged with the realization that she had to keep everyone she loved safe. 
 
   Putting the photo aside, she curled up in bed under the warm comforter. In a matter of minutes, she had fallen into a deep sleep.
 
   It proved to be the last peaceful night Haven would have for a long time.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9:
 
    
 
   “NO!” 
 
   Haven’s eyes flew open, and she sat up abruptly in her bed. She gasped for air, her face pale, her eyes frantic. Her heart was pounding so fiercely in her chest that for a moment, she thought it would burst. 
 
   Immediately she looked beside her to where her sister slept. Her heart slowed ever so slightly when she could make out golden hair strewn about on the pillow. She drew her knees to her body and willed her breathing to steady. 
 
   “It was just a dream. It was just a dream. They’re okay. They’re okay,” she repeated in a whisper. 
 
   Her dream had been brutal. Those things... Her family... 
 
   She rested her forehead against her knees and wiped the tears from her eyes. 
 
   She hadn’t been able to save them. 
 
   Suddenly, the hair on the back of her neck stood up. Her heart was racing again. Her back stiffened as she twisted around. 
 
   A dark silhouette stood in the window. It wavered ever so slightly in the howling wind. 
 
   Haven leapt out of bed and reached for her grandfather’s gun. She turned swiftly and aimed it at the window. 
 
   But the figure was gone. 
 
   Haven rubbed her eyes, certain she wasn’t imagining things. She ran to the window and yanked the blinds aside. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   She tip-toed past her sister, careful not to awaken her. Stepping into the hallway, past her grandmother’s bedroom, she used the flashlight app on her cell phone to guide her as she hurried to the front door. She pulled the curtains back and scanned the yard. 
 
   The neighborhood was dark and quiet. No movement. 
 
   Haven’s skin prickled, and a nagging in the back of her mind wouldn’t let her relax. Something was off.
 
   She stepped back slowly when she noticed. 
 
   Two houses down, the neighbor’s motion-sensor lights came on.
 
   She hadn’t been imagining it. The figure in her window had been real. 
 
   Knowing it would be foolish to run out in the dead of night all alone, she stayed by the window on the look-out for any threats. If the lurker came back into her yard, she wouldn’t hesitate for a second to put that gun to good use.
 
   ***
 
   Haven was sleeping soundly when she was suddenly awakened by the persistent shaking of her grandmother. 
 
   “Haven, Faith, wake up!” 
 
   The urgency in Rosemary’s voice had startled her, and for the briefest of seconds, she wondered if their house had been breached by those terrible, flesh-eating monsters. 
 
   It had taken her a couple of hours to finally go back to bed after last night’s scare. She had checked every door, window, and lock in her home at least twice, waiting anxiously in the darkness for any threat to wander into their yard.
 
   “There’s work to be done. It’s already seven in the morning. I let you sleep in. Count your blessings,” her grandmother continued. 
 
   Haven mumbled a complaint and pulled the sheets over her face. “Seven in the morning is not letting someone sleep in, Grandma.” 
 
   “Come on, Haven, I want you to go with me to the grocery store,” Rosemary persisted.
 
   Haven sighed and sluggishly sat up. From the bed next to hers, a figure moved beneath the sheets, groaning softly. Honey blonde hair peeked out from the quilt. 
 
   “I’ve got to get ready for school. I have my exam today,” Faith said hoarsely.
 
   Rosemary shook her head. “No, you don’t. School was canceled. I saw it this morning on the news. Apparently, parents are too afraid to send their children to classes, and a lot of teachers have been absent.”
 
   Haven stumbled out of bed and pulled on a pair of light blue torn jeans. Rosemary wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Not your holey jeans. They make you look poor.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “I don’t understand you young people these days. When I was growing up, we’d throw away clothes that had holes, or Mother would patch them up. Now, you crazy youngsters pay over fifty dollars to buy them that way.” 
 
   Haven tried to hide her smile. “Grandma, I’m twenty-five years-old. I don’t tell you what to wear. Now, do you want me to get ready or not?”
 
   Faith giggled from where she laid, her eyes dancing with amusement.
 
   Rosemary shook her head and headed towards the door. “I’ve already made breakfast.” Haven could hear her grumbling something about “kids these days” as she walked away.
 
   She pulled on a soft gray fitted t-shirt and quickly brushed her hair into a ponytail and looked outside. The day seemed chilly and overcast. Normally quiet streets bustled with cars. Haven glanced at a few houses down and noticed that the O’Briens were packing up their minivan. She could make out Susan and Christian’s blatant expressions of panic while their two young children, Jake and Amy, chased each other around, completely unaware of what was going on throughout the country. Haven watched them for a moment more. She had been baby-sitting for them while completing the FBI testing process, and they were some of the sweetest, most well-behaved children she knew. Susan and Christian had done a great job raising them, and she inwardly hoped that someday her children would be like Jake and Amy. She briefly wondered where they were headed and walked over to her sister’s bed, yanking off the quilt and playfully tickling her. 
 
   “Come on, sleepyhead!” 
 
   Faith protested in vain and swatted back at her sister. Haven stood and pushed her long ponytail over her shoulder. “Congratulations on not having an exam! Guess you can take the day easy now!”
 
   Faith finally sat up and threw her hands up in feigned exasperation. “I know. All that studying for nothing!” 
 
   Haven tousled her hair playfully, subsequently dodging Faith’s attempts to tickle her and made her way into the kitchen. The news was blaring loudly from the living room. 
 
   “Any updates?” 
 
   Noticing Rosemary had a worried expression on her face, she kissed her on the head. “I’m afraid it’s a lot worse. Almost every major city in the country is experiencing the same attacks we saw yesterday in Raleigh. And what’s most disconcerting is that it’s spreading outside the cities, too.” 
 
   Faith’s fingers tapped nervously on the counter. “I think we should get Brett today.”
 
   Rosemary nodded. “We’re doing that tonight. Right now, we need to stock up. There is no point in staying here to hide out if we starve to death. I have some canned goods, but I’ve only got a few gallons of water that won’t last us at all. The lake’s in the back, but we still have to purify that water. We need matches, firewood.”
 
   “Well,” Haven chimed in after taking a hearty bite of bacon, “we had better move fast. People are already getting things together and packing up.” She gestured towards the windows. “Look for yourselves. If we don’t get to the grocery store soon, there won’t be anything left. It’ll be picked clean.” 
 
   She licked her bacon grease-covered fingers and pulled on a pair of boots by the door. “Besides, Brett is most likely safest at the school. That town wouldn’t be able to survive if it wasn’t for his university. There are probably five people total in the entire town.” She continued, “Brett is smart. He knows how to survive and how to defend himself. Plus, he’s the most resourceful person I know. We will get him tonight, but right now, Grandma’s right. We’ll all starve in a week if we don’t get to the store immediately.”
 
   Rosemary nodded and grabbed her purse. “Alright, let’s go.”
 
   Haven reached for her keys. “Bring your gun. Who knows what we’ll find out there.” 
 
   She sighed when she reached for her Mace and pocket knife. They looked so puny and useless compared to the gun she’d had at her bedside last night. If she had her concealed weapons license, she would definitely be packing heat. Her grandfather’s weapons stash was loudly calling her name, in particular his Ruger LCP which fit perfectly in the back of her jeans. She bit her lip and suppressed the temptation to grab it, not willing to do anything that might compromise a career with the FBI.
 
   Yet even without the Ruger, Haven was prepared for unwanted confrontation. Having lived in decidedly unsafe areas during her teenage years, as well as surviving in several foreign countries for months at a time, Haven was more street-wise than most realized. She left a metal baseball bat in the back seat of her car, an emergency roadside kit in her trunk, a decent stun gun in the car door, and a canister of pepper spray in her purse. In short, she didn’t believe in being caught unaware and unprepared. 
 
   As they exited the house and made their way to Haven’s beloved silver 2004 Chevy Cavalier, her grandmother nodded in the direction of their neighbors. 
 
   Haven turned to see the O’Briens securing various camping equipment to the top of their vehicle. 
 
   She cleared her throat. “Going on a camping trip?” she inquired with a wave, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
   Christian O’Brien looked up, deep creases that weren’t there a few weeks before lining his features. “Huh. Don’t I wish. It’s a zoo out there. We’re getting out of here while the going is still good.”
 
   Rosemary spoke up. “Do you need anything from the store? We’re headed in that direction.”
 
   Christian shook his head. “You girls don’t want to go there. It’s pure madness. I tried to go last night around eleven-thirty. You’d think it’d be dead, right? Well, the store was just swamped. It almost seems more dangerous there than in the big cities.”
 
   Haven smiled reassuringly. “We’ve got a little insurance.” She patted her grandmother’s purse where she kept her gun.
 
   Christian looked at them skeptically and ran his hand over his tired, unshaven face. “I’d go with you, but… I can’t leave my wife and kids. Not during all this… Be careful. It’s going to get crazy real soon.”
 
   “You, too,” Haven answered, concern in her voice. 
 
   Jake and Amy ran out, calling her name.
 
   “Hey, kiddos,” she said, kneeling down to their level. 
 
   “Are you coming with us?” Jake asked shyly.
 
   “Please come!” Amy chimed in eagerly. “Look at what Daddy got me! A ‘Sketchy!’”
 
   Haven couldn’t help but smile as the little girl proudly displayed her Etch-A-Sketch. She hugged both of them and kissed the tops of their heads then leaned back and looked at them gravely. “You two listen to your mommy and daddy, okay? Whatever they say, you do it. We’ll see each other again soon.” 
 
   The children nodded obediently, not understanding the urgency in her voice. Haven stood and waved good-bye to Christian. Then she unlocked the doors to her car. 
 
   She buckled her seat belt as she started the engine. “Do you think it’s going to be okay out there?”
 
   Rosemary shrugged while Haven shifted gears. “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Bright early morning sun streamed into the loft of the barn where Colin restlessly slept. He stretched and yawned, wincing as his body ached from the car accident a couple of days before and all of the walking he had been doing. The uncomfortable sleeping quarters hadn’t done much to help with that either.
 
   Colin had wisely decided to stay off the main roads the last two days, although he had been tempted a few times to find help to bring back to his father. Something had kept him from doing so, telling him his father was beyond that now. He didn’t know if it was the gunshots he had heard in the distance throughout much of his journey or the smoke he had seen billowing from neighborhoods, but he knew that this supernatural phenomenon was not only developing; it was spreading everywhere. 
 
   Groggily sitting up, he scratched his head and stared out the window. He could see the city high-rises miles away from his hill-top vantage point. 
 
   A noise from below made him jump. Colin peered over the edge of the loft, but saw nothing and shrugged absentmindedly. His stomach rumbled noisily, and he realized he would have to find something substantial to eat soon. 
 
   Colin was industrious, to say the least. He had camped his first night in the woods without food and water. The next day, he had found a nearby river. After a couple of hours of frustration, he’d caught two fish by grabbing them as they swam past while he waded in the water. He had cooked them and boiled water over an improvised fire later that afternoon. The idea of roughing it for a few days didn’t bother him. Now that the adrenaline and fear from the last few days had lessened considerably, he needed to find more food, water, and some explanations.
 
   He ran a hand over his hair and picked bits of hay from his clothes. He took a whiff under his armpits, grimaced, and scratched his legs. His skin was crawling, probably from sleeping in old hay that was teeming with tiny insects. Colin decided that he didn’t care to spend another day in the same pair of clothes that he had worn when he traveled from Scotland, stabbed his father, narrowly avoided being eaten by his undead fling, survived a car accident, trudged through countless miles of countryside, and slept in a barn. With all of that action, they were incredibly smelly and stiff with dirt and sweat, and now they were full of bugs. He dug around for a new change of clothes. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered to himself when he pulled out a worn green kilt. “These are the only pair of bottoms you remembered to pack, you big oaf?” He shook his head and sighed, undoing his jeans. Shuffling around in only his socks, Colin managed to find a black cotton long-sleeved shirt. Although he found the idea of himself wandering the American landscape in a kilt unfavorable, he still ensured that the kilt was properly in place: pleats in back, flat aprons overlapping in the front, leather strap fastened to the buckle, the garment sitting high on his waist. He yanked off the belt from his jeans and added it to the kilt so that the sword fit securely within it. 
 
   He absolutely refused to put on the hose and garters though, as he felt that was over the top in this kind of situation. Pushing his sleeves up to his forearms, he then pulled on new socks and boots, shouldered his belongings, and began to descend the ladder.
 
   Colin was just about to turn the corner when he heard a strange sound behind one of the stalls. He had checked the barn the night before to make sure that nothing was in there save for the animals. Still, there hadn’t been a door to secure the barn, so the likelihood that an unwelcome guest had joined them was unfortunately a possibility.
 
   Curious by nature, Colin crept towards the noise, his hand resting on the sword tucked into his belt. 
 
   He came to a halt just before one of the stalls at the back of the barn. At first, he had presumed it was empty, but once he was sure he’d heard something behind the walls, he ventured further. A muffled gurgle confirmed his suspicions. 
 
   Colin moved to the front of the stall and stopped. 
 
   In front of him, a large chestnut-colored horse lay on the ground, weakly moving its hooves in the hay beneath it. Beside the horse, a figure was hunched over the stomach of the animal, back and shoulders moving slowly. The man wore dark blue overalls and an old, holey white shirt. His gray hair was thin and wildly unkempt. 
 
   Colin took a step to the left to get a better look before introducing himself. At first he thought the man was operating on the horse. He quickly realized that such a notion was the furthest thing from the truth. 
 
   Fighting the urge to vomit, he watched the monster pull bloody innards into its mouth, feasting on the poor animal while it suffered and struggled to breathe. Colin didn’t have any animals of his own and couldn’t ride a horse to save his life, but he hated the thought of anyone harming such a beautiful creature. 
 
   “Hey!” he said in a booming voice. 
 
   Colin froze as the figure snapped around at lightning speed. 
 
   The same inhuman, lifeless eyes both his father and Carissa had had in their final moments… 
 
   It leaned back at an unnatural angle, its face tilted to the ceiling. It curled its upper lip into a snarl and eagerly sniffed the air. Its ruined hands remained strained and claw-like, one still clutching a massive rope of intestines. 
 
   Colin didn’t want to find out if it was fast or slow. He took the sword out of his belt and stepped forward a few feet. The creature had already risen to its feet and sensing a new food source nearby, moved forward clumsily as it sniffed its surroundings. Was it blind? If this thing was tracking him by scent, Colin thanked God that he had changed his clothes, remembering the putrid stench of his last set. He easily avoided the zombie as it passed him and swung the sword into its face, feeling a rush of satisfaction as he felt bone and cartilage shatter under the impact. Its body soundlessly fell to the floor. With a grunt, he wrenched the weapon free and brought it down again until what was left looked like the remains of a smashed, rotted pumpkin.
 
   Colin edged away from it and moved to the horse. He was grateful to discover that it was already dead. He hadn’t looked forward to the idea of putting it down.
 
   He briefly studied the man’s clothing and surmised that he was most likely the owner of the farm.
 
   After exiting the barn, he walked towards the main house, an old white structure that had become dilapidated with time. He hoped he could find food and some some supplies within that could be put to good use.
 
   He crossed the yard at a swift pace. As he reached the house, a large flock of birds exploded from the trees in the distance, cawing and squawking angrily at whatever had disturbed them.
 
   Colin decided that this supply run was going to be a quick one.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10:
 
    
 
   Despite Wal-Mart being only twenty minutes away, Haven and Rosemary had been stuck in traffic for nearly an hour. Cars sat bumper to bumper, something very unusual for the small town. The drivers were honking their horns like madmen. 
 
   “Well, it looks like everyone had the same idea we did,” Haven muttered. 
 
   Rosemary reached forward. “Lock your doors just in case.”
 
   Haven pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. “We aren’t going anywhere for a while. Might as well save gas,” she said as she turned off the car.
 
   The women sat back in their seats and looked around. The quaint little town bustled with negative energy. 
 
   Rosemary broke the silence. “You’d think that some form of law enforcement would be directing traffic, something…”
 
   Haven nodded. She remembered that whenever there was severe weather, or even a broken traffic light, a uniformed officer was there to assist everyone in the right direction.
 
   Finally, the cars began to crawl forward at a snail’s pace, and after another half hour, they arrived at the store.
 
   “Wow, I’ve never seen it this crowded, not even during Christmas!” Haven exclaimed. “I don’t see any parking spots.”
 
   “Honey, people aren’t even parking. Look at that truck. He just zoomed in and took up three spaces!”
 
   Haven honked angrily at the black F350 as its driver shut off the engine. She made eye contact with the man behind the wheel, threw her hands up in fury, but froze when she instantly recognized him. 
 
   Rosemary narrowed her eyes. “Isn’t that Cade Foster?”
 
   Haven remained motionless. 
 
   She and Cade Foster had quite the history. To begin, they had gone to high school together. She had made the mistake of letting him sit beside her on the school bus in tenth grade, pitying him when all of the other kids poked fun at him for wearing military fatigues on a daily basis. Interpreting her kindness as an opportunity for romance, he had pursued her relentlessly. It became so intense that she’d seriously started to worry for her safety. 
 
   One night, her grandmother was returning home from a walk with their old dog when suddenly, the canine had started growling, its fur standing up on its spine. Before Rosemary could stop the golden retriever, it tore out of her grasp, chasing something that she couldn’t quite make out. As soon as the dog began bounding towards the house, a figure took off across the yard. Shining her flashlight ahead of her, she realized to her horror that it had been crouched in front of their living room window. As the person disappeared into the dark depths of the neighborhood, Rosemary caught sight of a flurry of fatigues and combat boots. She had tried to dash after him herself, but her old age didn’t get her very far. To her dismay, upon returning to the house, she discovered that Haven was napping on the couch below the same window the shadow had been moments before. The thought of her granddaughter being watched with only a thin pane of glass separating her from imminent danger angered and worried Rosemary. She had immediately called the police to report the incident. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to do much without a solid lead so no further action was taken.
 
   As time went on, more ominous events transpired. At one point, their house was broken into while they were on a cruise to the Caribbean. The only items missing were a picture of Haven in her volleyball uniform, a bright smile on her flushed face after a much-deserved championship against a rival school, and a few pairs of her underwear. The family knew that Cade was the culprit behind the crimes, but it could never be proven. Again, the police arrived and even swept the place for fingerprints, but since the stolen items were of no value and no prints were found, once more, nothing happened.
 
   One afternoon, Cade followed her home after soccer practice. Haven always walked back following practices as she didn’t get a car until college. When he tried to corner her in the woods behind the baseball field, she knew she was in trouble. She threatened him to stay away, but he only sneered and punched her solidly in the nose, knocking her face first into the dirt. Blood pouring from her face, she desperately fumbled around in her backpack for the small stun gun her brother had purchased for her. Cade had just straddled her from behind and was yanking off her shorts when she twisted and zapped him in the neck. The surprise was enough for Haven to shove him off of her, scramble to her feet, and run to the closest house where she called the police. He was arrested within the hour, furiously resisting the officers as they escorted him to the police car.
 
   Aside from his trial, she hadn’t seen him since. Much to her relief, Cade had received some prison time out of the deal. When she left for college, Haven put the whole ordeal behind her. Now that she knew he was back, all of those feelings of anger, resentment, and fear boiled up inside of her.
 
   Haven glared at him and shifted into reverse, heading away from her demented former admirer. Unable to find any available parking spots, she maneuvered the car under a tree in the parking lot of a nearby Friendly’s. She hoped that Cade had lost sight of her. He wouldn’t try anything in such a crowded place anyways.
 
   Rosemary clutched her purse as Haven tucked her Mace into the back pocket of her jeans and slipped a pocket knife into her boot, just in case.
 
   The women made their way to the front of the store, their mouths agape as they looked around. People were in the parking spots nearest the doors fighting over bags of groceries, ripping them to shreds as the contents tumbled to the ground. Others not involved in the fighting took advantage of the distraction and scrambled to pick up the rolling cans and crushed boxes. 
 
   Cade was quickly forgotten.
 
   Haven protectively walked closer to her grandmother and crossed through the automatic doors. 
 
   The inside of Wal-Mart looked even worse. Scattered paper, broken glass, tattered boxes, and ruined, smashed food greeted them. The store was so crowded that it almost seemed impossible to breathe. The lines to the cashiers were flooded, the cashiers themselves despondent with stress as they tried to bag purchases as quickly as possible. It was so loud with yelling, screaming, worrying, and fighting that a conversation at a normal decibel would have been impossible.
 
   A young man, clearly unwilling to stand in line, slipped a bottle of wine under his jacket and walked towards the doors.
 
   Haven raised a skeptical eyebrow as he attempted in vain to hide the alcohol. 
 
   “Of all things…” she murmured. “Hey, buddy, I think you forgot to pay for that!” Haven exclaimed over the noise as she headed in his direction.
 
   Rosemary pulled her back. “Haven, don’t. People are desperate right now. You don’t know what he could do. Let the employees handle it.”
 
   “Look at this place. The employees are completely overwhelmed. We could waltz out of here without paying a dime, and no one would know differently. Where the heck are the cops?”
 
   The lack of law enforcement was really starting to worry her.
 
   She finally managed to grab a stray shopping basket with broken handles.
 
   “Alright, here goes nothing,” she said, grasping her grandmother’s hand as she pushed her way through the crowd.
 
   Getting to the grocery section was much harder than either of them had anticipated. People elbowed them, pushed them, shoved them. At first, Haven had reacted angrily to a jab to the ribs, usually shoving back, but after a while, she began to ignore them and narrowed her focus to reaching their destination. Stronger than her grandmother, she led the way until they finally found themselves staring at nearly skeletal-looking aisles. 
 
   “They stripped nearly everything off the shelves!” Haven yelled above the chaos. 
 
   “Come on, grab whatever you can!” Rosemary replied, pulling her into the aisle normally stocked with canned goods.
 
   There were several people fumbling around in the aisle, scooping up what they could and shoving it greedily into their pockets and purses as there was no room to maneuver through the throng of frenzied people with a shopping cart. 
 
   Haven began to grab boxes of spaghetti, hastily throwing them into the warped basket. Rosemary scrambled to the last remaining can of black beans just before another woman reached it.
 
   The woman tried to yank the can out of Rosemary’s hands, roughly shoving her backwards until she lost her balance and fell at an awkward angle. Her face tightened in agony, pain radiating up her hip. 
 
   Haven turned around in time to see the scuffle and ran to her grandmother, horrified. She suddenly felt an inexplicable surge of anger welling up inside of her, a darkness that threatened to undo her as she watched her beloved grandmother grimace in pain on the floor. 
 
   Rising to her feet, she lunged at the woman whose back was to them as she stuffed cans into her bag. Haven grabbed her shoulder, spun her around so that she was facing her, and pushed her roughly.
 
   When the woman rushed at her angrily, spewing vicious insults, Haven shoved her back into the shelves and held her there with her forearm, her nails biting into the stranger’s shoulder as she pinned her in place. Then she reared her fist back and punched the woman repeatedly in the nose.
 
   And to Haven, it felt good.
 
   She couldn’t hold back the faintest of smiles when she heard cartilage break, watching blood spurt onto the woman’s lips and chin, dotting across her clothes.  
 
   “Haven,” Rosemary whispered, stunned. 
 
   Cowering to the floor, the woman shakily handed her the can. 
 
   Haven grabbed it and wiped her knuckles on her jeans. As she helped her grandmother to her feet, Rosemary searched her granddaughter’s face with concern. Haven ignored her bewildered gaze and insisted they gather what they could while it was there for the taking.
 
   After several minutes of rushing through aisles, snatching whatever remained on the barren shelves, and fending off strangers who tried to steal the coveted goods from their basket as they passed, the two women finally made it to the cash registers. Both groaned when they saw the long lines before them. 
 
   Haven looked at Rosemary anxiously. “Grandma, do you want to sit down? Can I get you anything?” 
 
   The older woman shook her head and gingerly leaned against the magazine stand. 
 
   Haven searched about them for a moment and returned with a bottle of ibuprofen and some water. “Here, take this. It’ll make you feel better.”
 
   She had just finished thumbing through the pages of a newspaper showcasing the recent attacks around the nation when screaming suddenly broke out a few lines away. Without explanation, a wave of people hit the ground in droves. The women looked around with wild eyes, trying to see above the crowd of panicked shoppers. 
 
   Haven stood on the corner of a Hallmark card stand to get a better look, but almost just as quickly wished she hadn’t. In front of the cash register of aisle ten, a group of young men, Cade Foster included, stood in line, the tallest one waving a gun at the cashier. The frightened young woman meekly held her hands up as tears flowed down her face.
 
   “Give me the damn cash! Now!” he shrieked, reaching across the counter to point the gun close to her temple.
 
   Haven slowly stepped down so that she wouldn’t garner any unwanted attention. 
 
   “Grandma, we’ve got to get out of here,” she whispered as she reached into her pocket for her cell phone, quickly dialing 9-1-1.
 
   She frowned when she heard an automated message explaining that all lines were busy. She tried again. The same message. An awful fear crept over her.
 
   “What’s wrong? Aren’t they picking up?” Rosemary asked breathlessly.
 
   Haven shook her head. “Maybe they’ll be able to track our location from the GPS in my phone, but right now, we’ve got to move.”
 
   Before either could blink, gunshots rang out. Haven peered through a slit in the card rack and gasped. Someone had apparently tried to play hero and had gotten himself killed. His lifeless body lay beside the shell-shocked cashier. After that, the enraged gunman and the others with him let all hell break loose. She noticed Cade turn in her direction, and although she was well hidden, she could feel his stare pierce through her. 
 
   Although her mind was telling her to move, her legs refused to budge. 
 
   In seconds, chaos and sheer panic enveloped Wal-Mart. Customers screamed in terror, many trying to make their way out of the double doors on either side of the store, mowing down others in their hurry. Haven stared in horror as several people fell to the ground and didn’t get up again, either mortally pierced with bullets or trampled to death by frantic feet. What few glass bottles remained on the shelves exploded from stray bullets, spewing forth dark liquid that spurted across the polished white floor, the deep red color intensifying the morbidity playing out before them.
 
   Haven was taking in the destruction when she caught sight of Cade, closer this time than he was before. 
 
   Wide-eyed with terror, the women backed hastily into the nearest aisle, crouching down to avoid being seen. Haven turned to her grandmother, who had already drawn her gun. She reached into her boot and produced her knife, clutching it in her left hand while in the other, she held the can of Mace. Haven wished she had the Ruger, but mouthed a silent prayer of thanks that they had the foresight to bring at least some protection.
 
   With their hands full and their survival on the line, they reluctantly realized they would have to leave the groceries.
 
   Haven began crawling away from the front of the store, her grandmother in hot pursuit. She tried to conjure up a plan that would lead them both to safety, but in her fear, her mind went blank like white noise on an old television set. 
 
   After what seemed like hours of shuffling on their hands and knees across the hard floor, they finally reached the end of the aisle. Haven poked her head out, and just as quickly shrank back to her hiding place. 
 
   While many within the store had attempted to escape from the front exit, taking that route seemed to be too much of a gamble after witnessing the bloody massacre just moments before. What if the gunmen were still there?
 
   Haven leaned against the shelves for a moment, catching her breath. Where could they hide? She couldn’t think. She waited a few seconds and peered around the corner again, this time taking a couple extra seconds to study their surroundings. To the left was the baby section complete with shiny cribs, toys, and clothes. To the right was the men’s clothing department. Neither of those areas provided a viable escape option.
 
   Fortunately, a swinging door near the restrooms caught her eye. The stockroom. They could escape through the back and cross the vacant lot next door to the Friendly’s where her car waited.
 
   Haven signaled to Rosemary to follow her to the back of the store. As she turned to her grandmother, her blood ran cold. 
 
   Cade was headed in their direction, and he was heavily armed. 
 
   He stepped slowly from aisle to aisle, gun poised, as his eyes began scanning the store in search of his decade-long obsession. 
 
   Rosemary raised her gun and aimed, her back pressed solidly against the shelves. 
 
   “Come on!” Haven whispered, grabbing her elbow and pulling her towards the stockroom. “He doesn’t see us!”
 
   In their haste, their eyes fastened on their destination, they didn’t see a cluster of cans on the ground. Haven’s boot made contact. She watched in horror as the cans noisily rolled away. Both women held their breaths, frozen in place. 
 
   Heavy telltale footsteps began to thud down the aisle. 
 
   Haven and Rosemary started a silent sprint towards the closest possible hideaway, running on the balls of their feet to avoid any additional noise. Haven grasped her grandmother tightly, knowing the elderly woman was exhausted and couldn’t keep up. They landed in a crouch in a short, dark aisle cluttered with shoes. Rosemary tried to control her labored breathing and determinedly cleared a small space between a couple of shoe boxes, pointing her gun in the direction from where they had come. 
 
   Sure enough, Cade had followed them and stood beside the errant can. He looked around slowly, his hard eyes narrowing to tiny slits and his lips drawn in a tight line. He had a sturdy build, and that, in conjunction with the nice little MAC-10 he held firmly in his gloved grip, was more than enough to overpower them.
 
   Haven crept to the opposite edge of the aisle and checked to see how much further they were to the stockroom doors. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw they only had a few more yards to cover. 
 
   Rosemary’s gray-blue eyes didn’t leave her target as her granddaughter stealthily edged back to her. Haven gestured for her to follow, and both women retreated while remaining alert to any sign of impending danger.
 
   They tiptoed carefully to the back doors, pressing them forward and grimacing when they squeaked. Haven turned behind her to see how close their predatory companion was, but didn’t see him. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t there.
 
   Haven gently pressed the door shut. The stockroom was in total disarray and looked even worse than the store itself. Boxes had been torn open in a hurry, everything from kitty litter to diapers strewn across the narrow aisles. The flickering fluorescent lights along the high ceilings did nothing to ameliorate the gloomy ambiance.  
 
   Immediately, she felt like she was the star of a campy teen horror flick. She began to look for the exit, but amidst the ruin and rubble could find little direction. She saw a bathroom to the far left and contemplated hiding in it and locking the door, but after thinking through it a little further, decided it was too obvious of a hideout. 
 
   She looked at the shelves. Suddenly she had an idea. She pushed some boxes aside.
 
   “Grandma, I’m going to help you climb up there.” 
 
   Rosemary looked at her questioningly at first, but as she saw her granddaughter’s plan, implicit trust crossed her features. She slipped the gun back into her purse and placed two shaky, weathered hands on the cold metal shelves. Haven hoisted her up as gently as she could manage and impatiently watched her ascend to the second highest shelf from the ceiling. She looked down at Haven and motioned for her to hurry. Haven didn’t hesitate and deftly swung her legs up to the first shelf, climbing until she met her grandmother. They shrank back into the shadows of the shelf and started rearranging boxes of gallons of water in front of them. 
 
   They stopped nearly as quickly as they had started when they heard a squeak from the stockroom entrance. 
 
   He’s here, Haven thought as her hands trembled to silently maneuver the last box in front of them. 
 
   Cold darkness enveloped the women as they crouched and waited. Haven’s heart was beating so fiercely in her chest she worried Cade would hear it and discover their location. She shut her eyes and willed herself to calm down. 
 
   Footsteps echoed in the otherwise silent room. They were slow, measured, calculated. Minutes passed as he did a perimeter search of the area. He came around to the entrance once more and stopped at the swinging door. Haven fervently hoped that he was convinced they were gone.
 
   Jerky, sudden movement in their cramped corners made both women jump. Haven jolted her head to the side and saw the source of the noise. A gray cat hissed at them angrily from the adjoining shelf. How it had gotten inside the stockroom made no sense, but Haven knew he would find them in seconds if she didn’t act quickly. She reached over and grabbed the cat, ignoring its furious protests, and flung it to the ground. 
 
   The gunman paused and studied the feline for a few moments before scanning the aisle for any other movement. The cat, clearly intimidated by his presence, darted off into the shadows and vanished. 
 
   Cade stood there for several moments, tapping his trigger finger on the gun as he searched. 
 
   “Foster!” a voice rang out from outside the stockroom. “We’re heading out!”
 
   The predatory man didn’t budge an inch. He just stared in their direction, tapping his gun, narrowing his eyes. Haven and her grandmother held their breaths. 
 
   He turned suddenly and headed to the swinging door. When it shut, Haven gulped the air eagerly.
 
   They knew better than to climb down immediately in case the gunman was waiting on the other side of the door, poised to spring a trap. 
 
   After several minutes, they heard tires screech in the parking lot accompanied by loud, random gunfire. They descended the shelves and reached the bottom.
 
   “We could go back into the store and try to find our supplies, or we can get out of here now before anyone comes back,” Haven suggested.
 
   Rosemary wiped a thin layer of perspiration from her forehead. “I think we should try to gather whatever we can in here.”
 
   “The cops never came,” Haven said in a barely audible voice. Her faith in law enforcement was beginning to wane.
 
   “I know. I think it’s past that now. It’s every man out for himself. Or woman,” she added, patting Haven’s arm. “That was a smart idea with the shelves, dear. Speedy thinking.”
 
   Haven nodded nervously, but couldn’t tear her eyes away from the swinging door. A heavy silence hung in the air. They had almost died. In a Wal-Mart. 
 
   What a terrible way to go, she thought bitterly.
 
   She stopped mid-stride and turned to her grandmother, eyes resolute.
 
   “Screw not having a concealed weapons license. Next time we go out, I’m bringing a freaking bazooka.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11:
 
    
 
   Colin walked warily to the porch of the large white house, sword ready. Old, dingy paint peeled at the edges over wood beams that had been in place for several decades. Nearly all of the windows on both floors were open, some with tattered curtains billowing in the wind. 
 
   Stepping cautiously through the doorway, he closed the door quietly behind him. He didn’t want any wretched flesh eaters lurking in through an open door. His eyes scanned the foyer. Nothing seemed particularly unusual. Aside from being dusty and worn, the house was enormous and had probably been quite beautiful in its earlier days. However, whoever had lived in it in recent years had neglected it considerably. If he hadn’t seen the farmer in the barn, he would have thought the house was abandoned.
 
   He sniffed the air for anything suspicious, like the unmistakable odor of a rotting corpse. Upon smelling nothing out of the usual, he moved ahead. 
 
   With every corner he turned, Colin remained crouched and swung the sword from side to side. 
 
   He went through each room with swift precision and noting where the kitchen was, made his way to the second floor. He wanted to make sure the house was safe before he began rummaging for food and other supplies.
 
   The smell hit him as soon as his foot touched the stairs.
 
   Colin stifled a cough as he ascended the steps, unfazed by the darkness spreading through the stairway. Upon reaching the landing on the second floor, he blinked to adjust his eyes to the dimness. At the far end of a hall covered in yellowed floral wallpaper, a closed door blocked the entrance to the only room on the floor. 
 
   He walked up to the door calmly, grimacing as the putrid stench grew stronger. He put his ear against it and listened for any signs of movement. When he didn’t hear anything, he tried the doorknob. The door creaked noisily as it opened. 
 
   Colin covered his nose with one hand, the other tightly holding the sword out in front of him. The rancid odor caused his eyes to water as he looked around the dark room. He didn’t hear any moaning so he assumed whatever was causing the smell was staying dead. He edged over to a window covered in heavy drapes. Puffs of dust swirled in the stagnant air as he moved them aside. Overcast skies cast a dreary light over the room. 
 
   Colin’s eyes immediately rested on the canopy bed in the center of the bedroom. The image was haunting.
 
   On the large queen bed covered in old quilts laid a middle-aged woman, her arms crossed serenely over her chest, her pale white skin sunken in and dull. Her lips were thin and faintly tinged in blue. There was a small, neat hole in her forehead, but Colin noticed a crescent moon-shaped wound on one of her wrists. 
 
   Colin imagined that she had been bitten a couple of days ago when the chaos first broke out. Maybe she’d gone into the city on a shopping run and had come into contact with one of the monstrosities he was seeing more and more of as of late. When she had returned home, she most likely turned during the night like his father, attacked her husband, the farmer outside, who then presumably shot her when he realized what was happening. 
 
   In spite of his almost constant cheerful, carefree disposition, Colin felt very alone.
 
   He sighed and pulled the covers over her eyes.
 
   Circling the room once to find anything of value, he then headed downstairs and walked to the kitchen. Pots and pans lay scattered about the counters. Dirty dishes sat in the sink. Flies buzzed around the crusty contents, moving when a breeze came in from the open window. 
 
   He began pulling out cans of food from the cupboards. When he realized he would need another bag to carry his newfound goods, he put the cans down and ran upstairs, taking two steps at a time. 
 
   He failed to notice the figures shambling out of the tree line, headed directly for the house.
 
   Rummaging around in the bedroom of the deceased woman until he found what he was looking for, he yanked a sturdy potato sack from beneath a pile of clothes on a chair in the corner of the room. 
 
   A crash from below halted his movements. He pressed himself against the door and listened as glass continued to shatter at different places in the house. A cacophony of moans carried up to his hiding place. 
 
   He realized that he hadn’t been as isolated on the farm as he’d initially thought. 
 
   Cursing under his breath when he remembered that the canned food was downstairs, he closed the door as stealthily as possible and turned the lock. He went to the window and slapped the sill in frustration when he saw numerous zombies surrounding the front of the house, with even more coming out of the woods. 
 
   If there were only a few of the undead intruders on the first floor, there was a chance that Colin could sneak past them, grab the precious food, and run out the back door to safety. There seemed to be only a couple near that part of the house, and Colin figured that with speed and agility on his side, he had a good shot of making it out.
 
   He edged back to the door and opened it, wincing as it creaked and groaned under the effort. 
 
   Staying close to the wall, Colin crept forward in the darkness until he reached the staircase. Holding his breath and clutching the sword in both hands, he peered around the corner. 
 
   He almost fell backwards when he saw what lay just feet before him. 
 
   Two white eyes glared up at him through the blackness. Colin could vaguely make out the silhouette of the body that belonged to the pair of eyes. A low hiss followed by a piercing screech erupted from the figure. Almost instantly, telltale moans drifted through the house in response. 
 
   When the eyes began to bounce through the darkness towards his location at the top of the stairs, Colin turned and ran for the bedroom. He slammed the door shut behind him and pushed a chair underneath the door knob.
 
   Something large slammed into the door. The vibrations from it shook the room.
 
   Colin backed away and opened the window. He looked at the ground below and shook his head, placing the sword on the wood floor.
 
   “If I knew this was what I’d get in America…” he muttered as he stepped out onto the porch rooftop, struggling to get himself and his duffel bag through the slender space. 
 
   Colin reached back through the window and grabbed the sword. The sudden crashing of the door to the ground startled him, and he lost his grip on his weapon. He glumly watched it fall to the soft dirt, landing amidst several shambling zombies whom upon hearing the thud, looked up hungrily at Colin.
 
   He turned in time to hear the footfall of zombies making their way to his perch on the roof of the porch. 
 
   Before he could close the window, one of them reached through the opening and clawed at him in desperation. 
 
   Colin grabbed the zombie’s arm, shoved it against the windowsill, and roughly stomped on it with his boot. It hung limply from the creature’s body as he reached for the window itself and brought it down on the zombie’s ruined appendage. 
 
   He spun around and stepped to the edge of the roof. 
 
   “Okay, you can do this, mate,” he said, feigning enthusiasm. “Jump to the ground, roll to your feet, and run like the devil’s on your heels,” he continued. “You can do this.”
 
   The window behind him shattered. 
 
   “Time to go.” He walked back a couple of steps, making sure to avoid the zombie crawling out of the window, and broke into a run. He leapt off the roof and landed a few feet away from his sword. 
 
   A hungry zombie was closer still.
 
   It leaned down and grasped at his kilt. Rising to his feet, he grabbed the closest thing to him, his duffel bag, and swung it into the face of the approaching monster. It stumbled back and fell to the ground. Others were closing in steadily. Colin reached for the sword, shouldered his bag, and began dodging the zombies as they shambled to him with outstretched arms. 
 
   Within seconds, he had cleared the ones around the house. He sped up, his strong legs pumping furiously, and neared the tree line. 
 
   That’s the last damn time I ever go into a creepy house again. 
 
   Colin decided that if the outbreak had spread to the countryside, the city was the last place in the world he would want to go. Sticking to the backwoods and country roads of the state to wait the catastrophe out seemed like a better option.
 
   ***
 
   Haven and Rosemary gathered as many items as they could fit into a cardboard box. Haven double-checked to make sure there were a few rolls of toilet paper, a decent number of canned goods that didn’t need to be heated or refrigerated and would still taste reasonable, some jars of blueberry preserves, several boxes of crackers—both plain and peanut butter-filled, a couple bottles of multi-vitamins, and any other non-perishable supplies that weren’t too heavy. One would carry the box and the other a case of bottled water.
 
   They began to trek to the rear of the stockroom, but stopped in their tracks when they noticed the back door was completely ajar. 
 
   “So that was how our friendly feline got in,” Haven mused, shaking her head at the memory of their near-fatal encounter.
 
   Outside, the sky was dark and heavy with the promise of rain, and chilling October winds swept over the two women. Haven’s dark hair billowed around her as she adjusted her hold on the supply-laden box. 
 
   In front of them lay a vacant back lot. Old dusty gravel was littered with trash, obstinate weeds protruded from cracks in the cement. Haven scanned the lot before deciding it was safe to step out from their sanctuary.
 
   The women scurried as quickly as they could in the direction of the Friendly’s, pausing every so often to make sure they weren’t being followed. Haven breathed a sigh of relief when she saw her car.
 
   With only a few hundred yards left, they pushed forward with a faster pace. Both of their bodies protested, their muscles straining with the added weight and increased speed. 
 
   Haven nearly collapsed when she made it to the car. She hastily unlocked the door and began loading the items into the back seat. 
 
   On the other side of the car, Rosemary’s eyes suddenly widened. 
 
   “Haven, behind you!” 
 
   Haven dropped what was left in her arms and reached for her Mace, cursing the fact that she was going for a can of pepper spray and not a gun. 
 
   To her left, appearing from behind a massive oak tree, two figures moved towards her. Both were dirty and their clothes were stained and tattered. The seemingly younger one of the pair moved slowly and menacingly, pushing his long dark jacket out of the way. He seemed to have something hidden behind his back. Haven noted that his bushy beard was caked with blood.
 
   “Hey, there, girl,” he said, his gravelly voice sending chills up her spine. “How’s about sharing some of that there food?” He looked hungrily at their stash and wiped his hand across his beard, leaving a fresh trail of red in its wake. Haven saw the origin of the blood. A sizeable chunk was missing from his palm, pus and blood oozing freely.
 
   Rosemary clutched her gun, lips pursed in a tight line, but kept it out of view, edging to her granddaughter’s side. The other man stopped her mid-step, smiling as he managed to block her way.
 
   Haven didn’t bother concealing the can of Mace. There was no way in hell that she was going to give him any part of their already scant supplies. 
 
   “Sorry, but we can’t afford to do that. What we have is for ourselves and our family. There’s plenty left in the storeroom. You’ll have to find your own,” she told him sternly.
 
   The one nearest her kept moving forward. He ran his gaze over her body, his eyes hazy with lust. Apparently, he wasn’t just interested in their supplies. Haven’s stomach twisted into tight knots.
 
   “This one right here is mighty pretty. A lot prettier than that other crazy bitch. Just look at those titties,” he said to his companion, gesturing to her.
 
   “Grandma, get in the car,” she said in a low voice, determined to protect her. 
 
   “Absolutely not. We get in together,” Rosemary answered firmly.
 
   Haven turned to her ever so slightly to protest, but it was too late.
 
   When he came at her, she wasn’t ready. In one deft move, the man lunged forward, roughly knocking Haven into the side of the car. Her Mace tumbled to the ground, the can clanking noisily on the pavement. She grunted as he pressed up against her, pinning her.
 
   “I guess you shoulda shared some, huh, you little greedy bitch?” he whispered harshly in her ear, lingering as he breathed in the sweet scent of her hair. 
 
   Haven struggled against him wildly, but stopped when she saw the glint of a knife in his other hand. Rosemary didn’t miss a beat and leveled her gun to his face, but the other man immediately pulled out a beat-up revolver and aimed it at her. Without even looking in her direction, his companion pressed the cold blade to Haven’s throat.
 
   “Get your filthy hands off my granddaughter,” she ordered.
 
   “Now I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The man smiled wickedly, his eyes still on Haven. He licked his lips and ground his hips against her. His calloused fingers began to roughly grope her breast. She could feel his growing erection pressed against her stomach. Haven gagged. 
 
   “If I were you,” he continued, “I’d get back into that car.”
 
   “Well, that’s not going to happen. I’ll give you one more chance,” Rosemary answered coldly. “And choose wisely. Because if you don’t, you can think about what crime you wanted to carry out against my granddaughter as you rot in hell.” 
 
   In spite of the situation, Haven couldn’t help but be proud of her tough-as-nails grandmother.
 
   The man chuckled, clearly not believing that Rosemary would pull the trigger. 
 
   “Go ahead, if you feel that’s best. But what’s going to happen is James here is going to put a bullet through your chest, and this here blade will cut clean through your little granddaughter’s pretty white throat.” The hand on Haven’s breast began to move downwards. “Then, while we take turns with her, you’ll have to watch her bleed out until she dies right here in this parking lot.” 
 
   Haven tasted bile and shuddered visibly. She had to strategize a means of escape that didn’t involve getting stabbed. She would be no use to her grandmother dead.
 
   “Like I said,” he taunted again as he began to unzip his pants, “I’d just let me finish up what I’ve started. I promise to give her back to you when I’m done. All in one piece.” Haven’s eyes widened as he leaned in towards her and slowly licked the side of her face. The combination of his rancid breath and rough sandpaper tongue was the last straw, and she threw up the remnants of her breakfast on him. He didn’t flinch and dug the blade deeper into her throat. Haven wheezed in protest.
 
   Enough was enough.
 
   She was going to take her chances and grab the blade away from herself so that she could escape. Shredding her palm was a heck of a lot better than shredding her jugular. But suddenly, as if by some invisible force, the man was jerked backwards. She gasped and fell forward, clutching her throat. His friend turned around, wildly processing the new development. Rosemary took advantage of the distraction, aimed her gun, and shot him squarely in the chest. His revolver clattered to the side. 
 
   Haven ran to Rosemary and hugged her tightly, her breathing uneven and her entire body shaking. A few feet away, a man was swinging at her attacker with a crowbar. He looked to be in his forties, tall and sturdily built. The hardened expression on his face matched each determined swing that made contact with the man, who in his disoriented and confused state, didn’t stand a chance. With the benefit of surprise under his belt, the newcomer had been able to not only disarm him, but also beat the man into near unconsciousness. 
 
   Haven’s expression was dark and angry, tears welling up in her eyes. She walked over to the stranger who looked at her questioningly, paused in front of the groaning man, and furiously landed several solid kicks to his groin. Then she dug the heel of her boot into his privates ever so slowly, grinding her foot back and forth against the concrete until she was satisfied that everything was turned to mush. She spit on him with unbridled disdain. 
 
   A second later, she burst into tears and leaned back against her car. Rosemary comforted her as she sobbed, trying to remain calm for her granddaughter, but failing miserably as she, too, began to cry.
 
   Finally, Haven inhaled deeply to steady her breathing, glaring at the maniac before her for a few moments. She turned to face her rescuer, wiping her eyes and regaining her composure. 
 
   “Thank you for what you did,” she said hoarsely.
 
   The stranger wore a Boston Red Sox baseball cap that barely concealed a pair of kind green eyes. He extended his hand.
 
   “Rick Heaten,” he smiled sadly. “Glad I could be of service.” 
 
   Rosemary hugged him in earnest. “I can’t thank you enough, young man,” she exclaimed, a tear rolling down her face. He hugged her back.
 
   “How did you…” Haven stammered. “How did you find us?”
 
   He turned somber. “I was passing through on one of my routine stops to unload cargo. That’s my truck over there,” he explained, pointing to the far corner of the back of the store. The word “Wal-Mart” was emblazoned on the side of the white truck. “I had been unloading supplies into the stockroom when those idiots decided to start opening fire on innocent people. I hid in the cab of my truck, afraid that if I started the engine, it would attract too much attention. I didn’t know how many of them there were, and I didn’t want to risk having a parade of them chasing me down the highway.” 
 
   He paused, glancing at the bloody end of his crowbar and wiping it on the grass. “So I was keeping watch from the little window of the sleeper cab, clutching a crowbar, when I saw these two over here snooping around on the loading deck.” He shuddered briefly. “I guess they didn’t see this woman shamble over to them, looking just as bad as they did.”
 
   Rick stopped, staring a hole into the ground beneath them. Haven could tell that whatever happened next wasn’t something he cared to recount. Still, her desire to know how their rescuer had found them got the best of her. 
 
   “What happened next?” she prodded gently.
 
   “Well… I don’t know if you really want to hear—”
 
   “It’s fine. You can tell us. Please continue,” Haven chimed in. 
 
   Rick sighed and continued. “At first, they got all excited when they saw her, not in a friendly way either. These two are obviously serious threats to society, and I don’t know how they aren’t locked up. Guess the cops have bigger fish to fry right now. Anyways, our friend here was trying to feel her up, like he did with you, and… well, she just bit him.”
 
   “Huh,” Haven interjected absentmindedly. “I should have tried that.”
 
   Rick continued, “No, be glad you didn’t. The worst was yet to come. That woman… she took a nice chunk out of his palm. His companion started laughing at him, this crazy, hysterical laugh that still gives me goose bumps when I think about it,” he muttered. “The one who got bitten looked pretty upset. He took a knife out of his jacket. The other guy saw what he was doing, and the two of them pushed her to the ground. She didn’t really seem fazed, just kept thrashing against them, snapping her teeth, trying to get them again.” Rick sighed and looked at them sadly. “I don’t want to say what came next. I closed my eyes after that.”
 
   Haven’s face paled, imagining what might have happened to them had Rick not shown up when he did. 
 
   “When I dared to look again, I saw him cutting her throat, but she wouldn’t die. He kept cutting and digging until I saw her head fall back, severed from the spine. Jaws kept moving as it rolled away. It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” 
 
   He rubbed his eyes, trying to erase the horrific images. 
 
   “The two of them just walked away. I was pretty disturbed at that point, but like I said, didn’t want to start up the truck and risk being chased by marauders or have these two lunatics try to get in. I stayed low until I heard several vehicles leave the parking lot, tires screeching, gunshots marking their grand exit. I figured it was the guys from the store and realized I needed to get the heck out of Dodge.” 
 
   He looked at them gravely. “I climbed into the driver’s seat and was just about to turn the key in the ignition when I happened to see you both run out of the stockroom. I noticed you were alone, and I wanted to help, but I also had to think about myself.” He stopped and tilted his head towards the men on the ground. “That is, until I saw them creep out of the shadows and follow you. I knew I couldn’t let them do to you what they did to that poor woman.” 
 
   “Thank God you did. Where were you coming from?” Rosemary asked. “Is it like this everywhere?”
 
   “I came from Savannah, sent up to restock stores that were quickly being depleted of supplies. And, yes,” Rick added, “it’s pretty bad.” 
 
   Haven crossed her arms, staring daggers at the prone forms of her attackers. She shivered and looked back to Rick. “How bad?”
 
   Rick took off his hat and ran a gloved hand through mid-length brown hair. He shook his head, stress lining his features. “Bad enough that you ladies need to get out of here. Find a quiet, safe place to hole up away from the towns and cities. People are going crazy, and this is just the beginning of it. As you’ve seen, there’s no law enforcement to keep them in check anymore. They’re just losing their minds, looting and raping, taking whatever isn’t theirs and killing anyone who tries to stop them. It doesn’t take long for everything to go to hell when it all hits the fan.” He gestured back to his truck. “My truck almost got swamped when I went through a town a few hours back. I thought that these... people... were trying to get my supplies, but I don’t know… It seemed like they were more intent on getting me. They didn’t even bother going to the back of the truck. They just surrounded the cab, banging on the doors and windows.” He swallowed hard. “I…I had to run over some of them. I could hear their bones crunch as the tires rolled over their bodies. I didn’t even hear them scream.”
 
   Rosemary touched his arm to comfort him. He blinked and looked her in the eyes. “It’s worse in other places. You’re lucky that you live in a smaller town and not some huge metropolis like Atlanta. They didn’t even have time to react. They just woke up to this. No warning, no explanation.”
 
   All three pondered the developments for a moment. Haven’s face brightened. “You said you have a cargo truck. While you’re here, would you mind selling us some of your supplies?” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a crumpled twenty dollar bill, extending it to him. “I’ve got twenty bucks cash. How much will that get me?”
 
   Rick waved it away. “I don’t want your money. You can take whatever fits into that little car of yours. Besides, I’m getting out of here anyways. Bring your car around the back. I’ve got plenty of supplies. Was only able to load a few boxes into the store before chaos broke out in there.” He started to walk back to his truck.
 
   Haven grinned, flipping her keys in her hand. “You don’t have to walk back. Hop in. You just saved our lives. I’m willing to go out on a limb here and trust you.”
 
   They piled into the car and drove to the rear of the store. 
 
   None of them noticed one of the men, the one Rosemary had shot in the chest, slowly rise to its feet, its movements sporadic and jerky as it stumbled after them, a low groan emanating from its throat. 
 
   By the time the newly undead man reached the stockroom, all that was left of the trio was a cloud of dust and the burning smell of exhaust. Sniffing the air hungrily, the fresh zombie turned back to the parking lot. Its feet dragged at an awkward speed, a half-hop, half-shuffle, until it finally reached its former comrade in crime. Moaning loudly, it bent down, seized the man’s limp arm firmly in its grasp, and began to feed on the first festering, pus-filled wound that the female zombie had inflicted.
 
   ***
 
   Faith was huddled around the television, nervously chewing on her fingernails when Haven and Rosemary burst through the door. She jumped to her feet in alarm. 
 
   “Oh, thank God!” Faith breathed, her shoulders relaxing when she realized it was them. “I’ve been so worried!” 
 
   Rosemary kissed her heartily on the cheek, embracing her longer than usual.
 
   “We’re getting Brett. Now. As soon as we have him, we need to find a safe place to stay for a while,” Rosemary said. Haven could sense the anxiety in her tone and knew that she didn’t want to fill Faith in on what had happened. 
 
   Haven tightened her jaw as she watched the mayhem on the screen. “Has humanity lost its mind?” 
 
   Rosemary continued, “If we don’t get him now, there might not be another opportunity.”
 
   Faith held a tomahawk limply at her side. “I’m going with you guys. I feel so useless here. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Haven answered. “You’re nineteen. You’d have a heart attack at the first sight of trouble.” 
 
   When Faith pouted, Haven rolled her eyes. “You can’t even stand to kill a spider. You always make me catch them and take them outside. Stay here and help Grandma.”
 
   “Haven, I don’t want you going by yourself, especially after today,” Rosemary objected, shaking her head resolutely.
 
   “Grandma, please stay home with Faith. I’d feel much better if both of you were here to watch out for each other. I just have to get to the school and find Brett. I’ll take all the back roads and return in a jiffy.” Haven shifted her gaze to Faith and said sternly, “Faith, protect Grandma at all costs. I’m counting on you.”
 
   Faith nodded. 
 
   “I’m serious,” Haven told her. She leaned in to her sister. “Grandma is the best thing that ever happened to us, and we need to make sure to take care of her like she’s taken care of us.”
 
   “I know. You can count on me,” she promised.
 
   Back in her room, Haven closed the door and slumped to the floor, holding her head in her hands. She had come so close to being violated in the worst way possible. She had never felt so vulnerable before. 
 
   She wasn’t the type of girl who tended to feel helpless and had always been confident in her ability to defend herself. Since the day she finally punched Cade Foster, she’d never shirked at the need to stand up to others. 
 
   But today, Haven was scared. What she had seen in the past few days on the news had been confirmed by the chaos she and her grandmother had witnessed first-hand at Wal-Mart. 
 
   It was terrifying, the ominous feeling that her country would never be the same again. This wasn’t just a recession. It wasn’t even rioting. This was much, much more. 
 
   In spite of her fear, she knew that she had to take charge then and there and not let them see any chinks in her armor. Her grandmother was a strong woman, but at her age, there was only so much she could do. Haven was extremely concerned that the violence creeping towards them would be too much for her aging heart. Her sister was fragile by nature, and although it was clear that she was mustering up as much courage as she could to support Haven, she tended to rely on her older sister’s judgment and strength. Haven knew that to some degree, her family looked to her to come up with a solution, to protect them all. So while she was accustomed to shouldering various burdens and responsibilities after their parents’ deaths to ensure that her siblings had as close to a normal upbringing as possible, she wholeheartedly anticipated her brother’s return so that they would have another able-bodied person amongst their ranks.
 
   And she desperately missed Houston, with every ounce of her being. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. Again, she tried in vain to dial Houston’s number and got the same automated message that she’d been hearing all day. Why wasn’t the stupid call going through? She imagined a myriad horrible scenarios where Houston was injured and alone, unable to reach his phone.
 
   She wanted nothing more than to have his arms around her, his calm voice telling her everything would be okay. That all of the nightmares and atrocities they’d seen were merely grotesque figments of their imagination…


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12:
 
    
 
   Houston slammed his fist against the desk as he unsuccessfully called Haven’s cell phone for the twentieth time that day. He paced the floor of his small apartment like a caged animal. He hadn’t heard from his parents in a couple of days, and that combined with losing contact with Haven was weighing on him heavily.
 
   He looked out the window of his fifth-story apartment and felt his heart sink. The city was going to hell in a hand basket. Thick plumes of smoke could be seen from the high-rises. Emergency vehicle sirens blared loudly. Every quarter hour or so, he heard the unmistakable sound of a collision nearby. 
 
   People were losing their minds.
 
   His last day of work at the office had been two days ago. Houston had been prepared to go in that morning, but had received a call telling him to stay home. 
 
   Well, it had been two days now, and the news kept replaying the same stupid message: “Stay inside and lock your doors. Steer clear of the infected.” 
 
   He couldn’t stand to be locked up in his apartment any longer. He hadn’t been able to sleep much at all over the last two days. During his insomnia, he’d played and beaten “Call of Duty: Black Ops” with the terrifying Nazi zombies for almost eight hours straight the day before. He felt this game was particularly ironic and became that much more determined to beat every level. Every zombie he killed or barrier he built increased his confidence that he would be a formidable foe to them if he was in fact in the middle of a zombie pandemic.
 
   A wail of pain echoed from downstairs. 
 
   His jaw tightened. He would drive himself crazy if he sat inside all day twiddling his thumbs and letting his mind run wild with what could happen to his loved ones. 
 
   He decided there and then what to do.
 
   “Screw it,” he said to himself. He grabbed the backpack that he had prepared the night before filled with a few days’ supply of food and water, a couple changes of clothes, a small box of ammo, and his car keys. 
 
   Houston stepped back to the window and scanned the parking lot below until he saw his car. The black Pontiac Trans Am Firebird gleamed in the sunlight. Like Haven, he shared an intense love for his vehicle. He briefly smiled at the thought of Haven insisting, in jest of course, that her Cavalier could smoke his Trans Am. He played along with her just to be a good sport, although he knew that the little four cylinder was no match for the powerful V-8 engine of the sports car. 
 
   His smile quickly turned to a frown when he saw hooded figures near the Trans Am, bumping into it as they shambled around. There was no way that anyone was going to vandalize or steal his car while he was watching. 
 
   He walked over to the door and pushed the M1911 into the back of his jeans. He listened carefully before quietly unlocking the deadbolt and opening the door.
 
   Within seconds, a horrible stench hit him. He covered his nose and closed the door behind him. Smears of blood coated the walls. Red streaks ran along the floor like someone had been dragged, disappearing into several apartments. Judging from the brightness of the blood, Houston guessed that the bloodbath had taken place recently. 
 
   An elevator was at the end of the hall. Houston shouldered his backpack and jogged towards it. 
 
   His footsteps grew louder as he increased his speed to the elevator. As he passed the apartments, he began to hear muffled grunts. The noise was immediately followed by intense pounding on the doors.
 
   Houston pulled out the gun for safe measure as he ran, his stomach knotted in fear. However, the thought of his loved ones in imminent danger forced the feeling down, and he clenched his jaw and continued. He reached the elevator moments later and pressed the button for the first floor.
 
   The elevator beeped peacefully as it passed each floor until it finally rested at the bottom of the complex. The doors opened to the lobby.
 
   Houston gasped when he saw the destruction before him. How the complex had looked the evening that he came home from work two days ago compared to how it looked now was drastically different.
 
   Blood was everywhere, from the shattered glass doors near the entrance to the reception desk to his right. Various human appendages and viscera were scattered about the large room. The plush sofas in the corner were torn open, the stuffing laying in blood-soaked clumps around it. The mahogany coffee tables were overturned and slathered in blood and flesh. Several table legs were missing, presumably ripped off in a hurry to use as a bludgeon of some kind. Also, the flat-screen televisions were gone, as were the communal computers against the wall.
 
   Oddly enough, he didn’t see any whole bodies.
 
   He cautiously moved forward through the rubble, hoping to see some sign of life amidst the chaos. 
 
   An explosion a block away shook the building forcefully. Instantly, the lights went out. His heart pounded loudly in his chest. Houston was grateful that it was only early afternoon and not nightfall. Sunlight shone in from the large glass doors so that he could see what was going on around him. 
 
   Aside from the sirens and occasional screaming outside, the first floor was quiet. 
 
   Perfect, he thought as he crept to the doors leading to the parking lot. He peered around the corner, careful to avoid the jagged pieces of glass. Houston breathed a sigh of relief when he saw his car and no sign of the hooded figures.
 
   Suddenly, he caught a glimpse of something move from the corner of his eye. Houston held out the M1911 in front of him and crouched down to the ground behind a large potted plant. 
 
   The same three men in hoodies he had seen before appeared beside the entrance.
 
   Houston held his breath and eyed them from his hiding place behind the plant. 
 
   Through the leaves, he could only see their backs. Their shoulders slumped at awkward angles as they stumbled along at a painstakingly slow pace. Their hoodies were torn and soaked in blood. One of them seemed completely oblivious to the fact that half of his arm was gone. Another shambled forward at a particularly odd, uneven gait. Jagged white bones protruded from his shin through dirty jeans. 
 
   Houston had watched enough of the news to know that the trio had ceased to remain human and were now infected. No one could walk around so calmly in that kind of state.
 
   They had just passed him when one of them stopped mid-stride and began sniffing the air, its body stiff as it leaned back hungrily. When it began to moan and snarl, the other two paused and sluggishly turned to their counterpart, eyes widening, lips pulling back in anticipation.
 
   Houston pressed himself between the wall and the plant, not daring to breathe.
 
   All of them turned in his direction. He shuddered when he saw their hideous visages, ravaged with shredded strips of flesh and weeping sores. The one with the broken leg was missing an eye, the hollow, pus-filled socket swiveling towards him eerily.
 
   The three began to shamble to the apartment complex entrance when two cars collided down the street. The loud bang immediately caught the zombies’ attention, and preferring the definite possibility of a meal versus the need to investigate and possibly come up with nothing, they turned and trudged towards the direction of the noise.
 
   Houston leaned back and exhaled. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and waited until the figures were out of sight. Then he rose to his feet and in a crouching run, gun ready, headed for the Trans Am. 
 
   Swiftly unlocking the door, he jumped in and grinned as the powerful engine roared to life. 
 
   Speeding down the streets and narrowly missing abandoned vehicles and the steadily increasing number of infected, Houston reached a back road that would take him around the congested highways.
 
   When he finally came to a fork in the road that offered north and south routes, he felt painfully torn. Going north would take him to Massachusetts, to his parents. He was sure they were worried about him, and he prayed that they were somewhere safe. Their secluded cabin nestled in the mountainside was especially tempting considering the toxic city from which he had just left. 
 
   But south would take him to Green Acres, Georgia, to Haven.
 
   He let the car idle, its engine rumbling loudly, as he contemplated everything. Taking a deep breath, he noticed the picture of Haven that sat in front of the speedometer. She was sitting atop a stunning golden palomino, leaning forward to hug the horse around the neck as she smiled from ear to ear. He stared at it for a few seconds before revving the engine and guiding the Trans Am down the southbound route.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Haven rolled down the window of the Cavalier. After nearly two hours of driving, the stale air in the car was making her feel nauseous. Using her knee to steer, she pulled her hair into a high ponytail. 
 
   She’d opted to take a less used route to get to Brett’s university in case the main roads were unnavigable with traffic. Rosemary had mapped out an alternate way that would keep her in the unpopulated countryside, “horse country” as Haven always liked to call it. While she had lived in the city for several years, nothing brought Haven more peace than an old country road lined with horse farms, with no speed limit signs in sight.
 
   It brought back memories of when she was younger. Haven would gather up her brother and sister for late-night drives in the summertime, roll down the windows, and sing to the radio at the top of their lungs. She would drive to a big lake an hour away, and they’d eat Taco Bell and play in the water and sand until the wee hours. It had been moments like these that had bonded the siblings after their parents’ deaths, reinforcing their support of each other and giving them glimpses of joy as they coped with their loss. Even after their grandmother had so generously taken all three of them in, Haven vowed that she would try to make their upbringing as normal as possible.
 
   Orange, yellow, and red leaves flew by in a blur as she sped down the road, and Haven breathed deeply of the crisp autumn air. She was relieved that she had yet to see any of the zombies she’d seen on television. Not one. But she would have rather faced a dozen of them instead of the men who had tried to rape her today.
 
   Haven clenched her teeth as she tried to erase the disgusting feel of the pervert’s tongue on her body, squeezing the steering wheel tightly until her knuckles turned white. She felt rage rise within her and was glad that no one could see her dark expression from behind her gold-rimmed Aviator sunglasses. While she had been shell-shocked and vulnerable earlier, those emotions had mutated into something much more ominous.  
 
   It was her weakness, her undoing. She had kept her anger from her childhood in check over the years, but it was still there, simmering just below the surface. She already knew the trigger. All it would take was an act of violence against someone she loved. Then that pent-up anger would become something destructive and unstoppable.  
 
   A large red farmhouse appeared at her left, its presence interrupting her thoughts. She was getting close.
 
   Mere minutes later, she reached the small town, a population that couldn’t have boasted more than a couple thousand inhabitants. Quaint, family-owned businesses were set up in buildings that had been built in the early 1900s. Its primary source of revenue and attraction derived from Monte Verde University and the students that remained there nine months out of the year.
 
   “Sweet baby Jesus,” Haven suddenly murmured. 
 
   It would have been a serene country town reminiscent of something depicted in a Norman Rockwell painting had everything not been so desolate and abandoned. 
 
   Haven stopped at an intersection. The two-lane road before her was empty save for a few cars parked along the street. Several shop windows were broken. The doors of a country store had been torn off. Wind blew along the streets scattering trash while stray dogs sifted through the remnants in search of a tasty treat. Clothes hung days before remained on the clothesline, the bright sun beginning to bleach them little by little. Haven winced when she saw blood-stained sheets blowing forebodingly in the wind. 
 
   Where is everybody? she thought as she shifted slightly to avoid running over an old brown suitcase in the middle of the road, its contents strewn about haphazardly.
 
   She rolled up her window and kept the car cruising at a slower speed through the ghost town, scouring the area in search of life.
 
   Something was off. 
 
   All of a sudden, Haven stiffened just as a man slammed into the driver’s side window and disappeared, a bloody hand print the only evidence that he’d been there. She yanked the wheel to the right, and the car swerved violently, narrowly avoiding a row of trees outside an ice cream parlor. 
 
   The action caused the vehicle to take on an unintended trajectory. She screamed as the Cavalier collided with an electric pole head-on. 
 
   The airbag hit her face instantly. She sat slumped against it in a daze, stunned and unmoving for a few moments. The metallic taste of blood filling her mouth accompanied by a sharp pain gradually brought her back to reality. With shaky fingers, she reached up to examine the source of the bleeding. When she gingerly pulled her hand back, blood coated her fingers. She had bitten her tongue when the airbag hit her face. Haven felt weak and dizzy, her ears ringing and her head spinning.
 
   Without warning, she leaned over and vomited onto the passenger seat. She groaned and wiped her hand across her mouth. Lifting her head, she groggily looked at the front of her car. The hood was folded and scrunched against the pole. 
 
   How could she have lost control of the car so quickly? Despair engulfed her. She shifted her gaze beyond the hood, and her breath suddenly caught in her throat.
 
   Ahead, hundreds of the undead moved purposely towards her, their putrid stench wafting up through the air vents in the car.
 
   Haven immediately realized that some kind of diversion would be needed, but she didn’t have time to consider all of her options. The zombies were close.
 
   She looked to the rear of the vehicle. Nothing dangerous prowled about. Grabbing the car keys, her gun, and an extra magazine, she pushed the button below the steering wheel to open the trunk, glancing behind her as it slowly opened. The people who had sold her the Cavalier had told her that the back seat was not strapped down and could easily be secured by taking it in to the dealership. Haven had never bothered to do so. This minor flaw gave her an escape, one that would keep her more hidden than if she exited the vehicle through one of the side doors. As stealthily as she could manage, she crawled to the back seat and yanked on the corner of the seat cushions. She then shimmied her way through the trunk, grimacing as her head spun and the metal of the back seat scraped at her torso and hips.
 
   Her right foot had just touched the gravel beneath her when she felt the car bump backwards ever so slightly. The smell of rot filled her nostrils, and she realized they’d reached the car.
 
   She carefully lifted her second foot out of the trunk, and staying low to the ground, made a mad dash for the bushes behind the Cavalier. Haven crouched into the shrubbery as she watched the zombies surround the vehicle. Those who had yet to notice the migration of their comrades and lingered at the gates of the school pummeled mottled, bloody fists against the metal barrier. 
 
   Tears stung her eyes as she stared at her car and realized this was good-bye. With the Cavalier, it had been love at first sight. At the ripe-old age of twenty-one, it was her first car, and she had proudly procured it with her own money. That meant something to her. Most everyone had laughed at her when she told them how excited she was about her purchase. Her brother would poke fun at her and present fantastical scenarios where if she had the option, would she trade the Cavalier in for a sparkling new Ferrari? She had always answered in the negative. They couldn’t understand her infatuation with such a plain little car, but she didn’t care what they thought. She loved it. 
 
   Holding the keys so tightly in her palm that she nearly broke skin, she pressed the alarm button on the small remote. The loud blaring commenced straightaway, and sure enough, numerous marred faces turned towards the source of the noise, heads cocked so that they nearly touched their shoulders. Their haunting, vacant eyes were twice as scary when the headlights illuminated their black pinprick pupils, and they stared about curiously trying to find the meal that awaited them. Mouths opened and closed in hunger revealing blackened teeth that formed an almost sinister grin. Her chest tightened, and Haven lost her breath for a moment as she sat there in total fear, their vast numbers overwhelming her. Finally following each other, they pressed forward, dragging their limbs with arms outstretched as they approached the vehicle.
 
   Determinedly, she shook her head, forcing herself to pull it together. The monsters weren’t going to feast on her tonight. She was on a rescue mission, and she would find him.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13:
 
    
 
   Colin kept up a fast jog for a couple of miles before stopping to catch his breath. He hunched over, resting his hands on his knees and breathing heavily. 
 
   He had always been a natural athlete, but burdened down with a full duffel bag and sword hindered him considerably. 
 
   While he knew the zombies couldn’t run, some of them moved faster than he was comfortable with, and he didn’t feel like fighting off any others.
 
   He slowly straightened and looked around. He was in the middle of nowhere. Miles of lush forest surrounded him. He held his breath and listened for anything unusual. Not a car could be heard, but a few birds chirped merrily in the distance. He sighed and leaned against a tree, hungry and thirsty.
 
   He needed just a moment to put the pieces together. He’d seen a zombie movie or two in the past, but he had never imagined such a nightmare becoming reality. 
 
   He swallowed hard and for the first time in a long while, felt crushing sadness.
 
   His dad. Gone.
 
   He rubbed his eyes in exhaustion, trying to forget what he’d done, yet no matter how hard he tried, the memory stained his soul. Colin had stabbed him. His father. Plunged a sharp blade into his body. 
 
   “Dad,” he whispered aloud. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   He sank to the ground in grief, his head cradled in his hands. “I’m sorry I didn’t do more. I’m sorry I didn’t call you enough... that I didn’t visit you.”
 
   Although his mother had left his dad for another man, Colin had always harbored a certain resentment towards his father. As a teenager, he envied his friends whose dads who took them to games, played rugby with them, joined them at the pubs for a good brew. All his dad did was work.
 
   Now that his father was gone, it hit him how selfish and unappreciative he’d been. His family had been poor, but in spite of all of this, his father had fed them and provided them with every material good they needed.
 
   It was his mother who had left his father, not the other way around. She had found a wealthy, younger man and had wanted to maintain a relationship with Colin as though nothing had ever happened. She would always give him lavish gifts in the hopes that her decision to leave his father could be overlooked. Looking back, Colin realized that she didn’t want to cope with the guilt. She had abandoned all of the promises that she had made to Jack when they had married, to remain faithful in sickness and health, for richer or poorer... 
 
   Deep down, Colin knew that part of why he held such disdain for marriage and monogamy was because he didn’t have any faith in it. And that wasn’t his father’s fault.
 
   Now he was dead. Or undead. Colin would never get the chance to tell him that.
 
   “I’m sorry I picked the wrong one, Dad.”
 
   He swallowed hard and ran a hand over his head.
 
   In the distance, carrying on the wind, he heard the moans.
 
   “Bloody hell,” he said.
 
   He rose to his feet, picked up his duffel bag, grabbed the sword, and headed towards the hills.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It seemed like the highway would continue forever. Mark risked a glance over his shoulder and saw that the undead were still in hot pursuit. He wiped a hand over his forehead, dirty sweat smeared on the back. There was dense forest on either side of him, but he didn’t feel comfortable venturing into the dark, foreboding woods without any sense of direction. 
 
   Mark fought back tears as he listened to the screams and wails behind him. Every so often, the sound of shattering glass or twisting metal echoed down the massive highway to his young ears. He tried to pretend that he was in some sort of action-packed Bruce Willis movie, only this time, instead of terrorists, he was being chased by zombies. His stomach turned when he remembered that his mother never let him watch horror movies because she wanted to keep him as “innocent” as possible for as long as she could. Unbeknownst to her, Mark had been watching R-rated action movies with Alex for the past year now, but his knowledge in the realm of horror movies was rather limited. If he was honest with himself, he really didn’t want to watch them either. They really scared him. He’d seen snippets of the first “Scream” movie, and it had traumatized him to the point that he couldn’t sleep alone for a month and would sneak into his sister’s room with a pillow and blanket and sleep on the floor.
 
   Each step down the gravel made him gasp with exhaustion, his legs threatening to give out at any moment. He felt as though he’d been running for hours and desperately wished he had his bike. 
 
   The sun was setting now, and Mark realized he couldn’t keep up his stumbling jog for much longer. He needed to find shelter, but he didn’t want to go into the forest. He didn’t want to face those monsters alone in the dark. 
 
   While most of the cars he came across had been vacated hours before, there was a small comfort in being able to touch them as he jogged past. He could see the glint of their metal as darkness approached. It was a reminder of something familiar, and when he looked nervously at the forest that surrounded him, he recognized nothing. He only saw a dark abyss beckoning him to his death, twisted, gnarled branches ready to ensnare him by his clothes and hair and offer him as an unwilling sacrifice to the creatures that thirsted for his flesh. 
 
   Stopping to catch his breath, Mark leaned against a blue Honda CRV. Darkness had fallen, and he became overcome with despair. He hadn’t seen a sign of his family since he began his trek to find them. He could hear the moaning of the zombies getting closer behind him, and he could vaguely see their white eyes cutting through the darkness, their hunched silhouettes flickering against the dim light of the moon. These things were tireless. 
 
   Sadly, he shook his head. He sure wasn’t Bruce Willis. He was just some poor, stupid kid who should have run more in P.E. class. 
 
   He looked around and saw that the passenger door of the CRV was open. He scrambled around to the other side of the vehicle and climbed in, trying to do so as carefully and quietly as possible. He winced as he pulled the door closed. As much as he hated to leave the door barely secured, he didn’t want to alert the creatures of his presence by slamming it shut. Mark wasn’t sure if they were following him, or if they were all just headed in one direction as a collective group. He didn’t care to find out.
 
   Scurrying to the back seat, he found a dark-colored sleeping bag. He inched down until he was wedged between the seats on the floor, then he pulled the sleeping bag over his body and held his breath as the first of the monsters brushed against the CRV.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I guess we could play cards,” Rosemary said to Faith after they had finished loading the last of the non-perishables that Haven and Rosemary had retrieved from Wal-Mart into the attic. Rosemary all but collapsed on a comfortable green leather chair in the den in front of the bay window overlooking the backyard, looking ten years older. 
 
   “It’s so quiet here. I haven’t heard anything abnormal all day,” Faith stated, standing on her tiptoes to reach the deck of cards Rosemary kept at the top of the bookshelf. 
 
   “Yet. Give it time. Once the sickness clears out the cities, it will spread to the countryside. Mark my words. I’m worried about Haven and Brett.” She sighed and rested her face in her hands.
 
   Faith touched the cross around her neck and sat down across from her grandmother, her eyebrows furrowed in concern.
 
   “Grandma, it’ll be okay. We just have to stick together. It’ll all be fine.” She tried to smile and touched Rosemary’s arm. “How does a game of bull sound?”
 
   Rosemary patted Faith’s face and nodded tiredly. “Sounds good, sweet girl.”
 
   Faith dealt the cards, every so often casting a worried glance at her grandmother. She seemed so old and frail all of a sudden. 
 
   “So, Grandma...” she started, trying to lighten the mood. “Tell me more about Grandpa.”
 
   Rosemary perked up slightly. “I miss him,” she replied wistfully. “What would you like to know?” 
 
   Faith tucked her blonde hair behind her ear and grinned playfully, knowing such a subject would take her grandmother’s mind off of the impending danger. “Hmmmm... I don’t know. How about when you both met?”
 
   “You’ve heard that story a million times, pumpkin.” Rosemary’s eyes rested on a framed black and white photo of her as a young woman in a sharp, tailored dress, a handsome young man wrapping one arm around her protectively. 
 
   “I know, but I love it so much! I’m a romantic, Grandma, you know that.” She fanned out her cards in front of her and began to put them in order. “Please?”
 
   Rosemary sighed again. “If you insist.” She gazed lovingly at the photo. “Well, there was a war going on. Times were tough. My parents were wealthy so they could afford to send me to boarding school. It kept me out of their hair.” She pursed her lips. “One night after a movie with some girlfriends, being the foolish woman I was, I decided to get some fresh air and walk home by myself.” She reached for her cards and began organizing them. 
 
   “While things were a lot less dangerous back then, it was still a very unwise decision. I lived in a safe, quiet neighborhood, but I had to cross some rather unsavory areas before I got there. I was headstrong and thought that I was invincible. Immortal. You never imagine that anything bad will happen to you when you’re young.
 
   “It was probably ten o’clock, and the town was virtually empty. I can still hear the train whistle in the distance as it rounded the bend to stop in my town.” She had a faraway look in her eyes. “Anyways, it just so happened that there had been a fellow who was up to no good waiting in front of the train station. He came over to me and told me to give him money.” She chuckled. “Of course, I refused and told him I wouldn’t give him a red cent, especially with that rude tone of his! 
 
   “I hadn’t noticed, but the train had pulled in to the station, and a few passengers were getting off. It distracted me for a moment. The man, seeing this, tried to yank the bag out of my hand. I was in these intolerable high heels that were fashionable at the time, and I lost my balance and fell, but I got to my feet and grabbed one of the heels. At this point, I was covered in mud, my hair completely disheveled, but I didn't care. He was quickly sifting through the contents of my purse and didn’t see me coming. I started pummeling him with that darned heel. He didn’t find it amusing, of course, and pushed me roughly backwards. I saw his eyes widen as I tumbled to the ground. A split second later, I realized why. I had landed in the arms of a uniformed soldier. The bandit ran off in a hurry as the stranger helped me up. I told him not to worry about me, but to get my purse! I didn’t care about the money, but I did have some old family photographs in my wallet that I didn’t want to lose. He chased after the man, but it was too late. That darned thief had gotten away.”
 
   She shook her head and blushed prettily. Faith leaned in towards her, eager to hear the rest.
 
   “I almost forgot about the purse. He was so handsome. He looked like a movie star as he walked back to me; he had this fantastic smile that could have melted the coldest of hearts. Better yet, he was the kindest man I’d ever met. And in that moment, with the lights from the street lamps shining around him, he looked ethereal, like a bonafide hero coming out of the shadows. I’m not going to say it was love at first sight, but he most definitely took my breath away!”
 
   “So what happened after that?” Faith prodded, setting her cards back on the table.
 
   “He was home on leave from the Air Force. He came from a different economical background, and as I went to an all girls’ boarding school, we never crossed paths. That night, he cleverly asked me if he could buy me dinner the following evening since I’d lost my purse and wallet. I readily accepted, of course. We spent the next night at an old Italian bistro, a real hole-in-the-wall, but with some of the best food I’ve ever eaten. I had never been anywhere like that before. It was always fine dining with my parents. Afterwards, he took me dancing at an underground tavern where I met many of his childhood buddies. I don’t think I got back to the school until two that morning, which I distinctly remember getting severely scolded for... they even called my parents! They were too busy enjoying the benefits of high society to really care. I had such fun though. He was exciting and worldly. And the epitome of a gentlemen. These are qualities you’ll want in a man, Faith.” She nodded at her pointedly. 
 
   “Anyways, we spent every day after that together. When his leave was over, and he had to go back to Europe, I begged him to bring me with him, which of course wouldn’t have been allowed. So I ran away from boarding school, bought a one-way ticket to Germany where he was stationed, and worked as a waitress for two years at a restaurant near the base until the war was over. I didn’t speak a word of German. I think they hired me for my good looks more than anything else!”
 
   “Of course they did. You were gorgeous!” Faith complimented her, admiring the photo on the shelf. “You still are!” she added, sweetly smiling at her grandmother. “What happened after that?” 
 
   “Well, he was really traumatized from all of the death and violence that he had seen. He didn’t want to go back to the States. He couldn’t stand the thought of being stuck with a nine to five job in a boring, cramped office. Gave him too much time to think. So we decided to get married and move somewhere completely unknown. One night we were out with some of our friends playing billiards at a local pub when I saw him turn around, close his eyes, and throw a dart on a map on the wall. It landed on South Africa. Don’t ask me why we chose there; to this day I still don’t know. I just wanted to be with him. We could have been in the North Pole for all it would have mattered to me. You know that nice little machete I normally keep up there?” She gestured to the mantle. “I got that from Capetown while on our honeymoon! He taught me so much. How to run a farm, how to cook, how to defend myself,” she said proudly. “Not a day goes by that I don’t miss him.”
 
   “I hope I find a man like him someday!” Faith interjected enthusiastically. Her expression saddened. “If there is still anyone around after all of this. If I’m still alive...”
 
   Rosemary hugged her comfortingly. “It’ll all be fine, child. You just keep waiting for the right one. Be picky. It pays off in the end.”
 
   For the next couple of hours, the women played several games of bull, laughing hysterically to the point that they almost forgot that the world was falling apart around them. 
 
   It was completely dark outside, a cozy antique lamp illuminating the faces of the two women and casting shadows throughout the room.  
 
   Faith was about to deal out another hand of cards, shuffling them intently as she tried to keep her mind from worrying about her sister and brother, when she looked up, her face suddenly drained of color, her body frozen.
 
   Rosemary immediately noticed and followed her gaze, turning in her chair to the window.
 
   Someone was looking in through the thin glass separating them from the outside. 
 
   And that someone was dead.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14:
 
    
 
   Houston glanced over at the gas gauge. Close to empty. He tapped his thumb on the steering wheel impatiently. He hadn’t seen a gas station for hours.
 
   Houston ran his hand over several days’ worth of stubble, stressed. He definitely didn’t feel like walking. 
 
   He tried the GPS on his phone to find the closest location to fuel up. Either he didn’t have reception this far out, or the phone lines were down. He tossed the phone on the passenger seat.
 
   There was a sign ahead. 
 
   “Atlanta—180 miles.”
 
   Haven’s town of Green Acres was about two hours south of Atlanta. He could be there in no time if he drove fast.
 
   Getting out of the city had been a little tricky. He had hit heavy pile-ups, stagnant traffic, mostly empty cars and the like along the way that had forced him to go off-roading every now and again in the Trans Am, slowing him down considerably. He cringed when he thought about the associated damage caused to his vehicle.
 
   Due to the lack of passengers in the cars, it seemed that a rapid departure from the traffic jams had taken place when the disease first broke out. He didn’t know where the missing people were, but based on the fact that car doors were wide open, windows were broken, and belongings were strewn about, he knew that they had left in a hurry. 
 
   The further out he got, the more desolate it became. Houston had seen a couple of zombies shambling along the back roads, but nothing that prevented him from continuing on his journey. 
 
   He wondered if this was the apocalypse, and he thought about a lot of things as he drove. 
 
   He reflected on how well Duke had played this year. Then he worried that he’d never see another Duke game again. He wondered if Josh Snead, the team’s running back and his favorite player, was dead, now some kind of giant football-playing flesh eater, groaning and hissing through his football helmet as he tried and failed to devour the living. He couldn’t imagine a world without football. It absolutely crushed him.
 
   Houston considered how he might never see another new movie or hear another new song. Hollywood would become some decayed relic that only the original survivors of the apocalypse would remember and subsequently pass on that memory to future generations. 
 
   And when he thought of that, his mind wandered to the idea of bringing children into this present world that was wrought with death and destruction. He kept telling himself the chaos would be contained by the government and military and law enforcement personnel, but as he drove on, he was becoming less and less confident about that. 
 
   His thoughts haunted him and caused his insides to churn.
 
   Most of all, he missed his parents, and he missed his girlfriend. He wished they were with him in that moment. He and Haven always had the best road trips, usually preferring to drive than fly to their destination as it saved them money and tended to be more memorable in the long run. This was mainly because she’d insist on stopping to sightsee along the way. Smoky Mountain Knife Works in Tennessee had definitely been one of the coolest sites. Haven had gotten him an old Romanian AK 1st Pattern Bayonet with a carbon steel blade one summer. Nothing fancy, but he loved it.
 
   Glancing at her photo, he hoped that she was safely ensconced in her home, plenty of food supplies, water, weapons, and ammo to keep her and her family safe. If they could hold out until he got there, he had a plan.
 
   His parents’ cabin was built into the side of a mountain in West Virginia. They had designed it themselves and intended to use it as a vacation spot that would be shared with his father’s two brothers and their families. Houston had never been there as it had only been erected in the last couple of years while he was abroad with Haven. During its construction, his father had sent him several satellite images, and Houston noticed that the cabin was surrounded by breath-taking mountains and lush green forests. Located in the New River/Greenbrier Valley of southeastern West Virginia, the place looked to be the only house around for miles, and because of its isolation, the address had been burned into his memory. 
 
   590 Blue Mountain Road.  
 
   Once his mother had finished decorating everything, he’d received photos of every room, detailed images of everything from the décor consisting of animal skins and mounted moose heads to the elaborate basement that was stocked to the brim with every delight a man could hope to have in his own “man cave.”
 
   They had invested a great deal of their savings into the cabin, and by the end of it, Houston had to admit that it looked pretty fantastic. Once he returned from his travels, he fantasized about taking Haven there someday for a nice little romantic getaway. After all, what was more desirable than vacationing in a man oasis with a beautiful woman? 
 
   He’d even wanted to pop the question to Haven.
 
   Now, however, he was thinking along the lines of practicality.  
 
   He fervently prayed that his parents were already there, awaiting him. With the phone lines down, however, he had no way of knowing. So now, he was going to get Haven and her family to that perfect sanctuary cut off from the rest of the world and God-willing, reunite with his parents, too.
 
   Within minutes, a small gas station came into view, the sign in front of it spelling out “Texaco” in faded red letters. 
 
   Houston shifted gears and slowed down, turning on his brights and scanning the dirt parking lot for any signs of life. Only one vehicle sat in the lot, a safe distance away from the two gas pumps. 
 
   There were no lights on inside. 
 
   Houston was shocked to have come across it. He looked at the gas prices and realized the little store certainly capitalized off its monopoly on being the only fuel provider for miles. 
 
   He parked next to the first pump and turned off the car, then reached into his backpack, pulled out the M1911, and waited. 
 
   After a minute passed, he opened the car door and walked over to the pump. He scanned his credit card, selected a fuel grade, squeezed the nozzle, and was relieved that he didn’t have to go inside to get the pump to work. He had seen enough movies to know that doing so didn’t end up favorably for the character concerned.
 
   Houston stayed alert, his eyes trained on the darkness around him. Seconds seemed to pass like hours.
 
   The tank was almost full when he heard a thump.
 
   He turned to the source of the noise, his back against the Trans Am. 
 
   At first, he couldn’t see a thing, but as he peered into the shadows, the moon his only source of light, he could make out the faint silhouette of something inside. Houston stepped around the pump to get a better look, his gun ready. 
 
   He hated the thought of going into the store, but if there were any supplies to be had, he needed to get them. He didn’t know when he’d come across another opportunity again on these back roads. 
 
   Walking back to his car, he replaced the fuel pump and strode over to the store. 
 
   Another thump. He couldn’t see anything, but figured it was probably the owner of the lone pick-up truck.
 
   His palms sweaty as he clutched the gun, Houston slowly approached the entrance. 
 
   Whispering a quick prayer that he wouldn’t die alone in the middle of nowhere in front of a tiny gas station, he grabbed the door handle and pulled it open.
 
   Almost immediately, the smell of death greeted him. He paused at the door for a moment and held his breath. The silence was painful. 
 
   The moon slipped behind the clouds leaving him shrouded in complete darkness. His muscles tensed as he waited for a zombie to jump out from behind the shelves of food. 
 
   Out of nowhere, something tackled him to the floor. 
 
   His gun flew out of his hands and skidded to a halt just outside the store. Houston yelled in earnest, kicking and punching wildly.
 
   He felt a hot breath on his face, a wet tongue lapping his cheek. Long hair brushed against his eyes.
 
   “Get the hell off of me!” he shouted, grabbing fistfuls of hair and yanking as hard as he could, roughly tossing the figure to the side. He heard a yelp.
 
   He scrambled forward and found his gun. 
 
   Houston turned over on his back and aimed the gun in the direction of the yelp and frowned when he heard a high-pitched whimpering. Although his adrenaline was through the roof, he had enough sense about him to remember that zombies didn’t breathe. And they definitely didn’t yelp and whimper when you managed to hurt them. They were dead. They didn’t feel anything.
 
   Suddenly, moonlight flooded the room, and he was able to see that what he assumed was a hairy, slobbering zombie was in fact a black and white Border Collie whimpering in the corner as it looked up at him, its ears down and its tail between its legs.
 
   Houston sat up and shook his head, chuckling in disbelief as he lowered his gun.
 
   “Of course you would be a dog,” he said aloud to himself. He rose to his feet and walked over to the canine as it backed up nervously against the wall.
 
   “Come here, boy... err... girl? I don’t know. Come here, I won’t hurt you.” He leaned down and held out his hand. 
 
   The dog’s ears perked, and it stepped towards him hopefully.
 
   Houston ruffled its fur affectionately, mouthing a quiet prayer of thanks that he was still in one piece.
 
   “You almost gave me a heart attack, buddy. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you. Sorry I hurt you back there,” he said sincerely. “I thought you were one of them.”
 
   He realized that he was having a one-sided conversation with a dog and sighed, walking to the door. Maybe riding solo wasn’t the best way to go. 
 
   Besides, he could use the company and the extra set of eyes and ears.
 
   Houston looked back at the dog.
 
   “You want to come with me, boy?” He patted his leg and gestured for the Border Collie to follow him. 
 
   The dog was exuberant at this point and jumped on Houston to emphasize its joy. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’” He held the door open for the canine. 
 
   Trotting happily alongside its new master, the dog scanned the parking lot for any imminent threats. Convinced that nothing sinister was about, it patiently waited while Houston opened the passenger side door. It leapt in and sat in the front seat, tail wagging and doggie tongue hanging limply to the side. 
 
   “Haven will melt when she sees you,” he muttered.
 
   Houston grinned and began to close the door. He looked back to the store and realized that he didn’t have any food for the dog. His own supplies were scant to begin with, so he figured he would make one more trip inside to grab a few essentials. 
 
   “Alright, wait here, buddy. I’m going to get a couple things for our little road trip. Stay put and be alert for anything suspicious.”
 
   Houston went back into the store, making sure he cleared it before doing any shopping. The source of the smell ended up being a half-eaten gas station attendant who lay behind the counter. The man held a gun in one hand. Houston noticed the entrance wound at the man’s jaw. What remained of his head rested in a pool of dried blood. 
 
   Houston wrinkled his nose at the sight of his torso, entrails snaking out from the base like ropey sausages. He scanned the rest of the store, surprised to come across a foot and sneaker near the ice cream freezer. He guessed it also belonged to the attendant. 
 
   He sighed and began gathering what he could. He returned a few minutes later to the car, arms full of bottled water, beef jerky, trail mix, potato chips, dry and wet dog food, rawhide treats, and a couple of bags of M&Ms.
 
   He loaded the items in the back seat and slid into the car. 
 
   “I’m trying to think of a name for you, buddy.” The dog looked at him with the most endearing expression on its face. Why did dogs always seem like they were smiling? 
 
   He looked around, trying to come up with something creative, but not demeaningly girly or cutesy either. 
 
   His eyes rested on the faded Texaco sign, the star insignia still shining brightly.
 
   “Well, that’s settled then. Nice to meet you, Texaco.” He held out his hand. Texaco extended its paw.
 
   From there on out, Houston was smitten.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Haven tucked her ponytail into her jacket so it wouldn’t become a problem when she tried to get past the undead. She had watched too many football games with Houston to appreciate that having long hair could be a liability. Houston had explained to her “The Ricky Rule,” named after dreadlocks-sporting extraordinaire, Ricky Williams, which stipulated that hair falling past the helmet could be considered part of the uniform and was thus fair game to make a tackle. 
 
   Her heart skipped a beat as she sprinted towards the school, the full moon above her illuminating her path. Gripping the firearm tightly, her palms sweaty and her stomach in knots, she realized that she hadn’t felt this anxious since her first interview with the FBI. And this made that seem like small potatoes in comparison. 
 
   Thankfully, no zombies were in sight. She didn’t know the first thing about how to deal with them. Her only contact with anything unsavory these last few days had been Cade Foster and the degenerate bastards who had tried to rape her in the parking lot. Haven would aim for the head just like the movies had taught her and hope that worked. 
 
   It was kill or be killed. And she didn’t need time to contemplate which one she would chose. The world had turned upside down, and with it so had the laws of survival. 
 
   After running a short distance, she reached a set of gates and grabbed the bars, wincing as her fingers slipped across the thick grime coating left over by the zombies. Haven climbed over the top and jumped to the ground quietly, landing in a crouch.
 
   She held still for a moment, holding her breath as she listened, and then ran towards the dormitories. Unfortunately, Bauer Hall, her brother’s dorm, was at the furthest end of the school. That meant traversing a substantial distance through a dark campus lurking with unknown dangers at every turn.
 
   Haven was running so quickly, her eyes constantly searching for danger, that she didn’t see the prone form in front of her. Her foot caught on something soft, and she tumbled forward, landing roughly on the gravel. She winced as she rose to her feet, bits of gravel embedded in her palms and fresh tears in her jeans.
 
   She turned to see what had caused her to fall. Her eyes widened, and her hand flew to her mouth to stifle a gasp, the other hand shakily holding the handgun in front of her.
 
   A young man lay before her. A backpack and some books were scattered at his side. At first glance, he looked perfectly normal, nothing missing. However, as Haven inched towards him, she could see that half of his head had been bashed in with some kind of object. His skull had caved in on the left side of his face, eyes, nose, and mouth completely mashed into one gooey, lumpy substance.  
 
   She noticed more bodies littered around the campus, unmoving and silent, most of them either too emaciated, stripped of their flesh and organs, or the unfortunate victims of lethal blows to the head. But they were no longer moving, no longer a threat, and she didn’t have time to worry about them. 
 
   Haven increased her pace as she ran up to Bauer, taking two steps at a time as she climbed the stairs leading up to the entrance. She looked through the small windows on the doors. Chairs, tables, desks, bookshelves, and mattresses had been piled up against them. There was no way she was getting in that way. 
 
   Chewing her lip in frustration, she looked around, trying to find an alternate route to get into the building. Her eyes rested on a nearby oak tree with massive branches stretching to the third story windows. Jogging over to the tree, she tucked the gun in the back of her jeans, and leapt up to the nearest branch. Hooking her legs around the tree limb, she shifted her body until she was upright then continued to climb higher until she reached a sturdy branch near the third floor. Crouching down, she straddled the branch, scooting out until she was almost to the wall, but then realized with dismay that in order to get to the window, she would need to jump out onto the windowsill. 
 
   “Joy,” she muttered. Bracing herself against a branch above her, she swallowed hard and sprang forward. 
 
   She hit the window with a loud boom, the glass rattling upon impact, creating more commotion than she would have preferred.
 
   Her fingernails clawed at the ledge above the window in desperation as she tried to regain her footing. In her attempt, the extra magazine she had in her back pocket fell to the ground below. Breathless, she flattened herself against the glass. 
 
   She took a deep breath and tried to push the window up, but found it locked. She reached behind her and pulled out the gun. Clutching the ledge, she raised her hand and swung the weapon forward. The glass shattered loudly. She breathed a sigh of relief when she stepped through the window onto solid ground. Climbing trees wasn’t as fun as it used to be.
 
   Once again, Haven listened for anything suspicious. Upon hearing nothing, she moved forward through a dark room. The walls of this particular dorm room were decorated with posters of MMA fighters Jon Jones and Rashad Evans. Clothes were everywhere, some of them even hanging from a lava lamp on a desk that had long since stopped working. She wrinkled her nose. The room smelled like dirty underwear.
 
   Considering the alternatives though, that was better than rotting flesh.
 
   Haven walked to the door and pressed her ear to the cold surface. Still nothing. 
 
   Opening it, she turned right then left in the red emergency lighting of the hallway, her gun clasped firmly in her hands. 
 
   Several trash cans lay on the floor, garbage spilling out across the carpet. Near the bathrooms, shower caddies and their contents were scattered about, clearly dropped in a hurry. Poster boards, fliers, and pizza advertisements had been ripped from the walls.
 
   She could see a few makeshift weapons lying around in the hall, their lethal ends soiled with dried blood. Bloody hand prints lined the base of a baseball bat. It looked as though a few students had tried to make a stand against the zombies. The optimistic part of her wanted to believe that they had been rescued, and that was why the weapons were still there. Yet who would rescue them? Law enforcement? Military? The knowledge that these brave students were probably dead made her stomach flop because she knew that Brett was as brave as any of them.
 
   Her ears perked at a slight noise at the end of the hall. 
 
   An odd hitch and drag.
 
   Her heart thumped anxiously as she slipped into a doorway. Having never encountered one of them yet, she felt a terrible dread wash over her. The zombies she’d seen on the news were monsters out of her worst nightmares. 
 
   Haven stood at a crossroads. She could either be crippled by her fear, or she could pull herself together and eliminate anything that stood in her path to protect her loved ones. 
 
   In this new world, both the living and the undead threatened to rip apart those she cared about most. They had to be put down.
 
   She exhaled slowly, focusing on turning her fear into anger-fueled adrenaline.  
 
   Rounding the corner, a girl in bloody pink pajamas appeared. The ghoul raised its head as it sensed Haven’s presence, reaching out to her with a pitiful moan. Its slow steps quickened ever so slightly, but its gait was unsteady. Haven looked at it closer and saw that its ankle was bent at an extremely unnatural angle, splintered bones leaving a harsh red line on the floor as it moved. 
 
   Easy, Haven thought confidently. 
 
   “Come and get it,” she whispered. Her mouth turned up at the corners as she held up the handgun. Without hesitating, she walked swiftly forward. 
 
   Once she was within a few feet of the zombie, Haven took aim at the girl’s head and pulled the trigger. The zombie fell to the dirty gray carpet with a loud thump.
 
   Haven stepped over her and progressed stealthily down the hall until she came to the stairwell.
 
   Brett was in room 408 on the fourth floor. 
 
   Her foot had just left the final step of the stairs when the unmistakable sound of moaning greeted her. 
 
   She stepped into the hallway of the fourth floor and froze. Red emergency lights irradiated the frightening faces of over a dozen zombies as they marched towards her. 
 
   In spite of her earlier determination to be fearless in the face of the monsters, Haven gasped and backed up. There had only been one last time. One. It was a lot easier to be calm and collected in front of one. Now there were too many to count.
 
   She tried to remember how many rounds she’d already fired.
 
   Whatever the case, there weren’t many left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15:
 
    
 
   “Faith, get away from the window!” Rosemary shouted, jumping out of her chair. 
 
   The zombie’s lips were gone, pulled back to reveal raw gums and dirty teeth as it snarled at them hungrily. Its bloody hands thumped and slid down the window, creating deep red streaks in their wake. The thin-paned glass shook violently. 
 
   Faith stepped away very slowly, horror distorting her features as the zombie mirrored her movements, shifting away from the window to follow her. Its eyes didn’t blink. They just stared at her vacuously, tiny black pupils never leaving her. She paused, her body bound in terror. When it pressed its face to the window and began licking the surface with its slimy, decaying tongue, Faith screamed and ran to her grandmother’s side.
 
   Rosemary had gotten ahold of her Remington 870 that had been placed near the back door in the den and aimed the shotgun at the zombie.
 
   “It’s here,” she said, but without a trace of fear in her voice.
 
   Faith stood there petrified, unable to speak, until she noticed movement beside the creature in the window. Three more figures joined the first. In seconds, incessant pounding could be heard throughout the house. 
 
   “Faith, these windows aren’t going to hold. More will come. Grab whatever supplies you can, and get up to the attic, girl.”
 
   “Grandma,” she pleaded, her face streaked with tears. “I’m so scared.”
 
   “I know, honey, but there’s no time for that right now. Do what I tell you, and do it now.” She didn’t take her eyes off of her targets.
 
   Faith backed up slowly, still sobbing, her hands reaching for whatever survival items were easily accessible.
 
   She had just stepped off the ladder to return to her grandmother when she heard glass shatter, followed by a loud boom from the shotgun.
 
   “Grandma!” she yelled, running around the corner in time to see three goons stepping through the window. They stumbled over a headless zombie, the recent victim of a slug shot doled out by Rosemary. 
 
   Her grandmother took a step back and pumped the shotgun. Faith could tell that the impact of the first shot fired had taken its toll on her. 
 
   “Shoot,” she muttered. “I just rang the darned dinner bell. Faith, turn off the lights and get to the attic like I told you!”
 
   Faith ran to the light switch, but she couldn’t stand the thought of wandering around in the dark with flesh-eating monsters so close.
 
   Her stomach knotted when she looked out the window into the backyard. 
 
   Moonlight danced across the lake, sparkling tiny diamonds on the surface. It would have been a beautiful, peaceful sight had there not been so many dark shadows between the house and the lake.
 
   And the dark shadows were steadily moving towards their house.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He was exhausted and thirsty. He needed to find a place to rest.
 
   Colin trudged through the woods, one hand wrapped loosely around the sword, the other slightly lifting the strap of the duffel bag to relieve some of the weight on his shoulder. 
 
   He had switched his pace from a light jog to a speedy walk. After a full day of hiking with only a few minutes to rest every couple of hours, his breath came in rugged pants. 
 
   In spite of his fatigue, Colin was grateful for a full moon. Otherwise, he would have been wandering the woods blindly, and that idea did not appeal to him in the slightest.
 
   He was just about to take another break when he saw a clearing in the trees up ahead. Euphoria coursed through his body.
 
   Water. Beautiful, glistening, crystal clear water. 
 
   A massive lake lay in front of him surrounded by tall cypress trees, the branches sprinkled with Spanish moss and the roots swollen.
 
   It was one of most glorious sights he had ever seen. 
 
   Well... just about. The female anatomy was pretty bloody spectacular.
 
   With a newfound energy, he headed in the direction of the lake. Once he reached it, he noticed something else of particular interest. 
 
   Off a few dozen yards to his left was a small yellow and white lake house. In the moonlight, he could see a dock that extended into the water. Based on its homely appearance, with the windows boarded up, the door heavily padlocked, and the paint peeling, it looked as though it hadn’t been inhabited in a long time. Nevertheless, an old motor boat was tethered to the dock. He made a mental note of it.
 
   As much as he wanted to jump into the water and drink his fill, he knew that he needed to find a way to decontaminate the water first and hoped he would find something useful in the house. 
 
   Colin walked over to the simple structure and listened briefly before using the sword to pry the boards off of the closest window. They creaked noisily under the pressure so he periodically checked over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t attracting any unwanted attention.
 
   He finally pulled the last board free, his muscles straining and sweat dripping down his face. As it fell to the ground, Colin leaned in for a closer look. He pressed his hands against the window and peered into the darkness. 
 
   Moonlight shining in from the newly opened window allowed him to get a good look at what the house had to offer. 
 
   The entire place consisted of one large room. A dusty kitchen table with four chairs was in one corner, while a lone recliner riddled with holes sat in front of a television set that looked like it came from the seventies. A thin mattress lay on the floor without sheets. 
 
   Colin chuckled. It was the perfect hideout to allow him some reprieve while he waited for the hungry zombies pursuing him to pass. At their relatively slow pace, he expected they would reach his location by morning.
 
   This would give him time to cook up some food, decontaminate a bit of lake water, and go for a good swim before boarding up the window again and getting some sleep without the ever-present threat of being eaten alive.
 
   They’d never find him.
 
   He quickly pushed open the window and climbed in. Setting his duffel bag down, he walked over to the kitchen. An old white stove stood beside a dingy yellow cooler. Both were coated in a thick layer of dust. While there wasn’t any electricity in the house, he would definitely put the gas stove to good use if he could find some matches.
 
   To Colin’s great delight, upon opening the small cupboards, he discovered a few cans of food and a couple of metal pots. And a dusty bottle of whiskey.
 
   “Now that’s more like it!” he exclaimed, holding up the bottle victoriously. He set it down and shuffled through the contents of a drawer until he found a rusty old can opener. 
 
   He grabbed a can of peaches and opened it eagerly. In less than a minute, he had devoured the syrupy goodness, holding the can upside down to get every last drop.
 
   Upon finishing the peaches, he set aside a box of matches he discovered in the drawer, took one of the pots, and climbed back out the window. 
 
   He went down to the water and scooped some into a pot. 
 
   Once he returned to the kitchen, he lit the gas stove, which surprisingly still worked, and waited while the water rose to a boil.
 
   Colin hit the mattress repeatedly, clouds of dust puffing into the air. He pulled the mattress away from the front door and set it near a back window that overlooked the water. It would be a last-minute escape route if needed. Finding a dark green woolen blanket folded neatly in the corner, he laid it across the bed.
 
   The water had finally started to boil. He licked his dry lips and eagerly grabbed the pot, but immediately cursed loudly as he scalded his fingers on the hot metal. Pulling off his shirt, he gingerly held the pot and poured the water into another bowl. 
 
   Ignoring the heat of the liquid and how it burned his tongue, he swallowed it in giant gulps. Colin could feel it course through his body, reviving him. 
 
   He sighed with satisfaction. Stripping off his clothes until he was naked, he walked over to the window and stepped out, but not before grabbing the bottle of whiskey.
 
   “Bloody zombies had better not come,” he mumbled, taking a long swig. He didn’t feel like fighting off any hordes. And he definitely didn’t want to fight them completely naked… too much of a risk that one would bite off something very important to him.
 
   He shivered as his foot reached the cold water, but the prospect of being squeaky clean thrilled him. He took another swallow of whiskey, nearly emptying half the bottle before dropping it into the sand.
 
   It was mushy under his toes, swirling around his feet, clouding the water. He dove in and surfaced a few moments later, running his hands through his hair as the water dripped down his chiseled form.
 
   He smiled and leaned back, wading effortlessly in the water. 
 
   Swimming out a good distance from the shore, he let the water glide over his body and soothe his tired muscles.
 
   Colin had been in the water for about twenty minutes when he suddenly stopped swimming and began to tread water.
 
   He held his breath and listened, barely cutting the water with his movements. Silence. Normally, that would have been a good sign, but the fact that the crickets had stopped chirping bothered him.
 
   Colin was just about to swim to shore when he saw them.
 
   Dozens of the undead. They were walking towards the lake.
 
   He froze, unsure of what to do. Could they swim? Were they afraid of water?
 
   He knew he needed to hide. If he didn’t, he would never be able to stay in his newfound safe haven. They would just follow him around the lake preventing him from reaching land.
 
   The creatures’ moans reverberated across the water. Had they seen him? He dove under and swam far below the surface, relying on his sense of direction to find concealment. There was one location in particular that he had noticed earlier when he first came across the house.
 
   His fingertips brushed against slimy, gnarled wood just as he was starting to run out of oxygen. The cypress roots of the tall trees surrounding the lake would provide the perfect hiding place. 
 
   He blindly felt his way along the roots until he was able to find an opening between them that was big enough to allow him to slip through. He winced as the skin of his broad shoulders scraped across the twisted edges.
 
   Colin’s lungs burned, but he needed to make sure that he was completely out of sight. Once he was satisfied that he was hidden from the zombies’ view, he broke the surface silently.
 
   Even in the darkness, Colin could clearly make out his surroundings. The cypress roots rose above the water, hiding his face like thick bars on a cage. The rest of his body remained underwater, his legs tucked beneath him in the mud.
 
   He strained to hear the tell-tale moans of the undead, his eyes scanning the shore for their presence.
 
   Sure enough, several of the ghouls shambled about in the sand, a few of them wandering around the house and along the dock.
 
   They knew food was nearby, but since he was concealed in the water, they couldn’t smell him. A couple of them had stumbled into the house through the window, enticed by the strong odor of his clothes. They were clearly confused as to why they hadn’t found a human to accompany the smelly clothing.
 
   Colin heard footsteps near his head. 
 
   Just along the shoreline, one of the zombies had drifted from the pack and now swayed back and forth less than a foot away from his hiding place. 
 
   He was certain that if one detected him, they would all come. 
 
   The zombie made a wheezing gurgle. It groaned in desperation, its decrepit form stiff with the need to feast on human flesh. It stumbled around, tossing dirt, leaves, and tiny pebbles into the water with its sluggish feet.
 
   Colin could see its reflection in the water before him. He shuddered involuntarily as he took in the zombie’s revolting features. Dressed in a tie and bloody white shirt, the creature stared at the lake with intense curiosity. Dark blue circles surrounded pale eyes. One eye had enlarged to the point that it bulged out of the socket unnaturally, making it larger than the other eye. Strips of flesh had been pulled back from its forehead and cheeks and hung in flaps along its face. Broken teeth and crimson gums stood out starkly against the grayish skin.
 
   He was focused on the creature when he felt something slide along his leg. His blood ran cold when he realized it was most likely a snake. He shut his eyes and hoped it wouldn’t bite him. He knew that if it did, his location would instantly be revealed to the undead. He was a tough guy, but if a snake plunged its fangs into him, he wouldn’t be able to keep it together.
 
   He felt the animal slither against his legs and prepared himself for the bite. A few small fish periodically nibbled at his skin, but to his tremendous relief, no fangs dripping with poison ever punctured him.
 
   After nearly ten painstakingly long minutes of moaning, sniffing, and shuffling, the zombie headed back towards the house. Colin watched it clumsily walk away and relaxed a little.
 
   An hour later, the shoreline was clear.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16:
 
    
 
   Haven wasn’t going to let them stop her from rescuing her brother. They were slow. Surely she could use the five rounds left in the gun and rush past them to his dorm room. 
 
   She was certain he was alive. He had to be...
 
   The zombies were moving towards her in their troubling, warped gait. She aimed the .38 at the closest one and pulled the trigger. The crack of the gun echoed noisily in the hall. The ghoul dressed in a football jacket and crusty jeans fell to the floor.
 
   Another one, a once studious-looking professor type covered in oozing bite wounds, its head lolling limply to the side from a severe gash in its neck, quickly took its place, stepping over its fallen comrade.
 
   Haven took aim again, and the professor collapsed.
 
   Three more bullets left. If she used them all now, which she fully expected she would need to do since she was considerably outnumbered, she would have nothing left to use on their way out. She’d have to improvise.
 
   She pointed the gun in the center of the group, only a couple of meters away. Three shots rang out, and two bodies fell, knocking over others as they descended.
 
   Haven saw the clearing and sprinted towards it, but the mass was already regrouping and closing the gap as she hit them.
 
   Mottled hands reached for her, grasping at her leather jacket. She twisted away from them, using her elbows to push them back. Their groans were deafening, and their smell made her want to vomit. 
 
   When she finally made it to the end of the group, she ran down the hall until she found room 408. 
 
   She pounded against the door desperately.
 
   “Brett! Open up! It’s me!” she cried out, hitting the door as hard as she could with both fists. Haven watched as the zombies slowly turned towards her as a unit. 
 
   No answer.
 
   “Brett!! Hurry! They’re coming!” she screamed. 
 
   He had to be alive... He had to be... 
 
   They were closing in on her faster than she thought possible, even with their missing limbs and grotesque injuries. 
 
   “Brett!” she screamed again. 
 
   A lock turned on the other side of the door. It swung open, nearly knocking Haven to the ground.
 
   A tall, curly brown-haired young man stood there, a metal baseball bat in his hand, eyes wide. “Haven?”
 
   Haven pushed past him and slammed the door shut. She leaned against it, panting. Loud thuds on the door commenced almost immediately thereafter.
 
   “Thank God,” she breathed. “For a second there, I thought you weren’t going to open the door.”
 
   Brett stepped forward and embraced his older sister in a big bear hug. 
 
   “I can’t believe it. You made it,” he said incredulously.
 
   Haven hugged him tightly, her eyes watering. “Of course I did! You know me. Leave no man behind.”
 
   “How did you get here? Where’s everyone? Why do you look so terrible?” he asked.
 
   “I drove my car, and it—”
 
   “Your car? That tiny, flimsy piece of plastic? That’s the car you chose to plow through the crazies??” He chuckled in disbelief.
 
   Haven winced, remembering that she wouldn’t see her car ever again. “Hey, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” She paused and stared at him in confusion. “And why are you still even here?” 
 
   Brett sighed and shook his head. “The whole campus has been overrun with those things. The hallways on my floor were blocked off so Phillip and I were going to try to climb down, but they were all over the place, flooding the yard. It wasn’t until some car alarm went off in the distance about a half hour ago that most of them dispersed.” 
 
   “So it worked,” she said to herself, a sad smile forming on her lips. It quickly disappeared when she noticed a prone figure lying on one of the beds. “Who is that?” she exclaimed, reaching for her gun. She’d forgotten that she didn’t have any ammo left. 
 
   He walked over to his desk and began shifting it around. 
 
   “That’s my roommate, Phillip. We don’t have much time. They’ve been banging on this door for hours. They know we’re in here.”
 
   “Hold on.” She put one hand on his chest to stop him from moving past her. “Your friend, Phillip… he’s been bitten.” A dark stain spread out on the comforter where he lay.
 
   “I know. It happened this morning before they all got into the building. He was in the shower room, filling up some thermoses with water so we would have something to drink in case the water got shut off.” Brett pushed the cheap desk in front of the door. He grabbed the mattress from his bed and angled it on the desk to provide an extra barrier between them and the zombies on the other side.
 
   “He didn’t see the one in the last stall. It didn’t have any legs. It just crawled out from under the door and bit him on the calf.”
 
   Haven shook her head at the imagery. “Oh, man.” She pressed her fingers to her forehead, realizing that what she had to say next wouldn’t be taken easily. “Look, Brett, I know you won’t like this, but we can’t bring him with us. He’s infected. If he turns while we are on the run, it puts us all at a risk that I’m not willing to take.”
 
   Brett crossed his arms sternly and narrowed his eyes. “Look, Haven. I’m not leaving him here. Phillip is my best friend.” He gestured to the door. “Those things are going to break through that door within the next five minutes. He’s still alive, and he’s too weak to defend himself. They’ll eat him until there’s nothing left. I couldn’t live with the fact that I let that happen, that he had to spend his final moments alone while they ripped him apart. Haven, if he can’t come with us, I’m going to stay here and defend him as best I can.”
 
   The door started to splinter. They both turned and stared, worry lining their features.
 
   She pointed to the baseball bat. “Yeah? You’re going to defend him against all of those zombies with a bat? That sounds like an incredible idea.”
 
   “Hey, you brought your cheap, hamster-powered rice burner. What a great rescue plan!”
 
   “Alright, first of all, stop making fun of my car. I wrecked it trying to rescue you. Secondly, it’s not Japanese. Learn your cars if you’re going to start knocking them.” A powerful thud caused the room to shake. Haven sighed, capitulating. “Fine, get your friend, and let’s get out of here.”
 
   She started walking around the room looking for something to use as a weapon. “I’m out of ammo. Lost it climbing a tree. Have anything that could work as a bludgeon?”
 
   “Here’s a chair, Sis.” He tossed his desk chair to her then returned to his task of wrapping Phillip’s leg in a makeshift bandage torn from the sheets. He groaned in pain as Brett helped him to his feet.
 
   “Wow, thanks,” she quipped, slamming her foot repeatedly onto one of the metal legs until it broke away from the plastic seat jaggedly. 
 
   “Come on, man. You can do it,” Brett encouraged, supporting Phillip’s weight on his shoulder.
 
   The door cracked behind them, red light from the hallway eerily illuminating into the dark room.
 
   “And that’s our cue to leave!” Haven opened the window and looked down. There was no way they would make the jump.
 
   She swallowed hard. Her mouth felt as though it was full of cotton. The incessant pounding on the door made it difficult to concentrate and form a plan. She looked at the beds. 
 
   “Quick, grab the sheets! We can tie them together and make a rope.”
 
   Brett leaned Phillip against the wall. He raced to the two beds and yanked off the cotton material. Within moments, they had tied the ends together with strong knots. 
 
   “Tie one end to the foot of the bed,” Haven told him. She grabbed the other end of the makeshift rope and tossed it out the window. It reached all the way to the second floor. They would still have a considerable jump, but it was a much shorter one when compared to the previous four-story leap.
 
   “You go first. I’ll send Phillip down after you.”
 
   She shook her head. “No way, you go down first. I can take care of them when they come through the door. I know how to deal with them now.”
 
   Brett rolled his eyes. “Haven, I am not going to go down before you. I’m the guy. I’ll protect you. Now get on that rope before I throw you out.” 
 
   She crossed her arms resolutely, as most big sisters do when challenged by their younger siblings. 
 
   “It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable of kicking zombie ass. You must have done alright to get here, and I know you’re not a wussy girl. It’s just that you’ve done your part. Let me help out a little, too,” he added softly.
 
   Haven looked up at him one more time and couldn’t hide her worry. This was her little brother whom she adored. The little brother whose crib she used to climb into when he was still a baby. The little brother with whom she’d spent most of her childhood playing outside, creating fantastical alternate universes where they were either World War II soldiers or Hercules and Xena. The little brother whom she had protected when kids picked on him. But now that he had reached a certain age, he wanted to start taking care of her. She could see the determination to do so in his eyes. 
 
   Without saying another word, she gave him a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. Then she climbed out of the window and began to rappel herself down the wall until she reached the end of the rope, letting her feet dangle as far as possible before landing on the ground below.
 
   She instantly drew her weapon, anxiously waiting for the others to join her.
 
   “Okay, man. You’ve got to hold on to this. My sister is waiting for you down there,” Brett explained to his delirious roommate. Spittle rolled down his chin, his eyes half closed as his head flopped lazily from side to side.
 
   Brett guided him to the window and helped him out.
 
   Haven shook her head impatiently as she watched the injured young man climb onto the rope.
 
   Brett, come on. Come on, she thought. We don’t have time for this. He’s as good as dead!
 
   She tried to keep herself from yelling out to her brother and alerting others to their presence. They didn’t have the resources to find out what else was lurking about on campus.
 
   Phillip slid down the rope instead of rappelling as Haven had done. When he reached the bottom of the last sheet, he tumbled wordlessly to the ground, crunchy leaves and earth cushioning his fall.
 
   Haven helped him to his feet, wrapping one of his arms around her shoulders to support his weight. His skin was covered in a thick, slimy layer of sweat, and he had already started to lose control of his bodily functions. Minutes before, he’d smelled of Doritos and pizza, but now he reeked of fecal material and urine. Haven held her breath and realized that such a sordid mix pretty much ruined Doritas and pizza for her for good.
 
   Her head snapped up when she heard a crash above her. 
 
   Blood-chilling inhuman screeches boomed from the fourth floor. Red light flooded from the window. They had breached the door in its entirety. 
 
   “Brett!” she screamed, dropping Phillip to the ground as she clawed at the brick wall in an attempt to climb up to her brother.
 
   “Brett!” she yelled again more frantically, tears filling her eyes as she looked for something to climb. She didn’t care if every zombie on the campus heard her. 
 
   “Hey! I’m coming! Keep it down!” Brett hissed as he scrambled down the rope to her.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief, wiping away her tears as she watched him descend.
 
   Her body stiffened when she saw several shredded faces peer over the edge at him.
 
   “Hurry! They’re right above you!” 
 
   “Thank you, Captain Obvious! I didn’t know until you pointed it out!” Brett exclaimed in frustration. 
 
   Haven’s eyes grew wide as she saw the first monster throw itself out of the window. It landed a few feet away from where she stood, a series of revolting crunches and pops following its fall. Completely unfazed, it struggled to get to its feet, still not realizing that the bones in its legs were badly broken.
 
   She went over to it as it reached out to her and raised the metal chair leg high into the air, plunging it into the zombie’s festering eye. Haven yanked the chair leg out of its head, grimacing when she saw eyelashes and bloody white pulp at the end of the weapon. 
 
   Brett was beside her a moment later, removing the bat from where it was tucked into his belt. He ran over to Phillip and pulled him to his feet.
 
   “Okay, where are you parked?” Brett didn’t have a car. Rosemary couldn’t afford one for him, but always made sure that she and his sisters helped him move in and out of the dormitory every fall and summer.
 
   “I told you, the car is totaled. We have to find another.”
 
   “Crap. Are you serious?” He adjusted Phillip on his shoulders.
 
   “Well, I wish I was joking, but we can either sit here and debate this or find another mode of transportation.” Haven reached forward and tugged on a lanyard around Phillip’s neck. “Like this,” she said triumphantly, dangling a mess of keys in front of him. “Where does he keep his car?”
 
   Brett pointed to a nearby parking lot filled with vehicles.
 
   Haven stepped to the side to miss another falling zombie. She glanced around them. Some of the undead were starting to appear from the cafeteria. “Let’s get going.”
 
   She moved in front of Brett, chair leg raised and ready, and walked at a fast pace through the campus.
 
   Brett struggled to keep his much larger friend upright. He grunted as his roommate slipped and fell. Haven turned and grabbed Phillip’s other arm so that he was between them. Bringing him along was a bad idea, but there was no point in arguing about it now. They had already attracted a good-sized zombie fan base.
 
   “Which one is his?” she asked breathlessly, staring at the wide array of vehicles before them.
 
   Brett chuckled in spite of the situation. “You can’t miss it. It’s the bright orange Subaru WRX.”
 
   She spotted it immediately and was grateful that finding Phillip’s car had been so easy.  
 
   Brett looked over his shoulder. “We’re gaining quite a tail here, dear Sis.”
 
   Haven grasped the back of Phillip’s shirt and twisted it in her grip. “Think we can kind of... shuffle... him along? Some of those fresher ones move a little too fast for my liking.” They were closing in on them. Their rot wafted through her nostrils causing her to grimace with disgust.
 
   Brett nodded. “Yeah. Alright, buddy,” he said to Phillip. “We’ve got to move a lot faster.” 
 
   They started to drag him between them as they made their way to the Subaru.
 
   A gray hand jutted out of one of the open windows, its gnarled fingers clawing at the air. Haven nearly jumped out of her skin and pivoted her hips to avoid its clutches. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that the zombie was strapped into the car by its seat belt and wouldn’t be going anywhere soon. 
 
   They approached the orange car, and Brett leaned Phillip against the side, fumbling for the right key on his lanyard. 
 
   “Brett, hurry,” Haven told him in a low voice. She tried to calm her racing heartbeat.
 
   He opened the driver’s side door for her. She shook her head. “I can’t drive stick. Get him into the car. I’ll hold them off,” she said, taking the baseball bat from him.
 
   Haven didn’t risk a glance behind her to see if Brett was ready. She moved towards the zombies approaching the front passenger side of the vehicle. There were only a few near the trio, but an increasing number was steadily closing in.  
 
   The first zombie was relatively well-preserved and only had a bite mark on its arm. Haven could see that at one point, the creature had been beautiful in its human form. Long brown hair swayed gently in the breeze as the zombie lifted its hands for her. What were once prettily arched brows were furrowed in anger and hunger; prominent cheekbones were now sallow and sunken. When the zombie was close enough to grab her, it lunged at Haven head first, its decayed, festering face careening towards her at an alarming speed. Haven swung the bat, cracking the skull as the weapon connected with its target. The impact was hard enough to put a dent in its scalp and force one of its eyeballs to protrude, giving it a very misshapen, bug-eyed appearance. The zombie crumpled in a heap, but another took its place within seconds. 
 
   She heard the car roar to life and began backing around the hood. A handful of the undead were pressed against the passenger side of the Subaru, smashing their faces against the windows to get a better look at Brett and Phillip inside. 
 
   “Haven, get in the back seat! Hurry!” Brett yelled over the engine. 
 
   She didn’t need to be told twice. She pushed Phillip further down and jumped in beside him just as the car rocked forcefully sideways from the pressure of the zombies against it. Others were just behind them, practically tripping over each other to get to the Subaru.
 
   “GO!” Haven shouted.
 
   Brett shifted gears and accelerated forward, the tires squealing as they sped off into the night.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17:
 
    
 
   “So, after we had ridden in this bus with no AC, no bathrooms, no water for three hours, we finally get to the countryside outside of Beijing. I mean, you have to understand that this was July. It was so hot you could have fried an egg on the sidewalk.”
 
   Texaco looked at Houston intently, head cocked, ears perked, permanent smile on its adorable puppy face.
 
   “This guy who speaks no English picks us up at the bus station, which I might add is in the middle of nowhere. It was like something out of a horror movie. He drives us to his farm in this rusty, old jalopy. It’s a huge ranch surrounded by mountains. Horses are everywhere, all colors of ‘em. You should have seen Haven. She loves horses. Every inch of her was brimming over with excitement about getting into the saddle again. I was a little nervous, on the other hand.” He gestured down to his pants. “You know, man parts and all. I don’t know how the Indians of the Old West did it. Anyways, the last time I rode a horse, I looked absolutely ridiculous. I mean, we’re talking bicycle helmet, gym shorts, these bright green sneakers I used to wear, heels up, stirrups too short on a horse that was too small for me. Totally clueless. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her laugh so hard as she did that first time she saw me ride. She documented it all on camera, of course. I’m sure it’s on YouTube somewhere, knowing Haven. If YouTube is even up and running anymore.” He shook his head. “This time, however, she rode ahead of us, hair down, galloping into the wind. She looked so happy and at peace. She still says that was the best birthday present ever.”
 
   Sadness crossed his features. “I miss her so much.”
 
   Reminiscing for a moment more, his face suddenly brightened. “There was this one time... I invited her to go shooting with me at a gun range near her hometown, thinking it would be a cool, new experience for her. I was so smug, thinking I’d be teaching her a thing or two on how to hold a gun, how to load it, you know, the works...” He chuckled ruefully. “I should have known when the owner greeted her by name. She never once said anything to me about shooting before. I went ahead and let her take the first shot, thinking she’d be really cute and miss a whole bunch.” He leaned closer to the dog whose ears perked immediately. 
 
   “So get this. She screws up the shot, not even close to hitting the target, all the while smiling at me ever so sweetly as she says ‘oops.’ I went over to her and got behind her, showing her how it was done, how to aim. I was feeling all manly, puffed up like a freaking peacock. She nodded, pretending to really take all of my advice to heart. Then she casually loaded the rifle like she had been doing it her whole life, took careful aim, and hit center mass on the target each time for the next three shots. In a row, a freaking row, like a damn pro. Didn’t know her grandma and grandpa were gun nuts. She did better than I did, even though I still won’t admit that to her.”
 
   Houston finally looked over at his companion. He had spent the last hour intently recounting his globe-trotting adventures with Haven to a dog.
 
   “Lonely much?” he asked himself aloud. He reached over and petted Texaco. “Aww, buddy, thanks for listening. Once I find Haven and her family, I want to head to my parents’ cabin in West Virginia. You would like it there. Lots of squirrels, they say.” 
 
   He scratched Texaco between the ears which delighted the dog, causing it to kick its hind leg involuntarily. “I’m starving. Want something to eat?”
 
   He stuck his arm out behind him and began fishing around until he found the plastic sack full of supplies from the gas station.
 
   Taking his eyes off the road for a moment, he sifted through the contents, his fingers brushing against the bag of rawhide treats.
 
   “Here we go.” He pulled the bag to the front seat and used his knee to steer as he tore it open and examined the contents. “Hmmm. These actually smell pretty darned good.” 
 
   Texaco broke the silence with an alarming bark.
 
   Houston looked up just in time to see the headlights illuminate three figures. He cursed and grabbed the steering wheel, forcing the vehicle to swerve violently off the road.
 
   The Trans Am skidded along the damp grass. Houston pumped the brakes desperately until the car finally came to a screeching halt. 
 
   His breath was uneven and shaky, his knuckles white as he gripped the steering wheel tightly. He looked over at Texaco whose body was stiff and alert. The car windows started to fog from the chilly night air and the passengers’ heavy breathing.
 
   Suddenly, a shadow appeared beside his door. Houston reached for his gun and pointed it at the window. Texaco was straining to get across his lap, barking ferociously.
 
   He heard a tap. Then another.
 
   Somewhere in the back of his mind, he registered that zombies didn’t tap. They shattered, they infiltrated, and they destroyed.
 
   “Hello? Are you okay?” a male voice asked. “Hello?”
 
   Houston wasn’t about to open the door until he knew it was safe to do so. While the man clearly wasn’t a zombie, he could also be one of the psychopaths taking advantage of the current state of lawlessness.
 
   “Who’s there?” he answered gruffly.
 
   Two smaller shadows joined the large one.
 
   “Daddy, who’s in the car?” a little voice inquired.
 
   “Honey, it’s alright. Just stay over there for a second. Watch your brother,” the man said softly. “Sir, I’m sorry we scared you. It’s just me and my two kids. We’re not bitten.”
 
   Houston sighed and wiped away the fog from the glass. Sure enough, he saw a man in his forties wielding a wooden baseball bat while standing in front of two small children.
 
   From what he could tell, they didn’t look sickly.
 
   He opened the door, still keeping his gun trained on the man, who protectively blocked his children from Houston’s view. Crickets chirped loudly in the darkness, the air cold and moist. 
 
   Texaco jumped out of the driver’s side and continued to bark until one of the children peered around the man, his big blue eyes eyeing the dog hopefully. Texaco ran over to the little boy and began sniffing him, its fluffy tail wagging. The boy squealed with delight.
 
   “I’m really sorry we scared you, sir,” the man repeated.
 
   Houston shook his head. “I could have killed you all. What the heck were you doing walking on the road at night?”
 
   “Well, if you haven’t noticed, the streets are kind of empty these days. I thought it would be better to keep on the road. Can’t see in the woods. I didn’t want one of those creatures jumping out of a bush or something.”
 
   “Understandable,” Houston replied, not taking his gun off the man.
 
   “I’m Steven. These are my kids, Jessica and Blake.”
 
   The children were ecstatically playing with Texaco, giggling with glee as the pup licked their faces.
 
   Steven watched them sadly. “That’s the first time I’ve heard them laugh since their mom left,” he murmured absentmindedly.
 
   Houston slowly lowered his gun. “Houston,” he said, extending his hand. “Where are you guys headed?”
 
   They shook hands before Steven responded. “Woodbridge, Virginia. My wife... she was visiting her sister. She got stuck out there when all of this started. I haven’t heard from her in a couple days, but I know she’s still alive.” Blake ran past him, hiding behind one of his legs. He ruffled the boy’s hair affectionately, but his demeanor was downcast. “I know it,” he repeated. “Our house was overrun yesterday. We had to leave in a hurry and have been walking since last night.”
 
   Houston narrowed his eyes. “Please tell me you’re not thinking to walk to Virginia.” He looked at the children, then shifted his gaze back to Steven. “You won’t make it.”
 
   “We don’t have anywhere else to go. I love my wife; they need their mother.”
 
   Houston leaned against the Trans Am. “You do realize that your rescue party consists of you, two small children, and a baseball bat.”
 
   “We’ll figure out something. We would all want to be together, regardless of what happens. I know she’s still out there.” Steven kept saying it as though he himself needed convincing. He looked past Houston down the road, anxiety in his eyes.
 
   “I’d give you a ride, but I’m headed south, to a small town in Georgia.”
 
   “I understand. You’re lucky you’ve been able to make it this far. I don’t know how long it will take to get to Virginia on foot.”
 
   Houston glanced at the children again.
 
   “A while. Stay off the main roads. Avoid the cities at all costs.”
 
   Steven nodded. “I figured as much. We’ve run into a few of those things here and there. One or two are manageable. I’m just praying we don’t come across a large group.”
 
   Houston surveyed his disheveled hair and bloodshot eyes. “You have any food or water?”
 
   Steven shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground. “Not a thing. We didn’t have time to grab any supplies. I found this bat in someone’s shed while we were escaping through the backyards in our neighborhood. I know the kids are hungry. I’ll be alright, but they can’t last long like this. Plus, with the cold...”
 
   Without needing to hear anything further, Houston turned around and reached into his car, pulling out several bags. “Here, take these. I came across a gas station a while back and picked up a few things.”
 
   At the sound of the rustling bags, Jessica and Blake ran over to them.
 
   Steven looked at Houston with gratitude. “Thank you. That’s really kind of you.”
 
   Houston waved him off. “Don’t mention it.” He took out some treats and gave them to the children.
 
   “Kids, what do you say? Tell the nice man thank you,” Steven reminded them.
 
   “Thank you!” they exclaimed in unison, their little hands tearing into the bags of chips hungrily. Jessica, slightly older than her brother, gobbled down half the contents in record time.
 
   Houston whistled for Texaco and led the dog back to the car.
 
   He walked over to Steven and shook his hand. “I wish you all the best of luck.”
 
   “Thank you,” Steven whispered. “Be safe out there.”
 
   Houston tried his best to push aside any feelings of guilt as he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.
 
   As he drove down the road, he watched the family in his rear-view mirror. Steven kneeled beside his children, gathering up the bags. Their figures grew smaller and smaller until finally, Houston crested a hill, and they were no longer visible. An overwhelming guilt crept up inside of him, one that he couldn’t ignore.
 
   Texaco whined plaintively.
 
   He sighed and stopped the car, the brake lights casting a spooky red glow around them.
 
   “Are you thinking the same thing I’m thinking?” he asked the dog.
 
   Texaco cocked its head to one side and rested a paw on Houston’s leg.
 
   “Yeah, me, too,” he muttered. 
 
   He sat in silence for a moment, his hands running over the steering wheel.
 
   “Man,” he said softly.
 
   Turning the car around, he headed back down the hill. 
 
   The family came into view again. 
 
   Houston pulled up beside them and rolled down the window. They seemed surprised to see him.
 
   “You know how to drive stick?”
 
   “Ummmm... yes. Why?” Steven answered with confusion in his eyes.
 
   Houston reached in the back seat and pulled out his backpack. He sat still for a moment staring at the car, a bittersweet expression on his face. 
 
   Then he got out, Texaco at his heels, and faced Steven.
 
   “She’s all yours,” Houston replied simply, handing him the keys.
 
   “Wha... Are you serious?” He stood before the young man in shock, unable to reach out for the proffered key ring.
 
   “You’ve got two little kids. It’s just me and Tex here. How many miles is it to Virginia anyways? You don’t have a hope and a prayer if you try to make it on foot. I’ve only got a short trek ahead of me. I’ll be fine.” He took Steven’s hand, opened it, and set the keys firmly in his palm. “Good luck, Steven.” 
 
   Before the stunned man could respond, Houston shouldered his pack, whistled for Texaco, touched the jet black hood of the Trans Am for the last time, and began the long journey home to his one true love.
 
   ***
 
   Faith had just made it up the stairs to the attic when she realized her grandmother wasn’t behind her.
 
   “Grandma!” she screamed, pausing on the ladder to look behind her.
 
   She heard loud crashes in the living room, a bang from the shotgun. She desperately wanted to hide in the attic. 
 
   “Grandma!” she shouted again, hoping to hear a response so that she wouldn’t have to leave the potential of safety so nearby.
 
   Still no answer. The ones she’d seen in the yard were now in the house.
 
   “Lord Jesus, please help me,” she said in one breath, her palms sweaty.
 
   She crept down the stairs and peered around the corner of the attached garage. 
 
   Sure enough, eight of the monsters were steadily moving past her hiding spot towards Rosemary.
 
   Faith ducked back behind the door frame and inhaled shaky, sharp breaths. She wished her siblings were there so she wouldn’t have to fight the terrifying creatures by herself. 
 
   But they weren’t, and Faith was the only one who could help.
 
   She searched her surroundings for something to use as a weapon, her eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness. Her fingers hurriedly groped the contents of the room. 
 
   They finally brushed across something long and hard. It was her grandmother’s Native American spear, the one with the brightly-colored turkey feathers dangling from the spearhead. She briefly remembered hearing the story behind its procurement. When Rosemary was just a teenager, she’d tried to become a member of a Sioux tribe in her hometown. She had been completely fascinated with Native American folklore and figured that if she wasn’t Sioux by blood, she could certainly buy her way into their tribe. Her parents, of course, had been absolutely aghast at such an idea and instead attempted to placate her by purchasing the spear as a memento. 
 
   For now, it was just perfect. Faith grabbed the spear with trembling, unsteady hands and moved into the house.
 
   She cried out in terror when she saw her grandmother. 
 
   Cornered against the oven in the kitchen, Rosemary flung the shotgun around with all her might at the figures closing in around her. She made contact with the jaw of one zombie, only inches from her face. It stumbled backwards, its jaw hanging at a strange angle. Upon failing to reach her, its brows furrowed, making it look angry and inhuman. Then it lurched forward joining the others again. When they grabbed the shotgun in an attempt to get to her, she let the weapon go, and instead snatched up her cast iron skillet from the stove, slamming it into the face of the closest zombie. Faith could hear the wet crunch from where she stood. But Rosemary was losing strength fast.
 
   Several new zombies were coming through the broken windows. Their white, hungry eyes were focused on Faith.
 
   She stood frozen in fear, her feet cemented to the floor. Seconds seemed like hours. Her heart was pounding so fast she thought it would explode out of her body. Faith wanted to run away, leave this house, and hide somewhere deep in the woods. 
 
   She wanted to save herself.
 
   The numbers of monsters snaking into their home was increasing by the second. Faith realized that right now, her grandmother was all she had. Everyone else close to her was gone, and while she hoped more than anything that they were alive and well, in this very moment, it was just the two of them, and she didn’t want to face these things alone.
 
   She swallowed hard and ran forward until she reached the edge of the kitchen. Without thinking, she jabbed the spear into the back of one of the zombies. But small as she was, she struggled to pull the spear free.
 
   “Get to the attic, Faith, now!” Rosemary screamed over the hungry moans and famished snarling. 
 
   “No, Grandma! Not without you!” Faith yelled back, dodging the clutching hands of a monster as it shambled up the three steps to the kitchen. Her eyes widened when she saw that the one that she’d attacked with the spear had turned to her. No matter how gravely it was injured, it wouldn’t die. Her breath came in raspy gasps as she shoved the zombie away, the sheer effort of avoiding being eaten exhausting her. 
 
   Rosemary saw her granddaughter struggling. As if she had been given renewed strength, she pushed back on the zombies surrounding her. She landed crushing blows to one’s skull with a skillet, managed to stab another in the eye with a large, serrated knife, and in a last ditch effort, threw a handful of colorful ceramic bowls at them.
 
   Finally, they cleared enough space to make a run for the garage.
 
   “Go!” Rosemary gasped, pushing Faith ahead of her. She was breathing heavily, completely spent.
 
   Faith grabbed her hand and pulled her along. She dared to cast a glance at the den. Dozens of figures were entering the house, crowding the windows as they numbly pushed their counterparts to the ground, all of their eyes locked on to the live prey.
 
   “Sweet Jesus,” she whispered.
 
   She ran to the garage door and slammed it shut once they were safely on the other side. Out of habit, she turned the lock on the door knob. Faith knew the flimsy wooden door wouldn’t hold for long.
 
   She jumped up and yanked at the thin rope for the ladder to the attic. When the ladder came down, she reached for her grandmother to help her up the steps, firmly grasping Rosemary’s upper arm.
 
   Her body stiffened immediately when she felt something warm and wet beneath her fingers.
 
   “Grandma!” she gasped, pulling back to examine her hand in the faint moonlight streaming in through the windows. Faith’s heart stopped. 
 
   Her fingers were stained with crimson.
 
   Rosemary sighed and paused on the third step. “Pumpkin, I’ve lived a long life. I don’t have any regrets. If this is what the good Lord has planned for me, if it’s my time, then I’m at peace with that.”
 
   The zombies on the other side of the door relentlessly pounded against the wood. Glass shattered throughout the house. Tears streamed down Faith’s rosy cheeks.
 
   “No, Grandma. No,” she cried, sinking to her knees.
 
   Rosemary came over to her and held her tightly.
 
   “No,” she said, choking back sobs, her shoulders shaking violently. “It’s my fault! I should have come sooner!”
 
   “Hush, baby, it’s not your fault,” Rosemary replied quietly.
 
   “It is! It is my fault,” Faith repeated. Tears and snot covered her face. 
 
   She had seen enough on the news in the last couple of days to know what that bite meant. 
 
   “It’s not,” Rosemary insisted firmly. She looked nervously at the door. It vibrated viciously on its hinges. “We can’t stay here, sweetheart. If we don’t move now, there won’t be another opportunity. Come on, honey.”
 
   Rosemary gently helped her to her feet and led her up the steps. 
 
   No sooner had they gotten into the attic did the garage door splinter apart as the zombies burst through. 
 
   Rosemary leaned back against the wood paneling of the dark, dusty attic, her breath coming in unevenly. 
 
   Faith lay in a fetal position across from her, her guilty, heart-broken sobs drowned out by the ravenous roar of the monsters below.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18:
 
    
 
   “How are Grandma and Faith?” Brett asked, glancing in the mirror to see his sister.
 
   Haven buckled her seat belt as they drove along, keeping a close eye on Phillip. “They should be fine. Faith wanted to come, but you know how she is. And Grandma is holding down the fort, being awesome as always.”
 
   Brett nodded and stared out of the windshield. Fires burned brightly in the distance, their orange flames consuming once-beautiful farmhouses. Heavy gray smoke billowed high into the sky. 
 
   “What’s happening to this world?” he whispered forlornly. “I woke up one day, went to class, and when I got out, everything had changed. I just want it to go back to how it was, Haven.”
 
   She tried to be positive. “At least we’re all together, safe and sound. I couldn’t ask for anything more right now.” The stars twinkled over them, the moon full and bright in spite of the world going to hell. “Except for Houston. He’s not here.”
 
   Brett looked at her again. “Have you heard anything from him?”
 
   She sank back in her seat and took a deep breath. “No, the phones have been down for a while now.”
 
   He reached back and patted Haven’s knee reassuringly. “He’s industrious. I bet he’s holed up in a bomb shelter or something.”
 
   “I don’t think so. I think he’s coming here.”
 
   She dug her nails into her palms as her eyes welled up with tears. She wished with all her might that he wasn’t in the city, that he had made it out before everything turned upside down.
 
   A change of subject was needed. “So... what are we going to do with your friend?”
 
   Brett felt her eyes on him and averted his gaze. He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t even understand what’s happening.”
 
   “We need to tie him up at least,” Haven offered. 
 
   “You have any rope lying around?” he asked her sarcastically, knowing full well that she didn’t.
 
   Haven thought for a moment and looked about her. A red and black pair of jumper cables sat on the floor. “He’s got jumper cables.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Brett gave her a smoldering look.
 
   “Last time I checked, you were in the front seat, buddy.”
 
   “Geez. You’re brutal. I’ll pull over a little further down the road, and we can check on him then. There are some cars up ahead that I want to get around before we stop and are out in the open.” They drove in silence as Brett maneuvered around the abandoned vehicles. 
 
   “What are we going to do with him?” she persisted quietly several minutes later.  
 
   “How’s he doing?” Brett ignored her question.
 
   Haven glanced over at Phillip. “He’s drooling something fierce. I don’t think we have much more time. He looks unconscious.” 
 
   Brett sounded guilty. “We’ve gotta get him help. I feel bad letting him suffer like this without anything to numb the pain.”
 
   Haven gaped at him and tried not to roll her eyes. “Painkillers? We need to put him down, Brett.”
 
   He literally spun around in his seat. “We aren’t killing him, if that’s what you’re implying!” he exclaimed in horror.
 
   Haven had fire in her eyes. “Are you kidding me? Haven’t you been paying attention? You get bitten by one of those, you die only to come back as a flesh-eating lunatic!” 
 
   “We don’t know that for sure!” he retorted, although his tone was not as confident as it had been before. In his frustration, he pushed harder on the gas pedal sending them careening down the old road.
 
   Phillip’s eyes were still closed. She could barely see the rise and fall of his chest as he struggled to breathe. He surely didn’t have long now. She really didn’t want to have to bash his head in with the chair leg in front of her brother when his friend turned, but at the same time, she also didn’t want to risk any of them getting bitten by prolonging the inevitable. He was going to mutate into something Brett wouldn’t recognize, and there was nothing any of them could do about it.
 
   Haven felt darkness seeping into her thoughts. She turned to Phillip, watching him intently for a few moments. An idea had come to her, and it was an idea that her brother would hate. 
 
   But she didn’t care. 
 
   Her number one priority was to protect her family. Phillip presented a terrible danger to all of them that she wasn’t willing to tolerate any longer. She had already placated her brother long enough by agreeing to drag Phillip out of the dormitory.
 
   There was only one other option. 
 
   She unbuckled her seat belt and lunged forward. In one deft move, she reached across Phillip’s lap, yanked the door open, and shoved him out roughly into the cold night air.
 
   She leaned out, her hair whipping around her face, and watched as the body bounced a few times, limbs raggedly torn from their sockets, skin ripping from his body and revealing muscle and bone beneath, until he finally skidded along the pavement to a violent stop. As his figure got smaller and smaller, she saw the youth slowly begin to twitch. 
 
   Haven squeezed her eyes shut and closed the door, sweat beading her forehead. 
 
   Brett stared at her with his mouth agape, unbelieving of what just happened.
 
   “I didn’t have a choice,” she whispered. She looked at her brother. “It was either him or one of us. I...”
 
   Her voice trailed off, and she looked down numbly at her hands.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Colin had ventured back to the lake house hours later after the last zombie had cleared the shore. He was soaking wet to the point that his skin had pruned.
 
   After climbing through the window, he closed it tightly and tossed any spare piece of fabric he found along with some aluminum foil over the two windows in the one-room house. He didn’t want anything looking in at him while he slept. And he was so exhausted and hung over that he couldn’t be bothered by sunlight.
 
   There was very little furniture in the tiny house, but he pushed the old refrigerator against the window in the kitchen and maneuvered the table and two chairs against the other window he used to enter and exit the structure. 
 
   He glumly checked the cuts and insect bites on his body. At least there weren’t any nibbles from snakes. Or zombies. 
 
   Colin collapsed on the thin mattress, wrapping himself in the rough woolen blanket. He was shaking violently, from the cold, from exhaustion, from fear. 
 
   Now that the pack of ghouls trailing him had passed, he hoped he could rest easy. In the morning, he would make some fortifications to the house, figuring he should stay for a little while. For the moment though, he had no idea where he was headed. He had no friends or family in this country. He had no destination or goal. 
 
   Colin felt very alone and despondent, both unusual feelings for him.
 
   He tried not to dwell on the fact. All he wanted to do was get a good night’s sleep undisturbed and maybe, just maybe, wake up from this horrific nightmare.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Houston estimated that he’d hiked approximately seven miles in the past hour and a half. He had maintained a good clip, with Texaco leading the way to scout ahead for any trouble. While he hadn’t run into one zombie, he knew that he couldn’t let his guard down in spite of that.
 
   When he considered the loss of his car, it disappointed him that he wouldn’t make it to Haven’s as soon as he had initially hoped. 
 
   Houston paused to take a canteen of water out of his backpack, remembering to pour a little into the cap for Texaco. 
 
   “Well, Tex, I think it’s time you and I settle down for the night,” Houston said quietly. He looked around for a suitable shelter. “The thing is,” he added, taking a swig from the canteen, “I don’t know where we can stay that’s really safe. I feel like camping out on the open ground is a bad idea. I don’t want to wake up and have one of those things gnawing on my arm.”
 
   Texaco ran a few feet ahead of him, sniffing the ground curiously.
 
   Houston had been watching the dog’s actions closely. He knew that Texaco would detect any unwanted presence before he could. So far, the dog had eagerly trod along, happy to guide its new owner through the dense forest.
 
   He wished he had his car so that he and Texaco could get a decent night’s rest without needing to sleep with one eye open. However, knowing that Steven, Jessica, and Blake had a much better chance of survival with the Trans Am made him miss it a little less.
 
   A rustling in the treetops caused him to look up. As far as he knew, zombies weren’t hiding in the trees, so he shrugged his shoulders assuming the noise came from a squirrel.
 
   Then his eyes caught sight of something rather interesting. 
 
   He reached into his pocket for the flashlight and aimed it high into the trees. 
 
   About the size of a small tree house, an old wooden tree stand sat high in the branches of a sturdy pine. Leaning against the trunk, a thin metal ladder led up to the stand. 
 
   Houston couldn’t believe his luck. He circled the tree a few times, thoroughly checking the stand to make sure it would be sturdy enough to hold him. It looked like it hadn’t been used in a while, but if it kept him out of harm’s way for one night, he was more than willing to give it a try. 
 
   “Okay, Tex, stay here,” he pointed sternly.
 
   He put one foot on the first rung, testing it to make sure it would hold his weight, and began a swift ascent to the top. 
 
   It was perfect. Rectangular in shape, he could easily curl up on the bottom of the camouflaged hideaway. 
 
   He looked down at Texaco who stared up at him with big eyes, tail wagging excitedly.
 
   The only problem was getting Texaco up with him. He rubbed his face as he thought, the thick stubble like sandpaper across his hand.
 
   An idea came to him. He climbed back down to the ground and took off his jacket. Walking over to the dog, he tied the article of clothing around its torso securely, almost like a little hammock. He unzipped his backpack and took out a long length of nylon rope, which he’d intended to use in conjunction with the small blue tarp tucked into the bottom of the bag. Constructing simple shelters in a short amount of time was something he would do often when camping with Haven. They’d tie the rope between two trees and throw the tarp over it, putting large rocks on the four corners to hold the material down. Houston was always prepared. An avid rock climber and wilderness guide before the infection broke out, he kept his climbing gear and basic emergency supplies in his trunk. 
 
   He looped the rope in two places through the jacket, near the front and hind legs of the dog. Then he climbed up the ladder while holding the rope until he reached one of the largest branches near the tree stand. Throwing it over the branch a couple of times, he began hoisting the dog into the air. Texaco looked petrified as soon as its paws left the ground, licking its chops nervously, tail between its legs. Houston continued to pull the dog up until Texaco was level with the tree stand. Hooking his foot on to the edge of the stand, he reached out and pulled the dog in. Texaco squirmed in his arms until Houston firmly planted the pup on solid ground and took the improvised harness off. It sniffed around the space and then circled one spot a few times before turning in for the night. 
 
   Houston smiled and sat down beside the dog. He sifted through the food contents of his backpack and pulled out a stick of beef jerky. Chewing it contemplatively, he leaned back and rested his head on the side of the stand. It was a beautiful night out, clear skies, twinkling stars, an invigorating chill in the air. 
 
   Wherever they were, Houston hoped those he loved most were safe. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19:
 
    
 
   Mark was losing track of time. He only knew that winter was coming because the days were so short and cold. He’d spent the last night curled up under a desk in the cubicle of an office space. Surrounding his thin form were colorful wrappers of chocolate bars from the vending machine near the small kitchen. Aside from that splash of color, the rest of the office was dark. He had lowered all of the blinds and had painstakingly moved several desks in front of the main entrance before falling asleep.
 
   The chance to sleep indoors had been a blessing. With the exception of having been roused in the middle of the night to coyotes howling in the distance, he had slept relatively unperturbed, and he’d badly needed it. He was losing strength fast from a lack of decent food and rest. For much of the journey, he’d spent his nights in the backs of cars since his first night alone on the highway when the Honda CRV had proven a good hiding spot. Hundreds of zombies had bumped lazily against the vehicle, and while everything seemed mired in time, Mark had eventually been rocked into a deep slumber under the sleeping bag. The sun had been high in the sky when he had awoken, warming him inside the CRV. He’d groggily opened his eyes and looked around, confused at first before panic and despair set in when he realized why he was alone. Much to his horror, he discovered that he had thrown the sleeping bag aside at some point during his slumber and was uncovered. He felt grateful that none of the undead passing by the night before had caught sight of him while he dozed or they would have eaten him where he lay. 
 
   Mark stretched and reached for a warm can of Coke that he’d taken from the vending machine. Taking a few sips, he realized that his bladder was full, and that he needed to relieve himself. Luckily, there was a bathroom in the office. He made his way around the bleak space filled with nondescript cubicles until he came to the men’s restroom. Opening the swinging door with a loud creak, he walked to the stall that was furthest from the door. He sat there for a bit, his chin resting on his open palm while his head lolled up and down tiredly. 
 
   The trail of his sister’s Cheerios in the backyard of the house next door had vanished within minutes of Mark’s narrow escape from the clutches of the hungry zombies, including his mother’s stupid boyfriend, Brandon. While he hadn’t given up hope that someday he’d be reunited with his family, he knew that for now, he needed to find a group of people whom he could trust. Maybe they’d be able to help him on his quest. He was sick of being exhausted and lonely, sleeping with one eye open just to stay alive and avoid becoming dinner. Mark wanted to have friends again; he wanted to feel a part of something even if it was some pseudo-family that could temporarily take the place of his own. He could do whatever was necessary to survive for a little while, but he was quickly realizing that he didn’t want to do it singlehandedly forever. 
 
   The sound of glass crashing to the ground shook him from his reverie. Mark shot straight up and clutched the wall of the bathroom stall. When he heard the moans, his stomach flopped. 
 
   They had gotten into the office. 
 
   Mark didn’t know what to do. He had left all of his gear in the cubicle where he’d slept. He felt completely vulnerable sitting on a toilet with nothing but a handful of toilet paper to defend himself. He tried to think quickly, but his thoughts were interrupted when he heard the door to the men’s restroom creak open noisily. 
 
   Very slowly, Mark edged onto the toilet seat so that his feet were no longer visible from underneath the stalls. He perched there, quiet as a church mouse, waiting, worrying. He could hear it groaning, its steps shuffling as it crossed the threshold towards the stalls. He incrementally rose to his feet and peered over the top of the stall, his curiosity and fear getting the best of him at the same time.
 
   The zombie was severely decayed. The creature’s eyes were sunken in to the point that it almost looked as if it didn’t have any eyes, only hollow sockets that searched around the room in vain. Thin, wispy strands of white hair skimmed its neck forming a decrepit halo around its bald scalp. It wore the tattered remains of a blue button-down business shirt, and its stained gray tie was so tight around its neck that Mark was sure the thing had hung itself in its former human life. 
 
   He had high hopes that it was blind, and that he would be able to sneak past it, but then it turned to the large mirror opposite the stalls and stared right at him. Mark’s own eyes widened, and he ducked as fast as he could. He shut his eyes as he crouched on the toilet seat.
 
   Moments passed, and Mark had just cautiously opened one eye when a feverish banging commenced on the door to his stall. 
 
   He held back a scream and pushed against the door, an unnecessary measure considering it was locked. 
 
   The noise would attract others. But then the banging stopped, and Mark stepped back, frightened and uncertain.
 
   A shadow spread across the floor, and to Mark’s horror, the zombie’s face appeared beneath the door, turned at an unnatural angle as it struggled to pull the rest of its body through the stall. Its eyes bulged as it wriggled around, and its mouth was open so wide that Mark was sure if given the opportunity, it could swallow his leg whole.
 
   He couldn’t hold back his scream this time. He kicked at the zombie with his socked foot until its head was no longer in his stall, then he shimmied under the other four stalls and rolled out from beneath the last one. He leapt up on the other side just as the zombie was rising to its feet. Mark could hear its rickety tendons and bones popping and snapping from the effort. 
 
   He yanked open the door and ran through the cubicles, dodging the many zombies that blocked his path until he was able to grab his bag and exit the office through the shattered window.
 
   As he sprinted down the street, the gravel splicing through his socked feet, it dawned on him that he had forgotten his shoes. He groaned, throwing glances over his shoulder to make sure no zombies were following him. He would have to find another pair when it was safer. 
 
   Little by little, he was growing accustomed to this dangerous new lifestyle. Thus far, it had been an unsavory adventure. He’d been forced to sleep on a cold roof without a blanket to avoid the frantic clutches of the zombies; he’d gone three days without one thing to eat because he was too scared to go into any house or store that might have monsters lurking within; he’d had to evade hordes of them; and he’d done it all alone. While he had started out as a scared little boy, in a matter of weeks, he was turning into more and more of a survivalist. Bruce Willis would have been proud… if he wasn’t already a zombie.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett hadn’t said a word since Haven had pushed Phillip out of the car. 
 
   He was livid to the point that he couldn’t even talk to her, shocked by her murderous actions. 
 
   Phillip had still been alive when she’d tossed him out. Alive.
 
   That made her a murderer.
 
   And she hadn’t even batted an eyelash. He knew Haven better than anyone, but in just a few hours, he felt like something had snapped inside of her, and she was slowly becoming a person he didn’t know so well anymore. That scared him. 
 
   Nevertheless, a small voice in his head told him that she had done it to save all of them. In actuality, what had he expected to do with Phillip? Bring him back to the safety of his grandmother’s house? While he didn’t fully understand the complexities and dangers of the outbreak, when he saw his friend plummet to the gravel to what would have been considered certain death, but then rise to his feet as though nothing had happened, he knew that something was very, very wrong. 
 
   He shook his head despondently as he drove. So much chaos and misery from one bite. 
 
   One question troubled him, eating away at his moral compass. If the tables were turned, and a friend of Haven’s was infected, would he have done the same thing? Shoved her out of the car like garbage to protect those he loved?
 
   Brett sighed, his gut telling him that he wouldn’t have been able to do it. 
 
   His eyes surveyed the sights before them. Much like the one from which he had been rescued, the small towns they passed along the way had been obliterated to nothing. His stomach twisted in knots as he drove. They were so close to their grandmother’s house. How had all of this reached Green Acres already?
 
   When they turned in to the neighborhood moments later, several houses along the road were on fire. There was destruction everywhere, sheer pandemonium. Doors lay wide open, windows broken. A smoking corpse was sprawled over a windowsill, flames engulfing its torso as it hung there motionless. 
 
   He and Haven gasped simultaneously when they saw his childhood friend, Danny Moser. His tall, thin body was impaled on a wooden fence post next to the driveway. Two figures in EMT uniforms were hunched over his quivering form. At first, Brett was hopeful that they were helping him. He almost stopped the car so that he could get out and run to Danny’s aid, but something remote in the back of his mind warned him against doing so. 
 
   Brett pressed his hand to the window, leaning forward to get a better look. He shrank back when the men turned at the sound of the passing vehicle. Their eyes widened as they methodically shoved ropey lengths of Danny’s intestines into their mouths, yellowish goo oozing around their lips. Unable to look away, he saw his friend’s arms slowly start to flail around, struggling to free himself from the fence post as the vehicle passed. Danny’s milky eyes told Brett that it was too late for him.
 
   Images of the two of them as kids playing football together in the road flashed across his memory. Brett felt like he was going to vomit all over the floor of car, the harsh reality of what Haven had said to him earlier finally sinking in, making sense. 
 
   “No,” Haven whispered, interrupting his reminiscing. His foot hit the brake without warning, and he turned to look at what caused her reaction.
 
   The house where Brett and his sisters had spent endless summer days swimming and fishing by the lake, eating delicious home-cooked meals, telling ghost stories by the fireplace, celebrating Thanksgiving and Christmas year after year, making so many memories his head spun, was now... infested. 
 
   Verminous creatures milled about stiffly in the front yard; others relentlessly pushed at windows and doors that weren’t already broken around the perimeter. There was no way anyone inside could still be alive.
 
   Brett pulled into a cluster of trees across the street to remain somewhat hidden from view. 
 
   Haven stared ahead, her heart pounding. 
 
   “They have to be alive,” she said through clenched teeth.
 
   “If they weren’t, why else would they be trying to get inside?” Brett added, clearing his throat and speaking for the first time in an hour as he scanned the surroundings for a way into the house. “We need to get everyone out. That seemed to work last time.” 
 
   Haven shook her head. “There’s no way that the same diversion I used to get you out of your school will give us enough time to sneak in, get Faith and Grandma, and pull out all of our food, water, and survival gear. That would take several trips regardless, and we’ll be bogged down with boxes, making it impossible to properly defend ourselves. Grandma is tough, but she’s also eighty years-old so she’s slow. We can’t risk it.” 
 
   She surveyed their surroundings, her eyes sharp and focused, but her mind tormented when she thought about her family in so much peril. “We need to get in there. Our supplies are in the attic. We don’t have hardly anything to eat or drink in this car. The gas tank is close to empty, and even if we did siphon gas from other cars, with this many zombies around, we wouldn’t stand a chance. We could leave Green Acres tonight, but we would have no idea what the rest of the state looks like, or if we’d even have the opportunity to raid another place when we came across one. Grandma and I were lucky. When we got to that Wal-Mart, there weren’t any zombies. Now look around. This infection is spreading like wildfire. The whole town is probably flooded with these things. The attic is our best bet. They can’t climb to get to us. I think the best thing to do is hole up for a while, make a long-term plan, and wait for them to lose interest and wander off.”
 
   “That sounds like a good idea,” Brett admitted, trying to put his animosity behind him. “But how are we going to get in?”
 
   “We’re going to create a different kind of diversion, one that will let us stay here versus get out.” They leaned in together as she fleshed out the plan. “We can leave the car away from the house so that if we need to get to it in the future, it won’t be surrounded by zombies. Wait here until you see me draw them away, then get in there.”
 
   Brett looked at her skeptically. “There are dozens around. How are you going to lead them away?”
 
   Haven shrugged nonchalantly. “Hoot, holler, make some noise.”
 
   Brett was apprehensive. “As mad as I am at you right now, that’s too risky. They’ll eat you.” 
 
   Haven chuckled. “Well, I’m not going to stand there and let them nibble away! They’ll have to work for their meal.”
 
   She glanced at him and caught him smiling, feeling a momentary sense of relief to put the evening’s earlier events behind them and focus on the situation at hand.
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’m going to run around the block, make sure the ones outside follow me, and then double back to the house. If I’m fast enough, I’ll lose the majority of them, and they won’t be able to figure out where I went,” Haven explained. “You’re stronger than I am, so if you come across any zombies inside, you’ll be able to fend them off more easily. Plus you’re a better shot. Once you’re inside, get to the attic window and find a gun. Grandma has a good selection of them up there for you to choose from. Be ready to cover me if I need it. Let’s hope I don’t. I’d like to pretend as though this will just be another typical evening run.”
 
   She counted her lucky stars that before the outbreak, she had committed to nightly runs in preparation for her FBI training at Quantico. She never dreamt that such preparation would be the driving point behind her plan to outrun her neighbors and friends, the same people who were now walking corpses hungry for her flesh. 
 
   Brett began to shake his head. Haven could sense that her brother was worried and didn’t want to go through with her plan. If she was honest, her idea had nothing to do with the fact that she was a runner. There was simply no way that Haven was going to let him be the bait for the zombies. 
 
   Before he could protest, she quietly opened the back door and got out of the car, grabbing the improvised stake she had taken from her brother’s dorm room.
 
   “Haven, no!” he hissed as she silently shut the door.
 
   She ignored him and jogged over to the edge of the yard. She threw a quick look over her shoulder and saw that Brett was now crouched low in his seat, hidden from the view of the nearby horde.
 
   Haven tucked the metal chair leg into her belt and made her way to an overturned ambulance, its once blaring sirens forever silent. Gripping a tire tightly, she climbed onto its side. She carefully checked the interior of the vehicle before rising to her feet to make sure no one would grab her from within. Just as she’d thought, its former passengers were now the ones munching away at poor Danny Moser who was still stuck on the fence.
 
   Satisfied that the undead would be able to see her from her perch, she started jumping up and down, waving her arms in the air wildly.
 
   “Hey!” Haven screamed at the top of her lungs.
 
   Dozens of hideous faces turned to her. 
 
   She definitely had their attention. Their eyes followed her erratic movements as if slowly registering that they were looking at a fresh, tasty morsel. Before long, the majority of the zombies surrounding the house on the front side were shifting in her direction. 
 
   Even more worrisome was the fact that others were coming out of the side yards of other houses. Their numbers were greater than she imagined. Even the EMT workers from Danny’s house had shambled into view, their mouths bright red against their gray faces. 
 
   Maybe this wouldn’t be as easy as she’d hoped.
 
   “Crap,” she muttered, stomping around a few more steps on the ambulance before climbing down and breaking into a steady jog down the road. She didn’t want to run so fast that those around the house lost sight of her early on, but she also didn’t want to jog so slowly that it was easy for them to keep up.
 
   Her feet hit the pavement rhythmically. She was a quarter of the way around the block when she stopped dead in her tracks. Two children stood in front of her, blocking her path. 
 
   Jake and Amy O’Brien, the sweet children she used to babysit. 
 
   Haven’s face fell, and her breath caught in her throat. “No,” she croaked.
 
   The children were monstrous, retaining next to nothing recognizable from their former lives. 
 
   Amy, only a few years old, glared at her from clouded eyes. Her once adorable pink and green watermelon dress was caked in blood. Her short blonde curls were matted to her cheeks, no longer bouncy and full as Haven remembered them. The flesh from the bottom half of her face was torn off, the edges jagged and raw, and her lower jaw was missing, a black, slimy tongue lolling out of her mouth. In her hand was the Etch-A-Sketch she’d so proudly shown Haven before she and Rosemary had left for Wal-Mart.
 
   Jake suffered equally egregious wounds. Slightly older than his sister, he wobbled forward on an ankle that was nearly severed from the leg. It dragged along the gravel sideways, bones cracking and splintering with each step.
 
   They both reached out to her, soft moans escaping their little mouths.
 
   Haven stifled back a sob. How did this happen to them? Why were they still here? Christian had said they were leaving before the chaos reached the neighborhood. Yet here they were, broken and ravaged.
 
   Haven gripped the chair leg tightly. She couldn’t leave them like this, wandering the rest of their days soulless and starving. She wouldn’t have bothered putting anyone else from the neighborhood out of their misery, but these were children, and she had known them personally and loved them.
 
   She cast a quick glance behind her, noting that the horde gathering from the houses was gaining on her steadily. 
 
   Amy and Jake were only a few feet away, their snarls getting more desperate as they neared her. 
 
   She took a deep breath and stepped forward, silently pleading with God to let her do what needed to be done and then forget this day for the rest of her life.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20:
 
    
 
   Brett left the car as quietly as possible, crouching low to the ground. He winced as the gravel crunched noisily beneath his shoes. 
 
   The zombies had drifted away from the house, choosing to pursue his noisy sister versus the silent inhabitants of the attic. 
 
   He wiggled himself into a thick set of hedges behind the lemon trees in his grandmother’s yard. As a kid, he had always dreaded pruning and trimming the shrubbery, but for once, he was grateful that Rosemary had put too many plants in her overgrown garden. He peered through the leaves at the house. While the moaning of the horde could be heard further down the street, from where he sat, the coast was clear. He darted from the cover of the shrubs towards the house.
 
   Near the walkway to the front door was a statue of Saint Francis that his grandmother had placed there when he was only a child. He knew it all too well and tilted it backwards. Underneath was a plastic Ziploc bag. He wiped off the mud and reached into it, pulling out a silver key. He got to the door and unlocked it, slowly edging it open with his back while both hands were wrapped firmly around the baseball bat. 
 
   The house smelled of rot and decay, a wretched, sour concoction of urine, feces, blood, vomit, and rancid flesh. He wrinkled his nose in disgust and looked around the room for any signs of the infected.
 
   The carpets were stained with grisly drippings from the creatures as they decomposed. Mud, leaves, and twigs mixed with trails of blood and gore throughout the living room. Shards of glass and broken pieces of ceramic were everywhere. Dented pots and pans were scattered in the dining room. A few bodies near the kitchen lay motionless, finally allowed to rest in peace. 
 
   He looked sadly about the ruined home. All of a sudden, it wasn’t Grandma’s house anymore. 
 
   Eyes widening when he remembered something of importance, he turned and headed down a long corridor at the end of the house, pausing when he came to his old bedroom. Brett stepped into the dark room, bat held high until he reached a large wooden dresser. Pulling the first drawer open, he shuffled through several pairs of socks until he found it.
 
   He had left his Glock 19 at his grandmother’s while in school because he wasn’t able to keep it on school property. Only able to use the gun on holidays, he would go out in the woods and hit a few targets whenever he had the chance. 
 
   One of his most prized possessions, it sat heavy in his hand. Brett was particularly proud of the guide rod laser he had installed on his gun in August. He clicked a tiny switch over to activate the little red light, watching the dot dance around the walls as he practiced his aim. The laser would make killing the zombies much, much easier.
 
   Brett set the bat down, opting for the more effective weapon. He pulled the slide back slightly, making sure there was a round in the chamber. Then he scanned the hallway for anything suspicious. 
 
   When he felt it was safe, he moved quickly through the house, feeling much more at ease with his Glock.
 
   He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the mangled door to the garage hanging haphazardly from one of the three hinges.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Did you hear that?” Rosemary asked hoarsely into the dim room. 
 
   Faith crawled over to the attic door, dust swirling around the cramped space as she moved. She was shocked that she could even hear anything after listening to the undead moan hungrily for them for hours on end.
 
   She crouched low to the floor and listened. Upon hearing a familiar male voice, she looked up excitedly. “It’s Brett!” 
 
   “Let him in. Hurry,” Rosemary replied, wiping a thin layer of perspiration from her forehead. Her skin was clammy and pale.
 
   Faith pushed the attic ladder down and rushed to meet her brother.
 
   As soon as she ran into his arms, she began to cry.
 
   Brett held her as the two walked up the steps, then he reached back and pulled up the ladder.
 
   “Hey,” he said soothingly, “don’t cry, kiddo. Haven will be alright. I’m going to cover her.” 
 
   Faith shook her head, realizing he didn’t understand why she was upset. She sadly looked behind her. His eyes followed her gaze, widening when he saw his grandmother. Rosemary was breathing heavily, her figure slumped against the slanted ceiling. In a flash, he was kneeling beside her. 
 
   Brett gently lifted his grandmother’s arm and turned to Faith helplessly for an explanation, his mouth open, but unable to utter a word.
 
   “No,” he whispered, trying to hold back tears.
 
   Rosemary feebly stroked his face. “My handsome grandson. Don’t you worry about me. Help Haven.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The moans of the undead behind her carried loudly on the wind. The drone of it was overwhelming and caused her breath to quicken and her strides to become uneven. Haven was almost back at her grandmother’s house when she stopped. She could faintly hear her sister’s voice above the moaning. She was screaming for her to hurry.
 
   Haven felt a wave of panic hit her hard as she looked ahead. 
 
   Apparently, she had created enough noise to attract not only her block, but the remaining half mile of the neighborhood. While there were maybe fifty or sixty houses total in their rural location, Haven was facing over two hundred zombies, and the gap between them was closing steadily. Fresher, newer zombies half-skipped, half-shambled towards her with limbs not as stiff as their older counterparts. 
 
   She glanced at the metal chair leg, frustrated that it was her only means of protection. She missed having a gun in her hands. While she could have easily outrun a few of them, their sheer numbers were enough to make escape impossible. There was no way that she could avoid coming into contact with them on her way to the house, no matter which direction she took. Being forced into close combat with the monsters heavily increased her chances of being bitten, and she begrudgingly wished in vain for a full suit of chainmail.
 
   Haven began a quick sprint towards her grandmother’s. She was good at sprints. The time in which she had managed to run the three hundred-meter sprint for the FBI personal fitness test had been her strong point. She forced her mind to focus and pretended as though she was running for the test again. 
 
   She had just jumped over two overturned trash cans when the first of the creatures reached her, but she didn’t even have to turn around to know it was there. The smell hit her before anything else.
 
   A large man in coveralls lunged at her with jaws agape. She dodged its groping hands, rolled to the ground, and struck out with her booted leg at its knee, kicking viciously until she felt it snap. It fell down unceremoniously, but its lifeless gaze never left her. She leaned over and plunged the chair leg into its rotting left eye. Haven didn’t have time to grimace when gooey, green pus dribbled out. As she scrambled to her feet, four new zombies were kneeling down to grab her.
 
   She rolled sideways, bracing herself in a push-up position with her arms as she lashed out at them with all of her might until she was several feet from their grasp. Her boots smashed their decaying, uncoordinated bodies, easily sending them backwards, but the impact didn’t put them down for good. They wheezed and groaned as they reached for her again.
 
   It wasn’t until a gunshot cracked noisily a few inches away, the bullet hitting a teenage boy with its teeth hovering above her shoulder that she realized just how much danger she was in. Haven was relieved that her mouth had been closed when the boy’s head exploded beside her. Bits of brain clustered in her hair and on her cheeks, but she had no choice except to ignore it and move forward.
 
   She picked up a trash can lid and began using it as a shield as she plowed through the growing masses. She was close enough to the house that she could hear her brother and sister screaming at her. Several shots echoed past her ears, but she didn’t look back. She could only focus on the ghouls that were ahead of her, blocking her path. 
 
   A thick knot of six zombies had made it to the driveway before she did. Haven hit the first one, a middle-aged man in a tattered business suit, in the temple with the chair leg, lifting the trash can lid to her right to avoid the snapping jaws of a portly mechanic who had lived down the road and worked on Rosemary’s car whenever it had problems.
 
   Two shots rang out, one bullet making contact with the skull of Chris, a neighbor whom Haven had had a crush on as a girl. The other hit the shoulder of her grandmother’s old friend and gardening buddy, Lil. 
 
   More surrounded Haven, but she didn’t have enough strength to kill each zombie that attempted to attack her; she was lucky if she even had the energy to push them back. Haven’s muscles began to give out on her as she fought the normally clumsy zombies, but with the promise of food so close, they were determined and relentless. Her arm holding the makeshift shield started to droop, and her blows to their skulls became weaker and less effective. She was even having difficulty yanking the chair leg free from their heads. If she didn’t make a run for it soon and take the risk of getting bitten as she pushed through them, she was going to be torn apart in a matter of seconds.
 
   Haven had just plunged her weapon into the eye of Kelley O’Brien, the mother of Jake and Amy, when the zombie reared its head back before Haven had a chance to retrieve her weapon. If she darted after it, she would be bitten in at least half a dozen places by other rabid monsters. With both hands securely holding the front of the trash can lid, she summoned up the last of her energy to slam into the zombies surrounding her. 
 
   Their odor was overwhelming, almost suffocating. She felt nails scrape over her jacket as she ran, gnarled fingers snapping as she twisted away from them. Something jerked her backwards by her long hair, and she cried out in agony as she tore free, feeling the strands rip away from her scalp. 
 
   More gunshots boomed behind her.
 
   She kept running until she reached the end of the driveway. She knew that she didn’t have enough time to climb through the broken windows because they would follow her in an instant. Instead, she threw the lid down and reached for the rusty old metal trellis covered in ivy and honeysuckle. 
 
   Haven yelled in frustration when the toe of her boot wouldn’t fit into the grooves of the trellis. She jumped as high as she could and began pulling herself up using only her arms. Her limbs burned from the effort, and she almost thought she wouldn’t make it, but her training for the FBI fitness test once again showed its priceless value. 
 
   With a final burst of energy, sheer determination to get to her family pumping adrenaline through her veins, Haven scurried up three-fourths of the way just as several sets of hands grabbed hold of her right boot. She yelped in alarm as she felt her body being roughly yanked lower along the trellis. Glaring down at her attackers, her eyes widened in horror as one of them moved towards her calf with jaws wide open. She kicked wildly, hitting one in the face and knocking it back a step or two, its overripe skin sloughing off onto her boot, but its hands remained steadfastly wrapped around her leg. 
 
   More were starting to flood the driveway. Haven’s energy was practically non-existent. Her fingers began to slip, and she screamed in anger as she tried to free herself from the zombies’ clutches. 
 
   She was halfway down the trellis when she felt two strong hands grab her wrists. She looked up in surprise to see Brett on his stomach, pulling her towards him. Faith stood beside him with the Glock, shooting the zombies nearest her sister, missing a few, but for the most part, making headshots thanks to the pinpoint accuracy of the laser. The hands groping her boot fell away.
 
   “I got ya, Sis,” he reassured her. With renewed energy, Haven climbed up the last few feet of the trellis and collapsed on the roof. 
 
   “That was close,” she gasped, lying on her back as she attempted to slow her breathing. “Next time, you get to round ‘em up.”
 
   She moved to her knees and looked out over the edge of the roof. A sea of undead faces stared up at them. The front yard was filled with zombies, and many were already in the house, pulling themselves over shards of glass as they struggled to find a new way to the humans. Her mind wandered, and for a moment, she wondered if her home would simply collapse from the onslaught.
 
   Haven backed away slowly and rose to her feet. “Upon reflection, I’m not sure this was the best idea.”
 
   “Haven, it worked. We’re inside with Faith, Grandma, and our supplies. That’s all that matters,” he said, refusing to meet her gaze.
 
   He took the Glock from his sister and walked back to the small window of the attic. Haven noticed that Faith hadn’t said a word to her since she climbed onto the roof. There was a distinct sadness in both of their eyes.
 
   Haven furrowed her brows and grabbed his arm. “What’s going on?”
 
   Faith had gone to the other side of the roof. Haven could still make out her muffled sobs over the loud drone of the zombies.
 
   “Brett, what is it?” she persisted impatiently.
 
   He looked away and wiped his eyes. “It’s Grandma. She was bitten.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21:
 
    
 
   Colin was genuinely enjoying the peace and quiet since he woke up. He was even more enthused that he had found the hidden shelter and that the zombies following him had wandered off.
 
   At first, he had been hesitant to venture out of the tiny cabin again considering his near-death experience from the night before. However, there wasn’t much food in the cupboards, and a few cans could only last a grown man his size so long. 
 
   He peeled back the aluminum foil on the window and peered out. Not one zombie in sight. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and walked over to the small pile of clothes thrown haphazardly by the door. Lazily pulling on his kilt and wrapping himself in the woolen blanket on the bed, he decided to go fishing and picked up a fishing pole that he had spotted the night before in the corner of the cabin. 
 
   He climbed out of the window. It was chilly outside, but the prospect of a warm meal cooked over a nice fire was impossible to resist. 
 
   Colin knelt down at the side of the house and dug around for some bait for the fish, as he figured they really wouldn’t appreciate peaches. After a few minutes, he tossed a couple of earth worms into a can and walked to the beach, his bare feet padding along the cool sand.
 
   He began to put a worm on the rusty hook. He didn’t flinch as the white, red, and yellow goo oozed out of the worm when he pierced its skin. It always reminded him of mayonnaise mixed with ketchup and mustard. His fingers sticky, he cast the line out a ways, sat down, and leaned forward to rest his forearms against his knees.
 
   He remembered his last fishing trip, as a child with his father. Colin had gotten pretty good at fishing from Jack’s detailed guidance. He recalled the times his mother used to pack them a hearty lunch before they drove off in the old car to his father’s secret fishing spot. 
 
   Colin felt another wave of loneliness. He made friends wherever he went, and over the years, he had rarely spent one night alone thanks to an endless supply of female companionship. It wasn’t that he minded having a bit of solitude; it provided him time to reflect on his past, a subject he’d never given much thought to before, including the pleasant memories spent with his deceased father. What did bother him was that he felt like he was the last human being out there, that he might end up a lonesome old man, unless one of the bloody zombies got to him first, of course. This was unacceptable. 
 
   A tug on his pole brought him back to the present. He started to reel his catch in when he paused. A far-away noise captured his attention. A pop... crack? What was that? 
 
   The strange sound echoed across the lake. He slowly rose to his feet. Why hadn’t he noticed it before? 
 
   Gunfire. Lots of it.
 
   Perhaps he wasn’t the only living person on the continent after all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Haven hadn’t said much for a while. She sat in a corner of the attic, Rosemary’s head in her lap. She had spent several hours at her grandmother’s side, holding her hand and wiping her brow with a dampened towel until Rosemary fell asleep. She looked so small and frail under the dusty blanket, nothing like the strong and capable “Renaissance” woman Haven had known all of her life.
 
   Because of this, she knew that Rosemary was dying. 
 
   Haven took a few sips from a bottle of water and looked around. Everyone was silent, their eyes mindlessly focused on the wooden floor. The glow from a few candles illuminated their haggard expressions, full of despair. 
 
   Faith stared numbly out the window, her listless expression a reminder of the hopelessness of their situation. Haven glowered at her from where she sat. She had asked her sister how her grandmother had been bitten, and Faith had tearfully recounted the story to her, how it was her fault, that she should have come to her aid sooner. She had been afraid, and that fear had paralyzed her. 
 
   Haven had been livid. In spite of Faith’s repeated apologies, Haven viciously blamed her. Deep down she knew she was wrong to do so, but her emotions got the better of her, and she refused to think any other way. If Faith had helped her grandmother more quickly, they wouldn’t be counting down the hours until Rosemary passed and subsequently turned into one of them.
 
   She leaned back against the wooden beams and listened to the rabid wail of the undead as they swarmed the house. The moaning of each combined to become a guttural roar that Haven was certain would attract more from the surrounding neighborhoods. Their numbers were quickly multiplying as the hours wore on, and their supplies wouldn’t last forever. Sooner or later, they would need to forage for food and water. But for now, how they were going to leave the confines of the house was beyond her.
 
   She couldn’t think about anything else, but that she was losing her grandmother. Her temples throbbed as she tried to focus.
 
   What would they do when Rosemary turned? Putting her grandparent down like a rabid dog seemed impossible. On the other hand, tying her up to prevent her from infecting someone else was perhaps inhumane and definitely dangerous. It would also be the undoing of everyone to watch her once kind, grandmotherly visage twisted and snarling, struggling against her bonds to reach them. 
 
   She carefully set Rosemary’s head on a rolled up towel and rose to her feet. Swishing aside some old cobwebs, she walked over to her brother, trying to tread lightly to avoid making excessive noise that would stir up the creatures in the house. 
 
   “Brett,” she said softly, crouching down to the one person whose advice she trusted most. 
 
   “Hey,” he answered, not looking up from his gun as he cleaned it.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about what we should do,” she began. “We can’t stay here forever. And Grandma...” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Haven looked at the floor, her boot tracing little lines into the dusty wood. 
 
   Brett watched her foot for a moment, then stared up at her. “Haven, you need to stop blaming Faith. It’s not her fault.”
 
   Haven ran a hand through her hair. “All she had to do was defend her; that was it. No rescue missions, no supply runs. Just stay home and protect our grandmother. She couldn’t even handle that.”
 
   “Hey, I don’t think that’s fair. You’ve seen those things. They’re terrifying. Remember the first time you saw one? And you know how Faith is... What were you expecting? Rambo? Besides, you couldn’t have known that she would actually need to defend Grandma. Who would have thought this would have reached us so quickly?” Her brother had a point, but her anger prevented her from acknowledging it. 
 
   Haven exhaled and pulled her jacket around her. The sun had almost disappeared over the horizon, and the nights were quickly getting colder. She reached out and held her hands over the tiny flame of the candle. 
 
   “I’m just so frustrated that I can’t do anything to reverse this. I’m so angry,” she confided, her voice barely above a hushed whisper.
 
   Brett set the Glock on the floor. “You have to forgive her. I mean, to be honest, I was pretty pissed at you for what you did to Phillip. But,” he added, “I’ve thought about it some. You did the right thing. He was dead already.”
 
   “Maybe. I can’t do that to Grandma though. She’s family, Brett.” Haven wiped away a tear and bit her lip to stifle any more from falling.
 
   Brett put an arm around her, but sounded weary and despondent as he spoke. “I don’t have an answer right now.” 
 
   Haven knew he had to be exhausted and hungry. Her own stomach grumbled, but she couldn’t think about food. “We should eat some dinner. What’ll it be, refried beans, tuna fish on crackers, Girl Scout cookies?” 
 
   “Samoas sound good,” Brett replied, his voice tinged with a tiny amount of optimism. He went over to where Faith sat by the window and suddenly froze. “Haven, who’s that?” 
 
   She looked up from rummaging through the boxes of food with a curious expression.
 
   Crawling over to him, Haven followed his gaze and felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. The hood of a black truck glimmered in the dim early morning lighting, shrouded from where it sat within the dense foliage of the woods. 
 
   “No way.” 
 
   “What?” Brett asked quietly. “Whose truck is that?”
 
   Haven pressed her hands against the window to get a better look. “You remember Cade Foster?” 
 
   He looked at her skeptically, his brows furrowed in concern. “That stalker douchebag who wouldn’t leave you alone? Didn’t he finally get locked up?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Then what the heck is he doing out there?” Brett exclaimed.
 
   Haven glared at the truck for a moment before speaking. “I have no idea. I really don’t like the fact that he’s just sitting there, facing our house. Doesn’t he have better things to do in the zombie apocalypse, like avoid being eaten?”
 
   Faith’s expression hadn’t changed. She didn’t blink as she stared at the truck. She looked dispirited and fragile, ready to crack. 
 
   Brett ushered them away from the window. “Let’s stay out of sight.”
 
   “I’m sure he already knows we’re here. It’s like he’s... watching the horde. Figuring out that we’re still alive based on their numbers and desperation to get into the house,” Haven remarked as she peered at him through the corner of the window. 
 
   “I’d pay good money to see him plow through those suckers,” Brett said, sitting on the ground to open a box of Samoas.
 
   Haven couldn’t draw her eyes away from the truck. Something about Cade’s presence at the entrance to the forest deeply alarmed her. There were hundreds of zombies milling about only a few houses away, and yet he was still there. 
 
   He was watching her, waiting for her. 
 
   She felt goose bumps crawl along her arms, but decided to blame the feeling of unease on the direness of their situation and the chill from the oncoming winter.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Houston had trudged through the forest all day. He was very happy to have Texaco with him. It made him feel less disconnected from civilization. He hadn’t seen anyone for two days straight, and it was starting to get to him. 
 
   He looked at his compass and then at the map. He hoped to be with Haven within the week, but it was very likely that it would take longer. 
 
   The temperature seemed to have dropped steadily. Houston wanted to build a fire, but he worried that the smoke might garner trouble for them later. He pulled out a thick woolen scarf from his backpack and wrapped it around his neck. Snuggling up to Haven with a warm campfire, s’mores, hot cocoa, and a furry dog at their feet sounded like heaven to him. Feeling a sudden burst of energy, he increased his pace, Texaco trotting to keep up with him. He glanced at the darkening sky above them. 
 
   “We should probably set up shop for the night,” he said quietly to Texaco. The dog looked up at him and wagged its tail.
 
   Houston decided to hike a bit further and see what they could find in terms of a safe place to hide. He knew that they wouldn’t come across anything as glorious as the tree stand from the night before. 
 
   He had been close to drifting off, his scarf a comfortable makeshift pillow against the rough bark of the tree, when he’d heard strange, barely audible noises below them, an odd hitch and drag through the leaves and dirt. Texaco, curled up beside him in the small space, was still and alert, growling softly, so he knew that whatever was on the ground was most likely unfriendly. He couldn’t see anything in the dark and didn’t want to risk alerting the unknown threat to their presence by shining his flashlight down to get a better look, so he just lay still and silently calmed Texaco until whatever was there passed. 
 
   The hideaway had been life-saving considering his findings the next morning. Sure enough, there were tracks near the base of the tree. Specifically, there was one clear human footprint with a streak in the dirt alongside it. He was pretty sure that it had been one of the zombies, perhaps tracking them by scent. As they were quite elevated and hidden in their sanctuary in the trees, it had probably become confused as to the location of its prey and had given up. Judging from the direction of its tracks, whatever it was had wandered off towards the west. Houston wasn’t going to worry about it further as he was headed south, but the experience only solidified his reservations about sleeping on the ground out in the open.
 
   A shuffling up ahead made him pause. Texaco’s fur bristled, and the dog emitted a low growl. Houston reached for his gun and turned the safety off. 
 
   In a small clearing between the trees was a dark green tent, camouflaged perfectly in its rustic surroundings. He approached it with trepidation. 
 
   The tent was moving. Thrashing. And uttering spine-tingling moans and hisses.
 
   He already knew it wasn’t an animal. The snarls coming from the tent were anything but normal.
 
   Texaco was practically in hysterics, circling the simple shelter like a shark, its fierce barks echoing into the forest. 
 
   Houston wasn’t keen on attracting unwanted attention, so he called the dog over to his side, sternly telling Texaco to sit still and stop barking. Texaco obeyed instantly, but looked at its owner plaintively as he walked to the tent.
 
   His footsteps crunching over the autumn leaves only made the thing inside the tent more aggressive. It threw itself against the sides of the tent, collapsing it, but continued to struggle towards him. 
 
   Houston paused, his hand hovering above the zipper of the entrance to the tent.
 
   He could leave it there and move on, but eventually, the flimsy material would rip apart, and the creature would be free to potentially find him or hurt someone else. 
 
   At the same time, however, he really didn’t want to waste a precious bullet on something that wasn’t an imminent danger to him. He only had a small box of rounds in his backpack, and there was no telling what he’d come across on his way to Haven. Besides, shooting the gun might only alert other zombies in the area. The crack of a weapon was unmistakable to them as a sign of the living.
 
   He was just about to tuck his gun into the back of his jeans when the tent lurched forward, knocking him off his feet. Houston gasped for air as he struggled to get up, but the ghoul in the tent pushed against him. Flat on his back, Houston couldn’t shove the rabid nylon-covered lump away so that he could reach his gun. 
 
   A dark spot began to form at the part of the tent near his face. He realized that he was looking at the creature’s gaping mouth as it salivated to get to him. More alarmingly, it was inches from him as it started chewing through the fabric. Tiny tears in the material slowly grew into larger holes until Houston was staring at stinking yellow teeth and a black searching tongue. He grimaced and tried to squirm away, but the weight of the enormous zombie combined with the awkward entrapment of the tent made it impossible.
 
   “Tex, get him!” Houston yelled at his dog, knowing he could count on the obedient animal to help him.
 
   Texaco leapt on top of the scrambling mound, biting and growling ferociously as the thing tried to attack its owner. The canine bit down hard on the zombie’s leg and began jerking it away from Houston, providing him with just enough time to grab his gun and shoot the wretched thing in the head. The tent sagged to the ground, a crimson puddle expanding on the fabric.
 
   He winced after he heard the crack of the gun erupt in the forest. They needed to find shelter fast, somewhere far from this place if they didn’t want to deal with any curious visitors.
 
   Houston took out a knife from his backpack and grabbed the tent. Scavenging what he could from the material to use later, he stuffed the nylon into his bag and started jogging from the campsite. The sun was setting quickly, and although it was only late afternoon, with winter approaching, sunlight was scarce.
 
   After maintaining a decent pace for the next hour, he finally stopped and took a good, long look at his surroundings. 
 
   A huge fallen tree trunk lay across a dried-up riverbed, its jagged roots covered in green moss. He studied it with interest. It was high enough off the ground that he wouldn’t need to worry about zombies eating him while he lay sleeping. Also, it would be incredibly difficult for them to traverse the log without some semblance of coordination and balance. 
 
   He walked across the sizable log with the dog and set the backpack down. 
 
   “You know,” he said, scratching Texaco behind the ears, to the dog’s great delight, “I’m really ready to see a living, breathing human being. I used to love being out in the wilderness, but now that I’m stuck out here without a choice... I don’t know. I don’t think I like it as much. You’re nice and warm and all, but forgive me if I’d rather sleep next to Haven.” He pulled out a bottle of water and took a quick sip, pouring a little in his hand for Texaco before putting it back.
 
   “Hopefully those things aren’t able to trail us.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Haven couldn’t sleep, even though she tried. Her insomnia had nothing to do with the ceaseless moans vibrating around them. Rather, her mind was full. It was filled to the brim with despair and anger and sadness. Giving up on the sanctuary of sleep, she had stayed near the window, her keen eyes narrowed, until the black truck finally backed away, silently disappearing in the depths of the forest. 
 
   Icy cold rain pounded on the roof. She twirled her hair anxiously, the knotted, greasy strands slipping through her fingers, as she watched the rain fall outside. She winced as she pulled a clump of gray matter from her locks.
 
   Haven needed to get out of the attic. She needed to scrub the grime off of her body, off of her spirit. She needed to breathe. 
 
   Rising to her feet, she quietly slipped past her family, softly stepping on the floorboards so as to not rile the vile beings below any further. She tiptoed over to one of the large cardboard boxes marked “toiletries” in blue ink and pulled out a bottle of shampoo and a bar of soap, wrapping them in an orange towel from a stack in the corner of the room.
 
   “Haven, where are you going?” a subdued voice whispered in the dark. 
 
   “I have brains in my hair. I can’t take it any longer.”
 
   “What? You can’t go downstairs!” Brett hissed, his voice rising with alarm as he sat up from his sleeping bag.
 
   “I know, I’m not,” she replied calmly. She pointed to the roof, the pattering of the rain clinking along the shingles. 
 
   “For once, could you just stay put and not do something risky?” Brett protested adamantly. 
 
   “I promise I’ll be fine. I need to get some air though. I need to be alone for a little bit.”
 
   Without waiting for his response, Haven pushed the window open and crawled out onto the roof. She figured that with the darkness as her cover, she could spare a quick shower unseen by the monsters around them. 
 
   Haven inhaled deeply of the fresh night air. Little goose bumps covered her arms, but she felt more relaxed. Nature had that effect on her. Whenever she was upset, she would always go for a run outside. She swore up and down that it was the best therapy around. 
 
   She peered over the edge of the roof, careful to stay close to the window and not lose her footing. The zombies gathering below had increased to the point that they crowded the broken windows and doors of the house in a vain effort to get in. They pushed and pulled at their comrades, hissing at each other like lions fighting over a fallen gazelle. The inside was infested, flooded with them like termites in rotted wood. Haven wanted to kill all of them like the cockroaches they were, smash their stiff corpses into pulp. She hated what they represented… an end to humanity, an end to the world and the people in it whom she loved so much. Images of Jake and Amy O’Brien polluted her mind, their dead, soulless faces burned into her memory. She shook her head, trying to forget what she had done to their tiny bodies to cease their endless wandering for flesh.
 
   She peeled off her thin black undershirt and laid it against the windowsill. Wiggling out of her jeans, she sat on the cold shingles and leaned back as the water covered her, soaking her hair. Tears ran down her face, mixing with the rivulets already streaming down her body. She pulled her knees close and wrapped her arms around herself, ignoring the icy chill snaking through her blood.
 
   Haven had always remained steadfast in her faith, a quiet allegiance and dedication that was unwavering in spite of everything she had been through. But now she was angry. She’d already lost her parents at a young age. Would God allow what remained of her loved ones to be picked off one by one by this sinister plague? Her entire world was crumbling around her, and her biggest fears were becoming reality.
 
   Although proudly independent, deep down, one of her greatest fears was living in a world without those she held dear. She couldn’t imagine an existence without them. She couldn’t bear to think of a holiday void of their presence, spending a Christmas without her grandmother filling their little home with love and cheer, preparing a hearty, delicious feast, she and her siblings staying up all night to wait for Santa even though they had known for a long time that he didn’t exist, kissing Houston under the mistletoe... 
 
   Now, someone who had played such a significant role in her upbringing, who had been a remarkable role model, her staunchest supporter, was going to die and come back as one of the monsters below. It was inevitable. And while she didn’t care about Phillip, Haven couldn’t bring herself to put down her beloved grandmother. 
 
   Cringing, she could picture herself sitting beside a window, staring out into the bleakness of winter, hopeless, bitter, and alone. There weren’t even any cats to accompany her in that future of solitude. While it was such a small event in the grand scheme of things, just the concept, the mere idea of not having them around anymore was terrifying. She couldn’t fathom that emptiness.
 
   “God, why?” she whispered hoarsely into the night. “Why my parents? Why Grandma? Why this?” She swallowed hard, and her body trembled as she fought back sobs. 
 
   Trying to rein in the rage she felt, she only succeeded in balling her fists, her nails digging deeply into her palms. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking. “Please give me the strength to do what needs to be done to take care of my family. I love them so much. Please help me to forgive Faith. Help me rise above this anger. And please…” she continued softly, “please don’t leave me alone.”
 
   She rose to her feet and shampooed her hair, the soapy suds trickling down her back and strong legs. Haven didn’t care that the temperature was close to freezing. The rainwater felt delicious on her skin. It cleansed her, temporarily washing away the guilt of the atrocities she had committed.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22:
 
    
 
   The family awoke to a loud bang at the attic door. Dull light streamed in through the window.
 
   “What the heck was that?” Brett exclaimed, grabbing the Glock and pointing it at the door.
 
   Haven leapt out of her sleeping bag and reached for the Remington 870 shotgun. She pumped it once to load a round in the chamber.
 
   “There’s no way,” Haven said inaudibly, more to herself than anyone else.
 
   Another thud. Haven and Brett wordlessly walked over to the attic door, their weapons at the ready. Faith timidly backed into a corner of the room.
 
   “Could it be someone trying to get in? Maybe the police?” Brett suggested, his jaw tense.
 
   “Oh, they’re trying to get in alright,” she muttered. 
 
   “It can’t be...” he responded disbelievingly, but his voice didn’t sound so certain.
 
   Haven recalled the images from her night on the roof, how their home was bursting at the seams with zombies. Fear edged her voice. 
 
   “Brett,” she whispered so that only he could hear, “the house is flooded with those things, flooded to the point that they’re piling on top of each other to get to us.” The imagery of this “hill” constructed from writhing masses of zombies made her stomach turn.
 
   He exhaled dejectedly. “So all of that banging is because they know we’re still up here. Dang it. Couldn’t they have just wandered off? We were so quiet.”
 
   Haven nodded. “I’d say we have a half hour, maybe less, before they are able to push the door open.”
 
   Brett asked the question neither of them wanted to answer. “What happens after that?”
 
   Haven stared at the shotgun in her hands. “We kill the ones we can.”
 
   “Won’t that just create more of a hill for the moving ones to climb?”
 
   He had a point. “There’s nowhere to go. You saw how thick they are around us. We could buy a little time on the roof, but once they breach the attic, it won’t take them long to follow us to the roof.”
 
   Brett rubbed his forehead and turned to his younger sister. “Okay, see what you can pile on top of the door. We’ve got a bit of a problem. There are so many of them in here that they have managed to build a little corpse mountain below us. Haven and I think we have thirty minutes before they manage to break the door and get in.”
 
   Faith’s form visibly slumped. “Where will we go? I don’t want to be out there with... them.” 
 
   Brett looked hopeful. “What if we created enough of a barrier so that they couldn’t get through?”
 
   Haven shook her head. “Normally, I’d say if we had a dresser or some other hefty furniture, that might work. Unfortunately, we don’t have anything heavy enough to really keep them at bay. All we have are some cardboard boxes filled with supplies and weapons.”
 
   Rosemary’s voice startled all of them. They hadn’t heard her speak in hours. “How can I help?”
 
   “Grandma!” Haven exclaimed, hurrying to her. She knelt in front of the elderly woman, gently pushing aside the sweaty curls that were plastered to her pale face.
 
   Rosemary managed to get into a sitting position. “What can I do?” she asked again, more firmly, although it was blatant that she was mustering all of her strength.
 
   Haven gave her a small smile, trying to conceal her sadness. “Right now, just get better, Grandma. You let us take care of the rest.” 
 
   She kissed her cheek then turned away, letting her dark hair fall in front of her eyes like a curtain to hide her despair. She rifled through the contents of a box marked “Haven” and pulled out a fresh pair of jeans, tugging them over her thin leggings. She found a yellow tank top and a light gray sweater, quickly changing and shoving the box to her brother to push over the entrance. Her leather jacket lay beside her sleeping bag, and she threw it on hurriedly.  Brett had slept in his clothing the whole night and didn’t have an extra set of clothes, so he continued stacking the boxes over the attic door. 
 
   “Faith, what are you doing?” Haven tried hard to keep the impatience out of her tone.
 
   Faith just looked at the floor, still in a catatonic state.
 
   Brett glanced at his sisters and noticed the restraint in Haven’s posture fading. “Haven, I need your help. Come on.”
 
   Another powerful thud made everyone jump. The cardboard boxes shook, cans clattered and weapons clanked together as they were shuffled around from the impact.
 
   “This isn’t going to work. We need to get to the roof,” Brett said.
 
   Haven grabbed her backpack. “Gather what you can into your packs. We’re going to be on the run, and we’ll need to fight. Keep it light.”
 
   Over the course of the next fifteen minutes, everyone packed up what they could carry. Water and ammunition were the most valuable items that no one wanted to be without. Haven had discovered a Ruger LCP in the box of weaponry and shoved it into the back of her jeans. She was immeasurably grateful that her grandfather had been such a weapons aficionado.
 
   Brett suddenly stopped what he was doing and peered at the attic door. Without going into details, he said hoarsely, “Okay, I think it’s time to go.” 
 
   Haven followed his gaze. A horrific impact on the other side of the door sent their makeshift barrier asunder. She gasped when she realized she’d just seen several pairs of clouded eyes for the briefest of seconds before the door crashed back into place.
 
   “Roger that,” she agreed. 
 
   She went over to her grandmother and helped her to her feet, supporting her weight on her shoulders. Rosemary insisted on being given the machete from her Capetown honeymoon. She clutched it weakly as Haven assisted the fragile elderly woman out of the window. Brett followed with Faith and held his sister and grandmother’s hands to make sure they had a secure footing. Once the three of them were on the roof, Haven returned to the attic to retrieve their packs. 
 
   Haven had just picked up her grandmother’s backpack when the first wave of undead burst through the wood. The remaining cardboard boxes uselessly slid off to the side. The sheer number of those making up the mountain of flesh below propelled the climbers through the doorway in record time. She grabbed the shotgun and aimed at the first one struggling to rise to its feet. 
 
   In her hurry, she missed the ghoul’s head and hit it through the side of its belly. Massive lengths of entrails splattered wetly to the floor. Unfazed, the zombie moved towards her, closely followed by the others who had managed to squeeze through the opening. 
 
   Her palms sweating, she pumped another shell into the chamber and fired. This time, the zombie’s head exploded like a rotting pumpkin, the remainders of its collapsed body slightly tripping the ones behind it. She ducked out the window and shut it just as the zombie reached the glass. 
 
   The family watched as more of them poured into the attic, trampling the sleeping bags and stumbling over the contents of the cardboard boxes. Their faces and hands pressed up against the window. Frenzied eyes tracked their every move.
 
   Brett ushered the women to the side of the roof, out of sight of their hungry pursuers. The zombies continued to furiously pound at the window.  
 
   “I really wish ‘out of sight, out of mind’ applied here,” he quipped nervously. “They aren’t giving up. What next?” 
 
   Haven looked around them trying to come up with a solid plan of evasion. For whatever reason, the zombies that had once surrounded the house seemed to be heading in the opposite direction, towards some unseen object across the street. Considering the obnoxious ruckus the ones in the attic were making as they tried to reach her family, she found this surprising. It was then that she noticed something peculiar out of the corner of her eye. Shielded by the thick oak trees near the house, she squinted to get a better look.
 
   Haven lay down on her belly and stretched out across the roof. “Hold my feet.” Brett grabbed her ankles, and she scooted forward to the edge so that she could discern what exactly was drawing them away. 
 
   “Another one?” she muttered to herself. “What is wrong with him?”
 
   She returned to a sitting position and nudged her brother. “Look,” she said softly, pointing.
 
   A silver F150 had pulled up where Cade’s truck had been the day before. Even with the incessant moans, she could hear the engine sputter as the driver repeatedly tried to turn it over. 
 
   “Who is that?” Faith whispered, holding her grandmother close. 
 
   “I have no idea. He looks stuck,” Brett answered. He glanced at Haven who chewed on her bottom lip as she always did when she was deep in thought, her eyes focused as she scanned their surroundings. 
 
   She hated to admit it, but this stranger had provided them with the perfect opportunity to escape. Realistically, they wouldn’t have been able to help him without being killed. That kind of risk for a stranger simply wasn’t an option to her anyways. Plus, she wasn’t sure that she even wanted to come to his aid if he was part of Cade’s crowd.
 
   The breaking of glass brought her back to reality as the barrage of zombies in the attic finally managed to get through the window. 
 
   “Faith, get back and hold on to Grandma!” Brett exclaimed tersely. He and Haven walked purposefully to the creatures, weapons ready. 
 
   “Don’t fire unless you absolutely have to. The ones around the house are leaving. Let’s not bring them back with the sound of gunfire,” Haven said to him.
 
   Brett chuckled and moved beside her. “What, you’re not going to miss them?”
 
   She glared icily at the undead filling the window. “Hardly.”
 
   The fact that the zombies had almost no coordination was in the siblings’ favor. The first one out the window tumbled forward head first, and unable to get to its feet, rolled clumsily to the ground, its skull impacting the concrete with a sickening thud. 
 
   The next one poked its head out, its white eyes following the descent of the one before it. It turned towards them when it heard their footsteps and smelled their live human scent. Reaching out with a grimy arm when it caught sight of them, it pulled itself over the sill and managed to climb to its feet.
 
   Haven was closest to it. Her foot jolted out and caught the zombie at its ankle, causing the beastly thing to trip and slide down the roof to the ground.
 
   The next few minutes passed simply. Brett and Haven continued tripping the zombies as they attempted to reach them on the roof. Brett relished the opportunity to practice martial arts on the festering creatures while Haven found herself deriving a rather unhealthy enjoyment from the nauseating pops and cracks as the zombies fell to the concrete below. Neither was forced to use their weapons once. 
 
   “Like shooting fish in a barrel. So easy,” Brett mumbled, knocking over another zombie.
 
   Haven briefly caught sight of a young man running away from the idle silver truck as she dispatched the zombies, but it looked like whomever had taken off had accumulated a very long tail of ravenous reanimated monsters behind him.
 
   She noticed with amusement that the attic was also considerably less crowded. The mountain of undead that had once served as a ramp to allow others to reach the attic no longer existed, and the few creatures left in the small room were now trying to follow their decaying brethren. They had apparently forgotten that several tasty morsels were on the roof. After the last zombie on the roof was disposed of, Haven and Brett watched from the broken window as the remaining zombies turned back towards the open attic entrance and disappeared from sight, their limbs snapping as they crumbled to the garage floor below. 
 
   The siblings leaned against the window and caught their breaths. From where she stood, Haven didn’t see too many of the zombies cluttering the yard.
 
   “I have an idea.” She gestured to the backyard. “You know Grandpa’s yellow canoe?”
 
   Brett nodded, and in spite of the cold weather, wiped the sweat from his brow. “Why?”
 
   Haven brushed a stray strand from her eyes. “There’s no way we can get to the car without garnering unwanted attention, and as much as it bothers me to give up that mode of transportation, we need to be creative if we’re going to live through this mess.” She gestured behind them. “Let’s say we could get through the backyard in one piece. If we got the canoe, made it across the lake safely, what would we find over there? I’ve only been twice, and the last time, we didn’t stay for long.”
 
   Brett looked at her questioningly. 
 
   Trying not to blush, she continued, “The reason I ask is because I know you and Danny used to explore back there as kids. You know the territory.”
 
   He thought for a moment. “It’s nice. Woodsy setting. There aren’t any houses for miles, really desolate. Just an old boathouse at the other end of the lake. We could hole up there until we think of a better plan.”
 
   “It’s perfect. Now the trick is to quietly sneak to the other side of the roof so that we don’t bring any back. I think that the noise they make attracts others, so all it takes is for one to spot us. After we’re facing the backyard, we can climb down Grandma’s trellises and run to the lake.” Haven went over to the rest of her family to explain the plan. 
 
   After much convincing from Brett, it was agreed that Faith would help Rosemary get to the canoe while Haven and Brett flanked them on either side. Haven was extremely hesitant to leave Faith alone to protect her grandmother, but if it came down to either Faith or Brett shooting a gun with her, she preferred it to be Brett.
 
   Before they left, there was something Haven had to do. She ducked back into the attic and walked over to the stack of towels, selecting a white one. Pulling out the turquoise permanent marker, she hastily scrawled a message across the dingy fabric, a clue that only Houston would be able to understand.
 
   “What’s that?” Brett glanced over her shoulder. “‘We’re having a picnic?’ Are you serious?” 
 
   “It’s for Houston. I didn’t want to leave a message saying exactly where we were going, especially with Cade roaming about,” she told him. 
 
   Haven ran her fingers over the words she had written, briefly recalling the story behind the clue. 
 
   Houston had visited Green Acres one year to spend spring break with her. Haven had tried to plan all sorts of outdoor adventures for them, thrilled at the possibility of having Houston as a camping and hiking partner. One of the excursions included a morning of fishing on the lake followed by a picnic lunch on the undeveloped side of Clear Lake. Haven had roamed it once as a child with her brother, but it had been at least a solid decade since she’d been back. She had worn a bikini top and cut-offs, thoroughly taking advantage of the gorgeous weather and hot sun. Much to Haven’s delight, Houston had taken off his shirt while in the boat and remained in a pair of hiking boots and khaki shorts. They tied the canoe off and trudged through the forest until they found the perfect clearing to lay down the picnic blanket.
 
   After lunch, Houston had raised an eyebrow at her mischievously before planting a slow, intense kiss on her lips. He gently leaned her back onto the blanket until she was under him, closing her eyes as he kissed her neck and stroked her body. Minutes later, she was clad in only her bikini bottoms and Houston in his boxers, and those bits of clothing were beginning to come off, too.
 
   Unfortunately, the lack of clothing had been a mistake. A light rain had just started when they were attacked by a swarm of mosquitoes. Eager to enjoy the privacy they lacked in Rosemary’s home, they attempted to ignore the savage insects as best they could. Eventually, the irritating buzzing and biting became too distracting, and they reluctantly returned to her house. 
 
   That night, she happened to be changing in front of her grandmother when Rosemary noticed dozens of tiny bites all over Haven’s breasts. When she deduced how the mosquitoes had managed to bite her there, Rosemary had been miffed to say the least.
 
   “You really think he’s coming here, don’t you?” Brett’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
 
   She nodded. “I know it doesn’t make sense, but I can feel it. He’ll find a way. And when he does, I don’t want him to think we didn’t make it.”
 
   “You’re sure we will?” He was skeptical.
 
   Haven smiled and tied her hair into a high ponytail, the silky waves streaming down her back. “A girl can hope, can’t she?”
 
   She headed to the window. Holding the towel in one hand, she secured the fabric over the two hooks that her grandmother usually used to hang Christmas lights. A few seconds later, she joined her family at the edge of the roof. 
 
   Her optimism about their chances dwindled when she saw the backyard. Some stragglers were still meandering around. More were coming out of the yards of the other houses. They seemed to be following the moans of the masses as they made their way to the silver truck across the street. 
 
   Haven silently gestured that she was going to descend the closest trellis. Armed with the Remington shotgun and Ruger, she landed on the ground quietly, her booted feet barely crunching the autumn leaves. She stayed in a defensive crouch, the shotgun held firmly in her hands as she listened to the sounds around her. Through the broken windows of the house, Haven could see some of them wandering to the front door, their hideous faces shrouded in the dim lighting. They hadn’t seen her yet, so she signaled for her family to follow her.
 
   She rose to her feet as her grandmother, brother, and sister climbed down, Brett holding their grandmother in one arm while the other clutched the trellis. 
 
   Sweat was pouring down Rosemary’s face, and her pallor was gray and sallow, her once vivid blue eyes now hazy and unfocused. She hadn’t lost much blood from the bite on her arm, thus prolonging her death and reanimation, but many hours had passed since the attack, and they all knew it was only a matter of time before the infection killed her. Haven could tell that she was in pain, but she didn’t complain once. That was the kind of woman she was, tough as nails and not wanting to burden her grandchildren with worry.
 
   When they reached the ground, Brett shifted Rosemary so she was on her feet, but leaning against him. She tried to muffle a cough, but was unsuccessful. Haven’s face snapped towards the zombies milling about the living room near the front door.
 
   Their soulless gazes shifted towards the source of the noise, bodies turning slowly in the family’s direction.
 
   They had spotted them. Each one started emitting a raspy moan, signaling to the others that food was nearby. Haven could see through the living room window and noticed with dismay that the zombies headed to the pickup truck were now coming back around the sides of the house. Seeing the family sped up their movements, and they stumbled towards them at a jerky, desperate pace.
 
   “Get to the lake.” Haven stayed at the back of the group as they ran, trying to avoid firing her weapons while ensuring that everyone kept well ahead of the creatures.
 
   By the time they crossed the yard to the lake, the surrounding area was jammed with undead once more as they navigated through the trees and bushes to get to them. 
 
   The shoreline in front of Rosemary’s yard was overgrown with cattail reeds which extended beyond the dock into the water. In her old age, clearing out the beach of these reeds had proven extremely difficult, and they now formed a thick barrier several yards wide. They scooted the canoe into the shallow water, scrambling for the paddles which were always kept on two hooks on the side of the dock. Brett placed Rosemary into the boat and helped Faith climb aboard. 
 
   Haven looked up as she grabbed the edge of the canoe with her grandmother and sister, ready to push them through the dense brown reeds. The frenzied ghouls were so close. She let go of the boat after thrusting them forward. Her face lined with grim determination, she stepped over to the dock where she had set the shotgun and walked towards the first wave of zombies. 
 
   Brett was already in the bow of the canoe facing the middle of the lake, Rosemary was slumped over in the stern, and Faith sat in the middle. “Haven, come on! We’ve got to go now!”
 
   Haven ignored him and aimed the shotgun as the closest zombies reached out for her. She fired repeatedly into the throng of withered faces. When she was out of ammo, she pulled out the Ruger. She started to back away from them as their numbers increased, trying to suppress her fear and remembering to breathe so that each precious shot counted. The yard was so full of the stinking masses that Haven could no longer see any green, any flowers, any part of the beautiful garden her grandmother had spent years tending to... nothing but an ocean of dull grays, muted crimsons, and stagnant browns.  
 
   She leaned forward, her boots digging into the soft, mushy ground, but her tired arms could barely push the combined weight of her brother, sister, and grandmother through the tall reeds.
 
   Haven heard the screeches and wails of the infected behind her. She could feel the earth vibrating from their uneven steps. She could smell the foul odor of their decaying flesh as they closed in around her. 
 
   Panic in his eyes, Brett jumped out into the murky water to help her. The two of them grabbed the sides of the canoe, shoving it through the reeds until it glided into deeper water.
 
   The dock was entirely surrounded. Many of the zombies from the first group in the front were knocked into the water as those behind them impacted their fetid corpses.
 
   They had just climbed back into the canoe, heaving their exhausted bodies over the side with considerable effort, when Haven caught sight of a huge zombie as it lumbered towards the stern where her grandmother rested. It moved at a shockingly fast pace, its pounding feet splashing through the water noisily, creating small waves that rolled against the boat.
 
   Haven couldn’t believe the dire reality of the situation. They weren’t supposed to follow them into the water. Instead, she’d figured that they would crowd the shoreline near the house. Surely they couldn’t swim. Swimming required coordination, and from what she had seen, their coordination had been comical at best. But they weren’t deep enough in the water yet. The canoe moved along sluggishly, mired in only a few feet of water.
 
   Without thinking, Haven swung the paddle against the massive ghoul’s face. Aside from dislocating its jaw, it did little to deter the creature. With lightning speed, it grabbed hold of her grandmother, yanking her weak form towards its gaping mouth, bits of flesh from its last victim still hanging from its teeth.
 
   Haven lifted the paddle again and this time, slammed it into the zombie’s throat. It fell into the water clumsily, but clutched the end of the canoe as it collapsed and soon pulled itself back up. 
 
   The little boat dipped dangerously low into the water. Brett paddled furiously from the bow, trying to keep the boat steady in spite of the battle taking place at the stern.
 
   More undead reached them, waist-deep in the water. The zombie from before snatched one of Rosemary’s arms once more and began dragging her away. Haven screamed in protest and scrambled forward instantly, jerking her grandmother’s body back by her legs. The enormous zombie was stronger, and before they knew it, they were being pulled back towards the shore, back to the hungry monsters awaiting them. 
 
   In spite of this, Haven’s grip on her grandmother didn’t falter. She refused to give up. She could still save her.
 
   Rosemary’s eyelids fluttered, and she groaned as she was tugged in two different directions. She looked around groggily, trying to fight the infection that was consuming her. 
 
   Even at the edge of delirium, she noticed the panic-stricken expressions of her grandchildren and following their eyes, saw that they were being jerked back to the shore, towards certain violent deaths. 
 
   Rosemary shakily reached for the machete resting at her side, the weapon teetering in her grasp. Her eyes were almost entirely clouded, but she managed to fasten her gaze on her grandchildren.
 
   “Let me go,” Rosemary whispered above the moans, her expression a mixture of determination and sadness. She looked right at her eldest grandchild.
 
   Haven shook her head, tears pouring freely then. 
 
   “No,” she said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Let go, baby,” Rosemary repeated hoarsely. “And know that I love you.”
 
   It was the last time they ever saw her. Several pairs of gnarled, mangled hands suddenly grasped Rosemary’s body. Roughly yanked backwards out of the canoe, she was ripped forcefully from Haven’s fingers.
 
   Haven sat perfectly still for a second as she registered what had happened, her face streaked with dirt and water, and her mouth agape in shock. Then she leapt to the stern of the boat, screaming as the zombies thrashed and muddied the water while they fought over Rosemary’s torn limbs. Dark scarlet liquid bubbled up to the surface. 
 
   “NO!” she screamed, fury and pain searing through her. She grabbed the Ruger and began firing into the mound of zombies as they feasted. When the gun was empty, she took another step.
 
   Brett sensed that she was about to jump in and lunged forward, clutching the bottom of her jacket. 
 
   She punched at him wildly, spittle frothing at her lips as she fought him, kicking and struggling to get out of the boat. 
 
   “No, Haven! NO!” he yelled at her. “She’s gone! You can’t help her!”
 
   Her screams of rage turned into anguished sobs. 
 
   Some of the zombies turned to look at her, staggering to their feet with the enticement of more food. Brett held her tightly against himself, not sure what to do next. If he let her go, there was a very strong possibility, knowing his sister, that she would risk her own life to avenge the death of her grandmother. He was well aware that in this moment, she could not be trusted to be rational. If they didn’t get out of there fast, they would be the next ones consumed by the undead.
 
   In his desperation to save Haven, he hadn’t heard the sound of a motor behind them.
 
   Out of thin air, a large hand reached out to him.
 
   He looked up to see a tall man with brown hair and calm green eyes standing in a small motorboat alongside the canoe. 
 
   Brett faintly registered that he was wearing a kilt. 
 
   The man extended his hand again.
 
   “Hello there. We’ll have time for introductions later, but for now, I think you guys had better get aboard,” the stranger said in a heavily accented, deep voice.
 
   Brett lifted Haven and bodily handed her to the man. He gently picked her up and sat her down on a cushioned seat in the boat. Then he turned to Faith and Brett and helped them cross over from the canoe just as the zombies reached it, fresh gore and curly gray hair pasted on their faces. Brett shut his eyes and cringed.
 
   The man guided the boat away quickly, steering them in the direction of the isolated side of the lake.
 
   “I’m Colin, by the way,” he offered, breaking the silence as he resumed his position at the helm.  
 
   Brett was too shaken up to answer. He held on to his sisters realizing that they were the last two remaining members of his family.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23:
 
    
 
   Colin glanced behind him at the people he had just rescued. They were visibly distraught and silent. He’d approached their boat just as an elderly woman had been yanked into the water from their canoe and devoured before their very eyes. He could only assume that losing her was the source of their melancholy. 
 
   Earlier when his boat had gotten closer to the swarmed shoreline, his attention had been focused on the dark-haired young woman. She’d fought viciously against the zombies, and when the older woman had been pulled in, he had witnessed the brunette try to tear out of the young man’s arms to help her. However crazy that maneuver was, he had to admit that she had a fire, or perhaps an insanity, in her that he admired, to which he was automatically drawn. 
 
   He threw a quick look over his shoulder at her as he steered the boat back to the lake house. She was sitting alone in the back, her eyes focused on her home as it grew smaller and smaller in the distance. Her long hair whipped about her face, but she ignored it, her jaw tense. He noticed a thin trail of tears along her cheek. In spite of the situation, it hadn’t escaped Colin that she was beautiful. 
 
   The blonde girl wept openly, but the young man with them was stoic, hugging his knees to his chest as he watched the brunette. 
 
   Finally noticing Colin, Brett nodded to him.
 
   “Thanks for saving us back there.”
 
   Colin nodded. “Don’t mention it.” He kept his eyes on the lake.
 
   Brett stood and made his way to the front of the boat. “How did you know...?”
 
   He shrugged nonchalantly. “You can hear them from across the bloody lake. That constant... moaning. Plus, the gunshots kind of gave you away. I figured they were after something living. You guys are the first ones I’ve seen in a good while.”
 
   Brett extended his hand. “I’m Brett. Sorry we haven’t been more... talkative. That was our grandmother, the one who...” His voice trailed off, laced with sorrow, and he glanced at Haven.
 
   Colin patted him on the back. “Hey, don’t worry about it, mate. I’m sorry about your grandmum.”
 
   Brett leaned against the side of the boat. “Yeah. Me, too. This virus... It’s destroying so much.” He sighed heavily and was silent for a few minutes, rubbing his eyelids tiredly. Eventually he asked, “So, you live here? Where’s that accent from?”
 
   Colin chuckled disdainfully. “I wish I’d never set foot in this country. I was visiting my father for a few weeks when all of this shit started happening. When I’m not fighting zombies, I live in Scotland.”
 
   “Oh,” was all Brett managed to say.
 
   “So what is your family going to do now?”
 
   Brett’s shoulders slumped. “I have no idea. Haven is the organized one who usually comes up with a Plan B, but... she’s obviously not up to that right now.”
 
   Colin gestured to Haven. “Is that Haven?” When Brett nodded, Colin said, “She’s got a lot of fire, that one.”
 
   Brett smiled ruefully. “Ah, you saw that, huh? Yeah, she does. But she won’t take this well. She and Grandma were really close.”
 
   The moans of the zombies still reverberated across the lake. There were so many of them. Their ravaged arms reached out to the boat pleadingly, hungrily. But for now, they were unable to follow the little boat with its whirring motor. 
 
   Colin stared ahead of them as he slowed the boat and pulled alongside the small dock near the lake house. “You know, I have a theory. I think that with something like this, you have to do what you need to do to survive. You can’t just stop and give up. You have to keep going. She’s a survivor. You can see it. I’m telling you, mate, she’ll make it through.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Houston thought he heard barking. Lots of barking. Maybe it was just a dream. He was so tired. He just wanted to sleep. 
 
   He groaned and shifted slightly on the log. His eyes fluttered open when a paw landed on his head, Texaco leaping around and snarling like a crazed animal. 
 
   “What the…?”
 
   Houston almost went into cardiac arrest when a pair of sunken white eyes met his mere inches from his face.
 
   He let out a surprised yell and twisted away just as the newcomer opened its jaws and sunk its teeth into the rough bark he’d been sleeping on moments before.
 
   Jumping to his feet on the log, he inhaled sharply when he saw several creatures around him. Five zombies had approached the fallen tree, with the rotting beauty he’d awoken to in the lead. Luckily, the log was high enough that they couldn’t climb it, and it offered sufficient space for him to remain out of their clutches. They reached for him numbly, their hands slapping the log near his boots. 
 
   Texaco continued to bark, aggressively pacing back and forth along the trunk and occasionally nipping at any hands that got too close to Houston’s feet. They ignored the Border Collie, more focused on the larger and tastier human prey. 
 
   Houston looked at them for a moment. From the looks of it, they were a group of campers. A couple of them still had on their backpacks. Aside from a couple of wounds in different places on their bodies, they were surprisingly intact.
 
   But it was hard to imagine that they’d been people once, living, breathing human beings. Now, the parched, leathery quality of their skin pulled the flesh on their faces taut, twisting their features to appear angry and ghoulish. 
 
   They wailed and groaned as he stood there, the eerie noise echoing throughout the forest, bouncing off of the tall pine trees. If there were any others nearby, they would surely come. He wondered how they had been attacked this deep into the forest. He’d seen very few zombies along his journey. And the ones before him now wouldn’t cease their predatory call until they had stripped every last morsel of flesh from his body. Houston knew he was going to have to put them down if he didn’t want to be trailed. If he didn’t, it would only mean dealing with them later.
 
   “Can’t a guy get a decent night’s rest?” he mumbled as he lowered his gun. 
 
   Five bullets and five head shots later, he crouched down and reloaded his gun, retrieving ammunition from the small box in his backpack. He rationed a stick of beef jerky, half for him and half for Texaco, and packed up the rest of his scant belongings.
 
   Houston leapt down to the ground and scratched his head. All of the mediocre sleep he’d been getting lately was starting to take its toll out on him. He was more sluggish than he had been the previous days, not as lucid as he wanted to be in a world overtaken by the undead. Additionally, he hadn’t had a shower in days, and their limited supply of beef jerky and candy was swiftly dwindling. Reminding himself not to wallow in self-pity, he decided to be grateful for simply being alive. And having some toilet paper left from the roll he’d taken from his apartment. 
 
   At least he wasn’t using leaves.
 
   Thank heaven for small favors, he thought with a slight smile.
 
   A couple of hours later, he came across a clearing in the forest. A small town lay ahead, nestled in a valley beneath the tree line. 
 
   In many ways, it looked as though time hadn’t touched this little enclave of society. From his vantage point, he could see old stores and restaurants lining narrow streets and a charming white church at the end of the town.
 
   “Petersburg. Never heard of it,” Houston said softly after taking out his binoculars and noticing a dark green sign with the name sprawled across it in cheerful, welcoming cursive. In the distance, he could also make out the tell-tale signs of a highway. Highways meant traffic, and traffic meant lots of people. So close to the town, it could mean that Petersburg was already overrun with the infected.
 
   While Houston could see pockets of stragglers shambling through the desolate streets, the activity wasn’t overly disconcerting. Yet even from where he stood, there was a certain stench in the air, like old, smelly garbage mixed with cooked liver. Houston held a strong disdain for liver. After battling reeking corpses on a daily basis, he wasn’t planning to change his opinion on the matter any time soon.
 
   He looked up at the sky. With winter approaching, the days had become much shorter, and within a few hours, it would be dusk. Houston figured he could use the darkness as cover to get into the town and pick up some more supplies. He didn’t know when he would come across another town again, and there was absolutely no way he was going into a city even if he happened upon one, especially Atlanta. He decided that he’d better take advantage of the opportunity, gather what he could, and continue on his way.
 
   He sighed and replaced the binoculars. Although he knew how to read the map in his backpack, he, along with the majority of society, was painfully dependent on technology. After unsuccessfully looking at the map to find out where Petersburg was in relation to Haven, he realized that the trip would have been much easier with the Garmin GPS in his car. That handy gadget could find a needle in a haystack. The map he’d packed only showed large towns and cities, and small as it was, Petersburg was not one of them. While such technology was certainly a luxury at his fingertips, he ruefully acknowledged that his reliance on it had crippled him to some degree. Still, being a wilderness guide had equipped him with essential navigational skills, and without them, he couldn’t imagine how the rest of the population was faring. 
 
   Houston removed his canteen from the side of his backpack and took a brief swig, then poured a little into the cap for Texaco. 
 
   The Border Collie was an excellent watchdog and had saved him on more than one occasion, but it would be next to impossible to traverse through Petersburg undetected if he brought Texaco along. Its automatic reaction upon seeing the infected was to growl, bark, and attack. While helpful if he was in the middle of nowhere sleeping like a baby as he had been this morning, in a town possibly infested by zombies, this would only draw unwanted attention and potentially get him killed.
 
   He knelt down beside the dog. 
 
   “I hate to do this, buddy, but you’re going to have to stay here. I can’t have you barking and letting them all know we’re here. Don’t get me wrong, you’ve saved my bacon more than once, and I’m eternally grateful, but this once, you’ve gotta stay put and be quiet.”
 
   Texaco wagged its tail, not understanding.
 
   When nightfall enveloped the landscape in a blanket of darkness, Houston pulled out the rope from his backpack and tethered Texaco up to a tree. 
 
   “Stay,” he said sternly, pointing at the dog. Texaco sat still, but whined. “I’m going to walk down there, get some food and water for us, and come right back. No barking, okay?”
 
   Texaco lay down, resting its face on its paws as it looked up at him with sad, uncertain eyes. 
 
   Houston hoped his confidence was better than his dog’s.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Exhaustion hit the group rather suddenly by the time they finally settled into the lake house. Faith was asleep on Colin’s bed, her mouth wide open as she succumbed to her weariness and despondence.
 
   Haven sat outside on the beach, refusing to sleep. Brett watched her tiredly from the window in the house.
 
   Colin walked over to him, put a hand on his shoulder, and handed him a blanket. “Get some rest, friend. I’ll watch her.”
 
   At first, Brett looked at him skeptically, unsure whether he could trust the stranger. Upon reflection though, he realized that Colin had rescued all of them, putting himself at great risk while doing so. If he’d wanted to hurt them, he wouldn’t have put his life on the line like that.
 
   Brett gave in, took the blanket, and lay down on the floor.
 
   Colin stepped outside, quietly closing the door behind him.
 
   Haven barely acknowledged him when he took a spot beside her.
 
   “So you’re Haven,” he said, looking out on the lake as she did. It was a clear, crisp autumn day, perfect in every way. The sun sparkled across the lake, orange, yellow, and red leaves dancing along its surface. In the far off distance, Colin could see the tiny outlines of houses dotting the shore. 
 
   Haven didn’t answer him, but wiped her eyes with her sleeve.
 
   “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about what happened to your grandmother,” he added softly.
 
   Still nothing. He glanced down at her. Her fists were balled in her lap, her anger palatable. 
 
   “I lost my dad.” Colin’s voice cracked slightly. He turned away.
 
   At this, she looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. “I’m sorry.”
 
   They sat in silence for a while. Haven seemed to calm down, and she unclenched her fists. He noticed that she had a small pocket knife in her hand. She drew thin, abstract lines in the sand, deep in thought.
 
   “I don’t understand what’s happening,” she whispered finally.
 
   Colin ran a hand over his head and exhaled harshly. “I wish I knew. The last thing I remember was my father going to bed after getting really sick. The next thing I know, he’s tearing this girl to shreds, eating her.”
 
   “Was he bitten?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t think so. He didn’t say anything about it if he had been.”
 
   Haven stared at the sand. “My grandma was bitten. She was going to turn. I could see it in her eyes, her skin... Watching somebody you love erode in front of you, knowing that what’s coming next is inevitable...”
 
   “That must have been rough,” he replied.
 
   Several minutes passed before anything else was spoken. 
 
   Haven felt tears welling up in her eyes again. “I’m tired of being hunted. How much longer until I can’t protect my family anymore?”
 
   “You’ve gotten them this far. You beat the odds. How many people in your neighborhood are still alive? In your town? From the looks of it, the whole flesh-eating lot of them decided to camp out in your backyard.” Colin drew his knees up to his chest and locked his hands around his neck. “I’m tired of thinking I’m the last person on this God-forsaken continent who doesn’t want to eat someone else.” He cast a sideways glance at her. 
 
   “Looks like you got your wish. Clearly you’re not.” She paused. “How do you know it’s not some kind of global pandemic? What makes you think it’s only here in the States?”
 
   “It just sounds like something that disease center—”
 
   “The CDC?” Haven interjected.
 
   “Yes, that place. It just seems like this virus is something they would cook up and then accidentally release to the public. Think about it. They store all kinds of old lethal shit in there. Small pox, influenza, the whole bloody works.”
 
   “Doubtful. The CDC isn’t the only place in the world that holds diseases like that. There are doctors and scientists studying these things on an international scale. I’m sure the equivalent exists in Scotland. But I disagree with you. My theory is terrorism.” 
 
   “What makes you say that?” Colin asked. 
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know, it’s just a hunch. I was a political science major in undergrad. When I took ‘International Relations’ with Professor Harrison, we spent a lengthy amount of time on WMDs. ‘Weapons of mass destruction.’ If it was released from the CDC, how has it spread so quickly from one side of the continent to the other? From what I’ve seen on the news, it’s happening all over, on the west coast, too.”
 
   “Never thought about it that way. Then again, I never went to college, so I guess I missed that course.” 
 
   A cold wind blew over them. Haven shivered. “It’s not fair, families torn apart like this.”
 
   “Hey, at least you have some of yours left. That’s a plus, right? It’s just me out here. My dad’s gone. And unless planes start flying again or I decide to swim across the Atlantic, I probably won’t see anyone else I know again for a long time, if ever. You should be grateful you still have them.”
 
   After a long time, Haven took a deep breath and sat up straight, tying her hair back into a ponytail. She turned to him and reached out to shake his hand. “Thank you for what you did back there. We wouldn’t have made it out of that canoe without your help.”
 
   Colin shook it warmly. “Eh, it was a nice, boring day on the lake. Fish weren’t biting. Nothing better to do.” He smiled at her.
 
   Haven managed to return a small grin. “So, how long have you been here?” She gestured to the house behind them.
 
   “A few days.”
 
   “And no zombies?” She seemed surprised.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t go that far. I was skinny-dip—err... bathing one night, and a whole lot of them shambled up to the shore. I think they’d been hunting me down for a while.”
 
   Haven was intrigued. “How did you get rid of them?”
 
   He pointed to their left at the cypress trees. “See those very inviting-looking roots over yonder?” She nodded. “I hid in them.”
 
   “Ahhh... clever. Well done,” she murmured, complimenting him in earnest.
 
   “I could say the same about your moves. You put up a good fight. Your family’s lucky to have you.” 
 
   Haven crossed her arms and rested her head on them. “I wish I could do more.”
 
   “You’re doing the best you can,” Colin assured her gently. It was nice to have someone to talk to.
 
   She was quiet again for some time. Her dark eyes bore into the sand. “I’m going to kill them all if I have to,” she said through clenched teeth, shoving the pocket knife into her boot. 
 
   In that moment, he believed her. “Make sure you invite me if you do. I’m pretty impressive with my sword.” Realizing how the latter statement could be taken the wrong way, he quickly added, “You know, if you ever need a back-up.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. He didn’t want her to think he was some pervert. 
 
   This girl wasn’t like the rest he had known. His usual charm laced with double entendres and sexually-charged insinuations wouldn’t impress her. Even though he hadn’t meant anything by it, and he hardly knew her, he still didn’t want her to think poorly of him. She was intriguing, mysterious, and pretty bloody hot. Already, he wanted Haven’s friendship. And if something more than friendship happened to transpire, well, then so be it.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24:
 
    
 
   Houston crouched down behind two dumpsters at the edge of Petersburg, his M1911 ready at his side. 
 
   Truthfully, he wasn’t really that scared. After being attacked by an undead tent-shrouded camper and waking up face-to-face with a pack of zombie-hikers, he didn’t think he could top that fear factor with anything else. 
 
   He peered around the corner of the green dumpster. There was a smattering of zombies milling about several yards away from the closest building, a laundromat. 
 
   Houston pondered his situation for a few moments. He wasn’t going to find anything of use in the laundromat. Knowing this, he needed to figure out a way to get around that building to find a store with more useful wares and goods.
 
   In a low crouch, he ran a short distance to the back of the laundromat. 
 
   There were a couple of vending machines at the side of the structure, but even if he’d had some quarters—which he didn’t—to pop into the hefty contraptions, the mere sound of the food tumbling to the dispenser would be enough to shine a spotlight on him for the zombies.
 
   He chanced a look around the vending machines. A Super Dollar jutted out from behind thick oak trees on the other side of the parking lot. Huge windows advertised various items at unbeatable prices. Most of it was food.
 
   He had never been to a Super Dollar before, but he figured that he couldn’t have found a better place to pick up some supplies for the two of them, maybe even snag a doggie treat for Tex if he had a chance.
 
   Still, he had to take things one step at a time. He couldn’t forget that unknown dangers potentially lurked at every turn.
 
   He estimated that he had a good twenty yards to run before he reached the Super Dollar. Considering that he would probably attract every creature’s attention by the time he reached the doors, he would then have maybe ten seconds to get in before the closest of the zombies got to him. He prayed that the doors were unlocked. While he had no problem breaking the glass to get the food, he preferred to leave a slight barrier between him and his undead friends while he shopped.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he exhaled and ran with all his might across the parking lot, his legs carrying him as fast as they did when he served as captain of the soccer team in college.
 
   He skidded to a stop in front of the glass doors and glanced over his shoulder as he reached for the handle. Sure enough, he’d gotten the attention of the zombies in the vicinity. Already, they shuffled towards him eagerly, alerting others that he was nearby with their tortured moans.
 
   He grimaced and pushed the doors firmly. They swung open suddenly, surprising him for a moment as he flew forward, his body unprepared for the ease of movement.
 
   Catching himself before he fell, his fingers grabbed the lock and turned it. The glass wouldn’t hold forever if the zombies’ numbers grew, but for now, he’d bought himself a little time. He froze for a moment, his ears straining to hear even the faintest sound. 
 
   Much to his relief, the store was silent and free of any unpleasant odors. Except for some overturned carts near the front, it didn’t look like the store had been raided. He didn’t have time to waste and immediately began piling items into the nearly empty backpack. He tried to find food that was packed with protein and carbs so that he would have the energy needed to plow through the remaining miles of the journey. 
 
   Unfortunately, the Slim Jim beef jerky boxes near the registers were empty. He scanned the areas in front of the cash registers just as the pounding commenced at the doors. Ignoring it, he threw Snickers bars, Milky Ways, Mounds, Starbursts, and other sugary snacks into the bag. As he moved hurriedly through the aisles, he discovered a couple of bags of yogurt-covered pretzels and trail mix. He added them to his stash. There were also some boxes of Little Debbie snacks left, and so he tore them open and emptied the contents into the backpack to save space. He passed on the white cheddar popcorn, one of his favorite treats, with a great sigh because it would take up too much room in its puffy aluminum packaging. He also ignored the refrigerated aisles as their contents had long since spoiled. 
 
   He was pleasantly surprised to have so many choices considering that most of the establishments he’d seen since leaving his apartment had been thoroughly ransacked. Being a little town off the highway, Petersburg seemed to have averted most of the looting and vandalizing that had taken place in the cities following the chaos of the outbreak.
 
   “Man, I would have loved this place pre-zombies. So many choices, so little time,” he said to himself as he stuffed a few bottles of water into his bag.
 
   The backpack was getting heavy. Houston was about to grab a rawhide bone for Texaco when he heard the glass in the front shatter. 
 
   He crouched behind the aisle and held his breath.
 
   Dozens of ghouls pulled themselves over the glass, those behind them wetly smashing their counterparts against the sharp edges as they struggled around one another to cross into the Super Dollar.
 
   Their moans echoed loudly in the store. They wandered about with purpose, edging around the registers and aisles to look for him. He wondered if they could smell him. In spite of the cold air blowing into the room, Houston felt sweat prickle around his neck. He knew he had to make a run for it or risk being trapped.
 
   He checked his gun and slowly rose to his feet. Only a couple of yards away, a zombie lolled lazily from side to side, its body moving sloppily along the aisle like a drunkard as it emitted a low groan.
 
   Its eyes locked on to Houston, and raising its arms in his direction, its steps became purposeful and determined. 
 
   Houston fired a single shot to its head, spewing brain matter all over the section of paper towels and toilet paper. Without waiting to see the consequences of the noise of the gunshot, he turned and ran to the back of the store. He heard banging as he rushed past the manager’s office, blood oozing out from under the closed door. Darkness enveloped him for a moment until he finally collided against a metal door handle. He pushed it quickly, frowning when it didn’t open immediately. Something was pressing on the door from the other side. He felt his heart thud wildly in his chest, and he feared he was surrounded on all sides. Moans carried down the dark hallway until he could feel the vibrations of countless feet shuffling across the linoleum as the monsters pursued their prey. 
 
   He threw his shoulder into the door forcefully, and it gave way to the outside. A corpse in a Super Dollar apron rolled away from the entrance, collapsing in a heap off the steps. Houston ran past it, towards the safety of the forest. He could hear them following him as he raced up the hill to Texaco, digging his fingers into the dirt to keep from tumbling down the steep hillside and into their hungry clutches. 
 
   Many of the zombies had made it to the bottom of the hill and attempted to ascend, but the nearly vertical incline was almost impossible for them to traverse. They would stagger upwards a few feet before they slipped, causing them to fall flat on their faces as they slid down to the bottom. Some of them followed Houston with their eyes, staggering along parallel to the base of the hill as they searched for a new way to get to him.
 
   Texaco’s tail swished back and forth furiously when he approached. He untied the rope fastened to the dog and tossed it into the backpack. Looking back one last time at the valley below them, Houston decided that they needed to step it up a bit if they didn’t want to be lunch for the ravenous residents of Petersburg. The zombies now had them in their sights and would be relentlessly pursuing their trail for days to come.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next two weeks passed without incident. All of them were grateful for the reprieve, a chance to recuperate from the tragedies of the days before. Colin kept things running while the family worked through their grief. He wished that he had been able to do the same when his father as he knew him had passed.
 
   Brett tried his best to be supportive of his sisters. He spent most of his days making improvements to their dwelling, standing guard alone or with Haven and Colin, or cleaning his Glock. He noted that Colin had a certain effect on Haven, one that soothed her, and he was glad for their blossoming friendship. Colin liked the young man, found him calm, rational, and extremely resourceful. While he was closest to Haven, he was grateful to not be the only man in a group of emotional women.
 
   Faith mostly kept to herself. She tended to spend long afternoons sitting on the end of the dock, looking out over the sparkling water. Haven usually ignored her unless she needed help with something. Every now and again, Colin saw her praying quietly and once heard the younger girl ask for forgiveness. He wasn’t sure what that was about, but he tried to cheer her up with the occasional joke and light humor typical of his character. He thought her to be sweet and kind, a gentle spirit, but he could see that she was very upset over something unknown to him. He assumed that it was just part of the grieving process of losing so much of her former life.
 
   In the first days following their rescue, Colin fished in the early mornings and late evenings, sitting quietly on the beach with a fishing rod. He kept his catches in plastic grocery bags anchored to the dock so that they remained fresh in lieu of not having a refrigerator. 
 
   Haven began to join him as time passed, and the two would share stories of their childhood, near-death experiences since the outbreak, and dreams and aspirations for their futures. 
 
   He had been impressed that she was in the process of starting a career with the FBI. The agency was well-known across the world, and Colin always enjoyed the television shows and movies that depicted the FBI in all of its glory, accurate or not. He didn’t doubt that Haven would fit right in with them if things ever returned to a semblance of normalcy again. But even more impressive than her desire to become an agent was the fact that while her world was falling apart, her dreams had not entirely crumbled with it.
 
   One night after dinner, he asked her if she was afraid of the new world in which they lived. 
 
   She stared at the sand for a while before answering. “I’m not scared of those... things. Maybe I was at first, but I got over it quickly. You don’t have a choice because they’re everywhere.” She paused, her voice catching. “I’m scared of losing everyone I cherish. Without them to share life’s precious moments, I’d feel like my existence, my reason for living, would be a waste. It’s terrifying. It keeps me up at night. It haunts me,” she whispered finally. “I have these horrible dreams where I wake up in the middle of the forest. There’s blood and gore everywhere. My eyes adjust to the darkness, and I start to see forms, shapes coming out of the darkness. I don’t recognize them at first because their faces are torn and unrecognizable. The moon comes out from behind the clouds, and it’s my family. They come for me, and I can’t fight them. I don’t want to. I just want to die because there’s nothing worth living for after that.” Haven looked up at him, her face pale. 
 
   “You won’t be alone,” Colin reassured her gently. “You’ve got a tough, capable family. You’ve got a brave Scot on your side, as well. That certainly puts the odds in your favor, doesn’t it?” 
 
   She smiled at him gratefully. “What about you?” she asked a few minutes later.
 
   Colin shrugged. “I’ve always been alone, since I was seventeen basically. I mean, I guess I had some type of companionship, but, well, you know... It was nothing long-lasting or anything. I wasn’t too close to my parents, and they were the only family I had. I should have come home more often, made more of an effort, but I couldn’t. So for the past decade or two, I’ve traveled the world, mostly alone, meeting people as I went along. It never really bothered me until I came here, and the world went to hell.” He glanced at her. “I’m really happy I found you and your family. It’s nice to be a part of something, to be needed, you know? I didn’t know I wanted that until I met you all.”
 
   If she was honest with herself, she did feel much more at ease having Colin around. Not only did she trust him to defend her family if needed, but he had also become someone she confided in as a friend. 
 
   “We’re glad to have you. I hope you stay.” 
 
   They spent the rest of the evening lying on the beach listening to the sounds of the night, of the wind rustling through the trees, of the coyotes howling in the distance. 
 
   With the passing days, he showed her how to prepare the fish as his father had shown him as a child. Colin enjoyed watching her throw herself into every task with gusto. He would observe her as she cleaned the fish with the small knife she kept stashed in her boot, perfectly comfortable. He hadn’t ever seen a girl do that sort of thing, and it only made her cooler and more desirable to him. 
 
   When they weren’t fishing, they would go into the woods behind the lake and scout out the territory, always mindful of new threats. Unwilling to use ammunition unless they had no other alternative, Colin taught Haven how to wield a sword. They’d had a good laugh as she had shuffled it around clumsily, but within a few days, she had the basics down.
 
   One day, they came across an old black Jeep parked in a secluded portion of the forest, probably left by an owner who had been attacked while on a fishing excursion. Among his many so-called “talents” as he called them, Colin had no problem hot-wiring the vehicle. Haven was dying to hear how he’d learned that particular skill, but he told her it was a story for a rainy day. They drove the Jeep back to the lake house, relieved to have another form of transportation aside from the boat. When he looked around in the trunk that night, he came across a tire iron and gave it to Haven so that she could defend herself and her family against any threats without using her gun.
 
   Another day, she came across his bagpipes. He desperately wanted to show her what beautiful music they made and how well he played, but he knew that playing them would only draw the zombies to their hideaway. He almost melted when she said that if she ever got married, she would walk down the aisle to bagpipes. Colin promised her that when everything was over, he would teach her how to play them.
 
   Most of all, he tried to keep her distracted from her grief of losing her grandmother, always finding something for them to do to pass the time. Sure enough, her spirits seemed to lift. 
 
   Some days they would patrol the area in the Jeep, Colin driving while Haven navigated. Every once in a while, she undid her ponytail, letting her dark waves cascade behind her in the wind. He always pondered what she was thinking in these moments. Often, he would catch her smiling at him admiringly. When he would return the grin and look at her questioningly, she would simply shake her head and lean back in the seat, closing her eyes as the icy air washed over her.
 
   While they were not as plentiful as they had been in the previous weeks, the ever-present threat from the infected still existed. Every now and again, they would run into a zombie or two not far from the boat house, but they would dispatch the undead silently and effortlessly, a truly formidable alliance.
 
   Haven pointed out that she was surprised the ones from her grandmother’s hadn’t figured out how to find them. She half expected them to swim across after seeing them determinedly chase her family into the water when they had barely escaped with their lives. She hoped it wasn’t possible in their seemingly mindless state. 
 
   When Colin would jump into the lake for an invigorating swim, sometimes heading out quite far, Haven thought he was truly going insane. She would wade into the water up to her knees for practical purposes, such as bathing, but beyond that was out of the question. She didn’t like the idea of swimming around almost naked without her weapon with the possibility, however slight, that the dead might be lurking beneath, their decaying faces shrouded in the murky water as they reached for her limbs. Even though Colin laughed at her, she stood vigilantly on the dock as he swam, weapon ready in case she needed to protect him. 
 
   In a relatively short amount of time, the two became close friends. He had to admit that he was deeply attracted to Haven, and that she fascinated him more than any other woman he’d ever met. To his surprise, his attraction went beyond merely sexual chemistry. This was perhaps the first girl he had developed a friendship with, but with whom he hadn’t had sex. To his even greater astonishment, he eagerly looked forward to their long conversations and walks along the beach each day. He’d questioned his own masculinity and sanity when he thought about how intolerable and silly he used to find such things, but if he was honest with himself, with Haven, it was effortless. He wanted more.
 
   Unfortunately, it didn’t take him long to discover that she had a boyfriend by the name of Houston, and while he was pretty certain that the lucky bastard was dead by now, he kept his thoughts to himself. Haven often spoke of him, and when she did, her features softened, her lips turned prettily into a smile, and her cheeks flushed with emotion. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she was genuinely in love. Colin found it terribly ironic that the one woman he had ever been able to imagine a future with was already taken by another man. And while Haven was completely convinced that Houston would find her, Colin felt differently. 
 
   He figured the best way to go about pursuing a romantic relationship with her was to wait until she accepted that Houston wasn’t coming, and that he was either dead or a festering zombie.
 
   Ultimately, Colin was happy to be a part of something, to be needed in a way that was completely different from anything he had ever experienced before. He had decided early on that he would protect Haven’s family the same way he would his own. And even if Haven didn’t see him as anything more than a friend for now, he would be the best friend to her that she had ever had until she grew to see him as something more later.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25:
 
    
 
   Houston and Texaco had managed to lose the town’s residents the day after they fled Petersburg. By coating himself and the dog in cold mud and keeping up a steady jog for several hours, the creatures had lost track of them and dispersed in the forest. 
 
   A day later, he found a small stream, and ignoring the icy chill of the water, he had rinsed off the mud caked to his face and body. Realizing he didn’t have time to wash his clothes and wait for them to dry out, he had discarded them and changed into his last clean shirt and jeans. He wished he had another jacket as this one was heavy with dried mud, but it kept him warm, and that was all that mattered then.
 
   Going into Petersburg and witnessing first-hand the lifelessness of the quiet, relatively secluded town had been unsettling. Petersburg was much smaller than Haven’s town, and the disease had ravaged it wholly. Seeing that, Houston wondered if anyone would be spared, safe from the outbreak. Why had other countries not intervened to help the U.S. military and law enforcement contain the situation? Why hadn’t all of this been resolved by now, returned to a sense of normalcy? He had a sinking feeling that the horrendous plague had spread all over the world, that there wasn’t going to be any rescue mission. He, like those still left, was entirely on his own.
 
   Houston paused mid-stride and stared up at the gray sky framed by statuesque pine trees. The air was freezing, uncharacteristic of mid-November, and it chilled him to the bone in spite of his warm jacket. 
 
   The cold weather had forced them indoors as of late. He and Texaco had come across an old cottage nestled in the forest, one that had been abandoned for a long time. It had needed a lot of work to even be considered inhabitable. He had shredded bits of cloth from the tattered curtains and rolled them up to stuff into the broken windows in order to keep the cold out. Houston could handle that. He hadn’t expected much when he found the house. But on the second night while rummaging through the rotted pile of wood near the fireplace, he carelessly lifted a log without looking beneath it first and found a very startled rattlesnake. The frightened snake immediately took off and disappeared in a hole in the floor, but Texaco continued to randomly bark at the dilapidated floor whenever a rustle could be heard beneath them. Houston couldn’t decide if he felt safer indoors or outside and was ready to move on, but the weather had been so bitter, sleeping outside would have proven a stupid decision. So far, they’d stayed in the small structure for the past four days, eating what remained of their food run in Petersburg and sleeping the day away next to the fire in the frosty, run-down home. 
 
   It was frustrating how long the hike to Haven and her family was taking them. The temperature was so cold that to remain outside for long periods of time had become dangerous. He was shocked at how quickly the weather had turned on them. One day, it was crisp and refreshing; the next, it was arctic and miserable. While he had improvised a makeshift sweater for Texaco, their clothing did little to protect them against the harsh, unexpected winter winds.
 
   He shivered and rubbed his hands together. They needed firewood. He picked up a few fallen tree branches and broke them into smaller pieces to take back to the house. All of his experience as a wilderness guide for youth camps had finally paid off. He’d managed to snare a couple of rabbits the day before, and for the two of them, it had been a wonderful feast. He had saved a little so that their diets would extend beyond sugar, but he planned on doing some more hunting before they set out on their trip in the morning.
 
   He was almost back at the house when he felt it. A barely noticeable wetness on his face.
 
   He took off one of his gloves and touched his cheek. Mentally preparing himself for yet another wave of disappointment, he held his exposed hand in the air. 
 
   A tiny white substance landed and melted on his fingertips.
 
   Houston couldn’t believe his eyes. Or his misfortune. 
 
   Snowflakes. 
 
   Winter had arrived, and with it, the opportunity to hasten his journey had vanished.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Well, would you look at that?” Colin remarked, looking out the window as puffy white flurries floated gracefully to the ground.
 
   Haven frowned. “Winter’s come early this year. I’ve never seen it snow this soon before. It’s only November.”
 
   Brett poured some broth into the bowls on the small table in the center of the room. Haven and Colin had come back with a deer the day before, and the two of them had skinned it and, along with some potatoes scavenged from the forest, used the succulent meat to make a delicious stew.
 
   “We don’t get that much snow in these parts, especially this early. Must be one of those fluke winters. We’re going to need warmer clothes,” he said.
 
   Haven pulled at the thread of her sweater. “We could take the Jeep out and raid some of the houses along the lake. I’m sure those things left Grandma’s a long time ago.”
 
   Colin nodded. “Even if they didn’t, the cold should slow them down a wee bit.” He reached for a bowl, handed it to Haven, and grabbed another for himself before digging in energetically.
 
   Brett raised a brow at Colin. It was obvious that he had feelings for his sister that extended beyond friendship, although Haven didn’t really seem to notice. Whenever he was alone with the Scot, he brought up Houston to remind Colin that Haven’s heart belonged to someone else. He had a feeling that Houston was dead, but if his sister believed that he was still alive, it was part of his duty as her brother to make sure Colin respected that until she was ready to move on. 
 
   He had to admit that Colin hadn’t done anything inappropriate thus far. If anything, he had been a blessing to the group and was skilled, easy-going, and useful. Brett figured in another life, the two would have been great friends, but right now, ensuring that his sisters were safe was his main priority, and Colin hadn’t earned all of his trust just yet. 
 
   In this new world, Brett had quickly realized that one couldn’t let one’s guard down so easily. Seeing the two trucks outside of his grandmother’s house when they had been surrounded by the undead made him wary. The fact that Cade Foster and his men were willing to risk exposure to flesh eaters just to sit across the street from their home on Clear Lake caused the hairs on his neck to rise. He sighed, the realization that the carefree college days of his previous life were over, never to return again. 
 
   Brett seldom slept more than a few hours every night, his Glock never further than mere inches from his hand at all times. Often, he would wake up in a sweat, panicked, out of breath. He’d have horrible nightmares that he couldn’t remember the next morning. They left him with a tight knot in his stomach, a feeling that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. All he knew was that he needed to be aware of everything, of any changes in their surroundings, of any sounds in the night, and this inclination forced him to scrutinize every single aspect of their existence. 
 
   He glanced at his younger sister. Faith picked at her food, seldom looking up from her bowl. She had gotten thinner and weaker as the weeks wore on, although on rare occasions he could coax her into finishing any leftovers from her meal by the end of the day. He was frustrated with Haven for making her feel so guilty over their grandmother’s demise. Faith’s reaction to the situation had been a human one, and Brett didn’t blame her at all for what happened to Rosemary. Just because Haven would have behaved differently didn’t make Faith’s delayed response to assist their grandmother bad or unforgivable. He was certain that Haven’s treatment of their sister was part of her way of coping with the loss of their grandmother, but when such a coping mechanism was visibly destroying Faith’s will to live, enough was enough.
 
   Aside from Faith, the rest of the group was still strong. Haven, Colin, and Brett did push-ups, sit-ups, and pull-ups daily, and a couple of times a week, Brett trained Colin and Haven in hand-to-hand combat should they lose their weapons and be forced to rely on brute force. Brett had them practice what they garnered from his lessons on one another. Haven took immense delight in using what she learned on Colin, and every now and again, she would use her speed and agility to cleverly disable the large Scotsman. The two would always end up laughing on the forest floor, completely out of breath from the exertion, while Brett rolled his eyes and told them to practice again. 
 
   Haven sipped at her soup and sat back for a while. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was worried about the onslaught of an early winter. Certainly, there was plenty of firewood to keep them warm. They were in a forest, after all. However, there was no way to safely have a fire inside the cabin without burning the entire structure to the ground. They also didn’t have sufficient clothing or blankets to stay warm. This meant that any warmth they could derive would need to be sought out of doors with a bonfire, carrying with it several implications. For one, the smoke from a constantly burning fire would alert others, both the living and the undead, that they were nearby. It also meant that they would need to remain outside often. While the shelter didn’t provide much in the way of safety, it did serve as a small barrier to the elements and other more ominous threats, like the roaming creatures hungry for their flesh.
 
   She knew that they needed to find a new home, but she didn’t think that they were ready to move on. So much had happened in the last couple of weeks. They were slowly recovering, gathering themselves and growing stronger, but they were still broken and weary. If they were to move as a unit, they needed to be strong, mentally and physically. 
 
   The lake house wasn’t anything fancy, but it was secluded and safe for the time-being. At the end of the day though, Haven wasn’t prepared to permanently leave everything that she once loved and held familiar. She wasn’t ready to give up on the hope that Houston was going to find them. 
 
   She turned to Colin who was leaning back in his chair studying her. 
 
   “What is it?” she asked in a low voice.
 
   “You’re worried. I could spot that look from a mile away.” He smiled.
 
   “Maybe,” she mused, but she didn’t return the grin. 
 
   He leaned forward towards her and said so that only she could hear, “What’s on your mind? How can I help?”
 
   She cast an appreciative glance at him. “Winter’s here. We’re not ready. We should have planned better for this.”
 
   “Eh, we couldn’t have known, Haven. You barely got out of your grandmum’s house alive. We’ve just got to do the best we can with what we have. We can scavenge for supplies tomorrow. How’s that sound?”
 
   She nodded. “Sounds good. I guess we should turn in for the night, try to stay as warm as possible with two blankets.”
 
   “Well… we could always give them the blankets and figure out another way to stay warm. Just trying to think of the well-being of the group.” He stretched, locking his hands behind his head and gazed up at the ceiling.
 
   Haven eyed him skeptically. “Gee, that’s generous of you,” she said sarcastically.
 
   He winked at her mischievously. “Did you know that ‘Colin’ actually means ‘generous’ in Scotland?”
 
   She chuckled and punched him playfully in the shoulder. “You wish.” She rose to her feet. “I’ll take first watch. Get some rest.”
 
   “Nah, I’ll stay up with you. I’m not tired. Anyways, it would be very picturesque to watch the first snowfall of the year from the rooftop. What do you say?”
 
   Brett walked over to them. “You guys mind if I join you? I’m not too eager for sleep as of late.” Dark circles rimmed his eyes.
 
   Haven looked at him with concern. “Brett, you look awful. You need to rest. Let Colin and I take care of it.”
 
   He sighed and rubbed his head. “Yeah, I guess. Just be on the lookout for anything. I’ve been having all these...” He paused, not eager to enlighten them with his horrific nightmares. “Never mind.”
 
   Haven and Colin exchanged glances and shrugged. “Don’t worry, little bro. We’re always alert. We make a good team,” she assured him gently, her lips pulling into a sympathetic smile.
 
   Ten minutes later, the pair sat on the roof as the snow fell, sprinkling everything with a powdery layer of white. Colin pulled a tarp around them, doing his best to keep Haven out of the cold. He was surprised when she leaned against his shoulder, her eyes closed. 
 
   He thought she was sleeping when she said softly, “Thank you for understanding. For being my friend.”
 
   He almost told her how he felt, the words nearly slipping from his lips, but he stopped himself at the last minute. Instead, he said nothing and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.
 
   It was the last night they would stay at the cabin.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26:
 
    
 
   Haven curled up deeper into her blanket on the cold wood floor. Dim light peeked around the corners of the aluminum foil pressed into the windows. She glanced at her watch and saw that it was a quarter past eight. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she looked around. Colin lay close beside her, his arm thrown over his face as he snored sporadically.
 
   She blinked twice. For the briefest of moments, he had resembled Houston. Flashbacks of the years with him, all of the obstacles they had surmounted and the adventures they had undertaken, overwhelmed her. Haven couldn’t explain it adequately to the others, but she felt that he was alive and well, that he would find her. She hadn’t seen him in so long, but she knew that eventually, they’d be reunited once more. In the midst of the world’s end, it was the only thing that gave her a glimmer of hope. And in spite of all of the death, despair, and danger that surrounded her, she would desperately fight to hold on to that hope.
 
   Haven rose to her feet and pulled on her boots, grabbed the shotgun, then walked silently to the door, careful not to awaken the others.
 
   Faith slept on the mattress in the corner of the room, but Brett was outside keeping watch. He sat quietly on a tree stump facing the forest, his back to the lake.
 
   He turned at the sound of her footsteps. “Good morning, sunshine.”
 
   “Hey, bro. Anything?” She stood beside him, her expression serious as she looked out into the dense woods.
 
   “Nothing. I thought I heard something... a gunshot... early this morning, but it was so far away, I couldn’t tell.”
 
   Haven’s brows furrowed, and she exhaled, her breath visible in the cold air. “Hmmm. Best to be wary. I’m going to take Colin through the neighborhood today, see if we can find anything useful to help us get through the next few months.”
 
   Brett nodded. “Be careful out there. I know you two are a good team, but...” His voice trailed off. “You take a lot of unnecessary risks sometimes, and… I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   Smiling, she answered, “Don’t worry. Colin’s got my back. We’ll be back in a jiffy. In the meantime, you guys could gather up some firewood, and we’ll have a fire tonight. A small one, just something to warm us up before we go to bed.”
 
   “Last night was cold, huh?” he asked.
 
   She pursed her lips. “It sure was. Hence the need for warmer clothes, better blankets.” 
 
   Brett stared at her. “Haven, I know you aren’t ready to leave yet since Grandma’s death and the possibility that Houston may show up, but maybe it’s time to hunt for a new place to hide out.” 
 
   She gestured to the fresh snow, but didn’t meet his gaze. “This stuff will melt pretty fast. It doesn’t snow in these parts often. Besides, I like it out here. It’s calm, peaceful, untouched. We have all the resources we could ever want in terms of water and food. Plus, we haven’t seen one zombie come up to the house since we’ve been here, and it’s been weeks. I think we should stay.” She ran her hand along the shotgun.
 
   “True, but it could snow again. I’d rather not chance it. Who knows, we could even find a house with a fireplace. How awesome would that be? Gah, Haven, I’m tired of being cold.” As if to further illustrate his point, he pulled his jacket closer together and shivered.
 
   The door creaked open causing both siblings to jump. Colin in his kilted glory stretched and yawned at the entrance. He shut the door and walked over to them. “Well, this is lovely,” he said sarcastically and grimaced at the white-covered beach.
 
   “What, don’t tell me a strapping Scotsman like yourself is afraid of a little snow?” Haven teased playfully.
 
   “This is nothing compared to what we get in Scotland,” Colin replied, leaning towards her. “The difference is I normally have pants. And whatever goes underneath those.”
 
   Brett gawked at him. “You’re not wearing underwear? Are you nuts?”
 
   Haven grinned broadly and wagged her finger at him. “Oooh, nice play on words there, Brett. Wouldn’t you agree, Colin?” She shook her head in disbelief. “Wow, the stereotypes are sometimes so right on the money.”
 
   Colin ignored them and walked to the makeshift clothesline he had set up a week before. He dusted off something on the line before yanking the object away.
 
   Haven didn’t even need to look up at him as she checked her gun. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say those were your underwear.”
 
   Colin threw them to the ground and cursed under his breath. “Bloody frozen.”
 
   Brett patted him on the back before heading back to the house. “I’d say borrow a pair of mine, but I’ve only got one, and I’m sorry, but I’m holding on to them. Maybe you can ask one of the girls.”
 
   Haven zipped her leather jacket and smirked at her partner. Colin looked like he had a thousand different comebacks to throw his way, but was biting his tongue. “Saddle up, cowboy. We’re going for a drive.”
 
   Colin winked at her. Again, he couldn’t resist. “Nothing I like better than a good ride.”
 
   ***
 
   The Jeep zoomed through the trees, crossing over the many miles that covered the distance between the lake house and the neighborhood. Brett had suggested they take Colin’s motorized boat, but Haven felt that hauling the supplies from house to house then finally to the boat was too dangerous. They would be burdened down with the hefty winter gear and less able to defend themselves should the need arise. The Jeep offered protection and speed, and as they didn’t know what was waiting for them on the other side, they needed all the help they could get.
 
   They had just left a thick cluster of trees when Haven pulled to a stop. An old bridge loomed ahead. Many years ago, it had provided a passageway over the Jessup River. 
 
   She stared at it doubtfully. Splintered red wood bleached from the sun’s rays covered the narrow bridge. Icy water churned below it.
 
   “I forgot this was even here. I haven’t been through this part of the forest since I was a kid.” She grabbed the huge survivor knife and holster from the back seat, fastened it to her thigh, and opened the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Colin asked, immediately grabbing his sword to join her.
 
   Haven shrugged. “I want to check it out. It’s pretty dark in there. I’d like to know what we’re up against before we drive through. This bridge,” she explained, “hasn’t been used in years. If the boards have rotted through, we could fall straight down to the water, which would be awful considering the Jeep is our best form of transportation.” She managed a serious face and quipped, “And I’m guessing you’d rather not go for a swim without your trousers.”
 
   Colin leaned against the hood of the Jeep and chuckled at her jibe. “You think you’re clever, don’t you?” He peered at the opening of the bridge. “So where does this thing take us? Do we have to cross it, or could we just keep driving along the river until we find another way?”
 
   “No, this is the only viable option. If we keep following the river, eventually we’ll get to the outskirts of the town, and I’d really prefer not to find out what’s waiting for us there. This bridge will lead us to a little road that will dump us in front of the neighborhood.” She started walking to the bridge. “Trust me. I used to play out here with Brett and Faith in the summertime.”
 
   “Trust the girl who finds sick pleasure making fun of my lack of underwear. Right.” Colin nodded, looked around them one last time and followed her to the wooden crossing.
 
   Haven paused when she reached it. It was dark and silent inside. Something glinted in the sun and caught her eye. A white Crown Victoria was parked haphazardly on the other side of the bridge, its front doors ajar. Haven instinctively ran her hand along her right thigh where the knife sat securely in its sheath. She thumbed the little snap over the handle.
 
   “No gun?” Colin queried, moving to her side.
 
   She shook her head. “Too much noise. We get in, we get out. You see that car over there?” She pointed across the deep river.
 
   “Yeah, just did. What are you thinking?”
 
   “Two things. If the bridge is too frail to allow the Jeep to safely cross, which it most likely is, we use your fabulous hot-wiring skills to take that Crown Vic into Clear Lake. We’ll pick up the Jeep on the way back.” She vigorously rubbed her hands together and blew on them. She hated wearing gloves in spite of the cold because she didn’t feel like she had as good of a grip on her weapon. “The second thing I’m wondering is where its former occupants are... Most people don’t just leave their car unattended with the doors open like that.”
 
   Colin agreed with her. “I can’t see anything in there. Too damn dark.”
 
   Haven walked back to the Jeep and rummaged around in the back seat. When she produced a flashlight, she thumbed the button to turn it on. Frowning when nothing happened, she tapped it firmly against the palm of her hand.
 
   “Batteries are dead. We can try to find some while we’re out. In the meantime, I guess we’ll have to make do without it.”
 
   “Great,” Colin replied sarcastically. “I love adventures like this with you.”
 
   She smiled and pulled the knife from the sheath.
 
   The tunneled bridge was icy and damp as they entered it. While it wasn’t an enormous bridge by any stretch of the imagination, it was long enough that Haven couldn’t clearly see what lay in front of them. She strained to hear something, anything, but the fast-moving water gurgling below them as it splashed against the rocks prevented her from doing so.
 
   “Let me go first,” Colin offered, edging in front of her.
 
   “No. You’re too noisy. And you’re about as graceful as an elephant. If the boards are rotted, you’re going straight down,” she said as she moved to the front again.
 
   “What? That’s ridiculous,” Colin muttered, rolling his eyes as she passed.
 
   Haven leaned against the wooden wall of the structure, her hands brushing along it as she gingerly put one foot in front of the other, testing the boards to see if they were stable. She could see beams of light shooting up from the bottom of the bridge, as she suspected, signifying that time had indeed taken its toll on the rotting wood.
 
   The boards creaked and groaned under their weight. Haven glanced behind her to make sure that Colin stayed near the walls where the boards were bound to be much stronger. She didn’t want to risk either of them falling into the river, as neither had brought a change of clothes expecting that this would be a quick supply run into the neighborhood.
 
   A shadow near the other side of the bridge suddenly made her stop in her tracks. She touched Colin’s arm signaling for him to halt, as well.
 
   What little light was visible illuminated several mounds a few yards away. At first, Haven thought it was a dead deer. When the mounds moved, she knew that she was wrong.
 
   Zombies.
 
   There was no way around them. The only path to the neighborhood aside from crossing the lake was through the bridge.
 
   “We have to kill them,” she whispered. “I’d rather do it now than have to deal with them later.”
 
   “Haven, no. There are too many,” he hissed, clutching her hand to hold her back.
 
   She was determined and shook her hand free. “It’ll be fine. Come on,” she insisted.
 
   Before he could protest further, she had left his side and began to stealthily make her way towards them. Colin watched her disappear into the darkness, then sighed and pulled out his sword.
 
   The gut-wrenching slurping and chewing became more audible with every step.
 
   Stepping as carefully on the boards as possible, Haven was almost to the group of ghouls when a loud crack behind her made her whirl around.
 
   Colin winced in pain as his boot crashed through a rotted board. He clutched the wall, splinters embedding into his fingers as he struggled to pull his foot out. The wood swallowed his calf, the rough edges tearing at the exposed skin on his leg. Blood trickled down his sock and boot.
 
   Immediately, the zombies collectively rose to their feet, moaning to one another that a live feast was nearby.
 
   Haven gritted her teeth and moved to the closest one. Staying near the wall, she struck out with her boot causing the foul creature to trip in front of her. Without flinching, she sank the hefty blade of the knife into the back of its skull, grunting as she drove the tip in further until it touched wood. She pressed her foot against its head so she that could wrench the blade free.
 
   When she heard the shuffle of steps behind her, she turned around and forcefully shoved the knife into the throat of another approaching zombie. Its haunting moans were instantly silenced as it collapsed to the floor. Haven shoved its head onto the ground, using her weight to keep its body pinned down, and held it there firmly as she zealously sawed through the neck and spine. It struggled against her, grasping feebly at her jacket until the spinal cord was completely severed.
 
   Haven rose to her feet, wiping grime on her jeans as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, scanning for impending danger. She could hear Colin’s grunts and curses as he fought against the zombies nearest him and started to head in his direction when a shifting of light near her feet caught her attention. 
 
   A half-eaten zombie consisting of only a torso, arms, and head slithered to her. Pieces of what Haven assumed were once its legs lay in the heap where the undead had been feasting before she and Colin had crashed the party. It pulled itself towards her, its festering skin tearing off as it moved along the broken boards. Eyes narrowed and predatory, it hissed at her hungrily. Haven lifted her foot and kicked it solidly in the face sending its pathetic form backwards. 
 
   She stood over it, feeling its hands feebly grasp at her boots.
 
   With a small smile, she raised her foot into the air and slammed it down on the zombie’s head. She did this repeatedly until nothing but mashed pulp, shattered bone, and greasy hair remained.
 
   Thinking that Colin was behind her, she was shocked to hear another unmistakable sound of wood splitting.
 
   She looked over just in time to see him disappear.
 
   “Colin!” she screamed, running back into the shadows of the bridge. Haven could make out his hands as he tried to hoist himself back up.
 
   “Colin, I’m coming!”
 
   When she saw two dark shadows bending down to the hole where his hands sought purchase, she felt a wave of panic wash over her.
 
   Haven kept to the left side of the bridge, confident that it would hold her even as she pounded across the fragile boards. She would be no use to Colin if she fell through, too.
 
   She reached the first of the undead just as it turned to grab at her. Dodging its ravaged, bloodstained hands, she sank the knife into its head, yanking it out so aggressively that a chunk of the skull broke off and plopped down the hole past Colin.
 
   “Haven, a little help would be great, sweetheart!” he called out to her, tension rising in his voice.
 
   The second zombie was practically sprawled out on the floor, trying to shove one of Colin’s straining fingers into its mouth. He let go of the wood with his other hand and punched the creature solidly in the side of the face before his fingers slipped dangerously to the edge. He gasped and threw his other hand on the board.
 
   Haven kicked the zombie in the stomach, her foot disappearing into the butter-like, decaying skin of the ghoul’s protruding belly. She felt jagged, broken ribs scrape across her boot as the foul-smelling contents spilled out. She straddled the zombie as it struggled to get to its feet, tripping unceremoniously over its innards. With both hands on the hilt of the knife, she screamed and plunged the blade into the pus-filled eye of her flesh-eating enemy. She gritted her teeth as she churned the blade around in the socket, destroying the brain.
 
   Releasing the blade, she ran back to Colin and fell to her knees as she neared the gaping hole. Haven clutched his hands with her own and braced her feet. He was easily twice her size, and she heartily struggled to pull him up through the opening. 
 
   Colin looked below him as chunks of wood vanished into the frothing white current of the Jessup River.
 
   “I don’t really feel like going for a swim in that today,” he quipped as he slowly pulled himself over the hole, one hand firmly grasping Haven’s.
 
   With one final pull, Haven yanked him towards her. Losing her footing, she tumbled backwards, taking Colin with her.
 
   He collapsed on top of her, both of them panting heavily. When he realized what a compromising position they were in, his body stiffened. He could feel the rise and fall of her chest, the warmth of her skin radiating through her sweater, everything that made her soft and feminine pressed against his own hard body. He looked down at Haven, lifting up on one arm so that he didn’t crush her with his weight, but he made no effort to get off of her. In spite of his nearly lethal encounter with the zombies, he felt overwhelmed with desire.
 
   If she had been able to see more clearly in the darkness, she would have noticed the intense look on his face. She would have felt the quickening of his heartbeat, the hastening of his breath. 
 
   Colin was about to move a strand of hair away from her forehead when she suddenly edged out from under him.
 
   “How are we ever going to get anything done if you’re always trying to goof off at every opportunity?” she jested, frowning when she realized how awkward her voice sounded.
 
   Colin rose to his feet, straightening his kilt before reaching down to pick up his sword. He cleared his throat, but couldn’t hide the frustration in his voice. He unsuccessfully attempted to sound nonchalant. “Guess we won’t be taking the Jeep across, huh?”
 
   Now that their path was unobstructed by zombies, Haven walked to the Crown Victoria. Blood had been splattered on the windshield, doors, and seats. The rotting remains of a partially devoured corpse lay across the driver’s side, feet dangling in the dirt below. One hand clutched a cell phone. Haven cringed when she noticed the youthful features of what remained of the body, the mouth contorted in what appeared to be a frozen scream. Whomever she was had been no older than sixteen when she’d perished. Haven half expected her to reanimate as she passed by, but for whatever reason, the cadaver remained motionless.
 
   Very gently, Colin lifted the girl away from the car and placed her in the grass by the side of the dirt road. He stared at her for a moment, sadness crossing his features. Then he walked back to the car, rummaged about the glove compartment for a few seconds until he found some napkins, and wiped the blood off the front seat. Once it was cleaner, he sat down and began to hot-wire the car.
 
   While she waited for him, Haven went back to the Jeep and returned with the shotgun and tire iron. Colin had already gotten the car started and waited for her.
 
   “You’re my idol right now,” she complimented him. “I really want to learn how to do that.”
 
   Colin patted the dashboard. “It’s easy. I’ll teach you.” He pointed to the plastic cover on the steering column. “Once you get this off, generally with a screwdriver or brute force if you have to, you’ll see some bundles of electrical wires.” He held them out for her to observe. “One set is for things like your lights, your cruise control… stuff like that. Another works for your wipers. You get the idea. And this one here is for the battery, ignition, and starter. See how they’re all different colors? You definitely want to make sure you know which ones are which, and it depends on the car, but usually the owner’s manual is in the glove box—”
 
   Haven nodded. “You and the glove boxes. It’s like the first thing you check when you get into a car.”
 
   Colin gave her a stern look. “Well, going through the manual can save your life. If you’re a rookie and you mess with the wrong wires, you’ll get fried. I’ve been doing this since I was a teen, so I know what to look for.” He showed her a tiny section of insulation that he’d stripped from the wire. “Now, you twist these two ends together. They’re the battery wires. They provide electricity so that the engine will run when you turn the starter. You’ll attach the ignition wire here to the battery wires. At this point, you’ll see lights, maybe the radio come on, but that’s not enough to go along your merry way. Strip the starter wire back a wee bit like you did with the battery wires, but be very bloody careful. I can’t emphasize this part enough. They’re live, and you damn well don’t want to get electrocuted. Touch the end of this to the connected battery wires light as a feather. You don’t need to be aggressive with it.” He cast a sideways glance at her and said wryly, “I know that’s hard for you. Anyways, the car should have started at this point. Give it a few good revs, and you can take off the starter wire. You might have to break the steering column after that because it’s normally locked. A little elbow grease has always worked for me, cranking it hard from side to side, but you may do some damage like that, so hot-wiring is more of a short-term solution when you’re in a jam. When you want to kill the engine, you just unfasten the battery wires from the ignition wire. Not so hard, huh?”
 
   Haven looked hesitant. “Can I try it on the way back? I think I need to run through it once or twice before I can confidently agree with you. That whole ‘you-might-get-fried-if-you-mess-up’ spiel kind of freaked me out.”
 
   He chuckled and gave the car a good rev. “Sure you can.”
 
   Luckily, the gas tank was almost full. Since they didn’t have a long trip to the neighborhood, Colin cranked up the heat. Both of them reveled in it for a moment as it blew out of the vents in warm bursts. It felt delicious. 
 
   “I miss heat,” Haven said as she held her hands up to the vents. Her fingers were red and stiff from the cold. “You’re seriously not wearing underwear?”
 
   “Trust me, I wouldn’t lie about something like that.” He sighed and thumbed the steering wheel.
 
   “That’s so risky. What if a zombie...” When he grimaced, she stopped. “Never mind. I’ll make sure to keep an eye open for a pair of boxers for you.” She stared out the window. “Faith is in dire need of jeans. I can’t believe she’s been running around in that dress for so long.”
 
   “She stays inside mostly though.”
 
   “Yeah, she hasn’t been very helpful, has she?” Haven replied bitterly.
 
   He glanced in her direction and ran a hand over the dark stubble on his face. “You ever want to share what happened back there, why you’re so angry with your sister? I mean, it’s clear there’s some animosity.”
 
   Haven pretended to be distracted by something as they passed a thick cluster of trees. She clenched her jaw. “She’s the reason my grandmother was bitten,” she answered finally.
 
   He swerved the car towards a clearing of sloping hills. “How is that her fault?”
 
   Her insides churned. Realizing she’d never see her grandmother again made her want to vomit. “She was supposed to protect her. Grandma was almost eighty. When our parents died, Grandma took us in and brought some sense of normalcy to our lives. She managed to bring us joy when for the longest time, we had none.” Tears clung to her dark lashes like tiny raindrops. “She was the best thing that ever happened to the three of us.” 
 
   Colin nodded in earnest. “From everything you’ve told me, she sounds like an incredible lady. I wish I could have met her.”
 
   Haven didn’t miss a beat. “And you would have if it wasn’t for my sister who was too scared to do anything when the house was overrun. She left Grandma to fight them all by herself while she hid.”
 
   Colin had to admit he sympathized with Faith. “Those things are scary as hell. I mean, who—aside from you—looks for a fight with something that wants to rip the flesh from your bones with its bare teeth and hands while you’re still breathing?” Reminiscing about the creatures made him sad, and he missed his father. “The first one I saw was my dad. I didn’t know what I was dealing with; I didn’t know what to do. I was terrified.”
 
   Haven stared at him coolly. “I’m sure you didn’t just stand there and do nothing like Faith.”
 
   “You weren’t there,” he snapped.
 
   Stung, she looked at her hands. She’d clearly struck a nerve. They rounded a corner, and the first of the houses came into view, tiny colorful dots against the horizon.
 
   “He was eating this girl on the kitchen floor,” Colin managed after a little while. “It was one of the most terrifying things I’d ever seen. When Dad saw me standing there, he came after me like a bat out of hell. I tried to run, but he cornered me. I didn’t even have time to think, and while my mind was screaming not to, that this was my dad, my body just reacted, and I stabbed him, but nothing happened. He wasn’t even fazed by it. I grabbed the girl and ran. I couldn’t face something I didn’t understand. I couldn’t stomach what I’d done.” He turned to her, and while his eyes were filled with admiration, his tone was somber. “Haven, not everyone is like you. They have different fears... maybe spiders, clowns, snakes, sharks. I don’t know.” He shrugged and added calmly, “I think a lot of people would put undead cannibals at the top of their lists. But I think I’ve figured you out. Your biggest fear is being alone. Without those you love.”
 
   Haven winced. Was she that much of an open book to him? He seemed to read her so well. After a few minutes, she shook her head. “I still think Faith could have helped her, not let her face those things alone.”
 
   Colin reached out and grabbed her hand, thumbing her palm gently. “Haven, you have to let that go. Haven’t you seen her? The guilt is eating her alive. She barely eats, barely sleeps. She’s starting to resemble a zombie herself. From what I hear from your brother, she looked up to you immeasurably. Maybe she’s not strong like you, but she has her own qualities that make her a worthwhile member to this group. We need people like her to remind us that the world is still good. We need to hold on to that innocence. But as long as she senses your disdain, she’s going to withdraw into herself, and you’ll lose her. You’ll lose who she was before all of this happened.”
 
   Haven couldn’t hold back the tears, and they flowed freely as he spoke. “I miss Grandma. So much. Every single day.”
 
   Colin pulled over next to the closest house at the clearing. He quickly brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I know you do. But life goes on. Maybe they’ll find a cure for all this, and we can return back to some semblance of the life we had before. For now, we have to keep living. I’m sure your grandma would have wanted that. And she’d have wanted you to be kind to your sister.”
 
   Haven knew that was true. “I know,” she whispered. “I know I need to talk to her and make things right. She’s the only sister I have. She’s my baby sister. I’m just struggling so much with what happened to Grandma, and why she’s not here anymore, and how she would be if Faith had kept her word and protected her.” She sniffled and bit her lip. “But you’re right, and I know it. I need to try with her. I’m just not ready yet.”
 
   “One day you will be. And if there’s anything I can do to help…”
 
   In spite of her tears, she smiled at him appreciatively.
 
   He touched her chin gently and then shifted his gaze to the neighborhood before them. The one-way street was quiet. They exited the vehicle and walked to the first house, choosing it as it was rather isolated from the rest of the neighborhood. Their boots crunched on the loose gravel as they moved forward. A modest brick structure with white windowpanes and a little white fence in the front yard, the house was quaint and inviting. Haven recognized it from her many practice runs during her training.
 
   Moving closer to it, they noticed that the garage was wide open, the door inside of it that led to the house caved in completely. Colin silently motioned to Haven to wait at the door as he entered the garage. She shook her head and followed him as he muttered something about “difficult women” under his breath.
 
   The strong stench wafting to their nostrils was the first hint that they were not alone. As they crossed into the living room, Haven involuntarily let out a surprised yelp when she saw three dogs surrounding a pile of bodies. The dogs turned to her immediately, their muzzles covered with blood and a clumpy brown substance. One of the dogs licked its chops and went back to feasting. They had a wild look in their eyes, although Haven noticed that two of them had once been domesticated and wore collars. Colin moved in front of her and waved his sword forward menacingly.
 
   “Get out, you filthy mutts,” he said in a low voice. When he charged them, the canine trio ran past them through the open door. 
 
   Haven watched them leave, careful to avoid their dirty maws tinged with infected blood and tissue, but Colin was already investigating the source of their food. Several corpses lay on the white carpeted floor, surrounded by crusty dried pools of blood that seeped into the fibers of the carpet. For the most part, they were devoid of flesh. What remained held fast to the torn tatters of clothes covering their skeletons. One of the faces was contorted in what looked like a permanent expression of terrible agony. She briefly wondered if this person had been alive when the dogs arrived and if being eaten by a dog was any worse than being eaten by a zombie. 
 
   She inhaled, trying to breathe through her mouth. When she gestured to Colin to scout out the different rooms and then meet in the living room, he nodded once and sword raised, entered the first bedroom.
 
   Haven was about to go into the master bedroom when the slightest of sounds made her stop in her tracks. A faint shuffle came from the adjoining bathroom. 
 
   Not bothering to wait for Colin, she went to the door and listened. The noise stopped as soon as she neared the door. Putting her ear to it, she thought she heard a muffled, inquisitive grunt on the other side, but seconds ticked by, and nothing happened. Haven tried to clear her head of any distracting thoughts, wondering if her mind was playing tricks on her.
 
   “I need to start getting more sleep,” she said quietly to herself, loosening her grip on the tire iron.
 
   As soon as she spoke, the door vibrated violently. A hungry, cracked roar followed. Taken aback, her weapon nearly fell from her grasp.
 
   Her heart thumped anxiously. If she didn’t take care of the threat behind the door, the obnoxious banging and moaning could signal to others in the area that food was nearby. More would come leaving the chance of escape extremely difficult and dangerous.
 
   She took a deep breath and readied herself, her hand grasping the door knob firmly. 
 
   Swinging the door open, she swiveled away from it, putting considerable distance between herself and the creature as it shambled out to greet her, its horrible stench wafting out to the bedroom.
 
   Huge and sturdy, the zombie lumbered towards her. Its eyes were ravenous, and what remained of its lips were turned up slightly, almost resembling a sinister smile. Its mouth was large and gaping, gray teeth gnashing together.
 
   It threw itself at her, but due to its level of decay, Haven had plenty of time to dodge it, her riding boot connecting with the ghoul’s knee. It fell to the ground unceremoniously, but shifted around to claw its way towards her legs. It moved forward eagerly, not even blinking as she ran to it and kicked it roughly in the side of the face. She grimaced when part of its ear sloughed off its face onto her boot.
 
   In spite of the grievous injuries the zombie had sustained, it still struggled to reach her, growling and hissing as she circled it. Colin had just entered the room in a hurry, sword raised, when she brought the tire iron down, embedding it firmly in the creature’s skull. Haven jarred it around for good measure, feeling the zombie’s brain matter turn to soupy mush. The putrid substance plunked to the floor from any crevice available, its eyes, ears, and mouth oozing.
 
   Colin leaned back against the wall. “Sweet Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   Haven yanked the tire iron free and wiped the gooey contents on the carpet. “All in a day’s work. I take it the rest of the house was clear?”
 
   He nodded. “Nothing. I guess you were the lucky one.”
 
   “Oh, indeed. So very lucky. Finding a hidden zombie is like being the kid who finds the twenty dollar bill inside the golden egg during an Easter egg hunt,” she replied dryly. 
 
   “Sure,” Colin answered, eyeing her suspiciously. “Crazy American girl and her traditions,” he grumbled as he sifted through the contents of the dresser. “Aha!” He raised his arm triumphantly, a pair of black boxers in his hand.
 
   “I’ll give you a moment then,” Haven said with a knowing smile before heading back out to search the other rooms.
 
   Shortly thereafter, they emerged with armfuls of warm clothing.
 
   “They aren’t the right size, but they’ll do for now. Did you see that there’s a basement?” Haven asked him.
 
   “I did.” He pulled on a hefty leather bomber jacket. “I love this thing. Where have you been all my life?” he murmured as he stroked the smooth surface of the jacket.
 
   Haven had changed out of her shirt into a dark blue sweater. Colin tried not to stare too much at the tight-fitting top that hugged her curves in all the right places. “I found all sorts of sweaters in the other room that should fit Faith and I. It feels great just to wear something clean.”
 
   He swallowed hard as she gathered her hair into a high ponytail. Ponytails were his weakness. Haven had nice hair, but being able to see the soft curve of her neck, the two little freckles that he wanted to be able to kiss so badly, drove him wild. He tried to appear distracted by cleaning his sword with a t-shirt.
 
   “I’m going to check out the basement. There could be some food down there,” she said, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “Meet you outside?”
 
   Colin shook his head. “Right, like I’m going to let you go into a dark, creepy place by yourself.”
 
   Haven nudged him. “I can hold my own just fine, thank you.” She wrapped a warm scarf around her neck and tucked it into her leather jacket. “What do you think? Zombie killer extraordinaire?”
 
   “Yeah…” he managed. “You nailed it.” 
 
   He followed her downstairs to the kitchen. The cupboards were unfortunately empty, and the counters and sink were a stinking mess, covered in brown, maggoty gobs of something neither of them wished to investigate further. Colin reached for her as she turned the door handle to the basement. “Haven, would you let me go down first this once? If anything is down there, it’ll get me first.”
 
   She opened the door and edged down the first step, wincing as it creaked noisily from the added weight. “Relax, it’ll be fine.” 
 
   The stench of death was blatant, and she instantly wanted to take back her words of confidence. She instinctively raised her weapon. Cobwebs clustered at the corners of the ceiling, tiny spiders scuttling away as they entered the damp room. They moved their hands along the bannister and tread lightly on the creaky steps. Haven tried hard not to think about how much their situation reminded her of a scene from a horror movie.
 
   The darkness and dust prevented Haven from seeing the festering, crusty fingertips resting on one of the steps. They twitched ever so slightly at the sound of the pair’s voices and the vibrations of their steps. Haven was halfway down when the hand grabbed her ankle, yanking her forward. She screamed in terror before tumbling down the steps, her face colliding with the hard cement floor at the bottom of the stairs. Pain radiated from her nose and lip, but she felt immeasurably grateful that her leather boots had prevented the gnarled nails from sinking into her skin.
 
   Colin leapt down to her rescue, helping her to her feet just as a woman in a tattered red dress shambled out from behind stacks of firewood under the stairs. The zombie groaned and reached out to them. Colin stepped protectively in front of Haven, waited until the zombie got close, and sent the tip of his sword through its forehead. Its eyes rolled to the top of its head, its mouth forming a perfect circle. He pushed it off the sword and ran back to Haven whose nose and lower lip were bleeding heavily.
 
   “Bloody hell, Haven. Are you okay?” he asked her, concern in his voice. He looked around, and upon finding nothing, took off his shirt and held it to her face. “Here,” he said, leaning her head backwards.
 
   Blood-tinged spittle dribbled down her chin. “No more basements,” she croaked. 
 
   Colin gently tilted her chin up to him. “That’s a nasty split lip, Haven. The nose doesn’t look so smashing either.” He gingerly dabbed at the blood on her face until his eyes met hers. 
 
   Their bodies only inches apart, Haven felt a jolt of electricity course through her, and her lips parted slightly in surprise. In spite of the freezing temperature and her broken skin, she felt warm and tingly. 
 
   With his other hand, Colin reached around her waist and guided her until her back was against the stack of firewood. 
 
   “Haven…” he whispered. He tucked her hair behind her ear, weaving her ponytail through his fingers, and gently grasped the back of her neck. He slowly pressed against her, needing her, wanting to taste her, to feel her lips brush against his. Haven stiffened when she felt him, and she closed her eyes as he gripped her, his fingertips digging into her hips and pulling them closer. 
 
   He leaned forward until his lips were near her neck. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted you.”
 
   Seconds ticked by until she suddenly turned away from him, steadying herself against a shelf.
 
   “This can’t happen,” she breathed.
 
   Colin shook his head and leaned back in frustration, cursing under his breath. 
 
   The atmosphere in the room had noticeably changed, and she didn’t know how to fix it. She pretended not to notice and busied herself by loading up grocery bags with canned goods. They had gotten too close. What was she thinking?
 
   Houston’s face kept flashing through her mind, and even though she and Colin hadn’t kissed, she felt guilty for letting him get so close to her in that moment. 
 
   If she gave Colin the green light, he would take their relationship to a place that would no longer remain purely platonic. Haven couldn’t deny that there was a certain chemistry between them, but she was also aware that chemistry could be found with many people over the course of a lifetime. Love, on the other hand, was unique and sacred, and she knew that she loved Houston. Colin had been a wonderful friend in the short time that she’d known him, and she wanted to maintain that friendship. The camp needed him. She needed him.   
 
   But he could never be more than a friend.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27:
 
    
 
   By the time Haven and Colin loaded up the car, snow had started to fall again, and by nightfall, there were several inches on the ground. Brett was gathering fallen tree branches, placing them into a pile a good distance away from the house when Haven pulled the Jeep up to their hideaway. Colin got out, slamming the door rather noisily as he exited the vehicle. Brett shot him a look for making unnecessarily loud noise, but seeing Haven’s battered face, his expression shifted to horror. 
 
   “Haven, what the heck happened?” he exclaimed, running over to her.
 
   “Basement zombie,” she replied, wincing as she touched her nose. “It’s not a big deal though. We got some solid supplies to last us a while.”
 
   Brett bent down, picked up a small mound of snow, and held it to her face.
 
   “So, what’s up with Colin?” he asked.
 
   Haven scuffed her boot through the snow.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” she mumbled around the snow against her tender skin.
 
   He shrugged. “We’ll have a nice fire tonight, just for a little while. We wanted to put it far enough away from the cabin. Didn’t want to risk burning it down.” He found a cardboard box full of sweaters and opened it. Without looking at Haven, he said, “You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to, but if you’d like to talk, I’m here.”
 
   Haven sighed and leaned against the wall. “I don’t know. We had an awkward moment when we were scavenging for supplies.”
 
   Brett sighed. “You do know the guy’s crazy about you, right?”
 
   She gaped at him. “Brett, no. We’re just friends.”
 
   He nodded and pursed his lips. “Maybe to you. I don’t think he feels the same way though.” He looked at her incredulously. “You seriously haven’t noticed?” When she shook her head in earnest, he continued, “For what it’s worth, I think he’s a good guy. I like him. I like how he looks after you, after all of us. You know—”
 
   “I don’t need looking after,” she responded sharply. “You’re right; Colin is a good guy.” She stopped, taking a deep breath. “But I have Houston, remember? And he will find us.” 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett and Faith huddled close to the fire, shivering in spite of their new winter attire.
 
   “Where did everyone go?” Faith asked quietly, looking around as she stoked the fire.
 
   Her brother shrugged. “I’m sure they just wanted a little time to talk. I’m not worried about them. They’re both capable of defending themselves.”
 
   “He likes her,” she whispered, almost to herself. 
 
   Brett nodded in agreement. “Yep.”
 
   Faith pulled her sleeves over her hands. “Do you think she’s always going to hate me?”
 
   He looked up from the fire and scooted over to her. “Hey, she doesn’t hate you. She just misses Grandma.”
 
   Her nose started to run, and she bit her lip to hold back the tears. “It’s more than that. She blames me. And she’s right. It’s my fault Grandma is dead.”
 
   Brett hadn’t heard Faith speak this much since before all of the chaos broke out.
 
   “She’ll come around.” 
 
   He wrapped an arm around her and absentmindedly reached up to wipe his eyes. Faith followed suit.
 
   “Ugh, my eyes are so itchy,” he complained after a while.
 
   “It hurts,” Faith responded, her fingers violently rubbing at her eyes. They were puffy and swollen.
 
   “I can’t see anything!” she cried. “What’s happening?”
 
   His eyes felt raw. A story his grandmother had told him about his great-grandmother popped into his mind, and he gasped. “When you got the firewood, did you pick up anything green along with it?”
 
   “No,” she uttered, scooting away from the smoke. She shook her head, but she didn’t seem certain.
 
   Brett grabbed her and stumbled backwards into the snow. “Get away from the fire. You remember that story about our great-grandmother who was temporarily blinded after putting some logs in the fire? Well, that’s what’s happening now. The wood we gathered must have had poison ivy on it.” He scooped up handfuls of snow, handing some to his sister before feebly attempted to cool the pain in his eyes. “Here. Put some of this on your face. It’ll help.”
 
   Faith was bent over on the ground when her body suddenly froze and straightened.
 
   “Did you hear that?” she asked fearfully.
 
   Brett was too busy rubbing snow in his eyes to notice. “Hear what, Faith?”
 
   “That.” Her voice was terrified.
 
   Brett felt his way towards her. “Hold on a sec. I can’t see anything.”
 
   Faith blindly reached for his hand, clawing the air in desperation to find him.
 
   A low moan echoed in the distance.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Brett hissed, his eyes burning as he scrambled for his Glock. He kicked around the snow urgently. “I can’t find my gun!”
 
   Faith wobbled to her feet, trying to ignore the burning sensation searing through her eyes. She had to get back to the house and hide, but she couldn’t see two inches in front of her. They’d gotten away from the smoke before possibly suffering severe respiratory damage from inhaling the toxic fumes, but they didn’t know how long they would be blinded from the pain. 
 
   The moans became louder, closer.
 
   Brett’s hands were red and icy from searching in the snow for his gun. Faith began to stumble towards where she believed the house to be, her hands reaching, searching, grabbing nothing but air. She whimpered softly, the tears stinging her delicate skin.
 
   The flesh eaters were near now. Maybe a few dozen yards at most. The zombies had the benefit of sight on their side. Brett and Faith were nowhere near the lake house, and until he found his gun, they were completely defenseless.
 
   His fingers brushed across a thin log near the fire. He covered his face with his hand, holding the log as close to the flames as he could without burning himself. When he was sure it was lit as it popped and sizzled in his grasp, he waved it in front of himself, backing up until he bumped into his sister.
 
   “No,” Faith said, hiding behind him. “Not again.”
 
   “Sshhh,” Brett growled. “Listen.”
 
   They strained to hear the faintest of noises, some sign to tell them how close they were to danger. The nearby sound of uneven footsteps crunching through the snow alerted them that the threat was only mere feet away. 
 
   “Stay back!” Brett commanded, pushing his sister further behind him. He whirled the branch in the air, making contact with something squishy and unsteady. Seconds later, a human torch stumbled by them. They felt the heat of the flame-ridden zombie on their skin as it shambled along, unperturbed by the fact that it was on fire. After a few moments of wandering around aimlessly, hands flailing, it collapsed in a flaming heap next to the house.
 
   A thin woman dressed in white pajamas shuffled along in the front of the pack, grisly features contorting into a scowl as it neared the family. The zombie grasped at the air in front of it, clawing and straining, white eyes bulging in their sockets at the sight of the fresh humans.
 
   The ravenous creature was only a few inches from Brett’s outstretched arm, its jaws open and teeth poised to break skin, when a bullet whizzed through the air, hitting the zombie solidly in the forehead.
 
   The siblings turned towards the sound, Faith tripping on the undead woman as she shifted clumsily in the snow. She landed roughly on her knees, screaming hysterically as her hands touched the zombie’s cold, leathery skin.
 
   “Don’t move, guys. I got you covered,” a voice said with calm resolve.
 
   Brett felt a wave of shock hit him. 
 
   It couldn’t be…
 
   “Houston?” he called out, hope and awe mingling in his voice.
 
   Houston let the approaching zombies edge out of the trees, closer to the family.
 
   “Round ‘em up, Tex,” he ordered. 
 
   They heard a dog bark ferociously, growling and tearing at clothes and limbs as it pushed the zombies into a circle. Houston was calculated as he moved among them. Not wanting to waste bullets, he went right up to each zombie and put a bullet in its brain, granting it permanent rest and peace.
 
   Soon it was all over. He ran over to Brett and Faith.
 
   “Is everyone okay? No one was bitten?” he asked, anxiously examining their skin for bite marks or scratches.
 
   Brett faced him, the blurry lines of Houston’s face slowly coming into view. “H-how did you...?”
 
   Houston put his hand on Brett’s shoulders and grinned. “A very long story for another day, buddy.” He suddenly looked around, and his expression became serious. “Where’s Haven?” His heart skipped a beat, fear threatening to consume him.
 
   Faith threw her arms around him. “Thank God you’re alright. Haven was so sure you’d come. You did!” Her eyes filled with tears, and she shuddered. “Oh, no, it even hurts to cry!”
 
   He embraced her warmly and then leaned back from her, eyeing the others. “Where’s Haven?” he inquired again.
 
   “I don’t know. We haven’t seen her in a couple of hours,” Brett answered him. “Last I saw, she was fine, safe and sound.”
 
   Houston impatiently ran a hand over his face. “I’ve got to find her.”
 
   “Those things... they found us. We shouldn’t stay outside where they can see us,” Brett emphasized. 
 
   “Well, I hate to break it to you, but this place is off limits. That house you’ve been staying in... it’s on fire,” Houston informed them. Brett and Faith groaned in despair. “Looks like one of your flame-ridden friends set it ablaze.”
 
   A sudden gasp made their heads turn.
 
   Haven stood at the edge of the trees, her mouth agape in shock. Her mind was on overload as she took in the corpses strewed about next to her family, the house as it slowly smoldered in the flames, and her lover standing at the bottom of the hill. She didn’t know which one to react to first. 
 
   Colin paused mid-step a few feet behind her. “What the—”
 
   Seeing that her brother and sister were unharmed, Haven dropped the dead rabbit she was carrying and ran to Houston, who broke into a run. She leapt up in his arms and wrapped her legs around his waist as he enveloped her, desperately kissing her face, running his fingers through her hair, over her lips. 
 
   She held him tightly and buried her face in his shoulder as sobs shook her body. 
 
   “I knew you’d come! I knew it,” she whispered.
 
   He leaned back and gazed at her, holding her high in the air. “Baby, I-I can’t believe it!” he gasped, his own eyes moist with emotion. The happiest of smiles was on his face, and he pulled her to him again. He exhaled in unimaginable relief.
 
   If he ever believed in God, it was right then.
 
   Haven gently held his face with both of her hands and pressed her forehead against his. She didn’t want to let him go. She wanted to hold him and love him and stay by his side during every moment of this new, ravaged world. 
 
   “How?” was all Haven could finally manage a few minutes later.
 
   Houston managed to laugh, and her heart warmed at the sound. “It’s been quite the journey. Most of it on foot, which I gotta say, I’m not in any rush to repeat that experience.” He kissed her again. “It’s all worth it though. I’m here with you. Haven,” he said earnestly, “you’re the most beautiful thing a man could ever lay eyes on. I kept hoping and praying I would find you. Half the time I didn’t know what I was even praying to, but I knew I would see you again.”
 
   She stared at him in awe. “How did you find us?” 
 
   “Well, it’s all thanks to you. I made it to your neighborhood, got to your house, and no one was there. The place was decimated. Windows broken, doors torn down, blood everywhere. It looked like a bomb had gone off, and I’m not gonna lie, I feared the worst. But then I saw your sign that read ‘We’re having a picnic’ hanging from the roof of your grandma’s.” Houston winked at her, and she blushed, recalling their moment of passion before being swarmed by mosquitos. “I automatically knew to find you across the lake.” He pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re so smart, baby.”
 
   Brett frowned, feeling out of the loop. “You’re going to have to share with me sometime how you put two and two together with those clues.”
 
   “Hmmm. Let’s not and say we did,” Haven mumbled. She was impressed that Houston remembered her clue. The connection they shared was far beyond physical. She crouched down and petted the Border Collie at his feet. “Who’s this little guy?”
 
   Houston recounted with gusto how he found Texaco and the perils he had encountered fighting the undead.
 
   When he finished, Haven stood up and took in the chaos around them. She shook her head, angry with herself for leaving the lake house. “I can’t believe I wasn’t here to protect you guys,” she said. “What happened?”
 
   “I think I have an idea,” Houston offered. “When I got to your grandma’s, I was in the kitchen rummaging around for something to eat when Tex here started growling. I was trying to listen to what he’d heard, and I picked up on the moans. There was a small herd of zombies passing through, maybe a dozen at most, marching down the main road. They seemed to be in pursuit of something. Trusting my instinct, I followed them, and sure enough, I caught a glimpse of the tail lights of a white Crown Vic, right there at that cul de sac that dead ends into the forest. I followed the zombies out here, making sure to keep my distance so they couldn’t smell or hear me. By the looks of it, I got here just in time.”
 
   “They must have followed Colin and I,” Haven realized, her eyes wide. “I thought that we’d been careful.” She gazed up at Houston, admiration sparkling across her features. “You saved them. You’re absolutely incredible.”
 
   As soon as she said this, dejection and disappointment flashed across Colin’s eyes, and he quickly turned, silently walking away from the group.
 
   Brett groaned as he rubbed his eyes viciously. Noticing the light pink blisters popping up along her siblings’ faces, Haven regarded them in confusion. 
 
   “I’ve been meaning to ask you... what’s wrong with your eyes?”
 
   “We must have thrown poison ivy into the fire by accident when we were gathering wood to burn. I don’t know how we missed it, but in truth, we weren’t really paying attention, just grabbing whatever was within arm’s reach. It’s a miracle we realized it when we did. I’ve heard horror stories of people being hospitalized for inhaling the urushiol.” When everyone looked at him quizzically, Brett explained, “Urushiol is the poisonous oil from the plant. It’s really toxic if you get it in your system.” His expression saddened. “Grandma taught me that when we’d go for walks in the woods.”
 
   Houston squeezed Brett’s shoulder kindly, his other arm wrapped securely around Haven. “Where’s your grandma? Did she...?” His eyes were filled with concern.
 
   Haven’s shoulders slumped at the mention of her grandmother. Her thoughts flew to Faith, and she clenched her fists together, trying to suppress anger towards her sister. “Grandma... she was... she’s not with us anymore.”
 
   Houston hugged her closer. “I’m so sorry, baby,” he said softly into her hair. He noticed Faith immediately make a bee-line to the still-smoking remains of the house. Texaco trotted behind her, already choosing to protect the most fragile member of the group.
 
   Brett put one arm around Haven and another around Houston. “Grandma’s gone. I’m going to be sad about that for a long, long time. But she’s in a better place. She doesn’t have to live in a world like this where people are eating each other. Everything else, it doesn’t matter now. The house is just a thing. You can replace those. You can’t replace people. We can’t forget what we do have... that we’re really blessed to still have one another.”
 
   “That’s right,” Houston agreed. “We are blessed.” He planted a tender kiss on her cheek.
 
   Haven had never heard him say that before. Houston was a firm believer that everything was up to chance. You make your own luck, he’d remind her. She had a feeling his solo journey to find her had changed him.
 
   Houston looked beyond them to the woods. “So, you said that guy in the kilt saved you?” 
 
   Haven nodded. She knew that Colin would be upset upon Houston’s arrival. They had argued sporadically on the journey back, mostly about Haven being foolish enough to wait for a guy that was surely dead. When Colin muttered something about Houston not even being real, that he was some fictional character Haven had made up in her head, Haven had nearly decked him. Being a nice guy, Colin apologized to her on the way home, clearly feeling guilty about what he’d said. In spite of her fiery temperament, if she received a sincere apology from someone, Haven forgave rather quickly, eager to put the past behind her and move forward. Colin was a good friend, a true friend, and she wasn’t going to let one lousy comment ruin the friendship that the two of them had built. Friends like him were kind of hard to come by these days anyways. 
 
   She turned to him. “He’s been phenomenal. He’s a wonderful man, Houston. I know—I think you’d like him.” She glanced in the direction Colin had left. “Let’s gather up what we can and move out of here. We don’t know how many of those things are on their way now.” She grabbed her weapons. “I’m going to find Colin.”
 
   He pulled her back. “No, I’m going with you. I can’t lose you again,” Houston said quietly, urgency in his voice. 
 
   Haven squeezed his hand reassuringly and pressed it up to her face, relishing the feeling of his strong hands against her skin. “I’ll be fine, baby. I’d rather you stayed here and watched over them. They’re like kittens right now. Completely defenseless.”
 
   Houston nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. “If you’re not back in fifteen minutes, I’m coming to get you.”
 
   She smiled and shook his hand playfully as though they were finishing a business transaction. “Deal.” She started to walk away when she turned around suddenly. “Thank you,” she breathed, and once more she felt overcome with emotion. 
 
   He tilted his head to the side. “For what?” 
 
   “You came for me,” she whispered. 
 
   “Of course I did.” He covered the distance between them and kissed her hard, his embrace filled with love and desperation. No matter how many times he got to hold her in his arms, it was never enough. “Haven, I don’t want to live a life without you in it. I wouldn’t be living at all.” 
 
   Haven reluctantly let go of him. “Fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Hurry back,” he said with a huge grin as she backed away from him. “When you return, I’ve got an idea I want to run by all of you, a way out of this to somewhere safe.”
 
   Haven felt a renewed surge of energy as she listened to his words, hope soaring in her heart.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Colin was skipping rocks into the lake when Haven found him. She walked up to him slowly. He glanced back at the sound of her footsteps, but continued throwing the flat stones across the glassy surface of the water.
 
   “Colin,” she began, unsure how to continue.
 
   He shook his head disbelievingly. “Haven, there’s no need to explain anything. You were right. He did find you.”
 
   When she was beside him, she rested her hand on his forearm. “You’ve been so wonderful. Under any other circumstances...” Her voice trailed off.
 
   He chuckled bitterly. “What about it? You said ‘under any other circumstances.’ What does that even mean?”
 
   “Colin,” she said again, trying to measure her words carefully. When she didn’t know what to say, her shoulders slumped. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You can’t deny that we’re great together. You can’t,” he insisted. His eyes held an intensity she’d never seen before. 
 
   “Haven, I’ve never met anyone like you. I fell so hard for you, from the beginning. Maybe you don’t feel the same way right now, but you might have had he not come back. And how long were you going to wait anyways? Months, years? When were you going to move on? Did I even have a chance?” he asked, anger piercing his tone.
 
   He looked away when she didn’t answer and threw another stone into the water.
 
   “Look, Colin, I don’t know! Houston is my best friend, everything to me. I wasn’t going to just throw that away because zombies came into the picture!” she exclaimed, resting her hands on her hips.
 
   Turning to face her fully, he grasped her shoulders and looked deep into her eyes. In spite of her firm resolve and tough exterior, Haven felt her knees buckle ever so slightly.
 
   “I know I will never find another girl like you. Especially in this damned apocalypse... they’re all bloody zombies by now.” He sighed, any previous anger drained from his demeanor. 
 
   “Haven, if this is really what you want...” He let go of her. “Damn it.”
 
   Haven gripped his arms tightly. “Colin, I do care for you. So much.”
 
   He smiled sadly. “Yeah, but not in that way, right?” He looked down, and Haven sensed that it pained him to bare his soul as he had. “I don’t want to stand by and watch while he holds you, touches you, kisses you. All the things I wanted to do. You don’t bloody need me anymore. Between you, your brother, and him, your group will be safe.”
 
   Haven narrowed her eyes. “What are you saying? You’re leaving?”
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
   She was stunned. “You can’t leave; you’re a part of us now. We do need you. I need you!” she exclaimed.
 
   “And what would I be to you if I stayed? The lucky bastard is your best friend, your lover. That leaves me with the extremely appealing title of ‘supply run partner.’ Maybe not even that anymore. I just love that,” Colin answered her sarcastically.
 
   “You’re really something, you know that?” Haven said passionately, throwing her hands in the air.
 
   “Oh, I’m something?” he retorted. “Haven, he’s too calm for you, too boring,” he called out after her. She ignored him and walked determinedly back to the camp.
 
   Shaking his head angrily, he glared across the lake then looked over his shoulder as she left. With a rugged sigh, he ran after her. He turned her so that she faced him. 
 
   “Haven, your safety, your happiness means the world to me. But don’t ask me to give up what we’ve forged since I found you on the lake. I won’t forget our friendship. Not for him, not for anyone.”
 
   Haven stared at him. “I’d never expect that, Colin. You’ve been an amazing friend, someone I can trust and confide in. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”
 
   Rubbing the stubble along his jaw, he took a deep breath. “Well...” he said finally with reluctance. “Your boyfriend surely misses you. You’d better get back to him.”
 
   She leaned forward and hugged him tightly, her hands clutching his neck. 
 
   “I’ll see you there,” she whispered.
 
   He pressed a kiss to her cheek before gently pushing her away.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28:
 
    
 
   The following hour was spent brainstorming their next move to get to Houston’s parents’ cabin in West Virginia. After retrieving a map from the Jeep, Houston traced a route that would cut through Tennessee and Kentucky to get to West Virginia. He surmised that this would be safer than attempting to journey along the east coast by way of the Carolinas, explaining that from what he’d seen, the latter states were completely ravaged. 
 
   Everyone agreed that moving north seemed like the best option. Having found Houston at last, Haven felt more ready than ever to depart from the familiar. While it was painful to say good-bye to a place that held such wonderful memories for her, she knew that they needed to start fresh elsewhere and build a normal life that didn’t involve constantly sleeping with one eye open.
 
   No one wanted to spend another second near the lake. They felt exposed and vulnerable now that their shelter had been reduced to a pile of smoldering wood. Since it was getting late, they chose a house on the edge of town to catch a few hours of sleep before setting out on the journey north. Leaving the charred remains of the little lake house, they piled into the Jeep, sitting on one another’s laps with the dog squeezed in by their feet. 
 
   Twenty minutes later, Haven pulled onto a dirt driveway in front of a two-story ranch-style yellow house. Faith, Brett, and Houston sat in the back, the two men snoring loudly.
 
   Colin was in the passenger seat beside her and remained silent. 
 
   She brought the car to a stop behind some bushes. 
 
   Houston groggily sat up in the back seat and looked around in confusion. “How long have I been out?” 
 
   Haven turned to him. “Less than a half hour. This place is right on the edge of town. It used to have a huge stable with lots of horses.” She gently shook Brett awake. “We’re here, kiddo.”
 
   Brett groaned. “I was having a good dream for once,” he complained. “Why’d you have to wake me up?”
 
   They gathered up their weapons and scant supplies, and Haven, Colin, and Houston cleared the large house while Faith and Brett waited on the porch outside. The home was in excellent condition and seemed to be untouched by looters. 
 
   While they sifted through the contents within, Houston asked Brett why they hadn’t come here first instead of the small lake house with no supplies. Brett quietly explained that they’d all needed time to cope with the loss of their grandmother and hadn’t been fit to travel for some weeks. When Colin was out of earshot, he told Houston how instrumental the Scotsman had been in helping them as they worked through their grief. 
 
   “He kept things running,” he said simply. 
 
   Always inventive, Brett managed to find a box of Betty Crocker brownie mix in one of the pantries. Although the eggs in the fridge had rotted a long time ago, he was fairly certain that since the house could be powered by a generator, they’d still turn out delectable. Haven was loathe to run the generator, convinced that the noise would draw in zombies, but after some prodding, the tantalizing idea of devouring such rare chocolaty goodness changed her mind. Besides, there were enough of them to take care of any threats, as long as someone kept watch at all times. 
 
   Upon exploring the rest of the home, everyone was overjoyed to find sweet-smelling linens upon plush Tempur-Pedic mattresses in each of the bedrooms. They had spent far too long sleeping under dirty woolen blankets that made their skin itch something fierce. They pulled the mattresses off the box springs and dragged them into the living room in front of the fireplace. After weeks of struggling to stay warm at night, being able to have heat within the safe confines of the house was a welcome treat. Sitting around the fireplace with a plate of delicious yet thin and slightly burnt brownies and a glass of powdered milk nearly made it seem as though all was right in the world. Brett patted his stomach and let out a satisfied sigh, then picked up his gun and offered to take first watch.
 
   With a full belly, Haven’s curiosity got the best of her, and she told the others that she wanted to peruse the books in the study. She desperately missed reading, and when they were clearing all of the rooms in the house, it looked as though its former occupants had a solid collection of literature. Houston, also an avid reader, followed her. 
 
   Colin’s face fell as he watched them disappear up the stairs. He wished he liked books as much as Houston so that it was him up there with Haven instead. Hell, he just wished Houston had never come back. 
 
   Every time he saw Houston touch Haven, lean in for a kiss, gaze at her admiringly, or whisper sweet nothings into her ear, his heart constricted painfully. He turned over in his bed and tried to shut out the agonizing thoughts that tormented him. If he was honest with himself, Houston seemed like a decent guy, still a bit boring in his eyes, but he could tell that he loved Haven and was very devoted to her safety, as well as that of her family. 
 
   A nice, educated, caring, resourceful bloke like Houston… that was what Haven needed. She didn’t need some kilt-wearing, bagpipe-playing, alcoholic idiot like himself.
 
   His father’s words rang true. When you love someone, you do what is best for that person, even if it isn’t what’s best for you. 
 
   And at the end of the day, even if he had never put that ideology into practice with another woman because he’d excelled at putting himself as number one his whole life, now it all made sense, and he understood. 
 
   There was one thing he didn’t doubt, and that one thing threatened to consume him and destroy him at the same time. 
 
   Colin loved her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Outside, the barren branches of the trees twisted and turned as the wind howled. It was pitch black outside. The clouds had eclipsed the moon so that darkness swept over the landscape. 
 
   Moments later, a light flickered in the distance. 
 
   Slow, scraping movements and snarls of hunger broke the silence.
 
   Sinister footsteps quickened, changing direction, kicking up leaves and dirt as they moved unevenly through the terrain. 
 
   A yellow house sat alone at the top of an old country road, a road that had once been illuminated by street lights, but now rested in obscurity. The footsteps came to a brief halt before a white picket fence. Gnarled fingers grasped the freshly painted wood, fingernails splintering as the grip tightened in frustration. 
 
   Soft orange flames glowed through white curtains. 
 
   The snarls became feral.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When a dark shadow moved across the window, Faith didn’t blink. 
 
   She could see the perfect silhouette of a man outside. It wavered ever so slightly in the wind. 
 
   Faith unsteadily began to rise to her feet. She tilted her head and shifted closer to the window, still lost in some kind of trance. Her fingertips danced along the curtain over the glass. 
 
   The sudden movement taken as a clear indicator of life, the zombie outside slammed into the window excitedly. 
 
   “Faith!” Brett hissed from behind her and hurriedly pulled her to him. “Guys, we have a situation down here!” he anxiously called to the others.
 
   Colin was beside them first and noticing the threat on the other side of the glass, picked up his sword and walked to the front door. Brett held Faith tightly and watched the creature’s form shift towards the Scotsman when it heard him slam the door shut. Colin didn’t even try to be stealthy and yelled obscenities at the ghoul as he approached. With a grunt, he raised the sword above his head and swung it heavily down the center of the zombie’s skull, slicing through the brain. The body fell limply to the ground.
 
   When he returned, Colin volunteered to keep watch for a few hours so that Brett could stay with Faith. Although he was exhausted, Colin knew that the young man didn’t want to leave his sister’s side. He moved to the upstairs room next to the study that had a perfect view of the surrounding landscape.
 
   Brett looked down at his little sister, her eyes unmoving from the window. He could feel the bones protruding from her skin. Her once lovely hair was matted and lackluster. She was starting to resemble one of them. 
 
   Even though she was wrapped firmly in his embrace, Brett felt like he was going to lose her. 
 
   He was terrified.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A kerosene lamp on an antique desk emitted a warm and comforting luminosity in the study. Haven’s fingers brushed across a dusty globe. She watched it spin for a second.
 
   Walking over to a wooden bookshelf, she chose some books at random, setting a couple aside for a later read. “I wonder who used to live here. Whoever it was certainly had good taste in books,” she remarked absentmindedly as she thumbed through the pages of a worn copy of All Quiet on the Western Front. 
 
   Once she had a nice stack of reading picked out, she took a couple of steps to a yellowed leather map on the wall and stared at it blankly. 
 
   Houston leaned against the desk and watched her. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened with Faith? She’s so different now. I hardly recognize—”
 
   “Do you think there are any left?” When he didn’t answer, she continued detachedly, “Living, breathing people. Are there any left?” Her voice darkened. “Or do they all just want to eat our flesh?”
 
   Houston walked behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and kissed her cheek. “Baby, talk to me.” 
 
   “What kind of life is this? There are more of them and fewer of us every single day. I had all of these dreams…” Her eyes welled up with tears as she was reminded of all of the horrific things she had seen and done since the outbreak started. Burying her anger and sadness deep within her, she turned to him. “Houston, it’s been so bad. I needed you.” 
 
   He pulled her to him and held her tightly. “I’m here now.” 
 
   And that was what she needed to hear. She didn’t want to explain anything. Worried that she might be reduced to a sobbing mess if they talked about her grandmother, the last thing she wanted to do was work through her feelings. 
 
   She just wanted to be alone with him and lose herself, even if it was just for a moment. 
 
   Her eyelashes damp with tears, Haven looked at him. There was a soft amber glow in her brown eyes, a spark that hadn’t been there for a while.
 
   “Hey,” Houston wiped away her tears. “Things are going to change. You’ll see.”
 
   “I just can’t believe you’re here. You found me. In all of this... the end of the world... you still managed to find me, Houston,” she said, putting her hands on his chest, feeling the warm muscles under her fingers. She swallowed hard, her jaw tense. “I feel like this is a dream, and when I wake up, you’ll be gone. I don’t want to let go of you. I don’t want to wake up.”
 
   Haven had a sudden desire to be close to him, in every possible way. 
 
   She shivered, but not from the cold. 
 
   “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered, his lips brushing against hers slowly and sensually. She wrapped her legs around him as he leaned her back onto the animal skin rug below.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “He’s gone!”
 
   The door swung open to the study. Brett stood there worried and out of breath.
 
   Houston groggily sat up and put a finger to his lips, pointing down to Haven who was sleeping soundly. He pulled a blanket over her. 
 
   “What’s up, man?” he whispered throatily. Haven was just starting to stir against him, and a soft protest escaped her lips as she curled deeper towards his bare chest.
 
   “Haven,” Brett persisted. “Colin. He’s gone.”
 
   Haven jolted up, fully awake. 
 
   “What?” She looked panicked. 
 
   Brett shook his head. “I don’t know what happened. After I took over the guard shift from Colin, I accidentally fell asleep, and when I woke up, he was gone.”
 
   Haven grabbed the blanket and covered herself while she hastily dressed. 
 
   Houston looked at her questioningly. “What’s going on here? Why would he leave?”
 
   She pulled on her boots and ignored him. “I’ll be back.” 
 
   Pushing past Brett, she ran down the steps to the front door. She froze when she saw Colin’s sword leaning against the doorway. He never left anywhere without his sword. She grabbed it and sprinted out the door, not caring if a hundred zombies were on the porch waiting for her. 
 
   It was misty and gray outside and surprisingly warm considering the freezing temperatures from the weeks before. The snow had melted almost as quickly as it had come, leaving the land muddy and dreary. 
 
   “Colin!” she screamed. She ran to the end of the driveway and skidded to a stop at the road, frantically looking left and right. She took off down the street, pumping her legs furiously against the asphalt. 
 
   Brett called out to her from the driveway, but she kept going. Colin couldn’t have gotten far. She could still catch up to him and change his mind. She could convince him to stay.
 
   She made it nearly a mile down the road before she finally stopped. Leaning over to rest her hands on her knees, she gasped for breath. Haven tried to control her breathing, but she was so upset, so angry, that she just ended up sobbing and coughing instead. 
 
   No. No. No. 
 
   He was gone, and he wasn’t coming back. 
 
   He’d left them. 
 
   He’d left her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brett jumped to his feet when he saw Haven crest the hill very, very slowly. She almost looked like a zombie. He waited for her to get to the driveway. 
 
   “Anything?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.
 
   Haven couldn’t meet his gaze. She shook her head once and walked past him to the house.
 
   Faith sat on the porch and stopped rocking when she noticed her sister rounding the corner. When she didn’t see Colin, she sank back into her seat and choked back a little sob. 
 
   Haven opened the door and slammed it shut. Houston was sharpening his knife when she came in. He paused and stared at her.
 
   “Haven, what the hell was that all about? You just took off without any—” When he saw Colin’s sword, he stopped, relieved. “Well, at least you had something.” 
 
   He’d left the sword as a good-bye gift for her.
 
   Brett came up behind her and put an arm around her. She shook him off and ran to the stairs, taking two at a time until she reached the top. 
 
   Hours passed. The only one who didn’t miss Colin was Houston. He had a strong feeling that the Scotsman’s departure had a great deal to do with his own arrival. However, it wasn’t difficult to see that the rest of the group had grown close to Colin. Faith sat beside the window for the remainder of the day, waiting for Colin to magically walk down the driveway, back to all of them. Houston decided to put any misgivings about the man aside and tried to cheer up the others. He took Brett out to hunt for rabbits using the animal snare in his knife, and the two had returned with a nice fat rabbit. That had lifted Brett’s spirits quite a bit.  
 
   They were discussing Houston’s knife when Haven finally came downstairs. 
 
   “What else is in the handle?” Brett inquired curiously.
 
   Houston raised an eyebrow at her as she walked into the kitchen, but went back to explaining the contents of the knife handle to Brett. He took the knife out of its sheath and twisted off the cap on the handle. “Well, for starters, the animal snare you already saw, a snakebite kit, water purification tablets… Oh, here’s a razor blade. And a needle and thread. Pretty cool, huh?”
 
   Brett inspected each of the items from the knife. His youthful enthusiasm was endearing, like a kid in a candy store. Houston was the big brother he never had. “Awesome. I need one. That snare came in handy today, that’s for certain.”
 
   “Eh, I’m glad to finally be able to try it out. We don’t exactly get many opportunities to hunt rabbits in the city,” Houston replied. Looking at Haven, he smiled. “I think this knife and all its gadgets would have been Rosemary-approved.” He walked over to her, and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing her lightly on the lips. “I miss your grandma.”
 
   Faith looked forlornly at the ground, her hands picking at the loose hem of her dirty dress.
 
   “She would be happy that we’re all alive and well,” Houston continued.
 
   Haven’s expression darkened, and she gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. Brett noticed and gave Houston a warning look, which he didn’t catch.
 
   Her grandmother was dead. Colin was gone. She had five whole people in the world she cared about, and she would never see two of them again.
 
   “She’d still be alive if Faith would have taken care of her.”
 
   “Haven,” Brett whispered, sensing that she was about to lose her temper.
 
   Haven whirled on him. “No, it’s true. If Faith wouldn’t have been such a little pushover, such a pathetic wuss, Grandma would be here with us now.”
 
   Brett glared at her. “Haven, cut it out. We don’t need this right now. I know you’re upset about Colin leaving, but this is uncalled for.”
 
   Faith started to cry.
 
   Haven stared at her unsympathetically. “Yes, cry like the little baby you are. That’s right, you heard me. Grandma would still be here if you would have done your job. How could you leave an eighty year-old woman to fight those monsters by herself? How could you?” She inhaled a shaky breath. “You’re pathetic. You’re nothing to me. You might as well be dead.” Her own eyes were wet with tears.
 
   “Haven! That’s enough!” Brett cried out, knocking the knife’s contents to the ground and standing to go over to Faith. 
 
   Without warning, Faith suddenly ran to the front door and opened it, running outside at an unsteady gait on pale, weak limbs. 
 
   Texaco barked, jumping in place anxiously and looking back at the others with a plaintive whine.
 
   Haven watched her leave. At first, she felt nothing, no remorse as her sister ran off into the bleak gray afternoon. But as her frail sister’s silhouette gradually faded into the mist, a knot of worry and fear formed in the pit of her stomach, and she didn’t know why.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29:
 
    
 
   Faith ran blindly into the woods, her face streaked with tears.
 
   She felt a crippling concoction of anger and deep disappointment towards herself. Why couldn’t she be more like Haven? Why wasn’t she braver and stronger like her sister?
 
   Her grandmother would be alive and well had Faith defended her like she should have done.
 
   She tore through the pine trees, not even flinching when branches scratched her face and pulled at her blue flowered dress.
 
   She was moving so quickly through the woods, crunching leaves loudly beneath each footfall, that she didn’t hear the rustling behind her. 
 
   She didn’t smell the cigarettes as she passed a thick tree that hid two hunched figures. 
 
   She didn’t see several armed men burst through a clearing in the trees to her side. 
 
   She wasn’t able to fight back when they tackled her to the ground and roughly gagged her with a dirty strip of cloth. 
 
   She didn’t get a chance to scream for help when they dragged her by her feet, her fingers desperately clawing the earth in vain as each step took her further and further away from her home, her family, and everything she once held dear.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”
 
   Cade Foster crossed his arms and leaned against the back of his truck.
 
   Nearly ten of his men stood around a small figure huddled on the ground.
 
   He smiled and stood, walking over to get a closer look at their latest catch. He already knew who it was without needing confirmation.
 
   Faith’s long blonde hair hung tangled in a mess of leaves, dirt, and bugs in front of her face. Her eyes were red from crying, her nails black and dirty.
 
   “Haven’s sweet little sister. Wow, gentlemen, today’s my lucky fucking day,” Cade remarked, cruelty lacing his words. The men chuckled. Many of them reached out and touched her, stroking her face, twirling her hair, and running their hands along her body.
 
   Her fingers trembled with fear as she pulled her dress around her, trying to conceal herself the best she could, but the material was frayed and torn, useless. She tucked her bare feet under herself. She had lost her shoes as they yanked her through the forest.
 
   “So... How is your sister? Where is she these days? Alive and well, I hope?” Cade sneered, bending down so that he was eye level with her. When she refused to answer, he slapped her face and grabbed her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze.
 
   “Where is she?” he inquired again, his voice steely.
 
   “You know, that whore ruined my life,” he continued. “I had big plans for my future. A career in the military. College. When your bitch of a sister decided to get me arrested, everything changed. My parents treated me like I was some kind of demon pervert; the military wouldn’t take me. Forget about getting a decent job and going to college. I lost everything.” He pressed his mouth to her ear and whispered low enough so that the other men wouldn’t hear, “I was raped in jail, did you know that? Gang banged by two prisoners.” He leaned back, resting on his heels. “All because of her. I came out of there ruined... I’m a ruined man.”
 
   Faith swallowed and took a deep breath. 
 
   She made a choice. 
 
   She was going to protect her family, her sister. She felt a newfound courage surge up inside of her.
 
   “Go to hell,” she responded, refusing to look at him.
 
   He stared at her for a moment then rose to his feet.
 
   “Alright then. Gentlemen, I guess today is also going to be your lucky day. When you’ve gotten her tied up good and tight to that table, let me know.” He turned back to his tent and walked away.
 
   The men around her grinned. Two of them grabbed Faith by her elbows and yanked her to her feet.
 
   She began to cry, knowing that something utterly terrifying was about to happen to her.
 
   “Let me go!” she begged, the tears flowing freely, creating little rivulets down her dirt-streaked face.
 
   One of them, who went by the name Dalton, shoved her roughly onto an old wooden picnic table while a few others held her down. His bushy, greasy, gray beard barely concealed the smirk on his fat face.
 
   “Give me your belts, assholes,” he ordered, whipping off his own leather belt as he spoke. “Listen up real close, girl.” Dalton leaned down to her face, his breath stale, reeking of liquor. “We are going to put every hole on your body to good use. When we get done with you, you’ll wish you were one of them, one of the flesh eaters out there.”
 
   Faith sobbed. There was no one who could help her, no one who would hear her scream.
 
   Her arms and legs were pulled away from her, yanked roughly to the corners of the table. She felt them fasten the belts tightly to the bench, preventing her escape. She felt them greedily tear off her panties. She heard them cackle as they probed her mercilessly with their hands and fingers, breaking her, tearing her, forcing her to bleed. She pleaded with them to stop, that she was a virgin, but that only seemed to arouse them further, inciting them to invade her in more barbaric and savage ways.
 
   When Cade Foster moved between her outstretched legs, his pants unzipped and his eyes full of hatred and darkness, Faith stopped crying.
 
   Fury coursed through every vein in his body as he pounded her fragile form. He wanted her to cry, to scream, to beg for her life. He wanted to hurt Haven the same way she had destroyed him and his future. He wanted to cause her irreversible agony that would last a lifetime. He knew that by raping her sweet, young, innocent sister, he would wound Haven more deeply than he had been wounded. Hell, maybe he’d even kill Faith to really seal the deal. 
 
   But the girl wasn’t giving him anything. She wasn’t showing him that he was hurting her. Hard as he tried, he couldn’t get a reaction from her, and this was making him angrier by the minute.
 
   He stopped thrusting and glared down at her motionless body. He paused for the briefest of moments as if contemplating his next move before raising his fist and delivering a slew of slow, bone-crunching punches. His rage increased with each blow, his mind mutating the prone figure beneath him to be Haven instead of Faith.
 
   Faith looked up through the tall trees to the clear November sky. She willed her spirit to soar above her, far away from this place.
 
   Eventually, her vision started to blur crimson until finally, everything faded into darkness.
 
   It wasn’t until Cade hit her so hard that when he reared back his fist, one of her teeth was embedded firmly in his knuckles.
 
   “Cade! That’s enough! You’re going to kill her!” one of the men, Clark, shouted. Three sets of hands pulled him away from her.
 
   “She thinks she’s real tough, does she? That’s fine, real fucking fine. Tell you what I am going to do, pumpkin?” he screamed down at her unconscious body, saliva spewing from his mouth as he roared. “I am going to feed you bit by bit to those hungry rotting bastards. They won’t be as nice as me, and we’ll see how tough you are then.”
 
   Cade glanced around at the stunned faces of his men and saw the fear in their eyes. Regaining his composure, he wiped away the froth that had formed around his lips and pulled out the bloody tooth lodged in the flesh between his knuckles. Tossing it into the fire, he stormed off to his tent quietly muttering to himself.
 
   “You’ll scream, Haven... I’ll make you scream.”
 
   Over the course of the next few hours, each of the villainous men raped and tortured Faith repeatedly. Thinking she wouldn’t last the night, they threw her limp, battered, barely conscious form into the back of Cade’s truck and drove her out to a chain link fence at the edge of the forest. 
 
   The men gaped when they took in the scene before them.
 
   Hundreds of zombies leaned against the metal, moaning loudly as they watched the men get out and pull Faith from the truck. The fresh scent of blood sent them into a frenzy, and moving as one, they began to push the fence lower and lower to the ground. 
 
   “Shit,” Clark muttered. 
 
   “Toss the bitch, and let’s get out of here,” Cade ordered, turning to climb back into the truck.
 
   Just as Faith’s body hit the ground, the combined weight of the lumbering horde piled on the fence became too great. The metal chains quickly succumbed to the pressure, and with a final groan, the barrier collapsed. 
 
   The men yelled frantically as the zombies clambered over one another to get to them. Most of Cade’s men scrambled back to the truck, and those who couldn’t fit into the cab leapt into the bed. The clutch burned as the driver panicked to shift gears.
 
   “What the hell, man? Go! Go!” Dalton hollered from outside.
 
   The zombies were faster than they had anticipated, the promise of a feast taunting them and driving them forward. Several ghouls reached them before they were able to accelerate, and Dalton and Clark were yanked out of the bed of the vehicle. They screamed as the ravenous monsters stripped away their flesh, dirty hands eagerly poking through the skin of their bellies in search of prized meat.
 
   Countless ruined, vitiated pairs of feet stumbled beside Faith’s body. 
 
   She felt dull sensations of sharpness and pressure on her skin, but she was too weak to move to safety as she drifted in and out of consciousness.
 
   ***
 
   A couple of hours later, Faith’s eyelids fluttered open. 
 
   She lay there for some time, staring up at the morning sky. 
 
   A bird cawed loudly above her, and she moved her head slightly to follow its movements. 
 
   Her eyes widened. 
 
   She slowly, mechanically rose to her feet, her mind registering only one thing in spite of her bruised and bloody legs continuously giving out beneath her. 
 
   Hunger.


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue:
 
    
 
   Mark grabbed an earthworm and stuffed it into the old pickle jar he’d been keeping in his backpack. He was so hungry. He hadn’t come across another lake since the big one with the burned boat house a couple of days before, but he knew that fishing was his best bet if he wanted to avoid any stores that might be populated with the undead. Surprisingly, he’d only had to fight off a few, those who snuck up on him when he got sloppy and wasn’t constantly paying attention, or those he’d been arrogant enough to approach out of pure hatred. In those instances, he’d escaped solely because the zombies had been weak and feeble from a lack of food. Since then, he’d realized that it wasn’t a good idea to fight them.  He was a kid, and they were much stronger than he was with their rigor mortis death grips. Deciding that he was better off living from what the land could offer, Mark had gotten pretty decent at fishing and capturing smaller animals and insects. It was either that or sifting through months-old garbage for something even partially edible.
 
   He briefly recalled the day Alex had gone with him to the movie theater, the day when all of this had started. He flinched at the memory, but his stomach gurgled noisily as he recalled the glorious taste of the chocolate and Sour Patch Kids he and Alex had devoured during the start of the movie. Mark frowned, and tears welled up in his eyes. Were the days where he was able to consume heaps and heaps of sugar at the drop of a hat gone? Would he even be able to eat another candy bar again or see Bruce Willis’ determined scowl on the big screen as he vanquished the bad guys? Would he ever get to be a kid again? He knew that life had never been easy for him growing up in a poor, single-parent home, but now, he would have given anything to have a piece of that old life back. Sadly, what he had endured since that one fateful day where he lost his best friend and family in a matter of hours had changed him forever, and more likely than not, he would never get to be a carefree kid again. 
 
   Something nearby made him stop in his tracks. He cocked his head to the side, straining to listen. It was a familiar noise. It was a noise that brought a slow smile to his face, the first smile he’d had since the day he lost everything. 
 
   Was that a dog? 
 
   All of a sudden, he broke into a run, not caring whether a million zombies heard him. Mark desperately wanted to follow that noise. He needed to see what it was; he needed to know that life, a sense of normalcy, still existed. He ran until he came to a clearing in the trees. His heart pounded furiously, and he pushed the branches aside. 
 
   A group of people, a young woman and two men, followed closely by a black and white Border Collie, were maybe thirty yards away. The dog looked up at them expectantly, tongue hanging lazily from its mouth and tail wagging contently. One of the men patted its head and said something to it.
 
   He didn’t know if they were friendly. He probably couldn’t trust them. The whole world had fallen apart, and people had become just as savage as wild animals. Mark swallowed hard as he considered everything, at least everything he could tell from the safety of the overgrown foliage. He pondered all of the what-ifs in his head. Maybe they were horrible people who would do worse things to him than the monsters he’d been evading for the last few months. He cringed.
 
   But they had a dog, a happy-looking dog at that. And in Mark’s mind, having a dog as a companion meant a person couldn’t be all that bad. 
 
   Balling his fists in determination, Mark made a choice. 
 
   He bravely stepped out from his hiding place and followed them.
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   by Pauline Creeden
 
    
 
   First Place Winner of 2014 Gold Award Readers Favorite YA Horror
 
    
 
   First Place Winner of 2013 Dante Rosetti Award in YA Fiction
 
    
 
   What if the Biblical End Times unfolded in a way no one told you about and the rapture didn't happen before the tribulation began...
 
    
 
   "Makes you afraid of the end times again.” D. M. Dutcher for Sword Cross Rocket
 
    
 
   "Sanctuary crosses boundaries and borders and incorporates elements of all kinds of action and intrigue, from thriller-like adventure to a post-apocalyptic tale of life after aliens invade. Thus it will delight readers seeking something truly different, while disappointing those who anticipated a shallow, one-dimensional subject and story line." Midwest Book Review
 
    
 
   Left Behind for the Hunger Games generation
 
    
 
   In a heart-racing thriller described as Falling Skies meet The Walking Dead, Jennie struggles to find a safe place for what’s left of her family. But it seems as though there is no place sacred, no place secure. First the aliens attacked the sun, making it dimmer, weaker, and half what it used to be. Then they attacked the water supply, killing one-third of Earth’s population with a bitter contaminate. And when they unleash a new terror on humankind, the victims will wish for death, but will not find it.
 
    
 
   When the world shatters to pieces around her, will Jennie find the strength she needs to keep going?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   And the name of the star is called Wormwood:
 
   and the third part of the waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters, because they were made bitter.  And the fourth angel sounded, and the third part of the sun was smitten, and the third part of the moon, and the third part of the stars; so as the third part of them was darkened, and the day shone not for a third part of it, and the night likewise. And I beheld, and heard an angel flying through the midst of heaven, saying with a loud voice, Woe, woe, woe, to the inhabiters of the earth by reason of the other voices of the trumpet of the three angels, which are yet to sound!
 
   (Revelation 8:11-13)
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   “NO, I don’t want to see them.” Jennie Ransom swallowed hard, and her heart jumped to her throat. In her panic, she itched to claw her way out of the little blue Volkswagen.
 
   “But I hear we can see them from the highway.” Liza shook her red curls.
 
   Jennie stared at Liza, trying to steady the erratic beat of her heart. “My parents will kill me.” 
 
   When she received no response, she turned away, watching the highway pass by at 65 mph—or faster if she knew Liza. 
 
   “They don’t even have to know.”
 
   Right. Mom and Dad didn’t have to know. It would be fine, yet the knowledge didn't help her feel any better. Jennie closed her eyes and willed her heart to slow.
 
   “It’s been over a week, and we still haven’t seen them. And I really want to see them before we leave,” Liza whined, hitting the lock button on the doors. 
 
   Jennie’s eyes snapped open. “What am I going to do? Jump out?”
 
   Liza giggled.
 
   The gaping maw of the Hampton Roads Bridge Tunnel loomed before them. Hardly any traffic, and a gray mist consumed all but the bridge.
 
   “Fine. But we do a drive-by, and that’s it. Are we agreed?” She clenched her jaw after saying it. Whatever her crazy friend wanted to do with her, she was honestly at Liza’s disposal.
 
   “Agreed. I don’t want to get any closer, anyway. Who knows if they’ve got some kind of tractor beam or something?” Liza's hand swept up toward the sky.
 
   What a child. Jennie shook her head. How much had they changed, really, since the aliens came?
 
   On the radio, Shania Twain belted the song from a Cover Girl commercial. Jennie eyed Liza, whose intent gaze focused over the dashboard as they pulled into the tunnel. 
 
   The traffic was lighter than Jennie had ever seen. With one-third of the population killed off by the aliens’ indirect attacks, it wasn't surprising. Other people, like Liza’s family, were running for the hills to get as far from the ships as they could. Anywhere was better than being near the population centers and military bases the ships hovered over.
 
   When they pulled out of the tunnel and into the grey afternoon light, Jennie took a deep breath and scanned the sky. Nothing yet. But they were only a few miles outside of the Norfolk Naval Base, and it wouldn’t be long.
 
   Liza drummed on the steering wheel and sang a line of the song, ending it by mouthing her own version of the guitar riff.
 
   Jennie swallowed and gripped the shoulder rest of her seatbelt as they pulled off the bridge and made it onto Willoughby Spit.  Outside the window, a few seagulls surrounded dead fish on the shore, and she could only imagine how badly it must stink. The fish had been dying in droves since the aliens had attacked the water supply. All but the groundwater had been tainted. Filtration systems had no effect. The strange bitter-flavored toxin killed the fish and would kill people if they forced it down. Luckily, the harsh taste made most people spit it right back out. 
 
   They pulled through a treed area and passed a state trooper. Liza let off the gas and decelerated, staring in her rearview mirror.
 
   “That isn’t going to stop you from getting a ticket, if that cop is in a mood.” Jennie laughed, and when no blue lights followed them after a minute, she added, “Lucky.”
 
   “No kidding,” Liza laughed, “Did I ever tell you about the time—oh my God!” Her eyes grew wide, and slammed the brakes. Jennie’s seatbelt locked.
 
   “What?” Jennie followed the line of Liza’s gaze. They passed out of the treed area, and it came into view. Silver, round, and glossy, just as the news said it would be. It shifted in and out like a mirage. She blinked hard at it, while Liza pulled the car over to the shoulder. 
 
   “I can’t believe it.” The tremor in Liza’s voice betrayed her nerves.
 
   Jennie nodded but didn’t say a thing. The moment reminded her of her first glimpse of the Statue of Liberty, as they drove by it, headed for upstate New York. From the highway, the statue had looked like a toy on the horizon. Her heart had leapt in her chest then, just as it did now. It’s one thing to be told about something, and even see pictures of it on TV, but it was quite another to take it in with your own eyes.
 
   She tore her gaze away from the strange, floating metal disk and saw that Liza’s was the last in a long line of cars that had pulled over on the shoulder. Some people had even stepped out of their cars to take pictures with their camera phones. Liza hopped out, and Jennie gave a grumbled response to the closing door. Even though fear gripped her insides, she unbuckled and jumped out after her friend.
 
   Liza clicked away with her camera phone, standing in awe with the others. The look of the disk rotating in the sky, blocking out the half-lit sun, was enough to make Jennie want to scream and hide under her bed covers. She could understand, now, why so many were running for the hills. Shivers ran up her spine and gooseflesh popped up her arms. 
 
   “Liza, what are you doing here?” a man asked. The sun glinted off the golden highlights in his brown hair. He looked vaguely familiar.
 
   “Mr. Harris.”  A blush rose to Liza's cheeks.
 
   Jennie blinked and studied the man. Yep. Hot Mr. Harris, the Bio teacher and every senior girl’s crush. Her friend, Terra, had taken the class with him last year. Jennie shoved her hands into her pockets and averted her gaze from the thrumming metal disk less than a half mile away.
 
   “You girls shouldn’t be here, you know. It’s not safe, and I’m sure your parents wouldn’t approve,” Mr. Harris admonished but gave them a half smile. 
 
   Was that a dimple? Had she ever seen him smile before? Ridiculous. Of course not. Her eyes returned to the disk, and its vibration continued in her chest. Panic rose up in her throat again.
 
   “Do you think you could take a picture of us? Then we’ll leave. Promise.” Liza handed Mr. Harris her phone and yanked Jennie toward the metal fence line. 
 
   She dragged her feet and shook her head. The last thing Jennie wanted to do was get closer.
 
   Mr. Harris eyed her, his brows furrowed. “Did I teach you last year? No, wait—Terra’s friend, right?”
 
   Jennie half nodded. 
 
   Liza adjusted Jennie’s shoulders and wrapped her arm around them, turning her so that her back was to the ship. Jennie stiffened. The thrumming of the machine sent vibrations through her core. She could hardly stand still. Prickling fear ran across her back, as if she were being watched...or as if she was vulnerable to an attack. She longed for the safety of the car.
 
   Mr. Harris frowned, his worried, sympathetic eyes fixed on Jennie’s.
 
   “The picture, Mr. Harris?” Liza reminded him.
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He lifted the camera phone and snapped it.
 
   The minute the flash ended, Jennie darted for the car, fumbling with the handle, and dizzy from hyperventilating. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Mr. Harris called after her.
 
   “She’s fine, and thanks for the pict—”
 
   With a door slam, Jennie cut off the last word and the dreadful hum of the alien ship’s constant rotation. She slumped into the seat. The pit of her stomach still quivered, and she felt faint. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see or hear any more.
 
   A moment later, the car door opened, and Liza spoke. “Wasn’t that the coolest thing you’ve ever seen?”
 
   Jennie broke into a cold sweat. “Whatever. Let’s just go home, okay?”
 
   “Chicken.” Liza made a few bock-bocks and flapped her elbows like wings. 
 
   Jennie smacked Liza's elbow when it threatened to pop her in the chin. “Okay, whatever. Let’s just go.”
 
   With a shrug, Liza pulled the Volkswagen Beetle back onto the highway. She made her way to the next exit, where she turned around. “Well, at least I’ve got a picture of the two of us for a keepsake.”
 
   Jennie groaned.
 
   “And we got to see ‘Hot Mr. Harris.’” She giggled.
 
   Jennie rolled her eyes. What did her friends see in him?  He was so much older than they were—at least in his mid-twenties.
 
   As they passed the ship again, on Liza’s side, Jennie turned her head away and looked out her window at the abandoned houses in those neighborhoods. If she didn’t see the ship, it was easier to deny it hovered there. As far as she was concerned, she’d never seen it.
 
    
 
    
 
   And out of the smoke locusts came down on the earth and were given power like that of scorpions of the earth.  They were told not to harm the grass of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who did not have the seal of God on their foreheads. (Revelation 9:3)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   6 weeks later
 
   Day one
 
    
 
   JENNIE Ransom wanted to throw a tantrum like a three-year-old.
 
   Her mom finished drying her hands on the checkered dishtowel and looked up at her. “I can’t believe they are even going to hold classes with all that’s going on. Regardless, you’re not going.” 
 
   “Why not? My roommate is going back. It’s ridiculous that you’re going to keep me home.” 
 
   “Do you think I care what your roommate and her parents are doing?” Mom’s stern look tried to shame her.
 
   Jennie refused to let it. “Obviously not.” 
 
   “Look, Jennie,” Mom said, as she placed a hand on her daughter's shoulder. Jennie ripped away and crossed her arms, glaring at her. Mom didn’t frown or glare back, but her eyes looked both tired and hurt. “I don’t like this anymore than you do, but with the chaos the world is in right now, your sophomore year of college will have to be put on hold.”
 
   Jennie sighed, clenching and unclenching her jaw. The breeze from the inch gap in the kitchen window blew wisps of brown hair into her face. She leaned her back against the kitchen sink. Why did her parents have to be so overprotective? The alien ships had simply hovered for the past six weeks. Sure, the poisoned water had killed many people—but that was on the other side of the world. No one she knew had been harmed. And maybe it had been a mistake—maybe they were simply trying to make it drinkable for themselves, not trying to kill people. If the aliens wanted to destroy them, wouldn't it have happened by now? She was so tired of sitting around, doing nothing.
 
   Mom searched Jennie’s face. “One of those alien ships hovers right over Norfolk. That’s less than twenty miles away.”
 
   “But if I was at Virginia Tech, I’d be almost three hundred miles away.”
 
   “There’s one over D.C., too,” her mother continued as though she hadn’t heard. “And if war breaks out, like the newscasters are saying, I’d rather have you here than three hundred miles away. Who knows what they are capable of? Just look at the sun.”
 
   Her mom walked to the window over the kitchen sink and pointed. Jennie reluctantly turned her head. The oversized orange ball that replaced the sun was a sad facsimile of what it used to be. Black spots marred the surface from where the aliens had attacked it. Bigger, yet not as warm. The thought barely made any sense to her.
 
   “But the aliens have just been sitting there for weeks, Mom. They haven’t moved, yet.”
 
   “…yet.” Her mother repeated, a finger raised. 
 
   “Do you expect me to stay indoors all the time, or am I allowed to go outside?”
 
   “That’s just mean, Jennie. You can go to the community college while you’re home, so you don’t fall behind in your studies. I just don’t want you to be far away should something happen.”
 
   Even though it was her goal to lay a guilt trip on her mom, Jennie still felt a twinge of remorse when she looked into those sad brown eyes. She took a deep breath and uncrossed her arms.
 
   “Fine. I’ll get online and register for classes today.” 
 
   Her heart broke a little at the thought. The freedom she’d discovered her freshman year away from home slipped through her fingers. Up until now, she could hardly wait to go back, just to get out from her mother and father’s rules and constant, “Where are you going?” Now she resigned herself to the loss of freedom. She swallowed a lump in her throat.
 
   “Good. I’m glad you understand,” Mom said, laying a hand successfully on Jennie’s shoulder and kissing her cheek.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Jennie shrugged her off and took her cell phone from her pocket. Her thumbs moved across the keys and texted Jessica, her roommate. 
 
   Not going back! Rents have me on lockdown. :( 
 
   “Could you move out of the way, honey?” Mom pushed on Jennie’s hip to get under the kitchen sink. Jennie flung her hands in the air and threw herself into a chair at the kitchen table. Now her mom wanted control of where she stood in the kitchen.
 
   That sucks! Jessica texted back, Zeta Psi is gonna miss u.
 
   Ugh. Her crush on Freddie would just have to wait, too. The frat boy hardly noticed her as a freshman last year anyway, except to offer her beer. Jennie always politely took the can, holding it so that no one else would offer her one, and eventually left it unopened on a coffee table. She hated the taste, and the guilt of her parents transcended the three hundred miles, too.
 
   I know, Jennie texted, And Chinese on Wed w/o me, 2 :(
 
   The ache in her chest sank deeper into her stomach.
 
   Her mother pulled out gardening gloves and a bag of Mulch & Grow from the cabinet. 
 
   “Why are you bothering with that? It’s not like those tomatoes are going to grow anyway. It’s too cold.”
 
   “With some tender loving care, they just might.” Mom gave her a crooked grin, rising from her knees with the bag and gloves. She wore a floral sweater and her gardening jeans, a ridiculous outfit for July in Virginia, normally the hottest month of the year.
 
   Now the temperature registered thirty degrees lower than it used to. Outside, it was a balmy sixty-two degrees. Jennie’s favorite weather, in fact, except that it was so unnatural that she just couldn’t enjoy it. “So you’re going to pretend that everything’s fine?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “But not fine enough for me to go back to school?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Does Dad agree on this, too?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Whatever!” Jennie gave an exasperated squeal and threw her hands in the air again. She rubbed her temple. A headache was coming.
 
   Her father slept upstairs, even though the late morning sun rose over the trees. Her father naturally rose early, but that was before the aliens came. Now, he stayed up late every night watching 24-hour news stations, waiting for something to happen. The house was quiet. Her father and little brother slept, and the television rested in silence. Her mother slipped out the door to the garden, and Jennie stood to look outside the window through the top half of the kitchen door. Whistling, her mother hopped down the steps toward her tomato plants in the weak, half-yellow sunlight.
 
   Jennie shrugged and headed to the cupboard as a triad beep went off in her hand. She read Jessica’s text. 
 
   Gonna miss u 2 much! :(
 
   Shaking her head, Jennie turned her sadness to irritation with her headache and stuck the phone in her pocket without texting back. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She reached up into the cupboard for a glass and headed to the kitchen sink. Bottled water couldn’t be trusted unless it was over two months old. She ran the tapped groundwater through the filter for a moment and watched her mother out the window above the sink. 
 
   Her mom bent over the plants, spreading her Mulch & Grow. Even though it was nearly eleven, the lighting made it appear dusk. The golden hue gave her mother a halo over her nut brown hair. Jennie really did love her mother, but she loved her better when there were more miles between them.
 
   Jennie filled the glass and set it on the counter. She needed an ibuprofen.
 
   As she reached up to the top shelf in the pantry, a vibration started in her chest. Holding the white bottle in her hand, she turned around confused.
 
   Like a jet when it flew too low, the rumble increased in intensity as it approached. Jennie watched the glass tremble on the counter top for a moment before fear clenched her stomach. “MOM!?”
 
   She rushed to the sink and looked out the window, but her mother wasn’t in the garden any more. Jennie barreled through the kitchen, the vibrations in her chest like bass on a stereo. “MOM?” 
 
   When Jennie reached the back door, she saw them. Four large dog-like creatures with pinched faces like bulldogs and lion-like manes. They snarled, and one of them leapt at the window on the top half of the door when it saw her. Jennie jumped back and fell hard on the cold tile floor. The bottle of painkiller bounced across the kitchen tiles. The creature slammed against the window a second time, cracking it. She blinked hard. Her heart sunk, and the hairs on her arms stood on end. A horrendous gargling howl rent the air, causing a shiver down her spine. She held her breath and waited for the creature to slam into the door again.
 
   “What on earth?” she whispered to herself.
 
   When the third attempt never came, she scrambled toward the door. Blinking hard, she used the door knob to help herself stand. Out the cracked window, her mother was still out of sight, but the last of the dogs headed across the field behind her backyard.
 
   “MOM?” Jennie called out. 
 
   The rumbling faded, and the vibrations in her chest receded with the dogs. She pulled open the door and rushed onto their back deck. “Mom, where are you?” 
 
   When she reached the banister, she looked over the side. Her mom lay sprawled with one hand on the lattice. Blood gushed from Mom’s leg and her opposite arm. Jennie’s ears rang and flooded with every beat of her heart. 
 
   Jennie didn’t know how she got to the second floor of her house, but she found herself shaking her sleeping father. How had he slept through the rumbling? “Outside, it’s Mom…”
 
   Her father leapt from the bed. Mickey, her little brother, lay asleep and undisturbed. Dad ran down the stairs and outside in his flannel pajama bottoms and white t-shirt. He scooped Mom up to his chest and carried her inside. Blood stained his shirt in crimson.
 
   “Jennie, call 911!”  Her father had said it at least three times before it finally registered in her brain.
 
   She pulled the cell phone from her pocket, but it refused to connect. With a groan, she grabbed the cordless from the wall receiver, glad her heart stopped pounding in her head so she could hear.
 
   “All operators are busy at this time,” a mechanical voice deadpanned, “Please stay on the line, and the next available operator will take your call.”
 
   “They have me on hold, Dad. Should I hang up and try again?” She held the phone in both hands away from her face.
 
   “No, just stay on the line.” Her father lifted the shredded jeans from Mom’s leg. “It looks like a shark bite. What on earth happened?”
 
   Jennie took in the damage through tear-filled eyes. A huge chunk was taken from her mother’s calf, exposing the fibrous tendons that covered the bone in her leg. A bloodstain grew on the beige couch. Was she going to die? Panic rose up.
 
   “What happened, Jennie?” 
 
   “I...I...They looked like lions, or dogs, or something. The rumbling shook the whole house…I tried to go outside to get Mom, but—” A sob blocked her throat.
 
   Her father grabbed a throw pillow and held it against the leg. Mom’s exposed forearm laid across her chest in much the same condition as her calf.
 
   “Grab me the duct tape.”
 
   Jennie suddenly remembered the phone, put it back to her ear, and headed to the hall closet. She reached for the shelf above the jackets and grabbed the junk basket next to the toolbox.
 
   “Please stay on the line. An operator will be with you shortly.” 
 
   She shoved the phone in the crook of her neck and fished through the box.  Half the contents dropped around her feet. Who cares? When her fingers wrapped around the silver duct tape, a short-lived relief sent prickles down her arms. But the urgency gripped her chest in less than a heart beat, and she threw the junk basket on the ground with the rest of the items. 
 
   “Hurry, Jennie!” her father called from the living room. “And turn on the TV. Maybe they’ll have something about what’s going on.”
 
   She handed her father the tape and turned toward the TV. The mechanical voice on the phone came through again, followed by more easy listening.
 
   When she clicked on the TV, the shouting and wailing began before the picture warmed up on the screen. A sideways picture of New York City broke through, with the shaky voice of the newscaster voicing over.
 
   “What we are watching now – I can’t believe it – is live footage of Times Square,” the newscaster’s voice paused for a deep breath. “We’ve lost our man on the scene and his camera man to what appears to be some kind of new alien creature. Just a short half-hour ago, the doors to the ship that hovered above Central Park opened and these dog-like creatures flooded out.”
 
   Jennie couldn’t pull her eyes from the screen. She straightened and dropped the phone on the hardwood. The battery popped out and skidded across the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   “GET your brother, Jennie, and take the Civic. I’ll take your mom to the hospital in the minivan.”
 
   “Okay.” Something to do. Good. She could do this. When under stress, a task kept her from having to think. She darted back up the stairs.
 
   The front door slammed shut. Her body stiffened. A fog of panic threatened to consume her. She closed her eyes and forced herself to take six deep breaths. She needed to gain some control. When her heart no longer flooded her ears with blood, she opened her eyes once more.
 
   Dappled sunlight filtered through the gauzy curtains in her parent’s bedroom. She peered down at her brother’s angelic face and wished she could let him sleep through all this. “Mickey, you’ve got to get up.”
 
   Her five-year-old brother opened his eyes half-way and scrunched his nose. He started to turn over, but she shook her head.
 
   “No, Mickey, you really need to get up. Mom’s hurt, and we have to go to the hospital.”
 
   “What? Mom?” 
 
   Nothing gets a five-year-old boy out of bed faster than telling him something’s wrong with his mommy. Jennie forced a smile—she needed to remain calm for him. “Yes, Mickey. You need to get dressed fast, because we’ve got to go.”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded and headed toward their parent’s master bath, rubbing his eyes.
 
   While he was taking care of business, the minivan revved up in the driveway. Jennie glanced out the window and watched her father swing into the street, tires screeching. Her chest tightened.
 
   “Can I get breakfast?” Mickey asked behind her, amid a yawn.
 
   “I’ll grab you a Pop-Tart while you change into your jeans, okay?”
 
   “Mom always gets my clothes for me.”
 
   She clenched her fists. They didn't have time for this! But not wanting to frighten Mickey more, she managed a smile. “No prob, Bob.”
 
   Mickey smiled at Jennie’s rhyme and headed toward his bedroom. She grabbed a long-sleeve shirt and jeans from his dresser and placed them on the bed.
 
   “Do you need help getting dressed?
 
   “No. I’m a big boy.”
 
   “Of course you are,” she said and headed out the bedroom. The urgency still pricked at her heart, and she raced down the stairs. Determined to stay focused, she placed a Pop-Tart in the toaster. The shiny surface caught her eyes. Her face was distorted—alien-like–staring back at her. When the toaster popped, she jumped.
 
   “Okay, I’m ready.” Her brother walked in, proud of himself. His shirt was on backwards, and one of his white socks covered the jeans on his leg. 
 
   “Pretty much.” She gritted her teeth. Just one more thing to slow them down.  She straightened his pants leg and pulled the shirt off his arms to turn around on his neck. Mickey didn’t complain. He took the minor corrections while sniffing over her shoulder.
 
   “Can I have some milk with the Pop-Tart?”
 
   “Sure thing.” Sighing, Jennie poured the milk into a Sippy-cup. 
 
   “Hey! I don’t drink from those. I’m not a baby.”
 
   She made an effort to not raise her voice. “I know you’re not a baby, Mickey, but we’ve got to take this milk to go. I don’t want you to spill it in the car, okay?”
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “O…kay.”
 
   Jennie grabbed the Pop-Tart with a paper towel. It was too hot yet for her brother, so she held on to it. As they reached the foyer, Mickey started to slip on his shoes. 
 
   “Can you tie them for me?”
 
   Jennie couldn’t help but think, I thought you were a big boy. Can’t you do it yourself? Instead she just handed him the Pop-Tart saying, “Don’t eat it yet. It’s too hot.” 
 
   She bent down and tied his shoes. 
 
   With a deep breath, Jennie headed out the front door. A strange sound flooded the air. The way cicadas sometimes ruled the summer, or the way crickets ruled the night, a far-off rumble wavered in and out. The lion-dogs. She shook her head and put a quick turn on the handle lock but left the deadbolt undone. What difference would it make? 
 
   She swallowed hard, fearing that the noise might draw closer, but it remained unchanged as Jennie headed toward the gray Honda Civic. Mickey’s booster seat leaned against her passenger back tire where her father left it from the minivan. She marveled that he had remembered it. She set the booster seat in the back of the car and helped her brother up. 
 
   “Where are we going?” he finally asked.
 
   “The hospital, remember? I told you Mom was hurt.” Her ear continued to strain toward the rumbling in the background, a distant thunder that kept going on and on, unchanged.
 
   “What happened to Mom?”
 
   “She got hurt in the garden, so Dad took her to the hospital in the minivan.” She finished buckling the seat and nodded to the Pop-Tart in his hand. “You can eat that now.”
 
   Mickey looked at the pastry, as if he’d forgotten that he held it. He took a hearty bite, washing it down with milk from the whistling Sippy-cup.
 
   Jennie closed the car door. The breeze picked up and rustled through the trees. The treetops were already turning orange and brown as if it were fall. The colder weather caused by the sun even confused nature. 
 
   Goosebumps rose on her arms under her windbreaker. She rushed around to her side of the car. After buckling in, she took a deep breath and steadied her rapidly beating heart. She started the car.
 
   Music blared for half a second before Jennie punched the steering wheel control with her thumb to reduce the noise. The light music and the sound of the engine finally drowned out the rumbling in the background. Her gas light came on. She glanced at the gauge. It still had a few miles left in the tank. She didn’t have the time or inclination to stop for gas. It would just have to make it there.
 
   She backed the car out of the driveway and headed toward J. Clyde Morris Boulevard. In her mind, she reviewed how to get to Riverside Hospital and hoped that she wouldn’t hit many lights on the way. Because of Mickey, she was over half an hour behind her father.
 
   As she pulled out onto the main thoroughfare, the street scene reminded her of news footage of battle-scarred roadways in far off places like Afghanistan. Cars were caterwauled across the street and some on top of the sidewalk. The horns of car alarms blared. Bodies littered the street. Too much. She weaved around it all but really wanted to shut her eyes.
 
   Nausea churned the pit of her stomach. Even though the news claimed that one third of the world’s population had been killed, she really didn’t know anyone personally who had died. The bodies in front of her made this real. 
 
   And her mother.
 
   Jennie gripped the steering wheel, losing feeling in the tips of her fingers. Fear and panic took hold. She had to keep it together for Mickey. A quick glance in her rearview mirror showed him playing with the Sippy-cup and nibbling at the pastry. He didn’t lift his head to look out the windows.
 
   She turned up the radio, hoping to drown out some of the sirens and car alarms. A Toyota Forerunner wrapped around a pole, the light flashing yellow. The appearance dizzied her, and she nearly missed her left turn on Route 17.
 
   “We’re almost there,” she announced in as cheery a voice as she could muster.
 
   “Good! I want to see Mommy.” 
 
   “I just have to find a parking space.” As Jennie pulled into the hospital, she found the parking lot crowded worse than the streets on the drive over. It overflowed with cars. By the emergency room entrance, the cars were left abandoned with doors wide open. People had parked sideways in the lot and taken up more than one space. Some trucks and SUVs were parked over curbs and in the grass.
 
   Chaos. She automatically searched for the blue minivan, but soon gave up. So many cars. Jennie parked in the grass near the back of the lot. She threw off her seatbelt and took a deep breath before turning in her seat to her brother. “Can you get unbuckled yourself?” 
 
   Mickey set aside the Sippy-cup and pulled the fasteners. He moved much faster than Jennie’s unpracticed hands could. 
 
   “Good.  Now climb over the console so you can come out my door, okay?”
 
   “Okay!” 
 
   Outside the car, the distant noises continued on the breeze—the rumbling, the car horns. Mickey slipped his hand into hers and concentrated on stepping off the curb so he wouldn’t trip. They started toward the five-story white building, and she hoped things were going to be all right. A car whipped in front of the entrance, and two people got out, covered in blood. Jennie had yet to see an ambulance.
 
   Her heart raced faster as she neared the open emergency room entrance doors. She eyed them, fearing they would close when she walked through with her brother. 
 
   Injured people crowded the room. Not a seat was empty. Moans and sobs filled the air. The coppery scent of blood overpowered the clinical, hospital smell. Jennie wanted to hold her breath. 
 
   As she tried to step forward, Mickey pulled on her arm. His eyes were wide and horrified, his feet frozen in place. Would he sit down right there in the entrance? “Are you okay?”
 
   “I don’t wanna go in there.” Mickey shook his head from side to side, his wide eyes fixed on the mayhem.
 
   She swallowed her fear and put on a smile. “I don’t want to go either, Mickey, but Mom is hurt.  And, she’s in here.”
 
   Tears welled in his eyes, and his bottom lip quavered. 
 
   “Do you want me to carry you?” Jennie asked.
 
   Mickey didn’t say a word, just nodded and lifted his arms.
 
   Jennie picked him up, and her brother clung to her as she continued into the room. Occupied gurneys cluttered the walls of the hall. She searched the area for her parents but didn’t see either. Four uninjured people stood in line at the desk, and Jennie stepped up behind them.
 
   “I been waitin’ here for forty-five minutes! Somebody gonna see my son, and I mean NOW!” The heavyset lady at the front of the line slammed her hand on the counter, causing Mickey to shudder in Jennie’s arms.
 
   “I have told you three times, Mrs. Sawyer. Someone will be with your son as soon as possible.”
 
   “That ain’t fast enough.” 
 
   “It’s the best I can do.” 
 
   “But he could bleed to death.” Mrs. Sawyer’s voice cracked.
 
   “I’m sorry, but we’ll get to him as soon as possible.”
 
   Mrs. Sawyer sobbed in response and walked toward one of the people who lay on a gurney against the wall. Blood stained the sheet that covered him, and it dripped off the corner to a sticky puddle on the floor.
 
   The next person in line spoke so softly that Jennie couldn’t hear her.
 
   “Room 306,” the nurse said in response, and the lady rushed toward the elevators.
 
   The man in front of Jennie stepped up to the desk. “My name’s Earl, and I brought in a guy who was attacked by one of those alien dogs at the grocery store. I don’t know his name, but he’s sitting right there.”
 
   Earl pointed to the guy in a seat near the desk. The man's blood spilled from his neck, reddening his arm. “Can you make sure he gets some help?”
 
   Before the nurse could even answer, Earl walked away. 
 
   “Sir? Sir!” The nurse called after him. 
 
   Earl sped up to a half-jog and bolted out the stagnant glass doors.
 
   “How am I supposed to fill out this paperwork and get this done?” The nurse mumbled to herself and shuffled through the papers in front of her. When she looked up at Jennie, she snapped, “What can I do for you?”
 
   “We’re looking for Maggie Ransom.” Jennie rushed through the words. “My dad should have brought her in a about an hour ago?”
 
   The nurse tapped some keys on the computer in front of her. “Margaret Ransom?”
 
   “Yes,” Jennie said, relived.
 
   “Room 309.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jennie headed for the elevators.
 
   “Thank you,” Mickey repeated.
 
   Jennie smiled in spite of herself.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Wailing began the moment the elevator doors opened to the third floor. It came from every direction and from every room. Moaning and screaming like she’d never heard before. Mickey’s little fingernails dug into her shoulder, as she remained rooted to the spot.
 
   The blood drained from Jennie’s face, and the elevator doors began to close again. A ding woke her from her freeze. She reached out her free arm and stopped the doors. With tentative steps, she got out before it could close again on her. The sounds of suffering made the panic in her chest rise again.
 
   A man stepped out of a room halfway down the hall. He moved slowly as if he was in great pain, and his face was swollen and red. Pink foam, blood mixed with saliva, accumulated in the corners of his mouth.
 
   Jennie found herself frozen again.
 
   “Sir, you need to go back into your room and lie down. Sir!” The nurse darted around the desk across the hall and marched toward him.
 
   She was a large black woman, wearing peach-colored scrubs with Snoopy on them. Her hands were on her hips, and her face was twisted with an impatient look. She almost towered over the bent man. He groaned, his deep voice joining the chorus of others.
 
   “Sir!” The nurse admonished him and reached a hand toward his shoulder.
 
   Jerking an arm out like a snake, the man gripped her hand and bit down. The nurse screamed and started beating the man over the head with her free arm, but he refused to let go. From three doors down, a woman came out and locked eyes with Jennie. The woman’s face had the same swollen look, the same foam, and a clump of her hair had been torn out. She limped in Jennie’s direction, dragging her left leg behind her. Jennie tightened her grip on her brother.
 
   The nurse yelled obscenities.
 
   Desperate for escape, Jennie backed into the cold elevator door and felt for the button. She didn’t want to take her eyes off the woman, but she couldn’t find the button without looking. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” Mickey said over her shoulder, as he reached down and hit the button.
 
   The elevator had not moved yet, and the doors pinged open instantly. Jennie backed into the metal elevator and began jamming the “close door” button with her thumb. She hit it over and over as the woman drew closer. Jennie switched to hitting the “lobby” button, and after an excruciating three seconds, the door drew closed like a curtain between her and the foaming woman.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   And in those days shall men seek death, and shall not find it; and shall desire to die, and death shall flee from them. (Revelation 9:6)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   “WHAT’S going on?” Mickey asked in the silence of the elevator. His grip finally loosened on her shoulder.
 
   “I don’t know.” She wanted to say more but couldn’t think.
 
   The elevator came to a rest on the first floor, and the metal doors pulled open again. The lobby elevators were located in a hall full of offices and the chapel. There were no patient rooms in this area, but still, the sound of wailing and moaning had increased in the direction of the emergency room.
 
   “Jennie, is that you?” Across from the elevators, the windows of the chapel revealed a few dark wood pews. The door stood ajar, and Pastor Billy Crawford stood in it. 
 
   He was taller than her dad and had wide shoulders. It was rumored that he had played football in high school but went to seminary even though he was scouted to play for a college team. His close cropped grey hair shone in the florescent light next to his head. His wife stood a little behind him, her usual tight bun loosened.
 
   A twinge of guilt flicked the back of her neck. She hadn’t been to church in over a year – since she’d started college. But overriding that guilt was her desperation. “Pastor Billy, do you know what’s going on?”
 
   Mickey loosened his grip and turned around to face the pastor, too. It was the first time he’d released his tick-like cling. He wiggled in Jennie’s arms as though he wanted down.
 
   “Miz Crawford!” he exclaimed and ran over to her the minute Jennie set him on the ground.
 
   “Hi, Mickey. You doing good?” Mrs. Crawford scooped him up in a hug. “We’ve missed you in the preschool class lately.”
 
   Jennie’s arms ached from holding Mickey so long. She rubbed her biceps and was thankful for the relief. 
 
   “I honestly don’t know what’s going on,” Pastor Billy said. “But if you want to wait here in the sanctuary with Mrs. Crawford, I’ll go see.” 
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer but immediately started off toward the Emergency Center. Happy to not have to find out for herself, Jennie nodded and headed into the chapel behind Mrs. Crawford. 
 
   “I’m here to see my mommy. She’s been hurt.” Mickey pattered away to the nodding older woman.
 
   As they stepped into the dimly lit chapel, the door automatically closed behind them, shutting out the wailing screams from the hall. Jennie began to feel very tired. She remembered her cell phone and took it out of her pocket. A red ‘x’ stood in place of the cell service she normally had, and her battery bar blinked red.
 
   Great, she thought. Now I can’t even find out if Jessica's okay.
 
   There were three rows of pews on each side of the sanctuary. An altar sat at the front with well-worn knee padding. Standing in front of the altar was a plain cross, almost as tall as Jennie herself, with track lights beaming down on it from the ceiling. Two speakers in the corner played instrumental choir music that Jennie recognized as Blessed Redeemer.
 
   Jennie chided herself for being so selfish. When was the last time she’d thought about Jesus, or God, or anything spiritual? She decided to change that right now. She bowed her head and said a short, simple prayer. She didn’t want to be one that came to Him only in crisis, but she honestly needed Him and His assurance right now.
 
   Pastor Billy came rushing back into the chapel with his eyebrows knitted together and sweat on his brow. His hands fluttered to his neck, and he yanked his tie loose. He shot a glance behind him. “We really need to go. Something…” 
 
   The pastor looked at Mickey in his wife’s arms before meeting eyes with Jennie. “Maybe you should come with us.”
 
   “No, we’re here to see my mommy. Jennie says she’s been hurt!” Mickey yelled, his eyes fixed on Mrs. Crawford instead of Pastor Billy.
 
   “I’m sure your mother’s going to be fine, Mickey,” she said, but Mrs. Crawford’s eyes grew wide as a wordless message passed between the married couple.
 
   “What is it?” Jennie asked, her eyes darting between them both.
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not sure, but I don’t think it’s safe to stay here. You two should come home with us.”
 
   Jennie remembered the sick-looking people who were on the third floor, and the corresponding wail that came from the Emergency Center. She wanted to do the right thing, but indecisiveness gripped her. Her father would want her with him, but she had no idea where he might be. And what about her mother? She couldn’t just leave her last conversation with her as it was. Tears burned the back of her eyes. 
 
   Mickey squealed. How could she take him back to the danger on the third floor? She didn’t want to go there again.  Besides, she couldn't even remember the room’s number anymore.
 
   Her first priority was to keep her brother safe. Her heart strained to go with the Crawfords where Mickey would be out of harm's way. Her eyes grew wide as she determined her only course of action. 
 
   “Pastor Billy, could you take Mickey with you? My parents are on the third floor, and I think I’ll go to them.” Her voice wavered just as her decision did.
 
   Pastor Billy blinked hard. “I can’t let you do that.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “But you don’t know what’s going on…I don’t know what’s going on.”
 
   “What did you see?” Mrs. Crawford’s shaky voice interrupted.
 
   “I’d rather not say right now.” Pastor Billy gave a small nod toward Mickey.
 
   “Oh.” She hugged Mickey closer to her.
 
   “My dad and mom are up there, and if they need my help…” Jennie didn’t finish her sentence because she didn’t know how.
 
   “Okay.” Pastor Billy set his jaw and turned toward his wife. “Do you think you can take Mickey home—actually, the church is closer.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Jennie, I’ll come with you. But first, let’s walk Mickey and Mrs. Crawford to the car. When we know they are safe, we’ll get up to the third floor.”
 
   Relief washed over Jennie. She wouldn’t have to go alone. 
 
   Pastor Billy pulled his blue striped tie off and handed it to Mrs. Crawford who put it in her purse without looking. He pushed the sanctuary door open and looked both ways down the hall.
 
   “All right, let’s go.” Pastor Billy stepped into the noisy hallway. The doors to the chapel slipped shut, silencing Blessed Redeemer. He unbuttoned his blue shirt sleeves and rolled them up. Sweat dripped from the tip of his nose. “Quickly, now.”
 
   He rushed to the side exit only a few steps away. Mrs. Crawford dashed after him with Mickey in her arms. The wailing was closer, and the hairs on Jennie’s neck stood on end. She couldn’t help but look down the hall toward the emergency center. On the floor, not far away, lay a middle-aged man with his face bloated and red. He dragged his legs behind him and crawled down the hallway, digging his nails into the beige industrial carpet. 
 
   Though he progressed inches at a time, Jennie couldn’t help but stare for a moment. His eyes were wide and intent on reaching them. She shook her head and turned toward Mickey. His face was buried in Mrs. Crawford’s shoulder.
 
   Outside, the wind bit Jennie’s face and threw strands of her hair into her eyes. She pulled her hair back and took the band off her wrist to twirl it into a quick, messy bun. Pastor Billy jogged straight ahead toward the white church van sitting in the parking area for chaplains and pastors. Jennie looked both directions. The parking lot was crowded with cars, but no people milled about this time. At the emergency lot, where her own car sat in the grass, people spilled out of the emergency room in terror.
 
   People ran toward their cars, as if the building were on fire. But behind them were the others. Even from this distance, the red of their bloated faces glowed like neon signs. They limped after the running populace in stiff, stilted gaits, and the sounds of their suffering filled the parking lot.
 
   What was happening to the people who’d been attacked? Did the aliens’ saliva invoke some kind of strange reaction?
 
   Jennie remembered the open wounds on the legs of the man who had crawled toward her. Just like her mother, there were huge, shark-bite type injuries on his calves and thighs. A bite victim. Her mother. What if her mother was like this?
 
   “Hurry!” Pastor Billy hopped into the van and started it up. He stepped out of the driver’s side and slid open the back to put Mickey in. 
 
   “He doesn’t have his car seat!” Jennie called out as she drew near.
 
   “I don’t think we’ll worry about that right now. Considering…” Pastor Billy didn’t need to finish.
 
   Mrs. Crawford slipped into the driver’s seat while Pastor Billy buckled Mickey in. A black Volvo slammed into the back of a Jeep Cherokee. Car alarms sounded all over the parking lot, drowning out the rumbling thunder of the monsters in the distance. 
 
   “Dear Jesus…” Pastor Billy’s color drained from his face. “Jennie, do you mind if we say a quick prayer?”
 
   “Of course not.” Jennie shook her head.
 
   Pastor Billy placed a hand on Jennie’s shoulder and one on his wife’s. They bowed their heads, and his deep voice gained confidence. “Dear Jesus, we don’t know what’s going on, but you do. We know that you never sleep and that you are watching over us even now. Keep us safe while we’re apart. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” Jennie and Mrs. Crawford repeated in unison.
 
   “Amen!” Mickey yelled from the back.
 
   “Drive safe,” Pastor Billy commanded his wife, then leaned in and gave her a quick, chaste kiss. He turned to Jennie and nodded.
 
   The doors they’d escaped through now opened and closed, over and over, on the body of the man who had crawled down the hallway. His crying out could be heard over the sound of the car alarms. Scarred and bloody hands covered his face, His nose scrunched to the concrete.
 
   “We need to help him.” Jennie said without thinking, but fear clenched her stomach even as the words escaped her lips.
 
   “Yes, we do.” Doubt clouded the pastor’s eyes. He rubbed his hand through his sandy grey crew-cut. Sweat beaded on his forehead even though the wind whipped through his shirt. Jennie shivered for him.
 
   When they reached the bloated man, his hands had moved to his hair. His forehead pressed against the pavement, but his cries were not muffled. As they stepped up to him, the man ripped his hands from his hair, pulling out huge chunks. Hair attached to skin dangled freely from between his fingertips. He dropped the hairs, and his hands returned to his scalp.
 
   Jennie’s jaw dropped. Pastor Billy cleared his throat, and his hands tightened in stiff fists at his side. “Sir, can we help you?”
 
   The man’s cries subsided, and he drew himself to yoga’s cobra position. His foggy, glazed eyes fixed on them. The skin from the tip of his nose hung by a flap, abraded by the sidewalk. Bloodshot eyes narrowed to thin slits, animal-like. A garbled voice forced its way through bloody foam bubbling from his mouth. He sneered, fell onto his chest, and clawed at them.
 
   Pastor Billy jumped back and held an arm out to keep Jennie behind him. His voice shook as he said, “Sir, will you let us help you?”
 
   The man clawed the concrete of the sidewalk and dragged his way toward them. The middle finger on his right hand lost a fingernail, but the man continued his desperate struggle. Jennie gasped.
 
   Pastor Billy pushed her behind him and backed up. “Jennie, I don’t think he’s going to let us help him.”
 
   “I’d say.”
 
   They backed to the street until the man crawled clear of the door. Then they maneuvered around him. The man tried to turn with them, but his dragging legs twisted and flipped him on his back. The huge bites taken from the man’s legs had stained his jeans black from the blood.
 
   Grabbing Jennie’s hand with his own sweaty one, Pastor Billy pulled her to their right and hopped over one of the man’s tennis shoes. The door swung open. She followed the pastor’s lead, and they slipped past the poor man. He gurgled a screechy lament of their escape. The doors slipped shut, and the distant moans from the emergency center greeted them.
 
   They rushed to the elevator, keeping a close eye on the hallway. Relief came when the doors opened immediately, and they hurried in. At least they were safe for a few moments in the enclosed metal box. The pastor removed his glasses and rubbed his sweat on the shoulder of his shirt. Glassy fear and exhaustion reflected in his blue eyes. 
 
   “What do you think is going on?” she asked.
 
   The elevator bonged as they passed the second floor, and she winced. Their safe time was half over. 
 
   He replaced his glasses and took a deep breath. “I honestly don’t know, but it has something to do with the people who were attacked by those aliens.” He swallowed hard, and then continued, “It seems like they were infected with something that is making them…sick, to say the least.”
 
   “And they are all attacking people?”
 
   “It seems like it.” He shuddered.
 
   The elevator bonged again, announcing the third floor. A scream did the same. Jennie almost wished Pastor Billy would take her hand again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
    
 
   HUGH Harris stepped off the elevator and glanced down the empty corridor. At the end of the hall, white light flooded into the apartment complex. Because the weakened sun reflected off the James River, it created an illusion of bright sunlight. Hugh was not fooled. No reason, really, to wear the four-hundred-dollar sunglasses his girlfriend had bought him. Ex-girlfriend, that is.
 
   On his high school biology teacher’s salary, he couldn’t keep up with Clarissa’s needs. Daddy’s girl. No way could he spend money on her the way her daddy did. Maybe that’s why she grew tired of him. Maybe that’s why she moved on.
 
   He shrugged out of his short pity party. Why was his mind even going there? Well, at least he got the apartment out of the deal, a nice waterfront condo on the eighth floor—if he could afford to keep it.
 
   Juggling the two plastic grocery bags to his left hand, Hugh dug into his right pocket for his keys. A yawn made his eyes tear up, and his jaw clicked as it reached its limit. He made a growling sound and closed his mouth. “Insomnia sucks!” he yelled into the empty hall.
 
   When he decided to go to the grocery store at six in the morning, he had hoped to avoid the throng. Even so, a small crowd had milled through the nearly empty shelves. He made do with what he could scavenge: a few boxes of Hamburger Helper but no meat, olive loaf, and a jumbo-sized carton of powdered milk. 
 
   Tiger, his silver tabby cat, met him at the door with a meow. Hugh narrowed his eyes at the cat and quickly shut the door before the cat escaped. “Better luck next time, Buddy.”
 
   The cat turned up its nose, trotted past him, jumped to the window sill, and slithered behind the curtain. Hugh set the bags on the kitchen counter. The strain from the bags left his fingers bound, and he flexed them to relieve the pressure. He yawned again. The muted light from the closed curtains called him back to bed.
 
   One at a time, he set the bags into the fridge without unloading them. He promised himself he’d do it later and headed for the bedroom. He rubbed his watering eyes. After undressing and snuggling under the brown duvet, his breathing became even.
 
   The thin veil of sleep broke the moment the room started to shake. Bolting upright, Hugh stared at the red numbers on the alarm clock. 9:49. The angry numbers glared at him and the lamp fell from the nightstand. Hugh’s heart was in his throat as if to escape the rumbling that seized his chest. 
 
   “Earthquake? Impossible.”
 
   Earthquakes just didn’t happen in Virginia, not like this. The thought occurred to him that it was probably jet noise, but the planes at Langley rarely came this close to his apartment complex. Though his apartment building was only twelve stories, it dominated the waterfront along the James River. With a sinking feeling in his gut, he remembered 9/11. 
 
   He padded along the carpet and yanked the curtain open. The sky was the same milky blue that it was everyday—faded and subdued from the lack of reflective sunlight. There was not a single jet or contrail in it. His cat still slept soundly on the windowsill, completely unperturbed by the shaking building.
 
   Pressing his cheek to the cold glass, he looked down at the bridge and blinked hard. Even from this distance, he could see animals crawling over cars, and people running away from them on foot. Hugh counted twenty of the four-legged beasts. They moved in a dog-like way but looked like lions from this distance. The wild animals attacked everyone on foot and ripped people from cars.
 
   What on earth?
 
   Hugh backed from the window. Adrenaline pumped through his veins and woke him completely. He snatched his jeans from the computer desk chair and rushed to the kitchen. As he grabbed the cordless from the charger, he tried to slip his shirt on. He dialed 911, setting the phone in the crook of his neck, and pulled his pants up.
 
   Without ringing, the automated female voice told him: “All operators are busy at this time. Please stay on the line and the next available operator will take your call.”
 
   Shaking his head, Hugh hung up and attempted to call his parents, but instead of a dial tone, the phone line remained in a perpetual loop of busy signals. Furrowing his brow, he set the phone back in its charger. His neck felt tight. He’d put his shirt on backwards. Television. He darted back toward his living room while he spun the shirt around his neck.
 
   The buttons on the remote needed unsticking before he could even push the button. He threw himself to the couch as the screen warmed up. A subdued scream poured through the speakers before the picture showed. He clenched his jaw. Once the screen blinked into place, the video showed the front of the Washington Monument. Those same alien dog-type things littered the otherwise pristine lawn.
 
   “We’re receiving reports and footage around the world. In all places, it seems the same. Again, we ask that if you are hearing this report, you should remain inside and lock, even bolt, your doors.”
 
    Hugh glanced at his apartment door and confirmed that it was locked.
 
   “It appears the aliens have attacked in a manner that our military was completely unprepared for. They have assailed civilians on an individual basis, seemingly at random.”
 
   Hugh watched scenes from around the world flood the screen. There were night shots from Japan, early morning attacks streaming from Los Angeles, and broad daylight assaults in New York City. All the while, the nervous voice-over continued, “The White House is preparing a statement to be aired when the President is available. We have heard from our press team in D.C. that the President is currently safe in his underground bunker. Please get to safety, yourself, as soon as possible. The aliens emit a rumbling sound and vibration you can feel as they approach. If you feel and hear it, heed the warning and get to safety.  Here in the studio, we have Dr. Teruya, a Cox News contributor and psychologist to discuss the aliens.”
 
   An Asian woman’s face came on. Her expression was stoic as she stood in front of a green screen which continued to play images of the attacks. She froze the picture on a close-up of one of the aliens. “The characteristics of these beasts are not what I had expected from the aliens. Their behavior seems more primitive than I would have thought by studying their ships over the past few weeks. This attack has taken us by surprise.
 
   “The sharpened canines and pug shape of their faces would make oral communication difficult for their kind. But if you look at their claw-like hands, it is possible that they may have formed the ships we see, at least physically.”
 
   The first reporter’s voice had become surer, as if feeding off the confidence of the doctor. “Most forms of communication with government officials outside of the direct wire to the White House are offline. So, we’re relying on what the professionals in our studio are able to determine. In your professional opinion, Dr. Teruya, you are not sure if these animal-like creatures are the aliens themselves as opposed to being what? A pet? A weapon?”
 
   The Asian woman nodded. “Right. I can’t determine it myself, nor can we find any intelligence to make a determination. But my feeling is that these…Shisa could be either the aliens themselves or some variant. Possibly even a soldier.”
 
   “Shisa?”
 
   A blush rose to the Asian woman’s face. “That’s what these aliens remind me of, Bob. In Okinawa, we have statues of Shisa, lion dogs, outside of many homes. In truth, the aliens look much like them.”
 
   The camera panned back to Bob, the original reporter who said, “Thank you Dr. Teruya.  As we await more news from the White House, reports are coming in—”
 
   Hugh muted the television and flipped the channel to another news station. In fascination, he studied the newscasts, riveted as image after image showed Shisa attacking in every city of the world.
 
   His scientific mind took over, and he grew calmer as he analyzed the alien behavior. His master’s degree was in animal behavior and psychology. The actions of the aliens seemed totally unlike the predatory conduct of Earth’s mammals. Instead of attacking the weak or old, the aliens singled out specific people for no visible reason. If it were a military excursion, he decided they would most likely attack the strongest. But it seemed that wasn’t the plan of attack either. 
 
   A chilling realization poured over him. They left the victims alive. Every single time, the wounded on the ground were seriously injured but alive.
 
   “What if…” Jumping off the couch, he rushed to the window. Mercury Boulevard sat just below. How many injured and bleeding people would be lying on it? The coward in him wanted to crawl back under the covers, but the hero in him wanted to rush out to the streets to see who might need help. He rubbed his face with his hand, forcing himself to make up his mind.
 
    He glanced at the clock on the Blu-ray player. He’d been watching the attacks on a loop for over an hour. The rumbling in his chest had completely subsided. The growl in the distance had faded into white noise, easily ignored. 
 
   The coward in him lost. If the noise was distant, the Shisa would be far away, right? He could do this. There had to be some way to help. Slipping on his Converse sneakers, he darted into the hall before he could change his mind.
 
   When he turned the key in the lock, the elevator bonged its arrival on his floor. He headed for it just before the doors shushed open.
 
   Mr. Lee, his neighbor, exited the elevator, shoulders bent and wringing his hands. The little old man was mumbling to himself in Korean. Hugh stood aside to let Mr. Lee pass, but the man ran into him anyway.
 
   “Mr. Lee?”
 
   The short man jumped back and stared up at Hugh, his face twisted in horror. 
 
   “Are you okay, Mr. Lee?”
 
   “Mr. Harris.” He shook the terrified look from his face, but his eyes stayed wide. “What you doing?”
 
   “I am going outside to see if anyone needs help. I tried to call 911, but all the lines seem busy.”
 
   Mr. Lee’s expression turned sour; his face pinched, as though he’d eaten a lemon. He shook his head and grabbed Hugh by the elbow. “No, Mr. Harris. You no go outside. Sick people out. Hurt people. Bite people.”
 
   Hugh attempted to decipher Mr. Lee’s broken English. “Mr. Lee, I know that there are hurt people out there. I want to go see if there’s anything I can do.”
 
   “No, Mr. Harris. No go outside. No one to help, only sick people. Sick people bite.” To emphasize what he was saying, Mr. Lee gnashed his teeth together and acted as though he’d bite Hugh’s forearm.
 
   Pulling his arm from Mr. Lee’s grasp, Hugh frowned. Shaking his head, he said, “It’s okay, Mr. Lee. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Mr. Lee dropped his hands to his sides, and the color drained from the old man’s face. But, he didn’t say another word. His shoulders slumped when Hugh pressed the button, and the elevator door popped open in response. The old man held Hugh’s gaze until the doors to the elevator shut.
 
   The elevator met the lobby, and Hugh felt a vibration in his jeans pocket. Pulling out his iPhone, he saw a text from Clarissa.
 
   U ok?
 
   The screaming started the moment the elevator doors shushed open. All the little hairs on the back of his neck stood on end when he stepped into the empty lobby. The racket came from outside, but it made his blood run cold. He remembered the phone in his hand. 
 
   Fine U? He texted back.
 
   There was only one bar on his phone, and it wavered in and out. The text was trying to send but didn’t seem to be making it through. He wondered how long ago Clarissa might have sent her text.
 
   He shoved the phone back into the rear pocket of his jeans and headed straight for the glass doors of the lobby.
 
   “Where are you going?” The super stood in the open door of his first floor apartment in a burgundy sweat suit. He pushed his glasses up his nose with his left hand and pulled a backscratcher out of the back of his shirt with the other hand. 
 
   Hugh narrowed his eyes at him. Fred looked ten years older than Hugh, with his receding hairline and beer gut. But since they graduated high school together, Hugh knew that he was likely twenty-six as well.
 
   “I was going out,” Hugh said, shortly. Usually he didn’t give the super the time of day. Fred Black was always on a power kick even though he had none.
 
   “You can’t go nowhere. I bolted the door.” Fred pointed the backscratcher at Hugh and gave him an ‘I-gotcha’ grin.
 
   “Isn’t that a fire hazard?” 
 
   “Not today.” Fred scratched his chest with the bamboo scratcher. “The news guy says to keep all doors bolted, and that’s what I’m doing.”
 
   “Great.” Hugh walked up to the glass door and peered outside.
 
   Injured people mulled around aimlessly and with an uneven gait. Their wails permeated the glass. Somewhere, not too distant, a woman was screaming. How could Fred just ignore this?
 
   “Shouldn’t we do something?” Hugh needed out. Somehow, he had to help the woman.
 
   “Like what? The phone lines are down, and I ain’t no paramedic. Are you?”
 
   Hugh shook his head in disgust and turned his back to the glass doors. “What if one of the condo owners comes up to the doors?"
 
   “For a school teacher, you’re not so bright, huh? That’s why my apartment door is open, of course. I can hear someone knocking, and I’ll let them in. But I ain’t letting in anyone else, and no one leaves.”
 
   Hugh clenched his jaw in frustration. He jumped at the abrupt pounding behind him. A man's fists hammered the doors. Blood streaked down the glass, blurring the face, as the man slowly dropped to the pavement. 
 
   Blinking twice, Hugh realized that it was Scott James. Scott lived on the seventh floor and had invited Hugh and Clarissa to his Christmas party last year. The glazed eyes made Scott almost unrecognizable. Hugh shuddered. Scott’s face was red and bloated. Patches of hair laced in the fingers that pressed against the glass. His mouth opened in a constant scream, his tongue black and swollen.
 
   Hugh  backed up a step and bumped into Fred.
 
   “Ugly, ain’t it?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “They have been like this for almost twenty minutes now. The news hadn’t even reported it yet.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Them people that got bit are sick or somethin’. I dunno. But they’re screaming, moaning, and attacking each other and other people. You see? It was for your safety that I ain’t letting you outside.”
 
   Fred walked around to the other side of Hugh and started pushing him back toward the elevators. “As long as they stay out there, and we stay in here, everything’s hunky-dory.”
 
   Hugh allowed himself to be herded, still in shock, still speechless. He glanced over his shoulder. Scott James had left several bloody handprints on the door, but he was gone.
 
   When they had reached the elevator, Fred took his nasty hand off of Hugh and waved it in his face. “See ya later, Teach.”
 
   And the elevator doors swished shut.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Brad
 
    
 
   CLARISSA nuzzled Brad’s ear and put her hand in his back pocket. Putting on his best charismatic smile, Brad Harris put an arm around her waist and stepped up to the coffee shop counter. He nodded a greeting to the barista. “Hey, can I get two Grande Caramel Lattes?”
 
   With a giggle Clarissa whispered in his ear, “Extra whipped cream.”
 
   Her breath caused tingles down the back of his neck. He repeated her request. The barista rolled her eyes and turned around to make their coffees. 
 
   Brad chuckled. He relished the freedom of being in a city where no one knew him. While Clarissa’s senator father was back in Williamsburg, she and Brad got to know each other better while staying in the Capitol Hill townhouse. 
 
   When the barista returned with the two coffees, Brad reached for his wallet but hesitated, fully expecting not to pay.
 
   “I got it, Babe.” Clarissa growled into his ear and placed a twenty on the counter.
 
   Without a word, the barista took the twenty and went to the register. Brad released Clarissa and took the two coffees to a table by the window. The Starbucks sat nearly empty. Long ago, it might have been strange on a Thursday morning at 9:15, but not with a large, impervious, silver disk hanging in the sky over the Washington Monument. The pale sunlight poured yellow upon the city outside the window, making the midsummer feel like late fall. 
 
   “Keep the change.” Clarissa giggled.
 
   Brad snorted his derision while his back was turned to Clarissa. He set the coffees down on the table and held the chair for her. She touched his shoulder in thanks. 
 
   “What should we do today?” he asked. 
 
   Her brown, doe eyes blinked as Clarissa gently bit her bottom lip. After a moment, she asked, “What would you like to do today?”
 
   Great. Dodging again. Did this girl have no personality? He was already growing sick of this conversation. Playing the lovesick younger brother had taken its toll when he had worked to seduce her from Hugh. Now it was about time to shift gears. He knew women, and if he didn’t take control of this relationship, she would.
 
   “Well, this town is empty and boring. I know a guy who does tattoos and piercings if you want to try something new.”
 
   Clarissa’s face flushed, and she dropped her wide eyes. It was obvious. Daddy’s little girl was clean skinned and ‘normal.’  It shook her up to suggest piercings or tattoos. 
 
   She finally muttered, “I don’t know.”
 
   “A belly button ring might be sexy or maybe a cute little tattoo on your hipbone.”
 
   Clarissa furrowed her brow a little and tilted her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’re not scared are you?”
 
   “Doesn’t it hurt?”
 
   Playing with the ring above his eyebrow, Brad replied with a wink, “Not much. You can handle it.”
 
   A smile played on her lips, and he knew he’d get his way.
 
   A low rumbling struck his chest, and Brad jerked his head up to look out the window. He expected a low-rider to come by on the street with its bass turned up to the max. The table started to shake and the glass wall quivered.
 
   Brad frowned and pushed back his chair. The rumbling became nearly all he could hear. Clarissa stood next to him and put her hand in his. He took it without a thought. Behind them, the barista squealed, and something made of glass shattered. The manager came out of his office and yelled a curse.
 
   “Is it an earthquake?” Clarissa leaned hard against Brad’s shoulder.
 
   “Earthquakes don’t make noise like this.”
 
   A man in a suit ran past the glass doors, swinging a briefcase behind him. A lion-like creature dodged the briefcase and gained on the man. Clarissa’s vise-like grip became painful, but Brad didn’t move. He clenched his fists and watched the dog-sized lion grab the man by the back of the thigh and pull him down. When the man hit the ground, the creature jumped on his back and bit his shoulder.  The lion twisted its head and considered Brad and Clarissa. Blood dripped from its jaw. It studied them for a moment before it turned and ran away.
 
   “What was that?” The Starbucks manager came up to the window and threw his hands on his hips. His nametag said his name was Steve.
 
   Speechless, Brad shook his head and tried to make sense of what had just happened. Nausea welled up in his chest, burning his esophagus. Motion sickness. Had to be the constant vibration. The monotonous rumble had a deafening effect. He stepped forward, trying unsuccessfully to extract himself from Clarissa’s claws.
 
   The manager reached the glass doors and peered out onto the street. He eyed the man who’d been injured by the alien lion and yelled back to the barista, “Hey, Susie! You better call 911!”
 
   Brad glanced back. The barista sat, balled on the floor in front of the counter, crying and hugging her knees. She didn’t even respond to the manager’s command. Brad reached into his back pocket, pulling away from Clarissa. Even though her face showed no expression, she loosened her grip. 
 
   Pulling out his Blackberry, he dialed. After one ring, an operator picked up. “911 emergency. This is Lisa, how can I help you?”
 
   “Hi Lisa, I don’t know how to explain this, but we just witnessed an attack on man by a…I don’t know a lion or something.”
 
   “What is your name, sir?”
 
   “Brad Harris.”
 
   “And your location?”
 
   “We are at the Starbucks on Massachusetts Avenue, near the Capitol in D.C.”
 
   “Do you have an exact address?”
 
   Brad called over to the manager whose hands never left his hips as he stared into the street, obviously too scared to open the door. “Hey, what’s the street address?” 
 
   “5142,” the manager answered, placing a hand on the handle and inching the door open.
 
   Brad repeated the number. 
 
   Another, slightly bigger lion-dog rounded the corner and came for the glass doors. 
 
   Clarissa screamed. 
 
   The manager pulled the door closed and flicked the deadbolt. He backed up so fast that he tripped over a chair and tumbled to the floor. 
 
   Clarissa grabbed him, screaming in his ear and digging her nails into his arm. Brad’s heart raced. His breath quickened. He gritted his teeth. 
 
   They all needed to stay calm. 
 
   The lion creature regarded them all through the glass and then turned its head and rushed down the street.
 
   “Sir? Sir?”
 
   Brad remembered Lisa on the phone just as Clarissa receded into whimpering. 
 
   “Yes, I’m still here,” he said.
 
   “What just happened, sir?”
 
   “Another of those lion things just passed in front of the window.”
 
   “Okay, sir. I’ve got medical personnel en route. Please stay on the line. I’m going to ask you to remain inside at this time until things get under control.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Can you secure the door?”
 
   The manager pushed a table in front of the glass door.
 
   “Yes, I think it’s as secure as we can make it.”
 
   “How many people are with you?”
 
   Brad looked up and counted just the four of them. He debated whether to count the man on the sidewalk since he wasn’t inside. “Five including the injured party, but he’s outside the door.”
 
   “Normally we would not want to move the injured party, but I…” Lisa trailed for a moment and her voice became muffled, like her hand was over the receiver. When she came back on, she said, “With the danger still present, is there any way you could get him inside?”
 
   Brad swallowed hard. He really didn’t want to go out there, but he knew he should. The rumbling in his chest faded to a more tolerable level, and Clarissa’s whimpering grew louder. “I guess I could try.”
 
   “Please do, sir.”
 
   Trying to pull out of Clarissa’s grip proved impossible. Brad took her by the shoulder and said, “Here, Rissa. Take the phone and talk to the nice lady from 911. Her name is Lisa.”
 
   “Lisa?” Clarissa’s brown eyes brimmed with tears, but she released her hold and took the phone. She placed it against her ear and gave a shaky, “Hello?”
 
   Brad marched over to the manager with purposeful strides. “Unlock this. We’ve got to go get that guy in here.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” The mousey manager pulled his stare from the window, and his long nose scrunched as he spoke.
 
   “No, I’m not. If one of those lions comes back, it could kill him, and right now he’s just injured.”
 
   “If one of those lions comes back, it could kill me.”
 
   Even though the guy was right, he didn’t think he could conscience it if the man outside died.  The manager, Steve’s cowardice, only solidified Brad’s resolve. “Look. Help is already on the way. He’s only six feet from the door. We have to go get him.”
 
   “If help is on the way, they can go get him.”
 
   Anger welled up, and Brad clenched his jaw. He was a full six inches taller than the manager. He stepped closer using his six foot two bulk for intimidation. “I said...we need to get him inside.”
 
   The manager cowered and rubbed his hands through his greasy black hair, mussing it up. “I can’t go out there, man. I know I’ll piss myself.”
 
   Shaking his head, exasperated, Brad finally succumbed. “All right. I’ll go get him. You just unlock this door,” he said, as he grabbed the table.
 
   Steve nodded. 
 
   As a second thought, Brad added, “And if you decide not to let me back in, I promise you that I will throw that metal trashcan out there into the window. I’d like to see you keep the lions out then.”
 
   Swallowing hard, Steve nodded and grew pale. Brad could tell that locking him out was exactly what Steve considered. The table leg scraped against the tile floor and set his teeth on edge. Brad looked up at Clarissa whose mascara made trails down her face. She’d never looked as unattractive to him as right now.
 
   The bolt clicked as Steve turned it. Brad took a couple deep breaths and psyched himself.  Nothing chases away fear as fast as anger. He tightened his fists until his trimmed fingernails bit into his palms. Whatever those lion things were, they were in his way. His mouth felt dry. When his eyes rested on Steve, he channeled his anger at the manager, too. He felt the urge to punch the mousy manager but nodded his head instead. Steve pulled the door open, and Brad bolted out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Brad
 
    
 
   THE wind picked up the moment he stepped outside. The fear caused sweat to trickle between his shoulder blades. His heart raced in his chest, and he measured the distance between the door and the man lying on the ground by the metal trashcan on the sidewalk. 
 
   Papers danced in the wind above the open briefcase. The man’s pale fingers gripped the handle tighter than necessary. The man sobbed and moaned but didn’t move from the awkward position the monster had left him in.
 
   “Sir?” Brad called out as he approached.
 
   No answer; the man continued to sob.
 
   The adrenaline raced through Brad’s bloodstream, making him lightheaded. His ears rang as they strained to hear if the drone of the monsters grew any louder. If they returned, he’d have to barrel back into the Starbucks. Like a coward. 
 
   He felt like he stood at second base and needed to steal third. If he pressed himself out toward the man, he’d lengthen the space between himself and safety. Only he wouldn’t be tagged out; he’d be in the same condition as the man on the ground, bloody and broken.
 
   Swinging his neck back and forth until he heard a crack, Brad hopped up and down, psyching himself up to make the run. He looked back at Steve and saw the slimy Starbuck’s manager attentive and gripping the glass-door’s handle. He pushed the door open and called out, “Well, are you gonna get him or what?”
 
   Brad cracked his knuckles and narrowed his eyes at the jerk. “Shut up, or come out and help me.”
 
   Steve retracted himself into the door and took a step back once it shut.
 
   With a nod, Brad shook out his hands and darted toward the businessman. The left arm of the man’s brown-striped suit was torn just above the elbow. Blood soaked the area into a darker color. The coppery scent of fresh blood filled his nostrils. It gagged him. He gripped the victim under each armpit and hauled himself in a backward scramble.
 
   “Open the door!” he yelled without looking back.
 
   He could hear the rumbling of thunder before the monster rounded the corner. It came from the same direction it had left. Its large eyes swirled between an iridescent green and gold, shining in the half-light of the sun. A long, thin tail swung back and forth behind it like an irritated cat’s. 
 
   Brad froze for a moment, staring into the eyes of the baseman that would call him out. It snarled, revealing a row of jagged, triangle-shaped shark teeth, and crouched.
 
   “Leave him!” Steve’s voice called from the door. “Save yourself!”
 
   Shaking his head, Brad inwardly thanked the coward for snapping him out of the hypnotic stare. Instead of dropping the injured businessman on the ground, Brad smiled at the monster and ran backwards, trusting the glass door would be open.
 
   The alien rushed them.
 
   Brad’s elbow rammed the threshold, as he made it to the door. He’d hit it so hard, he saw stars and felt pins and needles rushing up and down his forearm. Ignoring the pain and sudden weakness in the limb, he gripped the victim harder and dragged him in the café. The moment the man’s loafers cleared the door, Steve pulled it shut and flicked the lock.
 
   With a roar, the beast slammed itself against the Plexiglas, shaking the frame and hinges. Both women screamed. Steve ran toward the box on his left and stuck in a key. As he turned it, a metal cage began dropping down from the ceiling just within the glass. After backing itself up a step or two, the monster crashed against the glass again, forcing a two-foot crack where its head had been. 
 
   As the cage finished its descent and locked shut at the bottom, the monster roared in defeat. Through the bars, the brown blur darted to the north and headed back the way it had come. Brad let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. His shoulders relaxed, and he looked around at the now darkened interior.
 
   Clarissa sobbed and blabbered into the phone at the operator on the other end. The other girl now hid behind the counter, judging by the location of her wails. Sweat beaded on Steve’s forehead, but he smiled victoriously and flicked off the exiting monster. “Yeah! I thought so! Just try to get in my store now!”
 
   Brad shook his head. He didn’t want to tempt fate by asking for another round. Part of him wanted to slam a fist down Steve’s throat so that the slimy manager wouldn’t tempt fate either. The man on the floor moaned again and pulled himself into a fetal position. His empty briefcase remained clenched in one of his manicured hands.
 
   ***
 
   It had been a half hour since they lost the phone signal. Clarissa rocked herself in the chair, mumbling and staring at her phone. Her thumbs incessantly moved along the mini keys, texting message after message into the ether. She whispered Hugh's name a few times, to Brad's disgust.
 
   Brad watched the empty street through the bars on the window. He half expected a tumbleweed to hop along the road. The rumbling of the monsters had faded and grown distant over the past hour. He held his smart phone in the air trying to catch any social media update from Facebook or Twitter, but he couldn't connect.
 
   The girls had finally stopped sobbing, but the man in the brown suit still moaned on occasion. With no knowledge of any kind of first aid, they had left the man on the floor, bleeding, and in pain. What were they supposed to do? The ambulance should have arrived before the phone went out, but the 911 operator told them they were clogged with emergencies and would come as soon as possible. Meanwhile, the man had started to look bloated and swollen, and he’d just begun pulling at his hair.
 
   The barista rocked herself on the floor, humming and occasionally singing Tomorrow from the musical, Annie.
 
   "Shut up, Carrie. Just shut up." Slimy Steve pleaded with the girl, but she ignored them. He eventually gave up and paced the floor, mumbling with the occasional obscenity peppered in.
 
   It was enough to drive a guy crazy.
 
   “Oh, yeah!” Steve’s face lit up and he smiled, skipping off to the backroom. When he returned, he had a cigarette stuck to his bottom lip and was striking the flint on his lighter, trying to catch a flame.
 
   "Hey!" Carrie, the barista, pulled herself partway from the floor. "You're not supposed to smoke in here!" 
 
   After a long pull on the cigarette, Steve held it in for a full three seconds before blowing two rings of smoke. "Who's gonna stop me? The world is going to hell out there. I doubt this place is going to be open tomorrow."
 
   Carrie stood, approached Steve, and held out her hand. "Let me have one."
 
   Steve smiled. "I thought you quit."
 
   "What’s the point? If one of those monsters doesn't kill me, I'm sure the next alien out of the ship will."
 
   Steve pulled a pack of Newports from his pocket and shook out an unfiltered cigarette. "Tell you what. You quit that singing, and I'll split the pack with you." He looked over at Brad and said, "Unless you want one?"
 
   Brad shook his head. Both of his parents smoked until he was thirteen, but he never saw the point in spending so much money on the habit. The two co-workers sat on the floor by the bar while they laughed and shared their smokes. Two lines of black eye-makeup made dried tracks down Clarissa's cheeks. She stared out the window. Brad stepped over and put a hand on her shoulder. She let it stay for a moment then shrugged it off, stood, and walked over to the window on the other side of the cafe. Fresh tears followed the tracks down her face as she folded her arms across her chest.
 
   He clenched and unclenched his jaw. What was this? The going gets tough and the chick cries out for Hugh? Blood rose up the back of Brad's neck. Hugh had won again.
 
   His knuckles cracked as he pulled his fingers into a fist. He drew his hand back to his shoulder and slammed it into the table. With a crash, the table tipped and crashed to the floor, skidding a few feet before the legs tangled in the bars over the window. He flared his nostrils as his looked around the room, daring someone to start a fight with him.
 
   Clarissa flinched but didn't turn in his direction. Her eyes focused on the empty street outside, entranced. The barista stared, open-mouthed and wide-eyed at Brad, her cigarette forgotten between her fingers for the moment. With a huff, Brad looked hopefully at Steve. How he'd love to smash the slime ball's teeth in, but Steve just smiled with the cigarette between his lips and gave Brad a double thumbs up.
 
   A chuckle burst from him at the sight, and Brad found himself doubled over. He shook out his right hand. His knuckles pulsed in pain, and the temporary numbness of adrenaline passed.
 
   Steve stood and came over to him, patting his shoulder. "We all deal with our impending doom differently, I suppose. Some people punch things while others sing tunes from Annie." He winked at Carrie, and she flipped him off.
 
   It all seemed so funny. Brad couldn't stop laughing and had to wipe the tears from his eye before someone got the wrong idea about it.
 
   On the floor, the brown-suited man's moaning grew in crescendo. It became a wail that put an end to the laughter. Was it a death scream? After about two minutes, Brad wished the man would go ahead and die already.
 
   Clarissa had turned around and gaped at the man with a gross contortion on her face. What did Brad ever see in the girl? He'd dated prettier and richer.
 
   Carrie rose from the floor and covered her ears. Steve stepped over and nudged the guy with his white Sketchers and said, "Hey mister, what's wrong with you? Shut up, will ya?" Steve looked up at Brad with a smile, looking for encouragement, but his face turned to a sudden scowl when the man on the floor grabbed Steve's leg and bit down on his calf muscle.
 
   "What the—" Steve struggled, trying to pull the leg from the injured man's grasp, but the brown-suited businessman clung to his ankle.
 
   With a kick in the jaw, Steve finally got the guy to let him go. He lifted up his khaki pants leg and pointed at his calf. “Look at this! I’m freakin’ bleeding!” In frustration, he kicked the man again. Grunting in response to the kick, the man clutched at the offending foot, trying to catch the leg in motion.
 
   Steve went crazy. His repetitive kicks came one after another, and the cigarette fell from his mouth and landed on the brown suit. A sickening crack proceeded from one of the kicks, but the sound of the rib breaking didn’t end Steve’s frenzy. The wailing from the man on the floor continued even after Steve finally began to slow in his assault. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped from his chin. 
 
   The wailing continued from the man on the floor, now pulling out hair by the chunks in bloody, puss-covered patches. Steve spit at the guy and went over behind the bar to wash off his leg. After a moment, the man on the floor turned himself over. He used a nearby chair to help him stand. His eyes were bloodshot in his swollen face, and red foam dribbled from his chin. 
 
   Brad gripped the chair in front of him, preparing to take a swing at the guy if he stepped in his direction. Instead, the man in the brown suit fixed his gaze on Clarissa.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
    
 
   THE elevator doors pulled open, and Jennie’s eyes widened as she took in the third floor of the hospital. Screams came from the nurse who had stopped the sick man earlier. Both the injured man and the woman that Jennie had met with on that floor were attacking the large black nurse who attempted to beat them off with her fists. The Snoopy-covered scrubs were red with blood.
 
   Pastor Billy broke from the elevator and ran to them yelling, “HEY!”
 
   Jennie stepped forward, and the elevator doors shut immediately behind. She’d never taken Pastor Billy for a violent man, but as he stepped toward the tussle, he punched the woman biting the nurse’s arm in the jaw. A sickening crack rang through the air, proving that Pastor Billy did not pull his punch. The injured woman stumbled away from the nurse, her lips and chin bloody. Her broken jaw drooped in an odd angle.
 
   Billy ignored her. He grabbed the man by the shoulders and muscled him off the nurse. With the nurse’s right arm free of the woman’s grasp, she punched the sick man in the face and yelled in triumph, “That’s right!”
 
   The man grew slack in Billy’s arms, so the pastor let him drop to the floor. The nurse stood up and kicked the sick man three times in the stomach. A dark stain blackened the front of Pastor Billy’s baby blue shirt. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. The sick woman came for the nurse again but was answered with a massive shove and a scream of, “Oh, HELL NO!”
 
   The woman fell to the floor, sprawling down the hallway. Her head struck the tiles with full force and blood splattered against the white drywall. The woman’s yellow flowery dress pulled up mid-thigh, exposing the shark-like bite just above her left knee. Jennie shuddered. 
 
   “Are you all right?” Pastor Billy laid a hand on the nurse’s shoulder.
 
   The moaning from both bodies continued. Both attackers appeared unconscious but continued to squirm.
 
   The nurse nodded, her hands on her knees, while she tried to catch her breath. “What on earth is going on? This is the craziest thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 
   Pastor Billy patted her back. “We don’t know, either, but it seems that the alien-attack victims have become violent.”
 
   “I don’t need this!” The nurse threw up her hands and rushed past Jennie for the elevator and pressed the button. Sweat beaded on the nurse’s face. Her bun had fallen, giving her a disheveled appearance. The elevator doors popped open, and the nurse stepped in, turned, and pressed a button. Her dark eyes brimmed with tears as they met Jennie’s. Without a word, the nurse looked away, and the elevator doors closed.
 
   Jennie jumped as Pastor Billy rested a hand on her shoulder. “Which room did you say your mother was in?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t remember.” Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head. The doors down the hallway seemed endless in both directions.
 
   “No clue at all?”
 
   Jennie closed her eyes and tried to remember. “I think it was 306 or 309? I remember the nurse at the desk saying both those numbers.”
 
   “At least that narrows it down to two rooms.”
 
   She felt comforted when Pastor Billy took her hand again and led her in the direction the arrow pointed. All the doors down the hall were shut. Screaming and moaning came from behind each blue door.
 
   When they reached 306, Pastor Billy released her hand to knock just below the number. He didn’t wait for an answer before pressing the lever to open the door. He began calling in a cheery voice before they entered. “Hello, Mrs. Ransom?” 
 
   A gurgling noise greeted them in response. On the floor of the room, a woman in a mint green hospital gown blew red bubbles from her throat. Her arms and legs hung uselessly at her sides as she attempted to use her head to move her body in their direction. Her cloudy blue eyes fixed on Jennie’s.
 
   Pastor Billy held out an arm and started backing up, pushing Jennie toward the door. “Well, this room is definitely not the right one. Sorry to bother you, Miss.”
 
   Jennie nearly tripped over the threshold as she backed from the room. She glanced down the hallway and saw a familiar silhouette heading from the other direction. “DAD!”
 
   Pastor Billy forgotten, Jennie ran for her father. As she approached, he looked up at her and blinked hard. He started for her in a jog. “Jennie?”
 
   She felt as though she were five years old again. All she wanted to do was hug her daddy. The tears she’d been holding back broke through her defenses and blurred her vision. She slammed into her father with such force that his breath came out with a swoosh. With her face buried in his chest, she blubbered, “Daddy, I’m so scared. I was so worried that you…and Mom.”
 
   “Have you seen her? Have you seen your mother?” He grabbed her shoulders and pulled Jennie away from him to look in her face.
 
   It broke her heart for him to push her away. She blinked through her tears and looked up into his lined face. A look of worry filled his brown eyes. Wrinkles contorted on his forehead like she’d never seen before. She shook her head, suddenly worried. “Weren’t you with her?”
 
   He peered over her shoulder as if searching the hallway. His eyes passed over Pastor Billy without seeing him. Then, he did a double-take. “Billy?”
 
   “Hi, Jack.” Pastor Billy reached out his hand, and Jennie’s father took it, the ritual a necessity of habit.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Actually, I found Jennie downstairs. Some strange things are going on around here, so I escorted her up to find you and your wife. You’re looking for your wife?”
 
   Jennie’s dad nodded, his eyes darting as if he didn’t want to stop looking. “She was in the surgery prep room when she…” An intense look in his eyes measured the pastor as though unsure he wanted to expose a family weakness with someone outside of the family.
 
   Pastor Billy seemed to get the hint. “Anything you tell me will remain between the three of us.” He nodded toward Jennie. “Call it pastor-member privilege.”
 
   Dad’s eyes grew softer, and he sighed in defeat. “Apparently, Maggie attacked the anesthesiologist and grew suddenly wild. I was in the waiting area outside of the surgery center. She ran off. No one could stop her. I’ve been looking all over but can’t seem to find her in the building. She couldn’t have gone far, right?”
 
   Pastor Billy nodded. “This only happened about twenty minutes ago?”
 
   “Yes, how’d you know?”
 
   “It seems that all of the bite victims are having a strange reaction to the alien saliva. Like rabies or something. They are not acting like themselves.”
 
   “I’ve seen some strange things going on in the hallways. What you say makes sense. I haven’t had a personal encounter with any of the victims, but I’ve seen the nurses and doctors trying to restrain several people.”
 
   “My wife took Mickey over to the church. Maybe it would be best if we all headed over there?”
 
   “I can’t leave Maggie.” Dad’s eyes pleaded with the pastor.
 
   “I don’t know that your wife is acting like...herself. She has on a hospital band?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then if the staff here find her and get her restrained, they’ll contact you.”
 
   Her father set his jaw and met the larger man’s gaze with a cold look. “I will not leave my wife like a stray dog.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   “That’s fine. Look, I’m glad that you kept my daughter safe. I’m glad that your wife is taking care of my son. Now, I need to secure my wife’s well-being before I can possibly think about my own comfort.”
 
   Billy nodded. “I understand. I’d like to come with you, but I don’t believe it would be safe for Jennie.”
 
   Both men looked at her. She felt like a bug under a magnifying glass. 
 
   Her dad sighed. “You’re right, Pastor. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine—just take care of Jennie.”
 
   “Okay, Jack. I’ll take Jennie over to the church with Mickey and my wife. We’ll wait for you there on one condition.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s about eight hours until the sun sets. Look for your wife, and we’ll pray that you find her. But it’s dangerous right now while it’s light outside. Lord only knows what it will be like after dark. My one condition is that whether you find her or not, you’ll be at the church by sunset.”
 
   Dad’s eyes moved back and forth. “I’ll find her, and I’ll be there.”
 
   “Also, avoid the injured people. Don’t try to help them. Jennie and I have seen these people attacking others and trying to bite them. It really is like they are rabid.”
 
   “That’s two conditions.” Her father smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “But I’ll avoid being attacked as best I can.”
 
   “Okay.” Pastor Billy nodded and stood a little straighter. He looked less defeated than he had the moment before.
 
   Normally, Jennie would have protested their talk about her like an object and not an opinionated nineteen-year-old. But under the circumstances, she just wanted to go home and hide her head under the covers. She needed for someone to hold her hand and tell her everything was going to be all right. Without a single thought of protest, she took the pastor’s hand.
 
   The pastor pushed his glasses up his nose and tried to smile in a reassuring way. “Okay, Jennie, where’s your car?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   Day Two
 
   Hugh
 
    
 
   ONE by one, the news channels faded from the air. No one went to work. No one left their home. The Shisa could be found anywhere, and you’d risk your life trying to run from one building to the next. But if you did it right and waited until the droning was far enough away, you might survive.
 
   Hugh scratched the three-day growth on his chin and flipped through the radio stations on his Sansa player. His iPod didn’t pick up stations; his TV had nothing on but sitcoms and other re-runs; he couldn’t leave. Or maybe he could. 
 
   What was really stopping him? Fred? Fred was nothing more than a tough-talking coward. If Hugh confronted him, even threatened him, he could get him to unlock the front door. Probably. Wasn't it worth a try?
 
   A crash out in the hallway followed by a high-pitched laugh like a hyena broke into his thoughts. Hugh stepped to his door and looked out the peephole. Nothing happened in the four-feet section made visible through the distorted circle. But a female giggle made him unbolt the door. 
 
   He opened the door wide and stepped into the hallway. In the narrow corridor, four teenage boys pushed each other and laughed, hauling a flat-screen TV between two of them. A twelve-year-old girl followed them with two bags full of cans and other groceries. The door to the apartment diagonally across the hall stood open with the door jamb splintered. Hugh called out, “Hey, what are you guys doing?”
 
   The teen group stopped and stared at him. One of the boys with a hat cocked sideways on his head freed his hand by wrapping the Xbox controller around his other arm. He pulled up his oversized jean shorts. “Look man, we don’t want no trouble. We figure no one is using this stuff, and since the building’s on lockdown, no one’s coming or going…”
 
   Hugh blinked hard at the kid who looked about fifteen or sixteen. His face was familiar; he’d probably seen him in the hallways of Warwick High. “So you’re only breaking into the empty apartments?”
 
   The kids nodded. The girl held one of the bags toward Hugh. “See? What else are we supposed to do? We can’t even go to the grocery store. We’ll starve, if we don’t do something.”
 
   Hugh crossed his arms in front of his chest. The kids were right. What else were they supposed to do? He always respected other people’s property and hated to see these kids taking what didn’t belong to them. But if the owners never came back, was there really any harm? At least these kids weren’t behaving like punks or hoodlums. They were more respectful than Hugh could have imagined. A sudden thought occurred to him. “Wait. How many rooms have you guys broken into?”
 
   The kids looked at each other, and then the girl looked at the boy in the sideways hat and asked, “What do you think, Jose? About three or four apartments per floor, and we’ve done the top four floors so far?”
 
   Jose shrugged.
 
   “There are ten apartments on each floor. Are you saying that more than a third of the apartments are empty?”
 
   “I guess,” Jose shrugged, pulling up his pants once again.
 
   “What floor do you guys live on?”
 
   The girl piped up. “Jose, Rory, and I live on nine. Aaron and Tion live on eleven.”
 
   So that explained why they were starting from the top floor down. “What are you guys doing with the stuff you’re taking? The cable is out, and the TV is hardly getting a signal.”
 
   “The TV is for the X-box,” one of the boys holding the corner of the flat screen answered. He shifted the box in his hands to gain a better grip.
 
   Hugh nodded and decided to let them go. There was nothing else he could do. He certainly couldn’t police the place, and the kids were generally behaving well. “You kids be safe, and keep out of trouble.”
 
   A smile revealed dimples on the little girl’s face. She shoved one of the bags toward him in an offering. “Thanks, Mr. Harris. We’re finding lots of food, and you know you’re going to run out eventually, so why don’t you take this one?”
 
   Letting the kids get by with their Robin Hood style thievery was one thing, but accepting the spoils was another. Hugh shook his head. “I’ll be all right.”
 
   The girl shrugged, and the group headed for the elevator. Mr. Lee came out of the room with the broken door, and Hugh did a double take. The little Korean man sorted through the bag in his hand. He looked up at and nodded in greeting. Hugh blinked hard.
 
   ***
 
   Jennie
 
   “When’s Daddy coming to get us?” Mickey tugged on Jennie’s sweater, as she stood in the tall window of the church and watched Pastor Billy pull into the driveway. 
 
   The rumble continued to drone in the distance, but she couldn’t help but search the surroundings for any monsters. It was no longer just the aliens she searched for. 
 
   It had been two days since she’d last seen her father. Two days since she’d last taken a shower. Two days since she’d slept in her own bed. She refused Pastor Billy’s offer to take them to the Crawford’s house. Honestly, she feared going anywhere, since her father promised to pick them up at the First Free Will Baptist Church. Besides, Pastor Billy didn’t want to leave them alone at home with all of the dangers going on right now. He felt that the church was a defensible position, and by staying at the church, they could help any members who came in need. 
 
   Mrs. Crawford and Pastor Billy grabbed bags from the back of the van, but their eyes still darted around the area. Jennie stepped over toward the door and unlocked the double bolts to let them in. A gust of wind picked up and blew the fallen leaves around the yard of the church. July? It definitely felt more like October.
 
   “I said, ‘When is Daddy coming to get us?’” Mickey stamped his foot. 
 
   “The answer didn’t change from the last time you asked. I don’t know. But he’s coming, okay?”
 
   Mickey scowled and narrowed his brown eyes at her. “He better come soon. I’m tired of sleeping on these wooden P.U.’s”
 
   Jennie smiled at him as the Crawfords stepped up. “Hey, Jennie. Anything happen while we were gone?”
 
   She shook her head and helped take a few of the plastic bags from his hands while he held two paper ones to his chest. Mrs. Crawford stepped up with a wide smile of her own and two big, folded quilts in her arms. She grew serious, as she said, “We drove by your house on the way, Jennie, and didn’t see your father’s car there.”
 
   The large white doors closed out the breeze that had built up, and Jennie shook off the chill as it faded. Pastor Billy turned the locks. 
 
   Jennie looked at them both. “What are we going to do?”
 
   The Crawfords exchanged another of their married-couple glances before Pastor Billy continued. “We were listening to the emergency band on the radio while we drove. The Shisa, as they are calling the aliens, don’t seem to swim. So, they are quarantining off Fort Monroe and blowing up all the bridges except for one.”
 
   Jennie blinked hard. “Seriously?”
 
   Pastor Billy nodded. “They believe it will take three to five days to clear the island. Langley and Fort Eustis are building up their walls and defenses as well, blocking off all of the entrances. In a few days, they are going to open up all three bases to uninjured civilians so that we can all find safety.”
 
   “I know the bases are big, but is there enough room for everybody?”
 
   Wiping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief, Pastor Billy paused before continuing. He watched Mrs. Crawford take Mickey toward the kitchen at the back of the church. Her brother swung a plastic bag in his free hand as he helped her carry the items to the back. Once they were out of earshot, Billy leaned in and lowered his voice. “Since the aliens attacked the sun and water supply, the population of the whole world has decreased. Too many people got sick or just gave up. Here on the Peninsula, you have to have noticed the decrease in people?”
 
   “I thought they were just holing up indoors all the time like our next door neighbors, the Cassels.”
 
   “It’s true that some are, but humankind has taken a hard hit even before these Shisa started attacking people two days ago.” He wiped his brow again and coughed before he continued. “I used to perform two or three funerals a month. But lately, it had been as many as four a week.”
 
   Jennie shook her head. Her voice quavered. “They didn’t say anything about this on the news. My dad was watching it all day long, every day, since the aliens came.”
 
   “Sometimes the news doesn’t give us the whole story because they are afraid of how the general public will respond.”
 
   Furrowing her brows, she said, “That sounds a bit too much like a conspiracy theory.”
 
   Pastor Billy shrugged and grabbed the paper bags he’d set on the pew and started in the direction Mrs. Crawford had gone. Jennie followed. She didn’t know anyone who had died. A couple of the houses in the neighborhood a street over had incidents, but she didn’t know them—just of them. On Facebook, people had been putting up memorials and such, but it all seemed so distant.
 
   As the two reached the kitchen, a banging started on the main door of the building. Her hair stood on end, and one look at Pastor Billy’s flushed face told her that he was afraid of who it might be as well.
 
   Mrs. Crawford lifted Mickey up and set him on her hip. “Want to help me make some cookies?” she said cheerfully, but the look in her eyes told her worry.
 
   The banging on the door continued, and Jennie jogged down the aisle after the pastor. Approaching the windowless door, Pastor Billy called out,  “Who is it?”
 
   A shout came from the other side. “Hey, Billy, it’s me, Jack Ransom!”
 
   Jennie thought her knees would buckle. “Oh, thank God.”
 
   Part of her wanted to be mad that her father had just left them there. He was supposed to be here two days ago. But when the doors opened to the old wooden church and her father stepped in, still wearing his flannel pajama bottoms, Jennie couldn’t help but rush over and pull him in a bear hug. Tears welled in her eyes, and she sobbed into his chest.
 
   Her father stroked her hair, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “I’m sorry I took so long.”
 
   Muffled by her father’s jacket, she asked, “Did you find mom?”
 
   Gentle hands pushed her away. His eyes etched in red around the rims and in the whites, her father looked into her face. “No, Jennie, that’s why I took so long getting to you. I searched everywhere.”
 
   Her heart sunk in her chest. Just like she’d gone two days without a shower, her father looked every bit like he’d gone two days without washing or sleep. Her mother was just one of the injured now, no more. If her father had given up, did that mean hope was lost? Jennie choked back a sob.
 
   “Daddy!” The pounding of little feet on the church’s floorboards behind her announced Mickey. 
 
   She stepped aside to let her little brother jump into his father’s arms. Dad lifted the boy off his feet and hugged him close to his unshaven face.
 
   “Prickly, Daddy! You’re a cactus.”
 
   Dad laughed and appeared genuinely happy for about two seconds before his face fell a bit. He tried to paste on a smile as he spoke. “Have you been a good boy?”
 
   Mickey nodded vigorously.
 
   “Good. Get your things, and let’s go home.”
 
   Pastor Billy stepped up and put a hand on her father’s shoulder. “Jack, have you heard what they’ve said on the emergency radio system?”
 
   “Yeah, but I think we’ll be fine at the house. We’ve stocked up on enough food to last us a couple months, and I’ve got my 30-30 and a shotgun if we need them. I know these two will just be glad to get home.”
 
   “That sounds well and good, but what happens then? I don’t know if the military bases will keep taking survivors after they open the gates this one time. I’d hate for you and your family to be locked out.”
 
   Dad’s face grew hard, and his eyes turned cold. “We don’t know everything about what’s going on. These are just sick people out there bitten by the aliens. We don’t know if these symptoms will just wear off, or maybe a cure will be found. I’m going to my home so we can be there in case Maggie returns.”
 
   Pastor Billy nodded. “Well, Mrs. Crawford and I will stay here. We want to be available as long as we might be needed. But once they open the gates at Ft. Monroe, we’re going to do everything we can to get as many healthy people where it’s safe.”
 
   “How many people have been coming to the church since the alien ships arrived?”
 
   “Our numbers have been down, but that doesn’t mean—”
 
   “And since the biting attacks started?”
 
   “None, but tomorrow’s Sunday and—”
 
   “Look, the church has taken the stand for hundreds of years that there was no life outside of our own planet. And if those ships don’t prove the church wrong, I don’t know what does. Where is God right now? Where was he when my wife was attacked?”
 
   “Mr. Ransom, I know that you’ve suffered—“
 
   “Suffered? You can’t possibly know what I’ve been suffering!”
 
   “I’m sorry that you’ve been facing losses, but we can’t reject God when the going gets tough.”
 
   “God seems to be rejecting me.”
 
   Jennie didn’t like the direction this was going. Her mother and father never argued in front of Mickey or even her. To watch her father argue with the pastor about such a weighty issue frightened her. Mickey looked up at him with wide eyes and pulled the thumb he’d been sucking out of his mouth to say, “Daddy, can we go home?”
 
   Dad nodded and held Mickey tighter. He looked at Jennie and waved an arm in her direction to pull her into him. “Come on, Jennie, let’s go.”
 
   Jennie focused on the haggard face of the pastor and whispered “Thank you” to him as she welcomed her father’s arm around her shoulders. They stepped out into the faded sunlight of the Saturday afternoon and headed for the minivan. “What about my car, Dad?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you should drive it and follow me.”
 
   “Mickey’s car seat is in the back, too.”
 
   Dad nodded and said, “Can you grab it and meet me at the van?”
 
   The incessant droning continued like white noise in the background. Its steady rhythm made her think her chest vibrated even though the monsters were too far away to cause it. They trudged through the leaves that no one was going to rake up because of the dangers of being outside. She looked steadily around for the possibility of a bite victim attack, but Warwick Boulevard was a barren street, devoid of most any life. Even the birds, themselves, were silent, their song drowned out by the static of the incessant alien rumble. Jennie’s mind wandered as she opened the door of her Civic. What kind of winter were they going to have if the summer felt like autumn?
 
   She unbuckled the booster seat and pulled it out. When she got back to the van, Mickey was reciting Mary had a Little Lamb and giggling. “You’re messing up the words, Daddy. Don’t you know the song?”
 
   Jennie laughed. Her father either couldn’t remember the lyrics to any song or at least feigned ignorance. But the mess up of simple ones always made Mickey roll with laughter. This was no exception. “Mary had a little lamb. Its sheets were white as snow.”
 
   “Not sheets—fleece!” her brother yelled, patting their father on the shoulder.
 
   “Here’s the seat,” Jennie said, as she handed it to her father. She looked up and down the street and noticed a single white car on the overpass of Route 17. The apartment tower on the James River above the overpass stood alone in the background, shining from the reflection of the sun off the water. The empty streets were eerily quiet—no sounds of children playing, people talking, not even dogs barking. Nothing to indicate life. She shivered and shoved her hands into her pockets.
 
   She headed back for her Civic, feeling empty handed without Mickey clinging to her. As if he could keep her safe. Was that it? Or, was she worried about his safety? 
 
   She slipped behind the wheel and turned the key. The starter turned but refused to catch. She pumped the gas pedal a few times and turned the key again. “Come on.” Her hands shook.
 
   In her review mirror, she could see her dad’s minivan had already pulled out of the drive. Her heart caught in her throat. What if he drove away without her? Thankfully, the minivan pulled to a stop and waited on the main road. She turned the key again and got no response. Looking at her gauges, she saw the light for the gas was on and the needle buried below E. “Really?” 
 
   Yet, somehow, she was glad to be reuniting with her dad and brother. She hoped her dad wouldn't make her go to the gas station and fill up. She shook her head and jumped out of the car. Her father had gotten out and headed around the front of the minivan, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m out of gas.”
 
   Her father nodded and waved toward the van. “Don’t worry about it. Get in. We’ll get your car later, when things settle down, okay?”
 
   Jennie nodded in relief and pulled the passenger door handle of the van. She hopped into the seat and started to buckle herself in. 
 
   “How come you’re coming with us?” Mickey asked from his car seat in the back.
 
   “I ran out of gas.”
 
   “Oh! Cool.”
 
   Jennie shook her head and looked out the windshield. Ever since the aliens came, she’d felt like she was losing more and more of the adulthood she’d gained. Her parents had become increasingly protective and treated her like a child. Somehow, in the midst of all of this, inside she felt more like a child. She didn’t want the responsibilities of adulthood. Even riding in the van to go home was preferable to the responsibility to driving the Civic. 
 
   The minivan’s engine was already running, so Dad only needed to shift it in gear before turning back onto the road and heading for home. He checked all his mirrors and changed lanes. Why would he bother? Newport News was like a ghost town. At least he didn't wait for the light to change. He simply came to a stop and looked in both directions before driving through intersections. Why wait on nonexistent traffic?
 
   Shadows from the trees made Huntington Park ominous and unwelcoming. Too many places existed for the victims of the aliens to hide and attack without warning.
 
   Shopping center parking lots resembled the concrete plates of a starving child. No cars, no customers. In the windows of several stores, the red “Sorry, we’re closed” signs hung like crooked reminders of the obvious. The sun and emptiness whitewashed the three-mile trip home and left everything grey.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   Brad’s heart raced as he considered his options. The droning of the aliens increased, vibrating in his chest. The narrow alley didn’t give him much of a chance of escape. Shadows from the setting sun covered him, and he took his only option.
 
   He turned the latch to the dumpster that kept out wild animals and hoped it would keep out the aliens as well. Used coffee grounds and the putrid remains of leftover food from the Starbuck’s filled his nostrils as he lowered himself into the dumpster. At least, if the aliens hunted by scent, he’d be covered.
 
   The continued hum increased, vibrating the lid which latched him in. He breathed through his mouth in order to keep from retching, but it didn’t help much. Even the walls of the dumpster vibrated with the rumble from the aliens. They had to be close.
 
   With a bang, one of them landed on the lid of the dumpster, making snuffling noises as it circled the top of the can. Brad bit down on his knuckle to keep from screaming. Every fiber in his being wanted to make a run for it. If he was less of a man, he would have peed his pants. 
 
   Less of a man? Was that even possible? 
 
   What kind of man would leave his girlfriend—EX-girlfriend—behind in order to outrun the aliens? But what was he supposed to do? One of them had already taken her down, and there was no way to save her, right?
 
   What kind of man would have abandoned Carrie, the barista, in the Starbuck’s refrigerator? That really wasn’t his fault though. She had locked herself in there after Steve had started wailing and pulling his hair out.
 
   He’d had no choice. It was him or them. Right?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   SOMETHING seemed wrong the moment they pulled onto the neighborhood street. The front door of their house stood wide open. She tried to rack her brain, but she was certain that she’d locked it before they made the run to the hospital. “Dad, have you been home yet?”
 
   “No, honey, I came straight to the church to get you.”
 
   “I locked the front door—I know I did.”
 
   Her father’s grip on the steering wheel grew so tight, his knuckles turned white. He leaned forward into a tense position. “I believe you.”
 
   Jennie swallowed hard and released her seatbelt.
 
   “No. You two stay here. I’m going to go see what’s going on.” He pulled the van into the driveway and pulled his seatbelt off. He stepped cautiously out and headed for the door to the house in a half jog.
 
   “Are we home? Where’s Daddy going?” Mickey asked, looking out all the windows in confusion.
 
   “Shhh. Daddy’s just going to check on things before we go in.”
 
   Her little brother crossed his arms over his chest and scowled at her. She ignored him and watched the front door to the house. The fan on the minivan went through its cycles, and a mechanical voice on the radio announced current conditions at the local military bases, urging residents to remain indoors until the bases were prepared to take in civilians.
 
   The window curtain to the house next door moved. The Cassels were watching. Even though Jennie couldn’t even see a shadow through the window, she knew they had to be there. Her neighborhood seemed as barren of life as the business section of Warwick Avenue. The color had a leeched into the same dull grey. At least there were none of the attack victims around, but the possibility of one inside her house worried her.
 
   From the gaping mouth of the front door, her father stepped out and waved her in. Jennie nodded and reached over to turn the engine off. Pocketing the key, she got out. 
 
   “Jennie, help your brother inside. It’s all clear,” her father called out from the porch. He headed back inside.
 
   She pulled open the side door of the minivan and helped her brother down. He’d already let himself out of the car seat. “How come Daddy left the door wide open? Mommy wouldn’t like that!”
 
   Shaking her head, Jennie smiled sadly. No, Mom wouldn’t like that. With everything moving so fast and the world so chaotic, Jennie hadn’t had time to think about her mother in past tense. Was she gone forever? Would she ever come back? If she did, would she be like the rest of the bitten and hurt her family?
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut at the thought of it. The wailing of a bite victim broke her reverie. Her eyes grew wide, and she looked down at her brother who had bent over a patch of clovers. “I think I see a four-leaf one!”
 
   Breathing fast, her eyes darted in all directions, but she couldn’t see anyone. She reached down, scooped up her brother, and jogged for the open front door.
 
   “HEY! I almost had it.” Her brother squirmed in her arms. “Put me down!”
 
   She squeezed him tighter. “Dad!”
 
   The front door still stood wide open, and the jamb where the handle had been was splintered and injured. She called into the house as she stepped in and put her brother down. “Dad!”
 
   She pulled on the doorknob, and it resisted her tug. It was stuck in the wall on the other side. The force of the person who broke in must have buried it into the drywall. She set her foot against the wall and pulled it with all her strength, screaming.
 
   It pulled free, and she slammed it against the broken doorjamb. Though the door handle area was damaged, the deadbolt itself was not. Relief washed over her, as she remembered she didn’t lock it. Thankful, she turned the deadbolt just as her father came rushing down the stairs. “What’s wrong?”
 
   She clutched his arm. “There’s someone out there. One of the bite victims, I think. I heard wailing.”
 
   He rushed to the door and looked out the window to the side. “Was it your mom? Could it have been?”
 
   “I don’t know.” The thought of it being her mother terrified her and made her feel guilty for locking her out at the same time. She stood on her tiptoes to peek out the window over her father’s shoulder.
 
   In the yard, a man in a navy jumpsuit stumbled about aimlessly, like the drunks she had seen on College Avenue on Saturday nights at Virginia Tech. With his hands in his hair, he tripped and fell to the sidewalk. He didn’t even attempt to catch himself; his face already had huge abrasions and pieces of rock stuck into his lacerations. 
 
   “What are you guys looking at?” Mickey tried to push his way between Dad and Jennie to get to the window.
 
   Both adults turned around and pushed the little one back.
 
   “Nothing important, Mickey. How about we go into the kitchen and get some food?” Jennie said.
 
   “Great! I’m so hungry, and we left before Mrs. Crawford could make me cookies!”
 
   “I’m hungry, too. Let’s go see what we’ve got in the pantry.” 
 
   Mickey continued to prattle away, as they headed to the kitchen. The moment Jennie's feet hit the tile floor of the kitchen, she stopped and stared. Every cabinet door stood open, and the few shelves she could see were bare. “Dad!” she called out again, feeling like it was the only word in her vocabulary.
 
   “What is it now?” he asked, rushing into the kitchen right behind her.
 
   She opened the pantry door and found the month’s supply of food they’d stocked up since the aliens came, gone. “What are we going to do?” She felt like crying again.
 
   “I checked the guns and the valuables but didn’t even think to check the kitchen.” He ran his hands through his hair. “They took everything. There’s not a crumb left.”
 
   “Did they take anything else?”
 
   “Not that I can tell.”
 
   “Who is they?” Mickey asked, wide-eyed and wanting to participate in the conversation.
 
   Jennie kneeled. “I don’t know who they are, Mickey. But they are bad guys.”
 
   Her father rested a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know if they are all that bad. We’ve been gone for two days. I’m sure someone thought we weren’t coming back. People will do what needs to be done in order to survive. Things that they wouldn’t ordinarily do.”
 
   Jennie shook her head, her throat tight, her chest hollow.
 
   “Can we make some cookies now?” Mickey asked.
 
   “I’ll go to the store.” Her father stood up straight, and for the first time, Jennie noticed the shotgun barrel of the black Charles Daly pointed to the ceiling.
 
   “Dad, you can’t. That man is probably still out there. We don’t know whether you’ll run into anything or anyone else on the way. Not to mention, the store is probably closed. I didn’t see one grocery store open on the way here.” Her words came out quickly, one after another in her panic.
 
   “Remember how I said that sometimes people do what they have to do in a survival situation that they wouldn’t normally do otherwise?”
 
   Jennie nodded, her eyes growing wide as she considered it.
 
   “You guys stay in here and keep the deadbolt on. Don’t open the door for anyone. I’m going to the store.” He set the shotgun on his shoulder and strode toward the window to look out.
 
   “Is he still there?” Her voice cracked as she choked back tears.
 
   “No, the coast is clear.”
 
   “Be safe!” Mickey called in a sing-song way just like Mom always did when their father left for work each day.
 
   Tears welled in her father’s eyes, as he kissed them both on their foreheads.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   Brad sat in the wet remains of week-old garbage, time having slowed to a trickle. He took in shallow breaths through his teeth. The smell still nauseated him. When the metal walls of his voluntary prison stopped vibrating, and he could no longer feel the vibration in his chest, he lifted the top of the dumpster and slid it to the side. He looked around and saw no one.
 
   He’d never known how hard it was to get coffee grounds out of his hair before. Some of the grounds had even made its way into the folds of his ear. 
 
   After leaping out of the dumpster, he did his best to shake free of the garbage. The rumblings were distant. He could detect no wailing nearby either. The end of the alley still showed some light, but it was fading fast. He’d need to find somewhere safe before it got dark. Like passing a car accident on the highway, he couldn’t help but peer into the glass front of the Starbucks, while he passed. The back half of the café was already shrouded in darkness, but he could see a leg, laid bare with bloody streaks, reaching into the sunlight. He shivered, certain that the red heel he saw was Clarissa’s. Shaking the thought from his head, he quickened his pace to a light jog. 
 
   From what he saw, the zombie-like victims didn’t eat the people they attacked; they just seemed intent on biting them. It was freaky. They’d gnaw on one person for a little while and make sure that person was good and injured and then move on to the next. In some weird way, it kind of made sense that the alien virus, or whatever the contagion was, would seek to reproduce itself without killing the host.
 
   Clarissa’s Toyota Forerunner sat right where he’d parked it, the meter having long run out. He pulled the key fob from his jeans pocket and hit the unlock button. The SUV beeped twice in response, flashing the headlights in time. With a moan, a man came from behind the building across the street.
 
   Like an overblown red balloon, the man’s skin was stretched taut over his swollen face. His eyes squinted to small slits. One foot dragged behind him at an odd angle, his knee out of joint. The man leaned against a street sign. He turned his head back and forth blindly, with his head tilted like he was searching for the sound.
 
   Trying his best to ignore the odd victim, Brad opened the door and jumped in, slamming it behind him and hitting the lock. The noise attracted the attention of the guy. He stumbled toward the vehicle in a bee-line, hopping along as quickly as his deformed gait would allow. When he reached the vehicle, the man didn’t slow his pace. He slammed into the rear door leaving bloody foam on the tinted window. The wailing increased.
 
   Brad gagged. The continuous smell of garbage had trailed him, making the car smell as bad as the dumpster. The bloody, foaming man banged on the door and tried the handle. It was all too much. Nausea washed over Brad in waves. He gulped and started the engine. The man outside beat on the door weakly. These zombie things had enough strength to run around on broken legs but hardly enough to beat on a door with fists. 
 
   Brad had seen more in the past two days than he’d care to ever see again. He imagined Clarissa becoming one of these zombie-like things. Laughing to himself, he wondered what the zombie version of Clarissa would do if she broke a nail pounding on a car door.
 
   Clenching his jaw to bite down on the hysterical laughter that threatened to surface, Brad flipped through the iPod Touch to get to some blaring, heavy music to drown out the sounds of the chaos outside the vehicle. He checked the gas gauge. Half a tank. It should be enough. Pressing the Toyota into drive, Brad sped toward home, leaving the zombie in his wake.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   Hugh’s cat had stepped across his laptop keyboard while he had gotten up to go to the bathroom. A series of 0s, Gs, and parenthesis traveled their way down three lines in some funky code. “Great. Thanks, Tiger.” 
 
   The grey-striped cat considered Hugh with an indignant green-eyed look. Hugh deleted the three sentences worth of gibberish and re-read what he’d written so far. The notes he’d taken from watching almost 24 hours straight of news and what he could hear on the emergency station came down to three things. And listing them in a visual way helped his scientific mind make some sort of sense out of what was going on.
 
   1. The attacks on people made by the Shisa always left the victims injured and seemed to happen at random.
 
   2. The time the bitten victims had before they showed symptoms varied but averaged just over an hour. It seemed they were affected by an alien virus of some sort and began attacking bystanders, also leaving them alive.
 
   3. No matter the injuries sustained by the victims, they continued to attack. It seemed that bullets to the vital organs made no apparent difference in stopping them. Could they die? 
 
   The thought of this sent a chill through him. He theorized about the possibilities of a parasitic alien that kept the body of the victim moving even after all life had left the person. Disgust made him gag. 
 
   “Murrrrow.” Tiger stood on Hugh’s desk, staring at him from over the screen on his laptop. Another thought occur to him, and a chill raced down his arms. He could hardly think of the implication.
 
   4. The Shisa are only attacking humans, no animals.
 
   A soft, hesitant knock sounded at the door. Hugh stood from his desk and headed over to the peephole. It showed a distorted vision of the little old lady from down the hall, Mrs. Marquis. Hugh frowned, scrubbed the growth of his beard, and ran his hands through his hair. He glanced down at his grey sweats and bare feet. Not the best time for company, but he shrugged and opened the door.
 
   He smiled apologetically at the woman. “How can I help you?”
 
   Mrs. Marquis’ hair was dyed a platinum blonde. In tight curls, it stood out about an inch from her head in every direction. Square, silver-framed glasses covered her bright blue eyes. “Mr. Harris. I’m so glad you’re home. Listen, could you give me a hand with something?”
 
   Hugh looked down at his bare feet again, and said, “Umm, sure. Give me just a minute. Would you like to come in?”
 
   Mrs. Marquis smiled and peered into the room past Hugh. “I don’t know that it would be appropriate. Me, a widow and you, a bachelor and all…no need to set the apartment building aflame with scandal.”
 
   The twinkle in her eye was enough to make him blush. “Let me get my shoes.” Just as he began to push his door shut, Tiger leapt through the crack. 
 
   The cat had just started down the hall when Mrs. Marquis scooped him up and scratched him behind the ears. “There’s a good kitty. Did you want to come out and keep me company?” She winked at Hugh.
 
   He shook his head. He knew the cat’s only intention was to prove he could escape and nothing else. But since closing the door had been only to keep Tiger in, he pulled it open wide and reached for his Converse sneakers. “What do you need help with, Mrs. Marquis?
 
   “Oh, I need to get something of Carl’s from the top shelf of my closet. It’s too high up. I can’t reach it.”
 
   He slipped on the shoes and stuffed the laces into the high tops. When he stood again and came to the door, Mrs. Marquis held Tiger out for him. 
 
   “Here you go.”
 
   The lady’s eyes seemed slightly saddened to let the cat go. Part of Hugh wondered if she’d like to keep the cat, but with the food shortages, the last thing she needed was to take care of more than herself, right? He took Tiger from her hands, tossed him lightly onto the couch, and closed the apartment door.
 
   Mrs. Marquis led him down the hall. “Now, I would have asked Mr. Dunn to do it, but he can be such a busy body at times that I feared he’d let the whole building know about the favor.”
 
   Hugh shook his head behind her back and waited for her to unlock her apartment. She opened it and stepped in, leaving the door standing open for him. He couldn’t help but ask, “Why, madam, is it inappropriate for you to come into my apartment but it’s okay for me to enter yours?”
 
   She spun around and smiled at him playfully. “Because, Mr. Harris, in this situation, you are but a gentleman helping the little old lady reach a high shelf. In the other, I would be the cougar entering the bachelor’s pad.”
 
   He shouldn’t have asked.
 
   The small apartment had the same floor plan as his own but twice the furnishings. The diverse mixture of hardwood antiques and bamboo patio furniture paid homage to the old woman’s eclectic personality.  She led him toward the hallway closet and opened the door. Each shelf held a colorful array of towels and linens. “It’s just up on the top shelf there, behind the quilt.”
 
   “What is it I’m getting for you?” Hugh asked, pulling the colorful patchwork coverlet down.
 
   “That black box right there,” she said, pointing at the plastic case just visible at the back of the shelf.
 
   He pulled it from the shelf and handed it to Mrs. Marquis. “Here you go.”
 
   “Thanks.” She set the box gingerly on the table and rolled the lock to the numbers 1-2-3-4. 
 
   Not the most secure of combinations. He couldn’t help but watch over the woman’s shoulder as she revealed the contents. Within the box lay a silver 1873 Colt .45 Army revolver. Hugh swallowed hard and rubbed the back of his neck. “Ma’am, I really hope you’re not planning to use that thing. I know things are getting dangerous out there, but do we really need to resort to this yet?”
 
   She turned and flashed him a brilliant smile of unnaturally straight teeth. “Of course not, dear, but I’m, also, no idiot. Carl would have wanted me to be prepared for any possibility, and I intend to do as he says.”
 
   “I can understand that.” He shifted uncomfortably and wondered if her eyesight was well enough to prove her a good shot.
 
   She pulled the silver gun out by the pearl inlaid handle and spun the cylinder with confidence.
 
   Hugh cracked a smile. Mrs. Marquis was full of surprises, as usual.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   Mickey yawned so big, Jennie was glad a fly didn’t make its way in. He rubbed his eyes and continued to look out the gauze curtain with her. They were two sentries waiting for the return of their father. But now, she looked at her brother with worry. “Do you want to take a nap?”
 
   He shook his head and yawned again, trying to keep his mouth shut. 
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I could use a nap,” she said, stretching her arms out and feigning a yawn. “I haven’t slept well in days. Those pews sure weren’t very comfy.”
 
   “Yeah, me too,” he finally admitted, and his eyes drooped.
 
   “Tell ya what, I bet Dad won’t mind if we go lie down on his and Mom’s bed. What do you say?”
 
   “Okay, if you’re going to lay down with me.”
 
   “Of course.” She smiled, and started up the stairs.
 
   “I hope Daddy comes home soon.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   “I know, but we’ve got to wait for Daddy, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   At the top of the stairs, Mickey headed directly for their parents’ bedroom, picking up a little jog and throwing his body on top of the bed. Jennie did the same, and it brought the giggles out of both of them. They snuggled under the white coverlet, fully clothed.
 
   The moment his eyes were shut, Mickey’s breath evened out, and his mouth dropped open in a gentle snore. While she lay in her mother’s bed, surrounded by the smells of her soaps and shampoos, Jennie felt comforted and suddenly sad. Tears spilled over both of her temples landing in the crooks of her ears, as she looked at the ceiling. What if she never saw her mom again?
 
   Embraced in the memory-foam mattress, her muscles loosened and relaxed. If she didn’t get out of the bed soon, she would fall asleep. She needed to be ready to help her dad when he returned. There used to be a commercial on TV for her parent’s mattress, where a woman jumped up and down on the bed next to a glass of red wine. The claim was that a sleeper would not be disturbed as his or her partner left the bed. As she slipped slowly out of the coverlet, she hoped the claim was true this time.
 
   “Jennie!” Her father knocked on the door, with the sound of panic in his voice that traveled up to the second floor.
 
   “I’m coming!” she yelled, the moment she reached the stairs. She hated to think the pounding might wake Mickey up. Considering she’d been checking the window every two minutes for the minivan, it was Murphy’s Law that he would show up the moment she was upstairs and no longer standing sentry for him.
 
   When she got to the door, she pulled the deadbolt open and yanked the door. Her father was drooped, holding his thigh, and sweat beaded on his forehead. The look in his wide eyes made Jennie choke back a scream.
 
   Her father had been bitten.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   THE sobs spilled out as Jennie panicked. “Dad, no...no…don’t tell me that you—”
 
   His face was as gray as his eyes. He nodded and stated the obvious. “Yes, I’ve been attacked.”
 
   She wanted to scream in her pain. Why was this happening to her? She needed her father, and if her mother was gone, too… “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Listen.” He grabbed her chin and raised it. He shoved the black shotgun in her hands. “I need you to take this.”
 
   She shook her head. He was only a blur through her teary vision.
 
   “Yes, Jennie. You need to take care of your brother. I know I don’t have long. I was bitten about fifteen minutes ago.” His leg was wrapped with his jacket. “You know we don’t have much time, right?”
 
   Jennie nodded, not able to think. Panic.
 
   “Go next door to the Cassels. They must have food and maybe even a way to get you and Mickey to one of the bases. The minivan ran out of gas just before I turned into the neighborhood.”
 
   The car, too? No food, no car, and no parents? How was she supposed to survive? How was she supposed to take care of Mickey?
 
   “Where’s your brother?”
 
   “He’s upstairs. I put him in your bed for a nap.”
 
   Dad leaned hard against the door and closed his eyes. “I’m so tired, Jennie. I’ve never felt so tired and weak in my whole life. All my joints are aching. I wonder if this is how your mother felt. It’s almost like I can feel my life draining out of this wound in my leg.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.”
 
   He opened his eyes and met hers. “It’s the truth, Jennie. There’s no point in sugar-coating it. I figure I’ve got about forty-five minutes before I become one of them. You need to hurry next door with Mickey.”
 
   An order, something to do. It was just what she needed to get her feet moving. Even though the floorboards felt more like molasses than wood, she pushed herself up the stairs as fast as she could. Mickey had kicked off his blanket, his chubby cheeks red from the heat in the upstairs room.
 
   “Mickey, we’ve got to go.”
 
   His eyelids cracked open a sliver and then closed again.
 
   “Come on. We’ve got to go.”
 
   He shook his head and grabbed to pull the blanket over himself.
 
   “I’m serious, Mickey,” she demanded, as she pulled him to a sitting position.
 
   Like a jellyfish, his body couldn’t hold the position and wilted back into the mattress. She pulled him up again, and this time, slung his limp body over her shoulder. He didn’t weigh much more than some of the backpacks she’d carried in school. She could handle this.
 
   Going down the stairs with the extra baggage was difficult, but not impossible, if she kept her weight back on her heels. She gripped the rail as she went, concentrating on placing one foot after the other. Her father sat in the foyer with his back against the large, white front door. He opened his eyes when they hit the bottom step.
 
   “Good.” He pulled on the door handle to rise up weakly. His eyes filled with tears, and he pulled her in a one-armed hug and kissed both their foreheads. Then he closed his eyes and pushed her away gently. “I love you both. Now, hurry.”
 
   The front yard to her house had never seemed as large as when she made the long trek around the side fence to the neighbor’s yard. Her breath came out in gasps while she started up the three steps to the porch. She stopped for a moment to catch her breath and adjust her brother’s unmoving body to the other shoulder.
 
   Under her feet the mat said welcome. She stepped up to the green front door of the Cassel’s house and gripped the brass knocker. After giving it three raps, she waited. Her eyes darted in all directions, ears alert for wailing or rumbling. After a minute, and no answer, she rapped on the brass knocker again. 
 
   Inside, someone shuffled, and the curtain to the side of the window moved. Mrs. Cassel looked out and quickly replaced the curtain. Jennie waited a reasonable moment for her to open the door, but after almost three minutes, the door never moved.
 
   “Mrs. Cassel?” Jennie’s voice shook as her whole body shivered with the terror of the realization that Mrs. C was not going to open the door.
 
   No answer. 
 
   Gripping the knocker, Jennie rapped again and called out, “Mrs. Cassel?”
 
   No answer. 
 
   Mickey stirred in her arms, his sleep disturbed by her voice. On the edge of her hearing, a wail began, and Jennie panicked. She beat on the door with her fist. “Mrs. Cassel, please open the door! One of the wailers is coming. I hear him. Please open the door! My father’s been bitten. We have no food. I need help! Please!”
 
   She waited another full three minutes. The door did not budge, the curtain did not move, the Cassels did not respond. The wailing continued to grow louder, as the attack victim approached. She needed to move if she didn’t want to be spotted. Unshed tears blurred her vision.
 
   The wind picked up and whipped the flyaways of her hair around her neck. Her brother’s gentle breath warmed her shoulder. She shivered and rushed back toward her house. Her father stood in the doorway with a worried expression on his face. “What’s going on?”
 
   “They wouldn’t answer the door.” Her voice cracked, and the words spilled out with her tears. “I saw them, Dad. Mrs. Cassel moved the curtain. I yelled and pounded on the door, but still they didn’t come. They don’t care, Dad. Why don’t they care?”
 
   Dad narrowed his eyes at the house, his hands gripping the barrel of his shotgun. “I’ll bet they’re the ones who broke into our house and stole the food.”
 
   Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Would they really do that?”
 
   “Desperate times, Jennie.” He shouldered his gun and headed next door. “I’ll go see if I can’t get them to make a change.”
 
   “Dad, there’s a wailer.”
 
   “A what? Oh, you mean another victim.” His eyes turned suddenly sad. “It’s not like I need to worry about that now. But you two head inside, I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   “You’re not going to shoot them are you?” Her eyes glued to the black shotgun in his hands.
 
   He looked at the weapon and smiled at her. “Of course I’m not.”
 
   Relieved, she headed inside and put her brother on the couch. Her arms ached from holding him. His long brown eyelashes curled against his chubby cheeks. Her shoulder was wet on the jacket in a spot where he drooled. “Thanks a lot, kiddo.” She grabbed the throw blanket that sat on the top of the couch and pulled it up to his chin.
 
   Her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten much in the two days since her mom was bitten and hadn’t eaten at all since the night before. Right about now, anything edible would do. She headed back into the kitchen in the hopes that something might have been left behind. She hadn’t checked the refrigerator yet.
 
   She opened the door and found several salad dressing bottles, catsup, and mustard on the door. The shelves were otherwise bare except for eggs which had expired the day of the attacks. Had her mother’s tomato plants begun producing? She snorted. Unlikely. In the back of the fridge she found a pickle jar with seeds floating in the brine and one pickle left. Apparently whoever had stolen their food didn’t feel the one pickle was important enough or worth sticking their hand in the brine for the last small piece.
 
   It was worth it to Jennie.
 
   A sharp vinegar-laden smell struck her as she twisted the top and stuck her hand in the brine. The little piece floating inside was only about an inch and a half long. Good enough for one bite only. She put the piece in her mouth and chewed as slowly as she could, hoping it would last.
 
   The sound of a gunshot reverberated through the house, a loud clap that overcame the droning background noise. Jennie jumped, and the pickle jar slipped from her grasp and shattered on the kitchen floor, splattering the noxious contents in every direction, including her jeans. She swallowed hard, and the piece of chewed pickle went so slowly down her throat that she felt its entire travel.
 
   “No way. He didn’t,” she spoke to the air and left the pickle mess in the kitchen, running for the front door. 
 
   Reaching for the handle, she suddenly remembered the wailer outside. She pressed her ear against the door and heard nothing but the constant drone from the aliens. The deadbolt flipped quickly in her hand, and she ripped the door open. She stepped onto the porch and looked over at the Cassel’s porch next door. Her father stood on the bottom step.
 
   His shotgun was pointed at a body on the lawn. The injured person gurgled and attempted to maneuver itself. In gory fascination, she walked across her front porch and leaned over the railing to get a closer look, hoping he hadn’t shot one of the Cassels.
 
   From her vantage point, she could see that it was the wailer. His eyes were swollen shut and his hair was ripped out in huge chunks. The shotgun in her father’s hands clicked again and again. He was out of ammo.
 
   Sweat beaded on Dad’s forehead and dribbled down his face like a trail of tears. The victim on the ground pulled at the clumps of grass, dragging itself in her father’s direction. The shotgun blast had ripped through its body and rendered its legs useless.
 
   Taking a running half step, her father made a swift kick to the man’s head. Jennie closed her eyes against the gory horror but couldn’t block out the sickening crack as her dad made contact. Her world was caving in around her, and a wave of dizziness washed over her. She wrapped her arms around herself and sat on the porch, rocking. This couldn’t be happening. Surely she’d wake up and her mother would be fine. Her father would be fine. Her neighbors would be the nice old couple that always bought Girl Scout cookies from her when she was a kid.
 
   How long she sat there like that, she didn’t know, but it wasn’t long enough because the pickle juice smell hadn’t gone away. 
 
   When she felt the hand on her arm, she opened up her eyes to see her father’s bloody hiking boot next to her leg. She screamed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   THE SUV was the perfect vehicle for the journey. Brad had it in four-wheel drive the whole way and trucked along at a steady twenty-five miles per hour over the medians and other grassy areas in order to make it around all the abandoned vehicles. The on-ramp to the beltway was backed up. When he couldn’t find a way around it, he drove up the cleared off ramp and made a three-point turn on the median to get going the right way again.
 
   He found creative ways around every barrier. The music in the car blared as he drove. One of the bite victims had made the mistake of getting in front of his car once, and a reddish-brown stain on the hood was all that was left of ’em. Behind him, stretches of road packed bumper to bumper with cars scattered along the road and even in the median. But overall, the grassy space between the opposing sides of the highway was clear. Occasionally he had to steer around a copse of trees, but most of the time, it was smooth four-by-four sailing. Twice he’d passed other trucks headed in the opposite direction. That was when he was closer to the city. He hadn’t seen anyone in over two hours.
 
   Movement caught his eye in the review mirror.
 
   A pack of those alien lion-dogs honed in on him because he was the only moving vehicle for miles. Brad clenched his jaw and pressed the gas pedal. Easing the Forerunner up to thirty-five made for a bumpy ride, but he could bear it if he outran those demons behind him.
 
   He leaned into his steering wheel. Refusing to check the mirror again, he fixed his eyes well ahead of him and making decisions on the fly. How fast could those aliens travel? They didn’t seem to jump any higher or run any faster than a common dog. What was the top speed of a dog?
 
   The air conditioner vents blew cold air straight at him, but sweat beaded on his face. His palms felt slippery on the wheel when he loosened his grip to allow it to spin through freely. He maneuvered around a Volvo. When he reached a clear spot, he leaned back and glanced up in the rearview.
 
   They were still coming, but the distance between him and the dogs had doubled. So they couldn’t maintain a thirty-five mile per hour run. That was good to know. Smiling to himself, he concentrated again on his path. He nodded his head with the guitar riff playing on his speakers. The droning outside might have been loud enough to throb in his chest, but he didn’t know. The bass in the Toyota vibrated in its own beat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   It had been a half hour, and Jennie’s father kept scratching his scalp. How much longer would he have? 
 
   “Hand me another board, honey.” 
 
   She handed him the longer of the two left, and he nailed it into place over the shutters of the last window on the first floor of their house. Her father concentrated on the task but grew weaker by the moment. More often than not, his hammer blows missed their mark. When finished, he stepped back. His face was pale, and he sweated profusely. Closing his eyes, he sat down hard on the back deck. “Okay, it’s finished.”
 
   Jennie nodded, even though her father’s eyes were shut and he couldn’t possibly see her do so. She dreaded what he would suggest next.
 
   He held the hammer up, supporting his elbow with his other hand and opened his eyes. His grey eyes looked soft and sad. “I’m sorry, Jennie.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t get the Cassels to take you in. I’m sorry that I couldn’t get food without being attacked. Maybe I should have tried harder, paid better attention.”
 
   “No, Dad.” She choked on a sob and took the hammer from his hand.
 
   “Make sure you take care of Mickey.”
 
   She shook her head and started sobbing, but her tears were spent and her eyes remained dry.
 
   “Go on. Go inside. I can feel a heat rising up in my gut, and my joints are burning. I feel like I’m dying. I feel confused, disoriented, but most of all, tired.”
 
   “I can’t leave you like this.”
 
   His eyes turned hard. “You have to. I don’t want to hurt you or Mickey. I have done enough that I’m sorry for, and I don’t need to add more to it. You’ve got the shotgun. Take that hammer and nail the front door shut once you’re inside. Stay in there until I change and leave. Make sure I’m long gone and then you guys will have to make it back to the church.” Tears sprang in her father’s eyes as he added, “I’m sorry I took you away from there. You would have been better off if I’d never picked you up.”
 
   “I love you, Dad.” It was all she could think to say.
 
   His eyes were soft again, as he scratched his scalp and a clump of brown hair stuck under his fingernails. “I love you, too, Jennie. Now get inside.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   Beef stroganoff flavored Hamburger Helper, without the meat, sort of tasted like macaroni -n- cheese gone slimy and sour to Hugh. Hungry as he was, he shoveled it down without much complaint. He’d run out of cat food, so he set down the bowl so Tiger could have some sustenance. The cat sniffed the contents with curiosity but turned his nose up at it. “Come on, Ty, it’s all that we have. And it’s got milk-type products in it.”
 
   The cat met his eyes with malicious intent, accusing him of a poisoning attempt, and hopped down off the table for the living room. Hugh left the bowl on the counter, licking a bit of the gravy from his thumb. “Maybe later then.”
 
   He was still hungry. Although he’d cut back on his food consumption to one meal a day, things were not looking good in his cupboard. The Robin Hood gang he’d run into earlier didn’t look so crazy for their pantry raiding. He wished he’d taken the bag the girl had offered, but he wasn’t ready to throw in the towel just yet. With a sigh, he turned on the emergency radio just to break through the silence that settled over the apartment like a wet blanket.
 
   “Fort Eustis is clear and can take in four hundred more clean civilians. Authorities estimate it will take them another twenty-four to thirty-six hours before Fort Monroe is clear and ready to take in civilians. Langley Air Force base is currently full. They will be closing the bridges to traffic later today.”
 
   Hugh sat down heavily on the couch as the message repeated itself three more times. When he found the radio was saying nothing more of importance, he clicked it off. Tiger jumped in his lap. With a scratch behind the cat’s ears, Hugh said, “What do you think, buddy? Should we be making a run to Fort Monroe when they open up?”
 
   With a nod, he lay on the couch to sleep off the remaining hunger gnawing at him. The cat jumped down and headed for the window again. Outside, the darkness of nightfall seemed peaceful except for the continued drone of the aliens. His eyelids drooped, and he embraced sleep as it came.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   Day Four
 
    
 
   JENNIE woke and couldn’t tell what time it was. She blinked, bleary eyed, around the dark room and tried to make sense of it. Her neck hurt from the way she’d slept on the floor of the living room next to Mickey. She had not been able to leave him and hadn’t known if she could carry him up the stairs. Instead, she spent most of the night sitting on the floor beside the couch reading her Bible and praying.
 
   The grandfather clock in the foyer ticked away, and the gold Roman numerals shone in the light coming from the narrow window at the top of the front door. Five minutes after six. The even rise and fall of her brother’s chest in the almost completely dark room let her know that he was still asleep. He’d been out for nearly fourteen hours. She’d slept maybe four.
 
   She wiped the drool from the side of her face and pulled herself to her feet. Her shoes were still on in case they’d needed to make a run for it. Her father had been silent outside for so long; she itched to get moving so they could make it to the church before Pastor Billy and his wife left for one of the bases. The night before, she thought the wailing would drive her crazy. Her father circled the house never getting too far.
 
   Rolling her neck, she headed for the stairs. She turned down the hallway and opened all the doors on the second floor. The pale, yellow light poured in upstairs, giving her some semblance of normalcy again. She half expected to find her parents asleep in their bedroom when she stepped in, but the bed remained tousled.  The way she’d left it the day before when she’d grabbed Mickey. Her throat constricted and her chest tightened, but she shut that part of her off.
 
   Amazing how clinically distant she could make herself feel. The fountain of her tears had dried up anyway. Knowing the mission ahead of her kept her bearing calm. She prayed for strength, and God delivered. For that she was thankful, no matter what the reason for her serenity.
 
   From her parent’s window, she could see the backyard. She pressed her cheek to the glass and stretched her range of vision as far as she could. Nothing seemed to be moving down below, or in any of the neighbor’s yards. No wailing. The monstrous drone sounded in the distance, and she felt no vibration, even in the glass of the windowpane. Nodding, she headed across the hall for her bedroom.
 
   Her bedroom was an eclectic mixture of masculine and feminine, young and old. Movie posters lined the walls, agreeing with her young adult taste, while stuffed animals sat in a row on the headboard of her bed. She hated pink, so her room had been decorated with her favorite color, blue. But, she loved ballerinas, so there were toe shoes hanging on her wall, and a music box with a statue sitting on her vanity. 
 
   It seemed like forever since she’d last stepped in her room.
 
   To keep her heart from cracking, she didn’t spend much time looking around but went straight for the window and opened it wide. Cool, fresh air spilled in from the new opening, dispelling the feeling of the staleness that surrounded her downstairs.
 
   More out of habit than worry, she glanced behind her to make sure Mickey didn’t see. With a deep breath, she grasped both sides of the window frame and set a foot on the porch roof outside. Small bits of black gravel from the shingles cascaded down the front of the porch. 
 
   She rocked on her haunches and sat on her back pockets. The gentle slope did not unnerve her like it did when she was younger. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the refreshing air and rubbed her forearms. For a moment, she could almost pretend the droning of the aliens were crickets and the gentle breeze was an early morning autumn wind. But that nostalgia only lasted for a moment before reality seeped in. She opened her eyes and went to work scanning the surrounding yards. Not a soul moved in any direction. 
 
   Birds sang in confused voices, all their songs intertwining in a melody that barely rose above the white noise from the aliens. She wondered if they were confused which month of the year it might be, or even by the droning sound itself, as it filled the air with the foreign song. 
 
   Steadying herself to her knees, she leaned forward so that she lay on her belly. Her shirt rode up just a little, exposing a small area of her midriff. She gently crawled forward on the sloped roof and the coarseness of the roof scratched against her. She tugged on her shirt as more particles of sand and gravel cascaded down around her arms and face. When she reached the end, she leaned forward as much as she felt safe and peeked around on the portions of the porch she could see. No wailing, but she still felt a visual check was necessary since she couldn’t look out the windows, and this was her only option.
 
   Satisfied that they would be safe leaving, Jennie drew herself up to a kneeling position and closed her eyes once more to the cacophony of sounds that surrounded her and prayed for their safety.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   After a fitful night of sleep in the Toyota’s backseat, Brad woke up and decided it was time to go. He’d run out of gas just past the Williamsburg/Colonial Parkway exit on I-64. He didn’t remember the exact mileage but was pretty certain he’d had a quarter hour or so left in the drive. And that meant he’d be taking the last twenty miles or so on foot. Unless he got lucky and found an abandoned motorcycle with gas in it, he’d be hiking his way back to Newport News.
 
   In his sleep, he’d heard no wailing, and the aliens he’d seen along the way had long since been left behind. He felt comfortable starting his trek and stretched as much as the truck would allow his long frame. Stinking Japanese cars were always built too small for larger Americans. His mouth felt coated with a disgusting film, proving he could use a drink of water. He also needed to relieve himself.
 
   With a sigh, he opened the door and let himself out to take care of his needs. The pale morning light didn’t let him know the time, but the half-lit sun was so low in the sky it hadn’t yet risen over the tops of the trees. Although there was a breeze, the air still felt humid and muggy. The mosquitoes didn’t seem much disturbed by the temperature change, either. Even though it was barely above fifty degrees, he slapped two of them from his face and arms before he could zip his fly.
 
   The highway was a maze of cars. Different colors, makes, and models littered the road like a mix-mash car dealership. As he started down the median, he checked the door handles of several of them. Most of the people had locked their doors before abandoning the automobile carcasses to the carrion birds of time. Once in a while, he’d happen on a car with the door unlocked and he’d peek in to see if he could find a positive reading on the gas gauge but came up with nil after half an hour of slow searching. Finally, he gave up on the search and started to walk as fast as his legs would take him in the overgrown grass on the strip.
 
   After an hour’s trek, his black steel-toed boots became ridiculously heavy. Even in the cool breeze, sweat began to drip down his back and face. His breath came in short gasps, and he’d killed at least a dozen more mosquitoes. It made him wonder if they could carry this virus that affected the bitten. He consoled himself with the fact that mosquitoes couldn’t carry AIDS, so maybe they couldn’t carry the Alien Invasion Disaster Syndrome, either. Brad couldn’t help but chuckle insanely at his bit of creative anagram play.
 
   Elated, he finally saw the sign that declared the next five exits for Newport News. Of course the first four exits were bunk and wouldn’t help him, and the last of them would take him miles out of his way before he could get back to the Hilton Village area. His best bet was the third exit. 
 
   Not too far ahead, he found the bridge over the reservoir and started across. Teeth clenched, he found suddenly that he had been in denial. For the past half hour, the droning noise had gained momentum. Now he could feel the rumble in his chest. His worst fear was coming to fruition—he was heading toward the noise. He stepped closer to the wooded area, in the hopes that he might be able to hide if the monstrous aliens were about. But on the bridge, there were no trees, just open expanses of water for almost a quarter mile.
 
   With darting eyes, he continued to check both sides of the highway and across the water for as far as he could up the shore line. He’d remember hearing on the emergency radio that the aliens and victims seemed incapable of swimming. Humph. Some consolation. Islands were safe. If only he could somehow make it to the Bahamas.
 
   He looked behind him again. Nothing. Ahead, where the road met a curve, a sudden movement caught his eye. One of the lion-like aliens jumped on the roof of a car. 
 
   Crouching as he went, Brad walked under the cover of each vehicle on the bridge. His heart raced, and his ears strained to hear anything beyond the incessant drone.
 
   The sweat on his brow and palms become so fluid, he needed to wipe them on his shirt. His stooped position slowed his progress. The vibrations in his chest matched those in the vehicles he passed when he laid a hand on them. The moment he made it past the bridge, he ducked into the trees of Newport News Park. A waist-high, chicken-wire fence separated him from the remainder of the park, but he hopped over without making too much noise. He wondered if the aliens could even hear anything over their own reverberating hum. When he looked back toward the highway, he saw no movement where the cars peeked through the trees. 
 
   The farther he penetrated into the woods, the more distant the noise and vibration became. They weren’t following. Brad nodded, pleased. He kept up the forced march through the woods, hoping to happen on a trail or something so he could get his bearings. The forest was more shadow than light, but his eyes adjusted well to the darkness. He continued to set one boot in front of the other until he could find something that would lead to a main road. He was pretty sure the park was on Jefferson Avenue. And if he was right, he was still on the opposite side of town. Deep in thought, he hadn’t noticed he’d started walking along a trail until he saw the bench up ahead with a small plaque dedicating the rest point to The Monty Family. 
 
   He almost jumped for joy, because he knew the longest of the park’s walking trails was a three- mile loop, so he had less than that before finding a way home. But his joy didn’t last long once the wailing began.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   Once she determined the coast clear, Jennie headed back downstairs. Her brother still lay on the couch but restlessly tossed even as she approached him. “Mickey, it’s time to get up.”
 
   Her brother rolled over and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Is it morning time yet?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “We got Cocoa Poof cereal?”
 
   Hunger pains hit her own stomach and clenched tighter as she thought of her brother’s needs. She shook her head. “No Poofs.”
 
   “What about a Pop Tart?”
 
   Jennie shook her head again. 
 
   Her brother looked sad and about to cry. “I’m hungry!” 
 
   She didn’t think she’d be able to do this. Now, her brother was upset about having no food, and how could she blame him? She was upset, too. How would she do this? She racked her brain for some sort of answer. “How ‘bout we go get some food? Does that sound like a good idea?”
 
   He nodded. “Where’s Daddy?”
 
   A lump lodged itself firmly in Jennie’s throat. Her voice cracked as she said, “He’s not here, okay?”
 
   “But wasn’t Daddy going to get us food? Should we wait for him?”
 
   “Daddy told us to try to get back to the church,” she answered, fearing that he would catch her in her half truth. Then, she added hastily, “And Mrs. Crawford.”
 
   “Oh, okay. But we’re going to stop for food on the way? Can we stop at McDonald’s? Will Daddy meet us at the church? And Mommy?” His questions continued in rapid fire succession, as he started for the downstairs bathroom.
 
   She sighed, hoping that he wouldn’t really want an answer for any of them.
 
   Grabbing the hammer from the coffee table next to the couch, Jennie began prying the nails out of the two-by-fours she’d placed over the front door. She shoved the end of the hammer under the block of wood. When she could find no purchase, she tried for the nail heads themselves. The nails made horrendous screeching sounds, groaning their way out of the wood. 
 
   “Whatcha doin?” Mickey came in behind her.
 
   “Daddy told me to put this over the door to keep us safe last night.”
 
   “Oh.” He started in again, “Can we go to McDonald’s?”
 
   “I don’t think McDonald’s is open, Mickey. We’ll try the grocery store that’s on the way to the church, okay?” To get the other side of the board detached, she used the whole plank as a pry bar to pull on the remaining two nails.
 
   “Okay.” He plopped down in the foyer, as he always did, to pull on his little brown hiking boots. The survival compass paracord bracelet he wore fastened on the outside of his jacket, where it would fit better. 
 
   Her father had given the bracelet to her on her first camping trip when she was a little older than Mickey. It was the one souvenir she’d chosen from the gift shop in Shenandoah. Her heart broke at the sight of it—at the memory of her father’s smile when he’d put it on her wrist for the first time. She swallowed back the tears, willing herself to forget, for now.
 
   Her stomach growled. Although it had been over a day since she’d eaten, if she didn’t count the pickle, it had to be worse for her brother. She was pretty certain that little kids had different food requirements than adults and needed to keep a steady amount coming as they were still growing. Then, she had a sudden revelation. The granola bars.
 
   “Mickey!” 
 
   She said it so suddenly that he looked up at her with wide, round eyes.
 
   “Wait here!” In her excitement, she ran up the stairs with hammer in hand. Because she didn’t need the tool any longer, she left it on her nightstand and yanked open the top drawer. There, the box of chocolate chip granola bars beckoned her like heaven calling. She sent up a quick thanks and pulled out the box. A single individually wrapped granola bar shook in the vacant space of the box of twelve. She wanted to cuss.
 
   Knowing she wouldn’t find a thing, she rummaged through the top drawer anyway. With the familiar ache, she took the single bar, a little more than the size of her finger and thought about the meager bite half would bring. Disheartened she returned down the stairs.
 
   “What?” Mickey said, holding the bottom banister.
 
   She considered pocketing the bar for later use or eating the whole thing herself. But her brother needed his half. She held up the silver wrapped treat and said, “I have this.”
 
   “Awesome! Can I have one?” His eyes lit up.
 
   “There’s only one.”
 
   “Oh.” He frowned and looked at his feet.
 
   Her heart broke. In days of plenty, Jennie wasn’t known to share with her little brother. And now in days of few, her brother felt he had no hope. She held out the bar to him and said, “Here. You take it.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   She nodded and smiled, somehow feeling better than if she’d eaten the bar herself. 
 
   She almost started crying when her brother took a bite and held the bar back toward her. “Do you want a bite?”
 
   “No, you take the whole thing. I found something in the fridge earlier. I’m full.”
 
   Sitting on the bottom step of the stairs in the foyer, her brother snacked on the last of the granola bars while she sat next to him, somehow feeling satisfied.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   Hugh lay on the floor with his legs against the wall, throwing a tennis ball and catching it. For a moment he wished he had a dog instead of a cat. But, Clarissa had been a cat person, and when they went down to the shelter to pick out a pet together, Tiger had looked in her eyes adorably.  They had to take him home. Such an unoriginal name. Because Clarissa had not a nurturing bone in her body, Hugh ended up being sole provider for the cat’s needs, feeding and cleaning the litter box.
 
   Tiger could tell who cared for him and soon showed an obvious preference for Hugh. It didn’t take long for Clarissa to resent the cat’s partiality and reject the cat as hers. When she left, there wasn’t even an argument about custody.
 
   Cats were so much easier to take care of than dogs, and he loved Tiger, but still he wished Ty was a nice black lab or golden retriever instead. Then someone would go get the ball and bring it back to him when he overshot the angle, and it didn’t return. His stomach growled, and he winced against the pain. It caused him to miss the ball on the next round, so he lay still for a moment before getting up to retrieve it. A knock came at the door just as he made it to his feet.
 
   “Coming,” he called out, mostly out of habit. He rubbed the stubby growth of beard on his face and tasted his slimy mouth. He wasn’t at all presentable. Pulling out his shirt to take a quick look at the front at least gave him the satisfaction of knowing he had no stains.
 
   Three bolts and locks later, he opened the door to an empty hallway.
 
   He stepped out and looked both ways. Nothing but drab grey carpet and standard white walls occupied the hall. The window on the end showed the pale blue sky with a few fluffy white clouds scattered about to the winds. “Hello?”
 
   No answer. The kids in the building must be getting as stir crazy as Hugh was. They must have taken to practical jokes. As he backed up a step to close the door again, Tiger dashed out. Hugh should have known better; the cat was always getting into trouble.
 
   He threw on his Converse sneakers without tying the laces, grabbed his keys from the hook next to the door, and shut it behind him. It locked automatically. He shoved the fob deep into his sweatpants pocket and walked after the cat, saying in a sing-song, “Kitty kitty, come here you stupid little kitty. Tiger.”
 
   Walking along indignantly, the cat stayed just out of his reach. The moment he’d get close enough to reach down, Tiger would dash forward or take a bounding leap away. Frustrated, Hugh wanted to scream. The door to the stairwell opened just as Tiger approached it.
 
   The door opened only enough for one of the Robin Hood gang to peek a head out, all teeth and smiles. When Hugh met eyes with him, the boy’s look turned to one of fear. “I’m sorry, Mr. Harris; we was just having fun.”
 
   Honestly Hugh couldn’t care less, but what did irk him was the fact that Tiger had dashed into the stairwell and bounded down. With an exasperated sigh, he raced down the stairs after it. “Hey guys, can I get a hand here?” 
 
   The three teens cantered down the stairs to help.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   JENNIE glanced back at her house one last time as she took Mickey’s hand in hers and started down Morris Drive. The two story rambler’s rhododendrons were still green, but completely devoid of flowers. The house looked unadorned without them. Her chest hurt to see her mother’s flowerbeds barren of color. Her home looked sick with the downstairs windows boarded and shuttered like they would be for a hurricane. 
 
   Dappled morning sunlight filtered through the canopy of trees over the neighborhood street. A few of the other houses had their windows boarded; others looked completely vacant. The Smiths, three houses down and across the street had abandoned their house when the aliens first came. Their mountain cabin had been previously featured on the TV show, “Doomsday Bunkers.” Jennie remembered her dad laughing about how the Smiths’ bunker had trapdoors and flame throwers for safety. It had seemed so ridiculous at the time. Now, not so much.
 
   How were Liza Smith and their family doing? Would they even know about the Shisa and this attack? Jennie remembered the last time she’d seen her friend and how “hot Mr. Harris” had taken their picture. Liza had texted her the photo, but her phone was dead so she left it at her house.
 
   The July wind picked up, reminiscent of a late October breeze. Jennie pulled her jacket around her and zipped it up. Mickey had one cold hand in hers while the other squeezed a gold gilt and macaroni laden picture frame to his chest. It was the family photo her mother had forced the family to take last summer, just before Jennie headed for college.
 
   One year ago. It didn’t seem like such a long time, just three little words when she considered it. But it seemed more like a lifetime ago when the water was drinkable, the sun would shine in its full glory, and her parents were… 
 
   “I hope Mommy will be there this time. She’s okay now that she’s been to the hospital, right? Will Daddy be there? Do you think I can have some candy when we go to the grocery store? Mommy always lets me pick out a candy when I help her with getting stuff off the shelves. I’m a big boy, you know, and a good helper.”
 
   Her little brother’s continued rambling helped her to relax but only slightly. Straining her ears to hear the slightest warning of a wailer or an alien took priority over anything he had to say, so she nodded along as she went. Her jacket pockets were crammed full, since she’d left her backpack in the trunk of her Civic. If only she hadn’t run out of gas.
 
   “Jennie, I said, what is he doing?”
 
   The sound of her name caught her attention, and she looked at her brother’s wind-chapped cheeks. His nose was running, dripping over his top lip, and he tried to sniffle it back up as she looked at him. 
 
   “What is who doing?”
 
   “Mr. Gordon,” Mickey said as he pointed across the street.
 
   In his tartan bath robe, Mr. Gordon stood over the dark green Waste Management container with the lid open and a plastic grocery bag in his spare hand. In his mouth, a piece of pizza crust poked to the side like a cigar. Unbidden, saliva began to fill Jennie’s mouth, causing her to swallow. Her hunger’s sudden ferocity for the thought of eating trash disgusted her.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Gordon!” Mickey called out and waved.
 
   Like a deer caught in headlights, the unshaven Mr. Gordon’s hand stopped over the container and his eyes grew wide. He pulled the pizza crust from his lips and put both hands behind his back as he came away from the trash container and headed a few steps in their direction. From his perch at the top of his driveway, he inspected Jennie and her brother as if they lay under a microscope. “Well, what are you two up to? Don’t you know it’s not safe to be outside right now?”
 
   “We’re going to the store to get some food!” Mickey yelled just as Jennie was opening her mouth.
 
   “Okay, I see. Where are your parents? Shouldn’t they be giving you a hand with that?”
 
   Again, before Jennie could speak, Mickey chimed in. “They might be at the church, so we’re going to see Mrs. Crawford after we get some food.”
 
   “My dad told us to go,” she awkwardly added.
 
   “Hmmm.” Mr. Gordon pulled his arm from behind his back and glanced at his pizza crust. He shook his head slightly and returned his hand behind him. He backed up a step before saying, “All right then. It sounds like you have a plan. Stay safe.” 
 
   Jennie blinked hard as the man almost ran up his driveway and disappeared into his back yard. Mr. Gordon acted like an animal caught in a trap and couldn’t get away fast enough. She shook her head and then looked at her brother. Mickey’s eyes were sad as he looked in the direction Mr. Gordon had been.
 
   To cheer him up, Jennie began reciting Ten Apples Up on Top and started swinging his arm, while they walked. On a car trip to Tennessee two years ago when Mickey was three, he had made her read Theo Lesieg’s board book over and over again during the trip. In the process, she had memorized the entire book. It made it easy for her to look out the window while her brother held the book in his hands and turned the pages, giggling at the antics of the two arguing animals. Now, she used the rhyme she couldn’t get out of her head for good use again. 
 
   He soon forgot about the troubles and recited it with her while at the same time she looked in every direction. So far, no telling sounds had disturbed them, and nothing out of the ordinary happened as they headed toward J. Clyde Morris Boulevard.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   Brad was sick to his stomach. He’d not been used to running for so long. As he hid beside a car in the parking area beside the trail head, he did is best to stop the pounding in his ears. The constant ringing sensation drowned out any other noise. The rise of his chest and not enough air getting into his lungs made him feel he was dying. Add to all this, the nausea.
 
   Slowly the ringing subsided and Brad could get his breathing under control. Sweat poured from his brow and dripped from his chin, and he listened as intently as he could afford. No more wailing. He’d lost them. The three zombies might have caught wind of him when he virtually stumbled upon them in the woods, but through quick thinking, and even quicker feet, he’d outrun and outsmarted them. Looking at the red SUV he hid behind, he couldn’t help but wonder if it might be their vehicle. Were they hikers who had been attacked by the aliens in the woods and wandered about for three days?
 
   What difference did it make? Did it get him any closer to home? He stood and tried the door handle on the SUV. Locked, of course.
 
   Dusting himself off lightly, he made his way to Jefferson Avenue. When he got to the ranger’s station, a huge smile came to his lips. Next to the station was a stack of cruiser-type bicycles with a “for rent” sign sitting in front of them. Perfect.
 
   Although he hadn’t ridden a bicycle in almost eight years since he got his driver’s license, they say your body never forgets. He was ready to test that theory. He pulled away two pink bikes to get to a blue one. No need in riding a girl’s bike, right? Pulling out the blue one, he sat on it to try out the height. Satisfied, he rode it in a wide circle around the lot. The theory was true. Leaning forward, feeling the sweat being wicked away by the wind he was creating, he turned onto the deserted street and weaved between the cars. Simple.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   “Why are there so many cars on the street like this, Jennie?”
 
   She chewed on her bottom lip, unsure of how to break this kind of story to her five-year-old brother. How much could he take? Was there any part of this that would be easy to accept? “Lots of people got injured at the same time as Mom did.” She couldn’t think of anything else to say.
 
   “Was it the aliens?” His eyes were calm and knowing.
 
   “Yeah, it was.”
 
   “Dad said that the aliens were gearing up for something. I heard him and Mom talking about how the military really needed to do something before they striked.”
 
   “Struck.” It came out automatically, and Jennie winced as she said it. As an English major at Virginia Tech, she couldn’t help but correct her five-year-old brother’s grammar. Not that it would really help yet.
 
   “Struck,” he corrected himself with a smile at Jennie for doing it.
 
   She gave him an approving nod before they weaved between cars to make it across the street. The Newmarket West Mall was a small strip mall immediately across the street from her neighborhood. It housed several shops, among which resided a western hat and boot store which took up enough space for three, a hot dog restaurant, a title and loans facility, and a used book store. 
 
   When she was bored, Jennie would often come to the book store and trade in old paperbacks for new ones—new for her, anyway. She touched the corner of the small Bible she had in her left coat pocket when they passed the bookstore. The windows to the other shops had been barred or boarded by their owners with the red closed signs blaring out to the public. The boot store’s windows had been smashed in and someone had painted graffiti on the hotdog store’s boards, “Aliens go home.” On the other hand, the bookstore had been left untouched. Jennie was tempted to turn in and have some semblance of normalcy, but she knew the door would be locked as the red sign on the door clearly stated they were sorry about.
 
   Still, she couldn’t help but feel the slightest tinge of disappointment mixed in with her nostalgia. With a sigh, they continued around the side of the building to cross over the ditch and head for the railroad tracks. Her feet sank in the gravel surrounding the metal rails with each step. It probably wasn’t too often that people walked across these tracks to get to Warwick Boulevard from J. Clyde Morris. She had to watch her feet as she stepped and occasionally looked around. The area down the tracks was mostly clear.
 
   Rust had begun to form on the first set of tracks they crossed heading toward the train station. She wondered how much travel and shipments had been cut since the aliens arrived and imagined that, like the rest of business society, had ceased all together with the attacks. The remaining three sets of tracks looked to be worn in a fashion that had implied use sometime in the recent past, but she doubted much had happened in the past few days.
 
   Before the Shisa had begun their attack, there had been loose dogs frequently about in the street, but now it seemed no animal could be found. Had they died because of the bitter water? Or had the Shisa sent them into hiding?
 
   “Are we almost at the grocery store yet? I’m really hungry.”
 
   “I know you are, Mickey. We’re almost there.”
 
   “How far?”
 
   “Once we get to the train station right there, we’ll go across the street and head off toward the towers by the river. Then, we’ll go a little ways more to get to the grocery store. Afterwards, we’ll cut through the park to get to the church. Does that sound like a good plan?”
 
   Mickey shrugged his shoulders and struggled through the rocks. He stumbled, and she had to catch him by the arm to keep him from scraping elbows and knees. “Will you carry me? This is hard.”
 
   With a nod, Jennie scooped up her little brother. It became so much more difficult to walk through the rocks. Not only did the added weight make her sink deeper, but she could no longer watch her step to know exactly where she was placing each foot as she went. A sweat broke out on her forehead as she struggled over the last bit.
 
   When they reached the platform, she was glad to release the extra weight. With a smile, she said, “There you go. Step one, accomplished.”
 
   They passed under the concrete canopy of the train station and headed around the main building. She kept her ears strained to stay alert to the possibility of a wailer or the aliens’ crescendo. Neither noise seemed nearby, but she didn’t want to risk the chance of one inside the main building. If these wailers were as dumb as the zombies portrayed on TV, they might not know how to open a door and would therefore be trapped in the buildings they entered before the change. The world could at least hope so.
 
   Warwick Avenue stood as clear as it had been the day before. The traffic on the street had always been lighter than on J. Clyde, but now that the world seemed frozen in time, the difference was clearly demarcated. J. Clyde was a congested maze of abandoned cars while Warwick was as clear as the empty train tracks at the Amtrak station they’d just left.
 
   She looked up at the towers to her left. She headed toward the apartment complex, using their presence as a landmark to guide her in the direction of the grocery store. From there, they should easily be able to make it through the park to the church before dark. But they might be cutting it close. It was amazing how fast the six miles or so could be driven in a car, but walking hand in hand with a five-year-old made a person move much slower.
 
   Over the bend, she heard it. The wailing behind her. She didn’t want to look, but it was like trying not to look at a car as it careened toward you. Three of them came out from behind a building, their blotchy red skin flaking, and their eyes swollen shut. Did it mean they couldn’t see her? Taking no chances, she took her brother’s shoulder and shook it to get his attention. She placed a finger over her lips. He nodded in understanding, and they made a rush for the tower.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   Taking that bicycle was the smartest thing Brad had ever done. With the wind blowing in his face to wick away sweat, he pedaled along at least twice the speed he had been when he was walking. Probably more like three times, really. The best part, zombies didn’t seem to know how to ride bikes and couldn’t catch him as he pedaled between vehicles and avoided them. 
 
   The bike maneuvered better than a motorcycle would have, even. With the width of the vehicle, he’d been able to squeeze through some tight places. When he reached the intersection of Jefferson and Oyster Point, he decided to turn and head over toward Warwick with a smile on his face. He let the bike coast back downhill before he realized the railroad tracks were raised above the surface of the roadway, and by then, it was too late. Slamming on the bike’s brakes as hard as he could, he found he hadn’t made the decision in time. The front wheel of the bike slammed to a halt at the first railing, and the rest of the bike launched in the air. He squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for impact, and skid across ten feet of black asphalt. 
 
   When he finally came to a stop, he opened his eyes, and the world spun. He took a couple of deep breaths before pulling himself upright. With his first step, his hip cried out in pain, but it didn’t feel broken. Rolling his shoulder, he found nothing broken or dislocated, but it still ached from the pulling. The leather at his jacket’s elbows was worn down to the white backing and insulation. If he hadn’t been wearing the leather jacket, he shuddered to think what his elbows would have looked like. 
 
   Dusting himself off, he headed back toward the bike. The front wheel was bent in an awkward position. Ugh! He threw his hands into the air and spun around with a growl. At least he’d made it this far. He clenched his jaws and shoved them into his pockets. Five more miles to go. Could he find another bike? Doubtful. He limped toward the intersection.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   Hugh imagined all sorts of ways to skin that cat when he could get hold of it. He finally understood the science behind the crude cliché. At floor four, he’d thought about calling it quits and letting the cat go. As he headed now to the first floor after the silver bandit, he felt that he might finally get his hands on the cat’s scrawny little neck.
 
   Nonchalantly, the cat stopped at the door to the lobby, sniffing the crack as if waiting for someone to open the door for him. Hugh reached down and scooped Tiger up, wanting to hold the cat up by the scruff of the neck in victory. But he restrained himself as he turned to the two boys who barreled down the last flight behind them. They were a tangled mess of knees and elbows covered in black, orange, and green fabrics. Huffing and puffing, they had broken a sweat in the cat chase.
 
   “Great, Mr. Harris. I’m glad you caught your cat.” Marcel passed Hugh and leaned against the lobby door. “Do you mind if we take the elevator back up?”
 
   With a half smile, Hugh shook his head. The boy leaned against the door handle and pushed his way into the lobby. Hugh hadn’t been downstairs in three days. The lobby was crowded with people from every floor. They were gathered together in small active groups, talking in hushed tones about what they’d seen or heard. Mr. Dunn from the third floor spoke while slamming the back of one hand into the palm of the other. “I heard tell that the zombies want us to kill them. They are dead anyway and just aren’t being let go because of some alien puppetry device.” He held up a finger. “Who would want to live like that? Not me. I’d rather die first!”
 
   Hugh hadn’t thought of how the zombies themselves might feel. He’d taken to looking at it more scientifically and thought of the motivations of the aliens more than the people infected by what he believed to be either a virus or a parasite.
 
   “Have you heard?” Mrs. Marquis set a hand on Dunn’s shoulder and leaned in, meeting eyes with Hugh and nodding at him conspiratorially. She raised her voice to let him in on what she was about to say. “The radio man said today that the zombies were starting to die. The CDC believes that the virus attacking those poor people has an incubation period of an hour and half and a run time of four to five days. They estimate that up to one third of the population has been infected with the virus.”
 
   “One third?” Hugh asked, furrowing his brows.
 
   Mr. Dunn turned toward Hugh suddenly, eyes wide. “Oh, hello, Mr. Harris. I didn’t know you were there.” With a smile, he added, “Don’t sneak up next time.”
 
   Mrs. Marquis patted Dunn on the shoulder and stepped once toward Hugh. “Yes, that’s what they said, one-third. Isn’t it odd?”
 
   “Isn’t what odd?” Dunn asked.
 
   “Mr. Harris knows what I’m talking about. One third of the population died from the water attack, and one third is dying from the virus attack. It’s awful strange that each attack seems to affect one third of humanity.”
 
   “And the aliens are only attacking humans,” Hugh agreed.
 
   “Right.”
 
   “So, does that mean they probably have one more attack and we’ll be wiped out?” Dunn asked.
 
   The realization stiffened Hugh’s spine. What if this theory was correct? What additional attack could the aliens have up their sleeve? Unless they were counting on the coming ice age due to the solar assault to wipe out the last third? What was the point in all of this? If they wanted the planet for their own purposes, didn’t they ruin it by destroying the sun and the water supplies?
 
   “I think we should get out of here,” Mrs. Marquis said with a final nod.
 
   “How are we supposed to do that? Where would we go?” Dunn asked.
 
   Mrs. Marquis shook her head. “Haven’t you been listening to the emergency radio ban? The military bases are taking refugees. You go in quarantine for two hours, and if you show no symptoms, they take you in.”
 
   “You going?” Dunn asked.
 
   “I’m strongly considering it.”
 
   “How are you going to get past Black? You don’t even have a car, and nearly everyone else is out of gas. Just how will you get to what—Langley? It’s like ten miles away.”
 
   “The church is a little over a mile. Word is they are taking in evacuees until this evening, and they are heading toward Ft. Monroe.”
 
   “A little over a mile? I still don’t know.” Mr. Dunn placed a hand to his rough chin.
 
   The ideas spun in his Hugh’s head like a pinball batted around. Decisions needed to be made quickly. There wouldn’t be a second chance. His own car had run out of gas just before making it to the complex. He’d have to foot his way to the church himself. Tiger suddenly struggled in his limp arms and pulled himself free. The bounding ball of silver and grey striped fur loped toward the double glass doors at the front of the building.
 
   Chasing after the cat was the last thing Hugh wanted to do, but he headed after it again. Tiger stood on his rear paws and looked hard out the glass doors. The cat stayed frozen in that position long enough for Hugh to scoop him up.
 
   Outside, the day was overcast, greyer and cloudier than usual. A breeze moved the branches of the evergreens across the way, so that the trees danced and swayed in the breeze. Movement caught his eye. A woman and a young child walked hand in hand in a forced march. Behind them, three red-faced, patchy haired infected people followed at a distance of about twenty yards. They shadowed the pair at an aimless pace, almost as if they didn’t know the woman and child were there. The woman looked back, pulling a tendril of dark brown hair from her mouth. Something about her seemed familiar. For a moment, she met eyes with Hugh. Her eyes were the same shade of grey as the sky, and they pleaded with him momentarily before focusing on her pursuers and rushing forward again. As if she didn’t expect any help from him. 
 
   Hugh placed a hand against the cold glass. She needed help, and he was tired of sitting around in this vacuum, wearing sweats and sleeping off and on. A decision needed to be made, now. He spun around and faced the couple he’d been talking with in the lobby. “I’m going.”
 
   “What?” Mr. Dunn had moved on in the conversation with Mrs. Marquis and furrowed his brow at Hugh.
 
   Hugh raised his voice so that the crowd of people, including the two teens that had come down the stairs with him, could hear. “I’m going to the church. I think it’s the only decision we can make right now. I don’t know about how much food y'all have left, but I’m out.”
 
   “We’ve got plenty, and we’re willing to share.” The teens nodded in agreement.
 
   “That’s great, but the more mouths you’re feeding, the faster you’re going to run out. It seems like good news that the infected people are out there dying now, but what about the aliens themselves? Aren’t they still attacking people? How will you get more supplies when you run out?”
 
   The boys shrugged.
 
   “Right. So the only option we have is to make it to the church and then the military base. Neither the infected nor the aliens are swimmers. So the best bet is one of the bases. They are all protected by water on a large portion of their boarders, and the remainder has fencing high enough that the Shisa shouldn't be able to climb. Does anyone have a vehicle with gasoline?”
 
   A general murmur went through the crowd of about twelve standing in the lobby. 
 
   “I say we should stay right here where we’re safe.” Fred Black stepped out of his apartment, still wearing a velour jogging suit. Hugh was so disgusted he wanted to change out of his own sweats right away. Fred smiled wide. “There’s no point in rocking the boat and putting ourselves in danger. We got enough supplies to last like a month or so. By then we can still make it to the bases if there’s a need, and the military should have things under control. This is America, and we don’t just give up and lie down. Our military boys are thinking and doing something about this as we speak. Have faith.”
 
   Most of the crowd nodded in agreement with Fred. 
 
   Hugh looked at Mrs. Marquis. Surely she would back him up and come with him. If he only had one person to back him up in this, the crowd might surely follow. She wouldn’t meet his gaze but instead studied the burgundy carpet like it held the mysteries of the universe.
 
   He stepped over and handed the woman Tiger. “I guess I’m on my own, then. Mrs. Marquis, will you please take care of my cat?”
 
   She met his eyes with her watery blue ones and held his gaze for only a moment. Then, she took the cat from him and nodded.
 
   He stepped toward the glass door again and looked over at Fred. “Okay, Fred. I’m going. Let me out.”
 
   “If I let you out, I ain’t letting you back in, you know?”
 
   Hugh nodded. He had already assumed as much.
 
   “Okay, Teach.” With his velour sweat pants shushing as Fred approached the door, he stopped and looked Hugh over. “Are you sure you don’t want to go pack a bag, shave, or something?”
 
   “I’m sure. I need to go now.” He scanned the street as far as he could see but couldn’t catch sight of the three infected people or the woman and child.
 
   Fred shrugged. “Whatever, then. Good luck.” He spun the key quickly in the lock and held the door for Hugh. 
 
   It had been four days since Hugh had breathed in the salty air that rose off the James River. Anything was better than the stuffy apartment complex. It felt like rain. The door lock clicked with finality behind him, and he couldn’t help but glance back. With a wide smile, Fred waved and turned away from the glass doors. Hugh suddenly felt naked. The distant vibrating hum sounded louder and more permeating outside. He glanced up at the cloud-darkened sky and then focused in the direction he’d seen the woman and child going. Toward the church? He jogged on his under-utilized legs. His knees felt a bit shaky from the climb down the stairs after the cat. He could do this. Do what? He had no idea.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie
 
   While Jennie and her brother hid behind a minivan, the small band of wailers headed in the other direction, down the street. She didn’t know her shoulders were so tense until they relaxed, and she let out a long breath. 
 
   “Are we safe now?” Mickey whispered. He didn't complain, but his whole body was shivering as the temperature dropped.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good.” His teeth were chattering, and his breath had become visible. 
 
   “Let’s go get to the grocery store, okay?” 
 
   “Sounds great! I’m hungry.”
 
   “It’s just a little bit farther, so we’ll find something to eat soon.” She hoped.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Brad
 
   EVEN limping had become hard for Brad. The blood crawled down his leg like a hideous red snake. The wound he’d gotten when he fell had become much worse than he’d first assessed. When the speed limit signs changed, he knew that it wouldn’t be long before he’d reach Hilton Village. The tree-lined canopy on both sides of the streets was another sign that he was fast approaching home.
 
   Hunger pains began to bug him again, and he couldn’t remember when he’d last eaten.
 
   A rumbling increased on the other side of the hill, and Brad froze where he stood. His joints locked in place. The rumble didn’t quite sound like those lion things, but what else could it be? His mouth felt unnaturally dry, and his muscles went rigid. A diesel bus rumbled over the hill at about thirty miles an hour, and his joints unlocked in relief. He was saved.
 
   He waved his hands in the air and almost stepped in front of the vehicle. “Hey!”
 
   The white bus had blue letters on the brow and the side declaring it “Church Bus.” It came to a squealing halt just in front of him, and the doors flew open. A giant of a man with glasses, a wide smile, and grey-blond stubble of hair greeted him. “Glad to see you, sir. My name is Pastor Billy Crawford. Are you in need of any help?”
 
   Brad couldn’t help the grin that stretched across his own maw. “You are a sight for sore eyes, and I sure am.” Without further words, he grabbed hold of the handrail and limped his way onto the bus.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   Hugh followed the three infected people from a good distance. They stumbled, as they milled about aimlessly, even tripping over each other on occasion. Their group lacked any kind of cohesion or cooperation, and if one of them bumped into the other, they each tried to grab for limbs and bite each other.
 
   This had been his first opportunity to inspect the infected at close range. He dodged from car to car, ducking, and kept a good twenty yards back. One made a sudden turn in his direction, and Hugh gasped. He clenched his teeth as he watched the infected woman stumble a few steps toward him. Her face had a purple hue, like a plum, and her eyes were swollen shut. Portions of skin over her brow were ripped and hanging so that her cheekbones and skull over her forehead were exposed. At least, he was fairly certain it was a woman. The tattered remains of her hair were in matted tendrils of gapped dreadlocks. Blood mixed with the blonde, creating a brownish black base from which the gold sprouted. Red foam dripped from the corners of her chapped lips. Her raw elbows poked from the holes worn into her cardigan, and the hem of her dress hung at a torn angle, exposing knees, like raw hamburger spread with portions of bone poking through.
 
   How many days had she been like this? If she’d been bitten when the aliens first attacked, she’d be a fourth-day survivor. She stumbled to her face on the black top. Hugh had to restrain himself from rushing over to help her to her feet. For a moment she struggled to pull herself up again. Then she gave up and remained on the ground. Her cries were muffled by portions of her face hanging over her lips.
 
   Hugh thought he might vomit or maybe cry uncontrollably. He desperately wanted to help the woman, but what could he do? According to all the reports that he’d seen, the infected would bite the hand that attempted to help. He slowly pulled himself away from the car he hid behind as another of the infected dropped to the ground. It must be true. They were dying.
 
   Tearing his eyes away from them proved difficult, and he shoved his hands in his sweatpants’ pockets. He turned away, but kept an ear in their direction in case the third ended up being in better condition than the other two. As he increased his distance from the threesome, the wailing faded and soon disappeared. 
 
   A shiver ran up his spine. Because he’d left the apartment in his sweatpants and t-shirt, he was grossly underdressed for the weather. He had no idea what time of day it was. As he stared up at the cloudy sky, he tried to judge where the sun was by the brighter spot shining through the clouds. Then, he looked around and realized he wasn’t exactly sure which direction was west, but overall, he’d guess that maybe it was three-ish—at least that’s what it felt like to him. 
 
   In this forced autumn, only evergreens still presented green foliage. The stout oaks and maples now stretched bare branches toward the sky, like upraised hands asking why. He judged the entire panorama, looking for the woman and her kid, but didn’t see a single sign of movement. Maybe they hadn’t stopped in their curiosity to study the infected and headed straight for the church. Picking up a brisk pace, Hugh started in that direction. 
 
   The streets of Warwick Boulevard were clear of the puzzle of cars he’d mazed through on Mercury Boulevard. It was nearly a straight shot, and he could see the white steeple of the church ahead through the naked trees. Part of him wanted to pick up a jog— he felt almost free. He’d not been out of doors for three days, and his imprisonment had finally come to a close. He was cold anyway and decided that maybe the jog would get his blood flowing and heat himself up. So, he picked up a steady run.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie pressed her cheek against the scuffed white tiles that smelled of shoes and mud. She could feel grains of sand as dirt stuck to her face, but she needed to reach under the store shelving unit to get the last can. Her fingers touched the lip of the dented can and caused it to roll away. She took a deep breath and barely stopped the curse that surfaced. She rose to her knees.
 
   “Did you get it?” Mickey’s question echoed through the cold, empty grocery store.
 
   Jennie almost made a smart remark: Does it look like I got it? But when she looked into her five-year-old brother’s shadowed face, as he hugged the other three cans to his chest, she couldn’t consider it.
 
   “I’ve got to go around to the other side to get it. Stay here.”
 
   She stood up and brushed off the front of her jacket and jeans. It disheartened her to look at the empty shelves, but she still felt relief in finding those last four cans under the shelving unit. Following her lead, Mickey stood. 
 
   “I’m scared. Can’t I come with you?” He shivered inside the drafty store. The windows at the front of the building added almost nothing in the way of a windbreak now that many were empty panes of broken glass strewn on the floor.
 
   “Of course you can, Sam. I just thought you’d be happier here, Dear.” 
 
   Mickey giggled. Jennie used his love of Dr. Seuss-type rhymes to chase away his fears. 
 
   She walked to the other side of the high shelf unit, still on the look-out for other edible possibilities. Her brother’s tennis shoes squeaked on the floor behind her.
 
   When she got to about the middle of the shelving unit, Jennie knelt down again. She shifted herself the other way and reached back under the shelf with her left hand. The gravel and dirt on the icy floor brushed her cheek like sandpaper when a smile came to her lips. Her fingers easily wrapped around the prize. She pulled it through the dust bunnies and cobwebs, feeling an odd a sense of triumph.
 
   “What is it? I hope it’s ravioli!” Mickey almost squealed.
 
   Jennie used the sleeve of her jacket to wipe away the grime covering the label. Her heart sank. “Hominy.”
 
   “I dunno what that is.” Mickey’s face pinched up, as he added, “But you must not like it very much.”
 
   From her brother, she took the three cans of succotash and breathed a deep sigh. “Well, at least it’s something different, right? God answered our prayer. We found something other than succotash.”
 
   She felt the vibration, and her heart froze in her chest. Jennie swallowed hard, her eyes growing wider. Her heart resumed pounding in her ears, so that she could hear almost nothing else. The white noise of the vibration the aliens made was rising in crescendo. They were just entering the parking lot from the west. 
 
   The Shisa were coming, and Jennie knew she needed to run. Hiding was no good – they would sniff them out without even trying. Somehow her joints felt stuck in place.
 
   “What’s that noise?” Her little brother’s voice unlocked her joints, and she grabbed his small cold hand. 
 
   “Come on. Let’s go,” she whispered, and they started to run in a crouched position through the broken glass door and past the abandoned cars in the grocery store parking lot. The wind blew from behind, and she sighed a thanks that they would be downwind.
 
   As they passed the last of the cars in the lot, she felt the need for speed. Maybe I should pick Mickey up. But if I do, I might drop the armload of cans.
 
   “Run faster,” Jennie whispered to him, knowing better than to ask. The growling made by the aliens remained far enough away that she doubted they had a visual yet.
 
   “I caaaaannn’t,” Mickey whined.
 
   Jennie winced. There was no way the Shisa didn’t hear his high pitch. She wanted to kick herself for rushing him. Even though she didn’t look, she knew he was on the verge of tears.
 
   She took a risk and stopped. She unzipped the top of Mickey’s jacket and stuffed the cans of food into the front. 
 
   “Hold on to these tight, okay?”
 
   His nose was red from the cold. Snot ran over his upper lip, and tears glistened on his cheeks. His nylon jacket shooshed as Jennie picked him up and held him tightly to her chest. The cans poked her. She ran faster. The most direct route to the church was through Huntington Park, so she slipped inside the gate and followed the tall, chain link fence.
 
   The tops of her thighs burned with every step, but she knew she couldn’t slow down. She had to make it, or they’d die. She didn’t want to end up like her father. She used to love her father more than anyone in the whole world, but now she hoped she’d never see him again. 
 
   They drew closer to the “big ditch,” and the pungent odor of decay struck Jennie. Looking straight ahead, she could see the white church on the other side. Her vision dropped down the concrete slope created by the ditch, and she took a ragged breath, praying, “Oh Jesus, please help us.”
 
   The angled concrete wall tilted toward the middle of the drainage area at an angle about as steep as the roof of her house and almost as far to the bottom. The water below should have just been rainwater, but it collected the putrid remains of run-off from the town’s streets and smelled awful. She could see a lump half covered with rainwater, and it arrested her. Oh please, don’t let that be a dead body.
 
   A howl came from behind. Jennie knew she shouldn’t look, but she couldn’t help it. Turning, she saw that the howl came from four Shisa loping tirelessly toward her, their gaze fixed on Jennie.
 
   She weighed her options. To her right stood the tall chain-link fence that kept people out of the park from the street. To her left, the drainage area didn’t shallow for about a quarter mile. She had no choice but to go straight down.
 
   She feared the angle might be too steep to try and run, especially with Mickey in her arms. She couldn’t afford a fall. Normally, Jennie would have gone the quarter mile to the shallows and crossed, but they’d never make it before the aliens came. 
 
   “Can I go down the slide?” Mickey asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The slide.” Mickey pointed at the steep concrete wall.
 
   It struck her like a slap. “Sure, Mickey, we’ll go down the slide together.”
 
   Jennie sat on the grass at the edge of the concrete and let herself down slowly, using her feet as brakes. She slid on the smooth, orange, river rocks a little at a time, afraid to go too fast, but wanting to get away from the edge before the Shisa made it there. 
 
   They had only reached the bottom when the aliens came to the top edge. The Shisa watched them. Thirty feet below, Jennie could see the wildness in the eyes of the leader. Blood ran from the top of its head, and one of its ears was missing. It seemed that perhaps the military was fighting back and causing some return damage on the invading threat.
 
   The aliens took no time choosing what they would do. Immediately, they turned left. Jennie knew she didn’t have much time. They needed to climb fast before the aliens made it around to the other side.
 
   Hunger forced them to stop at the grocery store on the way. Now, they were stuck at the bottom of an open drain. Jennie struggled to her feet, still holding Mickey. She trudged through ankle-deep muck, Mickey's nails digging into her back.
 
   Oh Lord it is a body! Jennie’s mind screamed, and a squeal escaped her.
 
   Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away. She tried not to look down again. Jennie needed to step over a bloated body, and she thought she’d vomit. She held her breath, glad she still carried her brother in her arms. He buried his head in her shoulder.
 
   As she stepped over the body, she heard a moan. A wailer. She quickened her pace. Jennie felt Mickey’s head pop up as he looked at the body over her shoulder. 
 
   Her voice shook as she tried to keep it light, “No worries, mate. Keep your head down. We won’t be late.”
 
   Mickey put his head down and whimpered.
 
   When they reached the other side of the ditch, she put him down so his feet were on the angle of the orange concrete wall. She turned him facing the church, so he wouldn’t stare at the body behind them.
 
   “You’ll have to crawl up on your own, okay?”
 
   “What about these?” Mickey’s hands still cradled the four cans of food in his jacket. 
 
   Jennie didn’t know what to do. Her jacket pockets were full. She felt the corner of the picture frame from the outside of her jacket and knew there was no room. They needed the cans. 
 
   “Give them to me.”
 
   Jennie tried out for softball in high school. She sucked. She couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn with a softball. But she took the four cans and held them in the crook of her left arm. She tossed one up, trying to get it over the side. Immediately it came rolling back down. She sidestepped to her right to keep it from landing in the muck and picked it back up.
 
   “Come on. You can do better than that.” Mickey turned to encourage her.
 
   Jennie was concentrating too hard to rhyme, “No, don’t turn—look straight ahead.”
 
   She tried again. This time it landed in the grass and rolled away. She took the second one and threw it too high, causing it to go almost straight up. The can hit the side of the wall and slid back down to her caterwaul, dented in the part she would need to open. 
 
   Her forehead dripped sweat in spite of the brisk wind. This was taking too much time. She needed to concentrate on her throw. She tossed the dented can again and had it roll off toward the church, just like the first. The third can barely made it over the edge, and she threw the final can, relieved to see it land just over the lip as well.
 
   “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   Mickey crawled on all fours directly in front of her. Jennie felt like they were in a 60’s Batman and Robin skit. Climbing the slanted wall was easier than sliding down had been. The rough surface between the smooth round stones gave them plenty of traction. 
 
   As they reached the top, the aliens were just making it through the shallow area. The pack split up. The leader ran down the ditch area along the bottom, while the other three ran toward them.
 
   “We have to hurry.” She yanked Mickey to his feet. 
 
   “Ow,” he complained, tears glistening in his eyes.
 
   “Sorry,” she offered, sincerely. “Hurry up and go. I’ll get the cans.”
 
   He started toward the church while she bent down to gather up the four cans of food. They were spread about, but she dove for them one at a time and snatched them up. 
 
   Not much time passed before she followed Mickey. She chanced a glance and saw their pursuers were not far away. She ran toward the door of the church yelling at the top of her lungs. 
 
   “Help! Is anybody in there? The aliens are coming! Someone please open the door!”
 
   Mickey made it to the first step, and Jennie followed several feet behind when she saw her dad come around the corner of the church and head for her brother. Because of the rumbling from the Shisa, she hadn’t heard his wailing until now.
 
   How did he know to come here? Did the infected wailers have some sort of memory function? If he did, how could he attack her brother now?
 
   Her father had the bloody bare patches on his head where he had been pulling out his own hair, a tell-tale symptom of infection. Red and swollen, his face hardly looked like her father’s any more. Drool frothed on the sides of his mouth, and his bloodshot eyes no longer looked grey.
 
   “No!” Jennie’s scream distracted her father and made him hesitate on the way to her brother. She gripped one of the cans tightly in her right hand, and without a second thought, she threw it.
 
   It hit her father squarely in the forehead with a sickening crunch. He fell backwards, his knees folding in an odd fashion. Her mouth dropped open in shock. How did she not miss? 
 
   She gripped another can so tightly that the tips of her fingers felt numb. She silently prayed her thanks and asked that she wouldn’t need to attempt another throw. Her father didn’t move. 
 
   She sidestepped past her father. Her brother stood, wailing and bawling on the church step when the big door of the church creaked open. To Jennie’s relief, Mrs. Crawford stepped out and picked up her brother. She tried to soothe him and gestured toward Jennie.
 
   “Hurry. Hurry, the Shisa are still coming.”
 
   She had forgotten them. Jennie turned and saw them starting around the corner of the church. She ran up the steps and into the door. Mrs. Crawford shut it behind her and replaced the latches.
 
   Jennie could hear them snarling and growling near the body of her father. Instead of relief, grief and guilt struck her.
 
   “Did I just kill my father?” She looked up at Mrs. Crawford with tear-filled eyes and choked down a sob.
 
   “No, honey, he was dead already. Your daddy’s in heaven now. Don’t let what happened today worry you none.” She took Jennie’s whimpering brother and walked toward the group huddled at the front pew.
 
   Jennie nodded, keeping her back to the door. Sinking down to the floor, she hugged her knees and listened to the rumble outside. Jennie took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and prayed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   ONCE her eyes adjusted to the darkened interior of the church, Jennie took in the small crowd gathered at the front of the sanctuary. The rumbling of the Shisa outside subsided and drifted away to the steady hum that had become easily ignored over the past few days. A wailing had risen again, and she could only assume that her father had somehow survived the mishap with the can of hominy. Survived? Would that be the right word?
 
   Jennie stood and dusted herself off. She felt a bit dizzy and held the back of a dark wood pew. The small church smelled of lemon-scented furniture polish, old books, and dust. The light let in by the high frosted windows had been dimmed by the cloud cover outside. A bright flash lit up the room, causing everyone to jump a little. When it was followed by a frightening rumble that shook the room, it took a moment for Jennie to calm down and console herself that it was only thunder.
 
   “Hey, I’m glad to see you’re all right.” A gentle hand rested on her shoulder.
 
   She looked into the man’s brown eyes and had a vague moment of déjà vu. With a hard blink, she tried to determine where she’d seen him before but couldn’t. She nodded, and the man rubbed a hand through his short curly hair. It made her look harder. Was he scratching?
 
   The man’s unshaven face gave him a rough exterior. He wore a white t-shirt and grey oversized sweatpants and a pair of white high-top Converse sneakers. She stared for a moment at his shoes. They seemed both odd and old; they were tied at the foot so the sides of the tops flopped over like dog ears. The rain began to beat upon the roof in such a manner that the man had to raise his voice to continue. “I’m Hugh. I saw you trying to get away from those three blind infected people earlier. I came to help. It surprised me that I got here first.”
 
   Jennie looked at him and shook her head slightly, not knowing what he meant. Her mind was so focused on the alien attack and the situation with her father, she’d forgotten about the three wailers that had followed her before she made it to the grocery store. She looked up into his kind eyes, and he gave her a wide smile. She remembered. He’d stood in the glass front doors of the tower when she passed. She’d locked gazes with him just like this for only a moment, but there was something else.
 
   “Thanks for trying. We stopped to get my brother something to eat at the grocery store.” She remembered the cans she’d let drop to the floor and bent to retrieve them. When she had the three cans in her arms, she looked at him with a half smile and said, “We don’t even have a can-opener.”
 
   The man chuckled with a short snort and took the cans from her. “I’m sure they’ve got something in the back,” and he started to head that way.
 
   Jennie glanced over to her brother and the Crawfords. There were two other men sitting to the side of the sanctuary and four women beside Mrs. Crawford. Two children clung to one of the women. It seemed they were both older than Mickey, but their wide eyes showed an innocent terror that betrayed their age. Somehow, her feet continued to follow after the strangely familiar man.
 
   When they reached the utilitarian kitchen, his Converse sneakers squeaked on the beige linoleum tiles. He picked up a plate and passed it to her. “These are really good, by the way. Do you want one?”
 
   She stared at the chocolate chip cookies and wanted to cry. Why on earth did she feel like she needed to go to the grocery store when there was food already here? Could she have avoided the aliens and her dad if she’d come straight away? She knew the reason. She couldn’t stand the thought of being a burden to anyone and didn’t like the idea of mooching what didn’t belong to her. She was already burdening herself on the Crawfords with her presence. How could she keep taking and taking without giving anything in return? A lump swelled in her throat again.Without a word, she left the kitchen and headed back to her brother with the plate. The cookies weren’t warm, yet they made her mouth water anyway.
 
   “Hey, kiddo, want a cookie?”
 
   Mickey’s bright blue eyes were wide and still glistened as the lights in the sanctuary came on. “Cookies?” he asked. 
 
   “Yep,” she said. Golden-brown chocolate chip cookies lay on the light green plate.
 
   Her brother took one gingerly and met her eyes with an unspoken question. When she nodded, he took two. Jennie snagged one for herself and took a bite. Together they smiled and chewed. It amazed her that something so simple could temporarily relieve the horror she’d experienced with her little brother.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad watched the young girl and her brother sharing the cookies with a strange fascination. Who was this girl, and what was she to Hugh? Over her shoulder, Brad’s brother stood with his hands in his pockets and a strange smirk on his unshaven face. What was with the sweats anyway? The whole situation just seemed weird.
 
   He didn’t quite expect the welcome he’d received from his brother. His cheek was still a bit swollen from the punch that greeted him, and he was sure his swollen eye would soon turn black and blue. For now, Brad decided to keep his place in the shadows and watch the strange situation he had entered into. Why hadn’t he tried to go home? He shook his head. There was nothing there for him. No food, no people, nothing. What was he going to do—bunker down alone and starve?
 
   When this fool pastor and his wife offered to let him stay with them until they made it to the military base, he decided he’d have been an idiot not to leech off them until he could find something better. How on earth had his brother shown up? It irked Brad that Hugh somehow managed to get in his way every time.
 
   The girl looked up and started around the room with the cookie plate, like a waitress. She approached the woman with the clingy kids first. As she approached him, she smiled wide and leaned the plate toward him. “Cookie?” she asked in the same way she’d offered to the others. Gold-brown hair fell in a soft wavy frame around her round face, and her green-grey eyes betrayed her smile with sadness.
 
   Brad grinned and accepted one of the brown treasures from the plate. “Thanks, Gorgeous.” He couldn’t help himself. It was almost a natural inclination to flirt with the girl who drew his brother’s interest. She flushed immediately, and her smile fell as she pulled her eyes away and blinked hard. She was cute when she was embarrassed.
 
   He smiled wide and lifted his gaze to meet his brother’s fuming one. Yeah. Just as it should be. He bit into the cookie.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie blushed and withdrew from the man with the black eye forming. Did that hot guy just called her gorgeous? What a flirt. He probably said it to all the girls. The thought of it made her flush with both embarrassment and a little anger. Better to push those thoughts from her mind and go on with life. She took the cookie plate over to the next person and offered it. “Cookie?”
 
   “Thanks, but there aren’t any?” The woman, who was only a few years older than Jennie’s mom, looked at her with arched eyebrows.
 
   Jennie looked at the plate and grew even more embarrassed. She hadn’t noticed the plate had been emptied. “Sorry,” she said and backed toward the kitchen again.
 
   A little annoyed with herself, she set the plate on the counter with a huff. When she turned back around, the guy in the sweats stood in the doorway. Her emotions were fluctuating wildly, and she couldn’t stand it. She really needed to get things out in the open and deal with them. She was going to start with this guy. “Who are you, and how do I know you?”
 
   He winced at her sudden question. “Uh. I’m Hugh Harris. I’d say you look vaguely familiar, too. Maybe you went to Warwick High?”
 
   She nodded, beginning to piece things together, and looked into his brown eyes. It dawned on her suddenly. She could see past the unshaven face and sweats and imagine the man he would normally have been. “Mr. Harris.”
 
   He smiled. “The same.”
 
   Although she’d taken physics with Mr. Morris instead, she remembered seeing the biology teacher regularly in the hallways. In fact, one of her good friends from school, Terra, had a huge crush on him their senior year. Hot Mr. Harris. She blushed at the thought and looked away.
 
   The rain began again with renewed fervor. Because of the attic space above the kitchen, the noise was muted, unlike in the sanctuary itself. The lights flickered.
 
   "So, is that your little brother?” he asked, stepping out of the doorway into the kitchen. He stood on the other side of the island from her. 
 
   Jennie nodded. Suddenly, she felt a little awkward, like she was privy to a teacher’s private life. He just didn’t quite look himself, and she didn’t feel right seeing him like this. Also, his proximity made her uncomfortable. She may have graduated over a year ago, but it seemed inappropriate to her that he showed such an interest. How old was he anyway? He must have been pushing thirty, right?
 
   “Hey! There you are.” The hot guy with the black eye stepped in the kitchen behind Mr. Harris.
 
   Mr. Harris’ posture stiffened, and he turned around quickly. He gave the new guy a dirty look and marched out of the kitchen. 
 
   Although this one had an unshaven look also, he didn’t quite have the scruffiness about him. He was younger and seemed less affected. With a shrug, the new guy set a well-muscled arm on the counter in the same place where Mr. Harris had stood a moment before. Jennie let out the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding and relaxed her shoulders. “What was that about?” she asked.
 
   His grin grew wide and exposed a dimple on his right cheek. “The guy's got issues. What can I say?”
 
   The charismatic smile was infectious, and Jennie felt instantly comfortable around him. “Do you two know each other?”
 
   “Yeah. He’s my brother.” He grew more serious. “I really didn’t expect to see him here. Bad blood, you know. He stole my girlfriend, and when I confronted him about it, he gave me this.” He pointed at his cheek and swollen eye.
 
   “Really?” Jennie shook her head in disbelief, although the evidence was plain on his face. Mr. Harris was turning out to be nothing like she’d thought of him from high school. She wondered if Terra would still have a crush on him knowing his home life.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s no big deal that my brother’s a jerk.”
 
   Jennie laughed awkwardly.
 
   He noticed and smiled again. “But, I don’t know why I’m telling you all this private junk. Sorry about that. I’m Brad, by the way.” He held out a hand across the counter top.
 
   She put hers in his and said, “Jennie.”
 
   His rough palm wrapped around hers, and he gave a gentle squeeze. “There. Strangers no more.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Seriously? Of all the small buildings in the world, Hugh had to run into his brother in this one? Ugh.
 
   Even though Hugh was over Clarissa and their relationship had been on the rocks for months, it still stung that his little brother had been the straw that broke them up. When he looked into his brother’s wide grin and dimpled cheeks, he couldn’t help but want to deck him. Hugh’s knuckles still ached from giving into his emotional drive. He regretted it only a little when he looked at his brother’s black and blue cheek. But only a little.
 
   Jennie Ransom. How did he remember her last name? He only remembered her vaguely as a friend to one of his students the year before last. Somehow, she looked less like the little girl with her nose in a book and a bit more like a woman in the last year and a half. He snickered a little at how he thought she was much older when he saw her through the doors of the tower. There was something about her that seemed so fragile when she’d first come into the church. He only wanted to help her and keep her from harm. If only he could keep her from his brother. That one was harm in a pair of tight jeans.
 
   Speaking of the devil…Brad came out of the kitchen with Jennie. She seemed happier and lighter, as she stepped out with Brad’s hand at the small of her back. When Jennie’s eyes met his, he saw a sudden coldness there he hadn’t seen before, but she looked away before he could form an opinion. He blinked hard. Hugh’s heart fell a little. 
 
   Maybe she was better off with Brad. Maybe Clarissa had been, too. He suddenly remembered her random text message on the first day of the attacks. Checking his pockets, he realized his Blackberry was probably dead or on the charger at his apartment. He narrowed his eyes at Brad’s back and wondered if his brother knew where Clarissa might be.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie felt suddenly dizzy. Rumbling grew that sounded neither like thunder nor of alien origin. The unlit candlesticks on the podium at the front of the sanctuary rattled and fell over. A general murmur through the crowd increased, and the lights, which wavered a moment before, went out completely. Darkness narrowed her vision. Only a little light came through the frosted windows close to the ceiling of the church.
 
   The hand which had been set at the small of her back wrapped around her shoulder now. She grabbed the back of a pew to steady herself in the blackness, and she couldn’t help but cry out, “Mickey, are you okay?”
 
   His sweet voice answered immediately from just in front of her. “I’m fine.” 
 
   A sigh of relief escaped her lips, and she felt her way along the pew to the sound of his voice. She could just see the shine of his eyes in the dim light, and she sat down on the pew next to him, wrapping her arms around him. Brad’s hand released her, but he sat down next to her as well.
 
   Pastor Billy cleared his throat and called out to the crowd. “Everyone, can I have your attention please?” 
 
   The murmuring subsided.
 
   “Great. I think that we’ve just experienced a little tremor. An actual earthquake. They’ve been happening a lot since the aliens arrived. All over the world, but here in Virginia, the fault lines are weaker and quakes are less common. In the Bible, they are known as birth pangs…”
 
   Brad leaned in and whispered, “I guess we can’t go to a church without hearing a sermon, huh?”
 
   Jennie nodded but continued to listen.
 
   “…So, we need not worry about this. It was called for. I even have theories that all of this is called for in the book of Revelation. Maybe at some other time we could discuss that as well. For now, let’s all just remain calm, and if I could get a hand from someone whose night vision is better than mine, we’ll see if we can find some candles.”
 
   “I’ll help,” Mr. Harris called from the corner.
 
   Jennie’s eyes were adjusting to the dark also, so she released her brother and leaned forward to stand. Brad’s head shook slightly in the dim light. He called out in his deeper voice, “I’ll help.”
 
   The shadow version of Mr. Harris faltered in his step but continued toward Pastor Billy. There seemed almost to be magnetic poles between the two brothers causing them to repel each other in an obvious way. They stood to opposite sides of the pastor.
 
   After a moment, Brad came back and handed an unlit candle to Jennie. Even in the dim light, she could see his perfect white teeth gleaming. She would even be willing to bet that there was a wink involved that she couldn’t see, as he said, “Here you go, Gorgeous.” 
 
   It sent a shiver down her when their fingers touched, and she accepted the long, thin candle. The wax was smooth, and she feared it would slip through her fingers if she didn’t hold it tightly. A bright flash of light filled the room, causing another murmur. It was followed soon after by the rumble of thunder.
 
   “Can I have one?” Mickey asked, his little hands reaching out toward Brad.
 
   “Sorry, Sport. These are for the grown-ups.” He rubbed the top of Mickey’s head and started toward the next set of people.
 
   Mickey whispered in Jennie’s ear, “I don’t like him. He’s not very nice.”
 
   Jennie was taken aback at her little brother’s words. She’d never heard him talk about anyone in such a way. “Give him a chance, Mickey. Little kids can’t hold lit candles because they have fire on them. You know what Mom and Dad say about playing with fire, right?”
 
   In the dark, Mickey nodded and crossed his arms. “I still don’t like him.”
 
   She was about to ask why when she felt the shadow of someone else draw near. “Here you go.” With a long lighter, he lit the candle in Jennie’s hand. The shadows and light played on Mr. Harris’s face, and he forced a small smile at her. She saw a momentary sadness in his eyes that she hadn’t seen before and couldn’t help but wonder again what kind of man he was. Before she could say anything in return, he had moved on.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad had been sitting in the dark with a candle in his hand long enough for it to dribble hot wax on his skin. He wiped it away and looked around the room. What was left of the sunlight outside had begun to fade and caused the church to fall into otherwise pitch black with the exception of the occasional point of dancing candlelight. Everyone listened to the continued mechanical voice of the emergency broadcast system over the winding radio. Now and then, Pastor Crawford would pick the radio up and wind it again with successive turns that seemed like more work than the energy returned from it. Definitely an inefficient system if Brad had ever seen one. 
 
   Finally, the large pastor stood up at the podium again. He set his two candles in the sticks at both sides and let the light wave over his face. Wiping the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt, he raised his voice over the constant patter on the roof. “Well, folks, we were planning on leaving for one of the military bases by now. But this storm going on outside would make driving and keeping lookout for unmentionables difficult.” 
 
   To punctuate his words, another flash of lightning lit the room. “So, it seems we’ll be staying here for now. The good news is that we’ve got enough supplies to feed our small crew here, and the church has a gas stove. My wife would like one or two hands in the kitchen but no more than that, even though I’m sure most of you ladies would like to help.”
 
   The lights in the room flickered back on and the small crowd nearly cheered. Brad blew out his candle and looked around again. His brother still stood at the back of the room with his arms crossed. Hugh’s eyes bore into his when Brad glanced back. He smirked and continued his scan of the room. Mrs. Crawford had already garnered help from two of the older ladies and headed for the kitchen. The small black man had started collecting the candles and placing them in a box, after making sure that the wicks were well snuffed between his calloused fingers. 
 
   Jennie’s little brother sat on her lap, talking animatedly with the two other little rugrats sitting in the pew behind them. Brad leaned in over Jennie’s shoulder. “Hey, doesn’t this place have a nursery with toys in it?”
 
   She looked back at him with a smile and nodded. “Yeah, it does.” 
 
   When she turned and blew a raspberry on the boy’s cheek, Brad winced. The boy giggled. 
 
   “Hey Mickey, want to go show Aaron and Alicia to the nursery?”
 
   The boy finally hopped from Jennie’s lap and said to the other two kids, “Come on. Let’s go!” Like birds taking flight for the first time, the smaller brother and sister released their mother and took off after Mickey down the hallway. Brad returned the mother’s look of gratitude and relief with a wink. Jennie smiled and stood to follow the kids.
 
   Brad stood with her and placed a hand on her back as they walked. He couldn’t help but glance at his brother with a smirk. Hugh narrowed his eyes.
 
   A few small rooms comprised the remainder of the church after the main sanctuary. Mickey’s voice echoed off the walls of the hallway that connected a men’s room, ladies’ room, a nursery, one small classroom, and the kitchen, which was large enough to house a few large tables for dining. Chatter and clanging pots and pans greeted them when they passed the kitchen.
 
   They entered the well-lit nursery where colorful toys were stacked in cubby holes and placed neatly on shelves. Because the ceiling was lower in this area and there was more insulation above, the storm could barely be heard. As self-appointed leader, Jennie’s brother grabbed a board game from a cubby and announced, “Candyland!”
 
   The three kids crowded around the small toddler table in the middle of the room and started calling out colors they wanted to claim. Jennie helped the three set up the game before she returned to the doorway to hang out with Brad while watching the kids.
 
   “There will probably be even more kids at the base when we get there,” he offered.
 
   She nodded. “I hope so.” 
 
   “So, what were you doing when the aliens arrived? Were you in school?”
 
   Jennie nodded again. “At Tech. I remember I was in chemistry class at the time. The room had no windows, but someone came rushing in from the hall to yell at another kid in the class that he needed to go outside to see what was going on. Our whole class stepped out on the drill field and looked at the sun. It took a lot to not stare and go blind. The sun was just so huge and weak looking, you know.”
 
   Brad nodded. He was right; she was a college kid. That had to make her at least 19 or so. Too young for Hugh, but not for him.
 
   “Where were you?” she asked.
 
   “I was working in the shop on a Mustang that came in for a cat-back—” The confusion on Jennie’s face forced Brad to explain, “A muffler job from the catalytic converter back. Anyway, I had the music up loud on my iPod and couldn’t hear what Joe, my foreman was yelling, but I saw him run out of the shop. Confused, I followed him out of the garage and saw the sun, too. Only about a minute later, we saw the huge silver ship pass by on its way for Norfolk. It was the scariest effing thing I’d ever seen.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide. “My friend and I drove out to see it, and I have to agree. It was the scariest thing I’d ever seen; I couldn’t get away from it fast enough.”
 
   “Right. The hairs on my arms were standing on end, and you could feel the hum the thing made.”
 
   Jennie nodded again. She had hardly taken her eyes off her brother while they talked, and Brad could respect that. He hadn’t asked yet, but he imagined that the kid was all she had left. When she finally pulled her gaze away from the kids to look at Brad, he felt almost embarrassed by her inspection. “So you work at a garage?”
 
   He smiled and nodded once.
 
   “Your brother is Mr. Harris, and doesn’t he have like a PhD or something? I heard someone say he did when I was in school.”
 
   The girl pulled no punches, but how was she to know the subject was a little touchy? Brad set his jaw for a moment before saying, “He’s still working on the PhD. You can imagine how much I disappoint my parents with what they consider a rebellion.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t think about that.”
 
   “No worries.”
 
   “How much younger than him are you?”
 
   “I’m 23, and he’s nearly four years older.”
 
   She yawned and covered her mouth. Tired tears sprang into her eyes. 
 
   “I’m boring you, huh?” he asked with a smile.
 
   Mortified, she shook her head adamantly. “No, not at all.”
 
   “I’m just kidding. We’re all tired. I doubt anyone’s gotten a good night’s sleep in days.”
 
   “That’s for sure.”
 
   They watched the kids for a little while. There was something very likeable about this girl. Her honesty and innocence melded together making her more real than the girls Brad had dated lately. She was young and energetic yet reserved and opinionated. He could see why she garnered Hugh’s interest. Too bad for Hugh, Brad got to her first. You snooze; you lose.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh wanted to protect Jennie from his brother but had no idea how. What was he going to do— tell her what a jerk Brad was? That worked out real well when it came to Clarissa, didn’t it? Clarissa left anyway. He clenched his teeth and bided his time. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if Brad’s sole interest in the poor girl was because Hugh, himself, had been kind to her and tried to help her. It was a frustrating prospect. Of course Brad’s interest could just as easily be due to the fact she was the only girl in the room under thirty.
 
   “I wouldn’t even have come here except to help Maria and her two little ones. I was heading straight for the base to see what I could do to help,” Caleb said, pointing a gnarled finger in the general west. Although he was five feet, five inches at the tallest, Caleb did have a commanding presence with his straight spine and square jaw. The shorter black man had a bit of grey mixed in with his hair, but it made him look more distinguished rather than old. “I retired from the Air Force only eight years ago and would have reported soon after the aliens had come if not for my wife.” His voice cracked, as he continued, “But now, God rest my Sophie, nothing is holding me back.”
 
   Hugh stepped closer, making it more obvious that he was listening instead of just eavesdropping. Pastor Billy adjusted his glasses and nodded in response. The much taller blond pastor cleared his throat. “Yes, God rest your Sophie. But we don’t even know what’s going on, or what the military is doing in all of this. What would be your plan be?”
 
   “They’ve got to have people who have been studying these things. The scientific community within the military is made up of the best. They must be focusing on the aliens’ behaviors, habits, finding weaknesses, that kind of stuff. I know I might not be as much as I used to be, but with manpower down like it is, I’ll help where I can.” He set a hand on Hugh’s shoulder. “And I hope you younger men might give a hand, too.”
 
   Hugh smiled. “You make a convincing recruiter, that’s for sure.”
 
   Caleb nodded reassuringly and gave Hugh’s shoulder a squeeze before releasing it. “I don’t know what kind of bad blood is going on between you and that other young man, your brother, but you might consider patching things up. You never know when it might be too late to do so, and we need every able hand we can get in this. We need to concentrate on battling the common enemy now and set petty differences aside.”
 
   Hugh stiffened. The old man was right, and he knew it. It even sounded like something his mom would say. But sometimes a wound was too fresh and hurt too much to ignore so easily. Especially when it seemed like Brad was only too happy to pour salt in it.
 
   Caleb’s eyes measured Hugh for a moment, waiting for a response. When none came, the older man nodded and gave him a gentle pat on the back. “In time, then. In time.”
 
   Pastor Billy changed the subject. “I’ve been stuck here at the church pretty much since this whole thing started with the attack and infection. I haven’t looked at a TV in days, just listening to that.” He pointed at the clear plastic wind up radio in the corner that still continued to play the emergency broadcast report in repetition. It caused white noise, but it was better than the sanctuary sitting in silence. “Have they said anything on TV that I should know about? What do the pundits think of our situation?”
 
   “The TV has been out of commission since the first or second day. All that’s on it anymore are scheduled, recorded programs. When it’s time for the news, usually they just have a test message or play the emergency broadcast,” Caleb answered.
 
   Hugh piped in, eager to tell someone about his personal findings. “Before that, though, they showed footage of the attacks, and it seems that the Shisa don’t really act much like an invading force or like wild animals.”
 
   Caleb furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”
 
   Hugh felt the need to explain himself better. “I studied the attacks on the loop and on several different channels and noticed a few similarities. These Shisa attacked apparently at random, neither the young nor the old were immune. Male, female, it didn’t seem that the aliens discriminated in any particular fashion. If these were wild animals, they would specifically attack the very young, or the sick and old first— the easy ones. But this wasn’t always the case. Besides, they didn’t eat the victims nor did they kill them but left every single one alive after biting.”
 
   Pastor Billy sucked in his breath. Caleb’s eyes widened while he nodded.
 
   “I’m not sure what happened to your Sophie?” Hugh asked.
 
   Caleb cleared his throat, and his liquid brown eyes grew distant as he stared at the wall over Hugh’s shoulder. “My wife and I were driving to the store when the Shisa attacked. We crashed on Jefferson Avenue, because I swerved to avoid a car coming into my lane. The rumbling was awful, worse than when the kids have the bass in their radios up too loud. I got confused and…” He swallowed hard, and his voice deepened. “I accidently hit the gas pedal instead of the brakes. We hit a light pole on Jefferson. I was knocked unconscious. When I came to, my Sophie…she…was gone.” He closed his eyes and shook his head, tears escaping down his cheeks.
 
   Pastor Billy put a hand on the man’s shoulder, and Caleb wiped his cheeks. He took a deep breath, and his breathing steadied. 
 
   Hugh nodded, feeling guilty for asking.  He wanted to make sure his research was correct, and Sophie hadn’t died from an alien attack. “So, the Shisa weren’t killing anyone directly, it seemed from the footage. They’d bite them and injure them severely but left them alive. Within an hour or so, the bitten person began showing weird tendencies and violent behavior due to an infection—likely from the alien saliva. It seems that if a healthy person is bitten by an infected person, the infection is transferred as well.”
 
   “That seems about right.” Pastor Billy nodded. 
 
   “So, I’m no military man like you are, Caleb, but by studying the Shisa, it also seems they don’t act in a very military-like fashion, either. I saw them bypass a strong, healthy looking man and attack a woman on TV, and incidents similar to it were happening all over the footage. It seemed to me that if it were a military attack, the strategy would be to single out the strongest and most likely to put up a resistance?”
 
   Caleb’s eyes widened at what Hugh had said, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re right. That does make the most sense in a military strategy. But, maybe with the infection it makes no difference what kind of person is attacked since everyone will continue to spread the disease after being infected?”
 
   “True, but there’s another behavior I’ve noticed which seems very unmilitary-like.”
 
   “What’s that?” Both of the older men leaned toward Hugh.
 
   “The aliens continue to attack victims they’ve already bitten, unnecessarily. What would be the point in that from a military aspect? Even though some are already infected, the Shisa come back and do it again.”
 
   “You’re right. That doesn’t make any sense, militarily.” Caleb agreed. 
 
   As he considered the implications of this behavior, a thought suddenly occurred to Hugh. “It makes me wonder if the results of each bite are only temporary, and without another attack, the infected people would revert back to normal?”
 
   Both older men stood shocked for a moment and finally Caleb asked, “What is it you do for a living, again?”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   JENNIE lay in the dark of the nursery with the other women and children. Her heart felt broken and empty. She tried her best not to think about her parents’ situations, but when she remembered she might not ever see either of them again, she had to choke down the sobs. Her arms wrapped around Mickey in the dark and his even breathing comforted her. At least he could sleep through all of this. The rain still thumped against the window. Would it wash away the bloody wound of the past few days, so that things could return to some semblance of normal? 
 
   The back of her throat itched and felt a little sore. Was she getting sick? A drink of water might help. She slowly pulled her arm out from under her brother’s head and sat up. She stood, still fully clothed and padded barefoot for the kitchen. She peeked down the hall to see if she disturbed anyone from the direction of the men in the sanctuary and saw, with relief, she had not. Light from a crack in the door of the bathroom cut through the dark of the hallway. It had been Mickey’s idea to leave it on in case someone got up in the middle of the night and needed to go. So many of the people gathered were not used to the layout of the little church, which almost felt like a second home to her now.
 
   The cold tiles of the kitchen met her feet at the end of the carpeted hallway. She flicked on the overhead light and headed for the sink. From the cabinet, she grabbed one of the gallon jugs of water and took a glass from the dryer rack. The church didn’t have a dishwasher, so one of the ladies had done them the old-fashioned way.
 
   After pouring herself a glass, she leaned back against the sink to take a quick drink. She didn’t hear Mr. Harris enter until he spoke. “Couldn’t sleep, either, huh?”
 
   Feeling the awkwardness of the situation, she kept her eyes downcast and turned her back to him to place the glass in the sink. She didn’t want to run the water and disturb someone else in the small building.
 
   “I just needed a quick drink.” She started to put the jug away when she asked instead, “Did you want a drink of water?”
 
   Though she didn’t look at him, the sound of his voice was closer. “Sure, I’d love one.”
 
   She took another glass from the drying rack and poured the water. Her eyes met his when she turned to hand him the cup. A small smile tugged at her lips when she was greeted with the more familiar face. She blurted, “You shaved, Mr. Harris.”
 
   He smiled and rubbed his bare chin. She noticed that he had a dimple on the opposite cheek as his brother. “Yeah, I borrowed a razor from Caleb. And can you do me a favor?” 
 
   “Um, okay?”
 
   “Could you stop calling me Mr. Harris? You’re not in high school anymore. We’re both adults, right? Call me Hugh.” He took the cup, leaned back on the kitchen island, and took a sip.
 
   Even though the word seemed strange in her mouth, she shrugged and said, “Okay, Hugh.”
 
   She couldn’t help but shake her head, as she turned around to put the gallon jug of water back in its place. Sure it had been over a year since she’d been in high school, but she’d gotten so used to respecting the younger teacher with the moniker that it would take effort to change.
 
   “Do you mind if I give you a small bit of advice?”
 
   Jennie turned toward him again and shrugged. “Okay?”
 
   His eyebrows furrowed, and he looked in the general direction of her feet. He paused for a moment, spinning the empty glass in his hand. Finally he looked up with a sad but serious expression. “Be careful around my brother, all right?”
 
   Anger welled up inside Jennie, and the heat rose in her face. She pushed off the counter and met his eyes mid-step. “Or what? I might end up with a black eye?”
 
   He winced but dropped his gaze as she passed him. 
 
   The nerve of the guy. He decks his own brother after stealing the guy’s girlfriend, and now, he wanted her to stay away from Brad, too. What was with him? Did he really live in jealousy of his younger brother’s life? She stopped at the door before leaving. “Shouldn’t you apologize to him or something? I really can’t understand what it is you have against your own brother. It wasn’t like he stole your girlfriend or anything.” And she spun on her heel to head back for the nursery but not before seeing the incredibly hurt look in his eyes.
 
   As she settled back on the floor with Mickey, the guilt tied the back of her throat in a knot. It wasn’t a very Christian thing she’d just done, and she shouldn’t have had it out with him quite like that. It just really angered her that he would give her unwanted advice. She yawned again in the dark and watched his shadow pass in the light of the cracked door. She closed her eyes, determined to fall asleep but couldn’t find it until she promised herself that she would talk to Hugh in the morning and apologize to him for being so very blunt.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh stood in the kitchen in absolute shock for at least five minutes. What on earth had Brad told Jennie? The accusation in her tone and her sharp gaze cut to the bone. And then to say that Brad didn’t do exactly what he’d done was like a knife to the heart all over again.
 
   He shouldn’t have said anything about his brother. Even though he promised himself he wouldn’t, he did it anyway. And the result? Almost a mirror image of Clarissa’s response. They both took Brad’s side. He knew his brother was charismatic, but was Hugh, himself, really so very untrustworthy?
 
   An ache tightened his chest when he remembered the look in Jennie’s accusing grey eyes. 
 
   When he and his brother were young and growing up, Hugh didn’t really remember competing with his brother for anything. He was too busy studying and playing sports. He played basketball and football through high school and was vice-president of the National Honor Society at Warwick High. He was never stellar at either sport and finished 3rd in his class. 
 
   Brad, on the other hand, spent most of his time chasing girls and fixing cars. His used his charismatic smile and rugged good looks to lure many women into his bed. They had totally different pursuits. When Brad brought home his report cards, their parents would be happy if he just got straight C’s. His brother’s antics landed him in trouble with teachers, but somehow his dimples got him out half the time. Their father always said that Brad had no ambition. 
 
   Hugh set the used cup on the countertop and headed out of the kitchen in a daze. His heart felt hollow in his chest. After turning off the kitchen light, he had to wait a moment for his eyes to adjust to the ensuing darkness. With a heavy sigh, he started back toward the sanctuary, knowing full well that sleep wouldn’t be his friend tonight.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the morning, Brad was up earlier than the other men. Hugh still snored on the pew in a half-sitting position. Chatter came down the hallway from the women in the kitchen, and one of the three kids squealed from the nursery. The pale sunlight sifted through the narrow window at the top of the white walls. The rain had finally quit. 
 
   After a trip to the bathroom, Brad headed for the nursery where Jennie played Chutes and Ladders with the children this time.
 
   “Yay, I win!” the little girl yelled and threw her hands in the air.
 
   Jennie lifted her face in the middle of her smile, and her eyes twinkled when she saw Brad. He gave her a half-grin back and leaned against the door frame.
 
   “Again!” Mickey yelled, and they started setting the pieces up for another game.
 
   “Okay, but count me out this time,” Jennie said in a singsong way, rising to her feet.
 
   “Awwwww.” Mickey and the other two voiced their disappointment, but it didn’t last long before they were giggling and focusing on the new game.
 
   “Sleep well?” Jennie asked, putting her hands in her pockets. Her feet were still bare, and she curled her toes awkwardly.
 
   With a smile at the motion, Brad said, “Not too bad, anyway. You?”
 
   She shrugged. “Not so great. It’s hard to sleep in such a crowd, you know?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She picked up her shoes and socks and sat on a toddler size stool to pull them on. She lost her balance for a moment and giggled when Brad grabbed her hand and helped her get steady. Her hands were soft and warm. Once she was balanced, she started again on the task of covering up her small, pink toes.
 
   He watched the three kids at their game. From what he could see in their excitement, it appeared that the girl was winning again. Her brother yelled “not fair” and folded his arms across his chest. His face reddened into a pout.
 
   Jennie pulled the last knot tight on her shoes and headed over to the threesome. “Hey, what’s wrong?”
 
   “She hit my dice after it stopped and made it say four now instead of six. She says that I can’t do the six.”
 
   “Is that true?”
 
   Mickey shrugged, and the girl shook her head. “I did not.”
 
   With an exasperated sigh, Jennie offered, “Well, if that really happened, will it make you feel better to go six?”
 
   He nodded, and his hands fell to his sides.
 
   “What about you guys? Are you okay if he goes six?”
 
   Mickey shrugged again, and the little girl crossed her arms. “But he rolled four and doesn’t want to go down the chute. If he goes six, he gets to go up a ladder. That’s not fair.”
 
   “Okay, how about he rolls again and goes whatever number he gets this time. Does that work?” Jennie’s diplomacy seemed to get the siblings into a stalemate, and eventually, the boy rolled again.
 
   She seemed like the kind of girl who could fix just about anything. This girl was a way better catch than Clarissa. Too bad she didn’t have any money.
 
   A hand on Brad’s shoulder pulled him from his thoughts. He turned back and met eyes with Hugh. His brother’s brown eyes were troubled, as he asked, “Can we talk?”
 
   With a shrug and a backwards step, he looked back at Jennie and saw the worry in her eyes. Brad winked and gave her a nod. He followed his brother toward the one room left in the church that remained unoccupied, the single classroom. It had a small podium with chairs arrayed in a semicircle of five rows. On the wall behind the podium lay a green chalkboard to one side and a white dry erase board to the other. There was a cork board and map of Israel on the back wall and the wall opposite the door was lined with windows. Outside, the row of evergreens shaded the building from what was left of the sun.
 
   When they stepped in, Hugh turned around. “Look, I’m sorry that things have turned out the way that they have, and I’ll do my best not to start something, okay?”
 
   Brad simpered and shrugged. “Whatever.”
 
   Hugh’s jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. “What did you say to her?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Why do you always have to do this with me? You’ve always played with my emotions like I’m some kind of tool.” He threw his hands up in the air.
 
   “Well, stop being one.” Brad’s smile widened to a grin. This really was too easy.
 
   “It would be nice if you could stop being a jerk.”
 
   Brad rolled his eyes and sat in a chair. He looked at his fingernails, trying to determine if he had a bit of dirt that might need cleaning out.
 
   “Jennie. What did you say to her?
 
   After checking his other hand he looked up. “Nothing of consequence to you.”
 
   “She’s under some kind of impression that I’m a bad guy.”
 
   “What difference does it make what some kid thinks? Isn’t she a bit young for you? Weren’t you her teacher? That’s just gross.”
 
   Hugh swallowed hard, a look of horror on his face. “No, I’ve never been her teacher. And yeah, she’s a bit young, but that’s not the point. It’s not that I’m interested in her that way. I just don't like the thought that she thinks badly of me.”
 
   “If this is about you and her, why are you bringing me in the middle of it? Shouldn’t you talk to her?”
 
   Hugh’s jaw tightened. “Where’s Clarissa?”
 
   Brad’s eyebrows lifted, and he pursed his lips. “What difference does it make to you? She chose me, remember?”
 
   Hugh’s nostrils flared. He stepped forward and poked his finger at Brad. “Where is Clarissa?”
 
   Brad pushed himself out of the chair and stood, his blood rose to his face, while his fists clenched. “None of your damn business.”
 
   The door squeaked open behind them, and Jennie’s voice came in a chipper tone. “Hi guys. Breakfast is ready.”
 
   With a puff of breath through his nostrils and one last narrowing of the eyes, Brad turned on his heels and followed Jennie to the kitchen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After breakfast, it was time to go. Jennie held Mickey in her arms as she stepped through the church building’s doors. Her heart beat heavy in her chest. Despite Mickey’s original protests that he could walk on his own just fine, he clung to her like a tick. His arms wrapped around her neck while his legs wrapped around her waist. She preferred it that way right now; the last thing she wanted was to step outside without holding him so tightly she couldn’t possibly let go.
 
   The floorboards under the group’s feet creaked with each step on the old wooden porch. Instead of taking the harrowing stairs straight ahead, she opted for the wheelchair ramp to her right since she couldn’t see her feet over her brother’s back. As she broke from the group to do so, she felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up into Brad’s brown eyes. He winked and smiled, but his eyes betrayed the fear that she felt.
 
   Although the humming of the Shisa still muddied the silence, at this distance, it couldn’t drown out the whoosh of the leaves overhead when the wind blew through the evergreens. She swallowed hard, reached the bus, and set Mickey down on the first step. He ran to sit next to his new friends, and the three young ones sat on a bench seat together at the middle of the bus. Jennie sat down in the seat across from them, and to her relief, Brad took up the one behind her.
 
   Not that she didn’t enjoy the man’s attentions, but his familiarity with her also bordered on uncomfortable at times. He was still a stranger she’d met less than twenty-four hours ago, and his residual toughness was hard to get past. Especially with his now purple, black eye. 
 
   “No rough housing, okay? You guys best get along.” Maria, the other two kids’ mother, sat directly behind them and scolded them with a preemptive point of her finger.
 
   “Okay, Mom,” the two siblings said together and giggled at their personal joke. It was good that the two had settled into acting as normal children again and less like scared rabbits. Still, the idea amazed Jennie how children could get back to normal behavior while quickly forgetting the horrors of the world outside the bus or building.
 
   Caleb and Hugh chose to sit close to the front of the bus, and the rest of the ladies took a seat with Mrs. Crawford. Pastor Billy sat behind the wheel, doing some last minute checks and pulling the double doors of the bus to a close. The rumble of the diesel engine made Jennie jump, even though she was anticipating it.
 
   Her heart stayed high in her chest as she waited for the bus to move. She pressed her hand against the glass of the window, watching the little white church. Every adult on the bus seemed on the edge of their seat. Alicia showed Mickey and Aaron a clapping game they could play together. 
 
   The bus made slow progress. In Hilton Village, Warwick Avenue was as clear as a street could be, but as they pulled on to Mercury, the street became a sort of maze that reminded her of the trip she’d made to the hospital. At least the cars sat silent this time; the batteries in the engines must have died, and the alarms that had been blaring a few days ago were quiet.
 
   To avoid what she saw out the window now, Jennie slouched in her seat and watched the threesome play. Every bump made her jump a little, while every turn the bus took made her slide a little in her seat. She remembered when she was Mickey’s age, she’d think this sort of thing fun. Now, she just wished she’d had a fast forward button, so she could skip this part of her life. It dawned on her that this probably meant she was growing up. How she hated the idea and longed for the bliss of childhood ignorance. But more than anything else, she knew that Mickey would need her right now. She couldn’t let him down.
 
   A repetitive pop, pop, pop sounded in the distance. Gunfire.
 
   “What’s that?” Mrs. Brady’s red curls became visible over the seat in front of Jennie.
 
   She sat up a little and saw that the lady was pointing. Out the window and in front of the Newmarket Plaza was an African-American man standing on a pile of cars, opening up a semi- automatic pistol on a crowd of wailers. There were about eight of them heading toward him. 
 
   All the adult passengers on the bus moved over to Jennie’s side, causing the bus to see-saw slightly. Jennie tore her eyes away from the gruesome sight to make sure the kids weren’t watching. Maria already distracted the children and gave Jennie a quick nod to let her know she had it. Jennie couldn’t help but look out the window again.
 
   The bus swayed a little, as Pastor Billy guided it over to left. Jennie grabbed the seat and stared at the lone man with the guns. He wore a flannel shirt that had a brown stain on it, likely blood. In each hand, he held a pistol, and he unloaded them into the eight infected wailers. It didn’t faze them. They continued to advance on the burgundy minivan the man stood atop. His scream rent the air as he threw the guns at the wailers and began to run. He rounded the advancing group and caught sight of the bus. His arms pumped and his long legs covered the ground between the minivan and the church bus.
 
   Jennie’s heart raced for him, and she looked up. Just before she said it herself, Mrs. Crawford yelled, “Stop the bus! Billy, stop!”
 
   The bus pulled to a squeaky stop, and the man approached them. His eyes and teeth blazed white in his dark skin. The group of the wailers behind him slowly tapered off; moving that quickly wasn’t an option for them. Still, the man struggled forward like a linebacker who just broke free and had a clear shot to the end zone. He jumped free of the last car, and Pastor Billy opened the doors and let the man hop in.
 
   Nearly hyperventilating, the man swung himself around the pole and collapsed into the empty seat just behind the door. His wide shoulders spilled over the side of the bench. His chest heaved, as he closed his eyes in an attempt to calm down. His shirt reeked of blood and vomit. No one approached him. Pastor Billy closed the bus doors and began weaving through the maze of cars once more, heading over the grass median for a moment.
 
   Jennie breathed carefully through her mouth, trying to avoid the pungent odor coming from the man. 
 
   “What’s that smell?” Mickey yelled suddenly, and all three children pinched their noses closed.
 
   The man began laughing hysterically and pulled himself up again. “That smell is the stench of victory,” he yelled and stood in the aisle of the bus. He unbuttoned his flannel shirt slowly, one button at a time, and pulled it free of his bare, muscled chest. Leaning toward Pastor Billy, he gripped the metal bar. “Would you open the door for a moment please?”
 
   Because they were only going a slow fifteen miles an hour at the most, he pulled the door open. The shirtless man tossed his flannel shirt out, and it fluttered away like a red and white kite caught in the wind before finally settling on the ground behind a car and out of view. 
 
   Jennie laughed with him, and it grew infectious among the other passengers as well. The stench of the shirt faded once it had been removed from the bus, although it lingered in the background. Even though the bus was only a little above chilly, the man recovering from his sprint looked perfectly comfortable shirtless and in blue jeans. He sat back in his bench seat, humming a tune. 
 
   Hugh reached forward over the seat between them and offered a hand, saying, “Hugh Harris.”
 
   The man offered a perfect and blindingly white smile, took Hugh’s hand, and shook it once. “Phillip Bryant.”
 
   The two struck up a conversation. Jennie settled back in her seat and watched the few cars they passed as the bus weaved through. The children settled back into their games, and Jennie's eyes closed. She was lulled to sleep by the swaying of the bus.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh couldn’t help but feel a bit of respect for the big black guy who joined their crew. He was a sweaty powerhouse and was about Hugh’s age, or a little older as far as he could tell, strong, with bright eyes and a firm handshake. As discreetly as possible, Hugh checked over what he could see of the newcomer’s body to make sure he didn’t find a bite on him.
 
   “So what’s the story with this bus?” Phillip asked. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Heading for Langley or Fort Monroe, whichever will take us.”
 
   “They opened the military bases?” His eyes grew wide, and he nodded. “That makes sense.”
 
   Hugh furrowed his brows. “Haven’t you heard it on the emergency radio?”
 
   “I don’t have one of those. Radios are kinda old school, you know. I can’t get a signal on my iPod, and besides, the power’s been out in the ’hood for, like, three days.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   He nodded and scratched his shoulder. “It’s been virtual hell on Sixth Street. Just to make it to Newmarket, I had to run most of the way. I picked up them biters a few at a time following me. I didn’t see a single car working. Amazing that you guys got this.”
 
   Hugh nodded and looked about the crew inside the bus. Everyone still wore the same clothes they’d been wearing since yesterday, and he imagined it had been longer. He had walked to the church without much difficulty, but he wondered if it had been the same for everyone else. What kind of horrors did each person experience on their way?
 
   It truly was amazing that they had access to a bus and fuel. Providence was the only way to describe it. The church used heating fuel in a drum out back, and since it was the same as diesel fuel, they used it although it was illegal to do so. He had helped Pastor Billy fill up the bus before they made the trek out that morning. “Where were you headed if not for one of the bases?”
 
   “You know, the bases are really far from me. At first, I went toward the Shipbuilding. But after I saw that the place was crawling with them alien things, I just wanted to get as far from them as possible. I was thinking about heading for the car dealership in hopes of finding something with gas in it, but no luck there. I guess I was just aimlessly searching for where I needed to be. I was in pretty deep hot water back there. It was probably the end for me. Thank God I found y’all.”
 
   “I’d say.”
 
   After a short bit of silence, the man leaned back on his bench with his legs in the aisle and closed his eyes. If he really had trudged all the way from the Shipbuilding to Newmarket on his feet alone, he must have been exhausted. The constant hum of the bus engine and continuous rocking motion had a sort of hypnotic effect on Hugh as well. He hadn’t slept much on that pew due to the lack of comfort and his own troubled thoughts. As it was, he could hardly keep his eyes open.
 
   He must have dozed off because when the bus came to a screeching halt, his eyes shot open, and his heart raced up his windpipe. He looked out the front windshield. Barbed razor- wire fencing surrounded heavy concrete barriers on both sides of the bridge. A sheer drop-off on both sides faced them, and there would be no means of turning around. They were committed to moving forward. Two soldiers armed with automatic weapons stepped toward the bus, and Pastor Billy pushed the lever to open the doors.
 
   A tall, hard-faced man stepped in, all camouflage and black boots, leveling his weapon at the small crowd. One of the women nearest the children squealed behind Hugh, and he couldn’t help but raise his hands, almost automatically, in a defensive position. The others followed suit. 
 
   “Fort Monroe is only taking survivors who have not been infected. If those of you in this vehicle require accommodation, you will back it up to the front of the bridge and move from here on foot after inspection. Then, each member will be placed in solitary confinement for two to three hours for quarantine to be sure that no symptoms are present. Are we clear? These orders are not negotiable.” 
 
   A general positive murmur went up through the crowd. The soldier remained on the bus with his weapon resting on his shoulder and pointed at the ceiling. He nodded for Pastor Billy to proceed with backing up the bus. The steady repetitive beeps began as the bus started its short trek in reverse. When they pulled to a stop, the soldier directed them to an area where they could park. As they unloaded from the blue and white bus, they were greeted with a new noise that finally drowned out the sound of the Shisa’s buzz. The waves of the Chesapeake Bay lapped against the rocky shore. Constantly crashing in a steady rhythm, the spray reached unexpected heights above the large boulders. 
 
   Hugh was drawn to the sea as salty, wet air filled his nostrils— a safe smell. He smiled and moved closer to the waves.
 
   The rest of their party departed the bus with wide smiles and gaping mouths. Eyes widened at the grey sky. Clouds swirled like the sea foam on the waves of the sea. The cry of seagulls punctuated Hugh’s thoughts, as he blinked hard and relaxed his shoulders. He turned to watch the rest of the crew gathered at the bus. The soldier leveled a steady glare at each person disembarking.
 
   A gust of icy sea breeze made him shiver, but it was a fresh-feeling cold. He rubbed his bare arms and drew closer to the group. Phillip stood close to the assemblage and hunched his shoulders. Next to Caleb, Maria, and her children, he didn’t look out of place except in his size. Beads of sweat formed on Phillip’s forehead and chest which seemed strange in the chilly breeze.
 
   His eyes darted from the shoulder to the bridge several times, and he seemed to be sizing up his chance of escape. Hugh got an uneasy feeling about this newcomer following the children who held hands and walked together. He worried that the linebacker would rush through the children’s arms like a backwards game of Red Rover. The soldier focused on Phillip and pulled the gun from his shoulder, taking a tighter grip on the barrel.
 
   Phillip straightened, and his eyes grew wider. He stopped. The remainder of the group continued to move forward without noticing the sudden change in him. Hugh realized that the man’s face appeared to be slightly swollen compared to before. Did Phillip still have a weapon? Hugh couldn’t tell for sure.
 
   His heart began to race, and things seemed to move slowly. Phillip extracted himself from the crowd and started to run. The soldier leveled his gun and stepped forward. One of the women screamed, and the group rushed forward, gathering together like a scared flock of chickens. The soldier rushed forward and yelled at Phillip, “FREEZE! Get on the ground!”
 
   Stopping in his tracks and dropping to his knees obediently, Phillip put his hands behind his head. He faced Hugh, his wide eyes like bloodshot pits in his black skin. The soldier cocked his weapon and pressed the barrel against the man’s head. Hugh swallowed hard and stepped toward them when an idea struck him. “Wait!”
 
   The soldier and Phillip both looked toward Hugh in confusion. 
 
   He rushed out the words before someone interrupted him or a bullet was fired. “The military must have scientists studying this problem, right? I have a theory about the infected that might be considered a cure. Don’t shoot this man. I know he’s changing, but there has to be some way to keep him from hurting himself while we test my theory. Just let me talk to the doctors and scientists on base. I think I know something that they may not have realized.”
 
   Phillip furrowed his brows. The soldier narrowed his eyes and pulled the radio off his belt. “We have a 14-22 here, a live one, not changed all the way yet. And there’s a man here who says he has a cure. Should we contact the Colonel?”
 
   The answer came after a short moment of silence. “Affirmative. He is en route.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   WHEN they pulled Mickey from her grip, Jennie thought she would cry. Her voice cracked. “How long, again?”
 
   The female soldier wore fatigues under a lab coat with a nametag that read Sgt. White. Her eyes were wide and sympathetic. “This room has several toys and books for him to keep from being bored. It’s only two hours of quarantine; longer is unnecessary. You will be in the room immediately next door.”
 
   Swallowing hard to keep down the sob that wanted to surface, Jennie looked around the room for any danger. “Can’t I stay with him?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. It’s for the best. If he shows symptoms, he could be a danger to you, and if you were to show symptoms…” The sergeant let Jennie draw her own conclusions.
 
   She nodded, her fingers knotting together in front of her to keep her hands from shaking. Mickey stepped in and started searching through the toys available. The walls were painted with a rainbow of colors and a border made of cute teddy bears holding hands. Jennie couldn’t stop staring at the large mirror hanging on the wall, knowing that they would be watching him from the room on the other side. “Mickey, will you be okay in here for a little bit while I get checked? You’ll be safe, I promise.”
 
   “Will Alicia and Aaron come in here, too?” He turned over a plastic duck full of building blocks and started arranging them by color without looking up.
 
   “No, they will be in another room. I’m just making sure you’ll be okay here while I get checked on, too, okay?”
 
   He nodded agreeably, focused on separating the colors and joining the reds together. 
 
   “I’ll be back in just a little bit, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She nodded and swallowed the lump down again. The tension in her shoulders made her neck stiff. She had a hard time turning her head either direction. Sgt. White led her down the hallway to the very next door on the right. She led Jennie in and turned on the overhead light. Within, the walls were a plain, windowless white with a white table and two upright plastic chairs. One wall had what Jennie could only assume was another observation mirror. If there were not a small stack of magazines in the center of the table, she would nearly assume the room was for interrogation.
 
   “Will you need to use the restroom facilities before we begin?”
 
   She shook her head and sat in the nearest beige chair, her back to the mirror. She did not want to think about the eyes that might be watching her. The plastic pressed cold against her back, making her shiver. A click signaled the closing of the door. The buzzing of the overhead florescent light reminded her of the white noise the aliens made outside, but this was almost more invasive, filling every corner with the constant sound. Without a second thought, she reached for the stack and pulled it toward her. The room must have been specifically for female refugees like herself. The magazines focused on women’s issues, including Marie Claire and Cosmo.
 
   After looking through the pictures of two magazines, she found she could do nothing more than browse. She couldn’t concentrate enough to read a single article. Gooseflesh rose on her arms because the room’s temperature was just a bit colder than she would have liked. The chair scraped the linoleum tiles as she pushed it back to stand. She paced the room in a circle from corner to corner, counting the number of steps across each side. In her growing boredom, she longed for a clock on the wall.
 
   ***
 
   Hugh nodded and sat back in the orange plastic chair, his hands clasped in front of him. He had only been waiting about five minutes when he began to stare at his own reflection in the mirror. The long rectangular speaker above the mirror spit static before the Colonel’s voice came through. “Mr. Harris, our best men haven’t come up with the same theory you have proposed, but they believe it is worth looking into. In the interest of science, we have decided to keep Bryant in one of these rooms without chair or table. He will be under surveillance for five days along with any other member of your party who shows symptoms during this quarantine.”
 
   Hugh nodded, hoping he might have saved his new friend’s life. “I can assure you that no other member of our party will need to be kept. I’ve been with each member for over twenty-four hours with the exception of Phillip Bryant.”
 
   “This is not the time to judge the weight of a man’s words or honesty. There can be no room for error. Therefore, we subject everyone to the same quarantine.”
 
   “Understood, Colonel.”
 
   “If you should be released after this short separation, it would be useful to our team if you are willing to join and observe.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Good to hear. One hour and forty-five minutes remain. Please rest and relax for that time.”
 
   Hugh stifled a yawn, nodded, and put his head in his folded arms on the cold plastic table. With his eyes closed, he let the tension leave as he relaxed his shoulders. His mind wandered, visually revisiting the video footage he’d seen and reconsidering the theories that he’d come up with. Could he be wrong?
 
   He must have dozed off. It seemed almost instantly that he heard a buzzer, and the door opened. Colonel Wesley and an armed MP entered the room. “Mr. Harris, this is Sgt. Liles. He’ll be escorting us to the watch room for Phillip Bryant. His infection has brought on the change. If it’s not something that you’ve experienced fully, it would be good for you to see, scientifically speaking.”
 
   Hugh nodded, stood, and followed the two camouflage-clad soldiers. His eyes felt dry and itchy, and he wiped a bit of drool from his chin. Even though it had only seemed like seconds, he’d definitely fallen asleep. The narrow hallway had a row of doors to each side, always in pairs, a room for the quarantine, and another for surveillance. Every one of the white doors had a number and a letter in gold lettering on black placards. He walked between the two men as the Colonel approached a door marked 14B.
 
   He knocked twice and opened it. The wailing struck Hugh before he even stepped inside the room. Within, a dim light exposed two lab-coated men and a woman. Each of them had tall black boots peeking underneath their long smocks and held clipboards in their hands. The wall appeared as a window and could only be the mirror from the other side.
 
   Phillip had become a full-on wailer. If his skin hadn’t been so very black in color, it would have been as red as his bloodshot eyes. Foam frothed from the corners of his mouth, and he pressed his lips against the mirror in an attempt to bite it. And then there was the moaning. Blood dripped down in rivulets from his head and fleshy pieces of scalp were underneath his fingernails.
 
   It had been one thing to watch the infected women from a distance, another to see them on television. But this. What Hugh saw now caused a visceral response reminiscent of a punch in the gut. His theories ran out the window, and he felt a combination of pity and fear. 
 
   “We’ve observed from other infected parties that this behavior lasts a full five days. No matter what sort of injuries they incur while in this state, they continue to move and behave as if alive.” The female lab coat was the nearest to him and had begun talking. She was about a full twelve inches shorter and a decade older than Hugh. Her ash-blond hair was pulled back in a tight bun. A blue ink pen poked through it like a hair pin.
 
   “What happened to the others after five days?”
 
   “They all died,” the taller of the two men answered with a deep baritone. He pushed his glasses up his nose and wiped his brow. “However, if your theory is correct, they may have died of injuries incurred rather than the disease itself.”
 
   “Yes,” the woman nodded hard. “Most of the bite victims have huge gaping wounds. They would have easily bled to death if the infection hadn’t caused this strange zombie-like behavior. Additionally, many of the ones we’ve gotten for experimentation were either shot or injured in other, possibly fatal, ways. This specimen appears to be almost uninjured all together.”
 
   Hugh furrowed his eyebrows at how the scientist called Phillip a specimen. He looked back at the man he could have become friends with if given more time. The quiet strength Phillip possessed had become a terrified panic. His calm demeanor transformed into a contorted chaos of swollen features and bloody scars. But still, Hugh could see the human underneath. Deep in those pupils, Phillip still remained. And as long as he didn’t injure himself in a mortal way, maybe he could be saved. Hugh breathed deep and let the words come out barely above a whisper. “I believe he’ll make it. It’s only five days.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As Brad stood at the end of the hallway and watched Jennie and her brother reunite on the other end, he changed his mind. He was bored with her. In the close quarters of the church, she’d been an interesting way to mess with his brother. But in reality, he could see a relationship with the girl going nowhere. Her virginal ways and empty checking account wouldn’t feed any of his needs. In fact, on the broad expanse of the island military base, he didn’t need to even look his brother in the face again, if he wanted. He turned away and headed for the marked exit.
 
   The wind greeted him as the door opened out, and the oversized sun dipped low in the sky. Only an hour or so until sunset, he imagined. Out of habit, he pulled out his cell phone, but it had died days ago. And, he had no charger. A crowd of soldiers jogged past, chanting in an even rhythm with their footsteps. Those were people who would likely leave the safety of the compound to fight the battle outside. The losing battle.
 
   Brad looked around and considered where he might go from here. Behind him, the door squeaked open again. A woman in a lab coat stepped out. Her fire-engine red lipstick stuck out in contrast to her black hair pulled tight in a bun and the common camouflage garb worn by every Tom, Dick, and Harry at the base.
 
   She had an unlit cigarette dangling from her lips and was rummaging through her purse when she walked right into Brad. She looked up with her amber eyes and smiled wide. Lipstick stuck to her top teeth in a provocative way, and she smiled. “Oh, excuse me.”
 
   Now this was something interesting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   HUGH took a deep breath and tried to roll the tension from his neck. The film over his eyes made it hard to see clearly, and he tried to blink it away so he could watch and stay alert. He yawned, and his jaw clicked.
 
   “You look pretty tired.” Sgt. Jones smiled and put her petite hand on Hugh’s shoulder. “I know this guy is a friend or something, but he really won’t show any change for a few days. You just got here. Why don’t you go get something to eat and get some sleep? I promise he’ll still be like this in the morning.”
 
   He snapped his jaw shut and nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   “Besides, you kinda look like you could use a shower and a change of clothes.”
 
   Hugh looked down at himself. She was right there, too. Still wearing his sweats, a t-shirt, and the jacket he’d gotten from Pastor Billy, he looked and smelled pretty much like a homeless man. “So where’s the mess hall?”
 
   ***
 
   Jennie sighed, and peered about her new quarters. The small room had two twin-sized beds with white sheets, a dresser, and one window. Similar to her dorm room last year. She had planned on moving off-campus, just to get some space, but here she was again, back inside a small, white box.
 
   “Which bed is mine?” Mickey’s voice shook, peering in. All through dinner, he’d leaned on her and had been afraid to let her go again. Although he’d been brave and didn’t cry during his isolation, he had clung to her when she returned to collect him.
 
   She smiled. “We could push them together if you want?”
 
   His eyes grew big and hopeful. “Can we?”
 
   Without another word, she stepped in and pushed the closest metal frame bed against the other. Mickey giggled and helped as much as his little arms could push. They tumbled on the bed together once finished and wrestled. Jennie held her brother close and smiled at him because she knew that’s what he needed from her—reassurance. He needed someone to make him at least feel like everything was going to be okay, that someone was looking out for him. Jennie stared up at the ceiling and felt the gnaw at her gut. She had to be his parent now, not just his big sister. Could she do that for him? She had to; there was no one else. She shifted and sighed. There was no one there to smile at her, to put an arm around her, and to make her feel like everything would be okay. She sat up and looked down at his trusting eyes. This was her new life. She would have to figure out how to do this parenting thing… alone.
 
   The half-lit sun in the sky outside their second-floor window shone in their faces. Even in its dim, dappled light, she needed to squint her eyes. She stood up and went to the window. Outside, only a street stood between her and the huge boulders that lined the shore of the Chesapeake Bay. A lone seagull danced back and forth in the wind like a kite, never rising or falling much, and making no progress forward. 
 
   No wailers. No Shisa. She could really use a walk, some kind of freedom. After she took a deep breath, she asked, “Do you want to go outside?”
 
   Mickey stood on the bed. The white sheets and light brown blankets rustled underneath him. “Can I ask Alicia and Aaron to come?”
 
   She smiled. “Sure, why not?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The wind blew Jennie’s hair in her face the moment she stepped outside, and she pulled a tendril of it from the corner of her mouth. Had they really only been there a few hours? The lapping of the waves on the shore and the roaring of the wind almost completely drowned out the droning of the aliens. She couldn’t help but strain her ear for the possibility of a wailer.
 
   Her shoulders tensed, and she followed the children toward the rocky shore. She glanced about, never relaxing. This wasn’t like family trips to the beach she remembered, where she’d lay in the sun, oblivious to everything and her mom constantly on her feet, peering out in whichever direction her brother had run. 
 
   The three children walked along the crags and sandy cracks, looking for seashells. Under the overwhelming fresh, salty odor of the breeze, the smell of dead fish still wafted in occasionally. But it was so faint, and so infrequent, it was forgettable. And Jennie determined to forget it.
 
   On the horizon, a large boat barely moved in the choppy waves, and more seagulls danced in the late afternoon sun. “Hey!” a voice called behind her.
 
   Mr. Harris jogged across the street toward her with a goofy grin on his face. Her eyebrows rose, and she said, “Uh, hi.”
 
   His hair was wet, and he no longer wore the t-shirt and grey sweatpants. Instead he wore a light brown jacket, an Army hoodie, and jeans. The Converse hi-tops remained. “I thought I’d go for a walk. Is that what y’all are doing?”
 
   Jennie shrugged. “Kind of. I just wanted to be outside now that I could be, you know?”
 
   He nodded. “Definitely. I know.”
 
   For a few moments, they stood in silence, watching the three children collect their seashells. The oversized sun dipped low in the sky and drew an orange line across the water. “So where did you get the clothes?”
 
   He tilted his head. “They opened up the chapel for donations and supplies to refugees. Pastor Billy and his wife are there.”
 
   “Really? I wonder if they need any help.” The idea genuinely appealed to Jennie; she hated being idle when others were working.
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   She eyed Mr. Harris and wondered at how this seemingly nice guy couldn’t get along with his brother. The man next to her didn’t seem to be the violent, steal-your-woman type, but what did she know? It really wasn’t any of her business, anyway, was it? She was too tired to think about all that right now anyway.
 
   The tension in her neck loosened, and she yawned. For the first time in days, she felt like she actually might be able to get real sleep. But, she’d want to stop at the chapel first and talk to the Crawfords. “Hey, Mickey, are you guys ready to go?”
 
   “Can’t we stay just a little longer? Alicia found five seashells, and Aaron only has three.”
 
   “I guess, but we need to go when the sun goes down, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Her little brother never even looked up.
 
   “Are you guys settling in okay?” Mr. Harris asked. His voice was serious, and his eyes sparkled in the fading sun.
 
   Did he really want to know? “The room’s about the size of the dorm I had last year. Only now, I’m doing it as a single mom. I don’t think I ever realized all the things my parents worried or thought about each day. Now, it’s all on me in the middle of the end of the world.”
 
   Mr. Harris looked her in the eyes and smiled. “You’re a smart, young woman. The fact that you worry about this shows it matters. He’s lucky to have you.”
 
   Jennie swallowed the lump in her throat. She wasn’t sure if he really meant it or was just being nice, but the reassurance was still good to hear. She stifled another yawn.
 
   He yawned in response. “Thanks a lot.”
 
   Jennie laughed. It felt good. “I doubt either of us has slept much lately.”
 
   “That’s for sure.”
 
   She glanced up at him and shivered.  It wasn’t just because of the breeze. She remembered why they all called him Hot Mr. Harris and being this close to him made it difficult to look Hugh in the eyes. Jennie swallowed and let her thoughts turn toward the last few days. “Do you think we’ll really be safe here?” Her voice shook.
 
   His hands were on her shoulders, draping his jacket over them. It was the kind of thing guys did in old movies. None of the college boys she had gone out with would have even noticed she was cold. The heat from his body still radiated within the coat. She turned and looked into his soft but worried brown eyes. A frown tugged at the corner of his mouth. “As safe as we can be, I guess. But honestly, I don’t know if we’ll ever be safe until those things leave.”
 
   She nodded, pulled the jacket tighter around herself, and watched the children. The jacket held his masculine scent mixed with cologne or deodorant.  Yes, he was right. Even in the warmth of his coat, she shivered again. “Thank you, for the jacket…and for not lying to me.”
 
   His hand still rested on her right shoulder, and she took comfort in it.
 
   “Okay, we’re ready to go!” Mickey jumped up, and the threesome ran toward them.
 
   She laughed. 
 
   Hugh knelt down to their level and said, “Hey Mickey, Alicia, and Aaron. Did you guys get enough seashells, then?”
 
   Mickey smiled wider. “We each got six!”
 
   “Awesome!” Hugh stuck a hand in Mickey’s direction. “Give me five.” 
 
   They slapped hands all around, and Jennie just shook her head. She shrugged the jacket from her shoulders and handed it back to Mr. Harris. “Thanks again for the jacket. See you around?”
 
   He nodded and shoved an arm into the sleeve. He gave her a genuine smile, looked deep in her eyes for a moment and said, “I hope so.”
 
   Her heart fluttered. What was that? He turned and walked away. She stared after him for a moment.
 
   “I like him,” Mickey said, causing Jennie to blink hard.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “He remembered our names. That other guy, Brad, always called me kiddo or sport.”
 
   She shook her head and looked back at Mr. Harris, as he receded into the shadows of the magnolia trees along the street. Mickey was right. The brothers were different.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   WATCHING Phillip’s deterioration had been hard on Hugh. Although the room had not been padded, it had clean walls, devoid of furniture, and no sharp objects. The man seemed to lose the ability to reason and became animalistic in his needs and nature. At first, they attempted to push water bottles and packages of food through the door, but the scattered remains of each were stepped on. They were only eaten if opened accidently in the process.
 
   They had received three other newly-turned wailers with negligible injuries. The Colonel had made the decision to keep them under observation as well, putting faith in Hugh’s theory. After days of watching, Phillip becoming waif-like in their care, continuing to injure himself in minor ways with his own fingernails and teeth. Hugh, himself, had begun to lose hope.
 
   But on the fourth day, Phillip started to change his behavior. His eyes became swollen shut, and he choked or gagged on occasion. He spent most of his time lying on the floor, sporadically writhing. And on the fifth and final day, he’d stopped moving all together. His chest rose and fell with his breathing in an even pattern, so they knew he was still alive. They watched in hopeful silence.
 
   The light from the hallway poured into the room, and it took a moment for Hugh’s eyes to adjust. Colonel Wesley and two companions Hugh didn’t recognize joined the small team of four scientists for the observation. “Has the patient changed much? It is our understanding that most of the infected died after five days of confinement, if they were not re-injured by the aliens themselves.”
 
   Sgt. Stanley, the taller of the two male scientists nodded in agreement. His pale face shone in the light from the window into Phillip’s room. His fuzzy caterpillar eyebrows raised above his pale blue eyes. “Our theory now hinges on the fact that this particular patient was not injured in a manner that would cause his death outside of the infection from his bite wounds.”
 
   Sgt. Jones, the female doctor, followed up directly afterwards. “Right. What we are observing right now is the same behavior found in any other of the infected we’ve studied. After four days of no sleep, the infected in question usually loses consciousness completely. He is currently passed out. What we’ve seen in the past is that after several hours of unconsciousness, the subject usually succumbs to his injuries and dies. In this case, we are hoping for a break in the chain.”
 
   “So how long has this man been asleep now?”
 
   “Six hours,” Sgt. Jones quipped quickly without looking at her notes. She had obviously anticipated the question. Hugh had noticed over the past few days, that the woman’s bigger than life personality and constant striving for perfection attempted to make up for her stature and other perceived shortcomings.
 
   “How much longer have you theorized we will wait until we see some change either for better or worse?”
 
   “Honestly, we don’t know—” Stanley began.
 
   “True,” Jones interrupted again. “With other subjects, they remained unconscious for two to three hours at most. This subject has been unconscious for a more extended period of time, which gives us hope that the theory might be correct.”
 
   In the room, Phillip began coughing, and the man turned on his side so that his back faced the window. Silence reigned in the observation room for about twenty minutes. Everyone seemed to hold their breath in the hopes of some change. Phillip didn’t make any more big movements, but the rise and fall of his shoulder kept the group informed that he still lived.
 
   “Right then,” the Colonel said and started for the door. “Inform me immediately to any change in the subject.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Both Stanley and Jones answered at the same time. 
 
   Sgt. Williams was one beat behind them, leaning against the glass of Phillip’s room. He rarely participated in the constant conversation of the other two, opting for silent study. Williams almost never shared his thoughts or theories, even when asked. The shorter man’s belly tested the seams of the white lab coat he always had buttoned up, and his bald head shone in the glow of the room beyond the glass.
 
   Another hour passed with Hugh pressing against the glass in a mirror image of Sgt. Williams. The other two pattered away behind them, discussing possibilities, bleak outlooks, and regrets for the experimentation they had done on the infected in the past. 
 
   “What sort of experimentation?” Hugh asked finally, pulling his forehead from the cold glass.
 
   Jones looked at Williams, as if unsure she should tell, but they seemed in the mood for confessing, and Williams nodded. “They seemed incapable of death. If we shoot them, they continue to come. If we stab them, they behave the same. Poisons in liquid or gaseous form have no effect. I regret to say that most of our experimentation focused on finding weaknesses rather than cures. But, we’ve done blood work in an attempt to combat the effects and to understand what the mechanism for the seeming durability might be. We wondered if we might be able to isolate it at first to use it to our advantage in some way. But no matter what we did, if we kept them in isolation, they would die after five days.”
 
   Hugh nodded. Of course they would be interested in finding the alien technology that might allow them to isolate a serum that would make a soldier virtually indestructible. He could also understand that the scientists might have regrets for their destructive experimentation if things went according to his theory.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Mr. Harris, are you sure you won’t get something at the mess hall?” Stanley asked when he returned from lunch.
 
   Yet another hour had passed, and Hugh couldn’t help but yawn. He wiped his palms on his lab coat and stretched his back. His stomach growled. The digital clock over the door said it was half past three in the afternoon. He’d taken breakfast at eight a.m. and hadn’t wanted to leave Phillip’s observation, knowing that something would likely happen today. But after seven hours of watching the man sleep, his hunger won out. “Yeah, I’ll go see what they have available at this time of day.”
 
   “It’s going to be slim pickings, with nothing hot, but the mess usually has cereal and a cooler of sandwiches,” Jones offered.
 
   Hugh started for the door and yawned again. Sleep deprivation from his constant insomnia was catching up with him. Truth be told, he could almost use a nap more than food. When he couldn’t get enough sleep, he tried to make up for it by eating more and drinking caffeine.
 
   The mess hall was virtually empty when he stepped through the propped open door. To save on generator use, many doors were propped open throughout the compound to let in natural light.  Only one table was occupied, and though his vision was blurry from his yawn, he blinked and saw it was Jennie and her little brother.
 
   His heart somersaulted unexpectedly. In confusion, he smiled and turned to the upright refrigerator that held the pre-packaged sandwiches. He picked a ham sandwich and a chicken salad, grabbed a bottle of water, and pulled a bag of chips from the clip next to it. The whole while his back was turned to them, he hoped—and denied that he hoped—she wouldn’t leave.
 
   “Hey!” Mickey called, as Hugh approached their table from behind Jennie. “Isn’t that Mr. Hugh?”
 
   Jennie’s brown hair flashed gold in the light as she turned to face him. Her grey-green eyes were wide with surprise, but her warm smile welcomed him. She stood quickly when she spied his full arms. “Hi, Mr. Harris. Do you need any help with that?”
 
   With the chip bag between his teeth, Hugh mumbled, “I got it.” He set the bottled water and sandwiches on the table next to where Jennie had been sitting and pulled the bag from his teeth. “Mind if I join you?”
 
   Mickey smiled wide and set his plastic spoon back in his small bowl of colorful cereal. “You can join us!” 
 
   “Of course.” Jennie smiled, too. She moved her bowl of cereal across the table to sit with Mickey, but her expression welcomed him.
 
   Her body language showed her positive reception of Hugh, but also her discomfort at his proximity if she’d sat next to him. He could understand that. “By the way, Jennie. Don’t forget to call me Hugh.”
 
   She palmed her forehead, making Mickey laugh. “Right! Old habits die hard.”
 
   Hugh unwrapped one of the sandwiches from the cellophane and took a bite of the corner. With his mouth partially full, he asked, “So, what have you guys been up to since I last saw you?”
 
   Jennie’s forehead wrinkled, and she stared at the table. “We’ve not really been too busy. We’re in the same living facility as Maria and her kids, which is great because Mickey has Alicia and Aaron to play with. I’ve been helping Pastor Billy and Mrs. Crawford at the chapel, to keep busy with distributing clothes to help the refugees that are brought in. But, really, I’ve been finding that I’ve got too much free time. I don’t want to be a leech on the base’s resources and would rather find some way to be more productive, you know?”
 
   “I can understand where you’re coming from.”
 
   She smiled again and peeled a banana for Mickey. “So what have you been up to Mr.—I mean, Hugh?”
 
   Hugh chuckled at her attempt and had to cover his mouth to avoid spitting out the bite of sandwich he’d taken. “I’ve been working with the scientists on my theory.”
 
   She furrowed her brow. “What theory? I remember you stopping the soldier who was going to shoot Phillip, but they ushered us into quarantine before I could hear what that was all about.”
 
   “Right.” Now, that he was on the cusp of finding out if his theory was correct or not, Hugh hesitated in talking about it. Her innocent eyes invited him to continue, and for some reason, he really did feel he could trust her with everything. He had a hard time dealing with these conflicted feelings. Part of him cried she was too young for him to be interested in this way, and the other part told him to let things go as they would. It wasn’t like he was considering marrying her or anything. He nodded and continued. “While I was watching the TV footage of the alien attacks, I noticed a few variables that seemed consistent.”
 
   “Like what?” She took a spoonful of her cinnamon cereal. 
 
   After a quick swig of his water, Hugh continued. “The Shisa seem to be attacking the people who are already infected. I found that strange. If they are already infected, and likely to die after a few days, why do they keep biting them? According to the scientists here, they had already noticed that the people who are infected live for only five days after their bite if kept in solitary confinement. On the other hand, those who are bitten again and again live longer but remain infected. So my theory is that, provided that the person isn’t fatally wounded while the infection runs its course and they are separated from being re-infected by the Shisa, the effects of the bite would wear off after five days.”
 
   “So after five days, the person would return to normal?” Her eyes were wide, and she set her spoon back into her bowl.
 
   “That’s my theory, but it’s yet to be proven.”
 
   Her eyes glistened with tears and her brother looked up at her suddenly when she let out a small sigh. “That would be a great discovery.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So then if we could just get rid of the aliens, all the humans would return to normal?”
 
   “If they haven’t been fatally wounded before the effects wear off.”
 
   “How is Phillip doing? Hasn’t it been five days?” She pushed her cereal bowl to the side and folded her hands on the table.
 
   Hugh smiled and took another bite of his sandwich before continuing. It was nice to open up and talk to someone who didn’t have their own theories to press. “It has, and right now, we’re not sure.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Each of the infected pass out on the fifth day and die in their sleep of their wounds. Phillip is the first they’ve put into solitary confinement without a mortal wound, and he’s presently asleep. The unusual part is that the infected who go to sleep usually only live for an hour or two before dying. Phillip has been asleep for nearly eight hours.”
 
   “Wow. I’d say that looks fairly positive.”
 
   “Positive, yes, but a lot can go wrong right now.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “He could still die or maybe go into a coma. It’s possible that he could wake up and continue to show symptoms. Even if he’s partially cured, he might have a residual or secondary infection. Lots of things.”
 
   “Mr.—I mean Hugh, are you a doctor? I mean, I know you were the bio teacher at Warwick, but how do you know so much about this sort of stuff?”
 
   Hugh smiled and balled up the cellophane wrapper of his finished sandwich. “I have a Masters in Animal Behavior and have been working on a PhD.”
 
   “So you’re almost a doctor, then.”
 
   “Sure.” Hugh flushed a little at her smile.
 
   “Now all you have to do is wait for Phillip to wake up, prove your theory, and then what?”
 
   “I guess the military will have one more reason to figure out how to stop the aliens from their continued attacks.”
 
   “Do you have any theories about that one?”
 
   “Not a one. I haven’t seen any footage of the Shisa actually exiting the ships, so I wouldn’t know the first thing about sending them back there. And from what I understand, the Shisa are similar to the infected. No matter how you injure them, just short of an explosion, they survive and continue to attack.”
 
   “Wow that’s—” A scream from outside stopped her mid-sentence. Her eyes grew wide, and her mouth grew into a frown. The table began to vibrate with the hum of the Shisa.
 
   Mickey dropped his spoon and climbed up into Jennie’s arms, whimpering. He looked desperate and started crying. He buried his head into his sister’s shoulder, which muted his cries. Jennie stood from the bench and backed from the open door of the mess hall.
 
   Hugh jumped to his feet, grabbed her lunch tray, and rushed around the table, pulling her behind him. She rested a hand on his shoulder and nodded her thanks. He held the tray in both hands like a shield in front of him. The door of the mess hall was open and letting in the grey half-light of the afternoon sun. The large body of a Shisa darted past the door followed by the shadowy shapes of two others. Panic made Hugh’s heart rate rise. It pounded in his ears and drowned out the constant vibration. A fourth Shisa strolled into view, snuffling its pug nose in the air until it finally turned its head for the mess hall door. It turned and focused on the three of them. They stood with only a few tables between them and the Shisa. Behind it, the hooked, whip-like tail lashed back and forth like an irritated cat’s. 
 
   He could hardly take his eyes off the Shisa when it approached them. This close, the growl seemed to vibrate every one of the atoms in his body. His very teeth chattered, and his eardrums screamed for silence. Behind him, Mickey had begun wailing like one of the infected. His cries broke Hugh’s heart. Jennie gripped his shoulder, her nails biting into his skin. He was the only thing standing between them and death, or worse. 
 
   Adrenaline heightened his senses and filled every blood vessel in his body, and heat rose in his skin. His vision narrowed so that the alien was all he saw. It took another step forward, and Hugh followed his instincts. He gripped the tray in one hand and rushed toward it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   JENNIE screamed when Hugh pulled from her grip and barreled toward the Shisa. It jumped on the table they’d been at a moment before, and she was surprised at this alien’s size. When they had attacked her mother the first day, they were about the size of a large dog. This one stood about the size of the lions she saw at the zoo. One of its eyes was half closed with a scar that ran vertically from its brow to its lip.
 
   Hugh lifted the tray he’d had in his hand and swung it down, hitting the Shisa in its pinched, flat face with the plastic tray. It fell backwards from the table, obviously stunned. She couldn’t pull her eyes from it, and Hugh grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her along the back wall of the mess hall toward the kitchen door. The Shisa pulled itself to its feet. The vibration of its growl grew more menacing and high pitched, like nails on a chalkboard. The sound made her head tilt in pain, and her ears rang.
 
   She could hardly hear Mickey’s cries. He clawed at her, and her shoulder was wet with his tears. Tears trailed down her face as well. She’d only begun to feel safe in the small community on base, and that façade was shattered the moment the vibration began. Looking at the alien in the mess hall now, she wondered if any place would ever be safe again.
 
   Hugh opened the silver push door of the kitchen and pulled her in with him. The vibration continued in her chest, but the high-pitched whine had softened a bit with the wall between them. He rushed over to the stainless steel, vertical cooler and pushed it toward the door. Jennie joined him and helped as much as she could with one arm. The wheels on the bottom of the cooler steered it a bit in the wrong direction, but Hugh straightened it just as the door slammed against it. The whine increased once more and was answered by a distant one.
 
   More were coming.
 
   Jennie backed up to the far wall and found the door to the outside. Hugh opened it and peeked out but paled and returned quickly, putting the locks on the door. “There’s more out there than in here.” 
 
   Jennie could barely hear him and wondered if she’d only read his lips. The cooler squealed as a Shisa pushed it away from the door enough to put one paw in and scratch the wall. It knocked the utensils from the countertop nearby. Hugh ran over and shoved the cooler back at the door. Its forearm was trapped. Another high pitched whine began, reminiscent of a scream. Mickey covered his ears. 
 
   Another ram against the door almost knocked Hugh from his feet. His eyes darted around the room until he saw a butcher’s knife lying on the floor where the Shisa had knocked it down. He bent over to pick it up when another blow struck the door and cooler, knocking him from his feet and causing him to fall headlong into the island in the middle of the kitchen. Hugh lay on the floor, unconscious. 
 
   The Shisa slammed against the kitchen door once more, and the cooler gave way enough for the lion-sized monster to pull its body through the opening. Its heavy breathing fogged up the mirror finish of the cooler it passed. Short, tawny fur covered its back and legs. Blood dripped down its face. The left forearm that had been pinned in the doorframe hung limp from its knee. It dragged the limb and came forward deliberately. It snuffled the unconscious Hugh on the ground and whipped his limp body with the hook on the end of its tail.
 
   The hook bit into Hugh’s back and blood grew into a crimson flower on the white coat he’d worn. Jennie screamed. The Shisa whipped its head her direction and it snarled. Its long sharp teeth were a greenish, pale jade in color. She backed herself into the corner and had nowhere farther to go. Behind it, two smaller Shisa entered the kitchen.
 
   The first approached, and the end of her desperate rope proved too short to hold on to. She prayed silently and felt at peace for a moment, though her eyes never left the scrunched face of death approaching her. It snuffled about her, and its hot breath blew into her face. Blood and decay abided on the searing breeze. The whining subsided, but the continued growl vibrated in her chest.
 
   It backed up a step and turned away. She suddenly didn’t matter to it. The two smaller aliens sniffed the air, and one of them bit Hugh on the upper thigh, puncturing through his jeans. The hole quickly turned black. They mulled around the room like Jennie and her brother weren’t there.
 
   She held her breath. Mickey continued to sob into her shoulder, but he never lifted his head. Jennie was thankful for that. The room felt cold, and after a moment, the Shisa became less important to her. All she wanted was to save Hugh from them.
 
   She stepped forward cautiously, afraid that the movement would attract their attention. After she took two slow steps toward Hugh, the aliens started for the door. Counting comforted her, so she said it to herself, count to three, then step again. One. Two. Three. And she took another step. The two smaller Shisa left without ever taking a look at her. But the last one stopped, and its eyes met hers for another three-count before it turned its head away and squeezed through the open door. 
 
   Dashing forward, Jennie fell to her knees at Hugh’s body. Blood was pooling on his back and from his thigh to the white tiles. Sobs racked her body, and she felt helpless. Where could she go for help? What if she left, and they attacked her or Mickey? 
 
   Fear enveloped her like a nasty, sulfurous fog. It threatened to choke her. Closing her eyes, she made a desperate plea for help, her heart groaning within her. Strength waited at the pit of her stomach, and she found it. Lugging herself up with Mickey still clinging to her, she swiped the tears from her cheeks and determined that she needed to try. They climbed over the cooler and pushed their way through the kitchen door. 
 
   Tables were turned over and benches broken in the mess hall. The door to the outside still stood open, letting in the sea breeze that mocked her with its promised safety. She marched toward it. When the first shadow of a Shisa passed the door, her step faltered. Her heart raced, and she swallowed hard. She thought of how Hugh needed help, and Mickey needed to get to safety, and started forward again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How on earth is that girl doing that?” Sarah asked.
 
   Brad gripped her shoulders and watched Jennie crossing the street with her little brother clinging like a tick to her chest. She stopped in the middle of the street once as six of the aliens passed her, separating to circumvent on both sides. After a moment, she continued forward toward the chapel. The rumbling of the bedroom window was excruciating, and in the distance, the constant popping of gunfire showed that the military base was doing something in retaliation.
 
   Still, his eyes couldn’t be torn from the plain girl in jeans. She sidestepped from the body of a victim lying in the street. The Shisa ignored her while they rushed about attacking other people without holding back.
 
   “How is it possible?”
 
   Brad didn’t answer, but the same question bounced around the walls of his mind like a pinball. It didn’t make any sense. Nothing he could come up with would explain what he was seeing. He watched her until she disappeared from his sight and entered the doors of the chapel unmolested. A tank rolled down the street, ramming a crowd of the Shisa, and sending them into a retreat. He wondered how long it would be until they were able to clear the base. How long would they keep it clear then?
 
   “Who was that girl? How could she have done that?”
 
   “I don’t know, but her name is Jennie.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The darkness of the chapel enveloped Jennie, as Mrs. Crawford opened the door enough for her to fit through with her brother. Mickey reached for the pastor’s wife the minute the doors were bolted shut. The vibrations of the alien growls were muffled just a bit by the wooden doors, and Jennie sunk to the floor in tears. 
 
   Mrs. Crawford patted Mickey on the back while bouncing her body. She repeated, “It’s okay Mickey. Everything is going to be okay.”
 
   “How did you do that, Jennie?” Pastor Billy turned from the window and looked at her with eyes wide in shock. “How on earth did you just walk through them like that?”
 
   Jennie swallowed hard and held up a finger while she tried to control her hyperventilating. Mickey still cried, but his wailing had subsided. He had been shaking in her arms the whole way across the street. “I just kept thinking: ‘Walk by faith, not by sight,’ and determined to trust God more than the fear of what I saw.”
 
   “That…that is amazing, Jennie. I know God makes miracles happen all the time, but please don’t trust that to work every time. God is not at our beck and call, and we cannot play with snakes and expect not to be bitten eventually.”
 
   Jennie furrowed her brows but nodded slightly. “I trusted Him, because He answered my prayers for help. I don’t know if I could do it again right now because the peace that came over me isn’t there anymore. But, I trust He’ll be there for me again whether I feel it or not.”
 
   Pastor Billy pulled his glasses off and wiped his eyes with his sleeve. He nodded and replaced them. 
 
   “I had no choice, really. Hugh is in there, at the mess hall. He tried to save us, but he’s been bitten and knocked unconscious. I can’t just leave him there, and I needed to get Mickey to safety. I…we…have to go get Hugh.”
 
   Pastor Billy paled, and his freckles became more pronounced. “You mean you want to go back out there? How will we? You want me to help?”
 
   She nodded. “Walk by faith, not by sight.” 
 
   His eyes grew with worry. He and Mrs. Crawford passed a silent moment in one of those marriage looks again. He whispered, “I…I don’t know if I can do it.”
 
   Jennie wanted to scream her frustration at him. How could he not practice what he preached? She prayed harder and narrowed her eyes, swallowing back a sob. “If you don’t come with me, can you at least watch Mickey? I’ll go myself.”
 
   “Of course we’ll watch him,” Mrs. Crawford said. Mickey had started sucking his thumb. His wide blue eyes were glistening with tears, and he still shook with fear. 
 
   “I’ll go.” Pastor Billy stood straighter, his jaw set.
 
   “No, don’t.” Tears sprang into Mrs. Crawford’s eyes, and she set a hand on his shoulder. “I have a bad feeling about this. I need you.”
 
   Pastor Billy swallowed hard, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. He pulled his wife into a one armed hug and kissed her on the forehead. “Pray. Have faith.”
 
   Jennie started for the door and gripped the handle with both hands, silently praying again for the strength to walk through the crowd of aggressors once more. Pastor Billy’s hand fell on her shoulder and pulled her back. 
 
   “No, Jennie. You stay here. I’ll go and bring Hugh back.”
 
   Jennie started to protest, but Pastor Billy shook his head resolutely and charged out the door. He closed it behind him in a hurry. Mrs. Crawford dashed to the window, and Jennie followed her. The pastor started slowly down the steps. He hunched his back like he could make his six foot-four inch frame shorter, so that he wouldn’t be noticed. At the bottom step, he paused for a moment, bowed his head, and rolled up his sleeves.
 
   The pastor held out his arms to steady himself and descended the last step. One of the Shisa spotted him immediately and loped toward him. A cry escaped Mrs. Crawford’s lips. One of Jennie’s hands pressed against the glass, and it shook in a frequency with the approaching alien’s hum. She held her breath and willed Pastor Billy to stand still and have faith.
 
   The pastor wailed but stood his ground. Just before hitting the man in the chest, the Shisa stopped and scrunched its face at Pastor Billy. It snuffled him from feet to face; the whole time the pastor shook while remaining still. After a moment, the Shisa batted him with a paw, and though the pastor faltered and nearly fell to the ground, he continued to stand. It snuffled him again and then turned and left. As it left him, Pastor Billy turned around and started up the steps again to return.
 
   As if it heard the pastor’s retreat, it spun back toward the man Jennie had known since childhood and pounced on him. Mrs. Crawford screamed, and Mickey wailed in her arms even though he hadn’t been watching. Jennie took her brother from Mrs. Crawford’s arms and pulled him from her. He grew limp. Had he given up all hope of comfort and safety? Mrs. Crawford collapsed to the floor in a prostrate position, beating her fists on the hardwood, screaming between sobs, “Why?”
 
   Wiping the tears from her cheeks, Jennie set Mickey down on the stool near the window. His eyes were rolling in overwhelming fear, and he couldn’t focus on her. She patted him on the cheek in an attempt to gain his attention. “Mickey. You have to listen to me. I need to go help Pastor Billy and Mr. Hugh, okay? Stay here.”
 
   “No!” he screamed and wrapped his arms around her neck.
 
   She peeled his arms away and held them at his sides. His face was wet with tears and snot ran over his top lip. “You have to. I can’t carry them in here and you. Don’t you want me to go help them?”
 
   His eyes squeezed shut for a moment, and when he opened them, he nodded.
 
   “I need you to be strong, okay? Stay here and help Mrs. Crawford. She needs your help, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” He hopped down from the stool and leaned over the prostrate woman. With a pat on the shoulder, he repeated, “It’s okay, Mrs. Crawford. Everything is going to be all right.”
 
   Jennie wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans and stood straight. She started for the door and pressed her palm on the cold brass handle. She didn’t feel the comfort she’d had last time, but she prayed and pulled the door open anyway.
 
   The cold air hit her the minute she pulled the door in. The sky had grown darker and threatened another rain storm. She stepped forward and pulled the door shut behind her. Ahead of her, four aliens snuffled around in the grass and in the doorway of the mess hall. She wouldn’t be able to get to Hugh without making it past them.
 
   She never let her eyes drop from the Shisa and felt her way to Pastor Billy. She grabbed him under his shoulders and backed to the chapel door, hoping that Mrs. Crawford might see what she was doing and open it for her. His two-hundred-pound bulk made her feet slip a few times on the stone steps, but she refused to look at him or drop her eyes from the aliens. They had ignored her so far, but she feared what they might do if she turned her back on them.
 
   She could do better than hope. “Mrs. Crawford, I’m coming in with your husband! Please open the door for me!”
 
   The door made the grinding creak behind her, and it gave her a second wind. She dragged Pastor Billy with his head against her chest. The moment his feet cleared the threshold, Mrs. Crawford shut the door. Breathing heavily from the exertion, Jennie finally took the chance to look down at Pastor Billy. He’d been bitten on the shoulder, and his jacket was both ripped and bloody from the attack.
 
   Jennie swallowed hard and wondered if the wound would be fatal on its own. If Hugh’s theory was correct, then Pastor Billy could survive this if he had no fatal injury. She grabbed Mrs. Crawford by the shoulders and forced the woman to look at her. “You have to dress this wound. Do your best. He might not die from this injury. You are the only one who can save him right now. You hear?”
 
   Her brown eyes were wide and glistened with tears that spilled over her eyelids. She nodded hesitantly and said, “But isn’t it too late. If he’s infected, won’t he die?”
 
   “Hugh—” Jennie started, but a sob came up the moment she said his name. She swallowed it back and continued, “Hugh said that if we can keep him from a fatal injury and from being bitten again, he might have a chance to survive the infection.”
 
   Mrs. Crawford’s eyes sparkled with understanding, and she shot to her feet. “I’ve got some blankets with the clothes in the back. I’ll get them.”
 
   “Make sure you have enough for Hugh, too. I’m going to get him.”
 
   Mrs. Crawford stopped midstride. “Jennie. You can do it. Don’t doubt like…like Billy did.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Mickey patted on Pastor Billy’s uninjured shoulder and repeated, “It’s okay, Pastor Billy. Everything is going to be okay.” At least this time, his tears seemed to have dried up. Mickey stayed focused on his self-appointed task.
 
   “Good job, Mickey. You’re doing great. Keep it up. Keep encouraging the Crawfords. I’ll be right back.”
 
   He smiled at her and nodded. 
 
   She stood again. Before opening the door, she started to psyche herself up. She needed to remind herself to keep relying on God. Even though this was the third time she’d face the lions, it was by no talent of her own that she could do it. If she lost her focus on God, they would attack her, and of that she was certain. Focus. Faith. And she opened the door again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh woke and felt the searing pain between his shoulder blades. He attempted to pull himself up, but his left leg screamed. Ignoring the pain, he heaved himself up by leaning on the stainless steel countertop. Panting, he could barely catch his breath, and sweat dripped from his chin. The cold countertop helped alleviate his hot skin, but nothing could help his headache. Where were Jennie and her brother? The pain seared his head, and his gaze swung around the room. He had to find them.
 
   The kitchen door swung in and banged against the cooler he had set in front of the door. He grabbed the knife on the counter and pointed it at the door.
 
   “Hugh?” Jennie’s voice had never been so welcome.
 
   “I’m here.” His voice sounded dry, hoarse.
 
   Her head appeared around the door. Her brown hair was a complete mess, and her eyes were rimmed with red from crying. Hugh had never seen anything more beautiful. She sucked in her breath and covered her mouth when she saw him but quickly composed herself. “I’ve got to get you out of here. We need to tend to your wounds and get you someplace safe before…”
 
   “Right. Before I turn.” 
 
   Her lips drew into a tight line, and she walked up to him and put herself under his left shoulder. He’d expected her to show some sort of squirreliness about the blood, but she didn’t think twice about pressing her arm against the wet, sticky mess on his back. The smell of her lilac shampoo overcame the copper smell of his blood.
 
   “How did you…where is your brother?”
 
   “I took him to the chapel where he’d be safe. I’m going to take you there now, too.”
 
   “So the Shisa are gone then?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But, how?”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know. But if I just place my trust in God and walk through the crowd of aliens, they ignore me. I also know that if you just trust me, they won’t attack you, either. But you have to trust me and keep going. If you give in to fear, they’ll assail us both.”
 
   “You mean that if I don’t trust you, you’ll be attacked, too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How could you possibly know that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just do.” She turned her head, so that she could look into his eyes. “Will you trust me?”
 
   He swallowed hard and nodded, trying to give her a smile. “With my life. Apparently.”
 
   She returned his smile, and they started the slow progress through the mess hall. Each step was painful, and he hated that he needed to lean on her so hard. She never complained, and she never stopped to rest. Her resolute nature endeared her to him all the more.
 
   When they reached the doorway, the sky had grown dark. The wind had picked up and blew through the evergreens’ treetops, causing a roar that could barely be heard over the buzz created by the Shisa. Three of them rushed toward the mess hall door. Two passed them and continued down the road, but one slowed. It had caught sight of them. 
 
   “Don’t stop. We need to keep going.” Jennie said, pushing on Hugh’s back a little with her palm. 
 
   Although his feet wanted to stick to the step, he let her help him forward. His eyes never left the Shisa. It regarded them for a moment and took one step in their direction. Thunder struck nearby, and the alien shook its head, making a high pitched whine momentarily before bounding after the other two it had been with. Wind blew a dancing plastic bag past— a modern tumbleweed. The street was empty, and the sky was about to open up and pour on them. “Wait,” he said, his voice growing hoarser. “I think they are gone.”
 
   “We still need to hurry. Rain is coming.”
 
   “Right, but take me to the quarantine building. It’s this way.” He twisted his body a bit to the left rather than right. It was only a few buildings down. He could make it there.
 
   “Okay.” Beads of sweat beaded on her forehead, even though the temperature had dropped ten degrees. His blood had smeared her cheek, but she didn’t rub it. Her eyes were focused on the building ahead of them. Determination was written all over her face.
 
   Before they reached the step of the yellow quarantine building, the clouds opened up, and the rain started to fall. Hugh’s hot skin welcomed the cooling water, but he worried that Jennie might get chilled. She hopped forward on the concrete steps and pulled the door open. They entered in, and the man at the counter panicked the minute he saw Hugh’s blood. “You can’t bring him in here!”
 
   Hugh ignored him and raised his voice in a commanding tone. “Soldier! My name is Hugh Harris. I need to place a call to Colonel Wesley.” He held out his hand.
 
   “I…I don’t have clearance to contact him.” The soldier gripped the communicator in his fist.
 
   “I do.”
 
   With furrowed brows, the soldier placed the communicator in his outstretched hand. Hugh turned the knob on the top to the right frequency and pressed the button. “Colonel, this is Hugh Harris. I’ve been infected. Can I get a quarantine room on the experimentation floor?”
 
   “Where are you, Harris?” 
 
   “In the lobby.”
 
   “I’ll send a team down there to collect you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Hugh handed the communicator back to the soldier and looked at the girl who held him up like a crutch. He leaned against the wall and pulled his arm from Jennie. She took a step back. Her eyes were filled with worry. The blood—was it his or had she been... “Are you injured at all?”
 
   Jennie shook her head, flinging droplets of water from her wet hair. She bit her lip and held her hands out in the way you would for a toddler taking his first steps. He smiled. She would try to catch him even if he was almost twice her weight.
 
   The elevator dinged and three orderlies dressed in green scrubs exited with an armed soldier. They approached Hugh and Jennie with a gurney. Her eyes were wide and full of worry. “Can I stay with him?”
 
   The nearest orderly, a gruff gorilla of a man pulled down his mask and smiled at her. His white teeth shone. “No, I’m afraid not. Mr. Harris will be in quarantine for five days. After that time, if he is healthy, you can visit him.”
 
   “Five days?” Her brow wrinkled.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He nodded, and the three of them grasped Hugh and lifted him onto the gurney. They moved his leg, and he clenched his jaw to keep from screaming in pain. 
 
   “It will be okay, Jennie. I’ll have them send for you as soon as I’m clear.” 
 
   She took his hand for a moment, and her soft fingers gripped his. Hugh looked up into her round face and saw the tears running down to her lips. What it would feel like to kiss them? She was so young. Too young for him. Why did he feel this way about her?
 
   They began to move the gurney toward the elevator, and she walked with them for a few steps, refusing to let go of his hand. “I’ll be waiting.”
 
   Her fingers grew limp and released his. Hugh looked into the eyes of the large orderly with the wide smile. “Her name is Jennie Ransom. She’ll be at the chapel. Don’t forget to inform her.”
 
   After leaning to press a button on the elevator, the man winked at Jennie and said, “Don’t worry. We will.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Rain beat on the glass, and Brad was stuck in front of the window. The story that unfolded outside had been unbelievable. Darkness descended on the military base so quickly  he could just make out Jennie’s light blue jacket during a lightning flash as she darted from the quarantine compound back to the chapel. With the rain barreling down on her as it did, he wondered why she needed to make it back to the church so badly.
 
   “It looks like the coast is clear.” Sarah said in her husky voice, softly taking hold of his shoulder. “Want to get back to what we were doing?”
 
   He clenched and unclenched his jaw, looking at her sideways. Her black hair fell in soft waves to her bare shoulders. Suddenly her red lipstick was less interesting than it had been a few days ago. It was getting time to move on again. But where would he go? Her bed was soft, and he never needed to worry about where things were or how to get them. She took care of it and him. It was nice to be taken care of. 
 
   Maybe he’d stick it out a little longer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jennie was chilled to the bone when she finally opened the door to the chapel and let herself in. Her teeth chattered, and a steady drip fell to the floor from her jacket. With stiff fingers, she unzipped it and peeled it from her like a second skin.
 
   “Jennie, honey, let me get you a towel.” Mrs. Crawford looked back to some semblance of normal. Her eye make-up had run down her cheeks, and her hair was out of place, but her expression took on its more usual calm. Having duties to fulfill had definitely helped Jennie find solid ground on which to stand, and it seemed to be helping Mrs. Crawford, too.
 
   Jennie smiled and nodded, teeth chattering too much to talk.
 
   Mrs. Crawford came back with a towel and a blanket. After Jennie had dried her hair some, she wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. “Do we have any rain jackets?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We need to get Pastor Billy to the quarantine center before he changes.”
 
   Mrs. Crawford’s expression turned cold and her smile, plastic. “Whatever for?  We could just keep him here. He’s fine here.”
 
   Jennie swallowed hard, and her face flushed with blood. Suddenly she didn’t feel as cold as she had a moment before. “Mrs. Crawford, we need to get Pastor Billy to the quarantine building.”
 
   “I can take care of him just fine.”
 
   “Shannon.” Pastor Billy stood at the first pew, next to Mickey. His arm was in a make-shift sling, and his shoulder was bandaged with torn strips of cloth. “Jennie is right.” He limped down the aisle toward them. “Get me to quarantine before I hurt someone.”
 
   “No. I refuse. They’ll kill you or turn you out. No one has been cured.”
 
   Did the Crawfords know about Hugh’s theories or the experimentation at the quarantine building? Jennie shook her head. “Wait. You’re wrong. There are some scientists who believe that the cure to this infection is to allow the person five days to recover without being bitten again. The best place to do that is at the quarantine center. They can keep Pastor Billy from hurting himself or anyone else while he recovers.”
 
   “See, Shannon. It’ll be okay. Let’s go.”
 
   Mrs. Crawford began chewing her fingernails. “But it’s raining outside. Shouldn’t we wait until it stops?”
 
   Jennie shook her head. “It might rain for hours, and we have only about an hour from the attack until Pastor Billy starts to change. I already saw this with my dad. It’s not pretty, and it’s not safe.”
 
   The fountain of tears Mrs. Crawford dammed back with her mask of calm broke free. “No. I don’t want you to go. What if I never see you again? I can’t do it. I won’t know what to do.”
 
   “Shannon, you need to rely on God. He should be the rock of your hope, not me.”
 
   She swallowed hard and her eyes grew wide. It looked as though Pastor Billy’s words had slapped her in the face.
 
   Pastor Billy turned to Jennie and set a hand on her shoulder, saying, “Let’s go.”
 
   “I wanna go, too.” Mickey jumped up from the pew he had been chewing on. He ran over and grabbed Jennie’s other hand. 
 
   She didn’t want to leave Mrs. Crawford alone nor did she want to drag Mickey out into the rain. But in the condition that the pastor’s wife seemed, Jennie believed the woman couldn’t take care of herself, much less the five year old boy. “Mrs. Crawford, you should come, too.”
 
   The woman stood there, staring at the floor. Her lips were moving, but no sound came from them. She made no attempt to stop her hands from wringing her fingers into knots. Jennie wanted to shake her and tell her to get a hold of herself, but her hands were full. Mickey squeezed her hand and released it.
 
   “Miss Crawford,” Mickey said, putting both his hands over the top of the woman’s knotted fingers. “Come with us. Everything is going to be okay.”
 
   The woman stopped wringing her hands and sniffled. Her tears had begun cleaning the mascara streaks from her cheeks. She smiled at Mickey and took his offered hand, nodding. Jennie couldn’t be prouder of her little brother. His quick thinking had saved the day again and without being told to do it. The small band opened the door to the pouring rain and started for the yellow quarantine building.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh met the orderly’s eyes as the elevator doors shut. One of the others took his pulse and another was cutting his pants leg with scissors to get to the wound on his thigh. “Has Phillip Bryant woken up yet?”
 
   The orderly’s smile faded just a bit as he said, “I don’t know about that, sir.”
 
   Hugh nodded. “Is he still asleep, then?”
 
   “Sir, I’m not authorized to discuss the condition of a patient with another patient.”
 
   “Right. Of course. Is there any way that I would be allowed to speak to the Colonel?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “What about Sergeants Jones or Stanley?”
 
   “I’ll check with them, sir. But right now we’ll be tending to your wounds and finding you an appropriate recovery room. You sure are lucky that girl had the wherewithal to get you here. Most girls wouldn’t be willing to get their hands dirty, or bloody, like that.”
 
   “True.”
 
   The elevator doors dinged and opened. Overhead, the florescent lights had been decorated with covers that had fish and butterflies on them. He hadn’t noticed it before. But he hadn’t been lying on a gurney either. The quarantine wing of the hospital was separated from the rest of the facility by a long hallway on each floor. The windows on both sides of that hall made him privy to the sight of the dark clouds and pounding rain outside. He wondered if Jennie made it to the chapel okay or if she still waited downstairs.
 
   “Harris. What mess have you gotten yourself into?” 
 
   Hugh turned his head to the rotund gut of Sgt. Williams. He smiled. “Williams. It was one heck of a lunch break. Lucky you didn’t go last.”
 
   “That’s for sure.”
 
   “So is Bryant awake yet? Please give me some good news.”
 
   “I’m afraid there is no news to give. He is not awake, but he’s not dead yet either.”
 
   Hugh nodded, but his flame of hope flickered. “I was afraid you’d say that. But at least he’s not dead.”
 
   The gurney turned the corner, but Williams followed at his own leisurely pace behind them. Hugh lost sight of him. The room spun for a moment while they turned his gurney around so he faced the door. One of the orderlies nodded to the others and said, “Sorry, Mr. Harris, but we’re going to have to turn you over to dress your injuries.”
 
   Hugh nodded and helped the men turn him over. He turned his head, so he could watch them. Each of the orderlies nodded at Williams as they left. He pulled up the sleeves on his white lab coat and washed his hands. Then, he went to the counter and pulled a pair of gloves out of the dispenser.
 
   “You’re treating me?”
 
   “I’m a doctor, and I’m here. Might as well.”
 
   Hugh nodded. The stubble of his cheek caught a little on the light green cotton sheet of the gurney. He suddenly felt very tired. Was it the blood loss? Or were the effects of the infection beginning? “Do you think my theory has validity?”
 
   “After reviewing the tapes we have and the experimentation conducted before you came, I’d say it’s got a good chance.” 
 
   The doctor cleaned his wound, and Hugh clenched his jaw at the burning sensation. “Everything is riding on whether that man wakes or not.”
 
   “Yep.” Williams pierced Hugh’s thigh with a needle and soon the wound went numb. Only the tugging of his skin as the doctor sewed could be felt. “I’ll need to give you an antibiotic for this, too.”
 
   Hugh’s scalp began to itch, and his joints started to ache. How long had it been? Had it even been an hour yet? Blood rushed to his face. “I’m starting to feel a little flushed. I’m going to need that room soon.
 
   “Right. I just need to look at this wound between your shoulder blades.” After a moment of cleaning it up, he replied, “This one’s a puncture wound, so we won’t be stitching it.”
 
   Hugh nodded.
 
   The gloves snapped as Williams pulled them from his fingers. He went to the intercom and pushed a button. “He’s ready. Send in an orderly to take him to observation room four.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” The answer crackled over the intercom almost immediately. 
 
   Because Hugh was on his stomach, he couldn’t see the fish, birds and butterflies on the ceiling. The windows showed the sky had lightened up a bit, and the rain had subsided to a drizzle. He was getting really tired. “Are there Shisa on the base still?”
 
   “Nope. I guess our guys chased them off.”
 
   “That would be good. But I wonder if it had something to do with the rain.”
 
   Williams hand rested on Hugh’s shoulder, and he heard the man whisper. “You might have something there. I’ll look into it.”
 
   “I think you should.”
 
   They reached the room, and Hugh watched his reflection in the observation mirror. The orderlies lifted him from the gurney and laid him on the floor. The white room was barren of carpet, furniture, or windows. He’d be alone in this room for five days with little more than a few water bottles thrown in and snacks tossed on the floor. Like an animal, he’d eat them to survive.
 
   With a sigh, Hugh truly hoped he wouldn’t remember. The door clicked behind them all. He was alone. Tears of self pity coursed his face as he lay on the floor, unmoving for what felt like forever. A moan escaped his lips when he tried to move. His joints burned with fire.
 
   The intercom crackled. “Williams here. You just concentrate on surviving this, Harris. Nothing else. I’ll be here for you the full five days. Survive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “IT has been five days now, Jennie. When will we hear?” Mrs. Crawford asked, as the last refugee left the chapel.
 
   The evening sun shone through the wide-open chapel door. The Shisa hadn’t returned to the base, so the alert level had gone down. Still, Jennie didn’t feel comfortable with the door wide open and often watched for large shadows throughout the day. Mickey played behind her, because she always kept herself between him and the open door. “I don’t know,” she finally answered.
 
   As Mrs. Crawford stood, her chair scraped against the hardwood floor. She walked over to the door and shut it part of the way, staring at the sky. She plastered on a smile and raised her voice a tick. “Are you guys ready for dinner?”
 
   “Yeah!” Mickey leapt to his feet and ran for her. 
 
   Jennie stood from her stool with a smile and headed up the aisle after him. Mrs. Crawford picked Mickey up and swung him onto her hip. A breeze fingered through the trees outside, making the first days of August feel more like late fall. It hinted that winter was coming, and no one talked about it. How long would it last? She pulled her jacket closed and zipped it, She walked toward the mess hall.
 
   The small community of refugees on the military base felt generally useless. The military didn’t give them jobs to do. Luckily, Jennie and Mickey had been loosely adopted by the Crawfords, so they stayed busy working at the chapel with them. The days were cool, but at least they lasted just as long as they normally would. It was nearly seven and the sun hung low in the sky, but they didn’t have to worry about nightfall yet.
 
   She ran into Phillip as he was leaving the mess hall. 
 
   He greeted her with a grin. “Oh, hey, Shorty. What have you been up to?” 
 
   His smile was contagious. The scars made by his own fingernails would take a while to heal on his forehead and cheek, but it was good to see his bright smile. It gave her hope. And hope made her heart flutter. “Nothing much. Helping where I can.”
 
   He ruffled her hair like she was five years old. “You’re a good kid. You know that?”
 
   She nodded her head, trying to shirk off his hand. 
 
   The man couldn’t have been ten years older than her, and it was rather silly that he treated her like he was old enough to be her father. He pulled her into a hug. “You keep up on being good and have faith. If I could come back from this, they both can, too.”
 
   She nodded again, her face rubbing against his down jacket.
 
   He pushed her back and looked at her. “You’re a quiet one.”
 
   “You talk enough for the both of us.” She smiled, and he guffawed, literally slapping his knee.
 
   Phillip waved to a woman across the street. He sauntered away, shouting to the woman, as he crossed to pull her into a hug. He had slept nearly twenty hours. If Hugh survived his turning, he could sleep until the sixth day, too. She just needed to be patient. And so did Mrs. Crawford.
 
   The pastor’s wife stood in line just behind Mickey, who pointed to things he wanted her to put on the tray for him. Jennie smiled and reached for a tray. 
 
   “Hi, Jennie.” Brad’s voice came over her shoulder, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She hadn’t realized before how similar his voice was to Hugh’s. She chided herself for feeling so strongly about the teacher at her former school. Why had she let them develop during the five days of his absence? He was nearly eight years her senior and wouldn’t be interested in her that way. In fact, he probably thought she was just a kid, like Phillip did.
 
   A familiar looking woman stood behind Brad. “Hi,” she said looking between them both. They were obviously together.
 
   “Oh, Jennie, this is Sarah White. And Sarah, Jennie…I’m sorry, but I don’t know your last name.” 
 
   Was it her imagination, or did Brad look a little annoyed with Sarah? She reached a hand over his arm toward Jennie. 
 
   Jennie forced a smile. “It’s Ransom. My last name is Ransom. White?” She knew the face struck a chord, and now she remembered. “I think you were the scientist watching me while I was in quarantine.”
 
   The dark haired woman nodded, sidling herself in front of Brad. He stepped back and let the woman push her way between them. “Yes, I think you’re correct. You have a little brother, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jennie pushed her tray down and accepted a bowl of chili from the cafeteria worker.
 
   “Jennie?” The woman said her name with a finger on her chin like she was trying to remember something. “Are you the same girl we watched walk through the aliens that day when they attacked, like a week ago?”
 
   Jennie swallowed hard. She didn’t realize she was being watched. “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “That was awesome. How did you do that?”
 
   “Jennie! Hurry up! You’re too slow.” Mickey called to her from across the room. She was thankful that she didn’t need to explain something unexplainable to someone who wasn’t likely to understand. She smiled her apologies, picked up her tray, and headed for the table.
 
   She sat on the bench right next to her little brother and smiled when he took an extra brownie from his tray and put it on hers. “I took two before they ran out, so you could have one.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Do y’all mind if we sit with you?” Sarah stood in front of Brad who held both trays. He had an apologetic look and shrugged.
 
   “Of course we don’t mind,” Mrs. Crawford answered.
 
   The couple sat across from Jennie and her brother with Sarah directly across from her. “So Brad tells me that you all arrived here together. It’s great that you’re still with each other. How many were in your party?”
 
   Mrs. Crawford answered, while Jennie chewed the cornbread she’d just stuck in her mouth. “There were three children, four women including myself, and five men.”
 
   “That’s quite a load. How did you all get here at once?”
 
   “A bus!” Mickey shouted. “And we picked up Mr. Phillip on the way here!”
 
   “Wow. That’s a story Brad has neglected to tell.” She poked him in the ribs, eyeing him coldly, and he nearly coughed up his chili. 
 
   "Sorry, honey."
 
   Jennie had to stop herself from shaking her head. This really didn’t seem much like him to her. But what did she really know about him? He’d never been so quiet, and he was clearly close to this woman, even though he didn’t seem to want to be. He reached for his empty glass.
 
   “I forgot to get a drink.” He rose to his feet.
 
   “Me, too!” Mickey called out and jumped up, although he had a glass of milk in front of him.
 
   “You have milk, Silly.” Jennie chuckled.
 
   “But I wanted chocolate milk.”
 
   “Me, too, Bucko, let’s go get some.” Brad turned and took Mickey's hand.
 
   “Brad’s so strange. He opens right up about some things, like Clarissa his ex-girlfriend, but clams up about things like all of you.”
 
   “He talked about his ex-girlfriend? The one Hugh stole from him?”
 
   She giggled and pointed her spoon at Jennie. “Hugh didn’t steal her. Brad took her from him. Where’d you get that idea? She was the senator’s daughter, too good to be with a school teacher who didn’t have any ambition. Before she turned zombie on Brad, she was going to invest in helping him start a garage of his own. If things ever return to normal, I plan on stepping in and being his partner.”
 
   Jennie had stopped with her spoon halfway to her mouth while Sarah spoke. This was quite the opposite of the story Brad had told her. But why would he have lied to her, a complete stranger? She finished the spoon’s progression to her mouth, and her face flushed with embarrassment. What had she said to Hugh that night before they left? Didn’t she scold him for stealing Brad’s girlfriend? She felt like such a complete fool.
 
   Brad returned with Mickey and their chocolate milks. The smile he’d had while joking with her little brother faded a bit when he sat down next to Sarah. He didn’t like her. Every part of his body language said so. 
 
   Jennie shook her head and looked down at her food when she came to a realization. Brad was staying with Sarah because of her money—although what good money would do now was debatable. Maybe she had other resources? 
 
   Jennie shook her head. That was the kind of person Brad was—the kind of man who would lie to a complete stranger, so she would think badly of his brother, and stay with a woman he couldn’t stand for, for...money. She looked back up at him while he ate his chili. Suddenly, she could understand why he’d had a black eye when she’d first met him. Part of her wanted to make it black again.
 
   She looked back down at her chili and continued eating. There was no way that she could eat fast enough and get out of the company of the supposed love birds. 
 
   “I recognize you…you work at the quarantine facility, right? Do you know anything about my husband, Billy Crawford?” Mrs. Crawford pushed aside her tray and clasped her hands together on the table in a pleading motion.
 
   “Uh…” Sarah suddenly looked very uncomfortable. “I only work with newly arrived refugees, the ones on the first floor. I don’t know anything about the fourth-floor experiments.”
 
   “Experiments?” Mrs. Crawford’s voice cracked on the word. It didn’t sound promising to Jennie either.
 
   “Uh…sorry. That’s what they call them. I honestly don’t know anything about what they are doing or the status of the patients up there.” Sarah looked uncomfortable and finished a few quick bites of her chili.
 
   The air between them had turned cold, and Brad smiled at Sarah’s discomfort. He chewed with his mouth open in a wide grin. Jennie had to look away before she vomited. Mickey chattered to anyone who would listen about his great tasting brownie, but it did nothing to warm up the chill. After another minute passed in relative silence between the adults, Sarah said, “Brad, I forgot that I need to get something from my apartment before I head to the lab. We’d better get going.”
 
   Brad furrowed his brow in disappointment and shook his head while he sipped his chocolate milk. She stood quickly and grabbed him by the elbow to encourage him to his feet. 
 
   “It was nice meeting you all. Hope to do this again sometime.” Her plastered smile said the opposite of her words, and she turned on her heel without looking back. Her demeanor showed her confidence that Brad would not hesitate to follow.
 
   He shrugged and picked up their trays. “Have a nice night, y’all,” he said and started after her.
 
   It wasn’t until he was gone that she realized he hadn’t said a word about Hugh. He didn’t seem to care about the status of his own brother. Her opinion of Brad Harris had changed considerably since she’d entered the mess hall. She took a bite of her brownie and watched him follow after Sarah like a whipped puppy.
 
   At least after the love birds left, she was able to relax and enjoy the brownie in her little brother’s company. Mrs. Crawford seemed pensive but plastered on a smile for Mickey’s sake. She’d gotten to be stronger since being on her own without her husband. Jennie and her brother had been doing everything they could to help her on that journey.
 
   The crowd in the mess hall had thinned when they left. Jennie held her brother’s mitten in her gloved hand. Dusk had fallen and so had the temperatures. A chill wind picked up, sending a shiver down Jennie’s spine. Lights along the street blinked on automatically with the darkening evening. The sky was barren of stars or clouds and seemed almost black in the washout of the military base’s lights. Across the street, two men stood under the porch light of the chapel.
 
   “Billy?” Mrs. Crawford jogged toward the men.
 
   The men who stood in the dim light of the chapel porch made Jennie’s heart skip a beat. They were tall and could easily be Hugh and Pastor Billy. Her jaw tightened, making her hold her tongue. Could they have been released from quarantine already?
 
   The two of them stepped off the porch as Mrs. Crawford approached. She had stopped a short distance away, which made Jennie feel she was right to be reserved. Mickey pulled his hand from hers and patted her on the hip. She hardly needed to look at him to know he wanted her to pick him up. Without a second thought, she lifted him. 
 
   A deep voice began, “Mrs. Crawford, we regret to inform you—”
 
   “NO!” She screamed and fell to her knees on the concrete sidewalk, covering her ears. Sobs racked her body, and she shook her head, refusing to listen.
 
   Mickey clung tighter, as they stepped up to the three in front of the chapel. The two men were in plain clothes, but they stood rod straight and their crew cuts glistened in the light overhead. The speaker’s face was twisted with empathy for the woman who sobbed at his feet. He reached down to help her up, but she hung limp in his hands. “Mrs. Crawford, I’m so sorry. His heart couldn’t hold up under the stress.”
 
   Bloody knees peeked out from beneath the hem of Mrs. Crawford's flowered skirt. Her face contorted into a silent scream, and sobs escaped her in hiccups. She fell into the arms of the man who’d helped her up. He was tall and probably in his mid-thirties, his hair cut so short it stood in spikes on his head. Without a word, he lifted her into his arms and started carrying her away. The thinner black man who’d been standing with him shrugged and asked, “Hey Johnson, where are you going?”
 
   He stopped long enough to call back at his partner but met eyes with Jennie. “I’m taking her to the hospital. They can watch her and take care of her better there. She’s in shock.”
 
   Jennie nodded, and the partner skipped forward to catch up with them. Mickey still clung to her, and when she pulled him away to look at him, she saw he’d been crying again. All of it broke her heart. They were both orphans, and he was so young. He’d done more crying in the past month than she’d ever want him to. His voice shook. “Is Miss Crawford gonna be okay?”
 
   Would her brother always have a heart of gold? She nodded and said, “They’ll take care of her at the hospital. Don’t worry.”
 
   He fell back on her shoulder, and she started up the steps of the chapel. If Hugh had died, too, would they keep their promise and tell her?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   “JENNIE, wake up. I’m hungry.” Mickey shook her shoulder, forcing her to crack her eyelids open and let in the light of day.
 
   The cot she laid on gave her a stiff back, and her shoulder ached from the lack of comfortable sleep. It used to be that she needed the room to be completely dark in order to sleep into the late morning, but the brightly lit chapel didn’t have the thick curtains of her bedroom.  She had adapted amazingly. It had been late when they finally left Mrs. Crawford in the hospital, assured that the pastor’s wife remained in a sedated rest.
 
   Jennie had spent the rest of the night tossing, turning, and crying for both the Crawfords and her parents. She did her best not to even think about Hugh. 
 
   Even though her eyes were open, Mickey still shook her shoulder. 
 
   “I’m up. I’m up!”
 
   He giggled and backed up a step while she threw her legs over the edge of the cot. 
 
   “What time is it, anyway?”
 
   “The clock says nine, five, five.”
 
   “Ugh. We’re not going to make it in time for eggs. Are you okay with cereal again?”
 
   “Yes, they have Cocoa Poofs. I love them!”
 
   Jennie nodded and pulled herself up, ignoring the aches and pains. She headed for the bathroom. “Give me a minute, and we’ll head for the mess hall.”
 
   When they finally reached the cafeteria, Mickey seemed ready to explode with energy. The mess was sparsely populated with the gentle hum of a few dozen people’s conversations. Jennie saw no one that she knew personally but nodded to several people who greeted her. The faces were familiar since she’d met just about every refugee on base due to the dispensary at the chapel.
 
   Jennie yawned and collected two bowls of cereal. Mickey had found another boy about his age and wanted to sit at the same table with him. “Do you mind if we join you?” Jennie asked the woman who was likely the boy’s mother. 
 
   “No problem,” she said with a smile, as the boys sat together chattering away. The woman and child were wide-eyed and grossly underweight. She wore a shirt just this side of being a rag. Jennie had never seen them at the chapel’s dispensary.
 
   “Jennie.” She offered her hand.
 
   “Lenora.” The woman shook her hand limply.
 
   “How long have you been on base?” Jennie asked.
 
   “We just got here last night.”
 
   Jennie nodded and started into her usual spiel about the dispensary and other options the woman had on base to help make her life as easy as possible.
 
   As the children played the hand slapping game Mickey had learned on the bus ride to the base, they stayed and talked for a bit in shallow, polite conversation. Even though Lenora was not more than five years older than Jennie, they didn’t seem to have much in common. It wasn’t as though they would be talking about TV shows or music when the world was falling apart around their shoulders. And at the same time, no one wanted to talk about the events of the past few weeks.
 
   After a half hour, the mess hall had been slowly emptying, and Jennie invited Lenora to come back to the chapel with her to find some clothing for her and Bobby, her son. The cloudless sky let the half-lit sun shine in full effect on the midday, and it made Jennie feel a little normal for a moment. Mickey and Bobby had become fast friends and were even holding hands as they ran ahead of them. Lenora called to them, “Don’t forget to look both ways before crossing the street!”
 
   “We won’t!” Mickey answered. They stopped suddenly and turned their heads four times before venturing to cross.
 
   Jennie’s eyes were focused on the boys, and their antics made her laugh. She smiled when she saw Lenora’s lost look disappear, replaced by a comfortable friendship. When Mickey stopped and turned suddenly to his sister with a look of horror on his face, her heart sank.
 
   “Jennie!” he yelled and ran back to her, arms up in a demand to be lifted into her arms.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   He was already crying and he pointed back behind him to the chapel. Two men stood on the porch step. The sight of them stung her eyes instantly with tears. They were there to inform her about Hugh. Her heart was replaced by a painful hollow space in her chest. Mechanically, she placed one foot in front of the other and prepared to face the fate they would hand her.
 
   In a panic, Bobby ran over to his mother and demanded to be held, too. “What’s wrong, Mommy?”
 
   Lenora shushed him and whispered, “I don’t know.”
 
   Through Jennie’s blurred vision, the shadowy forms of the two men turned to her. They came down the steps to approach them. Sobs already shook her body, and she buried her face against Mickey. Her brother had begun to wail. 
 
   “Jennie.” She heard his voice, but it didn’t register. Was Brad calling her? She looked around for him and rubbed her eyes. “Jennie, it’s okay.”
 
   The voice came from the direction of the two men, and when her vision was clear, she looked up into Hugh’s brown eyes. His face was a bit red, and he had scratches on his forehead. Half of his hair had been pulled out, and the rest was shaved to a stubble. “Hugh?”
 
   He smiled and nodded. 
 
   Mickey turned around in her arms, tears still stuck to his eyelashes. “Mr. Hugh!” he called and wiggled in Jennie’s arms.
 
    She let him down, still staring, and not quite comprehending. Her brother grabbed Hugh’s leg in a bear hug. Jennie choked up again, but this time it was joy that choked her.
 
   “Jennie’s been so worried about you. She says your name in her sleep.”
 
   Jennie felt the blood well in her cheeks. 
 
   Hugh smiled at her and said to Mickey, “Really? Because they said that I called her name in mine.”
 
   Jennie swallowed the sob in her throat and ran over. She crashed into him with no remorse and hugged him hard, never wanting to let go.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Hugh
 
   THE pain that filled Hugh’s every joint with Jennie’s crushing embrace was nothing compared to the way his heart fluttered. She took his breath away in more ways than one. A brisk breeze blew through the close-cropped crew cut that remained of his patchwork hair. He might as well be bald. The comfort of her embrace chased away the lingering effects of the alien attack.
 
   Mickey squeezed against his thigh, an arm around Hugh, and the other around his sister.
 
   Hugh closed his eyes, drew a slow breath, and savored her scent. This unexpected pleasure lasted for several breaths.
 
   The soldier next to him cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, sir, but the Colonel is waiting.”
 
   Jennie pulled away and swiped her wet cheeks. Red rimmed her wide eyes, and they darted between the soldier and Hugh. “What’s going on?”
 
   The place on Hugh’s shirt where she’d rested her head was still wet with tears. He smiled at her reassuringly. “It’s not a big deal. Colonel Wesley just wants a full report of the attack and my recovery. It shouldn’t take very long.”
 
   She nodded but wrung her hands. It was like she didn’t know what to do with them. “Will you come back here?”
 
   His grin made his cheeks ache. “I’ll come straight back here.”
 
   She blushed and gave him a shy smile.  Mickey still clung to Hugh’s leg. She bent at the waist and gently pulled her brother to her. “We’ll wait for Mr. Hugh, right Mickey?”
 
   The little boy nodded and pulled away, leaving a patch of wetness on Hugh’s pants’ leg as well. “Okay.”
 
   “Great. I’ll try to be back before dinner,” Hugh reassured them and followed the soldier’s lead. The pull to look back at them standing on the church step was unbearable, but he resisted until they were about to turn a corner. When he glanced back, they hadn’t moved.
 
   A magnolia tree stood sentry to an old brownstone complex that looked more like an old house than an office building. Its wax-covered leaves still clung to the branches, but half had begun to brown. The soldier led Hugh to the fourth floor office and escorted him in at the secretary’s nod.
 
   The colonel stood at the window and didn’t turn until the door clicked shut at the soldier’s exit. “Mr. Harris. It’s good we have more evidence to your theory, but you know most scientists do not experiment on themselves.”
 
   Hugh took a seat in a leather chair before the colonel’s desk. “I admit it was not my intention, sir.”
 
   Colonel Wesley smiled and took a seat behind his great oak desk. “I’m sure it wasn’t.” The man’s face grew grave. “Five days ago, a band of Shisa breached our defenses and caused an attack that affected twenty soldiers and four civilians, yourself included. Of those infected, you and six others have recovered. Three are still in isolation; the remainder didn’t make it.”
 
   “That’s unfortunate, sir.”
 
   Wrinkles appeared at the sides of the colonel’s eyes. They might have once been considered laugh lines, but in this case, it was pure stress instead of mirth which caused them. “A great misfortune. But as scientists and soldiers, we must learn all we can about our enemy and destroy them. So, please, tell me what you can about your attack.”
 
   Hugh recounted the story for the colonel. The colonel’s eyes grew narrow when Hugh talked about Jennie’s act of faith as the method for walking through the crowd.
 
   “I’d heard a report from a lab technician which corroborates your story, but I still find it hard to believe.”
 
   “It’s true, sir.”
 
   The colonel rubbed his chin. “You are aware that the pastor died, are you not?”
 
   Hugh’s heart sunk, and he whispered, “Yes, sir.”
 
   “It seems hard for me to believe that a man of the faith could not do what this one young woman accomplished.”
 
   Hugh shrugged. “You’re right, sir, and I cannot explain it.”
 
   The colonel shook his head. “I know for certain that I cannot ask a group of soldiers to have faith and believe in something without proof. I don’t know that we could use this new knowledge to our advantage.”
 
   Of course not. Hugh nodded, but a ping of disappointment pricked his heart.
 
   The colonel’s wooden chair squeaked. “Regardless, I’d like to hear your account of the affliction. Do you have many memories of your time in that state?”
 
   Pain pulsed at the back of Hugh’s head. Although he knew this interview would head in this direction, he wasn’t completely ready to explain. “Yes, sir, I do.”  He swallowed before he continued, “I remember almost every aching minute of it. It started like a fire at the attack sites. Like an infection or fever that spread over my whole body.  My joints ached and swelled like I had advanced arthritis. But as the time passed, all my outward senses dulled to the point that I could feel almost nothing but the pain. I could hear nothing but my own screams. I think most would rather die than remain in that state.”
 
   If it hadn’t been for Jennie, Hugh feared he would have lost his own will to live. He focused so completely on her and his need to make it back to her that it gave him something other than the pain to occupy that miserable time.
 
   “I see.” The colonel’s chair groaned when he leaned forward and propped his elbows on the desk.
 
   Hugh stared at his Converse sneakers; there was nothing else he could think of that would help the military or even science.
 
   “Do you think it would help to give the afflicted pain medication?”
 
   “Honestly, sir, I believe it would make no difference.”
 
   A frown deepened the wrinkles around Colonel Wesley’s eyes. “Is there anything else you’d like to add?”
 
   “Not that I can think of, sir.”
 
   The colonel nodded. “Then you may be excused.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Hugh rose to his feet just as droplets of rain splattered against the window panes.
 
   The colonel turned back toward the window and offhandedly said, “It has rained a little each day for the full five days you’ve been in isolation. Typical Virginia summer, even if we don’t have the heat.”
 
   The blood drained from Hugh’s face. He gripped the edge of the desk and leaned forward. “Sir! Have the Shisa attacked again?”
 
   The colonel narrowed his eyes. “No, they haven’t.”
 
   “Has anyone even seen them?”
 
   “None of the bases here on the peninsula have been attacked, although all three had reports of Shisa on their compounds the same day as our attack. Why?”
 
   “I think I may know one of the aliens’ weaknesses. It’s so simple.”
 
   “Out with it, Harris. If you know of a way to keep our men safe, don’t keep it to yourself.”
 
   Hugh swallowed hard. What if he was wrong? “I think it’s the water, sir. We know the Shisa avoid the rivers and bodies of water, but whenever it rains, they seem to run for cover. If I’m right, then it’s the reason we haven’t experienced another attack.”
 
   The colonel blinked. “Water?”
 
   Hugh nodded. “Scientifically, it makes sense. The aliens attacked our water supply—it might be possible that the contaminant they added was not meant to poison us but to make the water useful for them. They attacked our sun, which in turn would interrupt the evaporation cycle on earth, making it rain less often.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be able to tell that around here lately.”
 
   “No, sir, you’re right, but in the long run, it would be true. Check with your scientists.”
 
   The colonel rose to his feet. “Do you think the water could destroy them?”
 
   Hugh shook his head. “I don’t know, but it might at least keep them away from the bases and allow us to have true safe zones from the Shisa.”
 
   “That would at least be something.” The colonel stuck out his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Harris; your observations have been very helpful. If you were a military man, I’d have to look into upping your rank.”
 
   Hugh smiled and accepted the man’s hand in a firm shake. “I’ll take that as a compliment, but really, I’m just happy to be here…to be alive.”
 
   The colonel smiled. “I bet you are.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hugh found walking up and down the few porch steps around the base was the most agonizing torture for his aching joints and muscles. How long would it take for him to recover? His weak muscles complained when he approached the church steps. With a deep breath, he readied himself to make the climb when Jennie and Mickey rushed through the propped open door of the church. He winced and braced himself for the tackle, but Jennie had stopped her brother on the bottom step.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Her grey-green eyes were clouded with worry.
 
   Hugh shook his head. “It’s nothing. I’m just not fully recovered yet.”
 
   “So you’re in pain?” Her voice cracked.
 
   “Not much,” he lied.
 
   She tilted her head and studied him. Then, she pushed herself under his shoulder like a crutch. “Let’s get you inside. We’ll put you on the couch in the rectory. I’ll go get us all something to eat, and we’ll just let you recover here. I think you’ve walked around enough today.”
 
   Hugh smiled and wrapped an arm around her shoulder while he gripped the railing with his other hand. The need to take care of her had kept him going when he was infected, but now, she was taking care of him. He breathed in the aroma of her hair as they reached the top step.
 
   Somehow, he hadn’t noticed the pain of climbing the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   One month later
 
   HUGH glanced at Jennie, as she spoon feed Mrs. Crawford the last of the chicken noodle soup she’d gotten from the mess hall. The woman’s glazed eyes watched the line of refugees that moved in and out of the propped open church door. Mickey stayed nearby, playing with a matchbox car on the floor.
 
   Together, the four of them had become a makeshift family. It was better than living alone, and Jennie made it truly worthwhile. With a smile, Hugh put a blanket in the bottom of the box in front of him.
 
    “You's the pastor?” the nearly toothless old man asked, stepping into the chapel.
 
   Hugh placed the last of the folded shirts into the box for the man in line and shook his head. He was used to hearing this question at least four times per day. “No, I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Where be he then? I gots to tell him sumthin’.”
 
   “I’m afraid the pastor has gone on to be with the Lord.”
 
   “Then I's a guessing you be the one to give this message to.”
 
   Hugh nodded again and waited while the man took a deep breath and widened his eyes. It smacked of a baseball's player wind-up before giving a fast pitch.
 
   “Five months. That’s how long the demons be set ta roam the Earth, says the Lord. After that time, you be his chosen ta find the opening and shuts it.” The man chewed on his gums harder than a cow chewing cud and pointed at Hugh with a bony finger.
 
   Hugh waited a moment, watching the morning sun shine through the chapel doorway. The man who stood behind the skinny old one shrugged his shoulders. Hugh returned his gaze to the old man. “Me?”
 
   “You.” The old man nodded with finality, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   “But I already told you, I’m not the pastor.” Hugh wanted to laugh, but the message gave him the chills.
 
   “This here's the church, right? You be a ministering the Lord’s flock. In my book, you's the pastor. And the Spirit inside me agrees.”
 
   Hugh shook his head, but his brain was already doing the math. If it had been six weeks now since the monsters were released, it would still be three and half months until the door was shut. Where would he start looking? He narrowed his eyes at the man. “Five months?”
 
   The man nodded and picked up the box of clothes. He turned on his heel and started for the chapel door. “Five months,” he yelled back.
 
   “You’re not taking that old man seriously, are you?” a man in line asked.
 
   Hugh shrugged, but his mind wouldn’t let it go.
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   By Eli Constant and B. V. Barr
 
   Our kids are no longer our future… They’re our demise.
 
    
 
   Humanity’s advancements in medicine, meant to eliminate disease and extend life, have led to a macabre reality of childhood vaccinations gone terribly wrong.
 
    
 
   Kids have transformed, changed into ravenous beasts that are nightmarishly quick, disproportionally strong, and void of empathy.
 
    
 
   No amount of planning or preparation could have saved the human race against this unexpected attack, centralized in the heart of every human home, and the U.S. is quickly thrown into a chaos of Z Children. By the end of the first day, the entire world is jolted into a veritable hell on earth.
 
    
 
   Yet, there are survivors- individuals who, by luck, skill, or circumstance, lived through the initial wave of destruction. These ‘lucky’ ones will join together, bonded in their quest for survival. They will try to maintain their humanity in a world where children have graduated from bubble baths to blood baths.
 
    
 
   And they will try to find an answer to the only question that matters: What will tomorrow bring?
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   Pensacola, Florida, USA
 
    
 
    
 
   “You just got home, Stephen. Can’t they get another doctor to go in?” 
 
    
 
    
 
   Miranda Daniels looked at her husband; she found it hard to focus, her eyes still caked with the few hours of sleep she’d snagged after finally getting Tanya- their 4 year old daughter- to bed. She’d been sick for a few days and nothing seemed to be making her better- not the mothering, the antibiotics, or the watchful eye of her doctor father. Stephen kept saying it was a bug, something she’d get over soon, but Miranda knew better. Her mother’s intuition would not leave her be, it nagged at her incessantly. 
 
   “Tom’s on vacation. Loren’s on maternity leave. Everyone else is already there.” 
 
   “They still have plenty of people; they can manage. You’re exhausted, Stephen. I mean, I knew the hours would be difficult once you became department head, but this is ridiculous. Sometimes I wonder if you even want to be home. Maybe that’s why you work so much!” Miranda’s voice had raised an octave, congruent with her swelling emotions. 
 
   “Miranda, you’re overtired. You know how much I love you and Tanya. I have to go in though. Why don’t you try to get a bit more sleep before Tanya wakes up?”
 
   “I don’t feel like sleeping.” Miranda tried to stifle a yawn as she spoke the untrue words, but she didn’t quite manage and a muffled moan of exhaustion slipped through her parted lips. 
 
   “Now you’re just being stubborn.” Stephen smiled; a crooked and endearing action that always made his wife give in. “Come here, Silly.” He pulled her to him, gently pushing her tousled brown hair against his blue dress shirt. 
 
   “I’m not being silly,” was his wife’s whispered response right before she yawned again, this time just giving into her tired body instead of fighting it. With some effort, she lifted her head and pulled away from her husband’s warm, inviting body. His blue dress shirt now bore a tiny drool stain. She wiped at it, embarrassed. 
 
   “Sorry. Want me to get you a new one?” 
 
   “No time to change; besides, I’ll be wearing a lab coat and sick people don’t care how their doctors are dressed. Now, I really have to go, Honey.” Stephen smiled again, knowing he’d busted through Miranda’s indignation and would not be facing a night on the couch… whenever he was able to come back home. From the sound of it, the ER was wall-to-wall families with an hour-long wait time. If he were lucky, he might be able to catch a few minutes of rest on his office couch before jumping into the chaos. He wasn’t betting on it though. 
 
   “Just get home as soon as you can. Tanya needs you.”
 
   Stephen’s brow crinkled in worry, but the feeling was fleeting. Tanya just had a bug. She had a great immune system, was fully-vaccinated, and rarely got sick. There was no reason to worry. “I’ll get home as soon as possible, I promise. And Tanya will be fine. If she does get worse, or you’re just worried, give me a call.” 
 
    
 
   Miranda and Stephen Daniels embraced once more and a quick kiss followed, a flutter really, barely a brush against the lips. 
 
   Not a proper goodbye at all.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Stephen liked his Lexus; it made the 20-minute commute to work fly by, but today, the comfy car was threatening to put him to sleep. The sun had crept over the horizon, littering the sky with orange and gold. Stephen shook his head vigorously and put down his sun visor; he wished he hadn’t left his sunglasses on the kitchen island. 
 
   It was close to 7 AM, only four short hours since he’d left work. It had been busy then- twenty or thirty people waiting in the ER- most of them sick children. The staff had assured him they could handle it; otherwise, he’d not have gone home to rest and take a hot shower. Miranda had been more upset than he had about his quick return to work; sometimes being a doctor at a big hospital meant long hours and an unpredictable schedule. He did hate leaving Tanya again…
 
   But she would be fine. 
 
   He’d taken her temperature when he’d first gotten home; she’d been sound asleep, tucked against Miranda’s body, her light brown hair plastered around her face from sweating. 102 degrees. Her body was fighting something and it was best to let the body do its thing. She’d be fine. 
 
    
 
   He was close to the hospital now and, after a brief hesitation, pulled into the coffee joint he frequented- Secret Life of Beans “Get your buzz on!” They had the best, fresh-brewed dark roast in town. When Stephen walked through the door, Larry waved hello and quickly set about filling two large to-go cups with steaming joe. Stephen set three dollars down on the counter. He didn’t even check the coffee after Larry gave it to him. He knew that there’d be two sugars and a splash of cream in each cup, just like he liked it. Larry was good like that; he didn’t even try to strike up a conversation since he knew Stephen was likely on the way to the hospital with no time to shoot the shit. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Before Stephen even hit the next traffic light, he’d finished his first coffee. What he really needed today was an IV line, endless bags of coffee, and a shot of adrenaline. That was about the only concoction that was going to keep him awake. 
 
   Waiting at the light, Stephen looked around. The traffic pattern was strange today, almost non-existent, like the Department of Transportation was on holiday. Wait… was it a holiday? He was too tired to remember. It had to be though… usually by 7 AM, the roads were gridlocked, bumper-to-bumper traffic with at least one accident or two. Pensacola was no Miami, of course, but it still had its fair share of commuters. 
 
   There really should be more cars. Even for a holiday. 
 
   Stephen sleepily pulled into his designated parking spot and tipped the second coffee cup sky high, desperately hoping there were a few drops left. He should have gotten three coffees. Sighing, he pulled inward on the release handle and began to push outward, but realized in an instant how close he’d parked to the adjacent car and abruptly stopped opening his driver’s door. He was so tired and he hadn’t really been paying attention when he’d parked. He didn’t even know if he was inside the lines. Looking down to see the ground through the small gap created by his partially-opened door, Stephen saw that he was well within the spot’s boundaries. It was the other car in error- parked nearly on top of the white line. 
 
   There shouldn’t be a car in that parking spot at all, Stephen realized. That was Tom’s spot and he was on vacation. Surely he hadn’t flown back from Maui early? If it was Tom though, he’d be getting an earful on proper parking. 
 
   Stephen carefully opened his door a fraction more and squeezed out of the narrow gap, afraid to ding his pristine paint on Tom’s poorly parked car. Stepping out into the muggy morning air, he stretched, rising onto the balls of his feet and reaching toward the sky in a desperate bid to revive his sleep-deprived body. He was getting too old for hours like this. As he began to walk towards the employee entrance, he realized that something was off here too. 
 
   Every space was taken. This was the employee parking lot, but these weren’t employee cars for the most part. Only a few had the designated sticker in their rear glass. There were five ambulances in the ER drop-off zone and cars parked on the sidewalk, the grass… everywhere. He looked back at his own car and realized that it wasn’t Tom’s car parked beside him. Tom drove a black Infiniti. This was a black Altima.  
 
   “What the hell is going on?” He breathed the words out, the sound of them carrying further than he expected. They seemed to resonate in the strangeness of the scene. The ER was pretty busy last night, but this is ridiculous. 
 
    
 
   Stephen was awake now, fully alert, as if someone had indeed shocked his system with adrenaline and intravenous caffeine. He was pissed that some patient had parked in the employee parking lot, crowding his space, and he wanted to know who it was so he could make sure they didn’t damage his Lexus when they left. 
 
   Sliding his key card, he entered the hospital and was almost immediately assaulted by the newest resident doctor. 
 
   “Dr. Daniels, I’m so glad you’re—” 
 
   Stephen cut him off mid-sentence. “Doctor Gates, I just walked through the door, at least have the decency to let me unlock my office before you bombard me.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Dr. Daniels, but it’s complete chaos. I’m not kidding. Really. There are so many—” Stephen cut him off again. 
 
   “It’s an ER, Dr. Gates. Perhaps if you do not feel emotionally equipped to handle the climate of multiple emergencies, then you are in the wrong career field.”
 
   The young resident, fresh out of school, looked at Stephen like he’d just stomped on his dream and flushed it down the toilet. That look was worse than Tanya’s puppy eyes whenever she really wanted something. “I’m sorry, Dr. Gates. I’m exhausted and haven’t slept in nearly 48 hours. I know the ER was busy when I left. I’m assuming it’s even busier now?” 
 
   “Busier would be an understatement.” The resident started moving away from Stephen, waving his hand to follow. He was headed towards the ER waiting room. A few minutes and several turns later, they were both looking through the slim windows of the ER double doors that led back to the exam rooms. 
 
   “This place is a damn mad house, Dr. Gates. What have you people been doing while I was gone? Sitting on your asses watching late night infomercials?”  There was no organization, no parents sitting calmly filling out paperwork, just a destructive hurricane of wild children, scolding parents, and red-faced nurses. 
 
   Gates’ voice now sounded almost as exhausted as Stephen felt. “We’re doing our best, Dr. Daniels. We’ve had 46 emergency walk-ins, all experiencing the same symptoms. That’s on top of the 10 kids we had come in from 2 to 3 AM before you left. Whatever it is seems to onset rapidly. These kids are all around the same ages and the only thing their parents keep telling us is that they’ve recently been vaccinated. But all the timelines are different. Some a few weeks ago, some a few days ago. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Recently vaccinated?” Stephen frowned. Tanya had been to the doctor 3 days ago; she’d received her 4 year schedule of vaccines. He felt his insides mangle, tightening together until he had difficulty breathing. 
 
   “Yes. That seems to be the only connective thread.”
 
   “Vaccines…” Stephen’s voice trailed off. I have to stay clear-headed. I have to stay focused. Tanya’s fine. He pushed away the uncomfortable pressure in his chest and he sucked in a deep, steadying breath.
 
   “We don’t know. It could be the vaccines, or it could be something viral, something that’s mutating rapidly. I mean, these kids come in here barely able to function, lethargic, feverish, glassy-eyed and then their fevers really spike and they… well, they get aggressive. Highly aggressive. We have one strapped down in exam room 4. We had to give him Pheno to keep him from trying to bite us, but it didn’t have any effect. He got Suzie on the arm, left a nasty teeth impression, even drew some blood. We irrigated it like crazy; she was freaking out.” 
 
   “Jesus, Gates. You gave a kid Phenobarbitol? And Suzan got bit?” In his surprise, Stephen dropped the designation of Doctor for the young resident. 
 
   “You don’t understand, Dr. Daniels.” With those words, a blood-curdling scream cut into the conversation. It wasn’t just a yelling parent, unhappy with the ER wait time. No, this was pain. Real. Excruciating. Pain. 
 
   Stephen looked back through the thin window pane. 
 
   Two children were clinging to a nurse whose face he could not see, but he did not need to see her hazel eyes or Jewish nose to know her name. The waist-long, silver-white hair- no longer tamed into a neat bun- was a giveaway. It was Helen. She’d been with the hospital for nearly twenty years. The kids’ mouths seemed to be burrowed against her body as she stumbled backwards. One was latched to her left shoulder; the other seeming to suckle on her right, still clothed, breast. 
 
   From where their mouths worked hungrily, waterfalls of red began to soak Helen’s pale pink scrub top. Frozen, Stephen watched in horror. He could not pull himself away from the carnage. It was… It was unlike anything he’d ever witnessed. Helen was sliding down the wall now, the children still attacking, her screams dying out as her body went into shock.  
 
   It was Gates’ stifled sob that brought him back to reality and back to action. 
 
   Both of Stephen’s hands found their way to the door release, the metal of the long bar was cool beneath his fingers; he didn’t even think, he just began to push. The door could only be opened from the exam room side; it was the barrier keeping the waiting room craziness from expanding like kudzu. Stephen didn’t care though; his focus was Helen. He couldn’t let a woman like her- someone who’d selflessly healed and served humanity her entire life- die at the hand of such brutality. 
 
   “Don’t, Dr. Daniels!” Gates yanked him back before he could fully depress the metal bar to unlock the door. They both fell backwards as a snarling, child-sized beast slammed into it, her lips pushed against the glass hungrily. “See. Aggressive.” The resident’s chest was rising and falling rapidly and a small wet stain had formed on the crotch of his summer green scrubs. 
 
   “Yeah. I’d say they're fucking aggressive. What the hell is going on?” Stephen asked the universe at large, for the second time that morning. He didn’t even realize he’d dropped the f bomb in front of his young resident. Cursing was the least of his worries; his heart was racing, the pulse in his neck throbbing with life.  
 
   “We called a couple local clinics for help, but they were packed with patients too. What is this, Dr. Daniels? Is it bad? Are we all exposed now?” Gate’s voice vibrated with uneasiness. 
 
   “I don’t know, Gates. I have no… I have no idea.” Stephen scooted back across the floor until his back met the wall. This time, he realized he hadn’t called Gates ‘Doctor’, but he frankly didn’t give a shit. “It’s only hitting kids?” Stephen closed his eyes and leaned his head against the hard wall.  
 
   “Yeah, so far.” 
 
   Not affecting the adults. Natural? Man-made? Maybe a toxin of some sort… “I need to go to my office, see if I can get anyone from the CDC. See if this is just happening here…” Stephen was almost whispering his words, internalizing everything that was happening, forcing down the emotions so that he could approach the situation clinically. He got up from the floor slowly, his butt aching from landing on the hard surface. Gates looked too scared to move. “Gates, keep this entrance closed. Don’t take any chances. No chances. Get security down here.” Stephen looked around, as if his words had just made him realize the absence of the security guards. “Why aren’t they here already?”
 
   “The security guards wouldn’t go in the waiting room, not after they saw that first kid turn rabid. I don’t blame them.” Gates’ voice was quavering; the poor man stood on a ledge, looking down at mortality and, unlike Stephen, he did not have ample experience with death to help him cope.
 
   “It’s their damn jobs. Tell them to do it.” It was a ridiculous order; Gates had no clout over the security personnel. Stephen knew this, but he turned away from the young man still sitting fearfully against the pale tile like it was a security blanket without belaying the command. After only a few steps, he turned back though. “I’m sorry, Gates. I’m out of sorts; I’m sorry if I’ve been an ass.” 
 
   The young resident looked surprised and that made Stephen feel guilty. He was a nice person, but often he’d forget social niceties in a professional setting. He’d always been that way, believing that work should be structured, disciplined and that there was no room for laziness or unnecessary drama in a medical setting. “We’re all out of sorts, Dr. Daniels. I… I think you’re right about me; I’m not cut out for…”
 
   Stephen held a hand up, silencing Gates. “I was harsh, Dr. Gates. You’re a fine doctor and we’re lucky to have you.” He took a deep breath, his mind still going a million different directions at once. He tried to smile, reassure Gates, but he couldn’t manage one. A nurse was being damn near eaten in the waiting room; a smile would be misplaced and oddly macabre. “Can you stand?” Stephen walked back to the resident and offered his hand. 
 
   Gates looked at Stephen’s outstretched fingers, unsure, but then the skin around his eyes tightened with determination and he pushed himself off of the floor, rising of his own violation and without Stephen’s help. There you go, Dr. Gates. That’s the mental fortitude you need to survive this occupation. 
 
   “Are you alright now?” Stephen’s body was half-turned away from the resident doctor, his thoughts pulling him towards his office.
 
   “I’ll be fine.” And there was steel in Gates’ tone. 
 
    “Good.” Stephen turned fully and began to walk away. He’d rounded a corner and lost sight of Gates when the question popped into his head. A few short paces backwards and around the bend, he saw Gates again and called down the hall. “Dr. Gates, where’s Suzie? I’d like to look at that bite on her arm after I make some calls.”
 
   “She went home, Dr. Daniels. She was really shaken up.” 
 
   Stephen sighed, a sound tinged with sadness, confusion, and exhaustion. “I can’t say that I blame her. This is all wrong; these kids, what’s happening to them… I’ve never seen anything like it.” Stephen’s face was pulled taut with emotion. He disliked things he could not explain. He wanted answers. And he was going to get them from the damn CDC. His mind changed directions, did a topsy-turvy spin that sent his stomach reeling. Children were sick. Vaccinations. His baby. He needed to call Miranda first and check on Tanya. A feeling was nagging at him, seeded in his belly like a festering grain of unease. Tanya had just been vaccinated. He’d promised Miranda that their baby would be just fine. 
 
   Now, he was sure that he’d lied. 
 
   The screams began anew in the waiting room. Stephen hadn’t even noticed that they’d disappeared for a short while. What did that mean? That the shouting had stopped and then resumed? Slowly, he made his way back towards the door, back towards the thin window panes that were akin to hell portals. 
 
   It did not take him long to see that there were no more living patients waiting for aid. They were all gone, all dead. And the hellish screeches were coming from the rabid, blood-covered children, who were now gathered only a yard from the door to the exam area. 
 
   And there was Helen… what was left of her… slumped against the floor in the corner of the room. Stephen swallowed and his psyche threatened to let loose with an onslaught of disorderly panic. He blinked. Once. Twice. He’d thought he’d seen Helen move. But no. She could not have survived such brutal, animalistic attack wounds. 
 
   Controlling the panic attack that was building in his belly, Stephen looked at Gates and put every ounce of authoritative command he could muster into a single command. 
 
   “Do. Not. Open. This. Door.” 
 
   Gates nodded firmly and watched Stephen walked away from him, the formidable doctor’s broad shoulders held straight and confident. Gates wished he could walk that way, have that much confidence. 
 
    
 
   Once Stephen was out of sight, the resident approached the double doors; he wanted to see what Dr. Daniels had just seen. He wanted to see inside the horror. The slim window glasses were splattered with thick mucus and nearly-black blood. Gates peered through the glass at the cleanest spot he could find. His face twisted up in horror. He knew he’d never be able to scrub the image of that battle-ruined waiting room from his memory.
 
    Bedlam. Pandemonium. But something else now also- a change that occurred just in the few minutes since Dr. Daniels left. Several adults seemed almost peaceful, albeit bloodied and battered. The grown men and women walked in circles, their heads lolled towards the floor. Kind, white-haired Helen was among them. She’d always been so motherly towards Gates… towards the entire hospital staff. Anyone who met Helen became an instant friend, a lifelong pal. It was fucking wrong for her to suffer. 
 
   Do. Not. Open. This. Door. Stephen’s words raced through the young resident’s mind. But Gates did not know if he could keep the door shut and leave Helen out there, even with the fear and anxiety roiling around in his insides. 
 
   Dr. Daniels will understand, Gates thought. He cares deeply for Helen too… He even tried to barge into the waiting area for her. I’ve never seen him lose his cool like that. So he would understand. He would. Gates kept reassuring himself, justifying the impulsive action he wanted to take.   
 
   His fingers grazed the cool metal push bar on the door. All he had to was depress the shiny silver… But if he actually did, if he actually opened the causeway between hell and sanity, he knew terrible things would happen. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Sebastian Gates hesitated a moment longer and then he punctured the veil between exam area and waiting lounge. The whine of the opening door was an invitation, bright letters across the wall, impossible for the monsters to resist. 
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   SUSAN FIELDS
 
    
 
    
 
   Tuesday morning. 
 
    
 
    
 
   A good morning, because I didn’t have to go to work. A bad morning, because I did have to take Sophia and Marcel to the doctor. They’d just turned six years old. I had them on the recommended tract for vaccines and they were due four shots: the DTaP, the Inactivated Poliovirus, MMR and Varicella. Doctor Lynn had wanted to finish the vaccine series at age four, but I’d wanted to wait. I’d never been totally comfortable injecting my children with things I couldn’t pronounce, let alone understand, but that was the way of the world, the way we kept our children healthy and alive. Age six was the latest the kids could get the next set of vaccines, according to Dr. Lynn and the CDC. So, I was going to bite the bullet today and endure the bright yellow smiley-face bandages and inevitable tears, doing what was ‘best’ for my children. 
 
   I don’t know why I was having such a mental issue with this set of injections, but my feelings went far beyond the mild apprehension I’d felt during past vaccine visits to Dr. Lynn’s cheerful, child-friendly office. When Sophia and Marcel were younger, the shots would make me super uncomfortable, but that was the extent of it. Now, though… on this morning… thinking about vaccines made me want to vomit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gregory, my ex-husband, had always wanted to have children. Specifically, Gregory wanted to have our children, but I wasn’t able to carry to term. My womb was incapable of retaining a suitable environment for fetal growth. The fertility doctor had said something a little more scientific, not that his precise words mattered. I’d endured three miscarriages before I’d finally called it quits and realized that a biological child wasn’t in the cards. Gregory wasn’t happy with my decision. 
 
   In all honesty, I welcomed the infertility news. I knew in my heart that I’d never wanted to have Gregory’s children. He was callous. I’d learned after only a few months of marriage that the kindness he’d shown me pre-engagement could not outlast his own desire for personal gain. I like to think that he really loved me at one point… but who knows?
 
   I remember the adoption argument vividly. He’d not wanted a ‘foreign’ child, so worried that darker skin or slanted, wide-set eyes would reflect badly on us. He was always worried about things like that; I guess as Town Mayor you have to be concerned about your image. I didn’t care though. Not really. Boy or girl. Black or white. As long as the child was mine completely, to have and to hold forever. That’s what marriage is supposed to be like- the having and holding and forever. Enough of that though. Sometimes things just don’t work out. 
 
   From the beginning of the adoption journey, Gregory had been one foot on board and one foot solidly on the dock of disagreement. When I’d shown him the pictures of Sophia and Marcel, he’d winced. I’d known why. They weren’t white or black. They were Hispanic, a nationality frowned upon in our moderately-sized Tex-Mex border community. 
 
   The ‘Americans’ didn’t want the Mexicans in our country; they didn’t want to lose factory jobs to harder workers who’d take less pay. It was a solid concern. Our town relied on the textile mill; it was our bread and butter, but slow production and repeated union strikes had made the mill owners shift toward inexpensive labor across the border. The decision hadn’t been made yet, but the rumors said it was imminent. And rumor mills always run the same, efficiency sacrificed for accuracy, half-truths traded for full pleasure. 
 
   For my part, I had been ecstatic, beaming at the photo of my soon-to-be children. They were gorgeous, tiny little newborns who needed immediate placement. Their mother was headed back to her hometown across the border, but she’d given birth in our small hospital and immediately put the twins up for U.S. adoption. The interpreter had been very clear on one point- the children stayed together. And that’s why we were able to get them. No one in our town wanted a Hispanic child, let alone two. They could have gone into the system, maybe even been tossed across the border to an ill-funded orphanage like so much trash, but I wanted them both, with all my heart, and I’d started the adoption paperwork, telling my husband the good news. Of course, he hadn’t thought it was good news at all. 
 
   Gregory made it very clear the evening I’d shown him the twins’ picture that he did not support my decision, that my actions on the matter would ‘concrete the future of our marriage.’ I chose to hear his words, but not understand them. My mind was set on being a mother and not just anyone’s mother. I wanted to be their mother, Sophia and Marcel’s landing ground of love. 
 
   Gregory had come to every adoption meeting, interview, scheduled playtime with the children. He’d acted the charming, kind man the town knew him to be. No one had questioned whether he’d make a wonderful father. I should have questioned it, but I’d ignored all the signs, all the thinly-veiled threats and hints. I was blind in my desire for motherhood. I was even momentarily blind to the utter lack of love between myself and the man I called husband. During those meetings, all I saw were two lovely babes and a handsome husband making small talk with the social workers. 
 
   So stupid… I’d been so utterly stupid for months. After every visit with Sophia and Marcel, we’d leave the hospital and Gregory’s demeanor would change, become coarse and cruel. He’d revert to the man I knew him to be, not the town’s glowing idea of him. It was smoke and mirrors, a supportive façade masking deep-seeded hate. Yet I continued to ignore his behavior, pretend that everything was perfect. 
 
   He hadn’t come with me the day I’d brought the babies home. I’d had to purchase and install the two car seats myself. I even spent an entire Saturday at the small boutique on main street, Baby Bliss. Sherry, the owner, was a dear friend. Although she thought my decision was oddball, she helped me pick out darling clothing, cotton diapers, baby rattles and other sundries. I’d spent most of a month’s wages that day and I hadn’t even blinked- which was strange for me, since I was usually so frugal. 
 
   I’d held Sophia and Marcel in my arms before, but nothing could prepare me for the feeling of holding them and placing them in the car seats I’d purchased. Strapping them in, buckle by buckle, the adoption became reality. I was a mother. And Gregory was a reluctant father. 
 
   When I’d finally arrived home with the children, all smiles and ecstasy, I’d found my house key didn’t work. I remember trying every key on my chain in the door lock, all the time knowing that the first key with the pink rubber cover was the house key and that something was wrong. Confused, I’d knocked and waited patiently; knowing Gregory was home since his car was in the driveway. 
 
   His shiny black BMW was parked next to my twenty-year-old Volvo. He’d offered to buy me a new car, saying he didn’t want the Mayor’s wife riding around in a POS, but I’d refused. Bessie had seen me through a lot; she was a good, solid car. Gregory had tried to sell her out from under me one time, but only my name was on the title, so he couldn’t. That had really burned him up. Gregory hadn’t wanted me to work either, but I loved teaching. So, at least I’d stood up for myself twice in our marriage. 
 
   Sophia and Marcel were asleep in their carriers, sitting on the brick stoop beside my feet. It wasn’t cool outside, but I’d still have rather been inside, settling the children into their room, introducing them to blue elephant and yellow giraffe, the two stuffed toys I’d purchased at Baby Bliss and left in their cribs as ‘welcome home’ gifts. 
 
   After a few minutes of waiting, I’d knocked again, harder that time. Almost instantly, the door had opened, revealing Gregory in the foyer, along with his suitcases and several large boxes. My eyes wide, I’d stared at the scene, not wanting to comprehend. Although, I knew… I knew what it all meant. 
 
   “What’s going on, Greg? Why are all your suitcases packed?” 
 
   “You know what’s going on, Susan. I made it clear how I felt about those children. I left the decision up to you.” The expression on his face was remorseless, almost void of emotion.
 
   “No… no. Greg, you never said it would be like this. You came to every meeting, every interview.” I’d pleaded. “You never said you’d just leave. I thought you wanted children. You always said you did. Here they are.” My finger had pointed at the beautiful newborns, barely a few months old, knowing what he would see and how it would contrast to the shining angels I saw. “They’re beautiful and they’re ours. We can have a family, even if it’s not the way you’d hoped.” 
 
   “I can’t have a family with them. I wanted my children. My children. And you couldn’t give that to me. That’s all I wanted and you couldn’t do it. I was willing to keep trying, but you gave up.” 
 
   “Three miscarriages, Greg. I lost three babies. I couldn’t do it anymore. Do you even realize how difficult that was, how… how… heartbreaking?” 
 
   “My mother said I shouldn’t have married you. She knew this marriage would turn out badly. I should have listened to her. You’ve always been a little too ethnic-looking.” 
 
   I was five feet, seven inches tall, with hazel eyes and nearly black, curly hair. Living near the border as a child, I’d often been teased that I looked Hispanic. I wasn’t, but that didn’t matter to anyone; people only believe what is visible on the surface, not the truth underneath. 
 
   “So that’s it. You’re just leaving me.” I’d looked down at my feet again, where Sophia and Marcel slept cozily under blue and pink blankets. Tears were threatening. Keeping my head down, I’d raised my hands, palms up, pleading again. “You can’t leave me, Greg. You just can’t. I can’t do this alone; I can’t raise them by myself.”
 
   “You chose, Susan. You chose these children over me. You knew how I felt. I supported you, but only to give you the opportunity to choose the right path, but you didn’t. They’re not even American for God’s sake, Susan. What do you want me to do? Be Mayor of a town that hates illegal immigrants, but have a brood of Mexicans raiding my pantry.”
 
   “Is that all you care about, Greg? Your image? What about me? Don’t you love me?” 
 
   “A woman I love wouldn’t do this.” 
 
   “This,” I’d glared, anger finally burning through the heartache building in my chest, “is the best decision I ever made.”
 
   “Fine. Live with it then. And enjoy the house. I’ll have the lawyer put it in your name. I’ll even throw in a little child support. I’ll get reelected for being a selfless martyr, supporting my conniving wife and her illegals. At least some good will come out of being married to you.” Gregory had moved forward then, raising his hand and a set of freshly-cut keys. I’d flinched reflexively. He had never struck me. He’d always had to get his way and I was always wrong; he had hit me with words many times, but he’d never physically hurt me. Tonight though, I was worried he might. 
 
    “I’m not going to hit you, moron.” He’d shoved the keys at me and I’d taken them, my fingers curling around the cool metal. They’d weighted me down, like a giant anvil. “I changed the locks, thinking I’d kick you out, you ungrateful bitch, but that was before my lawyer said it would hurt my image and reelection chances, not to mention how much dough I’d have to fork over to divorce you if the judge sympathized. Not that I think that’s likely.” He’d stopped talking, watching me stare down at the keys, my brow furrowed in disbelief. “Don’t worry, I didn’t keep a key. Last thing I want to do is visit this house. It’ll smell like beans and rice by morning.” 
 
   “That’s not why I was looking at them… What about all your things?” I’d asked softly, the quick anger already burnt out in a hot flash. 
 
   “Most of my things are already moved. This is the last of it. I’ll stay in the apartment above the barber shop until I can find a suitable home. Maybe I’ll build again. That’s the only thorn in my side, losing this house.” 
 
   When he’d loaded his suitcases and boxes into his car and driven away, I’d quietly lifted Sophia and Marcel and taken them into the nursery I’d painstakingly prepared over the past two weeks. It was beautiful—all soft grays and pale greens. Unstrapping and lifting the babes one by one, I’d placed them in their cribs. 
 
   They’d looked so tiny and defenseless. Only a few months old and already fatherless. That thought had demolished the flimsy dam holding back total breakdown. I’d fallen to my knees, both hands gripping Marcel’s crib, and I’d sobbed. The pity-fest hadn’t lasted long though. Sophia’s small whine had broken into my pain. That sound, more than anything in the world, had the power to make me strong. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I still lived in the same town with my children, which might seem insane, given my history with my ex-husband and the rampant prejudice in the town, but it was home; it always had been home. And I had support. My father was always over, playing with his grandchildren. He was a wonderful man, didn’t have a racist bone in his body. If my mom, Nancy Grace, was alive, I knew she’d love Sophia and Marcel as much as my dad. 
 
   Mom succumbed to breast cancer when I was in my teens; there weren’t as many treatment options twenty years ago and she was in the advanced stages when her condition was discovered. Whenever I had a little extra money, which wasn’t often, I’d donate to a research foundation, hoping that someday no one would have to die of cancer or endure months of grueling, exhausting treatments. 
 
   My boutique-owner friend Sherry had been a huge help after Gregory left me. She’d expanded her store into toddler and youth clothing over the years. Each time I went into Baby Bliss, my wonderful friend would talk about some insane sale she was having and, as fate would have it, the sale was always on the items I needed- shoes for Marcel, leggings for Sophia. I teased her about it, but was beyond thankful. I worked at the middle school and a teacher’s salary wasn’t much to support two children on. It had been a struggle to keep my job; many of the parents saw me as a pariah. It didn’t help that Gregory’s word was gold in the town and, according to him, I was an uncompromising, irrational woman. I’d overcome though, after more than two years of social awkwardness and a few really great parents backing me up. 
 
   I hadn’t been able to keep the house. Gregory had kept his promise, having his lawyer put it in my name, but the yearly taxes were insane and the property was too much for me to manage. As soon as I’d put it on the market, he’d approached me about buying it for half of its value. I’d refused, but he had power in the town. Not a single soul came for any of the open houses. I had one viewing the second month it was listed; the family was from out-of-town, looking to make a fresh start in a small community. I’d been honest with them, saying that our town wasn’t made for new beginnings. 
 
   Six months was how long it took me to realize that Gregory would never let anyone else buy the house; so I’d sold it to him, walking away with barely enough money to buy the next home- a lot less than his original offer of half the value. He lived there now, with his new wife Bethany. He’d met her months after our separation and they’d married the day after our divorce was finalized. They had a blue-eyed, blonde son named Gregory Junior. He’d turn four soon. Gregory had gotten everything he’d wanted—a fertile, obedient wife and biological child. 
 
   I loved our house now though, and Sophia and Marcel loved it, which was all that mattered. It was just outside of town and we had three neighbors, all elderly without young children. The house was small, roughly twelve hundred square feet, with three bedrooms and a single bath, which would get complicated as Sophia got older. She already loved drying her hair and playing with my makeup. The kitchen was long and thin, but my dad had helped me knock down the wall between the kitchen and living room. The long island we’d built could seat four people on barstools- perfect for me, my dad and the kids. Sunday mornings were Sophia and Marcel’s favorite day, because Grandpa Carl would come over and make pancakes- ‘S’ shaped for Sophia and ‘M’ shaped for Marcel. He always added chocolate chips. I never complained about the morning candy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   This morning, my dad had come over special, knowing the kids had a doctor’s visit. He said chocolate pancakes were the right way to start off a day that involved needles. I couldn’t argue with him there. 
 
   My three favorite people were sitting happily at the island, mouths full of pancakes, butter and syrup. Sophia was swinging her legs back and forth. Marcel was leaning against his grandpa; his little butt half on the barstool and half off. I was so blessed. 
 
   The time to leave for the doctors came quickly and both kids groaned when my dad told them to put on their shoes. 
 
   “Grandpa, do we have to go get shots?” 
 
   “Yep. How else are you going to stay strong and healthy, Sophia?” 
 
   “Well,” Sophia paused, her little mind working quickly, “then you need to come with us. You’re old, Grandpa, you need more shots than me to be strong.” 
 
   “Oh, I’ve had my shots for the year,” my dad smiled, “but if you want me to go with you, I can.” 
 
   “Really!” Sophia looked at me, a wide smile brightening her face. “Can Grandpa come, mom?” 
 
   “Of course, but only if you go put your shoes on. Marcel’s already got his on like a good boy.” I watched my little angel with the deeply tanned skin and long brown-black braid swinging against her back, hop off her barstool and run to the hallway, where nearly a dozen pairs of shoes were lined up against the wall. That’s one habit I’d never been able to instill in the kids—putting their shoes up in their closets after taking them off. I didn’t set a good example though, since I just tossed off my own shoes and left them wherever they fell. I’d wake up in the morning and line all the shoes up against the wall and by the evening, they’d be all over the place again. 
 
   After neurotically checking the oven to make sure my dad had turned it off, we headed out the door. The drive to Dr. Lynn’s office took ten minutes; we passed the kid’s school, Liberty Elementary, on the way. Once inside the small office, Sophia and Marcel made a beeline for the books and puzzles with Grandpa trailing behind them. I signed us in. The wait was never long, only a few minutes or so, but the receptionist said to expect a longer-than-average wait time this morning. 
 
   I was surprised at the number of patients in the office. The majority were sitting in the ‘sick child’ area. There was one infant in the ‘well-child’ area with Sophia and Marcel; the mother was reading and paying little attention to the cooing child in the car carrier. I recognized one mom sitting in the sick patient section—Jennifer Payne from church. She’d always been nicer to me than the other mothers. Her four-year-old daughter Mary was very pale, her forehead glistening with sweat. 
 
   I walked over to Jennifer and her daughter, concern wrinkling my face. “Hi, Jennifer.” I looked at the blonde toddler, now shivering uncontrollably. “Is Mary okay?” 
 
   Jennifer’s face mirrored my own, “I don’t know. She’s been like this ever since our visit last week when she got her four-year vaccinations. I called here the next day, but Dr. Lynn said side effects were natural and to give it some time to settle in her system.”
 
   “Did she get all the vaccines on the normal tract?” 
 
   “Yeah. She got everything except her flu shot for the season. They were out of the nasal application and the injected version is totally synthetic this year so my husband didn’t want Mary to get it.”
 
   “I can understand that. I’ve always been more than a little leery of vaccinations.” I looked at Mary again; her condition seemed to be deteriorating rapidly. “I really hope she starts to feel better soon.” 
 
   “She’s just getting worse, Susan. I don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
   I nodded, my most sympathetic expression splashed across my face as my mind focused on my own children. The apprehension was building to boiling point in my body. I walked back to the check-in window. The sliding glass shifted open as I approached. The receptionist that had checked me in was gone; Nurse Kayla sat in the rolling burgundy chair now, her hip fat folding over the sides of the seat. I really didn’t like her; she was always a little too rough with the children.
 
   “Hi, Nurse Kayla. I was just talking to one of the other mothers and she seems to think that her daughter started getting sick after her four-year vaccinations. Has there been a vaccine recall or anything? There seems to be a lot more sick patients than normal.” 
 
   Nurse Kayla glanced around the office apathetically. “I guess.” She looked up at me, clearly bored. “It’s also autumn and the beginning of flu season.” 
 
   “Oh, okay. I guess that makes sense.” But as I walked away from the window and looked around the room again, my gut told me otherwise. All the children were roughly the same size, possibly around the same ages. Something was wrong. I began to walk again, but froze in my tracks almost immediately, movement catching my attention. One young boy sitting in the sick area stood up. His skin was pale and the folds around his eyes were nearly grayish, but he wasn’t shivering like Mary. I blinked rapidly, thinking the boy’s glassed-over expression was a trick of the overhead fluorescent lights. 
 
   The small figure, he couldn’t be much older than Mary, walked slowly toward the well-patient area. His movements were a bit uncoordinated at first, as if he were new to walking, but as he gained confidence, his pace quickened slightly. His shoulders were slightly slumped, his mouth barely parted to reveal a sliver of off-white teeth. 
 
   The boy walked nearer and nearer to Sophia and Marcel. I began to move, unsure why apprehension had suddenly mutated to panic. I was feeling the pain-in-my-chest type of fear that I’d felt so rarely in my lifetime, but on a good note, the need to vomit from uneasiness had waned in the face of debilitating fear. 
 
   I was only a few feet away from my beautiful babes, when the slow-moving boy with the vacant expression changed course, a small cry carrying to his ears and drawing his attention. The infant in the car carrier…the tiny defenseless creature warm beneath a soft blanket had woken up. 
 
   The mother still wasn’t paying attention, reading a magazine and rocking the carrier with her foot. The boy approached, knelt on the ground and buried his face against the blankets. The baby’s mother heard the scream though, the high-pitched yelp of pain from her daughter. Her eyes shifted from the glossy pages of Heavenly Hearth to the floor. Instinct took over and the woman kicked out, knocking the boy away from the car carrier. 
 
   When I saw the blood painting the boy’s face, I knew it was too late. The baby wasn’t crying; the mother was screaming. I closed the distance between my children and myself and their position gave me a perfect line of sight. The boy had bitten through the infant’s neck. And, as I grabbed Sophia and Marcel’s hands, I saw the boy lunge forward and wrap his mouth around the mother’s forearm, exposed by her short-sleeved shirt. Her cotton zip-up hoodie lay useless, draped across the arm of her chair. Not that it would have provided much protection on. It would have been something though…something between sharp toddler teeth and flesh. 
 
   My father looked as confused as I felt, his eyes wide and staring fixedly at the deranged boy munching on the woman. “Come on, Dad!” I screamed.
 
   Sophia and Marcel’s faces were warped with terror, but they allowed me to pull them along, toward the exit and toward Bessie, the now ancient Volvo. “Grandpa!” Sophia said loudly and tugged on my sleeve when she realized that my dad wasn’t following us. 
 
   “Dad!” I screamed again; my second yell pulled him out of his motionless state. He began to move as quickly as he could with one bad knee and a year-old hip replacement. I yanked open the glass door and pushed Sophia and Marcel through. “Hurry, Dad!” Behind him, the other children in the sick-area were turning rabid, biting ferociously at anything nearby. The parents were confused, not knowing what to do or how to respond. 
 
   Like the situation was just a simple case of bad behavior, they tried to hold their children back, telling them to stop in raised, anxious voices. 
 
   Then the screams began, as the mothers and fathers realized that something was terribly, terribly wrong with their children. One woman was cradling her face, a large chunk of flesh hanging from her cheek by a single, elastic ribbon of skin. One father was still trying to save his child, holding her against the hard, tiled floor with strong hands as the girl thrashed wildly, growling and spitting. That father’s voice, above all the other disturbing sounds, pierced my consciousness. “Tessa, Tessa, stop! It’s okay; daddy’s here. You have to calm down!” The other guttural sounds emanating from the doctor’s office were better suited to a zoo exhibit. 
 
   My dad nearly fell through the door and I closed it quickly, slamming it against a brunette boy’s face. A trail of blood from the kid’s nose wetted the glass. He pulled back and body-slammed against the door, his hands clawing at the see-through surface futilely, his mouth opening and closing like a dying fish out of water.
 
   “Sophia and Marcel, get to Bessie!” I ran closely behind them, their six-year-old legs pumping quickly back and forth. Marcel’s sneakers lit up with every ground-fall, sparkling with red lights. They were his favorite sneakers. When I’d realized how attached he’d become to the shoes, I’d run to the store and purchased two more pairs in larger sizes so I could replace them as his feet grew without upsetting him. You plan to do a lot of things in the future, before the today turns to shit and the tomorrow loses importance. 
 
   I fumbled with the car keys in my hand, the automatic door opener had long-since died. I’d poured money into Bessie over the years and I’d always meant to replace the watch-sized battery, but I never had. I could kick my own ass for never replacing that stupid battery. To think such a small oversight could become so life-saving important at the turn of a killer kid. 
 
    The driver’s side door was open now and I hit the automatic door lock on the armrest to open the other three. The kids were standing behind me, their bodies plastered to the car. My dad was near the rear of the vehicle, nursing his knee. “Get in!” I yelled, but their eyes were glued to the building we’d just run from. 
 
   “Mom.” Marcel’s voice was low and full of unmasked fear. 
 
   My head swiveled, turning to look at what held my children’s attention. The mostly glass door and the large, adjacent windows making up the front of Dr. Lynn’s building seemed little barrier between us and the blood-covered children and brutalized adults. They were pushing against each other, pushing against the glass, small hands made red, smeared prints. The parents had succumbed; even that father, so determined to save his Tessa, stood in the crowd filled with void eyes. 
 
   I saw Nurse Kayla in the center of the undulating, sickly huddle. She was the largest; her stomach, now bulging out of the button-up scrubs, pushed a red-haired child’s face against the window. The child was trying to futilely shift his head sideways, his mouth ferociously snapping open and closed, trying to bite at the fat body pinning him down. 
 
   “Get in the car,” I said again, trying to keep my voice calm. “Dad, get them in the car.” 
 
   My dad opened the rear door and literally picked Marcel and Sophia up and tossed them onto the backseat. I watched them scramble inside, each getting seated in their booster and buckling- Marcel on my side of the car, Sophia on the opposite. My dad started limping around the car. Just as I was turning the key in the ignition and he was closing his door, I heard the shattering of glass and a distinct tinkling that said: barrier broken, glass falling on concrete, seriously demented, flesh-eating children and adults escaping. 
 
   I backed out of the parking space, my eyes flitting between the car mirrors and the doctor’s office. Were they people? What the hell was going on? The children seemed to move a little faster than the shambling adults, their younger bodies apparently more agile and resilient to whatever was affecting them. Many of them were small enough to squeeze around the slow-moving adults and exit the building first, avoiding some of the sharpest shards of window glass. 
 
   I watched Nurse Kayla fall as others pushed to escape the building. The great mass of her body fell against the angled stalagmites of window glass. An especially tall shard exited the center of her back; her blood wasn’t normal looking. It was nearly brown on the glass and then it oxidized quickly and turned into wet, shiny obsidian. Nurse Kayla thrashed about like a large, beached whale. The red-haired boy she’d been pinning against the glass stayed behind as the rest of the ‘people’ pushed to freedom. He crouched down on top of her body, making small jumps on her back to shove her down against the spiked glass. Nurse Kayla did not scream, as if she felt no pain, but it must hurt…surely it must hurt?
 
   The boy seemed to lose interest quickly, crawling off the still-flailing body of the nurse and joining the crowd pursuing Bessie. His face tilted slightly upward as his nose tried to catch the lingering scent that was our uninfected flesh. I was pulling out of the lot now, watching the shambling bodies in the rearview. Some were close enough to bang the trunk with curled, stained hands. We all screamed as Sophia’s door was wrenched open. The boy—the boy that had attacked the newborn babe—launched himself into the car; his body landed on the floorboards between Sophia and Marcel’s feet. In my panic, I jerked the steering wheel, jolting my passengers, but the sharp movement kept the murderous boy on the rough carpeting a few moments longer. 
 
   My dad, not the most limber man on the planet, shoved himself over the center armrest between our seats. His arms strained for the boy who was now trying to crawl toward Marcel, his mouth already wide open and reaching for skin. The kid had on striped pants and bright yellow suspenders against a white polo shirt. He was dressed for success and I got the feeling his parents banked on the best for their kid—all name brands and private schools—hoping he would grow up successful and spread the wealth, maybe even choose one of the nicer nursing homes to dump mom and dad in when that time came. 
 
   Two strong hands gripped those brightly colored suspenders and lifted the boy off the carpet. “Kids, pick your feet up. Get them out of the way!” Sophia and Marcel both yanked up their legs, perching their shoes on the edge of the booster seats, obeying their grandpa without question. All the while, the boy growled and moved erratically. 
 
   The car was still moving; I didn’t want anyone…anything else to try and get into the car. Sophia and Marcel’s eyes were wider than I’d ever seen them, bulging out of their sockets. Without being asked, Sophia pushed her already ajar door wide and my dad simultaneously pendulum-swung the boy out. His body flew in a low arc, his head slamming against the metal doorsill as he exited the vehicle by force. 
 
   The impact caused the boy’s head to bust open like a piñata, brown-quickly-oxidizing-to-black wetness oozing out. Several droplets flew into the air, catching Sophia in the face. I hit the gas, going from ten miles an hour to fifty, leaving the unmoving carcass of the yellow-suspendered boy and the rest of the rabid, slow-moving bunch behind us. 
 
   I slowed down as we entered the elementary school zone, the yellow lights weren’t flashing, but slowing was habit. At first glance, the school, offset from the road by a wide partition of grass and the student drop-off lane, looked normal. After closer study, my heart did a free-fall into my stomach and the need to vomit came back with a vengeance. The windows were plastered with children, beating themselves against the glass, trying to exit the building. The main entrance was propped open, the school office likely taking advantage of the fall breeze, but those double doors, let things in and out. 
 
   I pushed my foot down, compressing the gas and speeding up rapidly. 
 
   Children were flooding out onto the lawn. A few kids seemed healthy, normal, running as quickly as they could from the voracious appetites of their demonic counterparts. The looks on their faces made my stomach roil with acidic anxiety; the ‘I need to vomit’ feeling intensified. I was suddenly yanked in two directions; my mother’s instinct wanting to get my own children to safety as soon as possible, but also wanting to rescue those few kids running from the Reaper. 
 
   But I knew that I couldn’t get to them in time; even if I turned the steering wheel to the right and barreled over the grass partition at full speed, it would be too late. Or maybe that’s just what I was telling myself, relieving my mind of the guilt I felt from not trying to help them, those kids that obviously needed saving. My priorities were in the car; I had to protect Sophia, Marcel and my dad at all costs. No one in the world could rank above the three people sitting inside Bessie with me. If that made me a terrible person, oh well. 
 
   I was driving fast now and had there been a cop nearby, I knew I’d see flashing blue lights, but I didn’t, so I kept driving fast and furiously through the streets. I headed for our house outside town limits. The neighbors didn’t have children; we should be safe there for a while. I hoped. 
 
   When I pulled into the driveway of our little house, I saw no activity in the three other homes nearby. That should have struck me as odd. About this hour every day, Mr. Roseburn should be outside raking leaves. He was neurotic about that, hating each individual leaf that fell onto his pristine lawn. This past summer, he’d even had four perfectly healthy trees removed, just to minimize the falling leaves that would plague him in autumn. He’d wanted to cut down a large tree on my property and hadn’t been pleased when I’d told him no. 
 
   I idled for a moment, waiting for the automatic door to rise and reveal the small single-car space, then I pulled Bessie into the garage. I hurried my children and father out of the car and up the concrete stairs and into the house; all I wanted in that moment was to have the garage door down and our house door bolted, a tactile barrier between ourselves and whatever the hell was going on in the outside world. As I was threading the chain lock, Sophia and Marcel started untying their shoes. 
 
   “No, leave them on,” I barked, quickly realizing my tone was not soothing, “I don’t know how long we’re going to stay in the house, so leave your shoes on. Okay?” Their little heads nodded in unison. “How about going into the kitchen and getting a snack. I just re-stocked the treat drawer.” We had a small drawer that was only opened as a reward for good behavior. It had sugary, chocolate-coated granola bars, puddings and single-serve packs of cookies. Sophia loved the peanut butter filled cookies; Marcel was more a butterscotch pudding guy. 
 
   They raced off toward the promise of a sweet treat and I turned to my dad. I didn’t need to say anything for him to understand the questions warring inside my head. “Maybe there’s something on the news?” he said, his voice sounding like he actually was calm instead of just trying to put up a good façade like me. 
 
   “Yeah,” I took a deep, centering breath, “that’s a good idea.” 
 
   We only had one small television; I’d never let the kids watch much TV—just Saturday morning cartoons and a kid’s channel movie now and then. For the most part, we’d go to our town library after school every Wednesday, listen to story time and rent a film from the small collection. Sophia and Marcel had gotten in the habit of picking the same movies over and over again. It got a bit tedious, but at least I could be sure the movies were clean; so if I were cleaning or concentrating on something else, I didn’t have to worry about language or distasteful content. 
 
   The television came to life with a crackle; I really should replace the thing, but money was tight and until it broke completely…
 
   “…reports are coming in from all over the country…”
 
   My dad flipped the channel, heading toward what he considered the most reliable news source.
 
   “A beloved Pediatrician, Dr. Bush, was found dead this morning by local police inside his ransacked office outside…”
 
   Click.
 
   “…CDC is scrambling to figure out what is affecting the U.S. population and why the epidemic has not touched other countries, but…”
 
   Click.
 
   “…bitten, please immediately report to the nearest hospital or…”
 
   Click. The hand holding the remote lowered to my dad’s side and rested against his thigh.
 
   “People have described the attackers as rabid, animalistic…the ‘living dead.’ Authorities have no answers as we enter into the fifth hour past the first reports of the rapidly spreading infection. The CDC has offered one preliminary finding—that there is no patient zero. There are patients, thousands of young children ranging in age from four to six, originating the sickness. It seems to spread through bodily fluid exchange. If you are bitten or come into contact with blood, saliva or any other fluid from one of the ‘infected,’ report to an emergency care center immediately.
 
   “We do not know what has caused the children to fall ill, but we are being assured that Washington is doing everything in its power to halt the epidemic. There seems to be no prejudice in victims of the infection. The CDC has asked us to help our viewers recognize the warning signs of, what the government has coined, a ‘Z child’ or an infected adult. Be on the lookout for vague expressions with eyes that might be coated in an opaque blue-white film, a graying of the skin with some signs of post-mortem decay, primal behavior, such as an increased use of olfactory senses and heightened saliva production, causing the appearance of excessive drooling. 
 
   “The infected will not respond to social settings, recognize their names or react to negotiation. Their only drive seems to be the most basic need: to satisfy hunger. They are ferocious, unrelenting and dogged in their pursuits. Do not be fooled by the childlike appearance of the Z children or the friends’ faces that may mask the Z infected adults. They are not your children or your friends. They are, in the words of two eye witnesses, zombies. 
 
   “Get to a safe location, secure food and water. Our team at Channel Nine is dedicated to bringing our viewers the most up-to-date information on this unfolding national crisis.” 
 
   “What’s a…Z child?” a high voice said quietly behind me. My dad quickly turned off the television.
 
   “Nothing, sweetheart.” I walked toward Sophia and knelt down. “It’s nothing you need to worry about.” 
 
   Then I saw the dried blood on her face and my heart plummeted into my stomach. I picked her up and rushed toward our only bathroom. The door was closed. “Mom, Marcel’s going potty.” She grunted as I turned quickly, ran into the kitchen and plopped her butt on the counter next to the sink. “Mom…what’s wrong?” Her voice was anxious. 
 
   “I just want to clean your face off. It has some dirt on it.” My dad was beside me now, already wetting a paper towel and handing it to me. 
 
   “It’s not near her mouth, Suz.” He placed a hand on my shoulder as I wiped the dried black blood from Sophia’s face. I didn’t realize I was shaking until his grip steadied me. 
 
   “Yeah.” I sighed in relief. “You’re right. It just freaked me out.” 
 
   Sophia didn’t say anything; she just gave me a quick kiss and hopped off the counter. Amazing how resilient children are. 
 
   Marcel came out of the bathroom then. “Mom, my stomach hurts.” 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.” I filled a glass with cool tap water and handed it to him. “Drink some water and if it still hurts later, I’ll give you some of the pink stuff.” I brushed his hair off his forehead. 
 
   Marcel made a face; he hated the taste of the brightly colored medicine, but Dr. Lynn told me to keep it around for him since he seemed to have a really sensitive stomach. Thinking of the doctor, I realized I hadn’t seen what happened to her. She hadn’t been in the horde of the infected coming out of her building. Was she okay? I doubted it.
 
   I turned to the kids. “Let’s go put on a movie.” 
 
   “Can we watch the one from the library?” 
 
   “We watched that yesterday!” Sophia complained; Marcel had picked the movie this week.
 
   “Why don’t we watch Polar Buddies instead? You both love that movie.” Both kids agreed that was a good pick; I knew they would. Even I had to admit that the yellow lab puppies in it were beyond cute. When the movie was playing and both kids had drinks and a second snack, my dad and I went into the kitchen. 
 
   “Dad, what should we do? The news said hole up, stay indoors, but…” My voice trailed off, weakening as I realized that we didn’t have anywhere else to head. My dad lived in a one bedroom apartment in town. His building housed dozens of families with children. 
 
   “If the news is right, only the U.S. is being affected. We need to get out of the country.” 
 
   “A million other people are going to have the same idea.” 
 
   “A million people don’t own a boat in Corpus Christi.” 
 
   “You’re not seriously suggesting we load up on your sailboat and drift off to paradise? You go down once a year, do a little work and never even untie it from the dock. Is it even seaworthy?” 
 
   “She’s in good shape, Suz. The engine’s reliable. I replaced the sails this summer and she’s stocked with food.” 
 
   The Nancy-Grace was my dad’s tribute to my mom, a 1988 Hallberg-Rassy with five berths, a manual toilet, shower and a decent kitchenette. She’d always wanted to live on the water and sail to exotic locations. He’d purchased the sailboat when she’d started chemo, but she’d never gotten to step foot on it, dying before they could make the short trip to Corpus. The boat was in decent repair now, according to my dad, but he’d never tested it in the open ocean…which didn’t give me much confidence. 
 
   “I know it’s our best option, Suz.”
 
   I considered his words. The Nancy-Grace would get us off land, away from the population. Maybe the food on board would last us or maybe we could find a new home, in another country. Even if the diesel engine crapped out on us, we’d have the sails and wind to carry us to safety. Considering the other nonexistent options…
 
   “Alright.” I gave a resolute nod. “Time to pack.”
 
   My dad and I worked for over an hour, stuffing clothing for Sophia and Marcel in their school backpacks. I didn’t take much for myself and luckily my dad kept a few changes of clothes and toiletries at our house for when he spent the night. The kids were always asking Grandpa Carl to sleep over and play board games. It was especially helpful on school nights when I had papers to grade. 
 
   Lastly, we went through the pantry, putting everything shelf-stable into a box. We took all the pastas, beans and rice, even though those had to be cooked. My dad had a few pots and pans and the boat’s gas stove ran off a propane tank. The Nancy-Grace was outfitted with a rain reservoir and filtration system too. As long as it rained, we’d have water. We just had to get to Corpus, get to the boat.
 
   When we were finished, my dad packed Bessie. His car was a lot newer, but it was also smaller, so we didn’t even discuss taking it instead. While he loaded the vehicle, I spoke with my children, telling them where we were going, trying to make it sound like a vacation. My children were too smart for that though. 
 
   “Mom, is this because of those Z kids? Are they bad? Is that what happened at the doctor’s office today?” Marcel stared hard at me, his eyes crinkled in thought. “Sophia said she heard about it when you and Grandpa were watching the news.” His little hand moved down to his stomach and he rubbed reflexively. The movement made me think about medicine and how I hadn’t packed any. 
 
   “Yes. You’re right, sweetheart. And we have to leave to stay safe. Do you need some tummy medicine?”
 
   “No, I’m okay, Mom.” The hand that had been rubbing his stomach moved toward Sophia, who was standing stoically beside him. She took it; their fingers grasped each other tightly. “Mom?” 
 
   “Yeah, sweetie?”
 
   “What about Aunt Sherry?” 
 
   My mouth dropped. I hadn’t even thought about Sherry. My best friend for more years than I could count and she hadn’t even crossed my mind. “I’ll give her a call and make sure she’s okay.”
 
   Marcel nodded and Sophia pulled him a little closer. My dad came in then. “Dad, get the kids in the car. I’m going to grab the medicine tote in the kitchen and I’ll be right out.” I didn’t wait to see my dad hustle the kids to the garage, but went straight into the kitchen and grabbed the medicine. I had everything in the tote from aspirin to fiber supplements. My cellphone was on the counter. I checked it; there were three coverage bars. I’d call Sherry after we were on the road. Grabbing as many cold sodas as I could carry, I headed to the garage. Everyone was in the car; it was already started, thrumming loudly and quickly filling the closed space with carbon monoxide. 
 
   I hit the garage door button as I walked down the stairs, pulling the house door closed behind me. That was probably silly, considering I may never see the lovely little home again. I was just stepping off the stairs when I heard a distinct scratching. The garage door was a foot off the ground and rising slowly. A pair of small legs crouched next to the door outside, hands clawing at the thick vinyl of the automatic lift door. 
 
   Freezing, I kept staring at those legs, slowing lengthening into a torso, a neck, a deranged, blood-splattered face. Oh my God…my mind reeled. Mr. and Mrs. Roseburn’s grandson, Jackson. I remembered Mrs. Roseburn telling me last week that he’d be visiting while his parents took a second honeymoon. How could I forget? How could I forget? The cold cans of soda fell from my grasp, clunking down the stairs. 
 
   Behind Jackson, standing in my yard, stood my elderly neighbors, each in various states of undress, their faces void of human emotion. They shuffled about the yard, focusing on nothing in particular. Mr. Mayhew was missing an ear, ebony blood streaming down his face, soaking the collar of his torn nightshirt. His right hand still gripped the morning paper he always retrieved at lunchtime—usually wearing nothing but that same striped button shirt and tatty boxers. 
 
   Mrs. Roseburn’s body was the most disheveled. Her floral, long dress had a jagged rip in the middle of her chest, where a large chunk of flesh was missing. Her right leg seemed bent at a wrong angle, but she was walking…walking without purpose, dragging the damaged limb behind her like so much unwanted baggage. 
 
   Jackson, the Z child, lifted his nose into the air and sniffed deeply. His position and expression was better suited to a wild dog than a small human; a thick trail of saliva hung from his lower lip, lolling back and forth like a playground swing. 
 
   The screams from inside Bessie pulled me out of my motionless, come-bite-me-I’m-easy state. I lunged for the car door, trying not to trip on the soda cans and thanking God the space was so small. Jackson leapt toward me at the same time. His undisciplined jump landed him near me, but a large blue tub, filled with already-wrapped gifts I’d been stockpiling for Christmas in case money became tight, thwarted his attack. He knocked into the eighteen-gallon storage container and fell forward. As his body hit the concrete garage floor, I heard a resounding snap. 
 
   The sound of screaming and the falling storage bin caught the attention of the infected adults. They broke from their repetitive movements and began to travel in our direction; their gaits were slower than Jackson’s, but I’d noticed that before…at the doctor’s office when the Z children had been so much more determined and focused than the mauled parents. 
 
   I was in the car now, the driver’s door closed. I didn’t bother to buckle, throwing the gearshift into reverse and hitting the gas. My infected neighbors were directly behind Bessie now and the old girl did me proud, slamming into their bodies and tossing them left and right. 
 
   Jackson was up again, his left arm hanging limply. Black-stained, white bone protruded from his forearm. Again, I was struck by the absence of pain. Like Nurse Kayla, her body being shoved into sharp glass, he uttered no agony-soaked cry. He was making his way out of the garage, moving slowly, but gaining momentum. I hit the automatic door closer and the gears shifted into motion, rolling the vinyl access downward. It was too slow though; Jackson got outside well before vinyl touched down on concrete. He was motivated and our flesh his goal. I was beginning to think that fictional zombie ‘norms’ didn’t apply to Z children. 
 
   I screeched out of the driveway and shifted gears. I tried to accelerate too fast, making Bessie’s rear end fishtail violently. Lifting my foot just a fraction off the gas pedal, I controlled the vehicle, easing her forward at a less break-neck speed. When my infected neighbors were out of sight, I fished my mobile out of my pocket and called Sherry’s number. The line rang six times before Sherry’s voicemail message picked up. I waited until the beep. 
 
   “Sherry, it’s Susan. Call me as soon as you get this. Hopefully, you’re okay. I’ve got my dad and the kids. We’re going to Corpus. We have some place safe there. Mom’s boat, remember mom’s boat? Call me. Please, please, call me.” When I hung up, I dropped the phone into my lap. The battery bar at the top of the screen caught my eyes. Only ten percent life left. And I’d not remembered my car charger.  
 
   “Want to go by her store? See if she’s okay.” 
 
   I looked at my dad, his face concerned. Sherry meant a lot to him too, almost like a second daughter. “I don’t want any detours, Dad. I just want to get out of here.” 
 
   He nodded, understanding, but I could see that his pain matched mine—his pain and his hope that Sherry was somehow safe and unharmed.
 
   The way out of town toward Interstate-10 went right by Gregory’s house, the large ‘nearly a mansion’ that I’d once called home. 
 
   Call it poetic justice, call it whatever you like, but passing that house and seeing my ex-husband, his wife and their all-American son trolling the yard, drooling and growling at each other like depraved lunatics, was a medicinal balm to my frayed nerves and uncertain future. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Bessie was down to a quarter of a tank and we’d only been driving two hours; she’d had half a tank when we’d fled the house, so I’d known we couldn’t drive forever, but Corpus was still nearly four hours away. I didn’t want to stop, but what choice did we have? Dad said he’d take over driving after filling up. That was fine by me. I wanted to close my eyes, feel the car vibrations beneath my butt and float to la-la land. Sophia and Marcel were already asleep. The events of the day had exhausted them, their apparent resilience only surface-deep. Still, children were amazing creatures. 
 
   My children were amazing anyway, considering the other children I’d encountered recently were crazed ankle-biters. 
 
   Several miles down the road was a city, only slightly larger than the border town we’d recently fled from. The welcome sign was brightly painted, as if some municipal worker had been given the singular job of keeping it fresh and happy, a wonderful ‘hello’ for all the strangers passing through. Not far past the sign was a gas station, the kind with older pumps so you could fill up your tank before paying. I quickly scanned the adjacent buildings and streets; they seemed deserted, which made me uneasy, but we needed fuel. No way to avoid that truth.
 
   Wishing I could idle the engine while filling the tank, I turned Bessie’s key. The quiet that engulfed us after the sound of the motor died was unsettling; the stomach juices already wrestling in my belly became more excited, jumping and scorching my esophagus with their acidity. I sat still for a second, trying to forcefully calm my nerves and belly, but sitting motionless didn’t help; it made me feel worse. I threw the driver’s door open, leaning over quickly and finally vomiting. Yellow foam and bits of breakfast granola splashed on the ground grossly. As soon as I’d finished, I sat up, feeling instantly relieved, both emotionally and physically. 
 
   My dad patted my back. Sophia and Marcel still slept. I was glad they hadn’t witnessed that. I got out of the car, avoiding the barf, and peered at the convenience store. I turned, hearing the passenger door open and close. My dad was leaning against Bessie, testing his bad leg before walking. Sometimes, long periods of sitting made his hip sore and his bad knee too stiff to move immediately. 
 
   “I’ll see if there’s an attendant.” 
 
   “I can go.” 
 
   “You can hardly walk right now, Dad.” 
 
   “Hey, I got one good leg.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. He wasn’t taking getting old very well. He’d always been so active. “Well, use that one good leg to pump the gas and I’ll be right back.” I walked toward the small building; large window stickers advertised slushies, candy and lottery tickets. Tiny decals on the door showed the accepted forms of payment. They took credit cards, which was good, since I only had ten dollars and some change in cash, not enough money to fill up the Volvo. 
 
   My hand gripped the long steel handle and pushed hard, expecting the door to open. I frowned, pushing harder…until I saw the word ‘pull’ written in large red letters. Great. I’m sure I looked like an idiot to whoever was in the store. Wearing an expression of chagrin, I pulled the door open and walked in. 
 
   At first glance, there didn’t seem to be anyone in the store. A melted, ten-pound bag of ice was leaking out onto the floor to my left. “Hello?” No one responded, but I heard a rustling over near the soda machine. I headed in that direction, first glancing out the window. My dad was standing by the car, the nozzle already in Bessie, filling the old girl up. Behind that scene, across the street, were a few buildings. I hadn’t scanned those before pulling into the station. 
 
   The name of the central building was Sunny Valley Daycare. I stiffened, realizing I’d put my family yards away from a potential Z child hive. “Hello?” I said in earnest. I was turning the corner around a potato chip display. I found the store worker, but even if he had wanted to respond to my ‘hellos,’ he couldn’t have. 
 
   He was splayed out on the ground, his nametag askew on the gray lapel of his shirt. The name Clark was nearly obscured by blood. The lower half of his face—chin, lip and jaw—were missing. An assortment of candy wrappers littered the floor around his body, their shiny wrappings looking odd against his still-red blood. Perched on his thighs, was a girl. Her right hand clutched an open, half-eaten, peanut-covered caramel bar coated in blood. Her left hand was wrist-deep in the man’s stomach, rooting around like a hog’s snout searching for truffles in the ground. 
 
   Her hair was dark brown with sun-yellowed highlights. I thought I saw bright blue eyes, but it was hard to tell beneath the milky film that marked the infected. She must have heard my voice; she must know I was here, but she was too focused on her task. I tried to back away quietly. Her nostrils flared and she made small sniffing sounds, but still she did not look at me. 
 
   The Z child’s void face suddenly gave a small jerk, her lips almost pulling up in satisfaction as her hand extracted a large wet chunk. It looked like the liver, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to be sure. I backed away a little quicker, trying to round the corner toward the exit without taking my eyes off the girl. My angle was wrong. 
 
   My body hit the chip display and it toppled over. I fell with it, landing awkwardly against the metal stand. The girl’s head jerked up, the loud sound enough to pull her attention in my direction. Like a wild animal, she crawled up the dead attendant’s body, her gaze fixed on me with determination. A thin drop of drool left the corner of her mouth and traveled down her face to hang from her chin. After a moment, it released its hold on her skin and fell toward the tile floor. The mucous glistened grossly on the dirty tan surface. 
 
   I scrambled, working my way quickly to a standing position. The Z girl was so close to me, still moving on all fours. I lifted the display, which was surprisingly light, and threw it at her. It hit her right shoulder, but she continued moving as if nothing had happened. They don’t feel pain, idiot. Just run!
 
   And I did. I made for the door like an Olympic sprinter, glad that this time I could just push through and shove the door closed behind me. There was no way to lock it though and nothing nearby to use as a barricade. I firmly pushed my back against the door, planting my shoes about two feet in front of me and leaning backwards. My knees locked solidly, giving me the maximum force to keep the door shut against danger.
 
   “What’s wrong?” My dad’s voice carried toward me, slightly alarmed. “Were you able to pay?” He’d just finished pumping and was screwing the gas cap back on. 
 
   My eyes frantically met my Dad’s and I shrieked as the door pushed partially open, despite my resolute posture. I reacted quickly, slamming my body harder into the door to re-close it. The infected girl was trying to get to me, to the fresh meat. 
 
   “Suz! What’s wrong?” my dad called again, his voice more frantic. His eyes widened and I knew he’d seen the monster kid I was keeping at bay. “Oh my god…Suz!” 
 
   “Get the car started!” I yelled. “I have to make a run for it.” 
 
   In seconds, my dad was in Bessie with the engine running. I was about to relinquish my post and make a dash when my eyes were drawn upward, past the car and across the street. The daycare door was now open and children were spilling out, falling over one another in their zeal to exit. At first, I thought they were normal, uninfected. Then I saw the grown adult emerging into the sun, her auburn hair bright against the black blood oozing from a gaping head wound. Her green dress was ripped in a dozen places, her body covered in small teeth marks.
 
   My dad’s head turned to look at what held my gaze; my expression must have betrayed my fear. The door moved under my hold again; that pulled me out of the trance caused by a dozen Z children coming in our direction. The rabid girl trapped in the convenience store was actually moving away, back toward the soda machines. Her right hand opened, letting the empty caramel bar wrapper fall to the floor. The door’s glass was smeared with black blood and bits of candy. Such a strange combination. 
 
   The daycare children were halfway across the street and Bessie was moving, my dad swinging the vehicle around the pumps and toward my position. It wasn’t a far distance. I closed my eyes for a second, took a deep breath and ran. When I got to the car, I yanked on the passenger door, but it wouldn’t open. The doors had automatically locked when the car had started moving. 
 
   I slammed my palm against the window. “Unlock the door!” I screamed. 
 
   When the lock shot upward, I wrenched the door open. The children from across the street were mere feet away. I sat down quickly, kicking out at a boy that was reaching for my door. I missed and his hand gripped the frame, his fingers wrapping inward. I grabbed the door handle and pulled; the boy was yanked forward and as the door slammed shut, his fingers severed, falling one by one and rolling across the carpet to settle next to my feet. My heart was racing wildly. Sophia and Marcel were awake, their mouths hanging open, tears streaming down their faces. 
 
   I don’t know why, but my dad drove slowly down the street and through the mass of Z children. Maybe it was their appearance; they were still so small. Maybe he just couldn’t fathom running over any ‘person.’ At this point, I thought I could. The infected adult was still in the daycare parking lot, walking in circles, her shoulders slumped, her lips moving as if she were trying to say something. 
 
   We made it to Corpus on that tank of gas. It was a larger city and the streets were littered with the infected. We stayed on the outskirts, on our way to Padre Island where the Nancy-Grace was docked. I could only imagine what the inner city looked like. 
 
   How had it come to this? Just this morning…just yesterday, the world had been normal. Now, the Z children were taking over, attacking and infecting with every nibble. 
 
   Sea Ranch Marina was deserted. We took everything in Bessie to the Nancy-Grace in one trip and my dad made short work of getting us out of port. The boat’s living area was decorated with dozens of pictures of my mom. I loved seeing her face; after the day we’d just had, I needed that image in my mind. In one of the pictures, my mom was smiling softly, her hairless head covered in a pale pink bandana. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We were standing on deck now and everything seemed like a fleeting dream as the boat cleaved through the water and away from land. 
 
   I thought about our hasty escape and all the stuff left behind. 
 
   I looked at my children and realized that things could be replaced, stuff didn’t matter.
 
    Marcel was smiling and standing next to my dad. Sophia was staring at the water, her mouth a straight line. Her face was flushed and she looked tired. I thought back to the black blood on her face and a lightning bolt of worry shot through me, but then she smiled a sad smile, her gaze still focused on the navy blue wetness, and the worry melted. 
 
   I walked toward my daughter, ready to offer comfort. But, in the end, my daughter comforted me. All I needed was her small hand in mine to settle my soul. We sat quietly, looking out onto the water and admiring the sun as it sank closer to the wet horizon. Everything was so momentarily peaceful that I startled violently at the sound of my cell phone ringing in the pocket of my jeans. I’d just turned the darn thing back on to see if Sherry had called; I’d had it off forever, trying to conserve the little battery life I had left. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Eyes wide, I dug out the phone and stared at the caller ID. It was a Texas area code, but the number wasn’t in my address book. Not wanting to hope, I pressed the small green answer icon, held the cell to my face and whispered uncertainly. As I spoke, I heard my phone ping in warning. The battery was dangerously low. 
 
   “Sherry?”
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   SHERRY LELAND
 
    
 
    
 
   The day had started normal enough. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Make coffee. Pour coffee into a thermos- the black, thick sludge smelling like charcoal and chocolate. Skip breakfast and head into work. I was a little on the heavy side and always employed the backwards wisdom that a skipped meal equaled a smaller waist. Given my feast-and-famine metabolism, this mentality was especially counterproductive. 
 
    
 
   My stomach rumbled on the way to work while my bright yellow Neon puttered down the streets in all its underpowered, four-cylinder glory. I’d once called it daisy; now I called it a POS. 
 
   “Hush, you.” I patted my stomach when it grumbled again loudly for food. I’d break my faux-fast and suck down a nasty chocolate protein shake from the mini-fridge in my office as soon as I got to the shop. Not that those things really helped you lose weight, despite the obvious names. Slim Up: waist-shrinking vitamins and 15 grams of lean protein that will satisfy your hunger! It’s like fat chick propaganda- ‘drink me, lose weight.’ Who needs exercise when you can sit on your duff drinking your way to skinny? That kind of shit never worked. If it did, I wouldn’t have a closet full of equipment and gimmicks. No one ever went in that closet… I called it the diet graveyard, where dreams of skinny go to die. Queen of self-deprecation. Welcome to my castle. 
 
   The boutique windows smiled cheerily at me, decorated for fall with grinning scarecrows dressed in warm jackets and plaid berets, funny pumpkins with long cornstalk legs donning fashionable kiddie kicks and one, very comical, felt turkey. I was quite pleased with the way it had turned out. I loved fall, in all its glory. Of course, I also lived in a small condo and never had to worry about falling leaves and lawn maintenance. 
 
   As I turned the key in the lock and pushed open the mostly-glass door of my shop, I was greeted by the soft jangle of bells and, as if on command, my eyes read the scripted words across the upper surface of the door- Baby Bliss, for all your newborn and infant needs. And, just like every other morning, I realized that I needed to modify the name and slogan. I’d been carrying toddler and big kid clothes for a long time now. The name-change was always something I put off. I’ll do it tomorrow. Mostly, I hadn’t changed the name because I liked the familiar. Everyone in town knew Baby Bliss and what it carried. It just didn’t seem that important. Not really. 
 
   What I should be concentrating on was… my stomach; my body interrupted my brain, rumbling madly and urging me fully into the store and back towards my office. All I could think of now was chugging down a full can of the slightly-gritty chocolate shake that would shut my stomach up. 
 
   I had about a half hour before officially opening, but I didn’t bother locking the door again. Sometimes people showed up a tad early, trying to make a quick purchase before their own nine to five shifts began. I didn’t mind. Above and beyond to make a sale, that’s what you had to do when you owned a small business. I’d just have to quickly swipe away the cocoa milk-stache from my upper lip before putting on my ‘welcome’ smile and ringing up whatever purchase was too important to wait until the customer’s lunch break. 
 
   Kicking off my kitten heels, I grabbed a cold can of Slim Up and sat down in my old tufted chair. It had been my father’s and the cushioning had worn thin enough to make my butt rely on its own fat padding to be comfortable. If I shifted just so though, I’d feel the hard outline of a spring press against my right or left ass cheek. The sensation (as uncomfortable as it was) always made me smile, made me think of my dad, and the whopper spankings I’d get for sitting in this chair as a little kid. I’d spin around and around until I was mad dizzy, tumbling to the floor- the chair almost always falling with me. 
 
   My dad was normally a calm man, caring and loving. But when he’d first purchased the chair, it had been the most expensive thing in our little trailer on the outskirts of town. He didn’t take too kindly to me playing spin-the-child in it… especially when I’d make myself so sick with silly that I’d toss up dinner on the burnt orange, shag carpet. 
 
    
 
   Slurping down the only-mildly-satisfying drink, I dug my cell out of my oversized hobo bag and started texting one of my closest friends, Susan. I was having one of those ‘friend-tuitions’ I got ever so often, the one that nudged at my brain and center-belly until I picked up some mode of contact and sent out a quick ‘how’re ya doing?’ message. 
 
   I was nearly done typing, when I heard the front door bell jingle. 
 
   “I’ll be right up!” I called loudly, dropping my phone on my desk reflexively and quickly drinking the last dregs of chocolate diet drink. I crumpled the empty can and dropped it into the wastebasket on my way out of my office. I gave the trash a forlorn look… if only they made those cans twice as big with half the calories. Then, maybe my belly would feel slightly satisfied instead of still-hollow and sloshing uncomfortably. 
 
   Coming into the merchandise area, my eyes found Deb Vincent and her eight year old fraternal twin son, Marty. The boy’s shirt was covered in foamy vomit. I could make out little chunks in the fluid… cereal fragments maybe? 
 
   “Sorry to stop in before opening, but Mart got sick on the way to school and I don’t have time to rush home for clothes. He says he feels okay now, thank goodness. I’m all out of leave from work and can’t afford to take time without pay. We’re all going to be late no matter what.” Deb sucked in a breath and I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could, she started rambling again. “Izzy threw a fit, because I was supposed to have her at school even earlier today for her field trip to the sheriff’s station. It’s dumb to plan a school trip before school even starts!” 
 
   Deb looked exhausted, rubbing at her eyes roughly and making the dark purple half-moons beneath them worse. 
 
   “It’s no—” Two words. I’d been able to speak two words before Deb had interrupted me. The woman was always a talker, but this was ridiculous. 
 
   “I’ve got Sam and Izzy in the car with a movie on. She’s not feeling well either, which has made her even more irritable over missing her field trip. I just don’t get why they got sick this morning. We just had our yearly checkups yesterday and they were fine last night. Izzy got several shots and sometimes those make her feel poorly, but Sam and Mart weren’t due any this year.” The woman sighed heavily and I could tell she was sorely in need of a nap. 
 
   “It’s no problem, Deb. Grab a cup of coffee and sort through the racks. One shirt on the house today.”
 
   “Thanks, Sherry. I’m sorry for rattling off like a lunatic. I love being a mother, but sometimes…” Her voice trailed off, but her face said it all. 
 
   I nodded. “I wouldn’t know from experience, but I imagine it can be a challenge at times.”
 
   “A challenge,” Deb scoffed. “Understatement of the century. Try having the flu while all three of your kids have the flu and your husband is away at a convention.” She turned away from me then and I nearly sighed in relief. Deb’s voice was both high-pitched and nasal, a particularly grating combination. 
 
    I turned my attention to the little boy, who was smiling (sort of), but still appeared a bit green around the gills. “Let’s get you washed up and out of that shirt. Okay?” Marty nodded at me and took my hand when I reached for his. He walked with me toward the small bathroom reserved for customers and Deb began riffling through the rack of boy’s shirts. 
 
   As I removed it to keep vomit from getting in his hair, I thought he was going to be sick again. I couldn’t blame him; the throw-up on his shirt smelled terrible… sour milk and too-sweet cereal mixed with acidic bile. Marty’s cheeks puffed out and his nostrils flared. I could see the panic in his face. 
 
   “Marty, do you need to throw up again?” 
 
   The little boy pointedly shook his head ‘no’ and swallowed hard; I could see the lump of rebellious vomit slide back down his throat. “No, I’m okay.”  
 
   “Buddy, if you’re feeling sick, you shouldn’t go to school. You need to tell your mom.” 
 
   “No, I’m okay. I have to go to school today.” 
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “It's show-and-tell day and I’ve got Louie in the car. And we’re watching a movie after recess. I really want to see it. It looks funny. And Louie said he wants to see it too.” 
 
   “Louie will understand that you’re not feeling well.”
 
   “No, he won’t. He’s not very nice.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah. Last night, he pushed my dinner plate off the table and broke it. Mom got so mad. Then he just laughed at me as I stood in the corner in time out.”
 
   “Marty…” I paused, wondering if I should push an impressionable child into realizing his imaginary friend was just that, imaginary. “Maybe if Louie is mean, then he really isn’t your friend.” 
 
   “No. He’s my friend. He’s my best friend. And mom said I can’t get rid of him, because Grandma gave him to me for Christmas.” 
 
   This puzzled me. Imaginary friends- sure, I’d heard of those, but being gifted an imaginary friend? Not so much. “What is Louie?” 
 
   “He’s my pet dinosaur. He’s almost three feet tall. Grandma ordered him special.” 
 
   “Ah, well, you’re pretty much cleaned up. Let’s bag up this shirt and see if your mom has found a new one for you.” 
 
   As I turned away from the boy to toss the wet and soiled paper towels into the trash, I frowned. Strange kid. Nice kid… but strange. Marty held my hand again as we walked out of the bathroom. 
 
   Sam and Izzy were in the store now. If Marty looked a little under the weather, then Izzy looked downright deathbed candidate. She was pale, her eyes glazed over with a film that reminded me of the time Susan’s kids got pink eye. I remembered helping her hold down Sophia as she rinsed the gunk from her eyes and applied the medicated drops. Marcel, on the other hand, he was always a breeze, even when he was super sick. Funny how twins could be so different. Same with Sam and Marty. The only things similar about those two were the dark gray eyes and the dirty blonde hair. The face shapes, bodies, personalities- totally different. 
 
   It took me a few seconds to realize that Izzy had hit the floor. She lay flat on her face now, with little Sam standing over her, not knowing if he was supposed to laugh or yell for help. Regardless, it took a second, a second longer than it should have, to active my legs and yell for Deb.
 
   Deb somehow got there before me, a mother’s response system in hyperdrive I guess, and I couldn’t help but notice the large and fresh stain on her nice white shirt. Obviously the coffee in her hand had been forgotten as she’d bolted toward her daughter.
 
   “Izzy, baby, are you okay” Deb gently rolled the little doll over and screamed
 
   Izzy wasn’t Izzy anymore. Izzy was an animal. She was a rabid, vicious little creature with snapping jaws and pale death in her eyes. Her natural, beautiful irises were obscured by a milky film. Purplish lines decorated her face along the hairline. I was frozen for a moment, surprise and confusion paralyzing my limbs. Once I came to my senses, I tried to intervene, tried to do something… anything, but it was too late. By the time my hands lashed out in a push which sent Izzy sliding across the floor, Deb’s nose was missing and a massive stream of blood was flowing down her already coffee-stained shirt. As she cried, the steady stream began to gush, threatening to spatter me with bright red fluid. I scrambled backwards, swallowing a piercing scream. Safety. I needed to get to safety. 
 
   I wasn’t brave. If I was brave, even possessing a morsel of courage, I would have tried to fight, to help Deb and her boys. I was frozen though, in fear of my own mortality. 
 
   Chaos. All around me now. 
 
   Snarling and screaming tore through my once organized shop. Clothing, shoes, and infant accessories were scattered across the tiled floor. I watched in horror as the little girl attacked her mother again and then turned her attentions to her older brother, Sam. The young boy tried to protect himself, but his little sister… if that’s even what she was anymore… was faster, more deliberately brutal. My eyes were opened wider than was natural, watching the scene in horror, still concreted to a singular spot, immobile in my confusion and terror. 
 
   Izzy slowly turned away from her now injured brother and stalked toward me, a thick trail of spittle dangling from her mouth. Behind her, nose-less Deb was motionless, her eyes open and staring vacantly at the ceiling; Sam held his bleeding neck, tears streaming down his face as he yelled at his mother to stand up. He was scared. Hell, I was scared. 
 
   I kept telling myself Izzy was just a child, just a child… and I couldn’t hurt her. But then she lunged for me and I grabbed the only thing in arm’s reach to protect myself- a metal accessory tree, home to a variety of baby slings and diaper bags. Child or not, I wasn’t letting the little brat take a chunk out of my face. 
 
   I wielded the ungainly length of metal, waving it around in front of me to keep Izzy at a safe distance. I nearly passed out as something tugged at the back of my shirt. I jumped to my left, ready to fight more than one person. It was Marty, his eyes wide, his face still pale from throwing up. My eyes darted down to the wetness on his shorts, the pool of urine at his feet. He was terrified, but he was still himself… not wild and animalistic. With a new resolve to protect myself and this scared little boy, I turned back to Izzy… and she wasn’t the only child to fear now. 
 
   Sam stood next to Izzy, his face no longer that of a child. His expression read ‘hungry’ and Marty and I were buffet on a budget. Screaming, I swung the too-large length of metal and caught Izzy in the side of her body, knocking her into Sam. They both tumbled to the floor, grunting and snapping their teeth. “Run, Marty!” I dropped the accessory tree and grabbed his hand, running as fast as I could toward the back of the shop and my office. 
 
   I could hear Izzy and Sam on our heels. “Just keep running, Marty. We’re almost there!” The little boy was breathing heavily and I suddenly remembered Deb mentioning his asthma last summer when he’d joined the soccer team. Shit. Shit. Of course I had to get the kid with asthma; it couldn’t be the twin with perfect health. Thinking that made me feel like a terrible person, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to live, even if living meant being utterly selfish. 
 
   I chanced a look behind us. That was a mistake. My movement interrupted Marty’s running rhythm and he tripped, careening forward and nearly taking me with him- which seemed improbable considering my extra, diet-resistant plush. Still holding Marty’s hand, I yanked him back to his feet hard, but the delay gave Izzy and Sam the mere moments necessary to catch up with us. 
 
   Sam was on top of Marty before I could blink, the force knocking my hand away from the small boy’s. Marty’s scream was gut-wrenching. Instinctively, he began to scratch at his brother’s face and flail erratically, hoping to free himself from Sam’s grasp. My problem was slightly smaller, with brunette curls and a cherub smile turned demonic. 
 
   She’s not a child. She’s not a child.
 
    I repeated this mantra mentally as I slugged the little girl in the face, using every ounce of power in my body. 
 
   As Izzy fell to the floor, her own nose gushing an acrid and black liquid to mirror her mother’s wound, I turned my attention to Sam and Marty. Marty was getting tired, his arms and legs flailing more sluggishly. I positioned myself and kicked Sam in the abdomen as hard as I could. He grunted and sailed away from his brother to land atop a busted shoe rack. Shit. 
 
   Izzy was squatting on all fours, having quickly recovered from my punch. Her eyes stared greedily at Marty- who was sitting up, but unmoving. He was an easy target for his crazed sister.  
 
    
 
   We moved at the same time, Izzy leaping forward from the squatting position and me stumbling forward in my size 7 kitten heels. I knew I was going to have only one chance to stop her as my hand wrapped around the shaft of a little league-sized bat held by my one and only display mannequin. Like a professional baseball player I brought the wooden head of the bat around, just missing Marty’s little head and contacting his sister square in the jaw. The crunch of contact made a sickening sound and her mouth caved inwards like so much semi-decayed flesh. 
 
   Scooping Marty up quickly- Sam was already on his feet and looking pissed- I raced the last few feet into my office, slamming the thick wooden door behind me. The door lock was pitiful protection, but we just needed enough time for me to grab my purse and get the hell out of dodge. I set Marty down now, grabbing my purse and taking a millisecond to catch my breath. Closing my eyes, I took a deep centering breath- the kind that Juan had taught me in class. Juan. Now was not the moment to regret never asking him out on a date. I’d always been so worried that dating him would hurt business. Shaking my head, I erased Juan’s image from my mind and I looked down at the quiet kid next to me. “You okay, Marty?” What a ridiculous question. The boy had just watched his mom die… at the hands of his sister and then that same sister had tried to kill him with the help of his twin brother. Most assuredly the kid was not okay. 
 
   But the brave boy nodded. 
 
   “Are you hurt at all?” 
 
   He shook his head. I could see dampness building in his eyes and I wanted to hug him, lie to him, tell him everything would be back to normal tomorrow, but then a loud bang startled us into action. My office door would not keep us safe for long. Taking Marty’s hand again, I fast-walked toward the storage room. There wasn’t an exit, but there was a window- and fat hips or not, I’d find a way to squeeze through and get to my car. 
 
   A jar of Vaseline would have been useful and once both Marty and I were safe on the grass outside my shop, I vowed to replace the storage window with a much larger one- if owning a shop was even a practical endeavor now that I’d witnessed the start of the freaking apocalypse. 
 
   Sneaking around the building slowly, we headed toward my car. Knowing that our survival might depend on a reliable set of wheels, I kicked myself for passing up the no-money-down sale at the local Ford dealership. As it stood, Marty and I would be lucky to make it fifty miles before my POS bit the dust. 
 
   As we approached the front of my shop, I put a hand on Marty’s chest to keep him behind me. Peering around the corner, I tried to get a look through the front glass. My mouth went dry at the sight of Deb walking around, her face marred by the wound where her nose once was. Izzy and Sam circled around her like stalking predators. Every now and then, one of them would dart forward and push or bite Deb… their mother. It was sickening, but also to our advantage. Once we darted for the car, we’d be in full view, exposed, vulnerable. 
 
   Taking another deep breath, I looked at Marty. “Stay right behind me. I’ll unlock the driver’s door and you get in first, okay? I don’t have automatic locks. Buckle up as soon as you’re in the seat.” 
 
   He just nodded. 
 
   I hesitated, not knowing how to prepare him for the sight inside my shop. “And… Marty…” I sighed heavily, “don’t look into the shop. Just keep your eyes on my back and concentrate on getting into the car.” 
 
   Marty didn’t nod this time, but his swallow of unease was thickly audible. His idle hands tugged at the dampness of his shorts; the urine was beginning to dry and the material couldn’t be very comfortable as it began to stiffen. The smell didn’t make me very comfortable; that was for sure. I stared for a moment at the boy and knew my plan wasn’t going to succeed. Marty was too small, too slow. The car was right at the front door, ten feet away max, but it may as well have been a mile, a mile between us and a safe getaway. By the time we made it to the car those freaks inside would have us for lunch. Not freaks, I reminded myself. They were… they used to be… human beings; they used to be Marty’s family. It was callous of me to call them freaks, even mentally. 
 
   Where we stood, we were hidden from view so I took a moment to look around. Eventually, my eyes came to rest on Kyle Erving’s idling collector’s item currently doubled-parked in front of the liquor store- as it was every morning while he purchased his daily bottle of Kentucky bourbon and cancer-causing pack of Camels. Kyle did his best to keep his addictions a secret from his wife, but Noel wasn’t an idiot. She knew where he went every morning and she counted the savings jar every Friday, knowing she’d never get that Paris vacation. 
 
   Well, this was one time that Kyle’s feeble attempt at hiding the truth from his wife was going to cost him. His vehicle beat the heck out of my crappy Neon. I smiled despite my predicament. I could keep my car’s nickname Daisy, though Kyle’s 1969 Ford Thunderbird was a nicer shade of yellow than my POS. 
 
   I reached down and yanked Marty off his feet, throwing his body against my side, I began to run. The boy automatically wrapped his legs around my hip and his arms around my neck felt like an unbreakable vise grip- little boy fingers masquerading as locking pliers, threatening to bruise my skin. A small gasp escaped my mouth at Marty’s unexpected grip and my abruptness did nothing to calm his nerves. As I forced myself to run even faster, his hands only dug deeper into the soft tissue of my neck. 
 
   “It’s okay, Buddy; just a change of plan!” I yelled as I bolted across the two lane road. Buddy, why did I call him Buddy? I call Marcel Buddy… Marcel. Jesus, Sophia and Marcel had a doctor’s appointment today. I hope Susan’s okay; I need to call her, check on her. And then I realized I’d left my mobile phone on my desk. I wanted to kick myself in the ass, beat my fist against the brick of my shop. Of all the things to forget, I’d forgotten my phone. Susan, God, I hope you’re okay. I hope this shit isn’t everywhere. 
 
   How I mustered the strength to hump an eighty pound bag of screaming jello across the road, I will never know… adrenaline induced by fear maybe. I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth though. I mentally sent a quick thank you to the big man upstairs as I made it to Kyle’s car faster than an Olympic runner. I hadn’t even slowed when I’d heard glass shatter from behind me, knowing full well it was my shop’s front door and the monsters were hot on my heels. 
 
   I sat Marty down as I fumbled with the driver’s side door. He was unsteady on his feet and looked green around the gills, like he was going to throw up again. We didn’t have time for that though. The boy just needed to swallow down the gastric juices and buck up. Swinging the Thunderbird’s door open, I roughly tossed the urine-drenched boy onto the front seat. “Move over!” I yelled, motivated by the sound of snarling and multiple sets of feet pounding on the pavement behind us. With the skill of a yoga master, I tumbled into the vehicle myself, barely giving Marty enough time to settle himself in the passenger’s seat. I yanked the heavy door closed and twisted my body quickly to hit the auto door locks. My body was still contorted in such a fashion that I was kneeling on the floorboard of the Ford, with my stomach pressed against the steering wheel. I twisted around to sit myself properly in the seat just in time to come face-to-face with Deb as she began mindlessly pounding her face into the car. Only a thin sheet of tempered glass between me and death… not enough protection for my tastes.
 
   Izzy and Sam were standing behind her. Their behavior was different. They seemed to be studying the situation, determining how to attack, how to get to me and Marty. Sam moved toward the front of the vehicle; Izzy moved towards the trunk. My gaze flicked between the rearview mirror and the windshield. Time to roll. 
 
   For an irrational second I was lost in the car; it was a beautiful beast. Fully restored, it had plush, creamy white leather to contrast its flashy, canary yellow exterior. Already running with the key in the ignition, the Ford’s huge engine purred and the old AM/FM radio sent a soothing opera coursing through the interior, strangely settling my senses into a false calm. In the back of my mind, I recognized how odd it was that Kyle, of all people, would opt for Opera. 
 
   Only idiots get distracted.
 
   And idiots die. 
 
   Marty let loose an ear-piercing scream. I involuntarily yelped as the car was jarred from his side. When I turned to look, I expected to see Sam or Izzy… the monsters that once were Sam and Izzy, I corrected myself.
 
    It was Kyle, standing outside, screaming to be let into his precious vehicle. I swallowed, feeling guilty as I shook my head no. The bite marks on his arms and the small child ripping at his hair as she scrambled to bite his face made the decision easy. Yelling for Marty to buckle up I yanked the transmission into drive and stomped on the gas. The massive 429 Thunderjet engine roared into life without missing a beat as the C6 transmission channeled all its power to the rear wheels. 
 
   The classic car shot away from the curb and Kyle screamed at me to stop as he fell backwards; Izzy still straddled his body, making a meal of his left shoulder. Deb, who had grabbed hold of the door handle, fell to the ground… minus an arm. Even over the roar of the engine, I could hear the ripping squelch of Deb’s arm tearing from its shoulder socket. Now it was my turn to fight nausea. I swallowed back the building bile. If we didn’t have time for Marty to blow chunks on the sidewalk, then I didn’t have time to soak the car carpet with vomit. Forcing myself to concentrate, I refocused on the road. 
 
   It was only then that I realized that the monster that was Sam had still been standing in front of the car when I’d accelerated. The force of our movement had flung his body against the hood. He hung there now, clawing at the vehicle, trying to gain purchase, but the force of our continued movement was too powerful and his body quickly slid out of sight and beneath the vehicle. The rear of the Ford hopped up jerkily as a wheel crunched over the small body. I forced myself to look back, to recognize the blackening blood and the mangled body. Dead. I’d killed Sam. Dampness grew in the corners of my eyes and a singular, hot tear slid down my cheek. 
 
   My eyes grew wide as the body on the ground began to move. Of its own volition, my foot pushed harder down on the gas pedal. What the hell is going on? What the hell happened to these kids? Thought after though raced through my brain 
 
   Drive. Just drive. I didn’t know where I was going at first, but I certainly had the car to get there fast.
 
   I looked over at Marty. He was in the floorboards crying, his face cradled in his small hands. I wanted to yell at him. I’d told him to buckle up and he hadn’t listened. 
 
   But he looked so pitiful, tight in the fetal position. I was surprised he had lasted this long.  By the looks of it, he wasn’t coming out of the emotional breakdown any time soon. I felt robbed of my own desire to curl up in a corner and cry. I had to be an adult. Freaking unfair. 
 
   Not really having a plan, I did the one thing I could think of, the one thing that made sense to me- go to the police. Maybe that was a dumb move; maybe the whole world had gone to crap and sense was a sentiment better left dead. Something about a badge, a gun, something about authority; I’d cling to those things as long as I could. 
 
   I was only about 3 miles from the Sheriff’s department on the outskirt of town. I made a right turn and pointed the nose of the T-bird in that direction. It may have been my imagination, but the car seemed to enjoy going fast. So I obliged, pushing the speedometer well past the posted speed limit. 
 
   As the station came into sight, I noticed a school van occupied one of the closest parking spots. It seemed odd next to the few marked cars. I drove slowly the rest of the short distance and compressed the brakes, allowing the vehicle to idle at the base of the station entrance stairs. I hesitated; why did I think this place would be any different? Because this is the law; the law should be a constant. It should keep people safe. Telling myself that coming here was a smart move and not total dumb-assery, I shifted into park. 
 
   When I’d slowed down, Marty had uncurled himself and crawled into the passenger’s seat. His face still wet with tears, he stared out the window. “The school bus,” he gulped, “Izzy was supposed to be here today. Maybe if we’d gotten to school on time, maybe if I hadn’t thrown up everywhere…” his voice was small; I could barely hear him. 
 
   “It’s not your fault, Marty. I don’t think she would have been any safer here.” 
 
   He turned to me then, his face fierce. “She was going to be here, here with the police. She would have been safe.” 
 
   Not wanting to argue with him, I just swallowed and nodded. There was no sense trying to explain to him that his sister was sick, that no amount of badges and bullets would have changed the outcome of the morning. I looked away from the boy and studied our surroundings. 
 
    There was no movement- not outside the building and not behind the window glass inside the building. Suddenly, I was scared, really scared. I didn’t want to go in there. I had to though. I needed help. I had questions. Straightening my shoulders and grimacing, I unlocked the doors and reached for the door handle. As my fingers closed around the steel, my brain took me back to a boastful and drunk Kyle. He’d been a Marine aviator and he was proud of his glory days in the service. He’d also been proud of his .38, courtesy of his time in Vietnam. 
 
   Kyle had never been without it… I didn’t even know if he had a carry license. Once, he’d walked into Baby Bliss with it stuck in his belt, slurring his words and talking about the ‘VC bastards’ and how he’d put a bullet in the brains of anyone who shot down his plane. I’d been tempted to call the cops on him, but Kyle was mostly harmless.
 
   Praying for something to go right, I opened the glove box. The knot in my stomach unclenched slightly as my fingers wrapped around the handgun. 
 
   I wasn’t real familiar with guns. Dad had wanted to teach me how to shoot when I was 16; I’d obliged for a while, learning how to hunt quail with his old shotgun, but I was more interested in my boyfriend at the time- who happened to be obsessed with classic cars. I’d learned a lot from that relationship. I mean, Gary was a jackass, but I could recognize the roar of a 396 big block in a ’69 Nova SS with my eyes closed. 
 
   I held the gun in my hand, feeling its weight. I knew enough from avid movie watching to be able to check and see if the .38 was loaded, which it was. Little blessings. In theory, all I had to do was squeeze the trigger and big-bada-boom, threat neutralized. Threat neutralized. Gun in hand, I was already sounding more like a bad ass. . 
 
   As quietly and cautiously as I could- which was probably ridiculous considering how loud the engine was- I got out of the car. It dawned on me, as I was about to shut the door, that I had no idea how much gas the car had and it probably wasn’t smart to leave it running. Leaning back into the T-bird, I checked the gauge- a little more than half a tank. I sighed. If only Kyle had topped off the tank before hitting the liquor store to top off his own tank. I turned the key and the strong thrum of the engine died out, leaving us in eerie quiet. Sometimes silence was so much more unsettling than a chaos of sound. 
 
   Leaning inside the vehicle, I saw Marty’s hand reach for his door handle. 
 
   “No, Buddy. You stay here.” 
 
   “I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
   His words knocked me in the gut. He was scared; more scared than me. But I didn’t know what I was walking in to. I needed him to be here and safe… not a distraction that I needed to protect. I could barely protect myself. 
 
   “You’re safer here. I promise. Lock the doors when I leave. Do not unlock the car until I get back.” I closed the door and waited for the boy to hit the switch. He hesitated, but finally took his fingers off the metal handle and hit the auto locks. The look the boy gave me was at once terrified and shaming. His eyes said ‘how can you leave me here alone.’ I looked away from him quickly. Marty was safer than I was now. Being out of the T-bird made me feel very alone and scared. The gun in my hand was small comfort and I’d left the key in the ignition… just in case we needed a quick getaway. Let’s hope the boy would be swift to unlock the doors. I’d be shit-out-of-luck if he froze in fear and I was stranded. 
 
   Slowly I scanned my surroundings again, like a rabbit looking for a fox, looking for predatory danger. I could feel the cold droplets of sweat running down my blouse and between my breasts. Sometimes I hated being a larger gal; more sweat, and more folds of fat to collect the dampness.  That’s how my mind worked- I had never been so scared in my life, yet all I could think about was my weight and how I’d have a better chance at survival if I could run faster than the monsters. Really wish I’d taken my mom up on that 5k run last summer. Would have been good practice. 
 
   I made my way up the stairs, jumping at every sound. I almost shot a squirrel as it darted out of a poorly trimmed bush. That would have been a waste of ammo, but my nerves were frayed. The front door of the building was ajar, as if someone had left in a rush. That didn’t bode well. It was a surprisingly cool day with a light breeze. Maybe I was overreacting, maybe the officers inside were just enjoying a bit of fresh air. A girl can hope. I carefully peeked inside the office, gun supported by both my hands and leading the way. 
 
   Everything seemed to be in order.
 
   Then I saw the blood. So much blood.
 
   Officer Murray lay on his back, still gripping his shotgun in his right hand. The barrel of the gun also lay against the floor, as if it were the deceased officer’s shadow, dark charcoal against khaki linoleum. An uneasy repose of victim and weapon. He must have held it beneath his chin; he’d taken his own life. The top rear of Murray’s head was missing- an exploded mess of brain matter. Bone shard was splattered a distance away on the floor and adjacent wall. Don’t throw up, Sherry. Don’t throw up. Forcing myself not to vomit hurt my insides and the gun in my own hand suddenly felt useless. I’d sold the Murrays clothing for all of their kids. They were a lovely family. It wasn’t fair. Doug was a good person. What would Anne do without him? How would she take care of her kids? He’d shot himself… why would he kill himself? 
 
   If he couldn’t survive, what chance in hell did I have? 
 
   Then I saw the bite wounds along both of his forearms and I agreed with him.
 
   Better dead than a monster. 
 
   I fought back the tears now; they were like Niagara Falls, pushing against the back of my eyes with immeasurable force, gathering in my sinus cavities and threatening to overflow. To Doug’s left were the remains of at least half a dozen young children and what, I assumed, had at one time been their teacher. Each child had a large, oozing hole in their head… some had other wounds. But I knew from experience that even a forceful hit from a moving vehicle didn’t keep these… monsters down for long. A bullet to the brain? Was that the answer? I couldn’t believe what I was having to think about. Killing a kid. 
 
   There was a special place in hell for me. 
 
   It was obvious that this school outing had gone terribly wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong.
 
   Trying not to throw up my protein shake, I checked that the .38 was loaded one more time and tucked it into the waist of my too-tight skirt. I pulled the shotgun out of Murray’s hand and couldn’t completely repress the bile. It momentarily filled my mouth with acid before I quickly swallowed it back down. It burned my throat, reminded me that I was alive. 
 
   The shotgun was a lot like my Dad’s, but this one had a shorter barrel and seemed to hold more rounds. Quickly, I checked the chamber. I didn’t need movie learning for this; I remembered that much from my Dad’s lessons, God bless him. Satisfied it was loaded, I looked around, trying to keep my gaze averted from the carnage on the floor.  
 
   The jail cells were empty and the weapons locker was secured by an impressive-looking padlock.  Moving further from Murray’s body, I saw a hint of red near the front leg of a large desk. Shotgun shells. An entire box half-emptied across the floor looked like salvation. I gathered the ammunition one-by-one and placed them neatly back into the box. When I was done, my eyes were drawn towards a flash of silver. The name plate on the smooth, wooden surface of the desk had caught a ray of sunshine. Lt. Doug Murray. Murray’s desk. 
 
   The shiny black phone near the large desk calendar- the white paper of it now colored with drying blood- caught my eye. For some reason, I got the urgent desire to check my cell messages. I’d give anything to hear Susan’s voice and know she was okay. Quickly I dialed my cell phone number and punched in the access code followed by the pound sign. I crossed my fingers in hope. Please, please, please. I mentally urged Susan to have called me. Which made no sense… she either had or she hadn’t. No amount of pleading in the present would change the past.
 
   Then I heard her voice.
 
   Like a prayer in a dark abyss. I heard my best friend’s voice. 
 
   Listening to the recording. I felt my face transform into a wide uncontrollable grin. We had a destination, we had a plan. Next stop, Corpus Christi. Thank you, Susan. Thank you. I realized beneath the happiness that I didn’t remember which Marina the Nancy-Grace was stored at. Susan had told me, more than once. God, I hated my memory sometimes. She’d said to call her… I could call her right now. I was such an idiot; why hadn’t I just called her to begin with? As I was about to hang up and dial, the only other saved message on my phone began to play, and then I couldn’t hang up. I had to listen. 
 
   The message was an old one. From my last birthday. “Hey, Sweetheart. Happy birthday. Your Dad and I have bingo later, so don’t try calling us back after 5. Hope to hear from you.” The line was quiet for a moment, but I knew the message wasn’t finished. I’d never erased it; I couldn’t bring myself to since Mom had died a month after leaving it. “I wish that girl would grow up and find a good boy. I want grandbabies. I’m tired of Edith Wengler and her million pictures. I swear, every Thursday at bingo she corners me. I probably know more about her granddaughter’s potty habits than my own.” I could hear the murmur of my dad in the background now telling Mom to cut it out, that I’d get married when I was good and ready. “I just want a grandchild before I die, Bert. Is that too much to ask? Oh, shoot. I forgot to press the damn button again. I hate this newfangled phone.” 
 
   I didn’t realize that I was crying until the message finally ended. Guess Niagara can only be held at bay so long before it breaks the barrier. Drying my eyes with the back of my shirt sleeve, I refocused, redialed. Susan’s phone went straight to voicemail. It was either dead or off or maybe the phone services were wonky. There had to be millions of people trying to make calls at the exact same moment, desperate to hear a loved one’s voice. Knowing Susan, maybe she’d forgotten her charger… she was always forgetting to keep her phone charged. Not hearing Susan answer the phone almost made the tears start anew, but I fought them. I knew where she was; I would get to her- her and the twins and Mr. Fields. 
 
   A set of car keys were on the desk next to the phone; a black and red key chain inscribed with the word D.A.R.E. was like a challenge. I grabbed them, wondering if they’d led me to a tougher vehicle or useful supplies. The fenced-in lot where the marked vehicles were housed when not in use was behind the building. I moved toward the back door quickly, ready to leave the carnage behind me. One foot outside the door though, I stopped myself. 
 
   I’d left Marty alone for a while. I had to keep in mind that he was just a little boy and I was his guardian, the only protection he had now. I had to think like a parent. That didn’t come naturally to me. Despite running a children’s consignment store, I had never wanted kids. I didn’t think I’d make a very good mother. Maybe that made me a crap person, but hell, I couldn’t even keep a steady boyfriend or a goldfish alive. I just wasn’t hardwired like other women, but like it or not, I was the untested parent to an unwanted son now. 
 
   Moving back towards the building entrance was like navigating a maze… a maze comprised of small, unmoving bodies and blood. Murray’s face, slack with death, his body riddled with bite marks, played in my peripheral vision, but I refused to look him full in the face again. I leaned my upper body out of the propped-open door. Marty was kneeling on the passenger’s seat, his face nearly pressed against the door glass. When he saw me, he visibly relaxed. I gave him a thumbs up and he nodded. 
 
   Soon I was again moving out the rear door and hitting the ‘unlock’ function on the key fob I held. The headlights of the big DARE Suburban flashed invitingly. The vehicle looked formidable, safe… maybe a better option that a muscle car- no matter how much I liked the look of it. 
 
   Before rummaging for supplies, I sat myself in the driver’s seat and stuck the key in the ignition and crossed the middle and index fingers of my left hand. “Please have a full tank.” I murmured, almost a prayer on my lips.  Empty. 
 
   The damn thing was empty. “God, my luck sucks ass lately!” I slammed my palms down on the steering wheel angrily. It wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t. Life was a callous, heartless bitch sometimes. I slid off the driver’s seat and didn’t bother to reclose the door. Let it stay open; let the perfect interior be ruined by rain and dirt. 
 
   Lifting the tailgate of the vehicle, I set the shotgun and box of shells down and started rummaging around. The rear of the vehicle was stocked to the hilt. Whatever the hell was going on, we might actually survive. Shouldn’t count my chicks before the eggs hatch, I chided myself. I wasn’t normally superstitious, but given the circumstances, I sure as hell didn’t want to jinx myself. 
 
   Pulling a plastic bin towards the edge of the tailgate, I began stuffing gear in like a mad woman, not pausing to consider what would be most useful. Bulletproof vest, medical kit, radio, even a case of Hersey bars. Murray probably intended to hand them out to the kids after the station tour, God Bless him. Such a great guy. 
 
   A great guy that doesn’t keep his tank filled. I thought grumpily. 
 
   There wasn’t any additional weapons or ammo, but I was a lot better off than I had been. I briefly thought about stealing the big SUV, but the station lot’s gate was electronically secured and I wasn’t about to spend any more time here than necessary.  I wanted to drive away and try to forget about monsters, murdered children and Doug Murray.
 
   The last thing I grabbed from the Suburban was Murray’s half-empty backpack- a military-style thing with his name embroidered in black and white. I stuffed the chocolate bars in a front pocket and threaded my arms through the straps. That action turned my mind towards food. I had so many supplies now, but not the very basest of necessities- nutrition and fluids. The station had to have a break room.  Struggling to carry my haul, the shotgun and shells perched atop the too-stuffed bin, I made my way through the building and outside. Marty was once again relieved to see me and he quickly unlocked the doors as I approached. 
 
   Opening the driver’s door, I lifted a small handle attached to the seat base and pulled the backrest forward to lean against the steering wheel at an angle. The huge rear seat was soon obscured by my findings. It gave me a sense of confidence and safety, to have so many supplies. Even the items that might prove useless were a comfort. 
 
   “I’ve got to go back in one more time, okay?” 
 
   Marty looked at me worriedly. “You’re going to leave me alone again?” 
 
   “Just for a minute. I promise.” 
 
   The boy bit his bottom lip and grimaced. He opened his mouth to speak, but then clamped his lips together.  His cheeks turned rosy red with an embarrassment I didn’t understand. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   His frown deepened. “I’ve got to pee really bad.” 
 
   I almost laughed. Not a polite giggle, but a full-out belly laugh, snorting and all. The kid needed to pee. It was such a… normal need that it seemed ridiculous given the monsters and dead folks piling up in our small town. “One good thing about being a boy, Marty. The world’s your urinal. Come on. You can go behind the bushes right there.” I pointed to the left of the station stairs. 
 
   “There… isn’t a bathroom inside? Do you think the Sheriff would mind?” 
 
   Now I grimaced. “No. I don’t think he’d mind, but… just trust me, staying out here is much better. Now, hop out and pee so we can get out of here.” He continued to hesitate so I retrieved the shotgun from the back seat and closed the driver’s door.  Walking around to his side, I shot him a reassuring smile. I held out my hand to him after swinging his door open. “There’s nothing to be scared of, Marty. We’re safe here.” 
 
   The boy took my hand and moved like a turtle out of the car. He stood by me for a moment, his fingers entwined with mine. I waited, trying to be patient, but once I realized he wasn’t planning on moving anytime soon, I shooed him toward the bushes. When he left my side, he picked up the pace and I probably couldn’t have counted off sixty seconds in my head before Marty was running back from around the tall bushes, his fingers fumbling with the buttons on his shorts. 
 
   “Lock the doors again. I’ll be quicker this time.” I didn’t wait for Marty to respond, but I heard the sound of the door closing as I walked away. Murray’s pack was still on my back and I hoped soon it would be heavier with the weight of food and water. I held the shotgun in my left hand, its barrel pointed towards the ground. It made me feel more secure than the .38, maybe because it reminded me of my dad. The handgun was still a reassuring bulge at my waistline though. Bullets, bullets everywhere, but not a thing to shoot. That was a good thing, of course, yet, I couldn’t help wanting to test my mettle now that I had double the weaponry. 
 
   It only took me a minute to find the station kitchen. It wasn’t as well-stocked with decent foods as I’d hoped, but I filled the sturdy pack with everything I could find in the office fridge and nearby cabinets. My bounty seemed meager- 4 bottled waters, instant coffee, someone’s bag lunch, and a case of… diet shakes. Really? I can’t even escape my diet in the midst of a freaking apocalypse. This was not turning out to be my day at all. Grumbling over the odds, I slung the pack- which was much weightier now- over my right shoulder and headed for the door, shotgun firmly in hand As I crossed the break room threshold into the station’s main office area, I heard the creak of a door swinging open and a guttural utterance that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand erect. 
 
   Turning in slow motion, I knew what I would see. One of them. One of the miniature monsters that liked to snack on people burgers. “Shit!” I yelled as the boy launched his body towards me. My hand quickly gripped the door handle and I yanked with all my strength, trying to close the door and protect myself. I wasn’t quite fast enough. 
 
   As the door was about to click shut, two hands shot through the closing gap and gripped the edge of the wood. As I pulled, grunting with the strain of long unused muscles being awakened, the beast child pulled also. Somehow, he was stronger. He was half my size, but stronger! My brain scrambled for a solution… how to buy myself enough time to get out of the building and to the T-bird. I was losing the battle. The door was being pulled inward, widening the gap between myself and my attacker. 
 
   I screamed, pushing with all my might instead of pulling. Element of surprise. That’s all I had in my favor at this point. My action caused the boy to lose his balance and fall backwards. I didn’t wait to see if he actually fell. I ran full-out, wobbly bits jiggling unabashedly as I hurried towards the exit. As I moved through the station’s front door, I kicked the wedge that held the door propped open. It was heavy steel and closed with a resounding thud that did nothing to slow the surge of adrenaline coursing through my body.
 
   Marty’s expression altered drastically when he saw me running toward the car. I’d told the boy we were safe. I’d lied. I’d freaking lied. Call me Pinocchio and hang a dunce sign on my growing nose. I was well past hating this day to all-out wanting it to die a bloody, exactable death. 
 
   “Unlock the car!” I yelled; my voice cutting through the silence around me with insatiable force. “Unlock the damn car now!” I’d cursed. I’d cursed at the boy. I seriously wasn’t meant to be a parent. Rounding the front of the vehicle, my left hip slammed into the headlight. I grunted and the force of the blow knocked the shotgun from my hands. It skidded away from me along the hood and came to rest against the windshield nearest Marty’s door. 
 
   I hesitated; the gun was my lifeline; it increased my… our… chances of survival. I turned my body and lunged for the gun… just as the bestial boy burst through the station door. 
 
   He took the stairs two at a time, his face contorted in animalistic hunger. “Shit. Shit. Shit!” My voice was cracking, going hoarse from fear. Screw the gun! In a pulse-pounding, gut-wrenching matter of seconds, my fingers were on the driver’s door handle. It was still freaking locked. I yelled in frustration and slammed my left palm against the door glass, keeping my right hand in the ready position. Marty yelped and I heard the upwards click of the metal lock. I wrenched the vehicle door open; the boy was rounding the front of the T-bird now… so close… so damn close.
 
   I didn’t bother removing the heavy backpack. I just shoved my body into the car, slamming the door behind me and hitting the locking button like my life depended on it. Because… my freaking life did depend on it. There was no doubt about that. If I’d been a fraction slower, I’d be dead- a chunk of flesh ripped from my bones by sharp teeth. Then I’d be changed… be like Deb, slamming my head into glass, trying to gain a meal in the form of Marty. 
 
   I took a deep breath, trying uselessly to slow my out-of-control heart rate. The .38 shoved in my skirt waistline jabbed into my stomach. I pushed my back against the car seat and roughly yanked the handgun away from my soft skin. Again, I was acutely aware of how out of shape I was. The run had almost killed me. I forced my body to stop shaking long enough to turn the key in the ignition… the engine didn’t greet me with its comforting roar. Shit. Shit. Shit! Not here. Not now. No freaking way. My mind protested the possibility that the T-bird could be out of commission. Kyle kept it in tip-top shape. It was a mistake. I’d just drifted into an alternate reality for a moment, a reality where I was stranded in a gigantic classic car paperweight. It was nearly impossible to ignore the screaming psycho kid scratching at my window. The sound grated against my brain and my stomach churned as I took in the sight fully. The kid’s nails were splintered and his fingers were sloughing off in meaty chunks as he desperately tried to remove the barrier blocking him from my flesh. Taking a deep breath, blocking out the noise and death knocking at my chamber door, I turned the key once more. 
 
   The big block ford roared to life. I wanted to drive, burn out and screech across the concrete. But my gaze fell upon the shortened-barrel shotgun. Argh!!! My brain screamed! How could I have been such a… a… woman! My life depended on being able to protect myself and I’d dropped the gun. There it was, sitting on the hood, taunting me.  Damn. I’m not a soldier, but I’m not a girly-girly ‘only good for a roll in the hay’ chick either. I shouldn’t have been such a freaking clutz. Jesus. 
 
   I went to throw the T-bird into reverse, but my brain wouldn’t allow me to. I had to get the gun back. It was my lifeline, my symbolic safety. It was the only weapon I felt comfortable using. The .38 felt foreign in my hands, unfamiliar. The smooth wood and dark metal of the shotgun felt like family, like my dad was watching over me somehow. I needed that damn gun. It almost felt as if without the weapon that I was doomed to die, hopeless, no chance at all against the current landscape of cannibal hell on earth. 
 
   “Marty, listen to me.” The boy was helpless with fear watching the creature outside my window. “Marty, look at me!” I knew my voice was loud and scary, but I needed him to wake the hell up and tough love was all I had left in my emotional arsenal.
 
   Marty snapped out of it, shaking his head vigorously like a narc coming out of a drug haze. I guess I was scarier than what was outside.
 
   “Do what I say; kneel down on the floor boards, close your eyes and cover your ears.” I watched as the boy obeyed quickly. I wanted to switch places with him, hunker down in safety and let someone else handle the dirty work. A stream of unladylike expletives ran through my brain as I turned to the little monster outside the too-thin glass. I wasn’t exactly confident that I could pull a  proverbial rabbit out of my hat and not die in the process, but I was ready to give it the old college try. Maybe I’d feel a bit more confident if I’d actually finished college instead of dropping out junior year to follow an ex-boyfriend to Texas. Water under the bridge though; business classes were behind me and in front of me was… a rabid and hungry little hazy-eyed bastard. I lowered the window a little and stuck the .38 outside. My wrist ached as I held the handgun at an awkward angle trying to point the barrel right at the monster boy. 
 
   My eyelids clamped shut and reopened involuntarily and a scream left my mouth as the vile child locked his hand around the barrel of the gun. He shook it wildly, standing on tiptoes and smashing his mouth against the narrow crack between window glass and door frame. I pulled the trigger. The boy’s hand, which covered the bullet’s exit point from the barrel, blew into a dozen chunks of flesh and blackening blood. His primal scream made me wince and I wanted to distance myself from the small splatters of stray blood that dripped down the interior window pane, but I stayed firm, kept the gun in position and ready to fire a second round.
 
   Recovering from the injury, he lunged back at the T-bird, more determined than ever to satisfy his hunger. Unfortunately for him, his mouth wrapped around the gun barrel just as I squeezed off another shot. The sound was an explosion this time, somehow amplified by the position of the barrel in the boy’s mouth. It was deafening, sickening, as the cacophony of sound accompanied brain matter blowing from the monster kid’s head and outward to spatter the surrounding parking lot. I closed my eyes by my own volition this time and tried to steady myself, center myself, ready myself to leave the relative safety of the car and get the shotgun. I watched the boy’s body fall backwards toward the hard ground. As soon as he was motionless, I made my brain forget he was there, forget that he existed. 
 
   The sight of another dead child was numbing, but somehow, beneath the cold response of my heart, I knew that gazing too long at the small frame and lifeless eyes would threaten to put me over the edge.  My hands shaking, I pulled the .38 back into the car, and set it down gingerly on the middle console. I hated it. I hated that I wanted to pick it up again. Just in case. It only had three rounds left in it though.
 
   Without looking at my handiwork again, I hopped out of the car, grabbed the shotgun, and placed it lovingly on the dash of the car. I’d thought about tossing it onto the back seat with the rest of the gear, but a prize this hard-won needed to be revered. Plus… easy freaking access if I needed to blow a hole in another kid-turned-killer. I wasn’t about to leave it out of reach.
 
   Driving away from the sheriff’s station was like leaving purgatory and finding freedom. But even then, I was more scared than I ever had been in my entire life and I didn’t breathe easier until Marty and I were cruising down the highway at 60 MPH.
 
   Driving the big Ford on the highway was like floating on air and the old school AC kept the interior cool and comfortable- comfortable enough to put the young boy to sleep. I should have had him move back onto the seat and buckle up, but I’d been so relieved to be alive that I hadn’t thought about road safety. I’d pull over soon, rouse the boy and have him sit properly, but for now, he looked too damn peaceful sound asleep on the floorboards; let him have a moment of dreamland. I swallowed, reflecting on what the boy could be dreaming. More likely than not, his mind was a prisoner of nightmares instead of the sugar coated wanderings he was used to. 
 
   I looked back at the road and began to think of everything that had happened… to me, to Susan… maybe even to my parents who lived states away, enjoying retirement and bingo at Golden Shores Assisted Living. So many people that I cared about… were they all okay? I was momentarily grateful that I didn’t have a husband and children to worry about. Damn… I don’t even have a goldfish at home. Thinking of my nonexistent husband, children, and goldfish, brought a very real person to the forefront of my mind. 
 
   Juan Mendoza. 
 
   Holy shit, Juan! 
 
   He’d left for a state competition two days ago… how the hell could I have forgotten about him? I felt tears gather at the corners of my eyes. Juan- the only guy I’d ever really given a crap about and he was somewhere else. I couldn’t just drive to his dojo and see if he was okay. He may not even be alive. Of all the shit I’d been through today… this realization was the one to really break the dam and let the flood destroy my fragile resolve. Damn it. Not Juan. The insufferable man didn’t even have a cell phone. What person in the modern world doesn’t have a damn cell phone!
 
   It was the end of the world, and I’d never even asked him out on a date. I’d waited, stupidly, sticking to the tradition that the man should ask the woman out. I could have done it easily. I could have walked up to him after kickboxing class- all sweaty, overweight and out of breath- and I could have asked him out for coffee or sushi or Tex-Mex. 
 
   I tried to focus on the road, but between the sun’s position- midway in the sky ahead and perfectly positioned to blind me- and Juan’s face in my mind, I found it difficult to see the yellow line. The harder I concentrated, the tougher it got. Finally, I pulled off to the side of the road and gave in to my fears and tears. I bawled there, idling and wasting gas, for longer than I’d ever admit to anyone, but when I was finished, my need to cry was satisfied. I was thankful that Marty was a sound sleeper; he never once stirred during my breakdown. It definitely wouldn’t have instilled in him a great faith… just more and more evidence that I’d have made a shitty parent.
 
   Flipping down mirror flap on the driver’s side visor, I checked to see how badly I’d screwed up my makeup. Maybe I was a girly-girl, no matter how hard I tried to deny it- who other than a girly-girl would think checking her mascara was the most important task during an apocalypse of crazy, flesh-chewing kiddies? I wet my index fingers with my tongue and swiped them beneath my eyes, trying to diminish some of the thick black smears there. It was hopeless. ‘Waterproof’ mascara… total failure. That would teach me to buy a store brand knockoff over my normal go-to. Because looking pretty is what I should be worrying about right now. 
 
   Idiot. I admonished myself, because I was being an idiot. 
 
   Snapping the mirror closed with a huff, I looked at the car gauges and gave a little laugh as I noticed the gas meter needle was hovering near empty. What the hell next? I thought, my heart free-falling into my stomach. That was it. I’d failed myself, failed Marty. We were just going to run out of gas and die here, on the side of the road, twenty miles out of town. Real hero I was. 
 
   Cradling my face in my hands, I began to cry again. Nothing could make this day better. Nothing. 
 
   Then came the rap on the driver’s side window glass. 
 
   Reflexively, I yanked the pistol up from my crotch- having moved it from the console once we’d driven away from the station- and swung it around to blast the next enemy out of existence. Was that going to be my constant state of living now? Crying and killing. Killing and crying. Was it worth living a life like that? 
 
   My hand froze in place and my jaw went slack. It wasn’t an enemy. Not an enemy. My heart leapt, leaving the acidic juices of my stomach and bypassing its normal resting place to lodge squarely in my throat. 
 
   “Hey, Mamacita; thought you’d gone and missed me back there. My truck overheated, think the pump went out. I’ve been here all day waiting for someone; seems like nobody drives on this godforsaken road anymore.” Juan… beautiful, handsome, honey-tanned Juan… paused and looked at me quizzically, one dark brown quirked upwards boyishly. “Wait a minute, isn’t this Kyle’s car? And who’s the boy and… what the heck happened to your makeup?” His eyes moved from my face to the shotgun on the dash; his expression changed from confusion to worry. “What’s up with the gun? Sherry, are you okay?” His accent was heavy today; it always was when he was tired. 
 
   I began to laugh, almost hysterically. There in front of me stood the most beautiful Puerto Rican I’d ever seen. My Juan. Apocalypse or not, before the day was done, I would be kissing that man. No more fantasizing. This plush girl was going to get her a piece of that sexy, in-shape, Latino hunk. Me gusto tus lavios, sexy hombre. Good god, my Spanish sucked. I laughed again, this time tipping into hysteria. My grandpa used to say “¿Que es la vaca?” every time he needed to pee in Mexico. Even after we’d told him what that meant, he’d still said it- grabbing his Johnson each time to get his point across. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sherry… you okay?” 
 
   “No, Juan. I’m very not okay.”
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   JUAN MENDOZA
 
    
 
    
 
   I stared at Sherry, her eyes wide and innocent… and scared. 
 
    
 
    
 
   No way was her story true, but why would she lie? Even if lying was in her nature- which it wasn’t- what would fabricating such an outrageous story achieve? Besides the evidence was all here- the scared little kid, the shotgun, the back seat chock-full of salvaged gear, the pistol looking so odd in her porcelain hand. But there was a fact that convinced me more than anything- Kyle would never let anyone race off with his T-bird. Not in a million damn years would that man part with his classic baby. He’d fight someone tooth and nail. 
 
   Of course, the possibility that Sherry had snapped and become a complete psycho superwoman slash car thief capable of taking down the sheriff’s department had crossed my mind. But then she’d done that little nervous giggle- the high pitched involuntary laugh followed by the soft snort that had made me fall in… like… with her during kickboxing class. 
 
   So once she’d laughed, my only choice was to believe her  believe that our town had gone to hell and killer kids were running rampant, taking sloppy bites out of adult’s bodies and turning them into some sort of cannibalistic, mindless monsters. I think I’ll skip the horror movie playing at the Megaplex this weekend… Cabron… no puede ser real. Fantasía. 
 
   Even after I’d chosen to accept Sherry’s story, it was a pill almost too big to swallow. What made it worse was that I was now apparently homeless, cruising down the road with my crush- not a thing to my name save the ratted Queen tee I was wearing and the dirty laundry in my duffel bag. I hadn’t wanted to leave behind my pickup, but, admittedly, Kyle’s car was in far better shape than my old Chevy. So I’d siphoned out my faithful truck’s remaining gas and added the meager amount of fuel to the T-Bird. It had been a tricky affair- the length of transfer hose I kept in the bed of the truck was slightly too short to reach from one tank to the other, but I’d managed. 
 
   As we’d driven away- me in the passenger seat and the little boy named Marty now crammed into the back seat, buckled and cushioned by a pile of gear- I’d kept looking back behind us, wanting to mentally say goodbye to the vehicle that had seen me through a decade of trouble. I had a feeling that saying goodbye to the rusty old short bed Chevy would prove to be the first in a long list of finalities. 
 
   Sherry drove erratically, her emotions controlling her body. We’d tried to work on that, her emotional default in the face of crisis, during our one-on-one training sessions, but she’d made little progress. It hadn’t helped that we’d spent half the time flirting and half the time feeling awkward when we had to ‘fight’ each other. In truth, I wasn’t much better prepared to face an apocalypse than she was- I’d been off judging a statewide competition, something that had seemed terribly important at the time. The only thing I really had going for me was that I could fight… if the zombie kids and flesh-hungry adults wanted to get into a judo match before going for the kill strike, I was golden. Somehow, I doubted that a roundhouse kick to the upper chest would save my ass any better than a bullet and decent aim.  If overemotional, scared-shitless Sherry could take down one with a handgun and a little courage, maybe my odds weren’t so bad though. 
 
   “Sherry, Mamacita, you’ve got to be beat. Let me take over for a while.” I tried to make my words soothing. One thing I’d learned about Sherry while she was taking my course was that she didn’t want to be treated with kid gloves just because she was a woman. She wasn’t exactly a feminist- hell bent on women’s lib and equal pay- but she wasn’t exactly a 50’s homemaker either- all homemade pies and vacuuming in heels. She was a happy balance. Most of the time. 
 
   To my surprise, Sherry pulled over to the side of the road almost immediately. “Yeah. Maybe that’s a good idea.” It wasn’t until her hands released the steering wheel that I noticed her entire body was vibrating with small quakes. “I’m still a bit shook-up I think.” She laughed and snorted softly, rubbing her hands up and down her arms, trying to calm the shaking. 
 
   “I can’t imagine why you’re bent out of shape. Just a bunch of zombies taking over the world. I’d say it’s your average, everyday apocalypse. Pedazo de torta. Piece of cake.” I smiled and placed a hand on her left shoulder. She laughed and her voice only shook a little when she spoke again. 
 
   “It’s definitely closer to cake with you around. Before finding you, it was more crow pie and sour milk.”
 
   I opened my door and Sherry followed suit. We walked towards each other around the back of the car, meeting midway at the trunk. Sherry’s eyes found mine and they were moist, on the verge of letting loose more tears. I hated seeing a woman cry and seeing her cry was like seeing my own mother cry. My madre had been able to get me to do anything that she wanted with just a few tears. And now, as an adult, tears were something that put me into instant ‘make it better’ mode. In seconds, Sherry was wrapped in a bear hug, my abnormally long arms enveloping her in what I hoped was a comforting, friendly embrace. I almost wanted it to be more which was crazy. I didn’t know her well enough to like her that much. Oh… and it was the damn fin del mundo. Romance should be the last thing on my mind. Idiota. Pull your head together. 
 
   When I let her go, she smiled and whispered ‘thanks’ then headed to the passenger’s side. I, in some stroke of curiosity, found myself opening the T-bird’s trunk. The first item that caught my eye made me sigh. A damn transfer pump. That would have made recovering the fuel from my Chevy a hell of a lot easier. It was a good tool to have for later though, especially if the gas stations were ghost towns. I rummaged around for a moment- the spare was top notch, and the tool kit looked brand new. That wasn’t surprising. Kyle didn’t restore the car himself. He’d used every dime of his retirement money to take the weather-weary heap from junkyard to show quality. Why he had the tools at all was a mystery. Now, the two bottles of Russell’s Reserve Bourbon weren’t shocking. I was more a whiskey man myself, but I’d likely change my tune with no supply and a hell of a lot of shit hitting the fan. Then, I was sure, any drink would do. 
 
   Just as I settled myself into the driver’s seat and shifted into drive, a small voice sounded in the back seat. “Sherry?”
 
   “Yes, Buddy. You doing okay?” 
 
   “Yeah.” Marty’s swallow was audible. His throat sounded dry and raw. “I’m sorta hungry and thirsty.” The last words were whispered, like he remembered it wasn’t just him and Sherry anymore. It was him, Sherry, and a big, too-tan dude in the driver’s seat. 
 
   “Let me see what I got.” Twisting around in her seat, Sherry tugged on a backpack crammed between my seat and the rest of the gear in the back next to Marty. After a few good pulls, she managed to dislodge the dark backpack. A name was written on it in black and white. Murray. Doug Murray’s backpack. It was my turn to swallow audibly; thankfully, the sound was drowned out by Sherry’s voice. “Okay. I’ve got a bottle of water and…” She unrolled the brown paper sack and found a pimento cheese sandwich and a bag of corn chips. “Bingo. Do you like pimento cheese?” 
 
   “Not really.” Marty’s voice trailed off. “But I am real hungry.” 
 
   Sherry smiled and handed the boy the water and food. “Eat up and try to go to sleep. Okay?” 
 
   I watched the little boy’s head nod up and down in the rearview mirror. I found myself pleasantly surprised by Sherry’s ability to slough off her own fear and take care of the kid. That was good. That meant she’d handle stress well. Hell, she’d already apparently killed a monster; that was one more death blow than I’d struck. 
 
   “Want anything?” Sherry was holding a diet shake in one hand and a chocolate bar in the other. I shook my head and she shrugged, chunking the shake back into the pack and unwrapping the candy bar with unmasked enthusiasm. “Screw weight loss.” She murmured. “If I’m going to die, I’d rather die fat and happy.” Her nervous giggle followed and she glanced at me sheepishly before biting off a big chunk of chocolate.
 
   It was damn adorable.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Driving the T-bird felt great, like massage with a happy ending great. Not that I’d ever had one of those… 
 
   The big V-8 under the hood worried me though. It couldn’t be getting more than 8 mph and I could swear that the gas gauge was dropping way too fast, even at a mere 50 miles per hour with the RPMs firmly in check.  I was trying my damnedest to conserve gas, but it was a lost cause. The big four barrel carburetor just drank, and drank, and drank. God, no wonder there is global warming, if this was an example of all the cars in the 60’s. Screw the future; let’s build a big block gas-guzzler. Industrialist assholes. 
 
   I cracked my neck, wincing when the popping sound seemed to echo in the car. I knew I shouldn’t do it- crack my neck- but I did it anyways. I cracked my knuckles, my ankles, my back. I was in great shape, but martial arts could do a number on your joints. 
 
   The landscape passed by with no activity, no one in sight. The road signs were my only companion. They ticked off the mile markers, warned me of towns and occupied areas. Sherry had begged me to avoid anywhere that might have ‘people.’ I wanted to see for myself, verify that what she said was true, because even though I’d made up my mind to believe her, I still disbelieved that something like that could happen, happen so quickly. I was just at a tournament with nearly a thousand people. Wouldn’t I have seen some signs? Or maybe I had seen signs and I’d just been too focused on competing to acknowledge them. There had seemed to be a lot less competitors in the younger divisions there. No, it was just my imagination.
 
   Sherry was knocked out in the passenger seat now, her mouth hanging slightly open and a soft snore adding to the sounds of the road. There was a little smudge of chocolate on her bottom lip and my right hand wanted to leave the steering wheel and rub it away, but I resisted. 
 
   Marty was snuggled up against the gear in the back seat. He was silent, but his face was drawn taut, his eyebrows knitted together in worry. They were both exhausted from their ordeal. I couldn’t blame them, if only half of what Sherry had said was true, then they both were lucky to be alive. A little exhaustion was preferable to dead. Course, really dead was preferable to being sort of dead, but upright and munching on people meat. Jesus. If it was true, then there were zombies in the world. Real, live, fucking zombies. Live zombies. Like the voodoo stories mi abuela told, but worse. Live Zombies? Oxymoron much, you moron? I let out a little snicker. 
 
    
 
   For the first thirty minutes of the trip, my mind bombarded me with images of Sherry’s frightening tale of a town gone wild, a clothing store morphed  to a battleground, and school kids gunned down by a beloved officer. My mind was reeling from it all. I almost wished my traveling companions were awake; maybe we could talk about something else, focus on where we were going and get my mind off the morbid mental pictures that plagued me. 
 
   I just couldn’t bring it all into perspective. I couldn’t rectify the quiet world I was currently passing through with one of carnage. The thought of a real world ‘dawn of the dead’ didn’t fit into my nice neat world; I was too grounded, too based in nonfiction. To be driving away from everything I trusted as reality just didn’t make any sense. 
 
   Then there was this boat in Corpus Christi. Her friend’s father’s boat. That just didn’t seem like a solid enough piece of hope to sink my teeth into. How did Sherry know it was there still? For all she knew it could already be far offshore, on its way to some safe and secluded island, with the owners sipping Mai Tis. I mean I really didn’t even know Sherry that well. I’d talked to her a bit, flirted occasionally, taught her, but we hadn’t even gone out on a date. I’d been too chicken to ask and then she’d finished my course and opportunity had slipped by. Now, I found myself heading with her off into the sunset in a stolen car. Shit. A stolen car. What if all this was really the product of a psychotic break? Sherry had flipped her lid at an unhappy parent returning a pair of ripped swim trunks and ‘ta-da’ zombies and joyrides became the medicine of the day. 
 
   I glanced a little too long at Sherry, her body completely slack in sleep now, her shoulders slumped, her face still wet with drying tear tracks. I had to see for myself. I couldn’t keep driving on faith alone. I couldn’t let myself be misled by a pretty face and infectious laugh. 
 
   I focused my attention back on the road. Still not a car in sight. The route I’d taken was seldom traveled; even in the most remote areas, though, I’d expect to see the occasional farm truck or migrant work van. So far… zilch. The total absence of people made my belief scale tip slightly in Sherry’s favor, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
   Confirmation. That’s all I wanted. 
 
   Proof. 
 
   I glanced down at the gas gauge and noticed it was hovering below half a tank. The fuel my Chevy had added was being consumed quickly. It wasn’t panic time, but the route I was taking would get us to Corpus in around 8 hours- significantly longer than if I’d taken the direct route on the major highways so we’d definitely need to find gas at some point.  
 
   I didn’t really agree with Sherry’s assessment that we head to the coast and hop on a boat. Sounded like a long shot fantasy. I remembered Susan of course- the friend I’d often seen Sherry with, who’d taken one of the kickboxing classes also, looking decidedly awkward trying a jab-side kick combo that landed her on her ass. Not sure she was the type of person I’d be inclined to trust my survival to.  
 
   But it was eerily serene driving through the Texas countryside listening to the tires on the highway, so I could keep on this course, toward Corpus and Susan, until my brain came up with a better, safer option. I could even almost imagine I was going on a nice vacation to the beach. Nice car, nice day; I glanced over at Sherry and had to admit, pretty nice company also. I was just really enjoying my fantasy world when I saw the outline of an RV on the horizon. Slowing the car to a crawl as I approached, I saw that it was one of those giant ones- a  quarter of a million dollar baby that likely lost all its value in the first year. It was a THOR Tuscany, one of the big class A diesels, basically a house on wheels. Fancy-shmancy. The owners must be rolling in dough. 
 
   I glanced around the T-Bird. Low on water, virtually nothing edible- aside from chocolate bars and a few diet shakes- and no clean underwear. My guess was Apocalypse 101 would teach us to expect to shit our pants once or twice. Possibly per day. So, clean underwear was high on my necessity list. I laughed mentally. Maybe crapping my pants would make me less appealing to the flesh-munchers. Here, monster, monster. Come get a whiff of delicious diarrhea. El buffet de mierda, a su servicio.
 
   I brought the T-bird to a full stop and shifted into park. Yep, I was definitely going to check out the motor coach. There had to be some useful items to salvage. And I was hungry. Wasn’t very manly to admit, but the last meal I’d had was a side salad and a chunk of herb-crusted salmon. Wish I’d opted for the double decker, bacon and bleu burger with endless fries now. Those calories would have lasted me several days. I rarely splurged on junk foods though- my line of work meant that healthy eating was a lifestyle, not a hobby. 
 
    Twisting in the seat, I dug through the gear until I found something I felt comfortable wielding. The ASP collapsible baton had been half-obscured by the backpack and Marty’s body, but finding it gave me peace of mind. After raiding the RV, I really needed to inventory everything Sherry had gotten from the Sheriff’s station. 
 
   Not really wanting to wake Sherry and Marty, I eased the door open. The quiet around me hit like a sledgehammer, pounding against my body with silent force. Not a sound. Not the whistle of a bird, hum of a cricket, thrum of a car… nothing. It was like a black hole, a vacuum sucking away any noise. . Freaky didn’t even begin to describe the situation. My skin tingled and the hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention while taps did not play in the soundless abyss.  
 
   I quietly shut the T-bird’s door and snapped my wrist, extending the collapsible baton. 
 
   Fully extended, the baton was almost two feet long and in the hands of the right person, it could be just as deadly as a gun, maybe more so. I didn’t really comprehend what was going on, nor had I seen anything with my own eyes, but one thing was certain- if the boogeyman did come a-knocking, then he better be one bad ass cabron, because an ASP baton in the hands of this Puerto Rican was as deadly as a Glock in the hands of the NYPD. You could bet your life on it. 
 
   I left the car behind and eased my way around to the side of the RV, stopping at the corner to peek around the fender. The main side door was open and its once-attached screen door was angled towards the ground, still held to the RV by the lower, badly-damaged hinge. A body lay inert on the ground. The body had been here for long enough that the majority of the flesh was marked by wild animals and the ground surrounding it bore both coyote and bobcat prints. That wasn’t unusual, there were several feeding grounds were the two predators cross-hunted. Now that the body wasn’t fresh though, it was just a buffet for the vultures. A few hovered around the dead person now, hopping and fluttering and occasionally nipping in for a bit of ‘food’. 
 
   Death wasn’t anything new to me. When I’d first come to the mainland after my abuela, the only family I had left in Cuba died, I had tried to open a training school in Miami, but the only area I could afford to rent in was a rough neighborhood. One morning I’d arrived to open up for business and I’d found a kid, not more than 13 or 14, beaten and cut up by some local gang and left for dead on my stoop. That was the day I’d packed up and moved to Texas. I’d come to the states for a better life and that didn’t involve dialing 911 at seven AM and cradling a dying boy in my arms. 
 
   I shook the memory of the brutalized kid from my brain and scanned my surroundings. The mountains on the horizon were thrown into shadow now as the sun dipped further down in the sky. I swore I saw some movement in the distance, but I couldn’t be sure. Avoidance. I was actively concentrating on other things so I wouldn’t have to turn my attention back to the RV. What the hell was wrong with me? I’d wanted to raid the vehicle and now I was procrastinating. Rolling my neck and listening to it crack, I took a steadying breath and resolved  myself to get the hell on with it. Slowly, I rounded the front of the vehicle and stepped toward the corpse; the vultures didn’t like me approaching. They shuffled back and forth, wanting to stay near their food source, but it wasn’t in their natures to fight. They were scavengers and their instinct took over- forcing them to leave their meal in self-preservation. I stepped over the corpse, ignoring the birds which now circled in the air above me. Peering into the RV opening I saw and heard nothing. My body was tensed to the point that my head was beginning to ache. My intuition was screaming at me not to enter, but my mind was calling me a pansy ass. There wasn’t anything to be afraid of. The guy on the ground probably just had a heart attack and keeled over. No people-eating toddlers or human-hungry preteens. Just mother nature and poor eating habits. 
 
   My right hand was tingling and I realized that I had a death grip on the baton that was forcing all of the blood from my digits. It took a lot of willpower, but I managed to relax my grip. I squared my shoulders. There was no one else here, but if there was, I’d be ready to fight. 
 
   I stepped up into the RV and looked around, but there was nobody home- just like I’d thought. See- one dead guy, massive coronary, no worries. Just reality, not fictional horror.   I relaxed and collapsed the baton and stuffed it into the cargo pocket of my pants. I could appreciate the vehicle now- it wasn’t ostentatious, but fully-loaded all the same with a large flat screen and at least thirty Blu-rays. I could get used to this. Corpus Christi would be one heck of a comfortable ride and there’s got to be a couple kids’ movies in that stash for Marty. Making my way to the front of the vehicle, I seated myself in the driver’s seat. The key was in the ignition- it was a large fancy thing with an oversized keychain decoration. Had to have been a kid’s choice; no way would an adult opt to have a giant pair of bedazzled lips hanging from their key. 
 
   I turned the key one notch toward the hood and the fuel gauge  came to life, inching upwards until it settled itself near the ‘F’. Some of these luxury RVs could have upwards of 100 to 150 gallon tanks and sometimes get more than 10 miles per gallon. Jesus. This beast could take us a long way.
 
   Rotating the key back to the off position, I abandoned the cab and refocused on exploring. I began opening cabinets one-by-one. Grocery shopping gold mine- everything from instant mac and cheese to caviar. I’d be able to fill Murray’s backpack up until it bulged at the seams. Moving toward the sleeping section of the RV, I pulled back some curtains to reveal bunk beds. They were slim, slightly recessed against the wall since this extension was retracted for driving. 
 
   There had been more than one passenger. This had housed a family. The top bunk had a dark blue comforter and a fire truck pillow. The bottom bunk had a pale pink blanket and a stuffed ballerina. Where are the kids? Where’s the mother? I turned my body to face the narrow door that separated the master bedroom from the rest of the RV. My footsteps were weighted down by concrete shoes. My fingers shook as I pulled back the accordion-style door. 
 
   “Mierda…” I whispered, my heart skipping a beat. The mother was here.
 
   Just as dead as the father. But the animals had not wrecked her body. No. 
 
   She was moving, her eyes soulless, her forearms covered with small teeth marks. The way her head rotated atop her neck, her gaze following the noise over to the opening door, I knew Sherry had been telling the truth. This woman was no longer a person. She was a shell and the saliva dribbling from the corner of her mouth said ‘hungry’.  
 
   Zombies. 
 
   Real. Live. Zombies. 
 
   I didn’t bother to correct myself this time, not now that I was faced with the reality.
 
   The mother began to move toward me, dragging her right foot behind her and I realized it was angled strangely, busted at the knee and a large piece of her calf was dragging behind her, hung on by a thick string of bloody and tattered flesh. I yanked the flimsy door shut so quickly and with such force that it separated from the frame. “Shit!” I stumbled backwards, awkwardly pulling the ASP from my pocket and re-extending it. 
 
   Two adults. Two bunk beds… two children. Four. Two accounted for. But the kids… shit! The kids. 
 
   The description of Sherry’s ordeal came racing into my brain like a steam locomotive. Children! Sweet Jesus!
 
   Like a lightning bolt of realization, I remembered the movement in the distance and went to the side window of the RV to look out. Frantically, my eyes searched, but I found nothing. No sign that there was anything out there with Sherry and Marty other than the vultures waiting to resume mealtime. I sighed in relief. Maybe the kids were a long way off now. That would make sense. There wasn’t anything left for them here besides a dead father and a zombie mother. The movement in the distance wasn’t there anymore and I sighed in relief, thinking that I had dodged a bullet. I could rationalize the mother’s state. Maybe rabies. Yeah. The mother contracted rabies, killed the father, scared the kids into running away. Sure. That was it. A down to earth, no killer kids explanation. 
 
   I was about to turn my attention back to salvaging when I saw movement. There was something outside… outside where an unsuspecting Sherry and Marty slept soundly in the T-Bird. 
 
   Moving swiftly and with determination, I exited the RV. The sounds of the growling mother in the master bedroom followed me. I tuned them out. I was going to have to fight; I knew it in my gut. And the best thing to do is focus, mentally expel everything, but myself and my adversary. The body of the father still lay inert. The vultures were on the ground, pacing not too far away. Something had scared them off their meal before I’d exited the vehicle. Further confirmation that a big bad was lurking. 
 
   Or maybe… maybe Sherry had just woken up and was trying to find me. That was a possibility. If only life could be that easy. My abuela always used to say you could wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one filled up first. Basically, my gut was telling me that the shit was at max capacity and no amount of wishing would change the fact that, somewhere nearby, there was something that wanted to chomp into my flesh. 
 
   Listen to me, I scoffed, letting Sherry’s nonsense get to me. My gut is wrong and Sherry is wrong. There’re no evil kids killing adults. That woman in the RV was just sick,  something naturally occurring. Sherry’s just gotten into the crazy juice with old Kyle and kidnapped someone’s little boy. Can’t let her get to me. Just stories. No damn way. I kept mentally reassuring myself that everything was normal, but my heart was racing and my mind kept showing me images of the mother’s arms, all bitten and bleeding.  
 
   Walking toward the back of the RV, I kept the baton pointed at the ground. My fingers were clenched around its hilt and I knew if I looked down, that they’d once again be pale with the strain of my grip. I paused before rounding the rear of the vehicle, needing to breathe deeply and center myself. Just when I’d worked up the nerve to move again, a resounding crunch behind me had me whirling back around, full fight-mode switched on. 
 
    I instinctively swung the still-extended ASP as I jerked my body around toward the movement, but its length caught nothing but air. The thing was just a blur for a moment, reacting faster than humanly possible. It moved backwards and away from my weapon.  
 
   Finally locking eyes on my adversary, my mind froze mid-thought and my body went slightly rigid with shock. Up until now, I’d flitted back and forth between belief and disbelief- even after seeing the woman in the bedroom. I couldn’t deny the truth anymore, not when it confronted me with such brutality and strength. 
 
   It was one of those things Sherry had described. Young, no more than 5, with short espresso curls that made the boy decidedly feminine. If the ‘boy’ could be called pretty as it crouched on all fours, its pale arms trembling with anticipation, and drool dripping from its mouth. A piece of bloody human cartilage hung from between two of the boy’s teeth; it lolled back and forth like the pendulum of a very bloody and disturbing clock. My stomach churned, realizing I wasn’t going to be craving red meat anytime soon. More reason to have opted for the big, fattening burger at the hotel. You live, you learn. 
 
   Mierda. I don’t want to kill a damn niño. I crouched down, mimicking the ‘child’s’ position, and rocked and forth from left to right heel. I kept the baton at the ready, hoping it would lunge and I could drive the hard shaft deep into its creepy ass head. I was too afraid to make the first move. Better to be on the defense and see how the boy… it… whatever the hell it was… reacted. Know your opponent, understand him, and then crush him. Those were the rules. All I knew right now – from Sherry’s stories and seeing the messed up mother in the master – was that if I got bit, I was dead. So don’t get bit. I almost laughed. Muchas Gracias, Captain Obvious. You’re a big damn help. 
 
   I studied the… it. It was waiting for something… but what? Originally, I’d seen the movement in the far distance, at least a mile, and it had covered that distance across the desert in a matter of minutes. And then it had dodged my first strike with absolute ease. So it was fast, faster than me. But now it just crouched there waiting, its little chest heaving in anticipation. But in anticipation of what? Maybe it could think, maybe it could assess risk and it was afraid of me and the ASP. I don’t know which worried me more- that it might be a mindless killing machine, or that it might be intelligent and capable of strategy. Intelligent. Intelligence paired with efficiency was far deadlier than instinct paired with efficiency. An instinctual killer I could handle. 
 
   Something that I couldn’t put my finger on. It wasn’t being cautious; it wasn’t sizing me up. It was like it was waiting… keeping me occupied. 
 
   Until it had support. 
 
   Hijo de Pu…
 
   I was cut off mid-mental-curse as a second ‘child’ appeared behind me. Her curls were longer, but just as black. This time, I put fear aside and reacted on instinct. This child was obviously older, maybe stronger, maybe faster. I kicked out, my boot catching her in the sternum. The crack was audible and I whirled without waiting to see her fall. The ASP was now sailing through the air, creating a vicious arc towards the brother’s head. 
 
   He was faster, yet again. His body bolted away from the RV, toward the vultures- they scattered toward the sky, screeching in surprise. I hazarded a glance behind. The ‘girl’ was already getting to her feet, her face screwed up in angry lines, frozen in a primal scream. She did not hold her chest, did not act as if I’d damaged her body. I knew I had though. The force behind my side kick was enough to bruise a grown man’s ribs, let alone a child’s. 
 
   Mad-dashing to the RV door, baton firmly in hand, I heard both of my attackers yell in chorus. I had to reduce their advantage. In the open, they could come at me from two sides, make me screw up. If I could get back inside the RV without getting bit on the ass, then I could make them come at me head on. Then those little animals would understand the meaning of real steel.  
 
   It was barely a minute before the doorway was shadowed by two figures. The pieces were so clear now, the puzzle put together and mocking me.  That little bastard had been waiting for its sister. I didn’t hesitate a moment longer, evaluation time was over, thinking time was over and, in the words of my favorite superhero, it was “clobbering time”. With every ounce of speed, strength, and training I could muster, I went on the offensive. The baton was like a lightning rod in my hand, striking over and over; its only mission was to damage, to destroy. Stick-fighting was part of my discipline and the ASP was well-suited.
 
   But these things were fast, faster than a brush fire in the dead of summer. Incredibly, impossibly fast, and the RV was close quarters, very close. I lashed-out and turned. Struck and dodged. Time and time again, small, sharp teeth almost locked down on me; their vile little mouths gnashed and drooled in anticipation. But I still had the advantage; it was hard for both to attack at the same time.
 
   My arms were beginning to tire, lactic acid building up in the muscles until they screamed at me to drop the ASP and just give the hell up. I was pinned in the kitchen area, my back pressed firmly against the refrigerator. My pulse was too fast… I could see it in their eyes, the way their lips crooked up at the corners in satisfaction. They thought they had me. They thought they were going to eat well today. The cockiness in their rabid, monster faces sent a new rush of adrenaline coursing through my veins. 
 
   Hate to disappoint you, bastardos, but Mendoza’s off the menu and the kitchen’s closed.  I pushed my body away from the fridge and heard a satisfying and wet crunch as the tip of the ASP sunk into the skull of the little boy. I didn’t need to study the results of my handiwork; I knew he was dead. I couldn’t slow down to admire the slack-faced killer kid even if I wanted to; a pause would be the perfect opportunity for the other curly-haired, miniature savage to take a bite out of me. 
 
   The ‘girl’ looked puzzled at first, her eyes gazing at her brother’s inert form. I think she actually understood what had happened- that her brother was dead. Maybe there was some sibling connection that the disease couldn’t eliminate. She looked from her brother to me and then back to the lifeless body on the RV floor. The cry that loosed from her mouth was almost heartbreaking… if she hadn’t decided the cry should accompany a bestial lunge for my throat. 
 
    She was on top of me quickly, her lunge sailing her across the small space separating us. The ASP was between us; I held it in both hands and pushed her away with it, but she kept launching forward, her teeth snapping and her snarls high-pitched like a feral cat’s. Losing control was always a mistake. “Lose control, lose the fight”. My first instructor had taught me that and it was my favorite saying, something I shared at the start of every class. 
 
   This little kid was about to receive her first and last lesson in losing control. 
 
    Pushing the girl away once again, with more force this time so that it took her longer to recover and lunge back at me, I raised the baton and brought it down and up and down again in two blindingly fast swings.  The first strike broke the child’s neck in midair and as she sailed toward me. The second blow struck her as she began to fall; it crushed into her head. Her body hit the ground near her brother’s. Their wounds matched… and her arms were stretched out so that her body formed a ‘t’ shape. I swallowed hard, fighting nausea, as I saw that her small hand was cradled in her brother’s hand. 
 
   It. She. He. Brother. Sister. Monster. Killer. Children. Zombies. Zombie Children. What had I done? Niños. I’d killed niños. Freaking little kids. 
 
   They weren’t kids though. I had to stop thinking of them as children… or I’d go crazy with guilt.
 
   Swallowing down the bile and self-hate, I whispered. “Winner by a knockout. Welcome to the big league, kids. Should have stuck to peewee football.” But I didn’t smile. I didn’t feel any better. Their bodies were too small. And, despite once living in a shit neighborhood overrun with drugs and guns, despite being once impoverished and frequently having to beg for food, I’d never actually killed anyone or anything to keep myself alive.
 
   I looked around and took in the havoc and gore in the RV. Crimson spatters on the walls, brain matter on the floor, one busted cabinet hinge, a leaking kitchen faucet, broken mirror, torn drapery, and miscellaneous bloodied personal effects. Not too bad, I thought, nothing that I can’t clean up. I’d cleaned houses to pay for my martial arts lessons, so there wasn’t much I couldn’t handle in the way of stains and odors. Admittedly, the smell wafting up from the dead kids’ bodies was stronger than most household air pollutants- something like a cross between sulfur, skunk, and fresh vomit. 
 
    I stepped outside the RV – the vultures had finally left for good – and I breathed in fresh air greedily. Before striding away from the RV’s entrance, I took my time studying my surroundings. I wouldn’t be caught off guard again. Now that I couldn’t rationally deny the end of the world and its band of flesh-hungry boogeymen, I planned on being ready. I glanced down at the baton, still in my hand and coated in a layer of pungent, burgundy blood that was quickly turning to pitch black. You and me; we got this.  Satisfied, I walked over to the T-Bird where Sherry and Marty were still sound asleep. The T-birds’ engine was still purring like a kitten. Well, more like a fully grown tom cat. It was another comfort to add to the ASP. 
 
   Looking  at the classic car and then back at the motorhome, I made an executive decision. As much as I liked Kyle’s car, the RV was going to win out. It was bigger, safer, and had better range on a tank of gas. If we were headed for some pie-in-the-sky hope of a boat in Corpus, then we were doing it my way. I smiled to myself as I strolled back to our new home on wheels. 
 
   Just had to evict one more occupant and do a little housekeeping. Easy-peasy, lemon-squeezy. I also had to move the kids’ bodies. I didn’t want to take the time to bury them, but I wasn’t sure I could drive away knowing I’d left them to rot in the hot sun.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’d buried the two zombie children. 
 
   It had taken me an hour and I hadn’t been able to dig very deeply into the firm ground. Maybe if I’d had a shovel… but I hadn’t. So the best burial I could give was less than a foot under and covered in a thin layer of soil and broken plant debris. Sherry had woken up as I’d finished my work. When she’d walked over to me, we didn’t speak to one another. The child-sized graves said it all. I believed her now.
 
   We stood side-by-side for several moments. Sherry closed her eyes, her lips moving slightly as she murmured the Lord’s Prayer. 
 
   I cleared my throat as soon as she’d finished her small offering to the dead children. “The mother’s still in the RV. I’ve got to… get rid of her. Can you go back to the car and wait with Marty. I’ll get you after I’ve finished and cleaned up.” 
 
   “I can’t help?” 
 
   “No, Mamacita. Let me handle it.” 
 
   She nodded, her eyes tightening around the edges as she read the sadness in my face. “You did what you had to do, Juan. It’s hard. I know it is… I know it, because I’ve been there. I killed that boy at the station. And it was…” Sherry’s voice broke and her eyes watered. 
 
   I put my arm around her shoulder. “You did what you had to do too.” 
 
   She nodded and walked away from me without another word. 
 
   This world, the world we now lived in; it was going to make killers and sinners of us all. Hell on Earth and none of us were going to deserve a heaven. 
 
    
 
   The mother was not going to be that big of a deal. I didn’t think so at least; the adults were obviously different from the kids. They were lethargic and slow to react- almost like they were waiting for instructions. In any case, clearing the mother out wasn’t going to be near as hard as fighting her scary ass kids.
 
   Stepping back up the steps I noticed a dog leash hanging from a small silver hook by the RV door. It was a long one with an attached, spiked collar that screamed ‘bully breed’.  I snatched it, grabbing at the opportunity to act humanely… even if it was directed towards a monster. Because I was tired of killing, even if it was justified killing, it made me feel less human, more monster… a monster like the very things I’d struck down lifeless. 
 
   If the ‘mother’ would let me just throw a loop around her neck and walk her into the desert I would be happy. It wasn’t like I was leaving her to die, she was way past that.
 
   Yanking the accordion door open, I moved over to the bed where the mother sat swaying back and forth, drool dripping from her hanging jaw.
 
   “Alright, Madre, are you going to play nice and let me put this on you?”
 
   I really didn’t expect a response, so the guttural rasp that escaped her lips made me almost jump out of skin.
 
   “Whoa, okay, if you don’t want the leash on then follow me out of here. Come on. This way.” I waved my hand toward my body and took a step back from the bedroom’s doorway.
 
   I stumbled backwards in surprise when the walking corpse got up and shambled towards me. Not knowing if it wanted to eat me or if it was just doing what I asked, I backed towards the entrance, dropped the leash on the RV floor, and stepped into the hot sun.
 
   To my surprise the woman just kept following and soon we were a good quarter mile from the RV. It was with an aching curiosity that I said goodbye to her. She understood me, I mused, and she followed me. It was confusing to think that this undead creature could have some semblance of self-awareness left. It was disturbing… and now I began to feel like I really was leaving this thing to die in the desert, to rot away, a lingering mind trapped inside of a desiccating corpse. 
 
   Could I afford to have sympathy for this creature? Was this world, this new reality, a place that allowed such a weakness?
 
   No. 
 
   Sympathy and weakness would get me killed. It would get Sherry and Marty killed. I couldn’t take a chance on compassion. 
 
   I gave the monster a good rap on both knees to slow her down so she couldn’t follow me back. I’d successfully damaged the joints; they seemed to cave slightly inward now. The action made me cringe… cringe, because ‘she’ cringed, another gasp of surprise escaping her pale lips. I turned my back on her, turned my back on the idea that I was still killing, despite my best intentions. 
 
   No sympathy, don’t look at her. I slowly jogged beneath the waning sun toward our new wheels, my mind desperately pawing for understanding. This changed world where children turned murderous and adults turned walking death was beyond comprehension. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The pungent smell of zombie blood and flesh lingered in the RV, even after scrubbing everything with the copious amounts of cleaner I’d found under the kitchen sink. A smell I could live with though. 
 
   Things seemed to be working out now, righting themselves until I could call myself a realist again. I was sitting in the driver’s seat, making myself comfortable and familiar with the different functions. There were too many bells and whistles for my taste. Give me an old, computer-free car and crank windows any day. The movement in the rear of the vehicle distracted me for a moment and I turned around to watch Sherry rummaging through the cabinets. She began to set the items down on the quartz countertop-a sauce pot, a jar of vodka sauce, canned chicken. 
 
   Sherry was trustworthy, and that made her all the more attractive. If she could cook, well then the end of the world might be a cake walk. I had a nice comfortable house on wheels. Marty was sitting cross legged on the L-shaped couch and cartoons were playing on the large television screen; the sounds of an incredibly annoying ‘catdog’ were punctuated by Marty’s laugh. It was a startled little squeak that made him screw his face up in shame, like he wasn’t allowed to have a moment of joy when so much bad had happened. I liked kids; I liked them a lot, but life had never thrown a wife and a baby in my lap. At this moment, I was grateful for that. Who’d want to raise a kid from innocent infancy to see that innocence stripped away by chaos and carnage? 
 
   But then again – I looked at Sherry again and then back at Marty – maybe life had just been a little delayed on the uptake. Because here I was, patriarch to an unlikely family. 
 
   One thing was for sure, I’d have scrawny Marty whipped into tip-top, monster-kicking shape, before Sherry could yell ‘dinner time’. 
 
   I was just about ready to convince myself that the apocalypse wasn’t going to be so bad, when I noticed a hulking mass silhouetted in the still-open RV door. I’d removed the busted screen door and we’d left the main door open, hoping to air out a bit more of the lingering stench. That had obviously been a mistake. 
 
   It was the owner of the leash staring at me, just staring at me, the sun outlining his form in distinct blackness… which made the sight all the more striking. The large dog was sharply muscled and the veins in his front legs bulged menacingly. I had no idea where the animal had come from, but the sight of a full grown Rottweiler standing in the doorway of his ‘home’ was enough to make me just the teensiest bit uncomfortable.  I looked at him and he looked back. He wasn’t being aggressive; maybe he was seeing if we were like them. 
 
   “You ok, Boy?” I said in my bravest voice, trying not to let on that I was scared out of my mind. Dogs could be fiercer, more capable foes than many humans. 
 
   At the sound of my voice, the Rotti leapt from the steps and into the RV. Before I could bring the ASP up to defend myself, the big dog had me on my back and was covering my face with lots of wet, sticky love.
 
   “Okay, okay!”  I laughed, trying to avoid being drowned in warm saliva. “It’s all good, the bad people are gone.” 
 
   It took several minutes to calm the big pup down. It took even longer to wipe away the liters of drool coating my face and upper chest. I stood, massaging my right knee for a minute. The big dog had really rammed into my lower body. Sitting, his cropped tail wagging in such a fashion that his entire rear end wiggled happily, the Rotti’s head was at belt level on my body. 
 
   “So, big guy, what’s your name?” The dog cocked his head left and then right, as if trying to understand my words. I looked around for some clue and my gaze landed on the discarded leash and attached collar. I walked over to pick it up, the big dog nearly tripping me in his attempt to stay as close as possible. I reached down and retrieved the pet accessory and read the name on his collar tag.
 
   “Frank?” The big dog gave a deep bark. “Frank… Really, that’s the best they could do?” 
 
   The big animal looked at me with forlorn eyes, as if I’d hurt his feelings. I laughed again, a booming sound that filled the interior of the large RV and startled both Sherry and Marty – who were currently huddled together on the couch looking like the space around them was filled with more killer kids. “Ok, no offense. Frank’s a good name, especially if you like it”
 
   The Rottweiler barked his approval. Having the big animal at my side gave me confidence and knowing that he didn’t like those things any better than I did, assured me that we wouldn’t be caught off guard again. 
 
    
 
   Pulling away from the T-Bird, I felt a little sad, but that feeling was quickly dispelled by a wet tongue leaving a saliva trail up my face- from chin to temple. “Frank!” I pushed the big dog away, laughing for a third time. “Sit down, you big baby.” Frank dutifully turned and climbed up into the passenger’s seat. His black and burnt umber fur was glossy and his keen eyes were fixed on the road ahead. 
 
   A home on wheels, a sexy cook, a scrappy kid, and a guard dog. 
 
   Hello, Apocalypse, game on. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    “I just can’t believe you don’t have a cell phone, Juan. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
   “I don’t need one.”
 
   “Don’t you ever call family, friends, anyone?” 
 
   “I have a house phone, Sherry. A land line. Ever heard of one of those?” I could hear Marty snort out a laugh. I liked that kid more and more every minute.  
 
   But I could almost feel Sherry rolling her eyes at me as she rummaged around in the back of the RV, stoically ignoring Marty’s laughter. “You’d think that this stupid RV would have one; it’s like a mansion on wheels.”
 
   “Are you sure you can’t get that phone you found in the bedroom working?” 
 
   “Seriously, Juan?” Two seconds later, Sherry was in between my seat and Frank’s. “Look at this thing! It’s in pieces!” She held the remains of a hot pink, bejeweled phone in her left hand. It was a garish thing, little bits of blood splattered on the screen. “It’s like an elephant stepped on it.” 
 
   “Fine. Fine. I’ll find a damn pay phone or something.” 
 
    
 
   There was no need to stop, not with a nearly full tank, food for a month, and an open road. Corpus Christi might as well have been across the road with a welcome sign. 
 
   At least, in theory, it should have been. 
 
   Had I been flying solo, I never would have stopped- especially not in a town with a population sign boasting eight thousand strong. But I had a woman’s voice banging into my brain. Sherry wanted to call Susan. And the woman seemed to be a stranger to the word ‘no’. I’d never really had a best friend, maybe if I had; I’d better understand the unrelenting bond between the two women. If only that pink cell had been intact…
 
    
 
   It took me several turns and miles to find a phone. The world had become so dependent on mobile devices that finding a stationary phone was next to impossible. If this were the apocalypse though, soon cell towers might go black, and then folks would understand the limitations of a disconnected world. That thought made me wonder how some people would survive- without their social media, videos of kittens gone viral, and dating sites.
 
    The old bell box was nestled between two store entrances in a strip mall on the opposite side of the typical Texas town. The location wasn’t terrible; there was a sign for the interstate at the adjacent light. A quick exit. That eased my mind slightly. I ignored the parking lot lines and yellow paint on the shopping center’s sidewalk. I highly doubted a fire truck would respond even if there was a fire. No need to leave the way open. Besides, I wanted to be as close as possible to that pay phone… and parking the giant RV between abandoned cars in the lot would be near impossible for me. I was just getting the hang of the big rig. 
 
   I didn’t want Sherry to get out of the RV. Damn, stubborn woman. 
 
   A strip mall meant stores, stores meant shoppers, shoppers meant there was likely one or two zombies lurking. Zombies. The word made me want to full-body shake. I now lived in a world where the dead didn’t stay dead. 
 
   “Make it quick.” 
 
   Sherry was already opening the RV door. “Do you really think I want to be out there any longer than I need to be?” She scoffed. 
 
   “I don’t see why you have to be out there at all. It’s damn near the stupidest thing you could do. You know where the marina is in Corpus. I’m sure there are phones closer to it.” 
 
   “But what if they didn’t make it there? Susan left me that message when they were still home. Then last time I called, her phone went to voicemail. They could have ended up anywhere.” 
 
   “You’ve already tried calling her once and she didn’t answer? You don’t even know if the phones will work now and this completely unsafe, Sherry.” I was irritated now; somewhat irritated with Sherry for making me stop when Susan hadn’t even answered the first time she’d called, but mostly irritated with myself for driving into this damn town in the first place.  
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?” With those words and a shrug, Sherry pushed open the door and closed it behind her. I didn’t like that; the barrier of a closed door between us. I stood, reaching for the .38 on the RV dash. The shotgun was in the back, unloaded, and leaning between the sofa and built-in sideboard. I was still uncomfortable having loaded weapons around children, even at the end of the world. It only took a moment, one dangerous moment of curiosity, to end a young life. 
 
   As I moved, Frank shifted in his seat, preparing to follow me. “Stay, Big Guy. I’m not going far.” The big dog whimpered, his large brown eyes opening wider. “Don’t give me that look.” I patted his big head roughly and gave him a quick scratch behind his right ear. 
 
   “Don’t leave too.” Marty’s voice surprised me. I’d thought he’d been asleep on the sofa. “I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
   “I’m not leaving the RV. I just want to be able to see Sherry.” To prove my words, I finished the walk to the slim door and opened it, positioning myself so that I could see both Marty and Sherry easily. “See. I’m right here.” The boy still looked unconvinced, as if I were going to jump out of the RV and abandon him. 
 
   I looked over at Frank, who was sitting in the driver’s seat now, his eyes following my every movement. “Hey, Frank, why don’t you sit with Marty?” The Rotti didn’t budge. “Come on, big guy.” I slapped my thigh a few times and smiled. “Come on, boy.” 
 
   With a huff, Frank jumped down from the chair and sidled toward me. “No, not me. Go to Marty.” I pointed at the boy. “Go on now. A little help, Marty?” 
 
   “I’ve never been around a dog.” Marty seemed a bit nervous. I couldn’t blame him. Frank must have weighed as much as the boy, if not more. He clapped, calling the dog. “Here, Frank. Here, Frankie, Frankie.” 
 
   Frank grunted, as if displeased with the nickname Frankie, but dutifully, he walked over to Marty and put his big, square head in the little boy’s lap. Marty tentatively rubbed the dog’s head. Frank finally gave in, planting a sloppy kiss on Marty’s pant leg and pushing closer to the boy, greedy for more affection. 
 
   I looked back at Sherry now, realizing I’d been distracted from my original goal of keeping her safe. She was just placing the phone back in its cradle. Her shoulders were slumped and her fingers automatically went into the change dispenser, hunting for stray coins. It was an absent-minded action. Her hand fell to her side, resting against her thing. She didn’t turn around though. “You ok, Sherry?” 
 
   “I’m fine.” Her voice was so quiet that I could barely hear her. I’m fine- just the response you get from a woman when they aren’t fine at all. 
 
   “Let’s get back on the road then.” Just as I was turning away from her to return to the driver’s seat, movement caught my gaze. 
 
    
 
   It was one of the bitten adults, moving slowly, but with undeniable focus. 
 
   He wouldn’t be that big of a threat, not if the other changed adults were any proof, but an adult zombie also meant that at some point, there’d been a child zombie. 
 
   I tried to see everything at once – into shops, behind trash cans, around corners, anywhere that might hide one of the monster kids. As I searched, the adult shambled closer. I could see him in detail now. His eyes were framed in purple bruises and his left clavicle was seeping burgundy blood that quickly changed to onyx. The fluids nearly obscured the deep teeth marks- a narrow set from a small mouth. 
 
   “Sherry, shake a tail feather, Mamacita. You’ve got a friend.” 
 
   Sherry was already turning when I spoke, and the change in position did two things – it made her see the adult nearby and it drew more attention to her as a target. Not only for the ambling fully-grown male, but also for the short, ginger-headed child that had just emerged from a store named “Lana’s Little Bites”. It was, apparently, a sweets store specializing in cake pops and miniature cupcakes. 
 
   Child-sized treats. Now if that isn’t damn ironic. Perhaps they have a flesh-flavored petit fours…
 
   “Mierda, Sherry, Mamacita, you need to run.” For a moment, she was frozen with fear. “Run NOW!” I yelled this time, my voice cracking as I stepped out of the RV and toward the ginger child- who was staring at Sherry. A forgotten cupcake fell from his hand. It was half-eaten, the white icing tainted by the drying blood already decorating the boy’s mouth. 
 
   That seemed so odd to me… that a zombie child would not lose its sweet tooth. Unless the changed taste buds made grey matter and buttercream go amazing together. 
 
   The ASP was raised above my head as Sherry’s body brushed against mine; she nearly fell up the RV stairs in her hurry to get to safety. The full grown zombie had lost interest now that the kid had shown up. It was now turned toward the opposite direction, moving slowly away, like its job as a sentry was over. But the boy was not leaving; he was moving from side-to-side, a sort of boxer-like prance. His head moved jerkily as his gaze studied my body’s position and the weapon in my grasp. 
 
   My body was blocking the RV entrance. He wouldn’t get past me. 
 
   Quicker than my brain could process, the boy was darting toward me, his upper body bent as his short legs worked furiously. I kept the ASP raised and held my left hand out in a quarterback block. He was almost in baton range. 
 
   Almost. Almost. Just a foot more. 
 
   I gasped as my feet were forced out from under me by a large, furry mass that had shoved between my parted legs and launched itself toward my attacker. “Frank!” I shouted, emotion making my voice crack. “Frank, no!” In a short time, I’d become attached to the big dog. I didn’t want anything to happen to him. “Frank!” I left my position, slammed the RV door closed, and turned back to the fight. 
 
   The Rotti was on top of the boy now, pinning him against the ground. Two of his large paws rested on the boy’s shoulders, the other two were planted firmly on the concrete. His foreleg muscles were bulging with the strain of keeping the struggling monster kid down. 
 
   Coming up on Frank’s left, I lifted the ASP once again and quickly sent it descending downwards, toward the boy’s head. His… its… eyes widened as the baton was about to make contact. With a guttural cry, the zombie kid shoved upwards, shifting Frank off of his body and allowing him to roll away from my blow. “Damn it!” I quick-stepped backwards, avoiding the kid as he recovered and came at me like a striking viper. Jesus, these things really are super human! Frank had that thing pinned and it just pushed him away like a sack of grain. 
 
   Frank was there again, coming to my rescue. 
 
   But the big dog made a mistake this time. 
 
   He launched his body into the air, sailing toward the zombie child. Frank wasn’t going to give the monster any lenience now, small child or not, it was game-freaking-on. 
 
   The large dog’s mouth was open wide, his white teeth glinting in the late afternoon light. The jugular of the boy was his target, the soft flesh beneath the chin. There was a split second where I thought the dog would be successful. 
 
   The boy sidestepped leisurely and brought both arms down hard against the dog’s airborne body- shifting Frank’s trajectory in mid-flight. Frank’s head snapped around, trying to lock jaws on the child despite falling towards the ground. There was a crunch as his body awkwardly hit the asphalt; he yelped in pain.  He immediately tried to get up, but stumbled slightly. Something was broken, more than one something probably. 
 
   Frank wasn’t allowing his right front leg to touch the ground and he was obviously hurting, yet he still tried to meet our enemy head-on. He was slower now, weakened by the cannibal child’s ferocious blow. The evil bastard was just too fast; Frank didn’t stand a chance on his own; there was no way he could win. 
 
   The sight of the loyal dog injured and still trying to defend me made any residual guilt over killing a child expel violently from my body. I reacted on instinct, coming toward the boy swiftly with the baton rigid in my grip. Frank continued to put up a fight, lunging forward, avoiding his injured front leg. The boy’s face was fierce, determined. To my surprise, the big dog made contact, clamping his large mouth onto the boy’s calf; his teeth sunk easily into the delicate flesh and he seized bone. Give a dog a bone… expect him to chew it.
 
   Frank was mad now, blood-fueled rage filling him with a barely-controlled power. His large head began to shake violently, pulling the boy off of his feet like a crocodile in a death roll and shattering his bones with the force of his massive jaws. As the boy fell, he jerked his upper body to bring it closer to the dog. In disbelief, I watched the child latch onto the dog with his own mouth, sinking his own small teeth into fur and flesh. He had to have insane pain tolerance, to not feel the damage Frank was doing to his slight frame. 
 
   I still moved toward them, ASP in hand, wanting to save the dog, end the fight, but they were moving so quickly, rolling along the ground- rogue tumbleweeds in a bloody race towards the finish. I was almost in position, almost there; the child continued to rip away chunks of Frank. Blood squirted out, making macabre murals on the sidewalk and store windows. 
 
   The more the kid bit the more focused anger surged through Frank. I could see the dog’s eyes go crimson as he fought to protect his new family. I couldn’t seem to move fast enough to help my friend. My feet felt like they were strapped into lead shoes as I closed the gap. I watched as Frank smashed the boy into the ground; the kid’s legs separated at the knee joints and his body slid towards me. My blood boiled when I saw my friend’s fur dangling from the cannibal’s mouth as it tried to stand up, but its legs were unable to support its weight. They were busted, flailing about like rubber, boneless appendages.
 
   Him. It. Him. I didn’t know what to call these things, these monsters trapped in child-sized bodies.
 
   It was at my feet. I was close enough.“¡Chinga usted, Pendajo!” 
 
   The ASP made contact, the tip smashing into the boy’s head, sinking into grey matter and squishing like perverse silly putty. I raised the baton and once again brought it down to meet the mush of head littering the ground. 
 
   For my part, I saw it in slow motion. I saw the flesh slowly cave in, the first bite of blood spray out in a fan of lethargic droplets as I acquired some small amount of revenge for the pain it had caused my friend. My blood was pumping violently through my veins and I began to get the shakes from residual adrenaline.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Getting Frank back into the RV was nearly harder than killing the monster child. I didn’t want the big dog walking on his injured leg and he sure as hell didn’t want to be carried. Like a true Gladiator, he wanted to walk out of the arena. After some whispered coaxing and ear rubbing he finally let me pick him up and I staggered to the door. 
 
    
 
   As we pulled away from the shopping center, my body finally stopped vibrating with the adrenaline after throws of the fight. Frank was now resting on the lower bunk bed; his breathing was labored; I could hear it from where I sat in the driver’s seat. Not looking at Sherry, because I held her in some ways responsible for Frank’s injuries, I spoke. “We aren’t stopping again. And if your damn friend and her boat aren’t at the marina, then I start calling the shots.” 
 
   “She’ll be there.” Sherry tried to sound confident sitting in the passenger’s seat, but her voice quavered. 
 
   “Did you actually talk to her? Did she answer her phone?” 
 
   A stifled sob escaped Sherry’s mouth before she could speak again. “She answered. I heard her voice. She said my name.” 
 
   “And?” My voice sounded meaner than I intended. 
 
   Another sob. “And then the line went dead… but she will be there, Juan. I know it. She told me the name of the marina once, I know she did. I just have to remember… God, why do I have to be so stupid and forget things like that? I have to remember.” 
 
   I looked at Sherry now, saw the tears making wet tracks down her face and heard the way her voice had disintegrated. “We can find another phone when we get to Corpus. Maybe she’ll answer again.” My voice was kinder now, but only slightly so. Actually, I still sounded pissed. “Can you go back and tend to Frank? I think I saw a medical kit in the bathroom. Those bites need to be flushed. And I think his right front leg’s busted real bad. Frank might be the toughest beast I’ve ever seen, but an infection could take him down for good.”
 
   “All right, I can do that. And for what it’s worth…” Sherry’s swallow was audible. “I’m really sorry.”
 
   “We’re all doing the best we can.” It wasn’t the best thing I could have said; I could have been more forgiving, but I needed to cool off a little more before I could tell her it was okay. Maybe I was being an ass. Hell, maybe I was being the king of the kingdom of assdom, but it was apparently a damn apocalypse and taking on the ‘king of asses’ crown might keep us alive.
 
   Sherry’s body was sort of huddled, collapsing into itself. She didn’t like that I was mad at her. That meant something to me, that she cared about what I thought. It melted my anger, left it in a puddle so that I could be sincerely kind now. 
 
   “I’m sorry for being so rough on you. The fight… this whole end of the world crap… it’s just got me a little shook up. Thought we lost Frank.”
 
   “It was my fault. We should never have stopped. I really am sorry, Juan.” 
 
   As Sherry stood up and walked toward the back where Frank was, I kept my eyes trained on the road ahead of the RV. “Don’t die on me, you dumb, brave dog. I can’t keep these idiots alive without you.” A whispered prayer, but I wasn’t too hopeful it would be answered. My guess was that God would be a little too busy to hear me. I imagine he has his hands full with dying people and endless prayers right now. 
 
   There was silence for some time before anyone spoke again. And when the silence was broken, it was Marty’s voice, which made me realize that I hadn’t paid one bit of attention to the boy since carrying Frank back into the RV. 
 
   “I’m really sorry about Frank, Mr. Juan. I never had a dog before, but he’s pretty awesome, isn’t he?” Marty spoke quietly from where he was sitting next to Frank on the lower bunk; his fingers stroked the large dog’s head as Sherry cleaned Frank’s wounds.
 
    “Yeah, Marty, he’s pretty awesome.” 
 
   The RV lapsed into silence again. 
 
   This time, I found the silence unsettling for some reason. Even though it was normal- the calm after the storm so to speak- it was an uneasy absence of sound. I was just about to ask how Frank was doing when Sherry yelled out, her voice triumphant. “Sea Ranch Marina!” She screeched. “Sea Ranch Marina! I’m sure that was the name!” Her voice cracked on the last few words.  
 
   “Sea Ranch Marina.” I said back calmly, realizing I’d half-hoped she wouldn’t remember the name. 
 
    
 
    
 
   A road sign was a green landmark in the near distance. Corpus Christi – 48 miles. 
 
   Sherry’s soft vocal plea of ‘you better still be there, Susan,’ was at odds with my silent one- I’m not getting on any damn boat, no matter who’s in Corpus waiting at Sea Ranch Marina. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4
 
   VIRGINIA LYNN, MD
 
    
 
    
 
   I was often late for work. 
 
    
 
    
 
   In a way, that didn’t matter too much. I owned the practice. But it also wasn’t very professional to show up five minutes before my first patient- no makeup, hair a mess, and a pile of files to go through. There was a reason I showed up later on certain days though. 
 
   Nurse Kayla was an unpleasant woman, as unpleasant as they came. On days she was scheduled, I just couldn’t bring myself to come in early. All the other nurses were lovely. We’d brew coffee, chat in the break room, organize the day together. But she was a beast in scrubs- obese, foul-mouthed, and usually reeking of cigarettes and dollar store perfume. I’d resolved to fire her many times, but I hated firing people. I hated the guilt, the expressions on their faces and- as was the case when firing one volatile, young man- the possibility that they might key my Range Rover.  
 
   So, today, I was late- rolling in with only a few minutes to spare before my first appointment. This gave me an excuse to sneak in the rear entrance, duck into my office, and completely avoid Nurse Kayla. I could hear her voice though, as I quietly clicked the heavy door closed. 
 
   “No one made coffee?! Why am I the only one that does shit around here? I can’t deal with a bunch of snot-nosed brats without caffeine.” 
 
   The thickness of the door was nearly enough to block out her brutish, grating voice. I sighed, leaning against the dark wood. “I have to fire that woman or I’m going to lose all my patients… and my mind.” So, once again, I resolved to fire her. Maybe this time, I’d follow through. A girl can dream. 
 
   Thankfully, I didn’t need to go into the break room to get my coffee buzz. A small espresso machine sat on a sideboard near my desk. It took only nine seconds to warm up and soon I was sipping on a Brazilian bourbon bean blend that tasted like heaven. Moments later, I was sitting at my desk, warm cup in hand. Life could throw me all the curve balls it wanted, as long as I had a decent cup of joe to warm the cockles of my…
 
   “Dr. Lynn!” Nurse Kayla’s brutish voice broke into my peace like a jackhammer against delicate china. “Dr. Lynn!” A fist beat against my door and I almost dropped the small teacup in my hand. It was once my grandmother’s, hand painted in sweeping pastels and trimmed in real gold. The ancient cup really should be stored in my house, but I loved using it here in the practice every morning. Nana Doris had been so dear to my heart and most of her things had been lost in a house fire many years ago. “Dr. Lynn!” I started, nearly dropping my grandmother’s cup again. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I set the cup down gently and answered. “Yes, Nurse Kayla. I’m in here.” 
 
   My door swung open with some force, knocking against the corresponding wall. I winced, but knew the wall was protected. Once I’d discovered Nurse Kayla’s pension for slamming things, I’d installed door knob protectors on all the walls in the practice. Well worth the few dollars spent. “We’ve had four walk-ins with flu-like symptoms. The waiting room is packed. Not a great day to be late… like usual.” 
 
   My nurse’s tone was stern, like she was berating a small child or an employee- instead of speaking with her boss. It was almost enough to piss me off, almost enough to make me finally say the words ‘you’re fired, you cruel, tactless, fast ass cow,’ but her body looked giant, taking up nearly the entire doorway and I felt small hunkered down in my aged, leather office chair. 
 
   The most I could manage was a mild reminder that I was the boss, not her. “Well, the great thing about owning my own practice is that I set the schedule. Please get the first patients into the rooms and bring me their files.” Pitiful. My voice held no authority. I was pitiful. 
 
   Nurse Kayla’s frown deepened- if that were possible. “They’re already on your desk. Underneath that silly cup of yours.” I looked down at my desk and, sure enough, there was a stack of manila folders, each labeled and organized by appointment time. “Oh. They are.” I looked up, any crumb of authority lurking in my body dissolving into cowardly goo. “Thank you, Nurse Kayla. I’ll be out to see…” the first folder read ‘Morgan, Duke’ “Duke as soon as I finish my cup of coffee.” 
 
   “Fine. He’s in exam room A.”
 
   The door slammed behind Kayla as she left my office. Her departure was my invitation to slump down in my chair and close my eyes. I just needed to block out the world for a moment. When I’d moved here, I’d thought I was going to be so happy. No more big hospitals, demanding research, no more desperate bids for the stray research grant or two. The money was never enough; the projects would always be stuck in limbo- no matter the great leaps of science I was making. It had all been too much. So I’d left. Chosen to buy a small practice, in a small town, and start over. 
 
   I loved the town in many ways. It was beautiful, the little shops were charming, and I’d made several good friends since settling down. Sometimes, the people could be a little racist for my taste, a little close-minded when it came to relationships, politics, and religion, so I kept my life my own and out of the rumor mill. Someday, of course, everyone would know everything about me (that was just the way of small towns), but perhaps by then, I’d be blissfully in love and too occupied by life to care about petty gossip. 
 
   I’d been that happy in love once before. I wanted that feeling again. 
 
    
 
   Chris had been a doctor at the hospital in Georgia where I’d completed a neonatal fellowship after my third year of med school at the University Of South Carolina School Of Medicine. An infectious smile and large brown eyes that could seem so sad, yet so alive in the same instance… I’d wanted to have the whole package with Chris- white picket fence, marriage, children. 
 
   We’d dated that entire summer- haunting around Atlanta, going to the aquarium, the High Museum of Art, holding hands at the symphony. So many experiences, so many memories. Even a proposal from Chris. But then that summer had ended… and long distance is nearly always a relationship killer. 
 
    
 
   I smiled, thinking about how life could rip people apart and then bring them back again.
 
    
 
   Chris had moved to Texas from Georgia six months ago to work at the Children’s Medical Center in Dallas and surprisingly had touched base with me. We’d spoken a dozen times, had dinner twice. The love was still there. When we looked at each other, unspoken words hung in the air. But we… No, I… wasn’t ready to try again. Even when the engagement ring had made an appearance out of Chris’ pocket… it just wasn’t enough to make me risk the hurt again. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Picking up my grandmother’s cup, I quickly drank down the remaining coffee. Duke Morgan’s file was now decorated with a pale ring of spilled liquid. I picked the folder up and wiped the wetness against my black pant leg. 
 
   The Morgan’s were a nice family, for the most part. Both kids were relatively kind and the Dad was a firefighter, who often helped with our local blood drives, but the mother had made a few cruel remarks about Susan Fields last visit and I got the impression that she wouldn’t be too fond of me if we got to know one another better. I never got along well with petty, hateful people. . I considered Susan an inspiration to adopt; she made me feel like I could do it on my own if I wanted to. Or, if Chris and I did get back together, there were so many Latin American children needing homes; it would be perfect. When I’d been younger, I had always envisioned myself pregnant, but I wasn’t young now.  
 
   As I left my office, I let my fingers trail across a paperweight. The glass encased a vibrant dynamite iris. The flower was precious to me- almost as precious as my grandmother’s tea cup. It had been Chris’ parting gift to me. It was the name of a song that they’d listened to together often. The lyrics still rang true, living in this town with my happiness a thing that did not involve my romantic inclinations. 
 
   Walking toward the exam room, the words of the song listed through my head and I thought of the past and how it had brought me to this practice. 
 
   And I don’t want the world to see me
 
   ‘cause I don’t think that they’d understand…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Despite their character flaws and prejudices, most of the townsfolk were hard-working Americans (with the constitutional right to like or dislike what and whom they chose). They deserved more than the 85 year-old fraud that had owned the practice before me. Doctor Miller’s eyesight and hearing had been subpar, his hands had shaken during exams, and he’d often forget which patient went with which diagnosis. Records didn’t help. He’d had dementia and it had taken his two daughters and wife to convince him to retire and sell the practice. 
 
   After a year of leisure, Doctor Miller’s condition had advanced to the point that he needed round the clock care. Not long after his admittance to Rock Rose Assisted Living, he’d passed away. Painlessly in his bed with classical music floating around him. 
 
    
 
   Now, I was the town pediatrician and I worked the walk-in clinic many days after my normal office hours at the practice. Sometimes, I’d make house calls- when I knew the patient personally or they were too stubborn to go to the clinic. On one occasion, I’d even acted as the county coroner when Harry had up and quit with no explanation. It would have been a lot for an average small town doctor, but I didn’t mind; it kept me busy. And I was more than qualified. After leaving Washington and the CDC, I’d had my pick of positions with different agencies. The government rat race wasn’t the place for me anymore though; I’d lost my craving for success and recognition. 
 
   So, after making my parents insanely proud by earning my PhD in Emerging Infectious Diseases and spending nearly a decade working for the CDC and NIH, I’d packed it in and applied to med school. I knew I could do some practical good as a family doctor, instead of spending day-after-day staring into a microscope, doing research that wasn’t actually curing anything or anyone. What was the point of all my education if not to better the world and help people? Classifying viruses and pinpointing breakout patterns became mundane, useless, and emotionally unfulfilling. 
 
   My mother and father hadn’t understood. They’d said I was over 30, that medical school was ridiculous and a waste of money. We hadn’t spoken for years now, but I still occasionally sent a short letter with a large check to supplement their meager retirement pension. 
 
    
 
   The completion of med school led to jobs in big hospitals and a never-ending stream of patients, none of which I bothered to learn about on a more personal level since I’d likely never see them again. It was like I’d never left Washington, like I had never made a dramatic life alteration. So I began searching for a small town, for a small practice, for my own little niche in the medical community where I could build relationships, connections. And that’s how I’d found Dr. Miller- the old man who desperately needed to retire (and who probably hadn’t read a copy of the New England Journal of Medicine, or any other like publication, in over forty years). The prospect of a backwoods Texas town hadn’t scared me; I didn’t worry about the social climate and how I’d be accepted as a woman, because I was capable and tired of living up to everyone’s expectations, but my own. 
 
   So, I just decided to move and deal with the fallout however necessary. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   And here I was- round robin. I had owned the practice for 3 years now. And the only things wrong with my happy little picture were Nurse Kayla and the absence of a family. The towns people respected me and trusted me for the most part. And being single wasn’t the worst thing I could be, although I did get an earful from the occasional disgruntled wife when she caught her husband staring a little too long at me, like it was my fault that her husband’s eyes were idle and unsatisfied at home. It wasn’t like I went around in short skirts and heels. I spent ninety-nine percent of my time in scrubs or running clothes. I took exercise and nutrition very seriously, so my 43 year-old body was in good shape and I still didn’t have a single gray in my black hair. I could thank my mom for that little gem of genetics. The dark complexion and blue eyes were my dad’s doing. . 
 
   My hand knocked gently on the exam room’s door. “Here I come!” I called cheerfully, putting on a good face for my patient, despite my soul-sucking interaction with Nurse Kayla.
 
   Entering the room, I was surprised to see little Duke lying down on the exam table. He was apparently not feeling well. Glancing down on the case notes, I saw the ‘sick visit’ label in bright red. Not sure how I’d missed that… 
 
   Looking up from the folder, I glanced at Mrs. Morgan’s face. It was pale and distorted with concern.
 
   “So, Duke, it says here you’re not feeling very well. How long have you been sick?” I turned my back on the mother and son as I put on a pair of size small, blue gloves- latex free since six of my current patients were allergic. Duke didn’t answer. When I turned back around, his eyes were closed. 
 
   “Well… I guess he started feeling like crap… Oh, I’m sorry.” Mrs. Morgan blushed, as if she’d just cursed explicitly. 
 
   “It’s okay, Denise; I’ve heard worse in my life.” I chuckled and smiled at her. She didn’t smile back, as if my brushing off the ‘bad’ word was nearly as tasteless as her saying it. 
 
    “Duke just hasn’t been right since that last battery of shots… so that was last Thursday, wasn’t it? Could it be a reaction or something??”
 
   “I doubt it, but let’s take a look and see what’s going on here. Duke can you turn your head so I can look into your ear?” I reached for a magnetized wall plate that held an otoscope, stethoscope, and an assortment of other tools. Patiently, I watched as the boy slowly responded to my words- turning his head, his eyes shutting tighter, as if the movement took some effort and caused him discomfort. “Does that hurt, Duke? To move your head like that, I mean.” 
 
   “A little.” His voice was a croak and my mind started listing off any diagnosis that could account for the lethargy, joint pain, and paleness. It was as if Duke was having trouble understanding and directing his body to respond appropriately. Physical and cognitive symptoms. A reaction to a vaccine or a vaccine additive? 
 
   I’d rarely encountered a severe vaccine reaction in my career; normally it was mild- faintness, moderate diarrhea, a low-grade fever. I’d once had a little girl experience a seizure after receiving the DTaP- that had scared the shit out of me, but she’d recovered. Duke’s symptoms didn’t overtly point toward vaccine complications, but that’s when Mrs. Morgan had said he’d begun to feel unwell- at his last wellness check, when he’d received his 11 year Tdap and his HPV4.  
 
   I peered into the boy’s ears. They were clear, as was the sinus cavity. “Duke, can you open your eyes for me?” He groaned, but complied, parting his eyelids barely enough for me to get a decent look. The eyes. The eyes- which had seemed normal when I’d first entered the room- were coated in a thin milky film; beneath the film, I could make out traces of broken capillaries.
 
   My mind raced, processing hundreds of possible causes in a split second. Hemorrhagic fever? West Nile? Lyme? I checked Duke’s head quickly for trauma and then behind both ears for swelling or redness. Mastoiditis, a middle ear infection, could cause the fever and lethargy. No dice. I frowned, trading the otoscope for the stethoscope. 
 
   “Take a deep breath for me, Duke.” I held the instrument against his chest beneath his tee, moving it three times and repeating my instruction, then moving to his back and once again listening intently. He was struggling to breathe and the sound of air exiting his lungs was raspy and unsettling. Straightening up, I placed my hands on my hips and the stethoscope around my neck. Looking from the sleepy boy to the anxious mom, I stood up and walked to the door.
 
   “Denise, I’m going to step out for a moment and talk to my Nurse. Hang tight. Feel free to turn on the television if Duke would like to watch some cartoons.” I pointed at the small TV nestled in the corner of the room near the ceiling.
 
   “Is he alright?” Denise was close to tears. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sure he’ll be just fine, Denise. Probably just a severe case of conjunctivitis paired with a virus of some sorts. I wouldn’t worry over it too much. We’ll have him mended and getting into trouble before you can blink.” 
 
   I waited for a nod before I exited the room. Denise’s voice followed me out into the hall. “Do you want to watch something, Baby? Can I get you some water or something?” Duke’s reply was so weak that I couldn’t make out his words as I closed the door with a click. 
 
   “Kayla?” I called, walking towards the break room- where she could normally be found when not needed (and when she was needed). If I couldn’t find her, I’d have to get Leslie. She was manning the front desk today since our receptionist was out on maternity leave. “Kayla?” Hints of ham and cheese wafted to my nose from the break room. Barely an hour into our work day, and Kayla was already taking a break for a snack. No wonder the woman looked like she weighed 400 pounds plus. 
 
   As I entered the staff lounge area, I wasn’t surprised to see Kayla chewing noisily with a microwavable breakfast sandwich glued to her hand like an extension of her body. I frowned and something inside of me clicked. We were short-staffed, I needed her, but I didn’t have to work with her. Mentally asking my patients to forgive me, I decided to have Leslie and Kayla switch jobs for the day. “Kayla, I want you to work the desk today. Leslie can help with the appointments.” Without another word, I turned around and left the room. I could hear Kayla’s protest, muffled by a large bite of English muffin and dry egg product. 
 
   “Leslie, can you come help me with the appointments? I’m going to have Kayla work the front.” The reception desk was separated from the file room by a moveable partition- Leslie couldn’t see me, but the separation was thin enough to hear me. In a matter of seconds, Leslie’s head popped into view, her kinky brown curls bouncing with life. 
 
   The look on her face was confused. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? There are a lot of sick kids and agitated parents out there and… well, Kayla’s not the most calming person.”
 
   “I’m sure.” What I wanted to say was that I’d rather save myself from Kayla than save my patients from her, but voicing the truth would only add to my selfishness. 
 
   “Okay, well, I just checked in the Fields family and they’re the last scheduled until 11 o’clock, but we’ve had a ton of walk-in patients.”
 
   “All sick?”
 
   “Yeah. They all look the same, actually. Kind of pale and exhausted. Jim Marsh had to carry his girl in, because she was so tired. I suggested he hit the emergency room, but he insisted on seeing you.”
 
   “Was Duke Morgan the first walk-in?” 
 
   “Yeah. You know how Mrs. Morgan gets if she isn’t put into an exam room immediately.”
 
   I nodded. Mrs. Morgan would pace at the receptionist window until her needs were met. “So, I’ve got a waiting room full of kids that look like Duke. Maybe a new flu strain?” I paused, thinking. “Can you bring all the patient files to my office, tell Mrs. Morgan I’ll be back shortly, and put one of the other children with similar symptoms into exam room B?” 
 
   In my office, I quickly made a second cup of coffee- sitting down just in time to take the stack of tan folders from Leslie’s grasp. “Thanks, Leslie. You know, I was thinking it might not be a bad idea to do a full blood panel on Duke Morgan. Can you draw the blood and label it for send-out? Sorry, I know I’m piling a lot on you this morning.” 
 
   “No problem, Doctor Lynn.” Leslie smiled. “It is definitely one of our busier mornings in a long time.” Leslie turned to leave and then spun back around. “I put Jennifer Marsh in room B. Her dad’s really agitated.” 
 
   “Okay. Just try to keep everyone calm. I’m sure it’s just a virus.” 
 
   Leslie didn’t close my door all the way, but I was too engrossed in the patient files to get up and finish the job. 
 
   I got halfway through my coffee before a disturbing coincidence had me frozen. They’ve all recently had vaccinations. Different ages. Different vaccinations. Some receiving their first year shots, others receiving the tail end of the HPV. Is there a common additive sourced for the different vaccines? Different manufacturers… What was making these kids sick? 
 
   I needed to get a look at Jennifer Marsh. See if there was anything different about her condition. Picking up Jennifer’s file, I made my way to exam room B. When I opened the door, Jennifer looked like she was sleeping and her Dad was sitting on the rolling stool next to the exam table. His arms were crossed across his chest and his face was contorted with worry. 
 
   “Hi, Jim. How’s our little Jennifer today?” The little girl was barely moving, her chest rising and falling slowly. I examined her gently, not asking her to move until I needed to listen to her lungs. Her father had to help sit her up. I’d never seen a small child so weak. And her eyes were the same as Duke’s- coated with a film, broken capillaries, dilated like she was on drugs.
 
   “Well? What is it? Does she need an antibiotic? We’ve got really good prescription coverage now that I’ve been at my new job six months.” Jim Marsh spoke quickly, his nerves obviously frayed. 
 
   “I’m honestly not sure, Jim. I’ve just seen another patient with the same symptoms. It could be a particularly nasty virus or some sort of autoimmune response.” I knew the second explanation was improbable. An autoimmune disorder would affect the eyes, but to have multiple patients develop similar autoimmune disorders… or even different autoimmune disorders at the same time… it wasn’t just highly unlikely, I’d call it improbable. Maybe there was an environmental factor I wasn’t considering? 
 
   “What can I do then? She’s miserable. She doesn’t want to eat, she barely drinks anything. This has been going on for days.” Jim’s voice grew louder with each word, until Jennifer groaned and tried to shift her body and open her eyes. “Sorry, honey. Just relax. Daddy will be quieter.” Jim’s hand stroked his daughter’s wheat-colored hair. She was sweating now, and some of the strands were plastered against her forehead. Nurse Leslie had taken her vitals before I came in; her temperature had been in the normal to mid-range. 
 
   I re-took it now, gently placing the thermometer tip in her ear and waiting for the beep. 
 
   105 degrees. 
 
   More than a six degree spike in under 30 minutes.
 
   “What is it? Does she have a fever?” Jim was standing now. I’d forgotten how tall he was, well over six feet. Even a teddy bear of a man could make me nervous if he towered over my petite frame like Mr. Marsh did. 
 
   “Yes. It’s spiked since you’ve brought her in and I’m worried she’s going to become more dehydrated. I think we should give her a dose of Tylenol to reduce the fever and consider admitting her to the hospital for observation until we can figure out what’s going on. They can at least give her fluids. I’ll have Nurse Leslie take blood for a panel.” 
 
   The big man’s shoulders were slumped and he looked back at his sleeping daughter. Of its own volition, my hand found its way to Jim’s shoulder. “Jim, it’s going to be okay. Jennifer is a healthy girl, whatever this is, she’ll fight it off. We just need to give her a little help.” I watched as his hand rubbed away the first of, what I guessed, would be many tears. I couldn’t imagine having a child, let alone a child suffering. 
 
   “I’m going to get in contact with some people, see if these symptoms are showing up in other towns. A few phone calls and maybe we’ll discover this is an easy-to-treat issue that’s running through the country.” 
 
   Jim didn’t say anything, he just nodded and sat back down next to Jennifer. 
 
   “Nurse Leslie will be back in a few minutes with the medicine and to take blood. I’ll have her bring you both some water. Can I get you anything else?” 
 
   Jennifer was stirring again; she seemed so small on the exam table, her knees scrunched against her chest and little tremors racing up and down her frame. Tiny little earthquakes on a tiny little landscape. I loved working with children, but seeing them sick… it physically pained me. Every damn time. 
 
   This time, when I went into my office, I locked the door behind me. 
 
   Drumming my fingers against my desk, I stared at my grandmother’s cup. What the hell is going on? 
 
   I logged into the medical data base; I spared no expense when it came to  accessing the continually changing world of medicine. Just because I lived in a backwoods Texas town, didn’t mean I had to leave the modern world completely behind. 
 
   Unfortunately, it didn’t take me long to eliminate every remote possibility… every virus, bacterial infection, disorder, and obscure ailment that could account for the acute symptoms in multiple patients with similar gestations. After that, my only option was to reach out- send email after email to colleagues. I didn’t expect an immediate response. Most of these people led busy lives- research, double shifts, grant meetings. At best, I hoped someone would contact me before the end of the week.
 
   So I nearly jumped out of my chair when my desk phone rang shrilly.                
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Virginia? It’s Stephen.” 
 
   “Jesus, Stephen. It’s been nearly a year! How’s Pensacola treating you? How’re Miranda and Tanya? I miss seeing pictures of her; you need to post more online!” I forgot my troubles for a moment; it was nice to hear from a friend on a rough morning. 
 
   “Look, Virginia, I read your email.” Stephen’s voice was serious, more serious than I’d ever heard it. “It hasn’t hit the media yet… God… the public would be in a frenzy already if it had… Miranda’s not answering the phone. Tanya was sick. Jesus… I’ve got to get home.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about, Stephen? I just emailed you about a few sick kids. It’s no big…”
 
   Stephen paid me back with his own rude interruption. “They started showing up at the hospital around 2 AM- dozens of kids, all with similar symptoms. Some more advanced than others. By 7 when I got back here, the ER was in chaos. Whatever it is changes, mutates. One minute these kids are just tired, next they spike a fever and show unprecedented levels of adolescent aggression. A boy bit a nurse’s ear off, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
   The line went silent for a moment. It couldn’t be the same thing. “You’re being a tad alarmist, Stephen. My kids here are tired and one spiked a fever, but they’re responsive. Facial cavities clear, lungs too. Their eyes are a bit strange- almost like a new strain of pink eye maybe. It really can’t be the same thing- not at the same time halfway across the country.” I tried to make my voice reasonable. Stephen had always been a bit of an alarmist- the kind of doctor that prescribes preventative rather than responsive treatments. 
 
   “Their eyes are glazed over? Like with an opaque film, broken capillaries and extreme dilation?” Stephen acted like he hadn’t heard my rationalizations. 
 
   I nodded and then realized that Stephen couldn’t see me. “Yeah, that’s right. Do the kids there have that too?” 
 
   “Jesus. Jesus, this thing is everywhere.” Stephen’s voice trailed off and when he spoke again, it was with more urgency. “Virginia, these aren’t just sick kids. You can’t treat them like that; they’re dangerous.” 
 
   “They’re just kids, Stephen. Kids. We aren’t talking about homicidal maniacs.” 
 
   “Virginia. Do. Not. Hesitate. If they are exhibiting symptoms, get the hell out of there. Call the CDC. Our hospital is on lockdown; it’s a damn Level 1 unknown outbreak and that is what’s happening there. Believe me. Do not mess around with this shit.” 
 
   “What the HELL are you talking about Stephen. I’m not leav….” I heard a crash on the other line, glass breaking. “Stephen… Stephen, are you alright?” 
 
   “Damn it, Virginia. Listen to me. Get out of there. Do not let one of them bite you. Just get the hell out of there!” Another crash and a bang. I could hear Stephen yelling. He wasn’t holding the phone any longer. 
 
   A scream, a scream that cut through to my core. 
 
   And the line went silent again; this time, Stephen’s voice did not break the silence.
 
   As if echoing Stephen’s yell, a high pitched scream echoed through the halls of my small practice like a Claxton in an old fire station. My reaction was automatic, thoughtless. I  scrambled from behind my desk, unlocked my door, and threw it open wide- not even caring that the knob slammed into the protective plate. A second agonizing cry reached my eyes as I stepped out into the hallway. My entire body tingled, fear settling in as Stephen’s words rattled in my head.
 
   Duke and his mother were no longer inside exam room A. They were in the hall. And I struggled to comprehend the picture in front of me. Mrs. Morgan was prone on the ground. Duke straddled her; his face was planted against her breasts and his mouth worked greedily. Blood spilled down his mother’s sides, pooling on the terrazzo floor. I began to move forward, wanting to take action, reprimand the boy, save the mother, do something. But my movement caught Duke’s attention and when he lifted his head, I nearly collapsed in shock.
 
   The terror inside me grew until it was its own monster. I could not take my eyes off his face, the face of the once cute boy with the ‘oh-so’ Texas name. I had treated him so many times- for scraped knees and head colds. Now his face was contorted, alien; his eyes were soulless and nearly all white, the foggy film thicker and obscuring color.  Blood ran from his curved, cruel lips, creating a river from mouth, to chin, to chest. 
 
   Duke rolled off of his mother’s body and onto all fours. It was animalistic. It was predatory. I gagged and stumbled backwards as Denise Morgan began to lift herself up from the ground. Her skin was pale, her eyes lifeless, but otherwise unchanged; she looked at me… and I knew she was dead. I moved further away, clanging into a rolling table of equipment in my hurry to escape the scene unfolding outside my office. The noise seemed to activate something in the boy and he leaped toward me, snarling and spitting. Little droplets of saliva mixed with his mother’s blood sailed toward me. Without thinking I grabbed the door to exam room B and swung it open as hard as I could. The resounding crunch told me that I hadn’t missed my mark, I peered around the door- which now acted as a barrier between me and the horror. The boy was on the ground, motionless, his frontal lobe caved inward like a divot in the ground caused by a driver in the hands of a skill-less golfer. 
 
   I couldn’t repress the bile as it flooded my throat. I let it loose, barely missing the boy’s body as I added my vomit to the growing pool of blood on the floor. Still feeling sick afterwards, I looked up and found Denise Morgan shambling towards me. Her face- as lifeless as it was- held some understanding. Her gaze moved from her once-alive son to me and I knew I’d pissed off mother zombie. Zombies. They’re not fucking zombies, Virginia. Get a damn grip. But what else was I going to call them. Zombie kids and zombie parents. That would do for now. 
 
   “Jennifer, you have to calm down. You have to calm down.” Jim’s voice pulled my attention away from Mrs. Morgan. I’d opened the door to exam room B, but never looked inside, never checked on Mr. Marsh and his daughter. 
 
   The sight inside the exam room was nearly worse than out in the hallway. Nurse Leslie was on the floor, leaning against the wall, nursing a large wound on her arm. Jim was pushing Jennifer down against the exam table. The girl was kicking and snarling, trying desperately to bite her father. I have to get out of here. Stephen was right. I have to get out now.
 
   I slammed the door to the exam room shut again, just as Denise Morgan’s hand gripped my upper arm. I screamed, slapping her away. Now, I was regretting not taking the free martial arts course Juan Mendoza taught at the community center last spring. I screamed again, this time bringing up my right leg and kicking at the woman. Mrs. Morgan’s head came dangerously close to my shoulder, but my kick landed squarely on her upper left thigh. I was short, mismatched against the taller woman, but the blow was enough to push her backwards. She tripped over Duke’s body. Once next to her son, the woman whimpered and seemed to give up, wrapping an arm around her inert boy. Somehow it was sad. Sad and disturbing.
 
   Racing quickly away and past the file room, I yelled for Nurse Kayla, but the only response I got was the sound of breaking glass and a cacophony of ear-splitting screams. If it had been Leslie manning the front desk, I might have gone in, tried to see if she was okay. But it was Nurse Kayla… and I could not bring myself to risk my own neck to save hers. Save me a seat in hell, I didn’t give a shit. Past the file room was a one-way viewing window. 
 
   The waiting room looked like a murder scene. Blood was everywhere, like a monochromatic mural of red on the floor, walls and ceilings.  I could see the source of the breaking glass sound now. The large front window of my practice was shattered. Nurse Kayla was shoved onto a large spike of remaining glass and a red haired child bounced atop her body like it was a trampoline and not the remnants of a person. There were children outside the building, moving quickly and with purpose. In contrast, their adult counterparts seemed directionless and void. I could only imagine what had unfolded within my practice… Duke and Jennifer times ten. 
 
   They weren’t children. 
 
   They were clawing, biting, scratching, tearing little things… hurting the ones that loved them most. Rabid. 
 
   Rabid like a pack of wild dogs. 
 
   Outside, the children moved together, clawing at a station wagon as it tried to leave the lot. I recognized that vehicle. The Fields family owned it. Maybe they were okay. Maybe one family made it out of this hell unscathed. Somehow I pulled myself away from the gruesome scene. I was shaking violently and it took every ounce of willpower I possessed to calm down. I’d only been still for a moment studying the fall out, but now that I’d returned to the present, I heard Jim yell and remembered that there was still one zombie child I had to worry about. Gripping the key card around my neck with shaking fingers, I darted toward the secured supply room- not the one with tongue depressors and gauze. No, this one had the more expensive items, the controlled substances, the things that sticky fingers might be tempted by. I kept a number of items here meant for the walk-in clinic across town. Things that might be useful- like bandages, antibiotics, and mild painkillers. 
 
   Sliding the card down the reader, I entered the room. I’d be safe in here for now. Pushing down my emotions, I began gathering supplies, stuffing everything into plastic, red biohazard bags. They weren’t sturdy, but they’d work until I could find a replacement. I took as much as I thought I could carry, enough that I could help anyone who needed it. This was still my town. I was still a doctor. I had a duty. 
 
   Once I had three over-filled red bags, I realized I was going to have trouble carrying all three by their small white, flimsy handles. I needed to put them all into something, something that would allow me to navigate outside with my hands free. Just in case I needed to defend myself.
 
    The only thing I could find that even marginally fit the bill was one of the large blood drive gift bags from the previous year. It really wasn’t suitable for carrying weight, but it had string straps and that was better than nothing. I shoved the biohazards bags into it, shouldered the supplies, and mentally prepared myself for a quick exit. As an afterthought, I put on a P-100 mask and gloves before leaving the supply room. I didn’t know what had caused this outbreak, but so far, I wasn’t infected. I’d do whatever I could to keep it that way. The bag on my back was angular and clunky; I shifted my shoulders restlessly, trying to get the weight of it to settle more comfortably on my back. It was a fruitless effort. And I need to focus. 
 
   Only a few strides took me from the supply room to the emergency door. I peered tentatively through the sliver of reinforced glass which posed as a window. I could see the back grassy lot and immediately wished that I had installed the employee parking lot that year, but the contractor quotes had just been too damn high. Sixteen grand for a slab of concrete. Ridiculous. 
 
   Course, if I’d just paid the damn money, my car would be parked conveniently out back. As it was though, my Land Rover was out front along with zombie kids, zombie moms, zombie dads, probable death. It wasn’t worth the risk. I’d rather run home than risk my neck for the advantage of four wheels. The nearest building wasn’t far, just across the two-lane road that ran parallel to Main Street. I could make that easily. The angle though… one of them might see me. I can do this. I can make it across the road and the three miles to my house. Heart racing I adjusted the awkward pack again and pushed on the door release. 
 
   It didn’t open! What the hell? I pushed harder and looked down to see if the door was locked. My eyes were greeted by a little red sign over the release lever. HOLD FOR 15 SECONDS UNTIL ALARM SOUNDS. Crap. That’s less than ideal. They’re going to hear that sucker a mile away and make a beeline for my ass. Holding my breath, I pushed and held the release in place. 
 
   The emergency alarm blared to life and a split-second later, the door clicked and swung open. Without hesitation, I bolted across the threshold and ran. My legs pumped back and forth, my sensible shoes slapping the pavement in a rushed rhythm. 
 
   A gunshot sounded to my left and I turned quickly, almost falling over my own feet and face-planting on the asphalt. John Croxton, one of the deputy sheriffs, was firing warning shots over a crowd of people moving toward him. Coming to a halt, I opened my mouth to yell, to warn him that the mob couldn’t be reasoned with. I saw the children in the crowd, they moved faster than the adults, moved toward John… closer, closer. John fired again. I couldn’t look away. Morbid fascination- a brutal car crash on the freeway. 
 
   The children were upon him now. I watched as his body disappeared beneath the swarm of ringlets and bloody, cherub cheeks. I listened as he fired a last desperate shot into the air. And then his gun was silenced, replaced by his screams… an infinitely more disturbing sound than a gunshot.
 
   Something told me to move, something primitive, something ancient. My inner self prodded me to run- like a hot poker on my backside. I snapped into action. The emergency alarm was still screeching and the infected children were beginning to look my way. My feet started pounding against the pavement again. I counted the footfalls, trying to ignore the snarling and spitting in the distance behind me. 
 
   I was almost at my house. So close. Only one more street to cross.
 
   Everything around me was in ruin. People were screaming; a man was beating a child with a garbage can; an elderly woman was lying on the ground, an old wooden cane her only defense against an attacker with blonde pigtails. Percy, the local handyman, was fending off a preteen with a hammer. But he couldn’t defend himself from all sides. I gasped as a boy bounded on all fours towards Percy from behind. I was close enough to hear the squelching, flesh-ripping sound as the man lost a chunk of his calf. I flinched as Percy fell forward, the hammer useless against such calculated viciousness. 
 
   It was too much. I couldn’t handle this. How could I survive on my own? When so many were dying… so much fear?
 
   I pushed harder, sprinting as fast as I could, fully focused on getting to my house. Getting to a phone. Because I realized that I didn’t have to be alone. It was a stupid, stupid time to realize that I needed Chris. But I did. I needed Chris. Not just because the world had gone to shit, but because if the world went to shit, I’d want to be with Chris until the end. It was just that simple. 
 
   Right foot down. Left foot down. Right foot down. Left foot down. 
 
   I could do this; I could make it home, pack a bag, and take the Jag to Dallas. I’d get Chris. We’d be safe together. And I’d wear that damn engagement ring with pride. 
 
   All I could think about was Chris now. I should have been paying attention to my surroundings. 
 
   Crossing the last street, I didn’t look left or right. 
 
   Just a little further and I’d be home. 
 
   The car seemed to come out of nowhere- they always do when you aren’t paying attention. 
 
    
 
   There was so much pain. I knew it was over. I’d never make it home. Never make it to Chris. Those things would get me, bite me, turn me… all because I wasn’t paying attention to the damn road. 
 
   I was curled against the concrete, not wanting to move until I knew how bad my injuries were. My mind was slowly shutting down, shielding me from the onslaught of pain. I blinked, trying desperately to remain conscious. As I slipped into blackness, I felt my body gingerly lifted and placed against a much softer surface. Voices filled the space around me. I only caught three words. Was she bitten?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In an out of consciousness and pain. 
 
   The aches greeted me each time I woke up and they forced me to drift back into the sweet darkness of sleep. Occasionally, during my brief moments of wakefulness, I heard voices. There was a man, a woman… and maybe a child. I couldn’t be sure and I really didn’t care. All I cared about was leaving the pain behind. 
 
   But I knew that giving into oblivion like that was unwise. So each time my eyes fluttered open, I tried to stay awake a little longer.
 
   As my conscious brain began to clear from the trauma-induced fog, I tried to self-diagnose. My hips were sore and there was at least deep tissue bruising in my pelvis and lower abdomen, maybe a few banged-up ribs. I could wrap those tightly… if the people in the car with me had picked up my medical supplies along with me and my busted body. I didn’t think anything was broken thankfully, but I hesitated to move too much and draw attention to myself. I might have fractured my wrist and my left ankle sent a sharp pain up my spine when I tried to rotate it.   
 
   I nodded off to sleep again several times. 
 
   Finally, I awoke and I felt wholly myself- alert and alive. 
 
   The car was slowing down; the motion reminded me of being a kid riding in the back of my mom’s conversion van. I opened my eyes fully now, curiosity beating out my desire to remain unnoticed.  A new rush of soreness assaulted my senses and made me wince. I wasn’t accustomed to this much physical damage and my body was sending all types of signals to my brain, more than it wanted to process at one time. I fought the urge to once again give in to sleep. 
 
   The daylight was blinding, the late afternoon Texas sun shining through the glass right into my sensitive eyes.
 
   “Where am I?” I heard my voice and it sounded strangely detached.
 
   “Marvin, she’s awake,” came a voice from the front seat, “It’s okay, Honey, you’re safe and Marvin doesn’t think you’re too bad off.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that.” I sat up now, my body screaming in revolt “Last thing I remember was getting run over…”
 
   “That was us, Ma’am,” a voice came alive to my right “and we’re awful sorry. You just ran right out into the road. Dad couldn’t brake quick enough. Scared the dickens out of Mom though. Never heard her curse before!” I looked at the voice and saw that I had been resting next to a teenager with carrot-colored hair and a face full of pale brown freckles. The boy looked like he could have been in the cast of Mayberry R.F.D. or on the cover of MAD magazine.
 
   “You hush! Cussing is awful and impolite. I can’t believe I said something so foul.” 
 
   “I think you’ll be okay, Mom. God’s not going to give away your seat in heaven for saying the word—”
 
   “Son, if you say that word, I’ll wash your mouth out with soap, just like Grandmother Reynolds used to do to me!” 
 
   “Sorry, Mom.” But the boy didn’t sound sorry at all; he sounded amused. 
 
    I cleared my throat to interrupt the mother-son bickering. “Well, thanks for not leaving me for dead.” I grimaced, the pain shooting through my ribs as I adjusted myself in the seat.
 
   “We couldn’t have done that.” It was Marvin, the dad, looking at me in the rearview mirror. “I mean, it may be the end of the world, but we can still be civilized, you know?”
 
   Civilized? I thought, acid forming words in my mind. There’s nothing civil about the end of the world… zombie kids, zombie parents, damn murder and bloody mayhem. The situation was as far from civil as it could get. Do these people even know what the hell is going on outside their little van and idealistic morals?
 
   “Where are our manners?” The mother chimed in, “I’m Cindy; this is my husband Marvin, and that’s our son Tye, short for Tyson. We’re the Gadsons.
 
   I looked at her thoughtfully; for some reason, her introduction struck me as funny. Formalities at the end of the world. Just weird. 
 
   “Well, it’s nice to meet you and your family, Cindy. I’m Dr. Virginia Lynn. I assure you, I don’t make a habit of running into moving vehicles like a deranged woman. I’m living a bit outside my normal routine today.”
 
   “Oh, aren’t we all.” She responded in a perky voice, “Marvin says it’s the tribulation and this is God’s curse on the planet.  We’re on our way to the temple right now to find sanctuary. Nothing can happen to us there.” 
 
   “Temple, what temple?” I was trying to grasp what she was saying, but the pain had suddenly worsened and was muddying my brain. Maybe I had broken something after all.   Before I could ask if they’d brought along my medical supplies, Cindy started speaking again. 
 
   “Why the Mormon temple of course, Dear. Marvin says the Dallas temple will be too crowded so now we’re heading to San Antonio. That temple’s fairly new and Marvin thinks they’ll be less people going there.” 
 
   “Yep, that’s right.” Marvin chimed in, “Less people means less children. We were actually headed to the Dallas Temple when we ran into you, but decided to turn around after we began running into clogged roads and a lot of the sinners outside your town. We have to feel pity for them and pray; they’ll be spending existence that way.”
 
   “Sinners?” That confused me… “What sinners?”
 
   “Those kids, the ones that are killing people. And then there are the adults, heaven knows how many sins sentenced them to that fate!” Cindy’s voice was high-pitched and frazzled. I stared at her, my mouth gaping at the ridiculousness of her words. As if small children could be ‘sinners.’ My eyes left her face, focusing on her lap. I was worried I’d say something curt and get my ass tossed to the curb. Cindy’s hands were folded loosely against her thighs; a white undershirt peeked out from beneath her gingham blouse. She caught me looking and hastily pulled her blouse over the undershirt. “They’ll all need to be offered redemption. I’m sure they’ll be doing round-the-clock baptisms for the dead at the Temple. Because they are dead; aren’t they, Marvin? That’s what you said.” 
 
   “Dead as can be, Cindy.” His voice was sad. “Like you said, must have done some real terrible things to have to walk this earth immortal and evil.” 
 
   They really believed that the children must be sinners; that they’d done something terrible to make them change. No, kids were innocent. It was something else; something that we adults caused that robbed them of their childhoods and turned them into monsters.  I didn’t say anything to contradict Cindy though. I’d known a few Mormons; they’d been wonderful, decent people, but this was a family of zealots, non-mainstream, and one scoop-full away from a whole bucketful of crazy.
 
   “That’s right, Honey. Only sinners would be fated to that sort of hell on an earthly plane.” His voice was serious, matter-of-fact. Then, almost manically, a smile lit his face. “Soon as I get some gas, we’ll be to the Temple in no time. We’re actually not too far from where we hit you, lost a lot of time heading to Dallas and then turning around.”
 
   It finally dawned on me. They’d been heading toward Dallas. Now they weren’t. And every second took me further and further away from Chris. 
 
   “I can’t go to San Antonio.” I muttered. “I need to get to Dallas. It’s a… a medical emergency.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear me saying how the roads are all chummed up? Those sinners roaming everywhere?”
 
   “It’s important. I have to get there.” 
 
   “There’s no emergency worth getting yourself killed over, Virginia. If all those cars and sinners were any indication, then Dallas is the last place you want to go. All you’re going to achieve is getting coaxed into sin yourself. No, best come to the Temple with us. We hit you for a reason; we can save you.”
 
   “Save your physical body and your immortal soul.” Cindy’s voice now, breathy and full of the Holy Spirit no doubt. Nothing a religious zealot liked better than saving a prospective sinner. It was like molten chocolate cake and ice cream to them. 
 
    
 
   “None of that matters.” I responded firmly. I could feel the strength coming back into my body and that strength was accompanied by a touch of anger. “I’m not going to San Antonio; so unless you want to kidnap me, I suggest you find a place to drop me off.”
 
   “All right, Dear.” Cindy was just placating me; her tone was transparent and sugared. “There’s really no need to work yourself into a tizzy. We’ll take care of you.”
 
   “Course we will.” Marvin pressed a button, releasing windshield cleaner so the wipers could clear off a bit of bug goo and road filth from the windshield. “We’ll be getting gas soon and we can talk about it. If you still want to head out on your own afterwards, we won’t stop you.”
 
   I wasn’t satisfied with their reassurances; they just wanted to keep me calm. Would they actually kidnap me? Hell if I knew. There was no point fighting now. I couldn’t make a break for it in the middle of nowhere. The gas station, that’s where I’d make my move if they decided my soul was worth more than my freewill. 
 
   I stared out the window at the passing countryside trying to get an idea of where I was, but it was futile. Maybe we weren’t far from my home, maybe we were. Nothing looked familiar. So either they were lying about our location or Marvin had taken some obscure backroad I’d yet to explore near town. 
 
   I wasn’t distracted by the scenery for long before I heard the turn signal begin to tick. For the second time, I was struck by the ludicrous family and their rigid adherence to societal protocols. After all, who the hell were they signaling for? There was no one around, no one to warn. 
 
   The van eased off the road and onto a combination parking lot of a gas station and small ice cream shop- one of those mobile kinds that could be moved from place to place. It seemed deserted, but there were half a dozen abandoned cars and it made me nervous. Ice cream- a kid’s favorite food group.
 
   “Now, Marvin, you be careful.” Cindy sounded as nervous as I felt. Finally, a little show of common sense from this idiotic family.
 
   “It will be fine, Honey. You know what I say. If God calls you home, there’s not a thing to do about it.” He smiled serenely. “Come on, Tye. Grab the good word for protection.”
 
   “You’re going out there armed… with a book?” These people were bat-shit crazy.
 
   “This book is the word of our God, given to us through his servant Joseph Smith. We could ask for no better armor against peril. Isn’t that right, Tye?”
 
   The teenager nodded dutifully. “But, well, Dad, it wouldn’t hurt to keep Grandpa Leslie’s shotgun handy. He believed in faith and self-defense. So does Bishop Holden. Just last Sunday he was telling us how we are called to do everything we can to protect our families. And…”
 
   “Son, I will not have this discussion with you. Our family does not use deadly force. We can protect ourselves with faith and reason.” It was the first time I’d heard Marvin’s voice pass stern and drive into the angry zone. 
 
   “Okay, Dad.” Tye was sullen, grabbing the Holy Bible and Book of Mormon for good measure.
 
   I watched as the father and son exited the van and headed toward the pump we were parked next to. Just another episode of crazy- there was no way the pumps would be working. There was no one to pay, no one to turn them on. I got hit by a loony bin on wheels. Moments later, as Marvin slid his credit card and began pumping gas; I had to eat a tasty slice of crow pie. Cindy must have seen the surprised look on my face. 
 
   “Marvin works in the tech industry that designs and processes these types of systems. Some are fully automated and will accept credit cards on a delayed basis, because the credit institutions aren’t directly involved in their regulation. So, for a few days at least, some of these pumps will dispense gas as long as they have power.”
 
   I smiled and nodded my head in understanding. That was a handy bit of knowledge to have. I plugged away that tidbit of info for future use and opened the door to step out. It was as good a time as any to impress upon them my resolve to separate from their… ‘flock’. Predictably, Cindy hopped out of the car also and began to speak hurriedly.
 
   “Now, you really should stay with us, Virginia. Nothing’s more important than saving your soul and the savior can do that. Let us take you to the Temple. You’ll understand as soon as you step inside. I promise you…” 
 
   I interrupted her, my voice sharp and resolute. “There’s no use trying to stop me, Cindy. I appreciate you all wanting to help me, but…” 
 
   I stopped mid-sentence. Cindy, so recently intent on saving my soul, he wasn’t looking at me anymore. She was looking over the hood of the van and past me.
 
    
 
   The hair stood up on my neck, sentries warning me that something bad was coming my way, but I was afraid to turn. I watched as the color drained from the woman’s face and beads of sweat appeared on her brow. I willed myself to slowly face whatever horror had paled my companion and arrested her speech. The little voice of reason in my head chided – bet the Temple looks damn good now, doesn’t it? 
 
   I was on the same side as Marvin and Tye pumping gas. As my gaze roved over and past them, I realized that neither of them had realized the threat that Cindy had seen. They were too involved, talking in whispers with Tye clutching their ‘good books’ to his chest. I had a feeling that I was the subject of conversation- how to make the heathen stay with them until they could convert her. Maybe they just thought a doctor would be useful. Whatever their conversation, they weren’t paying attention. 
 
   And they should have been. 
 
   Because heathens weren’t the worst thing in the world anymore. 
 
    
 
   Three day-mares, none of them taller than three feet, were sitting quietly on the trunk of an Oldsmobile parked just in front of the mobile ice cream parlor.   
 
   Triplets. 
 
   Three identical children with fine, white-blonde hair and cobalt eyes that were so vibrant that the milky film of infection did not obscure the intense shade. Saliva and chocolate ice cream dripped from their too-shiny, too-sharp, white little teeth.  
 
   I couldn’t imagine a more poorly-matched set of opponents. A mild-mannered, middle-aged doctor and three people who believed a book could protect their physical bodies. . 
 
   We were exposed, in so many ways. 
 
   All of us were out of the van and a mere fifty feet from the reaper, although, I could not imagine these kids, who were somehow intensely beautiful and intensely scary, wearing a dark shroud. 
 
   We had no weapons. Did we? Tye had mentioned a shotgun, but it could be back at their house for all I knew. 
 
   “Cindy!” I shouted the woman’s name fiercely. “Cindy, where’s my medical stuff?!” I just took it on faith that they had picked up the cheap drawstring bag and not left rolls of gauze and priceless antibiotics on the road like a bunch of idiots who thought prayer cured every bacterial infection and bodily distress.
 
   My yell finally shut Marvin and Tye up- Tye’s mouth was frozen mid-joke and they both looked confused. Their expression was clear- what’s wrong with that godless woman now?
 
    I was far from godless, but now wasn’t the time to profess my faith, which was, decidedly more docile than that of the Gadsons’.
 
   “Medical stuff?” I could tell that Cindy wasn’t understanding me, that fear was eating away at her ability to think. 
 
   “My pack I had when you all ran me over!” 
 
   “Oh… that? I think Marvin tossed it in back with the luggage. Why would you need medical supplies?” She smiled softly. “There’s nothing God can’t handle.” Her voice was soft, absent of the terror she definitely felt. The woman was internalizing, wrapping religion around the horror like a tree repairing storm damage. 
 
   “What the hell ever! God also helps those who damn well help themselves!” 
 
   I didn’t even care that I’d cussed; let the Gadsons’ condemn me. I just wanted to fucking live. 
 
   I raced to the rear of the vehicle. The lift gate was locked. “Please, Marvin. Unlock the back. Please!” 
 
   I glanced around the side of the van. Marvin and Tye were now huddled with Cindy. Their eyes were closed, the book held in all three sets of their hands. Idiots! Fucking idiots! The children had abandoned the trunk of the early model Olds. They were moving towards us- neither slowly nor with fervor. They moved slowly, with the certainty that they could take their time and still bag fresh meat for lunch. Well, I’m not a walking human beef buffet! Eat the morons with their eyes closed!
 
   I thought about diving back into the car, but all the windows were down and it would be a short-lived sanctuary. I glanced around the parking lot and the area surrounding it. Near the road was a highway service truck, its driver’s door slightly ajar, but the windows were up. It was a hundred feet away. It seemed like miles, an impossible situation, stalking killer triplets, the useless Gadsons. I was as good as dead. It was my only option though. I sure as heck wasn’t running into the station. Anything could be waiting for me in there. I flexed my muscles to bolt, just as Cindy screamed. 
 
   So much for prayer. And, despite that thought, I sent a silent plea to the big man upstairs as I began to run full-out toward the truck.
 
   The pain in my body almost made me wretch as I made the mad dash to the truck. I heard animalistic snarls followed by the screams of both teen and mother. I glanced over my shoulder in mid-stride to see Marvin swinging the gas nozzle like a makeshift medieval flail, but his attempt to defend was futile. The good book hadn’t saved them. 
 
   Marvin fell backwards, a monster attached to his face like some disturbing scene from an Alien’s rip-off. I couldn’t see him, his body now obscured by the van. I hesitated, not seeing any more movement. I was halfway to the truck. Had they killed the Gadsons? Had they forgotten about me? 
 
   I noticed one of the towheaded ‘angels’ laying in a pool of black fluid near the front of the van. A result of the metal gas nozzle and Marvin’s panicked defense of his family? I didn’t care how it was dead. It was dead, but… where were the other two? Slowly I continued moving backwards toward the truck, wary now and worried that my pause had doomed me.  My gaze was glued to the van, waiting for the remaining two of the former triplets to appear. 
 
    
 
   I was within thirty feet of the partially-opened truck door when the other two zombie children leaped in unison over the front of the van and began to bound towards me like large cats. 
 
   I turned and let loose a guttural cry as my body refused to move faster than second gear. I wasn’t going to make it. They were just too damn fast! Why had I stopped to take a look? I was the moron now, tempting fate as much as three people relying on a book and belief to save them. 
 
   It may as well have been suicide by idiocy.  I’d just killed myself.
 
   Help! My mind screamed, seeking aid from that unseen force I often ignored. 
 
   The silent plea morphed into an audible shriek. On the hood of the service truck was the most terrifying animal I had ever seen. It was wolfish, but not a wolf, resembling a German Shepard, but with distinctive markings that were uncommon to the breed. Its prosternum, upper legs, shoulders, and neck were covered in hideous burn scars, leaving much of his body without fur.   I froze. I had nowhere else to run, so I waited for the inevitable.
 
   I gasped and fell to my knees as the animal leapt, its sharp teeth glinting in the sunlight. Its growl was vicious, full of primal anger and raw hatred. I could not say why this animal found me so threatening, but it did. And I was dead. At least my tombstone wouldn’t read ‘died of her own stupidity’. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I decided this really wasn’t so bad. I wouldn’t have to deal with the apocalypse.
 
   A whoosh of air and a brush of fur against my body; the dog had passed me, sailing towards the threat behind me. The screeches of displeasure from the two zombie children were deafening. I heard a crunch and rip of flesh as the dog attacked and I rolled over on my butt to watch the death match unfold. 
 
   The dog had ripped away the neck of the first child. He couldn’t have had any time to react, not from the look on his now inanimate face- frozen in surprise, somehow made innocent again in sudden death. His slight body wilted toward the ground, falling into a small heap of ‘boy’ covered in blood. 
 
   Now my furry savior was crouched and circling the last of the terrible triplets, but this one wasn’t going to be caught off guard. He matched the animal’s movements with precision and patience. 
 
   They circled each other for what seemed like an eternity, until finally the dog had the girl in an advantageous position- facing away from the truck, away from me. It was like watching a perverse game of chess, and I was the king- without skills and needing protection. 
 
   The dog did not attack. Why wasn’t he attacking?!
 
   I didn’t have to wait long for my answer. 
 
   The ear-splitting crack of a rifle broke the air, so recently arrested in an animal-zombie stalemate.
 
   The deadly little zombie’s head exploded in a shower of brains and red, a special order of spaghetti with marinara on the pavement. Satisfied that he had done his job, the ferocious looking animal ambled back toward me and sat down in front of me as if making sure I didn’t move. Moving was the furthest thing from my terrified mind. Where the hell had the bullet come from? Who had killed the kid?
 
   A man’s voice, brusque and deep, accompanied heavy footfalls. “Good job, Ranger. Looks like you earned your keep for the week.” I looked for the voice, and there he was- scruffy and tall. “How you doing, Miss?” He reached out his hand to me, offering to lift me to my feet. I stared at that hand, scarred and well-worn. He dropped it after an instant, realizing I was too traumatized to respond. The dog… Ranger… sidled up to the man, pushing into his side until receiving what he wanted- a good scratch behind the ears. 
 
   “I asked if you’re okay. Have you been bitten?” 
 
   This man, unkempt, a bit grizzly, at least in his late thirties… he was the most wonderful man she’d ever seen. “Are. You. Okay?” He asked again, punctuating each word as if I was a small child needing crayons and paper. 
 
   I stuttered, forcing the words out. “I am okay. Thanks to you.”
 
   “You mean, thanks to us,” came a voice, young and girly, from around the back of the service vehicle. “I mean, I didn’t really do anything, because JW made me stay in the truck, but Ranger did and he’s sort of my dog.” My eyes left the man and animal and found a pre-teen in torn jeans. 
 
   Curly, dark auburn hair was an unruly, frizzy mess around a freckled face. Black rimmed glasses framed bright green eyes, which held an undeniable degree of grief. The girl smiled at me though, a motion that took away some of the poorly-disguised sadness. She jabbed a thumb at the big man standing nearly over me. “He’s great though. Really. You couldn’t be in better hands now.”
 
   JW, as the girl had called him, grimaced. “No one’s making you come with us, just to make that clear, but company’s not something to scoff at in terms of safety.”
 
   “Like I’d survive on my own out here for long.” I wanted to say I was independent, able to survive and that the duo and dog could get the hell away from me, but I was a doctor, practical, rational, logical. Most of the time…
 
   The grizzly man nodded. “Need anything before we leave? You seemed damned determined to get into that van’s trunk before.”
 
   It was my turn to nod. “Yeah, I need my medical supplies.” 
 
   “You a doctor?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   JW nodded again. “Alright, I’ll be back. You stay with Bonnie and Ranger.” 
 
   I didn’t respond. 
 
   So, this is the company I keep in an apocalypse- first a van of religious zealots and now a hobo, a girl, and a torn-up canine. What did I do to piss off lady karma? Today had been too fucking much to process.
 
    
 
    
 
   I flopped back onto the pavement and stared up at the sky. Stiff drinks at the end of the world should be a medicinal must- along with antibiotics and sterilized bandages.
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   BONNIE GREENE
 
    
 
    
 
   I’d been up since 6 AM out of habit. Maybe that’s unusual for a twelve year old kid, but I wasn’t an average preteen. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I was always up early- making sure everyone had what they needed before I left for school. Today was a teacher work day for the county though, so I got to stay home with Grandma and run errands. I’d called Mrs. Alice next door at 7 AM sharp, knowing she’d be up and having her morning coffee.  I loved her name, because it always made me think of wonderland, of someplace magical. 
 
   I felt bad calling so early, even though she was already awake, but I’d forgotten to call her yesterday and tell her we didn’t need help today. She always sat with Grandma when Dad and I weren’t home. She didn’t charge us anything, said she liked the company. Part of me believed her- she must get lonely now that her husband, Mr. Lloyd, had passed away- but the other part of me knew that she was just being kind, knew we didn’t have enough money to pay her even if she asked. We really couldn’t ask for a nicer neighbor. Or one that made better apple pie in the summer. 
 
    
 
   “Dad!” I waited for the groaned response that always followed my morning yell. “Dad! You’re going to be late for work again!” 
 
   It sounded like a bear was upstairs, the way my dad stretched and carried on every morning, but he was always so overtired. I tried to get him to quit his second job, told him we made enough money… which was a lie. He’d said it wasn’t normal for a kid my age to worry over a budget. But I was the one who wrote checks, mailed bill payments, called the electric company when we couldn’t pay on time. Dad just didn’t have the energy to focus on that stuff. And Grandma sometimes didn’t know what day it was and she sometimes forgot that Grandpa was dead and that mom was gone. 
 
   I didn’t think about mom anymore. I barely remembered her face now. But Grandma was always looking for her, always calling for her daughter. It made me sad to always have to tell her that her Rosie Lynn wasn’t home. Sometimes, she’d mistake me for mom, because- according to Dad- we had the same dark auburn hair and forest of freckles. I wore glasses though. Mom never needed them so her blue eyes were never hidden behind thick frames. 
 
   “Dad!” 
 
   “I’m up. I’m up!” 
 
   “Want me to throw a pop tart in the toaster?” 
 
   “Do we have any brown sugar left?” 
 
   Walking away from the kitchen doorway, I opened the wall cabinet that held most of our dry food. We never had much on hand towards the end of the month. SNAP-approved items courtesy of $247 in food stamps and small paychecks never lasted as long as we hoped. Generic pop tarts and instant oatmeal packs were stuffed into a brown basket on the lower shelf. I rummaged through for a moment. All we had left was strawberry, Dad’s least favorite, but the only kind Grandma would eat. 
 
   “Sorry! We’re all out! Want something else?” I was almost screaming now and startled when Dad walked into the kitchen, his hands vigorously rubbing a towel against his damp hair. 
 
   “Don’t have to yell, Baby Bird, I’m not deaf.” Dad walked over and kissed my forehead, then playfully dropped the semi-wet towel over my head. 
 
   “Hey! It took me an hour to make it straight!” I faked anger, slapping the towel off of my head. 
 
   “I like it curly.” He walked away and opened our fridge. 
 
   “When it’s curly, Grandma always mistakes me for Mom. She seems to remember I’m me if it’s straight.” I didn’t let my voice be sad. I was over mom leaving, really okay with it, but Dad was still hurt… I was pretty sure he’d always be sad Mom left. 
 
   Dad was quiet for a moment, but then shook his head and started moving things around in the fridge. “We out of milk too?” 
 
   “Yeah, Grandma keeps pouring it into bowls and leaving it on the stoop for that stray cat; she used the last of it yesterday.” 
 
   “I think she wastes more food than she actually eats.” Dad sighed, grabbing the bag of fruity pebbles on the counter. “Breakfast of champions,” he joked, taking a fistful of dry cereal and stuffing it into his mouth. He crunched happily, filling a glass of water to wash down the healthy meal. 
 
   “It’s grocery day, at least.” I smiled, nibbling on a strawberry pastry. “Want to make hot dogs and mac and cheese tonight? We’ve still got some Worcestershire left over from last time and hot dogs in the freezer.” We’d been making hot dog mac and cheese ever since I could remember. Dad would slice and fry up the chicken hot dogs (they were cheaper than the beef ones) in the sauce until they caramelized. Then he’d make the mac and cheese (with extra butter when we could afford it) and mix everything together until it was a gooey, delicious mess. 
 
   “I’m working late tonight, Baby Bird. Not sure I’ll be up for cooking.” 
 
   “Oh…” I trailed off. It wasn’t that I was surprised. Dad was always working late at his first job or picking up an extra morning shift at the gas station. 
 
   “Sorry. Bill called out sick and the plant offered me his shift tonight. I’ll be home around three for an hour though. Let’s make some quick ramen and watch that show you taped last week. What was it?” 
 
   “A documentary on post-World War II Germany, but it’s almost three hours long. And I know you; you’ll just end up falling asleep five minutes in.” 
 
   Dad laughed, bits of rainbow cereal snowing from his open mouth. “You’re probably right. You watch it and I’ll nap.” 
 
   “It’s a date.” Chewing the last bite of pastry, I looked at the clock. “Crap! It’s almost 7, Dad.” 
 
   He looked at the time and tossed the still-open bag of cereal onto the counter. Some of it spilled. I’d be the one cleaning that up. “Where’s my shirt?” Dad was scrambling now, trying to find his socks, shoes, uniform. It was another part of our typical morning routine. 
 
   “Your socks and shoes are next to the door and your shirt is right there,” I pointed to the small breakfast table- which we rarely used- where his shirt was hanging over a chair. “I washed it last night, your name tag is already on it, and your lunch is in the fridge.” 
 
   “What would I do without you, Baby Bird?” 
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. Lose both your jobs, forget to shower, eventually smell like a sewer. You’d be pathetic, that’s for sure.” 
 
   “Totally pathetic.” He laughed again. I loved that sound; it was deep and rich- like Mufasa from the Lion King. 
 
   As Dad shoved his arms into the pale blue shirt he had to wear at the gas station, I brushed the spilled cereal off the counter and into my cupped palm so that I could dump it back into its box. We couldn’t afford to waste. 
 
   Like clockwork, Grandma came into the kitchen. This morning, like many mornings, she was still in her long nightgown with her hair rolled up in soda cans. Dad had bought her curling rods last Christmas, but she’d tried them once and returned to her old faithful method. I always wondered how she could sleep with her head lumpy and lopsided. 
 
   “Morning, Mom.” 
 
   “Joe? You’re up early. I thought they put you on third shift this week. Did you already collect the eggs this morning? I can go get them.” Grandma looked confused, her gaze darting about the kitchen as if the checkered valence and white coffee maker weren’t familiar. I knew what she was seeing- I’d been in the old house she’d shared with Grandpa before he’d passed away. Their kitchen had been mostly brown- brown curtains, brown table cloth, white and brown plates. 
 
   “Mom, it’s me, Clark.” Dad pointed to his name tag. “See. I’m your son-in-law. Dad passed away four years ago.” 
 
   Grandma shook her head and then placed her index fingers against her temples. “Clark. Oh. Where’s Rosie this morning? Does she want some eggs? Hopefully the chickens have laid us a few.” 
 
   “Mom, we don’t have the chickens anymore and remember Rosie left on a trip a long time ago.” 
 
   I could see that Dad was getting frustrated; he always tried to be so patient. But mornings were rough for Grandma. Once she’d been awake for a few hours, had a cup of tea, she’d be okay. “Grandma, do you know who I am?” I moved in front of her, pushing my straightened hair behind my ears. I waited a moment, but Grandma’s lips were concreted shut. “I’m Bonnie, Grandma. We’re going to get dressed and take the bus to the Murphy’s today for groceries.” 
 
   She smiled at me now. “Can we get some ice cream? I’d like some ice cream.” 
 
   “Sure.” I lied, knowing the frozen treat would melt on the more than thirty minute ride home from the store. Murphy’s was only ten miles away, but there were nearly half a dozen stops. Even with the insulated bag, buying frozen items was a gamble. And we really didn’t have the extra money to take that chance. Dad used to stop at the store for treats like ice creams since he had the car and could get it home quickly, but his schedule had been so erratic the past two months that he hadn’t had the chance. 
 
   The clock struck 7 and it pinged an alarm. “Dad, shoes.” I reminded, wanting him to make his 7:30 shift start. He’d been late four times last month and the owner hadn’t been very happy with him. 
 
   “Shoot,” Dad darted out of the kitchen. I followed with his lunch bag, and then watched him skip socks and just shove his bare feet into his white sneakers. 
 
   “Your shoes are going to smell tonight.” I crinkled my nose, remembering the last time he’d skipped socks. I’d had to wash his shoes twice over the weekend and sprinkle in baby powder and that had only masked the smell rather than eliminating it. 
 
   “Look on the bright side; it’s grocery day so we’ll have lots of detergent.” 
 
   “Very funny.” 
 
   Dad grabbed the car keys off a small peg on the wall and jokingly waltzed out of the front door, throwing up jazz hands to make me laugh. He didn’t need the keys; they were mostly for show. The car was so banged up, Dad used a flat head screwdriver to unlock the doors and turn the ignition. Someone could steal it in a heartbeat, not that anyone would want to. The radio was broken, the seats were decorated in cigarette burns- courtesy of the last owner- and the side mirrors were duct taped to the car. That was Grandma’s fault. She’d gone on a midnight, joyride forgetting she was 75 with no license and absolutely no sense of depth perception. 
 
   We’d used to have a really nice car, but mom had taken that the night she’d left us. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I waved to Dad from the front porch as he pulled away from our house in the ancient Toyota wagon. The car was going to be mine when I turned sixteen and could drive, but I doubted the poor vehicle would still be around. It coughed and sputtered just reversing from the driveway. 
 
   “Rosie?” Grandma called from the kitchen. She was probably trying to find the red tea kettle. I’d started hiding it from her, because last time she had tried to heat up water, she’d turned on the gas, but hadn’t lit the burner. It had taken an hour with all the windows open for our tiny house to air out. “Rosie?” 
 
   “Coming, Grandma.” I emphasized her name, hoping it would jog her memory before I entered the kitchen. I was disappointed that my stick-straight hair hadn’t seemed to help today. Just pretend she’s calling you; that she’s using your middle name. I’m not Mom. I’m Bonnie Rose… not Rosie Lynn. Grandma knows it’s me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Grandma was okay now. She’d still been a bit disoriented during the bus ride, but once we’d gotten our cart and walked into Murphy’s, her eyes had cleared and she’d looked at me and smiled. Hopefully that meant that the worst of her confusion was over for today. 
 
   The grocery store was always busy the day SNAP benefits went out; our community had lost a lot of jobs last year when the bottling company moved across the border and many families were still without a steady income. 
 
   I always had Grandma push the cart. She needed the support and it kept her from grabbing items we couldn’t afford or didn’t need. “Let’s start in canned food, Grandma.” 
 
   “Are we still getting ice cream?” Her voice was sometimes like a child’s- innocent and sweet, not realizing the weight of adult responsibilities. Just another reason why I had to be the grown up more often than not.
 
   “We’ll have to see if we have the money for it, Grandma. And I’m worried it might melt on the bus ride.” Her face fell and instantly I felt terrible for bursting her bubble. “Maybe we can stop at the gas station and buy an ice cream from Dad. We can get those push pops you like and Dad gets his discount.”  My words made her face light up again. If a dollar and a half for two orange-flavored sherbet ice creams could make a person that happy, then it was worth the money, even when times were tight. 
 
    
 
   We took our time strolling up and down the aisles. The boxes of pasta were on sale 10 for $10, so I picked up twenty. I could make a lot of meals out of that- combined with the variety of sauces that were marked down in the clearance aisle. There was even a jar of vodka sauce for 75 cents. That was Dad’s favorite sauce, but I didn’t buy it as often because it was usually a bit more expensive than the plain old marinara. The expiration dates on the discount sauces were pretty good; about a month left and even after they ‘expired’ we’d be ok to eat them for quite a while. Most people didn’t like to do that. 
 
   My friend Karla’s mom would toss things if they were almost expired. She only lived a few blocks away, but it was another world- expensive houses, manicured lawns, security systems, groceries delivered to folk’s doorsteps. Karla had never held my small house or patched clothing against me, but I still always felt a little ashamed each time she’d show up with a bag or two filled with food. Course, we always had our best meals those days too. 
 
   Once, Karla had brought over a 10 pound roast with potatoes and all the trimmings. The meat was expiring the next day, but had been frozen since purchase. Our whole house had smelled amazing. And we’d been sad once the leftovers had been eaten. 
 
    
 
   I methodically stacked canned vegetables into the cart now. They weren’t as tasty or healthy as fresh, but they stayed good longer- and when you can only buy groceries once a month, shelf-life was important. Grandma picked up one of the cans, making a face. “I hate beets,” she whined. 
 
   “You don’t have to eat them, Grandma, but I love them. Look though, I got some of that succotash you like.” That seemed to appease her, and she put the beets back into the cart and started following me down the aisle. 
 
   “Don’t forget about my ice cream.” 
 
   “We’re going to get it at Dad’s work, remember?” Repeating myself didn’t bother me, although I often wondered what it must be like to lose yourself, begin to lose your mind I mean- your memory and all of that. It must be a terrible feeling, in the lucid moments. “We might have to take the food home first though.” 
 
   “As long as we get some ice cream.” 
 
   One track mind much, Grandma?
 
   Peanut butter was next; we didn’t normally splurge on jelly, but this month, grape was on sale. That would give Dad a change at least, from plain peanut butter on wheat every day for lunch. I kept shopping, adding several loaves of bread (bound for our freezer to keep them from going stale), more oatmeal and breakfast pastries, cereal, coffee, creamer, canned tuna.  
 
   The fridge section I always saved for last. Sometimes, I skipped it all together. It was amazing how quickly a budget could be destroyed in those aisles. Meats and dairy products were pricey and I always worried something would happen on the bus ride home. Before I’d gotten smart about shopping, I’d spent the majority of the grocery money on perishables. I’d learned my lesson the first time the bus had broken down, all of our food getting warm at my feet. Now though, I was armed with an insulated bag and the smarts to buy only a few cold items.
 
   Looking down at my list, there were only four items left: milk, eggs, margarine and meat. I hesitated, opening the glass door to the milk section. A gallon was almost five dollars now. We might have to switch to powdered milk if the price kept rising. I skipped the eggs, since the milk was more than I’d expected it to be, and I found the cheapest, largest tub of margarine on the shelf. That would give us plenty for toast and if we ran out of sauce, we could just do butter and seasoning on our pasta. “We’re almost done, Grandma. Just need to get some meat now. How about we get some ground sausage? You can make Grandpa’s special gravy maybe?” 
 
   “Why would I make it? Joe’s got two hands and it’s his recipe.” Like a little child, Grandma was pushing the cart back and forth, jostling my neatly stacked cans. She was worse today than she had been in a long time. 
 
   “Grandpa Joe passed away. Remember, Grandma?” 
 
   She looked at me, her eyes beginning to water. “I know. I know.” She’d murmured.
 
   I frowned, feeling both bad for her and bad for myself. “How about bacon instead?” I tried to take her mind off of Grandpa, redirect her attention to where we were and who I was. “Dad would like that and it’s been two weeks since we’ve had anything but hotdogs and canned soup.” 
 
   As we stood over the breakfast meats, Grandma’s hands shifting packages and checking the fat content as if it was the most important job she’d ever been tasked with, I heard a crash. Not a – my child knocked over a soda display crash – but a metal against hard floor impact that made me jump. Grandma didn’t seem to hear it; she was too hyper-focused on the bacon.
 
   A blood-curdling, gut-wrenching scream of terror shortly followed the resounding bang.
 
   “What in heaven’s name!” The sleeve of thick-sliced bacon slid from Grandma’s grip. “I tell you what, Joe, it’s the drugs. The drugs and the liquor that’s got all these young’ns whipped up into a tizzy.” 
 
   “Grandma, Grandpa Joe isn’t here. It’s just me, Bonnie.” 
 
   “Joe?” Grandma spun around, searching nearby for the tall frame of my deceased Grandpa. “Joe!” Her voice was frantic now; her scream for Joe was in chorus with another yell that made my heart skip a beat. 
 
   The second scream did nothing to calm Grandma’s nerves. I patted her arm, all the while searching the store for the source of the agonizing yells. “It’s okay, Grandma. It’s okay.” I murmured; trying to soothe my own brittle nerves as much as those of the little, white-haired lady beside me. 
 
   “Clary, Clary, it’s Momma. Sweetie, Baby, stop. Please stop.”  The voice was desperate, full of fear. “Please, Baby. I know you aren’t feeling well. I’ll let you pick out any kind of treat you want, Baby. Just please stop.” 
 
   A woman in dark wash jeans and a burgundy blouse stumbled out of aisle five. Pasta-Sauce-Canned Vegetables. Her jeans and shirt were damp, but the dark coloring of the clothes made it hard to discern the liquid spilled on them. Just marinara or maybe olive oil. Bonnie assumed. Some jar must have broken. Maybe her daughter threw a fit and tossed some things around. Brat needs a spanking. Daddy would never let me act like that, let alone offer me ice cream. No wonder so many little kids act like animals. 
 
   I was about to comfort Grandma and turn back to the bacon, when a small girl came stomping out of the same aisle. Her mouth was painted red and her face was contorted in pure hatred. I wasn’t the only person staring now. The belligerent, bloody child had attracted a crowd of store clerks, shoppers, and cashiers. “Clary, Clary… please, Baby. Baby, what’s wrong with you?” 
 
   The woman’s body was pressed up against the beef display now; her hands were behind her, pushing into packages of ground chuck as she desperately tried to get further away from her own offspring. I wasn’t sure why, but the thought inappropriately popped into my head that I could understand a mother leaving a child who behaved like that… I mean… if I had been like that, I could understand my own mother leaving. 
 
   The woman’s shrieks sliced into my thoughts, bringing me back to an unreal reality where the brunette girl Clary was mounting her mother’s body, her small face buried against delicate neck. The squelching sound that accompanied the girl ripping away a dripping chunk of flesh turned my stomach like a tilt-a-whirl on acid. 
 
   “Grandma, I think we need to go home.” I pulled on her hand roughly. She was still calling for Grandpa. I wanted to slap her, scream at her, but that wouldn’t help. For a split second, I debated leaving her. She’d lived a good long life and… well, I hadn’t! I wanted to get out of this town, do something big with my life, not get attacked in the pork aisle with a demented senior citizen. 
 
   My daddy would call it selfishness and completely immoral, to think something like that. Then again, Daddy had never come face-to-face with a cannibal kid in the middle of Murphy’s. “Grandma, come on!” I raised my voice, trying to get her attention without getting the attention of Clary- the girl still gorging on her momma. 
 
   I pulled harder, and like a stubborn mule, Grandma began to move. 
 
   It was impossible not to look behind us as I forced Grandma towards the exit. Clary’s mother was slumped on the lower rack of pork, her face nearly obscured by bite marks and blood. Others were yelling and running now, falling over display racks of corn chips and salsa. 
 
   “Hurry, Grandma. Please.” I emphasized the please, a harsh whisper that barely evoked the terror churning in my belly. Coaxing Grandma along, I faced the rear of the store and walked backwards. 
 
   She was crying now, murmuring Grandpa’s name over and over; her face was pale. I’d never seen her look so scared or so helpless. Even on her worst days, she’d normally work her way back to a childlike happiness after an episode. “It’s okay. It’s okay. We’re going to be fine.” 
 
   The frenzy in the store had reached a palatable fever pitch. Product was all over the waxy linoleum floors. It was almost deranged art- the dirty white canvas beneath our feet now coated in splashes of pudding, juice, and syrups, then those spilled liquids sprinkled with rainbow cereals and coffee grounds. 
 
   Screams and shouts and curse words were now joined by music. Johnny Cash’s lyrics seemed to meld perfectly with the scene. A ring of fire. And I had certainly fallen in. 
 
    
 
   Clary wasn’t the only killer kid now. There were others. 
 
   Racing down aisles, attacking adults without prejudice for gender or color. One child mounted the top of the bread display on the other side of the store from us; his toes curled around the edge of the coated metal; his gaze searched the store for his next target… 
 
   My heart felt like it would beat from my chest. I had to calm down. I had to breathe. We had to keep moving. My heart- once beating like a racing stallion- now stopped. It stopped dead and, had I been hooked to monitoring equipment, I was positive the absence of a beat would mean I had flat-lined. That I had died, standing there in the middle of inexplicable chaos, I had died because that boy atop the bread display was looking directly at us. 
 
   “We have to run!” I pulled harder, but she only moved a fraction faster. “Please.” I whimpered, losing my will to yell at her. 
 
   He was leaping, dropping down from the display and landing on all fours like a feral, dexterous cat. His movements were unreal, unbelievable when matched with his slight frame. His sleek black hair was wet with sweat, pushed against his forehead as if he’d recently broken a high fever. Was that what this was? An infection… some mutated, virulent strand of flu? If only I’d read more, studied more. Maybe I’d know what was happening. 
 
   I wanted to be a nurse. Nurses could always find jobs, because people would always get sick. I could easily graduate and move out of this crappy town, start a new life for myself, and then send money back to Dad. Maybe he’d even move too, if I could support him some day. Thank him for all his hard work. 
 
   We were glued to the floor. I hadn’t even realized that I’d stopped forcing Grandma toward the exit. I had seen death coming, and I had frozen. I wasn’t smart enough to be a nurse. If I was, the boy with black hair racing towards me would have made me run faster, not stop for a hug. I almost laughed. Hysteria. I was hysterical. The only thing more ridiculous would be to spread my arms wide for an embrace with the blood-soaked child intent on ripping me to stringy bits. 
 
   My yank on Grandma’s arm wasn’t kind, it was brutal and she yelped in pain. She’d be bruised tomorrow- a large black and purple thing that would make it look like I abused her- but if she were alive to complain, that would be fine with me. 
 
   We were almost to the exit. 
 
   And that’s when the demon with the jet black hair jumped on Grandma’s back, his nails clawing into her too-large blue cardigan. He’d been so fast. So fast… it had taken him mere seconds to cover the distance across the store. The scream that filled Murphy’s came from my mouth now. Frantically, I searched for a weapon, anything that I could hit the kid with. But we were surrounded by useless things- magazines, gift cards, a stack of little Debbie products.
 
   Grandma was on the ground, having buckled beneath the child’s weight. She was whimpering and screaming, blood seeming to spill from a dozen wounds. I had to help her. I had to.  The boy atop Grandma was bent over her, nibbling on her upper left arm.  
 
   I began to kick Grandma’s attacker. My first strike wasn’t effective; his mouth stayed glued to her aged body. So I kicked again, moving slightly closer and gritting my teeth. My shoe made contact with his midsection the second time. And once I’d felt his soft body give way, heard his surprised intake of air, and his subsequent growl, I knew I’d keep kicking until he would never hurt my Grandma again.  
 
   The boy rolled off of her body, but he was damaged, hurt, he couldn’t get away. And I wasn’t ready to show mercy. I closed the enlarged gap between us and resumed kicking him, every once and a while lifting my foot perpendicular to the ground and slamming it down onto his head.
 
   He was smaller than me, slight even, no more than five. And I pummeled him until his body was battered, bruised, and barely recognizable. 
 
    
 
   It all happened in a matter of seconds, but in my mind, the play-by-play was infinitely longer. When I realized the boy was dead, that I’d taken his life, I went absolutely still, waiting for the guilt to build in my body like an inflating hot air balloon. It did not. I didn’t feel guilty. 
 
   Grandma was on the ground, her body limp and looking small in the oversized sweater. I’d only been turned away from her for a moment, and now a girl with mousey brown hair was chewing absentmindedly on her exposed right calf. “Get away from her!” I screamed, bending over and pushing the girl as hard as I could.  
 
   The girl snarled and rolled away from me. It didn’t take her long to recover and she quickly leapt back towards her scavenged dinner. “No!” Another push, but she was smart now, easily avoiding my sorry excuse for self-defense. 
 
   Everything around me seemed to fade into the background as I fended off the miniature monster’s advances. I had no idea how I’d get out of the store myself, let alone how I’d get Grandma out… if I could kill this second child and even have the chance to get out. Grandma weighed barely a hundred pounds, but if I dragged her, then I couldn’t defend her. 
 
   She needed to wake up, be able to walk by herself. Nudging her with my toe, my eyes staying on the monstrous girl, I mentally begged my grandma to wake up, to be fine. But her face was so pale and her chest was not moving. Please wake up. Please wake up. You can call me any name you want. Just please wake up. 
 
    
 
   I couldn’t keep pushing the tenacious girl away forever.
 
    
 
   I was so tired, exhausted from defending Grandma and scared of the four other kids that were standing a short distance away, eyeballing the situation… maybe wondering if I’d taste better than a wrinkled old woman. I wasn’t going to make it out. I was going to die at twelve, twelve years old and in this stupid town. 
 
    
 
   That’s when Grandma stirred, just when I’d given up hope and written my sad little obituary in my head. “Oh my god; oh my god. Grandma!” I bent down to help her up, knowing that my diverted focus would likely mean death by cannibal munchkin. 
 
    
 
   As I reached under her arms and bent my knees to lift, her eyelids fluttered like hummingbird’s wings and finally, her lashes fully parted. To reveal dead eyes, the lovely gray of her irises nearly obscured by a milky film that reminded me of the condensed milk she always used in her banana pudding. 
 
   I fell backwards, hands automatically finding their way behind me for support. “Grandma?” I whispered, but, in my gut, I knew she wasn’t Grandma. Not anymore. 
 
   The horde of other children converged now, as if her waking up was their cue to attack. The exit was so close, but I was so afraid. If I turned my back to run… they were so fast, they’d catch me in a millisecond. “Grandma, please… oh, god, please help me.” My words were a whispered prayer to a woman that no longer existed. 
 
   The shell of my grandma was standing now and her soulless eyes stared at me unblinking. 
 
   “Please.” I begged. “Please. It’s me. It’s Bonnie. I’m Rosie’s daughter. Please. Please don’t let them hurt me.” 
 
   I clumsily got to my feet, never losing sight of the five cannibal kids and grandma’s body. 
 
   Just walk slowly. Don’t let them see how afraid you are. 
 
   The boy who’d killed Grandma seemed to hear my thoughts and his pace quickened. They were all so fast. I didn’t stand a chance. 
 
   I felt the automatic door whoosh open behind me. 
 
   Grandma’s shell was still looking at me. She had moved though and was between me and the kids. We looked at each other for an instance and I could swear I saw a glint of recognition behind the cloudy eyes. She stumbled to her left and grunted loudly as her hands made contact with a large shelving unit to the left of the entrance. The shell of my grandma yanked and Snapple and sparkling grape juice rained down onto the rock-hard floors. Glass bottles shattered into pieces, the sharp shards glinting under the fluorescent lighting. 
 
   The deranged kids howled in unison and tried to race towards me. They slipped and slid across the linoleum, now slick with liquid. As they fell, their small frames came into contact with sizeable bottle shards. Clary met the worst fate- a particularly large, jagged piece of dark green bottle found its way into her neck. It must have severed the left carotid artery. Bright red blood that morphed to pitch black sprayed out in a wet fan- like a paint sprayer on the fritz. 
 
   I gasped. 
 
   Grandma was dead. I had no doubt about that. 
 
   But why would a dead woman… try and save me? 
 
   Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Bon. Just run!
 
    
 
   I wasn’t going to the bus stop. I couldn’t stand still, be a sitting duck. 
 
   The gas station wasn’t far, two miles at most. I was fast. I could run that in sixteen minutes flat. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was out of breath, out of energy, my throat parched. But I was nearly there. I could see the gas station now, the green and orange sign a beacon to help me navigate my fear and push past my exhaustion. That short distance, a tiny bit further, and I’d be with Dad. He’d make everything okay. 
 
   Moving faster now, ignoring the aches and pains, I kept my mind focused on my dad, on getting to him. It kept me going, footfall after footfall against the busted sidewalk. My eyes were refusing to leave the singular door that provided entrance into the station’s store. Keep running, you’re almost there.
 
   The homestretch now, only a few more yards. But the sidewalks in our town were hazardous. I should have been looking down, watching where I was going. A stubborn root system connected to a large white oak had pushed the concrete upwards, creating a hump that often tripped the most sure-footed walker. I knew it was there; my mind had just been elsewhere. The town had petitioned to tear it down, repair the walkway, but the tree was in contention to be on the Texas Big Tree Registry. If it was taller than 110 feet, it would beat out the white oak in Newton County. That was too much fame for the town council to pass up. 
 
   A big tree. 
 
   That’s the most important thing this stupid town is known for. 
 
   That was my thought as I careened forward out of control and face-planted against the pitted, cracked path. 
 
   My face started stinging instantly and I knew I’d scraped it up pretty badly. “Ugh,” I moaned, fingering the area that hurt the most. The left side of my face, above the temple stretching down towards the cheek, was one big world of hurt. Looking down at my hands, I let loose a second moan. My palms, which had taken some of the impact and saved my face from worse damage, were bleeding and sported shallow abrasions. A small piece of skin flapped in the breeze. 
 
   A noise to my left made me whirl. It had come from across the street. Sunny Valley Daycare seemed inordinately cheerful today; the Texas daylight made it look like a haven for angels. The sight of the happy building made me momentarily forget the scrapes and cuts. Dad’s gas station was right across the street from a bunch of little kids. I hadn’t even thought of that as I’d run here. I’d just wanted to get to my dad. 
 
   My heart was a race horse again, threatening to break the gates and run laps around my internal organs. He had to be okay. Dad had to be okay. I couldn’t lose him. 
 
   I hadn’t realized my right knee was also hurt until I started limping forward. Looking down, I saw that my only pair of good jeans was torn, revealing more scrapes, more blood. I was almost at the front door though. Just a few more steps. 
 
   My eyes were magnetically drawn toward the daycare, as if I expected a flood of mini monsters to pour through the door and towards me at any moment. 
 
    
 
   The door handle was cold against my palm. I pushed, but the door didn’t budge. An earthquake attacked my body; it sent seismic tremors through every part of me. 
 
   Tears began to gather at the corner of my eyes and I continued to push futilely. I wanted to scream for Dad, yell at the top of my lungs, but the cheery daycare across the street arrested my voice. Hope was abandoning me quickly and I slumped against the glass. “Daddy… daddy… I’m sorry. I should have protected Grandma. I’m so sorry.” My words were a whispered prayer against the door, its surface slightly cooler than the hot air around me. My eyes were closed, but they flashed open at the sound of my name. 
 
   “Bonnie! Bonnie, don’t come in here!” 
 
   I could see him through the glass. 
 
   And I could see her.
 
   A willowy child with dark brown hair and sun-kissed highlights framing what once must have been a cherubic face was rummaging through the candy display beneath the register. Her lavender dress was ripped and ruined with dark stains. I didn’t know where to look- at the girl or at my dad’s terrified face? 
 
   My indecision probably saved my life. 
 
   Because by the time I decided I had to enter the building, had to put myself between Dad and the monster child, she’d come away from the display with a handful of Paydays and her gaze had found my dad. And then she’d started moving towards him. “Dad! Dad!” My palms were pounding against the door. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t open the door. My dad was going to die. Grandma was dead. I was going to be alone. Dad was moving backwards, inching away from the girl, but moving slowly, as if a sudden, fast action would flare her malice.
 
   He was between the soda fountain and the chips display now, his lower half no longer in sight. 
 
   The girl was so close to him. My everything hurt. Watching someone you love face death was so much worse than facing death yourself.  
 
   That’s when my eyes saw the word ‘PULL’ in large red letters on the small store’s door. It had always been that way. I had entered a million times before to see Dad. Why had I chosen today to go brain dead? So stupid. I was so stupid. 
 
   Without thinking, I began to pull the door open. Dad’s gaze darted to the motion and the squeak of the door moving. “No! Bonnie, no!” 
 
   His attention on me took his attention off of the murderous girl with the sweet tooth. She launched herself at him, not dropping a single candy bar. Frozen in horror, I watched my dad stumble backwards, lose his footing, and fall towards the floor. The girl rode him downward, her hair fanning out behind her in an almost graceful arc. 
 
   I couldn’t see my dad now; he and the girl were obscured by the food displays.
 
   Dad had told me to run, to not come in, but I couldn’t do that. I could not leave without seeing that there was no hope. Otherwise, I’d never accept he was gone. 
 
   The door was still pushed inward several inches. 
 
   I opened it the rest of the way and walked slowly, as if I approached the gas chamber. 
 
   When I rounded the corner, bringing Dad and his attacker into sight, I could not deny that I was officially alone in the world. 
 
   The girl’s mouth was pressed against my father’s chin. She was kneeling beside his body; so it was hard to miss the large gaping hole in his stomach. 
 
   His legs were still twitching in the after-throes of death. There was no saving him though. The wound was too large, the pool of blood on the floor too expansive. 
 
   I was absolutely silent, taking in the scene. 
 
   Buried inside my body, I knew was pain, the kind of pain I’d never experienced or been able to quantify. It was an agony, the intense difficulty of losing a piece of my soul. 
 
   When the brunette child abandoned my father’s face, there wasn’t much left of it. 
 
   Chin, lip and jaw—were missing.
 
   And as she perched herself atop my father, sticking her hand deep inside his belly, her other hand deftly unwrapped a candy bar. 
 
    
 
   I backed away. I had to get out of here, get outside, start running again. If I stayed one second longer, I would scream until the child killed me too. 
 
   A child. I kept calling these kids monsters and cannibals, but it could easily be me. I was twelve, not so much older. 
 
   It might as well have been me that had murdered my family. 
 
    
 
   My body was shaking by the time I pushed the store door open and stepped out into the sun- so inappropriate against the landscape of my mind, which was dark and mournful. 
 
   Dad said run. Run, Bon. 
 
   I only made it to the side of the building. I leaned against the brick, not knowing what to do or where to go. There would be no one at home. Dozens of kids lived in our neighborhood. But I needed clothes and I knew where Dad’s money jar was- the one he filled with change all year until my birthday in November. Then he’d give it all to me and take me shopping. 
 
   I don’t understand. I don’t understand what is happening. It’s not fair. We’ve had it hard enough. You hear that, God! We’ve had it hard enough! They shouldn’t have died! What kind of life did we have? Ramen and chicken dogs? Barely affording bills each month? 
 
   I don’t understand! I almost opened my mouth, almost yelled at the sky, demanding answers from a God I wasn’t sure existed… not if He’d let children turn into devils and good men die without ever living. Tears poured down my face, wetting the collar of my shirt. It felt like I cried for hours.
 
   The low hum of an engine snapped me out of self-pity. I peered around the corner, seeing a Volvo station wagon pull up next to pump 2. There were four people in it… two of them were kids. Did they know what was happening? Were they already on the run? 
 
   The woman in the driver’s seat opened her door and I saw splashes of vomit hit the dark asphalt; the older man in the passenger’s seat patted her back comfortingly. I wondered if they were father and daughter… and that thought made me realize that I would never see my own dad gray-haired. Fresh tears gathered in my eyes. I blinked several times, trying to clear my sight. 
 
   They were both out of the car now- the man and woman. 
 
   “I’ll see if there’s an attendant.” 
 
   “I can go.” 
 
   “You can hardly walk right now, Dad.” 
 
   “Hey, I got one good leg.” 
 
   My chest tightened as the woman started walking towards the convenience store. But, like a coward, I didn’t step out of the shadows to warn her. She was going to see Dad, see the remains of him. Would he be ‘awake’… like Clary’s mother in Murphy’s and Grandma? Would he become one of them?
 
    
 
   No. No. No. 
 
   Dad was dead. And he’d stay dead. He wasn’t going to become one of those freaking things. I just wanted to get away from here, get the hell away from here. 
 
   I made my legs work, broke into a sprint. But I froze after only a few steps. Dad’s car was parked behind the gas station. He always left the flathead screwdriver on top of the rear wheel. I didn’t have my driver’s license. I hadn’t even had a single driving lesson yet, but I’d watched Dad drive often enough. Even if I crashed and died, it would beat the hell out of running from memories. 
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.” I murmured, finding the screwdriver easily. Once sitting in the car, I locked the doors and nearly let myself escape into sadness again. Shouts from the front of the station kept me from wallowing. I heard the screech of tires and I closed my eyes, hoping that the woman and her family would be okay. I hadn’t been brave; I should have told her what she’d find behind the store door. 
 
   I inserted the screwdriver into the ignition key slot and turned it towards the gauges. The old wagon sputtered to life and I shifted the car into drive. Depressing the gas pedal, I lurched forward violently. “Shit!”  I slammed down on the brake with unnecessary force and my chest rammed into the steering wheel. “Ugh.” I groaned, leaning against the holey, dark cloth of the seat and rubbing my sternum. Another bruise. My own stupid fault. Buckling this time, I lifted my foot off the brake and pressed gently on the gas. 
 
   The Toyota eased forward at a turtle’s pace, not because the car couldn’t go faster, but because I was afraid of hitting something and then being left to the mercy of those things. It was hard holding back the tears. I had lost everything. Mom, Grandma, and now Dad. I was alone. I’m only 12! I cried out in my head. I’m not old enough! Then the other half of my brain kicked in. The adult half. The half that had to take over when Mom left and Grandma lost it. 
 
   Grow up girl! You’re alive and kicking. Better to be young and alive than old and a walking corpse! I hated my brain. But it was right. I’d been acting the adult for too long to resort to being a child again. Especially with the stakes so high. 
 
   I sat straighter in the worn-out seat of the death trap and picked up the pace a little. Home was just a few miles away. I was going to be fine.
 
   Still… if I was just a little older, Dad could have taught me to drive. We could have practiced in the school bus lot before band practice. I could hear his voice in my head, telling me to calm down, that driving was a piece of cake, and I didn’t need to be nervous. He’d call me Baby Bird.
 
   He’d call me Baby Bird. 
 
   Crying again and my eyesight was, once again, blurry- obscured by a haze much like the film on the monster children’s eyes. 
 
   I was at the front of the building now, the daycare in sight. 
 
   “Holy crap on a cracker!” 
 
   The road was flooded with small children. The Volvo was moving slowly, trying to avoid the small bodies. In the daycare parking lot, an auburn-haired woman in a green dress was circling, her vacant expression focused on nothing. Black blood oozed from a head wound. 
 
   I was still moving forward, approaching the road. 
 
   The Volvo was speeding now, having cleared the monster kids. 
 
    
 
   I took a right, pointing the hood of the Toyota towards home. Maybe I could stay there, keep safe in the basement. If not? I had no freaking idea. 
 
    
 
   I kept my eyes firmly ahead, not wanting to see the macabre scenes unfolding around me. 
 
   I could hear the occasional scream of a new victim and see movement out of the corners of my eye, but as of yet, none of the monsters seemed to care about the slow-moving car. Monsters. There really were monsters and I was on my own. If I ever got the chance to be safe again, live in a house with a bedroom- a bedroom that had a closet- I knew I’d want a light on every night, now that I knew what could be lurking between hanging dresses and winter coats.
 
    
 
   The trip took forever. I’d been driving slow, slow like pouring cold honey out of a jar, but I was finally pulling into my driveway. The broken concrete crunched under the worn tires of the Toyota. It sounded good to my ears, like it had so many times before; it meant I was home. Just a few more feet. I pushed on the brake pedal and gasped as it sank toward the floor.
 
   “Pump the brakes! Pump the brakes!” I shouted out loud, as if my body would respond better to an audible command.
 
   Dad had never fixed the damn brakes and now I was going to run into the falling-down shack of a carport! I pumped the brakes again. Once, twice, a third time. Finally, pressure built and I felt a firmness in the pedal. I pushed down hard with both feet, one atop the other. The old junker jerked to a stop and the engine sputtered as I rotated the screwdriver towards me to kill the engine. 
 
   “Stupid, stupid car. Stupid Dad not fixing the car. Stupid Mom taking the good car when she abandoned us. Stupid!” I could tell my voice was on the edge of hysteria as I murmured how stupid the entire world was. I didn’t want to move. So I sat in the darkness of the carport, looking at the three-foot retaining wall that supported the roof above. It was only a few inches away from the Toyota’s front bumper. “Stupid carport.” I leaned against the steering wheel, my forehead sweaty against the back of my hands. 
 
   After a few minutes, I began to relax and realize that I had made it; I’d made it home. 
 
   Craning my neck and resting an ear against the window pane, I listened intently but couldn’t hear anything. Not a peep. Not a sound. Quiet. Totally quiet. Could it be over? Did something happen to make it stop?
 
   The adult in me came back full force. No. It wasn’t over. It was just beginning. Everyone was dead and the neighborhood kids did it! They’d tired of skipping rope and blowing bubbles, and they’d just decided to kill everyone. 
 
   Freakish little monsters running around and killing innocent people like… Dad. I felt the anger rise in me. Frustration and anger. Anger over mom leaving. Anger over losing Grandma. But mostly anger for having my childhood ripped away. 
 
   That hadn’t happened just today though; that had been happening for years. My childhood being taken away, piece by piece, until I was a half-formed puzzle not worth keeping any longer.
 
   “Screw this shit,” I yelled, swung the door wide open, and stepped out of the car. “If those little monsters want me, they are going to have to fight for their lunch!”
 
   I looked around the dilapidated carport for a weapon, but most of the old rusty tools Dad had hung on the metal support legs were just too big for me to use. 
 
   Finally, my eyes came to rest on something I could handle. It was half-buried under old shingles piled next to the house’s foundation, only a few feet away from the carport. Grandpa’s old machete, the one he’d used to split firewood with. Dad had taken it when Grandpa died, saying he was going to get a wood stove installed to supplement the heating bill. Like everything else Dad dreamed about, he hadn’t followed through. 
 
   I felt the tears trying to make another appearance, but my brain pushed them aside. I didn’t have time to succumb. Walking to the shingles, I pulled the machete out. Its length was caked with dirty and rust, but it was good enough- good enough to kill something if necessary. It wasn’t a full-sized one; it was short with a plastic grip. Maybe it wasn’t high quality, but it was perfect for me. Bonnie, monster slayer, zombie slasher.
 
   I wasn’t going to be a statistic, not now. Not ever. 
 
   Standing there, it struck me that I was standing in the open, just loitering in the yard, not a care in the freaking world. Idiot. 
 
   Nothing moved. It was almost too quiet. Like time had stopped and I was the only one around. 
 
   Then I heard the scream. It was distant, but distinct. 
 
   A woman; her screams assaulting me, punch after punch against my ears. 
 
   I ran. 
 
   I ran across the short expanse of dying grass, past the dilapidated carport, and up onto the stoop to the kitchen door. The key was beneath the ratty welcome mat. I fumbled with it, trying to get the door open as quickly as possible. Once inside, I turned the deadbolt and leaned against the expanse of the door’s cool painted surface and tried to catch my breath. Machete or not, I didn’t want to be outside. I might be a zombie killer, but I wasn’t a stupid zombie killer. Looking around the kitchen, I breathed in the scent of home- washed and unwashed laundry, cheap vanilla candles, and the lingering smell of yesterday’s dinner. I wanted to stay here, to be among my own things and the memories. But that was a child’s fancy. And the adult in me told me so. I had to leave. I had to put as much distance between my body and danger as possible. 
 
   But I couldn’t go without supplies.
 
   Leaving the machete on the stained kitchen counter, I went to my room and grabbed the only pack I had- the threadbare, holey sack which served as my book bag. Quickly, I dumped its contents onto the floor, not really caring that my homework was getting messed up. With bag in hand, I went to the pantry and looked at the paltry supplies. Why could this not have happened after I returned with groceries?
 
   I stuck with non-perishable items- the last pack of breakfast pastries, the remaining cereal, two cans of beef stew, a sleeve of saltines, some white bread, and a jar of potted meat. The cupboard was basically bare now and the realization of just how poor we were sunk in.
 
   “This blows. Like really, really, blows chunks.” I breathed out the words, deflated and tired. Speaking brought my parched throat front and center.   
 
   Frowning, I dug through the garbage to find the milk jug I had thrown away yesterday. Grandma and her strays. I guess I wouldn’t have to share my dairy with cats anymore. That was a teensy silver lining. I’d forgo milk for the rest of my life though, if Grandma would magically appear in the kitchen, totally confused and wearing her nightie. 
 
   I didn’t have a canteen so the milk jug would have to substitute. After rinsing it out several times, I filled it with cold well water, chugged half, and then filled the container again. We’d never gotten onto the city system. Dad always said it was too expensive to upgrade. Didn’t matter though. Water was water… even if it did taste dense and mineral-rich, leaving an unpleasant film on the tongue. 
 
   What else… what else do I need? I twirled in the kitchen once, coming full circle to face the exit towards the hallway. Anything. Anything and everything. Whatever might come in handy.
 
   I began rifling through the house, taking whatever I thought I would need- twelve dollars from the birthday jar, a pocket knife from Dad’s dresser, a few changes of clothes, Grandma’s copy of the bible, an old family photo album. I was trying to be systematic, hit every room and every closet- even the ones I normally left alone, like Dad’s second closet in his bedroom, the one he said was private. I’d never looked in there, some kids might have out of curiosity, but I hadn’t. I had just kept imagining a stack of girlie magazines. And the implications of that would be… awkward.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I wrapped my hand around the knob and turned. I sighed in relief when I wasn’t met with porn star posters and playboy. 
 
   I rifled through Dad’s things like a thief. I didn’t try to be careful, tossing things aside roughly and not even flinching when something shattered inside of a small drawstring sack. There wasn’t anything useful and I found myself wondering why the closet had been private. There were clothes, pictures, worn-out work boots, just a bunch of normal things. Normal things for a normal dad. 
 
   At the very back of the closet there was a woolen blanket, rolled tightly and nearly hidden under all the random things I’d shifted. I gripped its folds and pulled, releasing it from beneath the avalanche of my dad’s… my dead dad’s… crap. It was heavier than I expected, but that meant it would be warm when I needed warmth. I stood up, clutching the roll of material against my chest, and carefully navigated out of the narrow, but deep space. It was like playing an impromptu game of hopscotch. 
 
   Exiting the closet, my foot snagged on a raggedy messenger bag. I began to fall forward, scrambling to regain my footing while keeping a tight grip on a corner of the blanket. I righted myself, but the sudden movement caused the length of wool to unroll. Something hit the scratched hardwood with a thud. Whatever it was lay hidden beneath the dark folds. Steady on my feet again, I started bundling the blanket once more. As the cloth left the floor, I saw it. 
 
   A gun. 
 
   My dad had never said anything about owning a gun. I shoved the wool cover under my left arm and leaned down to pick the weapon up. It was a single barrel shotgun. 
 
   I’d never held a gun before, not once, never. I’d lived in Texas my whole life, a state that might as well be coined the patron state of shoot first, and I’d never fired a weapon. This was only the third time I’d ever even seen one. But it was a gun. People would take that seriously. And I could defend myself. I knew I could. With Grandpa’s machete and Dad’s gun, I might have a chance. I fiddled with the shotgun for a moment, trying to figure out how to use it. Depressing the small lever at the barrel’s termination into the stock, I grinned when the barrel fell towards the floor with a rather loud click. Then the second lever thing was called a hammer. Wasn’t it? 
 
   Pondering the ‘hammer or not a hammer’ debate, my eyes locked onto the dark hollow opening where I was pretty sure a bullet should be. There wasn’t a shell. I groaned loudly, not giving a crap if a killer kid or psycho adult heard me. “Really, Dad? Really? A gun and no bullets?” I wasn’t really surprised though, not at all. 
 
   It was Dad. 
 
   Dad was never prepared for anything.  
 
   I reentered the too-small closet and began yanking items up and tossing them back down without decorum. There had to be shells. Why would Dad keep the gun here? Why keep it at all if he didn’t intend to use it? I’d nearly given up hope, when my fingers brushed against a petite box on the highest shelf- just out of my reach. In the dim light, I could read the label “Remington” on the white cardboard. My heart leapt in happiness, like it wanted to launch up my throat, out of my mouth, and abandon me. 
 
   Slowly, I moved the box a little more with my fingertips and it fell. I tried to grab it as it fell, but the precious bullet container bounced away from my grip and hit the floor. I stared at the box lying on the wood a few feet away from me and its sole occupant, which was rolling lazily away across the floor. 
 
   One shell. One lousy round between me and the end of the world. One bullet.
 
   Dad. Typical Dad.  
 
   “Hell,” I didn’t bother exiting the closet first; I just dropped onto my ass and pouted. I felt like giving up. In a split second, my bravado of being the apocalyptic heroine with a shotgun and never-ending bullet supply got smashed. My mind couldn’t handle the revelation of the singular shell. So I laughed. I sat there, atop piles of miscellaneous junk, and I laughed. My eyes were crinkled closed, tears streaming down my face, as I half-sobbed, half-cackled my way back to sensibility. When I was spent, my body no longer shaking with emotion, I opened my eyes and wiped at them roughly with the sleeve of my shirt. It was short-sleeved, so I had to yank the material hard towards my face. 
 
   When I’d finished, the material did not un-stretch; it had changed to this loose, gangly piece of fabric that had no hope of covering my left shoulder. Now I’d have to grab a new shirt. 
 
   The need for a new top didn’t move me from the closet. I felt safe there. Crawling forward, yet managing to somehow keep my butt planted against the floor, I retrieved the bullet. Sitting cross-legged with the shotgun against my lap, I spent the longest time just spinning the single 20 grade shell between my fingers. Who was I kidding? Grown men were out there dying, not able to save themselves or their families, and here I’d been thinking I was going to defeat monsters with an ill-treated, ancient bazooka. Like I was going to save the world. 
 
   What an idiot I was. 
 
   Here was safe. Here in this house. Maybe I should stay. Maybe it hadn’t been silly to think I could hole up between these walls and survive. I could still feel Dad here. Still hear Grandma banging about in the kitchen looking for the kettle. The tears were threatening again, this time without the balancing force of hysterical laughter. The woman inside of me was giving way to the little girl that I actually was. It was alright though. 
 
   It was alright to still be a little girl at the end of the world…
 
    
 
   No, it’s not alright, you dummy. The grownup beneath the young child rearing her head. 
 
   Pulling myself to a standing position, shotgun in hand and shell now in my pocket, I took one step out of the claustrophobic space, my eyes focused downward so I wouldn’t trip again. And that’s when I saw them. Fanning out from the crappy messenger bag was a stack of old girlie magazines. If only Dad was here to have that awkward moment with. 
 
   But he wasn’t. 
 
   I turned back to the closet, tears threatening again, and saw a touch of pink peeking out from between an old winter coat and moth-eaten black suit. It was nearly obscured, just a touch of girly color, but I knew what it was. 
 
   Mom wore the shirt when she and Dad had brought me home from the hospital. I remembered it from the picture. Glancing down at my stretched-out collar, I pulled off my shirt and retrieved the bubblegum pink, button-up blouse from its hiding place.
 
   Slowly, my fingers undid the buttons and pushed my arms into the sleeves. It was silky, even after all this time, like it had just been fresh-washed with expensive softener. Closing my eyes, I imagined a time when we were happy. The smell of Mom making pancakes, Dad laughing as he hugged her from behind.  
 
   I could almost even hear Grandma rummaging around in the kitchen looking for that stupid kettle so she could make us all tea. 
 
    
 
   My senses went into overdrive and I opened my eyes, fear clouding my vision slightly. 
 
   A noise. A creak. These weren’t figments of my imagination. That wasn’t Grandma downstairs. Grandma was dead. 
 
   I had locked the kitchen door. I knew I had, but, something nagged at me. My own stupidity. The key. I hadn’t removed the key from the exterior lock. I’d just been so relieved to be inside… I’d locked the latch and forgotten all about it. 
 
   My ears perked as the sounds came alive again. Right below me. In the living room. 
 
   I held my breath. Quiet as a church mouse, I listened. Something was definitely walking below me, but there was also something else. Scratching. No, more of an animalistic scuffling. And whatever was causing the secondary sound was moving fast, with purpose. 
 
   It had to be one of them. One of those monster kids… in the house. Oh, my god… oh, my god.  All I could feel was fear, deep seated and overtaking.
 
   I thought of my machete. Where I’d left it on the kitchen table. I couldn’t get it. No way. The stairs exited next to the living room. I’d be dead as soon as I walked off the last step. I had to stay put, try to hide. Hope it went away. If only I had the machete I would have a chance. What defense did I have up here? Here with an old rusty gun and one bullet. One chance. 
 
   I had one chance to save myself. 
 
   Opening the shotgun’s barrel again, the too-loud click caused by the action making my heart lose its rhythm, I slid the singular shell inside after retrieving it from the folds of my pocket. It taunted me, teasing that I didn’t have a chance in hell- not with one shot and no experience. Resolutely, I lifted the barrel back up. The sound of it reconnecting resonated throughout Dad’s bedroom. Had it been that loud the first time I’d reclosed it? So noisy. Too noisy. Like a hammer hitting steel. 
 
   I froze, listening intently. Silence. 
 
   Everything was silent within the house now. Had I imagined it? Please, let me just have imagined it… But I could feel the threat, like a living organism of fear inside my belly. It was still there, quiet and waiting. 
 
   Hell was out there waiting. 
 
   I didn’t want to leave the room. I wanted to curl up in a ball and hide. 
 
   But hiding wouldn’t save my ass. I knew that, without even a morsel of doubt. I moved backwards into the closet, closing the hollow door behind me, and tugging on the light cord to plunge the space into black. The piles of crap shifted as I gingerly stepped upon them, causing small avalanches within the narrow space. Eventually, I could back no further and the length of my body came to rest against the wall, poorly insulated and hot from the sun outside. I pulled the hammer back on the gun and I waited in the dark, thankful that that lever, at least, did not cause a heart attack-inducing sound. 
 
   It was moving again, rapidly through the house and there were no two cents about it, it was looking for me. Layered atop the sound track of erratic search, was the walking. The walking that, I realized now, had never actually stopped. It was innocuous, but terrifying in its own measure. In some ways, it scared me more than the rapid scuffling. It felt constant, unchangeable- the tortoise that would eventually win the race instead of the rabbit, who, by all accounts, should not have been beaten to the finish line. 
 
   And I was the finish line. Me. Bonnie with the mother issues and untamable hair. 
 
   I was shaking now, the weight of the gun an anchor in my hands. I didn’t know how to use it, how to shoulder it. I’d never been taught and it wasn’t fair. I should have been taught, given some sort of advantage. Unless I wasn’t worth surviving. Hell, I wasn’t worth my mother staying. Maybe that was testament enough to my worth to the world.  
 
    
 
   Shaking. I couldn’t stop shaking. 
 
   Then the door opened. And a figure stood, outlined by the sunlight pouring into Dad’s bedroom. The details of her face and form were shadowed by the darkness of the closet, but I’d recognize the shape and hint of white shoulders perfume anywhere.  
 
   It was Mrs. Alice. My Mrs. Alice. My wonderful next door neighbor whom I loved and cherished. She wouldn’t hurt me. Mrs. Alice wouldn’t hurt me. I wanted to run to her, clutch at her floral blouse and cry. But the logical, ever-present woman inside me instructed me to stay still and keep the gun ready. Not that I could hurt her. I couldn’t. The little girl inside of me warred with the adult, a desperate bid to not lose yet another person I loved. 
 
   I needed to see her, really see her. I stepped forward, only far enough to tug on the light cord halfway between myself and my neighbor. 
 
   I couldn’t control the gasp that escaped my mouth. 
 
   It’s Mrs. Alice. She would never hurt me.
 
   And, in a way, I was right. Mrs. Alice would not have hurt me. 
 
   But this wasn’t Mrs. Alice. Mrs. Alice was dead. That was an obvious truth. Her lower cheeks and neck were littered with bite marks and four of her fingers were missing- two cleanly bitten off, two fleshly tatters of skin revealing stained bone. 
 
   She moved toward me, moaning and opening and closing her mouth like a fish out of water. No teeth. Her mouth was a gummy, toothless expanse of pink. She couldn’t bite me; maybe I could get away from her, squeeze by her somehow without having to hurt her. 
 
   But I’d forgotten about the scuffling; the ‘it’ that had been moving so fast throughout the house. That couldn’t have been Mrs. Alice. 
 
   From between Mrs. Alice’s leg, a tangled mess of dark hair emerged. It was her granddaughter. I’d seen her picture so many times atop the large piano in Mrs. Alice’s living room. The child’s face and hair sported drying blood and she gnashed her teeth together, spitting and hissing at me. The girl inside of me just wanted to scream, to cover my face with my hands and pray I’d wake up. The woman inside of me did not wish to go quietly into the abyss. She screamed, wanting to survive. 
 
   Pull the damn trigger!
 
   The fireball was enormous. The old paper and wax shell erupted into a flaming mass of wadding, powder, and shot. The force of the blast made the stock shove into my shoulder and knock me backwards. My head met the wall with a resounding crack and instantly I saw stars. Impaired vision- not the greatest thing to experience during a monster assault. I felt nauseous, my head throbbing, my body threatening to give way to unconsciousness. But the woman was there again, yelling at me to do something. The pain and noise and alter-ego sounding in my head was too much. 
 
   I moved though. Shaking my head vigorously to clear my vision, I stumbled forward, swinging the gun erratically in front of me like a baseball bat with the thick wool blanket draped over my left shoulder. The moving gun made contact with something and I shook my head again, this time, the stars cleared and I could see. The bullet had done its job… mostly. The girl was on the floor, unmoving; the top of her head was a pile of soggy mush. Everything from the eyebrows down was intact, her expression frozen in disbelief. The effect- mind mush crowning a perfectly fine face- was strange, almost a Picasso on the canvas of my Dad’s bedroom floor. 
 
   A groan called my attention from the girl. Mrs. Alice was writhing on the floor, grabbing at her crotch… where her crotch used to be. The height of her granddaughter, standing there in front of her when I’d loosed the shell, had been perfectly positioned to decimate the little girl’s head and then enter her grandmother’s pelvic region. Seeing Mrs. Alice damaged like that was way worse than if she’d actually been dead. She had been my friend. I could feel the tears, hot and salty, running down my face. I was tired of crying. 
 
   I should finish it; put her out of her misery. 
 
   But I knew I couldn’t. I didn’t have it in me to slam the gun into her face until she ceased moving. I didn’t have it in me to go downstairs and get the machete, kill her that way. So I left her there, alive, but not alive, to waste away in Dad’s bedroom. And I knew that decision would haunt me. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The stupid car lasted me all of a good hour, and then it sputtered, coughed, and died in front of the South Gate strip mall a few minutes outside of town. I sat there, in the car I somehow knew would never crank again, and I decided I just didn’t give a damn about anything. I just wanted to slump down in the driver’s seat, munch on stale saltine crackers, and forget everything.
 
   About halfway into the sleeve of salty cardboard, my gaze locked onto the international market. I’d been there once on a class trip to taste food from all types of crazy places. Tamales, yellow curry, borscht… so many delicious things, just the thought of them made my mouth water. Course, there were also the nasty-ass things, like calf’s tongue and fermented soybeans. The soy had looked like someone had snotted all over a perfectly good pile of sprouted beans and had tasted like fungus-laced, sweaty gym socks. 
 
   Movement deterred me. I couldn’t see clearly through the big glass store front, but movement meant danger now. So, I resigned myself to finishing the stupid crackers and drinking soil-tinged well water from the milk jug. I didn’t even try to think of what to do next. I just sat there, continuing not to give a damn. 
 
   When I was finished with the crackers, I licked at the last of the salty residual goodness on my lips and fingers, then I cracked the car windows and leaned back fully against the threadbare driver’s seat. The sunlight beat down on me, amplified by the windshield glass. It felt good, I was almost a cat sunbathing, not a care in the world. I soon found myself dozing, entering and exiting light daydreams laced with fearful imaginings. The last time I closed my eyes, I saw my Dad’s face, he was hugging Mom again. 
 
   That woke me up completely, drove away the drowsiness. He’d want me to survive. 
 
   Wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead, I sat up and stretched. I was ready for the sun to set now, to blanket the world in cool moonlight so I could sleep for real, curled beneath the ratty wool blanket that had hidden the gun which saved my life. I would never lose that blanket now, now that it was my good luck charm, my security blanket. My big girl security blanket. 
 
   That’s what I was. I wasn’t a little girl any longer and I wasn’t a grown woman.  
 
   I was a big girl, living in a big, crazy-ass world. 
 
    
 
   I stretched one more time and picked up my backpack to see how badly the toaster pastries had gotten crushed during my panicked departure from the house. Opening the package, I sighed unhappily. Inside the thin silvery sleeve, was a collection of unrecognizable strawberry, breaded bits. How the saltines could have survived intact, but the pastries look like they’d been through world war 3 was a complete mystery to me. 
 
   Tilting the bag, I placed a corner in my mouth and inhaled a mouthful. I coughed, the crumbs hitting the back of my throat unpleasantly. Leaning forward, I grabbed the milk jug handle and prepared to take a swig. That’s when I saw him in the rearview mirror. 
 
   It was a man. Walking towards the car. I panicked, not knowing what to do. I briefly thought about throwing the door open and running for my life. But they were out there… those killer tots and deranged adults. Grabbing the wool blanket, I did the only thing that made sense. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I dove down, crouching against the floorboards, and I covered myself with my security blankie. 
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   THE DRIFTER
 
    
 
    
 
   The road I traveled on was poorly maintained. I found myself counting the potholes as I avoided the crumbling edges. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Five… six… seven…
 
   Ranger was running parallel to me; he preferred the terrain to the hard road. Perhaps the dry land reminded him of being overseas. He was panting heavily. It had been a while since either of us had had water. We’d been on the move since first light and the sun was now at the eight o’clock position in the sky. 
 
   I paused my silent counting of potholes to fill a small, collapsible bowl with water for Ranger and then I took a long draught from the drinking hose clipped to my collar. I’d need to refill it soon; find a water source and purify at least a gallon to keep my body, and Ranger’s, operational. Water wasn’t my only need. It was close to that time; that inevitable time I dreaded. A trip into some town, full of people, full of that dirty thing called civilization. I’d almost rather be overseas again. Almost. 
 
    
 
   My entire life was contained within the large, faded tan pack on my back. Everything I owned squashed into a tiny little living space. That was the best description of my life- a tiny little living space, my head not large enough to contain all the memories and images. That’s why I kept moving, kept trying to expand the horizon. Sometimes, I felt drawn back in- back to what I used to be. But I kept moving. I didn’t want to be that man again. 
 
   Trying to find relief. Any sort of peace.  
 
   I used to have a comfortable home, a beautiful wife, a nice car, but the hunt had changed all that, changed me, down to my very innards. I hadn’t planned on breaking, on losing myself in the landscape of central Asia, on gunning down an innocent in Kandahar, or being blown up by an IED outside Kamdesh along with my service dog. Orders. I’d always followed orders.  
 
   A mandatory psych evaluation had followed my last deployment. 
 
   Anti-social, the doctors had said, PTSD, combat-related stress disorder, unlikely to re-integrate into society. I’d tuned out most of the shit-laced psychobabble. I’d tried to explain- you can’t train a person to think, eat, and breathe terrorism and then expect them to jump back into a competitive civilian work force. Half the people I encountered now didn’t even remember the reason we went to war. I was antiquated, a non-entity, a tool of aggression. I couldn’t even imagine sitting behind a desk, selling timeshares to clueless Americans seeking an escape to the Caribbean, because the United States wasn’t the best fucking country on Earth. They hadn’t been where I had been… they hadn’t seen what hell was like, or they’d never want to cross borders.
 
   I’d been on the road for two years now, Ranger at my side. That was the one good thing about all the shrapnel embedded in my body, the IED, the whole damn thing. Ranger had been hurt too. So when I’d been medically retired; they’d retired Ranger with me. He was the only thing I trusted, the only thing I believed was real. It was a bond not easily broken. 
 
    
 
   Texas was nice; I liked it better than Oregon. The terrain was relatively easy on my knees here. More people bothered me here though; someone was always pulling over to see if I needed a ride or food. They never lingered. Every once in a while, I would find myself in an actual bathroom, faced with an actual mirror. It was never a pretty sight. I had let my hair and beard grow long; rejecting the high-and-tight discipline I’d been trapped in for so long. It was a crow’s nest of salt-and-pepper and my face was heavily wrinkled and a little too tan. If my family passed me in the street, they wouldn’t recognize me. 
 
   I was even less of my former self now. No longer the thirty-eight year old, clean-cut father figure and exemplary soldier. I was a nomad, a ghost. If ghosts had canine companions.
 
    
 
   I didn’t mind being alone all the time, aside from Ranger of course. It really was better for everyone. I wasn’t the happiest person to be around. There was too much blood under the bridge to be carefree and bubbly.  I truly felt like I could live my entire life without another minute of human contact. If I could find a way to avoid this, I would. I’d just keep walking. 
 
   But once a month I had to drift back into a town, find a UPS store, and have my disability check mailed to me. I tried to plan it right- stretch the cash out as long as possible. I hated the occasional stays in hotels, they cost too much, but if I couldn’t find a truck stop with showers… well, even I needed a little hot water to rinse away the road filth.  Most times, I didn’t even stay the night. After I was cleaned up, I’d hit the road again to wherever. The hotel beds were too soft, too strange. I slept better on the ground anyway, underneath the night sky. The critters kept me company. I knew it was odd, to never really know where you are. Most folks would be put-off, geographically disoriented, lose their mental footing. But I wasn’t most people. Sometimes, I didn’t even feel like a person. 
 
   I felt like an alien, like my body wasn’t my own, just a cage to keep the bad shit at bay.  
 
    
 
   Looking up from the ground and the potholes I’d long lost count of, I saw a truck in the distance. That meant there was a person. I didn’t ever feel like talking to anyone, but I needed water and farmers out here always had a gallon or two on hand. But just the thought of human contact sent my senses into overdrive- like there was some big bad waiting for me around the bend and I was defenseless. That sensation would come and go, sometimes without reason. Just keep moving. One question. One answer. That’s all. You’ve been through worse. I looked down at Ranger for assurance that everything was okay, but the dog had sensed it also and I instinctively reached for my holster which wasn’t there anymore.
 
   The closer we came to the vehicle, the more uneasy I became. And I wasn’t the only one. Ranger was now protectively at my side, the fur on the back of his neck standing. Always trust an animal’s sense over your own. They feel things on a whole ‘nother level. Only a noob would ignore his dog.
 
   I hadn’t realized I’d stopped walking, my body half-turned away from the vehicle. I wanted to travel back in the direction I’d come. Solitude made me safe. Being on the move made me safe. If I stopped… something would come after me. If I settled down… something would happen to me. It would be Kamdesh all over again. 
 
   Too many missions. Too many trigger-pulls. Too many orders followed. 
 
   Civilians didn’t understand. They thought the episodes were triggered by the obvious- fireworks, a truck backfiring, murder on the news. But, more often than not, it was the quiet that awoke the part of me I tried to forget. It was an invisible stimulus that triggered a memory, triggered my body to remember and react. 
 
   Shaking my head vigorously, I started walking towards the truck again. This time, I concentrated on my footfalls instead of potholes to keep myself goal-focused. Get water, get to town, get money, get the hell out. Don’t let your guard down.
 
   Do. Not. Let. Your. Guard. Down. 
 
   The truck was only a two hundred yards away now. Nothing unusual about it- a newer Ford, maybe diesel, with rear dually wheels and a ‘Farm Use’ plate. Just a typical Texas agricultural truck. As I moved close enough to touch the bed, I noticed the driver’s side door was ajar. A length of cloth- it looked like burlap, maybe a feed sack- trailed from the bottom of the door opening. 
 
   “Hello?” My voice cracked a little; I hadn’t used it in nearly a week. 
 
   I could see the driver’s head through the rear glass. The person wasn’t moving. Sleeping? The truck was pulled over. Maybe he’d cracked the door for a breeze. I scanned the area around me out of habit. Nothing but me and the dog. There should be something. The call of a bird, the rustle of leaves as a snake slithered. But there was nothing; just a vacuum of silence interrupted occasionally by the low rumble of a warning growl. 
 
    “What is it boy?” I didn’t look down at the dog, my eyes re-trained on the truck. Ranger looked up at me with those eyes and I nodded. That was all the direction he needed. He padded away from me and toward the cloth hanging from the semi-open driver’s door. Sniffing at it, the volume of his growl increased. I knew what he smelled. Because I smelled it too now. 
 
   Death. 
 
   It had a distinctive odor. Metallic, sweet, and disturbing. Oxidizing blood and putrefaction. Urine and shit, because dying wasn’t a clean, sterile affair. It was messy, disgusting. You die and when you die, dignity goes out the window. A body, lifeless and spent. It was something I was familiar with, something from a different place and time. 
 
   Ranger’s teeth were around the material now. He began to back away and the door opened, fraction by fraction, as his efforts dislodged the prone man from his truck. This wasn’t a natural death, even from a distance I could have seen the victim’s throat… or absence of it. When the body hit the asphalt, the head lolled to the side, held on by only an inch or so of sinewy neck muscle.  
 
   The man couldn’t have been more than mid-thirties. Lean and strong, wearing text book farming gear. This guy could have defended himself, but something had taken him off guard, caught him in a moment of introversion… or he’d been killed by someone he trusted explicitly. 
 
   That’s why I didn’t trust people anymore. Explicit trust would get you dead quicker than any makeshift explosive. 
 
   So, who would this man trust? 
 
   I profiled quickly, my brain working through the possibilities. 
 
   Wife. Farm hand. Child. Dog. 
 
   Dog. 
 
   I looked down at Ranger, the only thing I believed in without qualification. He was a Belgian Malinois, a veteran soldier, one of the smartest I’d ever met. We’d worked together for years until the Army put us both out of commission. He had saved many a soldier’s life, including my own, over the course of his brief career- until that IED. Damn dog was a fighter; vet said the injuries should have killed him. But he had healed, the stress fractures eventually repairing. Nothing would bring back the fur on his front body though. The burns had been too severe and they marked him now, melding into one textured continent of scar tissue. 
 
   If it had been the farmer’s dog, suddenly gone feral or rabid, I wouldn’t want to put Ranger in peril. At forty pounds, he could probably take down most larger breeds on skill and speed, but if something happened… rabies or worse… I shook my head to dislodge the disturbing thought. 
 
   No. I wouldn’t lose the dog. I considered myself alone, because Ranger was part of me, part of my makeup. I couldn’t even sleep without the damn dog across my body- like we were still in Central Asia, like there was still the chance we’d be assaulted in the middle of the night. Ranger was at my side again, pushing into my leg as if he sensed my uneasiness. “It’s alright, Boy. I’m alright.” His head roughly pushed into my hand and his tongue licked my palm affectionately. “It’s alright.” 
 
   But it wasn’t alright. Ranger had smelled something. A breeze had brought it to him, something that I couldn’t smell. Something different than Ranger had ever encountered. Something deadly. Ranger turned to face the bed of the truck, putting himself between me and the unknown threat; the front of his body lowered to the ground and his lips retracting from bared teeth.
 
   At once, I realized what had made me so wary of the truck before I’d known the driver was mutilated and lounging in the front seat. The large expanse of tarp in the bed was lumpy, pulled hastily over a mound that I could not place. It wasn’t a hay bale, farm tools, produce. Just a mountain range of smallish peaks. 
 
   The hairs on the back of my stood up and my pulse quickened. I breathed deeply several times, forcing my heart rate to slow. Gross motor skills took over as I dropped my pack and deftly pulled out a tan spray-painted pistol. Chambering a round, I motioned for Ranger to move back and I began to inch towards the tailgate. Fear was there, like a sour taste in my mouth; fear was always there, but I’d learned to channel it through years of training and experience. I also wanted to stay alive. Mortality was a fierce motivator. 
 
   The tarp in the back of the truck moved minutely. If I hadn’t been focusing on the dark green material, I would have missed it. I didn’t know what waited for me beneath, but my gut said it was bad news. 
 
   My trigger finger itched, but I knew from experience- confirm before the kill. I’d watched innocents fall too many times. Finding the tailgate latch, I pulled upwards and was greeted by a click. I let the gate fall noisily downwards, wanting to startle whatever was in the truck bed. I expected the farmer’s dog, or a full-grown murderer, or an animal. I expected something that made sense. So I brought my right arm up to take the brunt of the assault I knew was coming, gun ready in my hand, mind ready to see details quickly and be decisive. 
 
   It came at me in a flash. A blur of motion that made my mind fill in the blanks. 
 
   The teeth of the beast- its fur a golden blonde like a retriever- snapped at the loose fabric of my canvas jacket and gained purchase. Without hesitation, I laid my pistol against my arm and fired directly into the animal’s face. Somewhere, beneath the layer of action, I heard a subconscious scream. Nooooo!
 
   The .45 recoiled into my palm and the beast’s teeth loosed as it fell to the ground in an explosion of gore. It took several moments for me to realize… to let the adrenaline surge wane and look past the crimson-turned-black Rorschach print on the pavement. The 180 grain hollow point destroyed all it came into contact with and today was no different. My victim was motionless on the ground. 
 
   I stared at what I had done. 
 
   In front of me, prone and lifeless, was a kid. A child. An innocent. I lived the life I did, because of moments like this. Because I couldn’t handle being the executioner anymore. Yet, today, my past had visited me in haunting, blood-soaked reality. 
 
    
 
   Falling to my knees, I began to sob. My .45, normally so familiar- an extension of my own body- seemed strange now. It was an anvil in my hand, ready to fall and crush. Ranger’s body pushed up against me, but I ignored him. I didn’t deserve his comfort. I had just shot a kid. Not more than six years old. A child dressed in little overalls and shiny red boots. My body was shaking, the remaining adrenaline trying to find an outlet. The tears continued to fall- hot, uncontrollable rivulets down my face. 
 
   Why the hell had he attacked me? Was he just scared? Had I just murdered a child for being scared? Shit. Shit. Shit… I killed a kid. The words were an evil mantra in my head, a marching chant sung over and over again during boot camp so many eons ago. 
 
   Regaining my composure was a challenge. Tucking the .45 away into my pack helped. I needed it out of sight. 
 
   No one around these parts, not a cop to arrest me. I could just walk away if I wanted. I stood in a veritable no man’s land and it was just me, a dead adult male, and a dead… boy. A boy whose hair used to be the color of golden fields. 
 
   Oh beautiful, for spacious skies, for amber waves of grain…
 
   The brittle surface of my composure, so recently mended, threatened to crack again, crack into a million little pieces, much like the brain of the child I’d slaughtered. I looked down at the boy’s body. I couldn’t look at what was left of his face. I just stared at him. He wasn’t right, Yes. There was something abnormal about him. The thought calmed me slightly… as if the child being ‘not normal’ could assuage some of my guilt. His body was pale, the green-blue of veins peeking at the surface, and gray-purple bruises beneath his eyes. And his eyes… rather his ‘eye’ (the left eye, the only thing left somewhat intact from the .45 round) was filmy, a thick opaque mucous obscuring the iris’ color. That eye, that left eye, lolled out of the boy’s mutilated face. It lay against the pavement, an unsettling, unseeing thing. 
 
   Ranger pushed against me again. This time, my hand found his soft head and I rubbed it, more for his comfort than my own. 
 
   Maybe for a minute, maybe for an hour, I wasn’t sure how long my eyes were fixated on my victim, but at some point my eyes moved from child to adult. And I noticed the bite marks; dozens and dozens of symmetrical wounds on his arms, face, everywhere. These weren’t from an animal. Most predatory animals create ragged, ripped wounds- harder to repair, harder to heal. These were human, two distinctive semi-circles of multiple impressions. 
 
   A mixture of primary and permanent teeth, not quite a full set yet. A child’s mouth had made these injuries. 
 
   I glanced around the immediate area once again, making sure there were no more threats and then I moved closer to the adult male. Ranger followed closely, his ears perked. If anything was coming for us, he’d warn me. 
 
   Standing over the man now, I ingested details, nuances of the man’s body, as my eyes roved over him. Glass shrapnel embedded in his cheeks and forehead. The line of bites along his forearms. The gaping hole in the throat was smaller than I’d originally thought; the dried blood and loose skin flapped around the unnatural orifice, unholy flesh curtains revealing the truth about the adult’s fate. It was just big enough to rip away the windpipe and severe a bleeder. An efficient way to kill, no unnecessary effort. And what about all the other bites? Idle fun,
 
   This was a child’s work. A cat playing with a vole, batting it around until it tired of the game and was ready for a snack. The poor fellow hadn’t gone down without fighting though. 
 
   Inside the truck, I found a single-action revolver, a six shooter… only one shot missing. But there had been no bullet wounds on the body of the boy; I would have noticed. I had stared at his slight form for what felt like hours, digesting the consequences of my own instinctual actions. 
 
   Holding the revolver in my hand, I studied the rest of the vehicle’s interior. A rifle with a scope was hung in the back glass, a classic Texan truck decoration. I hadn’t seen it before, placed so low it was almost hidden behind the seats. 
 
   There wasn’t a single surface inside the vehicle that wasn’t touched by death. A splatter on the roof lining resembled a rabbit. Indeed, I could have stood all day playing ‘name that cloud’. Except it wasn’t puffy white cumulus and lacey strata forming peace signs and ponies. 
 
   Where had the bullet ended up? 
 
   After a moment I saw it- the driver’s rearview mirror was shattered, the bullet’s exit point easy to see at the edge of the roof. That explained the shrapnel in the man’s face. 
 
   In my head, I formed a complete picture of what had happened. It was a scenario that did not sit easily with my rational mind. But I knew, from experience, that sometimes the most unlikely possibility proves to be the truth. That’s just fact, plain and fucking simple. And the fact I knew now was- the kid had murdered the man in a way that was more akin to a full-grown serial killer with intense internal motive and a distinctive modus operandi. 
 
   My eyes moved once again to the dead child. 
 
   You a killer, Boy? 
 
   I mentally paused, as if expecting a response. I wanted answers. And I sure as hell wasn’t waltzing into a strange town without them. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to look at the boy and man any longer. I dragged them closer together roughly and without respect; it was an unceremonious affair, but I’d lost my hesitations around dead bodies a long time ago. I’d quelled my self-pity, horror, and grief. They were dangerous emotions I simply didn’t deserve them. The kid was an animal and I was forced to put it down.  When people are dead, they are dead. Plain and simple. The body was just a shell then, fertilizer and vulture feed. That belief wavered slightly once I saw the tall and slight forms next to one another. In that moment, I saw a father and son. I hadn’t noticed before, but they both had the same hair, golden and shiny. 
 
   Grabbing the dark tarp from the truck bed, I covered them. And then they were gone; it was done; I could breathe again. The world came rushing back, everything that existed outside of the carnage now hidden. Ranger was my companion again, not just a fixture at my side, a head to rub absently. 
 
   “Well, Ranger, today is one of those days, the kind we don’t really care for much. The kind of day we wish we were back in the shit rather than living free.” The dog looked at me, his head cocked to one side. He understood my words; he always did. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I was sitting in the driver’s seat of the truck now, my pack hung over the top of the open driver’s door; Ranger was in the bed of the truck, resting, but also playing sentinel. There had been water, like I thought. The container was heavily splattered with blood and fluids. We were thirsty, damn thirsty, but… maybe not that thirsty. I had also found a second, smaller blue tarp in the bed of the truck. I wanted a barrier between myself and the blood and fluids on the bench seat. There could be a contagion factor- like Ebola. 
 
   The truck keys were in the ignition, hanging at an angle like the man had shut the truck off in a hurry, but hadn’t had time to finish the job and take the starter key full out. Before cranking the engine, I pointed the A/C vents downward; they sported drying blood- some of it oxidized pitch black. Last thing I needed was that shit blowing in my face. A tarp barrier under my ass wouldn’t do me a bit of good if that happened.  
 
   Once cranked, the feel of cool air was refreshing, even if I could only feel it against my lower waist and upper thighs. My fingers thrummed against the steering wheel absentmindedly and I pulled them away quickly, feeling a dampness there that was likely more bodily fluids. Sitting in the truck was like walking into a Biohazard 3 without gear, you may as well French kiss a meningitis patient. 
 
   Sitting still, my mind wandered. 
 
    
 
   Even if the kid had killed his father, no one would buy a self-defense plea. They’ll say I could have restrained him. And maybe I could have… but I thought he was a dog, I swear to god I thought he was a dog. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want this shit anymore. 
 
   To drown out the voice in my head, I switched on the radio, and fiddled with the dials until I heard a voice- alto, his tone slightly alarmist. 
 
   “The best advice we can give you at this time is to stay indoors and…”
 
   Even if the kid was rabid and crazy, I still shot him in the head; a good DA will just ask one question: “Why didn’t you just restrain the child?”
 
   I told my head to shut the hell up. 
 
   “The CDC is still working on an answer for the sudden outbreak of psychosis infecting the children…”
 
   Maybe the radio should shut the hell up instead. 
 
   I’ll just tell them I had a PTSD moment; after all, that’s what my lawyer will recommend. But it wasn’t PTSD. It was training. People don’t understand that there’s a difference. You can’t just shut down training, become civil again. That’s not how it works. 
 
   “In cooperation with local and national…”
 
   “God damn radio, just shut the hell up already!” I reached for the off button, but my brain stopped me and forced my ears to listen.
 
   “We repeat. This is not a test. This is an actual National emergency. The President of the United States is warning all citizens to remain calm and stay inside their homes. If you have small children under the age of ten, lock them in a safe room and call the authorities.  More information will be available at a later time. For now, the best advice we can give is to follow the President’s directive: Stay indoors and lock up!
 
   “The military in conjunction with the CDC is still working on an answer for the sudden outbreak of psychosis infecting children. These children are extremely dangerous and will attack without provocation. If you are bitten, report immediately to the nearest hospital. The World Health Organization is also working in cooperation with local and national medical experts to contain the problem. 
 
   “This is not a test.
 
   “Repeat. This is not a test!”
 
    
 
   I stared at the radio; my mind doing backflips. 
 
   No one was going to put me in jail for killing that kid. 
 
   Sounded like the whole fucking nation needed a pre-pubescent population purge.
 
   What. The. Hell. Is. Going. On?
 
   Then I pulled the rifle off its rack above the headrests and, on a hunch, I opened the glove compartment on the passenger’s side and found two boxes of bullets- one for the revolver and one for the rifle. The weapons were welcome additions to my well-worn 1911. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I woke up with a headache. It had only been a short nap, not really doing my body any good. Ranger stirred, huffing as I shifted him off of my chest. 
 
   I always seemed to wake up with a headache nowadays. It was hard sometimes to separate the fantasy from the reality first thing in the morning, and the effort to achieve that separation was a blatant invitation to migraine city. 
 
   The dreams are always so real. Maybe because I’d lived the images before. Running, shooting, yelling, and it always ends the same way- with a boy’s head exploding as he’s screaming my name. Usually, it’s the little boy in Kandahar; but this time it was the golden-haired farm child. I’d never seen his face, so I gave him my face. And the horror of killing my dream self was almost as terrible as waking up. 
 
   I positioned myself on the ground, bent arms propping the rifle up with the scope the perfect height to survey the area below the outcropping of rock where I’d slept. 
 
   God, I hated the nightmares. But ever since the Ativan ran out, they’d come back in full, excruciating force. If only the last pharmacy had stocked it; I’d doubted the looters would have taken it. People were always after the obvious drugs- the antibiotics, the pain killers. Rarely were they after anti-depression mood enhancers. That’s exactly what I wanted though. Something to calm the quiet in my head so I could get some damn rest. Not sleep. I needed rest. What pharmacy doesn’t stock Lorazepam? 
 
   The sun was low in the sky, about 4 o’clock now. The day had grown hot, oppressively so; rays of light shone orange and warmed the air into the 100s. There were still several excessively hot hours to pass before late evening brought comfortable conditions. 
 
   The landscape around seemed to undulate with heat waves. The sight of it and the layer of continuous sweat wetting my body would have me dehydrated in little time. Ranger and I desperately needed water and other supplies and we’d already been through one town- a blur of chaos, killing, and everything was already ransacked. So, not only did I come away without Ativan, I’d come away without anything of use. There’d been one chance to fill the canteen, but that had been interrupted by a small wave of hungry midgets, so Ranger and I had beat feet. Water was the most important- we needed either potable water or a water source to purify. Barely a ration left now…
 
   I focused back on the small cluster of shops at the bottom of the rise. The variable scope brought the details into crystal clarity. The rifle, attached to said scope, was a Winchester ’06 with a fancy, but worn, maple stock. Its attached shoulder-strap had been nearly useless, the leather dried from the Texas sun, and I hadn’t trusted it with the weight of the gun. So, I had used the dead man’s belt to create a new one. I hadn’t liked uncovering the bodies to get it, but I knew it would work well and I wasn’t one to snub my nose at useful and free materials. 
 
   The rifle was old, pre-1964, with a USMC marking on it and most likely a sniper rifle once upon a time. The variable target scope was distinctive, bringing details into crystal clarity. But whatever its history, the gun was perfect for my needs and a hell of a find. I blinked my eyes twice, clearing the drops of sweat from my vision. Nothing was moving around the mall- not man nor beast nor killer kid. That was good. Before I’d rested, Ranger and I had been on the move for six hours straight. Honestly, that wasn’t long in terms of what our bodies could handle, but between the heat and fighting the… infected children it was a challenge, even for someone with my training. I was also a little worried about Ranger. I could tell he was suffering from the sun baking his damaged skin. The lack of fur exposed him. I needed to get some kids’ sunblock. I’d used the last of what I had a few mornings ago. If only the last town hadn’t been a total loss. 
 
   It seemed like every hovel and alley we had passed was chock-full of the kids. I just needed a break from the chaos. 
 
   Looking away from the scope, I whistled low, calling Ranger to my side. He trotted up, a moderately-sized common gray fox hanging from his mouth. “Good job, Ranger. Let’s save it for later.” He dropped the haul and plunked to his haunches. I could tell he was irritated. We needed to eat, he wanted to eat, and had he devoured his catch rather than generously bringing it back to me, he’d have satisfied his own hunger at least. “I promise; we’ll eat after this town.” 
 
   Ranger cocked his head and growled low. “You’ll live, Boy.” Standing up, I capped the scope and hung the makeshift rifle strap across my body like a pageant winner’s sash. Course, I was about as far removed from a beauty queen as I could get. Yanking the leather cord that held my hair back, I ran my fingers through to catch a few rogue strands that were distracting me and then retied the band. My hands were rough, sandpaper against my scalp. I squinted into the waning sunshine. This was our second town. 
 
    
 
    I sighed and rubbed my right knee gingerly. Rolling my shoulders, I shifted the rifle so it sat across my pack and I smiled. It had been a lucky find. The truck had been great for a while also, but it had been nearly empty when I’d found it and had left me high and dry short of the first town. The radio reports had given me a bit more information as I’d driven though. ‘Z children’ and the ‘Z infected’, the CDC had coined. Apparently, they were dead, but not dead. I didn’t know why they didn’t just call a spade a spade. 
 
   They were fucking zombies. 
 
   I’d been right to limit contact with the bodily fluids in the truck; that’s how this shit spread. And now there were reports of it spreading overseas. It was localized to the United States this morning, but now there were reports in Europe, Africa, Australia… everywhere. The communicable nature of modern travel- all it would take was one carrier on one plane to infect an entire province. 
 
    
 
   I pulled the pistol out of the holster, now positioned on my right hip where it belonged; the sound of metal on the green nylon made a slight scraping noise in the eerie silence. I’d kept the gun in my pack for some time, the sight of it reminding me of the dead boy and father. But now the revolver was packed away in its place and the .45 was accessible. I needed it to be, brutal reminder that it was, because danger was everywhere.
 
   “Let’s go, Ranger. Keep your ears peeled.” I patted my thigh once and the dog was at my side, ears perked and nose twitching. The way his hair instantly stood up on his neck… he could already smell trouble- that rotting stench that marked the infected. “Guess it would be too much to ask for this to be a walk in the park, huh Boy?” I patted his head and he low-growled affectionately, but also to tell me to get my head in the game. Sometimes, the dog made a little too much sense.  
 
   I felt comfortable with the Colt .45 in my hand as I began the slow 400 meter walk down to the mall, Ranger at my side. Besides my pack and its contents it was the only thing I really owned, a remnant of my times in the groups. A time when I was happy and felt needed. A time when the world made sense and it was just good guys against very bad guys. Quietly and with skilled, practiced hands, I pulled out the suppressor, also made accessible in the left cargo pocket of my pants, and spun it onto the threaded barrel, no sense in calling additional attention to myself if there was trouble. I’d found out quickly that in this new world noise meant dying. The enemy was different, but practices are always the same. Quiet was always key to survival. But even absolute silence could not deafen the sound of an unexpected IED. 
 
   It creates a vacuum. 
 
   A tunnel, the complete absence of sound. When Ranger and I had been caught in one, the IED that had left him so scarred, I thought I’d never hear again. 
 
   It creates a vacuum. 
 
   I shook my head vigorously, dislodging the repetition that threatened to distract me and focusing on the South Gate mall sign. Distraction would get me killed. I needed the damn Ativan. This town had to have it, or I’d lose my fucking mind in this war, this war against children. Children… too small to fight. Not these children. They were dead, lifeless, slight bodies intent on a rapid kill. Fuck. I need my medicine.
 
   Somehow, in the mind fog, I’d nearly found my way to the u-shaped strip mall. Ranger was walking so close to me that his fur continuously brushed my pant leg. It was likely his presence that allowed me to move on auto-drive. 
 
   Closing the short remaining distance to the structure, I kept my eyes open wide, looking for movement. The stores were all interconnected like a hive. And I knew that, just like an actual hive would spell trouble if disturbed, this maze of hiding places here was dangerous, with a capital D. No signs of life. Likely, if there was anyone here… anything… they wouldn’t be alive. They’d be other. The Z children. The Z infected. 
 
   I stood now, my shoulder pressed against a wall between the shallow depression of building material that separated the shops, yet kept them connected. There were maybe five large stores in total with three or four specialty stores that were complete wastes of space in terms of ‘end of the world’ foraging. Who the hell was going to go after scented candles and custom tee shirts? Now, the large multicultural market and hardware store might have some damn useful items that survived the initial panic purchasing and looting. Vitamins, camping gear, large tools. Like an ax, that would be a hell of a weapon and help me conserve ammunition. Maybe the market would even have a pharmacy. That would be a stroke of luck.
 
   Not that I ever banked on luck being a lady. More often than not, she was a freak in the street and I never had a buck and change to pay for a night of pleasure. 
 
   I dropped the safety on the .45 as my eyes began to count the vehicles in view. Sixteen in sight. Twenty, maybe twenty-two adult shoppers, plus kids, and employees of the adjacent stores. A lot of people, a lot of potential infected… a lot of danger. I couldn’t let my guard down. I could be dangerous and effective, even under the worst circumstances, but it only took a second to go from vital and alive to dead. Underestimating the threat, the child monsters, that would be the last thing a person ever did. Shoot first. Ask questions later. 
 
   Looking into the first glass store front, I was uncomfortably aware that I was down to 54 rounds for my weapons- thirty for the rifle and the balance for the pistol. That wasn’t good. Ammo almost ranked up there with water- and I needed a resupply of both, or the guns would be no better than makeshift clubs. I had the farmer’s old six-shooter also, but the weapon was well-used and poorly maintained. I wanted to service it before I used it and I was sure that, at some point, I’d have to use it and its additional box of bullets from the pickup. Until I could call it trustworthy though, I didn’t factor it in. 
 
   I wanted to head straight for the grocery and hardware store- both were at the opposite end of the mall from me- but instinct and training wouldn’t let me. I needed to clear each building in sequence, one at a time, so I wasn’t leaving an enemy at my back. 
 
   Squatting at the corner of the first store’s front glass and not allowing my body the relief of even a small muscle twitch, I scanned the inside. It was one of those dollar type stores, the ones where everything’s made in China and ‘discounted’ so people think they’re getting a massive deal. 
 
   The continual row of shelves made it difficult to see down aisles, but there was definitely movement. “Ready?” I looked at Ranger, his head almost at eye level with my squatting down. I pointed two fingers toward the store and shook them up and down twice. Go time. Slowly, we moved to the entrance and eased through the double doors. The well-maintained hinges made no noise. As the doors reclosed quietly behind me, I was jarred into an alternate reality that superimposed the landscape of Kabul onto the geography of the cluttered store. This was a damn good place to get dead. 
 
   Three dimensional- shelves stocked to the ceiling, counters blocking sight lines, helium-filled balloons clumped together in a massive display near the registers. So many places to hide. This time, I pointed to the right, directing Ranger to scout the outermost aisles as I moved down the middle.  
 
   I moved quietly, taking one aisle at a time until I saw my first targets. Ranger appeared as soon as I saw them; he stood as still as a statue, his alert and intelligent eyes assessing the threat.  
 
   Two little boys were sitting on top of what was left of the store manager, his silver name badge askew and bloodied, his chest an open, nearly emptied cavity of torn and chewed flesh. Behind the children and their conquest were two infected adults, swaying as if they were enjoying a cool breeze.
 
   Ranger stepped forward, preparing to attack, but he looked at me first for confirmation. I shook my head and held my hand up, palm down. The dog immediately dropped to his haunches, but kept his butt elevated above the floor, prepared to attack if necessary- regardless of orders. He was my kind of soldier- the kind that could make a judgement call and do what was necessary, even if his commanding officer had told him to stand down.  
 
   This wasn’t my first rodeo now. I knew there was no reasoning with the Z infected. Bringing the .45 up, I took aim. The sound of the safety dropping was like a blast ricocheting through the relatively quiet store and I was not surprised when the smaller of the two kids snapped his head around and glared at me. I’d found that the zombie kids had a sixth sense about them, as if the disease had gifted them with heightened senses as well as strength. Even the smallest noise was an organ blasting a shrill key to their ears. 
 
   The pistol recoiled in my hand. Twice the suppressed report sounded like the hiss of a caged viper. Two shots and two kills. The rounds went straight though the heads of the creatures and, unlike the movies, they continued down range- one struck the leg of the adult female infected and dropped her to the ground. Her face was no longer emotionless, but contorted in anger. She began to pull herself across the worn store carpet towards the dead Z children. The second infected adult followed her. 
 
   The adults always seemed so lost and mindless, but seeing their monster children die seemed to awaken something, some shred of parental emotion that gave me hope, but also sickened me. The thought that the mind might transcend death was disturbing. It meant that the adults might have some awareness as their bodies began to desiccate and rot. That was just fucking disturbing. 
 
   The female with the wounded leg was groaning now, a deep and throaty sound, and I knew, had she been alive still, that that sound would have been accompanied by tears and human grief. I was a yard from the dead boys and I held my ground, letting the male and female zombies make their way toward me. I didn’t want to waste any more ammo. Displayed next to me were sunglasses. They were hung carefully on a five-foot pole that was slender, but solid, with metal branches for the eyewear. I holstered my pistol and lifted the pole quickly; its rounded base fell onto the floor with a muffled clunk.  
 
   The infected adults were in range now, the male closer than the female- who had stopped crawling once she’d reached the boys’ bodies. It only took a few well-placed swings to drop the male to the ground, his head bashed in like so much off-color cherry gelatin. The female, still moaning, her arms wrapped around the children, was easy prey. Ranger huffed at me when I was finished, annoyed that I’d excluded him from the fight. “They’ll be plenty more action, Ranger. Chill your boots.” 
 
   Without the mother zombie’s moans, the store was back to being too quiet. I laid the glasses display down on the floor quietly and placed my palms on the back of my neck, then pulled forward until I felt and heard a series of cracks. It was a mental as well as physical release. Ranger was next to me again, his gaze darting about the store. The hair on the back of his neck wasn’t standing up now though, which probably meant the store was safe. Un-holstering the .45 again, I finished sweeping the building anyways, making sure to check the office and bathroom. The only things left were half-eaten corpses in varying states of decay. Ranger’s fur, what was left of it, was always the ultimate early warning system.  
 
   Feeling safe, or as safe as one could feel at the end of the world, I began to shop. In case we ran into more trouble than we could handle or the other stores were a bust, I couldn’t turn away from the here and now. And here and now, there was water and canned food. I’d never been a picky eater and being in the military had made me even less concerned with taste over nutrition, so I didn’t mind that the only canned foods left in the store were sardines and potted meat. Ranger and I even took time to eat breakfast- him a can of dog food and me a bag of moderately stale, powdered doughnuts. If my hands hadn’t been so filthy and coated in gun powder residue, I might have licked my damn fighters. 
 
   Attached to the discount store was an empty structure with a “for lease” sign in the window. That building’s door was locked, so I moved on toward the Rent-A-Film. I didn’t even know DVD rental places were still in business. With all the modern tech that allowed instant streaming, even of movies still in theaters, I’d thought actual brick-and-mortar places had long been put out of business. 
 
   The carnage inside was easy to see- the display shelves were mostly knocked down, blood spattered, and busted. Four corpses were visible- two damaged enough to keep them floor-bound, one pacing at the back of the store, and the fourth leaning against the front door. Sitting on top of the checkout counter with its back to me was the little minion of death that had wreaked havoc inside.  It was still hard to wrap my head around… that a child so young could cause so much chaos and take so many lives.
 
   I didn’t take any chances with this one. Pushing the door ajar, the adult infected leaning against it making guttural, gurgling sounds of surprise, I aimed and let loose a well-aimed shot. It rocketed into the child’s head, creating a small entrance wound and a comparatively large exit wound as the bullet continued its path, leaving brain matter, black blood, and pungent puss behind to decorate the space in front of the child. She fell forward limply, her body leaving the countertop to splay across the stained linoleum floor. I didn’t bother entering the store after the miniature monster was dead. The adults would not follow me. The two that could not stand were noticeably enraged now, trying to make their way to the child. The other two could care less. More and more proof that the parents of the zombie children were still somewhat aware. 
 
   It was a twisted, sick, rotting apocalypse and I was very thankful that I’d never had children; that my wife had left me before we’d conceived. I couldn’t imagine going for the kill if it were my own son or daughter. Sending a bullet as a goodbye. 
 
   I wasn’t a strong enough soldier for something like that.  
 
   Keeping low, I moved away from the entrance. A large movie poster took up most of the second store window. It depicted a fierce-looking Green Beret, explosions and body count in the background. God, I hated Hollywood. That’s what people would strive to achieve in this apocalypse- a bad ass able to take on a zombie horde with nothing but a bow and arrow. It took years to learn how to fight effectively… it took even longer to learn how to cope with taking a life. Hunters would think they had the advantage, that they had great aim and had killed dozens of deer. But it wasn’t the same. 
 
   I’d seen even the toughest man crumble under the emotional force of his first human kill. The few that could learn to step away from the guilt and grief and keep killing… something was broken in them, something innate that helped them be killers. The world needed men like that, like me, but they also needed those with soft hearts to keep humanity alive. 
 
   Humanity was the first casualty of war. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’d made my way through the next several stores. There were only two remaining now- the largest stores unfortunately, but also the ones that would likely have the most useful items. As much as I wanted more gear from the hardware store, the food market had to come first. I needed it to have a pharmacy; I needed a decent night’s sleep, one not plagued by nightmares. I could only go so long before my performance would begin to suffer and being that fraction too slow because I was tired… well, that could be final curtains, a gruesome end to my life, so riddled with bad memories and blood-soaked ambition. 
 
   I had no sooner slipped into the multicultural grocer’s entrance, when I heard a commotion. It sounded like feeding time at the zoo- snarling, running, teeth gnashing, and things being knocked over. Shattering glass made my heart skip a beat and jump-started my body into combat mode. 
 
   I had the pistol out in front of me now, both hands firmly on the grips and my right index finger lightly on the trigger. My eyes scanned about for danger while my ears tried to determine the direction of the threat. I knew my nostrils were flaring, because I was picking up on every scent; sour milk, meat just beginning to rot, human feces, vomit, zombie pus, even newspaper… all of it. I was so deep into the red, that I could even smell the floor wax. Ranger was three feet off to my right, his teeth bared, and his eyes glued to something I couldn’t see. 
 
   Out of my left peripheral, came the expected movement at the same time my ears identified the direction. I swung my torso around and snapped off three controlled shots. I remembered my instructor’s words from training:
 
   “Practice does NOT make perfect.” He would say in a controlled but forceful tone. “Perfect practice makes perfect!”
 
   We must have put a thousand rounds down range per week in training. Deliberate shots, the pursuit of focused control. For once, my training failed me. The target was a foot below where I’d aimed. My body kept reacting as if I was fighting against adult-sized enemies, but I wasn’t. I had to remember what I was up against. Miniature monsters, fast and unruly. I recovered quickly, repositioning and pulling the trigger twice more. The zombie kid, once a girl with dark brown braids, took one round to the chest and one to the head. The snap of the suppressor was barely discernible over the chorus of moans, the veritable gaggle of dead rounding the bread aisle and coming towards me.
 
   Ranger growled and bolted, putting his body between mine and the incoming. Head shots. Waste not, want not. 
 
   In succession, I put a bullet expertly into one brain after another, until the slide locked back. Shoving the pistol into its holster, I yanked the rifle’s makeshift leather strap, pulling it over my head and into my waiting grip.  There were three of the tiny bastards left and a handful of adults. Ranger had injured a fair share… if you can really injure something that’s already dead… but the only thing that seemed to take the monsters down was to destroy the brain. Several mercy shots and the adults fell. 
 
   Fuck. I should have taken out the kids first. 
 
   A dead boy was moving at full speed, a cheetah past a cereal display. He was too fast to aim and get a shot off. Holding the stock of the rifle tightly I jammed the barrel towards the child. It made brutal contact below his jaw, snapping the neck joint and crushing the trachea. The sounds of the boy’s rage was stifled by the injuries. His head lolled forward, his chin coming to rest against his upper chest. 
 
   Yet he still moved, still flayed his arms about, and somehow gnashed his teeth. I slammed my boot into his body and pushed him backwards, far enough to aim and send a bullet into his temple. Looking up, I saw Ranger had a zombie girl pinned. That left one for me. And he was already on me. I had to react quickly. 
 
   I shifted the rifle so that I held it in front of me, parallel to the floor. Just in time. The boy’s mouth closed on the barrel. He chomped down angrily, trying to get at me. A bit in a rabid horse’s mouth. I grunted, my mind racing for options. The knife sheathed on my left hip. No. I couldn’t get to that. Not unless I could get the monster off me. I only needed a moment. 
 
   I’d just made up my mind to push, hoping a jarring action would surprise my attacker, when Ranger made an appearance. He launched himself onto the boy’s back and bit down on his left shoulder. The child screeched angrily, reeling back from me, his hands clawing at Ranger’s face. The dog did not release the boy. He shook his head viciously, yanking the boy to and fro until a large chunk of flesh released. The wound leeched crimson blood that quickly changed to glistening black. 
 
   And the smell. I thought I was getting used to it, but killing one in close quarters… the stench was a sewage system, a city’s worth of refuse and waste. 
 
   The knife was accessible now, a six inch blade, sharp and deadly. I yanked it from the sheath with my weak hand and rammed its length into the boy’s left eye. It slid in easily and came away coated in brain matter and shimmering eye fluid. As the body fell, Ranger sidestepped, a satisfied growl leaving his mouth. 
 
   With the chaos dying down, my eyes roved over the mass of bodies littering the grocery store. Thirteen truly dead. One was still moving on the floor, the one Ranger had pinned before. She was in bad shape, busted and bitten. I didn’t waste ammo, using the knife once more to pierce her eye and shove the blade upwards into her brain. 
 
   In the distance, I heard more movement. There were too many places to hide here- stock room, bakery, butcher counter, bathrooms. Quickly I read and processed all of the store signs. I had some food now from the discount store; I needed to focus on the most important items. 
 
   There it was. A pharmacy near the front of the store hidden by large floral displays that were wilting from neglect. I whistled low and started heading toward it, Ranger at my heels. 
 
   The pharmacy door was locked, but I made short work of it. They had to have Ativan. Stepping inside, I nearly tripped over a body on the floor. I back-stepped quickly, worried I’d just walked into a zombie nest and shoved my leg in an ankle-biter’s face. Ranger made a surprised sound, scooting out of my way and huffing. 
 
   “Sorry, Boy.” I calmed him, patting his head, before turning my attention back to the pharmacy. I’d realized almost immediately that the dead on the ground were not infected. They were just normal corpses, lifeless and soulless. 
 
   They were perfect, unmarred, pale in death with purple bruising coloring the skin that lay against the floor. They must have been trapped here since everything started this morning. No food, a bottle of water between them, and cannibal kids blocking their exit. No way to escape and a choice between waiting for rescue (or a slow death more like) and a quiet, endless sleep. The open bottles of pills, colorful and creating a mosaic on the floor, told me what choice they’d made. 
 
   Overdosing at the end of the world. 
 
   I could see that. If I were a civilian, untrained and scared, I might make the same choice. Just take one too many and close my eyes…
 
   Whoever said suicide was cowardice has never been faced with impossible decisions and ultimate consequences. Sometimes it feels like suicide is the only way to escape the guilt. 
 
    I reentered the room. Ranger did not follow, instead standing guard at the singular entrance. 
 
   Moving from shelf to shelf, I took only what I recognized- painkillers, antibiotics, uppers, downers, speed, epi-pens… and Lorazepam! The sight of that generic bottle, white with a blue and yellow label, was the most wonderful thing I’d seen in years. Tonight, I was going to sleep like a babe, assuming I could find someplace secure to rest. Nightmares would be the least of my worries if a mini monster found me lost in slumber land. 
 
   My pack was sagging now, weighted down by canned sardines, drugs, and a tube of sunscreen we’d happened upon at the store exit next to an umbrella display. I was glad for the sun protectant, Ranger needed it, and I would likely never use half the medicines I’d taken, but they were currency. Paper money and coins would mean nothing now, less than nothing. Bartering and foraging would be the only way to get anything now. The uppers and downers would go first. I had no doubt. Junkies will be junkies, even at the end of the world. 
 
    
 
   As I left the building, my eyes scanned the parking lot, reassessing the cars there. Something was niggling at the back of my brain, telling me I needed to pay attention, I needed to ‘see’. I filed the intuitive urging away for later and headed toward the hardware store. It was closed, the sign indicating that they opened at 10 AM, a full hour later than the other shops. That probably saved the owner’s life. It also meant that there was no threat behind the entrance. 
 
   The door was heavy and secured by two interior deadbolts. The extra measures on the door were silly really, considering the large glass display window- which only took a millisecond to smash into shards with the butt of the rifle. 
 
   I’d always loved the smell of hardware stores- wood shavings that smelled like fresh pine, paint fumes wafting from the mixing station, WD-40 liberally sprayed on tool joints. My grandfather had owned a small mom and pop store in Iowa. I’d always thought I’d retire there someday, buy back his shop and set my hands to a work that wasn’t paid in blood and death. 
 
   That retirement plan seemed damn unlikely to happen now. Taking the suppressor off the pistol, I holstered the gun and shoved the mechanism into my pack. 
 
   Ranger and I walked through the store, taking our time and feeling strangely at ease. A half hour later, we’d exited. We had gotten more than lucky. The untouched store was a treasure trove. No one had been there since the beginning, not even the owner. The proof had been obvious in the gun case and its stack of ammo. I didn’t need a new weapon, the two I had now were as good as it got, but the three boxes of .45 ammo and the two boxes of ’06 were like a big diamond to a longtime girlfriend… absolutely ‘yes’ inducing. 
 
   My pack was now past capacity and my left pants’ pocket bulged with a canister of chewing tobacco- Copenhagen long cut, my grandmother’s brand. Yeah, that was right, my grandmother was a rebel- helping my grandfather with the hardware store and filling a glass coke bottle a day with coal-black spit. 
 
    
 
   I debated searching the abandoned cars for a moment, but it was time to make our way out of the town; we’d been exposed for long enough. 
 
   Still, so many cars… there might be something useful.
 
   I was still mulling the thought around, when I saw movement. I reacted fast, squatting down and going still as a painting. Ranger mimicked my movements. We’d been together so long that often my commands were unnecessary. He could feel the emotional climate, read my body language. He was part of me. I looked down at him, not a hair out of place, so what had I seen? Or was I just fried? Too much sun, not enough water and rest?
 
   I unslung the rifle and brought the weapon up so I could use the scope. The movement was in the back of an old Toyota wagon, bit of a POS. The scope lens grabbed the late afternoon light and brought the picture into crystal clarity. It was a kid. A girl. Not more than ten, maybe eleven. Slowly, I flipped the gun safety off with my thumb and slowed my heart rate. One round through the back glass and the issue was resolved. One more kid to add to my growing body count. They’re not kids. I brutally reminded myself. 
 
   I had her in my sights. All I needed to do was pull the trigger. 
 
   So what was I waiting for? 
 
   Something. My mind was trying to tell me something, but I was too tired to hear it. It was something logical, something which didn’t add up. Was it the child? What was it? I knew I couldn’t hold my position for long. My legs would go to sleep and the rifle would get heavy, throwing off my aim and losing any advantage I had. There were only a few minutes to make up my mind. What the hell is keeping me from shooting? Damn, I was tired. Why isn’t Ranger reacting to the threat? He sees the girl as well as I do.
 
   Then I knew. It was her location. She was in the car and by herself. No blood, no other body I could see unless it was hidden against the floor boards. Nothing. Just a small girl hiding in the back of a car. She was not flailing around acting like a caged animal, a bestial infected looking for a kill. 
 
   I focused harder on the car, taking in every detail of the wagon. I was looking for anything which would help me understand this bizarre situation better. And there it was- the windows were partially down. Why would a zombie roll down the windows?
 
   I stood up, slinging the rifle against my back once again, not bothering to un-holster the .45 for protection, and I moved toward the car.  Halfway there, the girl must have seen me, because she dove out of sight between the seats. I knew that was the clincher, one of the infected- child or adult- wouldn’t hide; it would hit the back glass trying to get at me. I rapped my knuckles against the driver’s side window. 
 
   “Hey, Kid,” I said, trying to affect a calming voice, “How you doing in there?”
 
   “Get away!” Her voice, although scared, was forceful. She had pluck. “I’m not allowed to talk to strangers.”
 
   “I’m not a stranger.” I hesitated, trying to come up with an appropriate story for a ten year-old. “I’m a police officer.” Best I could do on short notice, lie that it was.
 
   “Show me your badge then.” It was a challenge. 
 
   I chuckled. “You’re smart, Kid. I’ll give you that. I don’t look like much of a cop, do I?” 
 
   “You don’t look much like a human, let alone a cop.” 
 
   I was beginning to think this girl was older than she looked. 
 
   “Okay, fine. I’m not a cop. I was just trying not to scare you. I was in the military though.” 
 
   “How do I know you’re telling the truth now?” The girl shot back defiantly. “You just lied about being a cop!”
 
    “For God’s sake, Kid. I’m trying to help you. If you’d rather be on your own, starve to death in a station wagon, be my guest.” I turned around and acted like I was leaving. It was a bluff. I’d never actually leave a kid on her own, but she took the bait. 
 
   “Hey! Don’t leave!” Now she did sound scared. 
 
   I smiled, but erased the grin before I turned around. “Here,” I dug into the right cargo pocket of my pants and yanked out a wallet. It only had three things in it- my military ID, a photo of my ex-wife and a condom so old I was surprised it hadn’t crumbled to dust yet. “Take a look.” 
 
   “Looks real, but your name…” 
 
   “It is real, Kid. No need to fuss over the name; that was my father’s idea of a joke. You can call me JW. I was honorably discharged with disabilities. Government’s real nice, let’s the wounded keep their cards as a keepsake.” 
 
   “I’m not opening the door.” 
 
   “So we’re back to you rotting in the car and me going on my merry way? Sounds good.” I whistled. “Come on, Ranger. Time to hit the road.” Frustration was raging inside of me. I was standing out in the open negotiating with a kid and getting nowhere real fast. I had the (barely controllable) desire to rip the car door off of its hinges and yank the girl out by her frizzy hair. But I controlled my anger and urges and turned away from the car again. This time, she hesitated a few moments longer before desperately calling me back to her. 
 
   “Okay! Okay! I’ll open the door!” 
 
   I heard a click behind me and a whine as the beat-up Toyota’s door started to swing open. As I began to turn back toward the girl, my eyes caught movement. “Close the door!” I yelled, my voice authoritative and brusque. “Close the damn door!” 
 
   “But I just opened it…” 
 
   “Close the damn door, Kid! That’s a fucking order!” I didn’t even think about the cursing, or the fact that this girl was a civilian; I just barked a command and expected her to follow. She must have heard the urgency in my voice though, because I heard the door slam closed. 
 
   Six were coming towards my position. They were running fast, on all fours like some beast-human fighting style from a video game. Jesus, they were fast. My brain calculated the distance- eighteen, maybe twenty seconds, and then I was a walking, talking MRE. Ranger’s body was rigid, his lower half closer to the ground and preparing to pounce. There were just too many of them to take on. The .45 was out in a flash as I raced around the vehicle. 
 
   I was at the driver’s side door of the small car quickly. She’d locked the doors. When the butt of my rifle broke the window glass, the girl’s scream filled the interior of the car- adding to the din of monster kids snarling and spitting their way to us. Ranger jumped in first, not waiting for my command as I jerked the lock upwards and the door open. I tore the pack and rifle off my back and shoved them over the driver’s side headrest and into the back seat. It settled against the girl- she was frozen, not screaming now, just looking terrified. 
 
   My ass was in the seat soon after, the time speeding by as the distance between the car and the threat closed rapidly. Transferring the .45 to my weaker hand, my right found its way to the ignition… where I’d hoped the keys were. They weren’t. Shit!
 
   “Where are the keys?” I screamed at the girl as she cowered in the back and I pulled the door shut. My eyes glared at her in the rearview mirror. She didn’t answer. “Where are the fucking keys!” 
 
   “No keys!” She squeaked. “Screwdriver!” 
 
   Thankfully, the adrenaline was like a language barrier bridge and intuition made me look on the passenger’s front seat. There it was- a flat head poking out from beneath Ranger’s body. I shoved it into the damaged ignition and rotated the handle towards the hood of the car. The action triggered a memory and I involuntarily flinched and ducked. I don’t have time for this shit right now! 
 
   Seven seconds now… six seconds…
 
   The car hadn’t started. In my flash of memory, I hadn’t realized that turning the screwdriver hadn’t been followed by the rumble of an engine. Four seconds… three seconds. I took a deep breath, centering my body, and tried to start the car again. This time, it choked to life, a dying sputtering engine that would likely get us a mile and then fail. As long as it gets us the fuck away from here. 
 
   The first snarling, vicious little head came into view as I slammed the car into drive. The gun, still held in my weak hand as my right manned the steering wheel, jumped violently. Round after round roared through the barrel. The sound was deafening inside the semi-enclosed car. It drowned out the nonstop screams of my backseat passenger. I shouldn’t have removed the suppressor, damn rookie move. 
 
   I was driving in a figure eight, allowing the creatures to approach. They came at my open window one by one; they might be fast, but they were still kids… they didn’t think about strategy. I kept firing until the last zombie child was dead. He’d come close enough to stick his face inside. Jesus, they were fast. 
 
   I let the vehicle roll to a stop and lowered the pistol, its barrel smoking now. The last target had splattered blood and brains into the car, because he’d been so close. I’d turned my head in time, thank God, so the wetness had hit my left cheek and slid downward to my shirt collar. In the back seat, I heard the retching of the girl as she reacted to the carnage. Ranger had tucked himself away against the floorboards, trying to keep his footing while I’d driven wildly in the parking lot. He grumbled at me, working his way back onto the front seat. I patted his head and he huffed, but I knew I was forgiven. 
 
   “We’ll live to fight another day, Boy. All we can ask for.” I swapped magazines and hollered over my shoulder. “Hey, you back there, you okay?” 
 
   “I threw up on your bag.” 
 
   I grimaced. “That happens.” 
 
   “You broke the window of my dad’s car.” 
 
   “I’ll fix it for him.”
 
   “He’s dead.” 
 
   I didn’t know quite how to respond to that. I’d dealt with death every day overseas, but consoling a kid? That was different. “You got a name?” 
 
   “Bonnie.” Her voice was quiet, a bit sad now. 
 
   “How long have you been out here?”
 
   “Since noon, I think. After Grandma…” she paused, and I knew the tears were starting. That made me damned uncomfortable, even though I’d cried myself today, “and finding Dad, I went home and got some clothes and some food. I was going to stay there, but Mrs. Alice next door, her granddaughter… Well, she got her and I couldn’t stay.” The sobs that ripped from Bonnie’s broken heart tore at my soul. I let her cry, seemed like forever, but it wasn’t my place to say when grief ended and survival began. 
 
   “How’d you end up here?” I asked, once she was finally silent. 
 
   “I didn’t know where to go, so I was just driving. Then the stupid car stalled.”
 
   “How old are you?” 
 
   “Twelve.” 
 
   “Small for your age.” I could see her face screw up in defiance; I’d offended her. 
 
   “Yeah. And you look like a hobo. Guess we’ve both got flaws.” 
 
   “Smart ass.” But I smiled inside, the kid had spunk. 
 
   “Is the dog nice?” 
 
   “Yeah, he’s nice.” 
 
   She whistled and patted her leg. “Here, doggy, doggy.” Ranger looked at me, an expression on his face that was comical. Why the hell is this kid talking to me like I’m a cocker spaniel puppy?
 
   “Go on, Ranger. Make a new friend.” I jerked my head towards the girl and Ranger made short work of hopping between the front seats and plunking down next to her. The pack took up a lot of room, so the two became instantly cozy. 
 
   “You are a sweet little guy, aren’t you?” Bonnie was scratching his ears and baby-talking. Ranger pleaded with me, his eyes large and desperate. 
 
   “Hey, Kid. No baby-talk. He’s a soldier, not a pet.” 
 
   “We had a dog once, just for a few months. Mom wanted one, but after she left, we couldn’t afford the food. Can I pretend he’s mine?” 
 
   “Sure, Kid. Since he’s yours, he needs tending to. Grab the sunscreen out of the side pocket of my pack and coat his scars.” A quiet thrum rumbled in Ranger’s chest, indicating he wasn’t too pleased with this new arrangement.
 
   “What happened to him?” Bonnie murmured, now gently applying the white cream to Ranger’s rough skin. I hesitated, not quite sure how to respond. 
 
   Clearing my throat, I said the shortest thing I could think of that was absolutely true. “A lot.” 
 
    
 
   Leaving Ranger and Bonnie to bond, I surveyed the other cars in the lot until I decided on one- a late seventies Dodge with dual gas tanks that were nearly full. It was old, easy to hot-wire, easy to maintain.  The extended cab gave us plenty of room and the covered bed would be great for supply storage. I kept on my toes while transferring from the car to the truck, but there were no more threats. I was grateful for that- I needed a break. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun was setting as I finished my second shopping spree- hitting both the market and hardware store again, now that I had the means to carry more supplies. The sound of the bed cover clunking down to cover everything from a hacksaw to cases of mineral water, woke Bonnie up. She’d been curled up on the front bench seat, a protective Ranger hovering over her. He’d taken to her quickly- once she’d stopped treating him like an average house pet. But I suspected the gentle way Bonnie had taken care of his old wounds had really won Ranger over in the end.
 
   I’d felt bad asking her to abandon her Dad’s wagon; it had sentimental value. But she also had a tattered photo album- chock full of pictures. It was good, in a way, to have reminders of a normal life, but holding onto that shit too tightly would get you killed. You had to keep your mind right to survive. Of course, sometimes not having pictures and keepsakes was a detriment. 
 
   It was hard coming out of the ‘red’ after all the killing here at the mall. 
 
   “JW?” 
 
    “Yeah, Kid. I’m right here. Have a good nap?”
 
   “Not really. And my name isn’t ‘kid;’ it’s Bonnie. Unless you want me to call you…”  
 
     “OK, Bonnie, no need to break out the big guns. You about ready to hit the road?”
 
   “Where are we going?” Came the grumpy response
 
   “Can’t say; somewhere safe I suppose.”
 
   “Why not my Great Uncle’s farm?” 
 
   “Why do you think it’s safe?” I asked
 
   “Because Dad used to say it was halfway between nowhere and nothing. I don’t think the zombies would ever go there”
 
   Middle of nowhere. Isolation. Sounded like my type of place. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ambling, that was the best way to describe it. Ambling. 
 
   The old Dodge just ambled along. Like all of the early models, it rattled because of loose panels and busted spot welds- which was the main reason we were trading off, even though it was reliable. The banging and clanking scared Bonnie. I’d told her we were finding a new vehicle because the 318 engine guzzled gas. She’d known that wasn’t the real reason though. She was smart enough to realize that the nearly full dual tanks would last us a long time. I’d half-expected her to put up a fight; she was a little spitfire and didn’t want anyone thinking she was a frightened little kid. But she hadn’t argued. After the day she’d had, maybe riding in a quiet car that didn’t sound like it was going to fall apart any moment was a comfort she needed. 
 
   We’d given up on the farm; it had been a short-lived ray of hope. Bonnie simply couldn’t remember exactly how to get there. Texas was a damn big state and taking lefts and rights in hopes of sparking her memory was a stupid, fruitless plan. So, we were hunting for a map. I’d never needed one before, rather going where my feet took me, enjoying solitude and the freedom of a life without roots and convention. But now, living in an uncertain world, I had a hankering to know exactly where the hell I was. If Bonnie could magically find the farm’s location on a map? That would be icing on the cake. 
 
   Bonnie saw it first- the Valero sign in the distance. Instinctively, I slowed the truck to a crawl, closing the gap until I was within easy visual range. There was a van pumping gas and a couple of people. They looked normal, as if today was like any other day- sunny and prime for leisurely conversation and a drive. Maybe the plague or whatever it was hadn’t gotten this far? 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Bonnie whispered. Her voice was barely discernible over the idling truck. I followed her finger as she pointed to a sedan across the parking lot. Children. Three of them sitting atop the car’s trunk. They were all focused on the group of people around the van. Their nearly white hair was shiny in the sunlight and chocolate ice cream and saliva dripped off their chins to pool against their blood-spattered clothing. My veins went ice cold and my vision focused.
 
   “Don’t get out of the truck!” I ordered as I stepped outside and placed the rifle across the hood. It wasn’t a long shot, maybe 150 yards. Not even enough to compensate for drop. I looked through the scope, seeing a woman frantically trying to open the rear of the van and the three other people huddled together in a circle, all their hands resting against a dark-colored book. What the… What the hell are they doing? Don’t they see!
 
   Then the little monsters were moving fast, darting towards the exposed people at the pumps. 
 
   I was too slow to stop the carnage unfolding at the van; whatever book the people had been holding was now abandoned, the tallest man swinging the gas nozzle and trying to hit one of the kids, the woman screaming and pointing. And the red-haired young man… he was already on the ground, his body twitching with the after throes of death. 
 
   But the second woman, the one who’d been at the back of the van, she was bolting towards a service truck across the highway. I pointed at her. “RANGER, GO!” I hadn’t even finished the command before the veteran dog hit the pavement top gear and headed into combat. He circled around the vehicle, moving in such a way that the woman, in her frantic running, did not see him. 
 
   And I was her second guardian angel, the scope focused on her, ready to protect her. I couldn’t let four people die here, I couldn’t fail a mission. 
 
   A single blink was enough time for Ranger to position himself on the hood of the service truck, taking the high ground, ready to pounce. The woman had stopped, looking back at the van as the tall man fell backwards, a zombie kid attached to his face. I followed her gaze, seeing that at least one of the monsters was dead. I didn’t see the third… so maybe the kid munching on the man’s head was the last. That would make things easier. 
 
   The woman’s expression was a mixture of disbelief, anger, grief. And then the mixture dissolved into a singular emotion- fear. And I saw why. 
 
   Two were still alive. And they had just leaped over the front of the van and were racing towards her. She was still too far from the truck, she couldn’t make it to safety… at least thirty feet. She turned away, desperate to reach the service vehicle. And then she screamed, having seen Ranger atop the hood.
 
   I knew what she saw- a wolfish dog covered in burn scars growling viciously, the sound primal and full of raw hatred. I mentally soothed her, urged her not to be scared of Ranger. 
 
   The woman fell to her knees, as if finally succumbing to inevitable death. Ranger leapt, sailing over her head and towards the threat. Watching him work was a thing of beauty. The screeches of the zombie children were deafening as he dodged closer and then retreated, each time taking a piece of killer kid flesh with him. Finally, his jaws locked on the throat of one and he shook his head vigorously. Black blood sprayed into the air and the boy’s body crumpled onto the ground. 
 
   Ranger now circled the last of the kids, but this one had learned a thing or two from the deaths of the others. He matched Ranger, movement for movement, being patient and careful. But I was also patient. And I waited, for what seemed like an eternity, until finally the dog had maneuvered the monster into perfect position. 
 
   In the crosshairs and my finger caressed the trigger. 
 
   The echo of the rifle shot ripped across the flatlands and the kid’s head disappeared in a cloud of red. 
 
   “Bang-a-rang.” I whispered, to no one but myself. Straightening my posture and slinging the rifle across my back, I turned to peer through the windshield at Bonnie. “Come on, Squirt. Let’s see who we saved.” 
 
   “I am NOT a squirt!” 
 
    
 
    
 
   I smiled, nearly a full-out grin- which was unusual for me- and I began walking. The sound of the Dodge’s door opening and closing behind me was reassurance enough that Bonnie would soon be at my side. 


 
   
  
 




 
   JW, RANGER, VIRGINIA, BONNIE
 
   Dallas, Texas
 
    
 
    
 
   JW looked through the scope at the large hospital below. 
 
    
 
    
 
   They were holed up in a luxury suite on the sixteenth floor of a hotel adjacent to the Dallas Medical Center. They’d had to fight their way into the building; the damn place was overrun with families- which meant there was far more than a kid or two roaming the hallways looking for room service. But he and Ranger had cleared this floor, disabled the elevator, and blocked the stairwells. Which meant they were safe. For a while. Being in a metropolis though… fucking stupid. 
 
   A farm. A secluded, sustainable, defensible farm. Bonnie was even relatively sure where it was now, having studied an atlas snagged at the Valero. 
 
   But, noooooo. 
 
   He’d been a sap and let some woman talk him into driving into the very zombie epicenter of Texas to get her boyfriend, who was likely dead already. Chris. She’d kept saying Chris over and over again, sobbing when he’d started driving in the opposite direction to see if they couldn’t find that damn farm. He couldn’t stand the sound of a woman crying; he’d just wanted her to shut the hell up. 
 
   Emotional attachments, they got people dead. He was better off without them. 
 
   A giggle sounded behind JW, and he half-turned, bringing Bonnie and Ranger into his peripheral vision. The pair was lying on the burgundy carpet, the girl’s fingers playing along the texture of the dog’s burn scars. Virginia was curled deep into a plush armchair, her eyes closed, and her face still swollen from excessive crying. Who was he kidding; he was already attached and vulnerable. He hadn’t asked for this. He’d been totally content living out of his pack. 
 
   He remembered his life before though; his wife and what it meant to really have someone. 
 
   And that was another reason he’d let himself be swayed from the course.
 
   They’d gone to Chris’ apartment first, the girls staying in the car while Ranger and he checked out the dwelling. That would have been just too easy- for Virginia’s boyfriend to be there, relaxing on the couch and watching shitty reruns on the TV. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Focusing back on the hotel, JW cracked his neck and started doing what he did best- assessing, strategizing, preparing his body for a smash and grab and possibly one of the more brutal operations he’d ever tackled. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   SUSAN & FAMILY
 
   The Nancy-Grace
 
    
 
    
 
   The water lapped at the edge of the sailboat in an easy, consistent rhythm which made Susan want to just drift off into never-never land.  
 
    
 
    
 
   She knew she was supposed to keep an eye on the bobber as it floated off the starboard side; after all, it was her day to catch dinner, but the weather was so damn nice. Susan sat up a little higher against the cabin, the kids were still asleep, and looked at the sun still low on the horizon. The last three days had been peaceful, almost nice enough that they could all forget about everything that had happened. The Nancy-Grace had performed as advertised; there was plenty food and water; Sophia and Marcel had been full of life and laughter… just so hard to imagine, in this setting, the crumbling society on land. The land she could easily see from her position on deck. 
 
   It was the end of everything. Zombie kids and infected adults. But all she saw was blue water and an even bluer sky. It was amazing how distance made terrible things sink into the background, become white noise, easily ignored. 
 
   Taking a drink of desalinized water, Susan focused on the bobber for a while and then looked at the shoreline. They had stayed close in case the weather went bad and they needed harbor, but so far no emergencies had arisen. They hadn’t even seen a single soul at the marina, nothing to spook them further out into the ocean. Susan’s father had mentioned a couple of times that they should sail onto the Islands around Grand Bahamas. He was adamant that they’d be safe there, with plenty of places to make landfall, fish, find water. 
 
   Her dad had been right about the Nancy-Grace. Susan should simply trust him, go along with his plan. She didn’t like disagreeing with him, but she couldn’t leave. She couldn’t imagine letting the land disappear on the horizon. Sherry was out there. Sherry was like her sister. She had to give her time, a chance to find her way here.  
 
   And she’d called. She’d called Susan’s phone. She was sure that it had been her, even though Sherry hadn’t had a chance to say a single word before the cell phone died. 
 
   Her dad had capitulated, but not entirely. A week. Then friend or no friend, he was getting his daughter and grandkids to safety. She’d nodded, agreed, but knew in the pit of her stomach that she’d put up a fight when the week was up… if Sherry hadn’t made it. 
 
   So they were waiting, fishing, hoping, and waiting. 
 
   Please get here, Sherry. Susan mentally pleaded. Please. I can’t leave you behind. I can’t. 
 
   Susan began to doze again; the sun had raised a little higher, rays of light warming her face and pink shooting through the sky like cotton candy streams. The kids were stirring in the cabin now. She could hear Marcel and his customary loud groan as he stretched out the nighttime kinks. Then Sophia, as she told Marcel to hush, that her brain was still sleepy. She sounded back to normal fussing with her brother, which made Susan happy since she’d acted a bit under the weather since arriving in Corpus. 
 
   The old cork bobber began to bounce playfully, a fish tugging at the line, and it soon disappeared completely beneath the glassy water. Susan gave the reel a yank, setting the hook. Whatever was on the other end of the line was big and strong. The pliable, heavy rod bent, yanking the tip downwards. She had to move then, pushing her feet against the side of the boat and locking her knees trying to gain control of her catch, which was speeding towards the bow. Knowing she wasn’t strong enough to keep her position, Susan righted herself and also sped towards the front of the boat, nearly ending up on her ass and dropping the rod as her foot caught on a lifejacket. Sophia’s lifejacket, which was supposed to be stored away at night. 
 
   Even living on a boat, the kids are still trying to kill me with their crap. 
 
   The deck was covered in morning dew and as she neared the bow, Susan found herself gliding forward as if on roller skates. “Help!” She hollered, her midsection ramming into the front of the boat and the top half of her body bending over the side, her hands desperately gripping the rod.  
 
   “Dad, a little help here!” The catch was strong and incredibly fast; Susan’s hands were aching and her stomach was throbbing from its impact with the boat wall. “DAD!”
 
    Resetting the drag was slow on the old reel and the rod threatened to snap each time the fish took another sharp turn. Suddenly, Susan’s undersea opponent decided it preferred the stern and off she went, narrowly avoiding the lifejacket and slipping across the floor. As she stumbled past the cabin door, Susan saw her dad just standing there, a devious smirk on his face like he was enjoying his daughter’s predicament. 
 
   “Any time you want to lend a hand!” Susan shouted, her voice now tinged with anger. “This is NOT amusing!” 
 
   “It is to me.” Her dad called back. 
 
   Circling around the cabin, the fish… or whatever it was… below moving erratic and directionless now, Susan’s right foot landed inside an open cooler, the one dad stored the gutted fish in. She surfed the deck for a few feet, trying to pull her foot out while maintaining her grip. When she did free herself, Susan grimaced at the fish guts and blood soiling her pant leg. The sight of it brought the smell of it, and she almost gagged as she tripped toward the bow again. 
 
   Reeling in the line seemed impossible. Every time Susan gained an inch, the freedom-hungry catch stole a foot. “Damn it!” She screamed, forcing the reel clockwise. She was hungry; her kids were hungry. Dad might be hungry, but apparently not hungry enough to help her catch the damn fish, so screw him. Grunting, she leaned backwards trying to brace herself and gain advantage. God, I can’t do this. Why’d I have to get some super powered fish when it was my turn to catch breakfast? 
 
   Susan gasped as cold salt water was dumped onto the reel and her hands. “What the…”
 
   “It’ll cool it down.” Grant Fields took the rod from his daughter, holding it tightly and maintaining control of the catch with his gnarled old hands. “Go get me a club; I think you tied into a Dorado. Little shallow for them, must’ve been hunting.” 
 
   Susan was irritated at the humor in her Father’s voice, but if the tables were turned, she’d be laughing her butt off. And frankly, Susan was just relieved that she wasn’t fighting that whale anymore. Dorado’s could be as big as thirty, thirty-three pounds. And talk about delicious; Susan couldn’t remember the last time she’d had mahi-mahi. If only they had a couple of limes on the boat, maybe some fresh sour cream. 
 
   Running back into the cabin, Susan grabbed the fish club. She nearly tripped over Sophia and Marcel as they came up from the bunks below to see what all the fuss was about. “What’s going on?” Marcel, always curious and questioning. 
 
   “Wow, look!” Sophia this time, pointing. 
 
   The trio looked, gasping when they saw the giant golden, blue, and green fish, its scales glinting in the morning light. “Granddaddy’s caught a big one!” Marcel exclaimed. Susan’s gaze snapped to his little, innocent face. She wanted to say that it was her fish; that she’d done all the work, but the damage had been done. Granddaddy was the hero of breakfast, not her. 
 
   “Susan!” Grant Fields called. “Where’s that club?” 
 
   She could tell that her dad had the fish under control; it had to be exhausted, after the long battle of wills. She took her time getting the club to her dad anyways, a little payback for laughing at her as she slid across the deck covered in fish goo. 
 
   The twins watched in awe as their grandfather put the large catch out of its misery. Susan, for her part, looked away, choosing to forego the sight of killing. 
 
   Even with the light anchor, the boat had drifted closer to the shoreline, courtesy of the light breeze. They’d have to shift positions after breakfast. Maybe they could use it as an excuse for more sailing lessons. It was important that everyone knew how to handle the boat- even Sophia and Marcel, who seemed impossibly small when they were practicing handling the rigging with her dad. 
 
   Behind her, she could hear Marcel and Sophia’s fascinated voice as her dad fileted the fish. “Gross!” “Cool!” As if they hadn’t seen him filet dozens of fish in the past few days. Of course, they’d caught none as beautiful or large as the Dorado before. 
 
   Susan was about to turn back to her family, to the fish and the good eats it would bring, when something caught her eye at the marina. She tried to focus, squinting her eyes as if that would let her see farther and more clearly. It was large, like a small house. Brown, big, and it had definitely not been there before.  
 
   “You not want to eat, Suz?” Grant Field’s voice jarred Susan back to reality. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m starving.”
 
   “I think we still have some tortillas and refried beans, want to fry up some of the fish? I’ll finish fileting and clean up out here.” 
 
   “Sure, Dad. Although, it should be a sin to ruin that fish with lard-laced, canned beans.” 
 
   “Suit yourself. I’m all about fish and beans.” 
 
   “Trust me, Dad. We all know. You may have slept through your gassiness last night, but it sounded like you were bombing a city.” 
 
   Grant Fields snorted loudly. “Go warm up my beans, Suz. I’d hate to leave a few buildings standing.” 
 
    
 
   Even partially fileted, the fish was still huge. Dorado, almost worth surviving an apocalypse for. Taking the fish pieces wrapped in white paper her dad offered her, Susan started walking back towards the cabin. She couldn’t help herself though, she had to sneak a look back at the marina. It was still there- the dark brown near the boat hanger. Susan, still holding the chunks of mahi-mahi, walked over to the helm and grabbed the binoculars that were stored at its base in a cubby. They were an eBay item- old WW2 eyepieces from a destroyer. The glare-resistant coatings on the lenses were dynamite out here, where the sun gleaming off the water was often blinding. 
 
   Susan lifted the glasses to her face and focused on the docks. The battle-proven binoculars were somewhat scratched, but still far better than any new pair you could buy at a store. She scanned the brown structure. It was an RV. A gigantic RV. She’d never even seen one so big. It verged on the ridiculous. 
 
   There were people standing outside the vehicle- a man, a woman, and a child. What the hell were they doing? Standing out there exposed like that. Didn’t they know what was happening in the world? Were they just volunteering themselves as walking happy meals for the not-so-happy killer kids? 
 
   Susan’s gaze was glued to the two adults, who stood face-to-face, obviously in a heated discussion- the woman’s arms gesticulating in the air, the man’s head shaking stubbornly. The child was just standing there, looking from woman to man until he got sick of whatever the two were fighting over and went back inside the RV. She didn’t blame him; that pair did not seem like pleasant company. 
 
   There was something about the way the woman was standing, the way she held herself, the color of her hair, and profile of her face that seemed familiar to Susan. She watched the duo in fascination, front row seats to an end of the word marital spat. The woman crossed her arms in front of her, a defensive action that made her shoulders slump. Then it hit Susan. Hard, like a punch to the gut. 
 
   She’d been on the man’s side of this argument, facing that exact same woman, stubbornly refusing to move out of town after her horrible divorce. It was Sherry. 
 
   Against all odds, she’d made it to Corpus. Susan didn’t know who the kid and the man were and she didn’t care. Her friend had made it, her soul sister. Almost dropping the glasses overboard, she raced to one of the safety features her dad had installed before her mom had passed away. Yanking a thin cord, a cord that was attached to an old tug fog horn, Susan sent an ear-splitting blast of sound across the shallow ocean waves. 
 
   One. Two. Three blasts. She tugged hard and long. Her excitement overruling every other thought or feeling in her body. 
 
    
 
   Releasing the cord, Susan held the binoculars to her face and found Sherry again. She’d stopped fighting with the man, and the boy had reappeared and was now standing in the open doorway of the RV. Susan raised her left hand and waved like a maniac. 
 
   Sherry started jumping up and down, also waving, her large bosom bouncing visibly even from so far away. Susan’s heart felt like it would burst from her body. True, incandescent happiness, that’s what she was feeling. Everything would be okay now; everything would go back to normal. She was so entrenched in her own happy feelings, so focused on waving to Sherry, that Susan did not realize her father was moving towards her rapidly. 
 
    
 
   “What the hell were you thinking?” Grant Fields was at his daughter’s side in an instant. “Why the hell would you sound the fog horn? Why?” His expression waged war between anger and confusion. 
 
   Susan couldn’t contain herself; she grabbed her dad’s shirt collar hard and yanked it so hard that she thought she’d break his neck. “It’s Sherry. Dad, it’s Sherry!” 
 
   Gently, her dad turned back to look at her and pushed her arms away from his body and stared at her with hard, determined eyes. “That’s good, Suz. It’s Sherry. And that fog horn probably alerted every zombie kid and infected adult from here to downtown. You may have just killed her.”
 
   Susan’s jaw dropped and her eyes flitted frantically between her father’s face and her best friend on the shore. “We have to get her! We have to go now; we’re so close!”
 
   “I love her too, Suz. You know I do. She’s like my second daughter. But…” Grant Fields sighed, his eyes leaving his daughter’s face, “I’m not risking my grandkids to save her.”
 
   “No… no!” Susan pushed her father angrily. “We. Can. Not. Leave. Her. I told her to come here! I did, Dad. It’s my fault if something happens!” 
 
   Susan Fields and Grant Fields stared at one another, each torn with indecision for their own reasons. 
 
   “We’ll try. We’ll try, Suz. That’s all I’m promising.” Grant Fields moved toward the anchor winch. Susan could not move. She’d been so stupid. So stupid. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh my god, Dad.” Susan whispered, drawing her father’s attention to her and away from his task. She motioned with a shaking hand and Grant Field’s gaze moved to look at the land. When he saw what she saw, he began to retract the anchor even faster. 
 
    
 
   To be continued…
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   By S. K. Gregory
 
   July 4th
 
   The infection begins 
 
   Rachel and her family end up in a small town when it is over run by zombies. The infection spreads quickly and Rachel fights to keep herself and her little cousin alive. Teaming up with two soldiers, Gabe and Adam, they must try and escape the town before it is blown off the map. But will it be enough to stop the zombies?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
   Chicago
 
    
 
   Three Years Ago
 
    
 
   “What have you done? Oh, God,” Alan cried. He frantically raced around the lab searching for a syringe. There had to be one somewhere. He tossed files onto the floor, tearing the room apart. This couldn’t be happening.
 
   Diane sat on a stool at the workbench, clutching her bloodied hand. She was staring blankly ahead, not moving. Alan paused in his search to stare at her. Was he too late? 
 
   “Di?” he said.
 
   Slowly she raised her head to look at him. She tried to smile, but couldn’t quite manage it. Relieved, he turned back to the desk. He unearthed a syringe and opened it.
 
   Hands trembling, he had difficulty inserting the needle into the vial of amber colored liquid. He forced himself to take a breath and managed to fill the syringe.
 
   “We don’t even know if this will work. We haven’t even tested it yet,” he said. Lifting Diane’s sleeve, he wiped her arm with an alcohol swab.
 
   “Stupid,” she muttered. “I’m so stupid.”
 
   “It’s going to be okay. It was an accident,” Alan said, but despite how scared he was right now, he wanted to grab her and shake her. It was a stupid move, she should know better. 
 
   “Just do it,” Diane said and he realized he was hesitating. They had worked on this for the better part of a year; it was supposed to neutralize the virus. But they hadn’t started clinical trials; he had no idea what it would do to her. He did know what the virus would do though and that didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
   He found a vein and the needle went in, she didn’t even flinch. He took a seat opposite her, reaching for her hand. Her skin was cold to touch. 
 
   “Now we wait,” he said.
 
   “If it doesn’t work…” she said, her voice a whisper.
 
   “It will. It has to.”
 
   “If it doesn’t work, promise me you will do the right thing.”
 
   He didn’t trust himself to speak. He knew exactly what she was saying. If the virus took hold, she would have to be stopped. 
 
   “Promise me,” she said again.
 
   Nodding, he pulled her against him. She was his wife. There was no way he could hurt her. If the worst came to the worst, he would lock them both in the lab. At least he would be with her in the end.


 
   
  
 




 
   One
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I stared out at the road, wishing for the thousandth time that I’d gone with my friend Valerie to the Lake, instead of agreeing to this ridiculous road trip. It would have been a hell of a lot safer.
 
   "Let it go Rachel," my dad said, from behind the wheel.
 
   "I will not let it go. The little brat bit me," I snapped.
 
   "She's two years old. That's what kids do," my mother said from the passenger seat.
 
   I glared at Cady, who was strapped into her booster seat beside me, looking like butter wouldn't melt. Her golden curls giving her an angelic look that didn’t match her personality. Meanwhile, I was left with bite marks on my shoulder. I rubbed at the wound wondering how the hell we ended up with her.
 
   Her parents had died recently of an unknown illness. Some kind of virus or something. They were Mom's second cousins, yet for some reason it was decided that Cady was to live with us. We were on our way back from Chicago, after the reading of Cady’s parents’ will.
 
   Cady spent the first few days with us, crying relentlessly. Nothing we did would calm her down and now she was biting people. She was the antichrist in the making.
 
   Well she's their problem when I go to college in a couple of months, I thought. I was going to keep my distance from now on.
 
   "You know you were the same when you were her age. Your dad still has scars," Mom said.
 
   "Yeah? Prove it," I said.
 
   "I'm driving at the moment," he replied, shooting Mom a look. She was lying, trying to make it better. She seemed to have this need to constantly find excuses for Cady. 
 
   Poor Cady, the orphan, I thought. Then I felt guilty. I guessed it wasn’t the kid’s fault that she had been dumped on us. Sometimes though, it felt like I was getting pushed out. I knew I was leaving soon anyway, but it still hurt. Mom always said she had wanted more kids, now she’d gotten her wish.
 
   "Can we stop the car? I can't sit here any longer,” I complained.
 
   "We'll stop for lunch soon," Dad replied.
 
   I groaned and closed my eyes. The July heat was unbearable and the AC had given up the ghost in our ancient station wagon. I tried opening the window but the air that blew in was just as hot and filled with dust so I closed it again. We were getting closer to the coast though. Maybe it would cool down then.
 
   A few miles further down the road, the car began to make a rattling noise. 
 
   "That doesn't sound good," Dad said, peering at the dash. 
 
   "There's a town up ahead. It's bound to have a garage there,” Mom said.
 
   He pulled off the main road, past a sign that said, "Welcome to Williamsburg."
 
   The town was in full swing with the Independence Day celebrations. Most of the town's residents seemed to have gathered in the town square. Flags hung everywhere and I could smell barbecue even with the window closed. It smelled delicious. I’d never get to try any though. Mom packed sandwiches for the trip and we would be made to eat them whether we liked it or not.
 
   If I was at the Lake I could be swimming right now, I thought. 
 
   "Oh look, this is great," Mom said. "Maybe we can eat lunch here while we get the car looked at."
 
   "Yeah. Rachel?" Dad said.
 
   "I don't care where we stop. I just want out of this car."
 
   "I guess that's a yes vote," he muttered.
 
   After stopping for directions, he took a side road towards the edge of town. The garage was small, but at least it was open. He drove inside and got out to talk to the mechanic.
 
   "I'm just going to use the bathroom. Can you watch Cady?" Mom asked.
 
   "As long as she keeps her teeth to herself,” I muttered, resting my head against the window. 
 
   I let out a cry of alarm as the car was ratcheted up with me and Cady still inside. I rolled down the window.
 
   "HEY!" I cried.
 
   The mechanic, a middle aged guy with a beer gut, grinned at me, "Relax, kid. I'm just going to check the brakes. I'll let you down in a moment."
Cady was laughing and clapping her chubby hands.
 
   "I'm glad you're amused," I said. I put my earphones in and turned the volume up full to drown her out.
 
   Valerie said that her parents let her do what she wanted at the Lake. A few days lazing by the water and I could have an awesome tan. Why couldn’t I be there? Not babysitting mini Dracula.
 
   A loud crash across the garage made me jump. I ripped out the headphones and looked out the far window. The noise had startled Cady, who was crying.
 
   "It’s okay, Cady. It was just a bump," I said. I couldn't see what had made it though.
 
   "Bump?" Cady said. 
 
   "Yes, a big bump," I said, pulling a funny face at her. Cady's face broke into a grin. 
 
   Well that was easy.
 
   I scrambled over Cady to get a better look at the garage below. A black Impala had collided with the far wall. The driver’s door lay open and smoke was escaping from under the hood.
 
   Some idiot was probably drunk driving, I thought. He didn't seem to have hit anything vital just a workbench.
 
   I got back into my own seat and rolled down the window again, "Hey, can we get down now?"
 
   There was no answer.
 
   "Hello? Lower the car!"
 
   Eerie silence greeted me. Where were Mom and Dad? The mechanic? 
 
   I would just have to climb down and lower it myself. I glanced at Cady.
 
   "Cady, I'm just going to see what happened. I'll be right back."
 
   Cady stared blankly at me as she sucked on her fist.
 
   I opened the door and began to climb down. Once Cady realized she was being abandoned she began howling.
 
   I hesitated, "No, Cady. It's okay. I'll be right back."
 
   This made her howl louder.
 
   Damn it. 
 
   "Hey, Cady. Why don't we sing a song? Huh? What song do you want?"
 
   Cady paused in her wailing to open and close her fists. I recognized it as the action for Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.
 
   Rolling my eyes, I started to sing and Cady joined in with her own version of the words.
 
   As I climbed down I kept singing loudly, feeling like an idiot but at least she had stopped the crying. 
 
   When I reached the floor, the garage appeared to be deserted. I found the controls and lowered the car. It was about three feet off the ground when something clattered behind me.
 
   I whirled around looking for the source. 
 
   "Hello?" I called.
 
   I stepped around a sports car and found the mechanic. He lay on his back on the ground.
 
   "Hey are you okay?" I rushed forward then stopped when I saw the blood. His throat had been ripped open. Blood covered his overalls and his eyes were frozen open in horror.
 
   "Oh my God," I whispered, backing away. What the hell happened?
 
   "Mom? Dad?" I called. I ran past a small office to find a man in a suit hunched over another man. I recognized my dad's watch; it was his body on the ground. Did he collapse? Or was he attacked?
 
   "What happened to him?" I cried.
 
   The other man's head whipped round. His mouth was smeared with blood and in his hand he held what looked like part of someone's intestines. When he moved back I saw my dad. He had been ripped open from his chest to his stomach. There was blood everywhere.
 
   I doubled over, gagging. 
 
   "Dad! No!" I screamed.
 
   The man launched himself at me and I ran back to the car. I climbed back up into it, slammed the door shut and locked it. A second later, the man hit the door hard with his hands. I screamed and that set Cady off again. My heart was pounding so hard I thought I would pass out.
 
   He continued to beat at the door, but didn't seem to know how to climb up to it. If he did he could easily break the window. I couldn't wait around for him to figure it out. Climbing into the driver’s seat, I started the car, thankful that the keys were still in the ignition.
 
   There was a brief moment of panic when I wondered if the car would simply tip over if I drove off the ramp but when the man appeared at the passenger side window, I slammed my foot onto the gas. The car launched off the ramp and crashed onto the garage floor, jolting me hard. I spun the wheel towards the exit. 
 
   The car was sputtering and rattling dangerously, but it was moving, which was all I cared about. I needed to find a cop fast. Where was my mom? Did she lock herself in the bathroom or had that crazy psycho killed her too?
 
   I felt overwhelmed, struggling to draw breath. I knew I was in full blown panic mode and I needed to pull myself together. 
 
   "Momma," Cady cried. I glanced in the rear-view mirror.
 
   "It's okay, Cady. We're okay."
 
   Cady obviously didn't believe me because she kept crying.
 
   About a mile down the road the car gave out completely. I managed to pull it over to the side of the road. Smoke seeped out from under the hood. 
 
   I had to keep moving. If Mom was still alive then I needed to get to the police.
 
   Grabbing the carrier, I put Cady's pink hat onto her head, loaded her into the carrier, and strapped it to my back. For a two year old, she was really heavy. 
 
   I had no idea where the police station was or even which direction the town was in but I didn't like the idea of standing still. The sound of cheering in the distance gave me a direction to go in. I started walking.


 
   
  
 




 
   Two
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I wove the car through the crowds, searching for any sign of Acker. I narrowly missed an elderly couple and had to swerve around them.
 
   "You want to take it easy, Gabe," Adam said, "We aren't going to catch him if we're done for felony hit and run."
 
   I shot him a glare and pulled the car over.
 
   "He has to be here somewhere,” I said.
 
   "Surprised he even got this far in that piece of shit car," Adam said.
 
   "You mean my car?" I growled. That had been Acker's second mistake, stealing my car. The first had been getting his stupid ass bitten. I hated to admit it, but Adam had a point. My baby had been acting up lately. There was a problem with the alternator that I had been meaning to fix.
 
   "He had two choices. Ditch the car and steal another or try and get it fixed,” I said.
 
   "I doubt he knows how to hot-wire a car. Let's see if there is a garage nearby."
 
   Adam got out of the car to ask one of the locals, while I drummed my finger impatiently on the steering wheel. I hated sitting still.
 
   Acker was a bloody liability right from the start. He never should have been let near Patient Zero. The second he started showing symptoms he had fled, rather than do the right thing and put a bullet through his brain. He was a ticking time bomb and if he turned it was only a matter of time before the infection spread. If we got to him first, we could end it once and for all. 
 
   Adam hopped back into the car, "There's a place just down the road."
 
   Adam gave me directions and we arrived there ten minutes later. I parked a few yards from the building and checked my weapons. A 9mm Glock at my waist and my hunting knife.
 
   "Let's do this fast. If you get a shot, put him down," I instructed.
 
   Adam nodded and we headed for the building on foot.
 
   Stopping at the entrance, I chanced a quick look inside. I spotted my baby right away. She was crashed into the wall. I guessed I would have to burn her anyway after Acker being in it. Damn it. I loved that car.
 
   There was no sign of Acker though.
 
   We swept the entrance then moved in. As we passed a two seater sports car, we found what was left of the local mechanic. Adam checked for any signs of life while I covered him. I could see another body further in. A soft growling came from the back. Signaling Adam, I headed towards it.
 
   Taking a second to check the other body, a middle aged man missing most of his internal organs, I entered the office. 
 
   I found Acker hunched in the corner still wearing that damn suit he always wore. He was greedily stuffing intestines into his mouth. I felt bile rise in my throat, but forced it back. Acker spotted me and growled.
 
   "Yeah, you recognize me, don't you, you bastard?" I said.
 
   Acker rose to face me. Before he could take a single step, I put a round between his eyes. His body flopped back onto the floor and was still.
 
   "Serves you right," I muttered. I returned to the middle aged man and put a bullet in his head too. Just in case.
 
   Adam had already done the same to the mechanic. 
 
   "Is that all of them?" he asked.
 
   A thump from the back answered that question. The only other room appeared to be a bathroom and the noise came from inside. We flanked the door.
 
   I nodded and Adam threw open the door. A blonde woman, fully turned, leapt out at us, chomping her teeth. 
 
   I fired, but the bullet missed its target and took out her left cheek instead. Adam put one in the back of her head and she toppled forwards. I leapt aside to avoid her.
 
   "Losing your touch?" Adam grinned.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him, "Why don't you play the target and I'll show you how well I shoot."
 
   "Relax, man. We got him."
 
   "Yeah, well you better hope this is all of them."
 
   Adam took a look around.
 
   "Well there's your piece of crap that we know Acker was in. The mechanic. And the two seater must belong to the Mr. and Mrs. here. Both wearing rings."
 
   "So is the mechanic," I pointed out.
 
   I kneeled beside the middle aged man and carefully extracted his wallet.
 
   "John Kirkland. Tourist from the look of it."
 
   I flipped through the wallet and discovered a photo. It was of John and a pretty teenage girl with straight black hair. Daughter most likely. 
 
   I held the photo out to Adam who shrugged. 
 
   "So?" 
 
   "Where is she?" I asked. She didn’t look old enough to be skipping out on a family vacation although it could be an old photo.
"She could be anywhere. The car is a two seater. She wouldn’t fit. Do you think they were keeping her in the trunk?"
 
   I headed for the sports car in search of the registration, "We need to make completely sure."
 
   If one of those things escaped then we were all fucked.
 
   As I moved to the passenger side of the car I noticed the tire marks on the floor. Someone had left in a hurry. I found the registration. The owner was a Raymond Santos.
 
   "Not his car. Someone drove out of here. We need to find them."
 
   I checked my car before we left and discovered Acker’s briefcase on the passenger seat. It lay open. I grabbed his notebook and voice recorder. He was anal about keeping notes; there could be something useful in them.
 
   We headed back to the car, locking the garage behind us. There were more tire marks heading east so we followed them. 
 
   Further down the road we came across an abandoned car. Adam jumped out to check it. He returned a few seconds later.
 
   "It's empty. But it gets worse. There's a car seat in the back."
 
   I just stared at him with a 'what's your point?' expression.
 
   "You would really shoot a kid?" he asked.
 
   "If it's infected? Yeah. Don't get sentimental man. You know what happens if it spreads."
 
   Adam nodded, "I know."
 
   We both knew that what we did wasn't easy, but someone had to do it. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   I spotted the girl first as we drove down the road. She was hiking along the side of the road with a baby carrier on her back.
 
   I could see long tan legs under a pair of denim shorts and her dark hair blowing in the breeze. This was definitely the girl from the photo.
 
   Gabe spotted her too and sped up past her. He pulled over a few feet ahead of them. As he went to get out, I grabbed his arm.
 
   "Maybe you should let me handle this one."
 
   "If they're infected..."
 
   "Then we'll handle it. But let me see what the situation is first, okay?"
 
   Gabe sighed. He looked pissed but didn't argue. He definitely wasn't a people person and the last thing I wanted was to scare the hell out of her.
 
   As I got out, I saw the girl jogging towards me.
 
   "Hey! Can I get a ride?" she asked. She was red faced and sweating. The kid appeared to be asleep on her back. 
 
   "Why are you out here?" I asked, searching for bite marks. Most of her skin was on display anyway so it wasn't hard. She had been younger in the picture, but now I could see she was in her late teens, early twenties. She had the most amazing hazel eyes I’ve ever seen.
 
   Focus, I thought. Now was definitely not the time.
 
   "The car gave out. I need to get to the police station right away. My parents were attacked," she said in one breath.
 
   "Okay, what about you? Are you okay? And the little girl?" I asked. I really hoped neither of them were infected.
 
   "We're fine. Please."
 
   "Calm down, we'll take you. But I should check you aren't hurt."
 
   She was beginning to lose patience, "I said we're fine!"
 
   The driver’s door opened and Gabe got out. He raised his gun and pointed it at the girl. Her eyes widened.
 
   "Let's just get to the point. We want to know if you were bit."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Three
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I stared at the gun and the man holding it. He was in his mid-twenties with dark hair and intense dark eyes that were currently fixed on me. His muscles threatened to escape the black t-shirt he wore. I had no doubt in my mind that he knew how to use the gun.
 
   "Gabe! Just hold on," the other man said. He was slimmer, with light brown hair and blue eyes. He stepped in front of me, blocking me from the gun.
 
   "Were you bit?" Gabe said again.
 
   "NO! I was in the car most of the time and that thing never got near me," I said. 
 
   "And the kid?" Gabe said.
 
   I took an instinctive step back. Cady was a pain in the ass, but she was just a little girl. I wasn't going to let her get shot.
 
   The other guy stepped towards me and I turned and raised my hands.
 
   "I just want to check her," he said.
 
   "Leave her alone. She wasn't anywhere near that thing," I snapped.
 
   "Just do it, Adam," Gabe snapped.
 
   Adam took another slow step towards me, "Just let me check that she's okay. I promise I won't hurt her."
 
   He seemed sincere and so far I trusted him a little more than I did his partner. 
 
   He reached out and pulled Cady's hat off. I felt her squirm inside the carrier. She had been sleeping and had now been rudely awakened. She gave an angry cry and tried to escape the sun shining on her face.
 
   Adam gave her the once over then returned her hat to her head with a quick smile to her.
 
   "They're fine," he told Gabe.
 
   He didn't look convinced, but lowered the gun, "We should quarantine them until we can be sure.”
 
   "We need to get the police," I insisted.
 
   "What do you think we are?" Gabe asked.
 
   "You're cops?" I said, critically. More like vigilantes.
 
   "Let's just say we are qualified to deal with this situation," Adam said.
 
   "What situation? Zombies? Because that's what that was back there. Wasn't it?"
 
   They shared a look and Adam nodded, "Come with us, we can explain everything. And you should get the little one out of this heat."
 
   I didn't have many options. I was sure that Cady needed water and I could do with a drink myself.
 
   Taking off the carrier, I climbed into the back of the car and tried to settle Cady on my lap. Cady wasn't going to comply. She kept wriggling out of my grasp onto the floor of the car.
 
   "Sit still," I snapped. Then regretted it. It wasn't Cady's fault we were in this mess. I needed to keep it together. I got her to sit beside me, by letting her play with a bracelet from my wrist.
 
   Gabe drove us to a small motel, a couple of miles down the road. I was just glad to be in the shade. I gave Cady some water and let her lie on the bed. Still groggy, she soon dozed off.
 
   "What do we do now?" I asked.
 
   "We don't do anything. You and the kid are not going anywhere until we know for sure that you aren't infected," Gabe said.
 
   I shot him a glare. He couldn't keep us here. But where else was there to go? 
 
   "What about my mom?" I asked, "She was in the bathroom. Did she get away?"
 
   They shared another look, "She's dead. Turned. We had no choice," Gabe said, in a matter of fact way. There was no emotion in his voice. 
 
   My stomach heaved and I raced for the bathroom. I threw up in the sink, before dropping to the floor in tears. They were both gone. Dead. I was all alone.
 
   Fear and despair washed over me and I wanted nothing more than to just lie on the floor and never move again. What was the point?
 
   When there were no more tears left, I got up off the floor. I couldn't give into those feelings. If I did, that was it. And what about Cady? She really had no one. Except me. 
 
   I laughed bitterly. What use was I going to be? 
 
   One step at a time, I thought. Get out of this town first. Then you can decide what to do next.
 
   I cleaned my face and returned to the main room. Cady was still out for the count. Gabe was stretched out on a chair, reading a notebook and Adam was gone.
 
   "Where's the other guy?" I asked.
 
   His eyes flicked towards me, "He went back to the garage. To take care of the bodies."
I nodded, then realized what he meant.
 
   "No, you can't..." I hurried for the door, but he grabbed my arm, pulling me back.
 
   "They are infected. If some pathologist were to cut them open he could spread the infection. That means more zombies. The only safe way is to burn them."
 
   All the fight went out of me. He was right. I walked to the window and lowered myself onto the ledge. 
 
   How can this be my life? I thought. 
 
   Gabe was staring at me.
 
   "What?" I muttered. 
 
   "How can I be sure you weren't bitten?" he asked.
 
   "What do you want me to do? Strip for you?" I snapped.
 
   He raised his eyebrows and shrugged.
 
   "Not a chance," I snapped. What a creep. 
 
   "Wouldn't take much. I can see most of you already."
 
   I felt my cheeks flame. Jumping to my feet, I raised my t-shirt off my stomach to show my bite free torso and back. 
 
   "That's all you get to see," I said.
 
   He looked amused at my outburst. Jack ass.
 
   Adam returned a short while later. I could smell smoke from his clothes. I focused on my phone, trying not to think about what he had been doing. There was no signal on it, but I was flipping through the photos on it of my parents. 
 
   The latest one was taken the day before we left to collect Cady from the foster home. It was in the kitchen, my parents were smiling with their arms around each other. It was cheesy but they looked so happy. 
 
   "What are you looking at?" Adam asked, gently.
 
   I turned the screen around to show him, "Just some pictures."
 
   "Who's the woman with your dad?" he asked.
 
   "My mom. Obviously."
 
   Adam took the phone and showed it to Gabe, "Is that the woman from the garage?"
 
   Gabe sat up in the chair, "No, it isn't."
 
   "What are you talking about?" I asked.
 
   "This wasn't the woman we found. She was a blonde. Your mother wasn't there."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Four
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I pressed the pedal to the floor as we raced back towards town. The girl had jumped into the car before I could stop her. She even managed to grab the brat kid too. We didn't need her slowing us down. But then if they were left alone, they could disappear and turn somewhere else. It wasn’t worth the risk.
 
   By the time we reached the garage, it was fully on fire. Thick acrid smoke billowed into the air. Anything inside would be crispy fried soon enough. I hesitated outside, revving the engine. Someone would spot the smoke soon and call the fire department.
 
   "If anything got out then it would be attracted to the noise from town," Adam said.
 
   "Not an it! Her! You're talking about my mom," Rachel interrupted.
 
   "Pipe down," I snapped.
 
   She sat back in her seat with tears in her eyes. The kid was awake and tugging on her hair. At least it wasn't crying.
 
   I drove toward town. If one of those things wandered into a crowd then it would be a massacre. No matter who was watching we needed to put it down fast and worry about the consequences later. 
 
   I parked back in the town square and we got out of the car. Rachel tried to follow.
 
   "No! Stay here," I ordered.
 
   She dropped back into her seat, glaring at me. God, she was really beginning to piss me off. 
 
   Adam and I split up and started searching the crowd. Everything seemed normal for now. Families were eating picnics and kids were running about waving mini flags. 
 
   I could also see a lot of cops around, so I kept my gun out of sight. We didn’t need them getting in the way.
 
   It was possible that the zombie didn’t come here, but I knew if it was here, it wouldn't be long before the screaming started. I barely finished that thought when someone did.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I waited all of five seconds after the two of them left to get out of the car. I lifted Cady up and put her into the carrier. She squirmed wildly making it difficult to get her into it.
 
   “Cady, stay still,” I snapped.
 
   “Momma,” she whined.
 
   “We’re going to find her. Stop wriggling and I’ll get you a cookie,” I lied.
 
   That cheered her up and she let me put her into the carrier. I slipped my arms through the straps and began searching the crowd for my mother. 
 
   It didn't matter what they said, my mom could be fine. When that thing attacked she could have panicked, climbed out the bathroom window and ran. As much as I wanted to believe that, I really didn't think that my mother would just leave me and Cady to fend for ourselves. 
 
   There were so many people here, the whole town from the look of it.  Two little kids raced by me, screaming and laughing, clutching sparklers.
 
   I couldn’t see Adam or Gabe anywhere. If either of them caught up to my mom first…
 
   “Where are you, Mom?” I muttered.
 
   As I moved closer to the bandstand, Cady kicked out, catching me in the kidney and called, "Mommy."
 
   She used to copy me and call my mom - Mommy. Although I suspected she thought everyone was Mommy.
 
   I scanned the crowd. There. Near the hotdog cart, I could see a woman with long dark hair with her back to me. I recognized the green blouse she wore. She was swaying back and forth like she was dancing to music only she could hear. I hurried towards her. 
 
   "Mom!" I called.
 
   A few women glanced my way. Slowly my mother turned around. Her face was a sickly white, her eyes completely bloodshot. She looked as though she had a bad dose of the flu.
 
   I slowed down as I got closer, "Mom?" 
 
   Her mouth slowly worked into a smile. Feeling relieved, I hurried forward.
 
   "Mom, thank God."
 
   Before I could hug her, two things happened at once. The smile turned into a snarl, drool ran down my mother's face and someone slammed into me from the side.
 
   I felt myself falling and tried to throw myself sideways to avoid landing on Cady. My head struck a rock. Then darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Five
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   My eyes fluttered open and I winced at the pain in my head.
 
   What the hell hit me? I thought.
 
   Then I remembered my mother. I sat up fast, causing the world to spin. There were people crying nearby and I could hear screams in the distance. What was happening?
 
   I tried to stand. The carrier slid off my shoulder making me remember Cady.
 
   She was gone.
 
   "Cady!" I cried.
 
   "It's okay. She's not hurt," a woman said. She was in her late fifties with grey hair. She wore a t-shirt that said Mulligan’s Bakery. A tall thin man stood nearby, holding Cady, who was howling again.
 
   "Who are you?" I asked.
 
   "I'm Lynn and that's my husband Gerry. Are you okay?" the woman asked. 
 
   "I think so."
 
   I rubbed at the side of my head. There was lump near my temple. A gunshot sounded close by and everyone scattered. I got to my feet to see Adam trying to fight off a man in a hotdog costume who was trying to chomp on his neck. I couldn't see my mother anywhere, but more of those things were appearing. I could see at least six new zombies. There were several more bodies on the ground too. Would they get back up?
 
   One man, who had his stomach torn open, lay sprawled on his back near a tree. His foot twitched.
 
   "We need to get off the street," I said to Lynn.
 
   "That's our shop over there," Lynn said, pointing at a small red brick building across the street.
 
   "Take Cady and barricade yourselves inside. Don't let any of them near you; they're infected with a virus."
 
   "What about you?" she asked, eyes wide with fright.
 
   "I need to find my mom first."
 
   The three of them headed for the shop while I started looking for my mother.
 
   Okay, so she had looked sick, but that didn't mean she had turned. I hadn't seen any bite marks on her.
 
   A hand closed around my ankle and I screamed. A teenage boy clung to me, his jaws spread wide as he tried to sink his teeth into my flesh. His other arm ended in a bloody mess.
 
   His skin had turned grey and there was a huge chunk of flesh missing from his shoulder. I desperately tried to shake him off.
 
   Suddenly his head exploded, spraying me with brain chunks. I looked up to see Adam pointing his gun at the remains. He pried the hand off my leg.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asked.
 
   I nodded, "I, yeah...thanks," I stammered.
 
   "Go and find somewhere to hide."
 
   I grabbed his arm, "Wait, what about my mom?"
 
   The look on his face said it all, "I'm sorry, we had no choice."
 
   I pulled away from him. "Where is she?"
 
   Another zombie ran at us. Adam nailed it between the eyes, its body dropping to the ground.
 
   "You need to get inside Rachel. It's not safe. Think of your little sister."
 
   "Cousin," I replied.
 
   "Please," he said.
 
   I nodded slowly. Heading for the bakery, I kept low to avoid any stray bullets. Gabe was up ahead firing at the zombies. He seemed in his element, barely breaking stride as he took each of them out.
 
   There were a few cops shooting too. I watched as one of them was tackled to the ground by an elderly woman. She bit his throat, shaking her head wildly like a dog. Feeling sick, I kept moving.
 
   I stopped behind a tree to check the street was clear. Lynn was watching from an upstairs window. She beckoned me across.
 
   As I sprinted forward, an arm went around my waist and I was dragged to the ground. I threw an elbow in its face, fighting to get free.
 
   "Stay still," Gabe growled. Not a zombie then.
 
   "Let go of me," I snapped.
 
   He pointed across the street at a shop doorway. A zombie was lurching around. I would have run right into it.
 
   "What do we do?" I asked.
 
   He loaded a clip into his gun. As he took aim at it, three more came racing towards us.
 
   They were moving too fast for Gabe to shoot them all.
 
   "Shit, run," he said. He grabbed my arm and we ran up the street away from the bakery.
 
   I glanced back to see the zombies closing the gap. Weren't they supposed to be slow?
 
   Gabe kept turning corners trying to lose them and I was struggling to keep up. I really didn't want to be eaten by one of those things.
 
   "There!" Gabe said.
 
   Up ahead was a supermarket. The automatic doors parted as we approached them.
 
   Gabe dragged me into one of the aisles and we stopped, pressed against the shelves.
 
   He checked his gun while we waited for them to appear. He pulled a smaller pistol from an ankle holder and handed it to me. I took it even though I had no idea how to use it.
 
   "Point and shoot," Gabe whispered.
 
   I glanced around, the place seemed deserted. It was completely silent except for the hum of the refrigerators nearby.
 
   After a few minutes there was still no sign of the zombies. We must have lost them.
 
   "We should..." I started to stay before Gabe clamped a sweaty hand over my mouth. He pressed me against the shelving unit as one lone zombie shambled by. It paused as it passed the aisle and sniffed the air. It was a middle aged man before it died. I could see blood drip from its left arm onto the floor.
 
   I stopped breathing as it cocked its head. If it turned it would see us.
 
   Something clattered to the floor a few aisles over and it hurried toward it. Gabe lowered his hand.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said.  We headed toward the back of the store.
 
   As we passed the canned food aisle, I gasped in horror. A woman in a floral print dress was pinned to the ground, while a zombie bit into her arm. She looked at me pleadingly.
 
   I raised the gun to shoot the zombie, but Gabe grabbed my arm and shook his head. He pulled me away.
 
   "We have to help her," I hissed.
 
   "You'll draw the rest of them. It's too late for her."
 
   "You're a monster," I replied.
 
   He scowled at me. We reached the back to find a room with a huge walk in freezer. There didn't appear to be an exit.
 
   "Damn it," Gabe said.
 
   He turned back to the door when a man in a butcher’s apron leapt at him. They both hit the floor.
 
   I pointed the gun at its head, pulling the trigger but nothing happened.
 
   "Safety," Gabe gasped, as he grabbed the man’s head and tried to snap his neck. He was moving around too much for him to get a grip.
 
   I didn’t know where the safety was so I dropped the gun and grabbed a meat cleaver from a hook on the wall. I couldn't hesitate. Swinging it down, I drove it into the man’s head. He let out a weird squawk and collapsed on top of Gabe.
 
   Gabe shoved the body off him and stood up.
 
   "Nice one," he said.
 
   I turned away, gagging. I killed a man. Oh, God.
 
   As I moved to the far side of the room I saw another door. Opening it a crack I checked to see what was on the other side. A corridor, leading to an emergency exit. And it was empty.
 
   I signaled Gabe. The door behind him crashed open. Zombies poured into the room.
 
   "Go!" he yelled.
 
   We raced down the corridor, but we wouldn't make the exit. Gabe shoved me into an office and slammed the door behind us. He locked it and dragged a desk in front of it.
 
   The zombies began beating on the door. The wood shook violently.
 
   "That door isn't going to hold," I said.
 
   "Yeah I know," he said. He climbed onto a chair and broke out a window set high near the ceiling.
 
   "Come on," he ordered.
 
   He boosted me up to the window. As I wriggled through, I realized something.
 
   "You're not going to fit," I said as I dropped to the ground.
 
   "I know," he called. "Get out of here and find Adam. I can take care of myself."
 
   The door broke open and gunshots rang out. I hesitated. I couldn't reach the window to get back inside, and what use would I be if I did? I needed to go.
 
   I ran off.


 
   
  
 



Six
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   I raced down the street in the direction I saw Gabe and Rachel go in. I had been pinned down at the time but I saw the zombies chase them.
 
   Where the hell did they go? I thought.
 
   The whole town had gone to hell. And it happened so fast. When the first person had been infected there was an incubation period of twelve hours. The people here changed in minutes. If we didn't contain this fast, it could overrun the country in a matter of weeks.
 
   The problem was - Gabe had the radio we used to contact HQ. 
 
   As I turned the corner, I collided with Rachel.
 
   "Oh my God, Adam," she cried.
 
   "Are you okay? Where's Gabe?"
 
   "The supermarket. He's trapped inside."
 
   I tried to move past her to go and help Gabe but she grabbed my arm.
 
   "You can't go in there. There's dozens of them. He was trapped in a room with them. It’s too late."
 
   Goddam fool. 
 
   I knew Gabe would end up in a situation he couldn't get out of eventually, but I didn't think it would be today. Rachel was sobbing silently beside me. There were more zombies heading our way.
 
   "Come on; let's get off the street,” I said, wrapping my arm around her.
 
   She led us to a bakery where a man let us inside.
 
   "There's an apartment upstairs. Go on up," he said.
 
   The man's wife was waiting in the apartment with Rachel's cousin. Cady toddled towards Rachel when she saw her. Sighing, Rachel scooped her up. 
 
   "Do you have a phone?" I asked the man, who had introduced himself as Gerry Mulligan.
 
   "Yeah, but we tried it already. It's dead."
 
   "Shit," I said. If I didn't get a hold of HQ and explain what was going on, they wouldn't be able to stop this.
 
   "What about the CB radio?" Lynn asked.
 
   "Show me," I said. It was worth a shot. I knew HQ would be monitoring local channels. It took a while but I managed to get through.
 
   "What is your status, over?" a voice asked.
 
   "We're currently located in a small town called Williamsburg. I'm with several uninfected civilians. The virus has spread throughout the town. We need immediate evac, over."
 
   I was told to hold on while they checked with the captain. I glanced up to find Rachel watching me from the doorway.
 
   "Are they going to help us?" she asked.
 
   "I hope so."
 
   "This is HQ, please be advised a vessel will be in place in the harbor tonight at 2100 hours. Can you get to the vessel, confirm. Over."
 
   The harbor was about a mile away. Who knew how many infected there would be by then but we had no other choice.
 
   "Confirm. We will rendezvous with the vessel at 2100 hours. Over."
 
   "So we wait?" Rachel asked.
 
   I nodded, "Yeah, they'll get us out of here, don't worry."
 
   "Worry? No, of course not. The world is being overrun by zombies, my parents are dead and I'm now the sole guardian of a two year old. What is there to worry about?"
 
   I put an arm around her shoulders, "I'm sorry about your parents."
 
   She leaned against me, "I'm sorry about your friend."
 
   "Yeah, well if I know Gabe, he probably took them all out single handily and is laying low somewhere."
 
   I knew I was just saying it to make myself feel better, but I wouldn't put anything past Gabe. He had more lives than a cat. That wasn’t military training either, it was growing up in foster homes where he learned most of his survival tactics. The two of us entered basic training together. He was two years older than me at twenty four, but he had seen enough bad shit for two lifetimes. 
 
   We returned to the living room.
 
   "I think it's time you told us what is going on, son," Gerry said.
 
   I sighed, "I'm sorry it's classified."
 
   "To hell with classified. People are dead out there. People we've known for years!" 
 
   Gerry's face had turned a deep shade of red.
 
   "Gerry, please. Your heart," Lynn said softly.
 
   He lowered himself into a chair, "Tell us what's going on?" he said, slightly calmer.
 
   I sighed again, "A virus infected a doctor, not far from here, a few weeks ago. He fell into a coma. The doctors couldn't figure out what was wrong with him. Then he died. We weren't called in until a few days later. The husband was found roaming around in the morgue. He bit an attendant and attacked his own wife before we put him down. They died too.
 
   "We managed to contain it and we've had doctors studying it. They seemed to be making progress. Then some bureaucrat showed up. He had no business being there. He was bit. He freaked and he ran. He was the one we were chasing here. He's the one who killed your parents, Rachel. I'm sorry."
 
    "Don't you have like an antidote or something?" Rachel asked.
 
   I shook my head, "They're working on it, but nothing so far."
 
   "This is unbelievable," Lynn said. 
 
   "Believe it. Tonight we're going to meet up with a boat in the harbor. I'll get you all out of here."
 
   Rachel gave me a small smile. I couldn't imagine what she had been through today, but she seemed to be holding up well. 
 
   Gerry and Lynn packed up a few provisions to get ready for that night. Rachel let Cady sleep in their room for a while.
 
   I stayed by the window to keep watch and to look for Gabe, just in case. The street below was deserted. Occasionally a zombie would shamble by. If the townsfolk had any sense, they would have barricaded themselves into their homes to wait this nightmare out. 
 
   "See anything?" Rachel asked. She took a seat on the windowsill beside me. 
 
   "Not much.”
 
   "Was it you who pushed me out of the way before?" she asked.
 
   I saw the bruise on her head, "Yeah, I didn't mean to hurt you, but your mother..."
 
   She nodded, "It wasn't her anymore," she said, wiping at her eyes. “It’s just hard to believe they’re both gone.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like to lose people you care about.”
 
   “Your parents?” she asked.
 
   “My father. He was killed when I was fifteen. It does get easier in time, I promise.” I squeezed her hand.
 
    "So you're a soldier?"
 
   "Special ops. I think they were stretching the definition by putting us on this case. What about you? Are you in college?"
 
   "I was supposed to go in the fall. I don't know what I'll do now."
 
   Shit, she was younger than I thought. I noticed that she hadn’t pulled her hand away from mine. 
 
   We talked for a while to take our minds off what was happening outside, mostly about our lives before this happened. I liked talking to her. She planned on studying advertising in college and seemed excited to get away from home. Would that happen now for her? Even if we did sort this problem, her life was drastically changed forever.
 
   Shortly after six, there was a dull thud against the apartment door. We all froze. I pulled my gun, moving toward the door. I pressed my ear to it, but there was silence on the other side. Did one of them get in?
 
   I motioned for the others to stay back, my hand closing slowly around the handle. I wrenched to door open to find Gabe slumped against the frame.
 
   "What the hell?" I cried. 
 
   Gabe fell face down onto the floor. His back was covered in blood, his shirt shredded.
 
   "Has he been bitten?" Lynn asked, holding Cady protectively against her.
 
   I kneeled down beside him. The marks looked like scrapes. I didn't see any distinctive bite marks.
 
   "Help me get him up," I said.
 
   "If he's infected…" Rachel said.
 
   "We don't know that yet. Help."
 
   She took his legs, while Gerry and I took his body. We laid him out on the sofa; face down, so I could check the wounds.
 
   Lynn bought me a first aid kit and I began cleaning his back. He had a wound on the back of his head too. Blunt force trauma from the look of it.
 
   He looked like he’d been beaten up. Zombies were more interested in tearing into flesh not kicking the crap out of someone.
 
   When I finished cleaning up the wounds, I was relieved to see that there were no bite marks.
 
   "I don't think he's infected,” I said.
 
   Rachel didn't look convinced. 
 
   "We'll wake him before we leave. Let him rest for now," I said.
 
   I saw the look on Rachel's face and led her into the other room, "Its fine, Rachel."
 
   "But what if he turns?"
 
   "He won't."
 
   "But..."
 
   "If he does, I'll take care of it."
 
   "I'm sorry, I know he's your friend, but the thought of one of those things..." she shuddered.
 
   "It's going to be okay," I said, "We're all going to get out of here."
 
   I only wished I felt as confident as I sounded.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seven
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I checked the clock for the millionth time. We would have to move out soon. So far the street below was quiet. I didn’t know if that was a good thing. It probably meant that anyone out there was already dead. 
 
   Gabe was still unconscious. I understood Adam's loyalty to him, but I saw him in that room with all those things, there was no way he got out unscathed. 
 
   Adam appeared from the bedroom carrying a brown jacket, which he held out to me.
 
   "It would be better if we covered as much flesh as possible," he said.
 
   I slipped on the jacket, "Yeah, I didn’t dress well for a zombie apocalypse," I joked.
 
   Adam blushed and looked away. I didn't mind him looking, he seemed like a nice guy.
 
   We returned to our post at the window. 
 
   "We'll need to move quickly, stay close to me once we get outside," he said.
 
   I smiled, "Thank you for what you’re doing. I don’t know where we would be without you.”
 
   He smiled back and I reached out and put my hand on his, moving closer to him. I felt safe with him and I needed to feel safe right now. It didn’t hurt that he was really good looking. 
 
   “We’re going to get out of here, I promise,” he said. 
 
   I moved my hand from his and onto his leg. He looked guilty and moved away.
 
   "What's wrong?" I asked.
 
   "Uh, nothing."
 
   "Seriously, what?" I asked. He checked me out before, so I knew he was interested.
 
   "Well, it's just; I think Gabe kind of has the hots for you,” he said.
 
   I sputtered a laugh, "What! He pulled a gun on me."
 
   "Yeah, but he didn't shoot you. That says a lot."
 
   "Yeah, that makes all the difference. I'm not interested in him, are you crazy?"
 
   "Sorry, I shouldn't have said anything."
 
   I shuddered, "Look, right now, I'm not interested in either of you. But if I was, I wouldn't pick him." How could he think I would pick that meat head?
 
   "I'm sorry; I didn't mean to make you mad."
 
   There was a moan from the couch; Adam reached for his gun. We all watched as Gabe slowly sat up. I felt my heart pound, as I hid behind Adam, waiting to see if he’d turned.
 
   "What the hell happened?" he muttered.
 
   Adam sighed and holstered the gun, "You tell us."
 
   "Yeah, how did you get out of the supermarket?" I asked.
 
   "That was the easy part," he said, cryptically, "I didn't know there was a group of survivors outside who don't seem to care if I was alive or undead. They attacked me."
 
   "Were you bit?" Adam asked.
 
   Gabe shook his head, "No."
 
   Adam filled him in on the plan, "Can you make it?"
 
   "A couple of rednecks aren't going to keep me down."
 
   Half an hour later, we grabbed our things, ready to go. Lynn was carrying Cady, while the others armed themselves.
 
   "Right, move fast and as quietly as possible,” Adam said, “Don't fire unless you have to or you'll draw the rest of them. Let's do this."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   Crouching behind an overturned hotdog stand, I watched two zombies fighting over the remains of a man. Or it could have been a woman. At this point it was hard to tell.
 
   I looked away. Adam and Rachel were huddled against a tree together. They seemed pretty friendly. It figured, while I was getting the crap beat out of me and being left for dead, Adam was cozying up with the girl.
 
    I really hoped I ran into those rednecks again so I could get a little payback. Or we could just drop a nuke on the town and that would fix it.
 
   When I escaped from the supermarket, one of them hit me over the head. Before I could retaliate they started kicking the crap out of me. I was pretty sure I had some cracked ribs. I think those assholes were just using the chaos as an excuse to do what they wanted. I wondered what they would have done if they had caught up to the girl. Nothing good, that was for sure.
 
   The sun was setting and it would be dark soon. We needed to get to that boat fast. While one of the zoms was distracted, I snuck up behind it, decapitating it with one blow of my machete.
 
   The other stopped chewing long enough to watch its buddy's head roll towards him. It tried to make a noise, but its mouth was full. I terminated it too.
 
   We moved on. I hated having to move so slowly but we had no choice with the old couple and the kid. If she started crying, she would draw every zombie in town. So far though, she was contentedly sucking on a cookie the guy, Gerry, had given her. 
 
   As we neared the edge of the park, Rachel tripped over a body and went down. I moved to help her up, but Adam beat me to it.
 
   "Are you okay?" Adam asked.
 
   "Yeah, what did I trip over?" she looked down at the mangled remains of a woman. Her eyes widened in recognition, "Is that...my mom?"
 
   She swayed and Adam grabbed her. She buried her head in his chest, sobbing. 
 
   "We need to move," I said.
 
   I was the one who took out the mother. She had run at Adam and he’d gotten off a shot to her shoulder which didn't even slow her down. I dragged her off him, before shooting her. Obviously the zombies had gotten to her since then.
 
   I felt a stab of sympathy for the girl but I buried it fast. I needed to stay frosty or we would never survive this.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eight
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I struggled to keep moving after seeing my mother like that. All the adrenaline had left me and I just wanted to collapse.  
 
   "How much further?" I asked.
 
   "Not too far now," Lynn said.
 
   I couldn't help but wonder if this had spread beyond the town. If one of them escaped, it could just keep going. I’d seen enough zombie movies to know that they never ended well for humans.
 
   We reached the road that led to the docks. As Gerry was climbing over a low fence with Cady in his arms, she dropped her cookie on the ground.
 
   I watched as she threw back her head and opened her mouth, "No, Cady," I cried.
 
   Cady began wailing into the night. 
 
   "Shut her up!" Gabe snapped.
 
   I rushed forward to take her. I bounced her on my hip, trying to calm her down but I’d been on the receiving end of one of her tantrums before. She could cry for hours.
 
   I was tempted to put my hand over her mouth but couldn't bring myself to do it.
 
   From the darkness behind us, came a chorus of moans. They grew louder as a group of about eight zombies came towards us.
 
   "Move!" Adam barked. We took off running down the road. 
 
   Cady was bouncing wildly in my arms, she continued to cry. I could see the dock up ahead and the boat. A couple of soldiers stood on the dock, waiting.
 
   "Hurry," one of them yelled.
 
   As I reached the dock, I heard Gerry cry out. I glanced back to see that he had fallen. Lynn rushed back to help him. I stopped too.
 
   "Get up," Lynn urged.
 
   Gerry was clutching at his chest, panting heavily. He didn’t seem able to move.
 
   "Oh my God, help him," she cried to Adam and Gabe.
 
   They each grabbed one of his arms and hauled him to his feet as the zombies reached them. The soldiers opened fire, taking out two at the back of the group.
 
   I tried to shield Cady as best I could. Gabe let go of Gerry to strike out at one of the zombies. Gerry was yanked from Adam's grasp and pulled to the ground.
 
   "No!" Lynn screamed.
 
   One of them sank their teeth into his leg. Lynn tried to get to him but one of the zombies bumped into her, knocking her over.
 
   Before it could attack her, Adam pulled her away, "Get to the ship, now!"
 
   I grabbed Lynn's hand, trying to pull her away, "I can't leave him," she cried.
 
   I kept pulling, "Please Lynn, there's nothing you can do."
She looked at me, her face stricken. Then she glanced at Cady and nodded, shoulders heaving as she cried. With one last glance at Gerry, who had disappeared under the group of zombies, we ran for the ship.
 
   The soldiers ushered us on board. A few minutes later, Gabe and Adam followed.
 
   The captain got the boat moving. Lynn and I were led below to a small cabin. Once we were safely away from the dock, I set Cady down on the small bunk and slid to the floor. Maybe now we would be safe.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   While the women were led to a cabin, Gabe and I were taken to see the Captain. I wasn't surprised to find Higson waiting. He was our CO.
 
   We both saluted, "Sir, what is the situation?" I asked.
 
   "So far, we don't believe it has spread beyond the town limits. We have sentries in place. Once we're at a safe distance, the town will be wiped off the map."
 
   I nodded, I didn't like the fact that there could still be uninfected people there but we couldn't risk letting it loose. 
 
   "You will both be checked for infection before we go any further. The civilians too."
 
   We were dismissed and a medic took blood samples from us for analysis. I caught up with Rachel after she was tested. 
 
   "How are you feeling?" I asked.
 
   "Better now we're away from that place. What do they plan on doing with us?"
 
   She eyed one of the soldiers who passed her. He was carrying an assault rifle which I was surprised to see. Why would he need it on here? Where they expecting trouble?
 
   "Well, when our results come back, hopefully clear, we'll dock somewhere safe."
 
   We took a walk around the ship. Lynn had Cady, and Gabe was off somewhere, probably looking to press the button that would level the town. 
 
   "Tell me how this all started," Rachel said.
 
   "I told you before."
 
   "No, I mean this couple. How did they become infected?"
 
   "They were scientists. They created the virus in their lab."
 
   Her eyes widened, "Seriously? This thing is man-made?"
 
   "Would you rather it was natural?"
 
   "Good point. Did they know what they were doing?"
 
   "I'm sure they weren't trying to create it. They weren't your mad scientist types, they had a child."
 
   "Was she infected?"
 
   "No, she was in day care and they were smart enough to keep their distance from her. Just be thankful it didn't get released where they lived in Chicago."
 
   Rachel's face had turned pale, "What were their names?"
 
   "I'm not sure; I think it was Thompson or something like that."
 
   "Tomlinson," she said.
 
   "How the hell do you know that?" I said.
 
   "Cady Tomlinson. It was her parents. We never knew the details just that they died suddenly. We were Cady's only other relatives."
 
   I tried to wrap my head around what she was saying. How was it possible? 
 
   "We stopped in Chicago to deal with their will. We were on our way back."
 
   "This is crazy. That poor kid, it's like the damn thing is trying to catch up to her."
 
   Rachel rubbed at her temples, she looked exhausted.
 
   "Why don't you go get some sleep? I'll wake you up when we dock."
 
   "Yeah, that sounds good." 
 
   The boat dipped under our feet and Rachel lost her balance. I caught her, bumping into a door release. The door slid open and inside was an observation room. The guard inside leapt up to shut the door, but I had time to see the zombie they had contained in the observation room.
 
   Rachel saw it too, "Oh my God, why do they have that thing in here?"
 
   "I have no idea, but I need to find Gabe. Go back to your room," I said.
 
   She grabbed his arm, "What if it gets loose?"
 
   "It won't. We're surrounded by soldiers. Please do as I say."
 
   I raced off before she could reply.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I downed my third drink in the mess room, feeling queasy from the movement of the boat. I felt something dig into my hip and pulled the voice recorder from my pocket. 
 
   Tossing it on the table, I took another drink. This was all that dick Acker’s fault. The second he had shown up I knew he was going to cause trouble.
 
   We were called into the hospital on day two of the ‘outbreak.’ The doctor had been contained, but he had already killed two women. I watched him from the observation room as he thrashed against his restraints. 
 
   The military were supposed to be in charge. We were supposed to contain and eliminate the threat, but some bureaucrat had decided that the virus needed to be studied before it was destroyed. Acker arrived the following morning.
 
   The little weasel started giving orders and insisted on seeing the effects of the virus up close. Patient zero was strapped down and Acker was taken into the room. When he saw Patient Zero, he practically crapped himself. He kept his distance while he wrote everything down in his notebook. On the day Patient Zero was due to be terminated, he broke free and Acker got in his way. 
 
   I was the one who put Patient Zero down. Acker told us he hadn’t been bitten and we were stupid enough to believe him. I found Patient Zero’s office trashed a few hours later and Acker stole my car. 
 
   Curious, I pressed the play button on the voice recorder.
 
   “I’ve, uh, searched through the files and I think there’s a possible cure. When Dr. Tomlinson’s wife was bitten, she died from her wounds, but there was no sign of infection. I don’t know if she had a natural immunity or an antidote but I know where I can find the cure. I just have to get to her first.”
 
   I clicked the stop button. Tomlinson, Patient Zero, attacked his wife. She bled out and her body was burned. Acker knew that. So how could he find her? Maybe he was just rambling, delirious from the virus. The wife worked with the virus too, maybe they created an antidote and she tested it on herself.
 
   If there was a potential cure out there, Higson would want it. While we were black ops, he was strictly R&D. 
 
   Before all this began, we were working ops down in South America. It was a day at the beach compared to this. I wished I was back there now, even if I was getting shot at every day. At least there were no zombies.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Nine
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   I found Gabe in the mess room, nursing a whiskey.
 
   "Gabe?" I said. I signaled for him to follow me away from anyone who could be listening.
 
   We moved out into the hallway.
 
   "What's the matter? Did she give you the push already?" Gabe asked. Apparently he had been drinking for a while. I knew he was interested in Rachel. 
 
   "We have a problem,” I said.
 
   “No shit. Listen to this.” 
 
   He held up a voice recorder, I recognized as Acker’s. He played the last recording.
 
   “What do you think he meant?” Gabe asked.
 
   “He was looking for Cady.”
 
   “Who?” he asked.
 
   “The kid. Rachel’s cousin. She is the daughter of Patient Zero. He must have thought she was immune too and went looking for her. He must have been following them.”
 
   He swayed on the spot, “Seriously?”
 
   “They were in town for a will reading. He must have heard about it and went looking for them. There’s also a bigger problem. There is an infected on board."
 
   Gabe reached for his gun.
 
   "Relax," I said, "It's contained. They know about it."
 
   "Why the hell do they have it? All traces of the virus are supposed to be eradicated."
 
   "Obviously they have another agenda. What do we do?"
 
   Gabe cocked his gun, "We were given our orders. We put it down, nuke the town and that will be the end of it."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I tried to clear my head, as Adam and I made our way through the ship. After everything that happened, I had been trying to relax. I didn't think I would be needed again tonight.
 
   A goddamn infected, I thought, how stupid were they?
 
   I knew that Higson wanted to know more about the virus, but bringing one of them onboard was crazy. Obviously someone higher up wanted this virus to survive. I knew what that could mean. No, I would double tap that infected piece of crap and incinerate the body. Higson could court martial me if he wanted.
 
   We arrived at the room. Since Adam had already been seen by the guard, I went in by myself.
 
   "This is a restricted area," the soldier on duty, barked.
 
   "No shit. Your watch is over. I'm here to relieve you."
 
   "Nobody said anything to me," he replied.
 
   I clenched my fists; I badly wanted to punch this jackass. 
 
   "Take it up with Higson," I said, coldly. I lowered myself into the chair in the room and stared in at the infected. It was male, wearing ragged clothes that were smeared with blood. It beat against the glass, desperately trying to escape. 
 
   The soldier made another weak protest before leaving. He was obviously too chicken shit to confront Higson directly, so we had some time.
 
   Once he was gone, Adam came in. I rose from the seat and checked that the coast was clear.
 
   "Keep watch, I'll take care of this."
 
   The door was locked with a keypad. I didn't have time to try and guess the code. Using the butt of my gun, I smashed the keypad. The door beeped and opened about half a foot. The zom rushed it and reached a decaying arm through at me. I backed away, fast.
 
   "Someone's coming," Adam hissed.
 
   I raised the gun, trying to get a shot, but the door was blocking its head.
 
   "What the hell is going on?" Higson barked, "Stand down."
 
   Adam immediately obeyed, but I was still trying to get the shot. If it would just stop moving. 
 
   "Take his weapon," Higson said, to the two soldiers flanking him. 
 
   I fought them but the drink was slowing me down. They took my gun and dragged me away from the cell, while a technician tried to get the door closed.
 
   "Get the fuck off me," I yelled.
 
   "Let him go," Higson said. 
 
   "What the hell is this? Why is it onboard?" I snapped.
 
   "We've been ordered to bring one back for study. I don't like it either Gabe."
 
   I shoved past him out of the room. Fuck orders.  The whole world was going to hell.
 
   Rachel was lingering outside her cabin door.
 
   "What's happening?" she asked.
 
   "Ask your boyfriend," I snapped. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I swore at Gabe as he barreled past me. He was such an asshole. I found Adam outside the room with the zombie in it. He looked pissed off.
 
   "What's going on?" I asked.
 
   "There's nothing we can do about the zombie,” he said, “They want to study it.”
 
   "I don't want to stay here," I said. Not so close to one of those things.
 
   "I'm sorry, but right now we don't have a choice. It's secure..."
 
   Before he could even finish his sentence, the technician screamed as the door opened by itself, releasing the zombie. It tore out his throat in seconds. It ran at us and I screamed.
 
   The ship rocked violently, a storm was raging outside, and we were thrown to the floor. I slid across the floor, the zombie followed. 
 
   Before I could get back to my feet, the zombie grabbed my ankle and sank its teeth into my flesh. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   "No! Nononono, this isn't happening," Rachel cried. She dragged herself away from the now dead zombie that lay on the floor. I snapped its neck, but I was too late. She’d been bitten.
 
   "Oh, God. It's going to be okay. There are scientists on board, they have all the research, I'm sure they can create an antidote," I knew I was babbling. I had no idea if there was an antidote on board, but I couldn't tell her that. 
 
   She looked at me and the terror in her eyes chilled me. I couldn't let her die. 
 
   I grabbed a medical kit and bandaged her wound, making sure to disinfect it, even though I knew it wouldn’t make a difference. It was something to focus on so I wouldn't lose it.
 
   "I'm going to get the doctor. I want you to stay here and don't move."
 
   She gripped my arms as I tried to stand, "Don't leave me, please."
 
   I pulled her into a hug, "It's going to be okay, I promise. I'm going to do everything I can to fix this."
 
   Without thinking, I kissed her. She opened her mouth to say something, but her eyes widened in horror before she could speak.
 
   I turned to find the zombie getting up off the floor. 
 
   "Fuck," I cried. I reached for my gun but the zombie collided with me as it tried to get up, knocking the gun away. It was having trouble maneuvering considering its head was bent at a ninety degree angle.
 
   I kicked out at it. The momentum caused it to hit the wall but at the same time it was able to find its feet. It staggered away down the hall.
 
   I dived for my gun to take the shot but it had already turned a corner.
 
   "Stay here," I ordered, taking off after it. 
 
   Rachel yelled my name. I wanted to stay with her but I had to put it down first. 
 
   As I turned the corner, I found an open door leading out onto the deck. Rain lashed me as I looked outside. The zombie must have gone outside. With any luck it would get swept out to sea. In case it didn't though, I ran out onto the deck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I sat curled into a ball on the floor, sobbing. I didn't want to become one of those things. To end up like my mom. 
 
   "No!" I snarled, getting to her feet. I wasn't going to let this get me. Damn it, I was better than this. I headed down the hall, in the same direction Adam had gone in.
 
   I would find the doctor myself and they would have to make me a cure. They had weeks to work on it, they knew about the infected, shouldn't they have found something by now?
 
   I passed my cabin and Lynn popped her head out the door.
 
   "Rachel, there you are. I heard shouting. Is everything okay?" she asked. She looked like she had been crying. 
 
   I forced a smile, "Everything's fine. Is Cady okay?"
 
   Lynn nodded, "Out like a light. She was asking for you earlier. She wanted you to tell her a story."
 
   I wondered vaguely if Cady liked horror stories because that was all I had to offer.
 
   "I'll see her when she wakes up," I said.
 
   "You look tired honey. Come in and get some rest."
 
   So I can wake up as one of those things? No, thanks.
 
   "In a while. Stay inside. I don't think these soldier guys like people wandering around."
 
   "What about you?"
 
   "Its fine, I'm with Adam. He's just gone to check on something."
 
   "Okay, well I'm going to try and get some sleep myself."
 
   I said goodnight to her, feeling the smile strain my face. I was relieved to drop it, when Lynn closed the door. 
 
   I followed signs to the sick bay area. As I got closer to the door I could hear two men talking inside.
 
   "Any results back yet?" one of them asked. He had a deep, gravelly voice.
 
   "Nothing yet. It'll probably be morning before we get anything," the other replied. He was English.
 
   "Well, the sooner the better. If any of the stragglers are infected, we need to take them out before they go feral on us."
 
   I froze. That was their solution? Shoot first, ask questions never? 
 
   I backed away from the door and stepped out onto the deck. I was soaked in seconds, the boat lurched about and I nearly lost my footing. 
 
   Looking out at the grey, turbulent sea I felt reality sink in. I was nothing more than a member of the walking dead. The thought of attacking innocent people like Cady, Lynn or Adam...
 
   I didn't want to be a monster. And I wouldn't give that soldier the satisfaction of putting a bullet in me. 
 
   That left one other option. As if in a trance, I walked towards the railing. Images of my parents and friends filled my mind. Was that what they meant by your life flashing before your eyes?
 
   I said a silent goodbye to them all and climbed up onto the railing. I held my arms out on either side of me, and let gravity do the rest.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I was slugging back the contents of my hip flask, staring out at the sea. I barely noticed the rain soaking me. How could Higson be so blind? When this was over I was going to get myself transferred to another unit. 
 
   I glanced up and was surprised to see Rachel out on deck. What was she up to? I watched as she began to climb the railing. Was she crazy?
 
   "HEY!" I screamed, but the storm drowned me out. I dropped my flask and ran towards her, slipping and sliding on the deck. 
 
   She tipped forward over the railing and I threw myself forward. I grabbed her wrist at the last second. I yanked her back up onto the deck. We collapsed in a heap.
 
   "What the hell are you doing?" I screamed.
 
   She was trembling and crying, "I got bit," she said, showing me her ankle. 
 
   I stared at the bandages in shock, trying to remember if I had my weapon on me. When I looked up into her eyes though, I knew that I had to at least try to find another way first. I got up and hauled her to her feet.
 
   "When did it happen?" I asked.
 
   "I don't know, maybe twenty minutes ago."
 
   "Maybe they could amputate the leg, it might stop it spreading."
 
   Her eyes widened in horror, "What!" 
 
   "Let's go see the doc."
 
   We got back inside out of the rain.
 
   "I already went to sick bay. One of the soldiers said he would kill any of us that were infected."
 
   "We'll see about that."
 
   Higson had disarmed me, I remembered now, but they didn't get my back up weapon. I removed the .22 from my ankle holster.
 
   We arrived at sick bay to find that the doctor was alone. He was examining something in a microscope.
 
   "Doc?" I said. He turned to find the .22 pointed at his head.
 
   He looked alarmed, slowly raising his hands in the air. He was in his mid-forties with brown hair and hazel eyes. 
 
   "What is this?" he asked.
 
   "How's that cure coming?" I asked.
 
   "We're working on it. Why?"
 
   "I've been bit," Rachel said. I swore silently, she should have kept her mouth shut.
 
   "The cure isn't ready. It could be months before I have a working anti-virus."
 
   "Yeah, well she doesn't have months," I snarled.
 
   "Okay, just put the gun down. The first thing I need to do is take a blood sample to see if she is infected and how far it has spread."
 
   I moved aside while he took the sample, but kept the gun trained on him the whole time.
 
   Where the hell is Adam? I wondered.
 
   The intercom buzzed on the doctors’ desk. He looked at it in alarm, then up at me.
 
   "If I don't answer they'll send someone in here," he said.
 
   I tightened my grip on the gun, "You say anything to alert them and..."
 
   I didn't need to finish the sentence. The doctor pressed the intercom button, "Yes?"
 
   "Doc, we have an escaped infected aboard the ship, any sign of it on your end?"
 
   "No, nothing here."
 
   "Lock yourself in until we find it. Out."
 
   They both looked at Rachel, "Yeah, it got away. Adam went after it."
 
   "Don't you think you could have mentioned that?" I snapped.
 
   A headache was starting to form, the more I sobered up.
 
   The doctor took the sample and began examining it under the microscope.
 
   "Okay, I see evidence of infection...What the...?"
 
   "What? What is it?" I said.
 
   He looked up at Rachel, "Have you ever been infected before?"
 
   "How the hell could I have been?" she snapped.
 
   "What do you see?" I demanded.
 
   "Uh, do you know how a flu shot works?"
 
   Rachel nodded, "Yeah we covered it in class. They give you a tiny amount of the virus so that if it infects you again then your body will recognize it and fight it off."
 
   "Exactly, well this seems to be something similar. You've been introduced to a weakened form of the virus. Your body is attacking it."
 
   "Does that mean she'll turn or not?"
 
   He shrugged, "It doesn't look likely."
 
   "Really?" Rachel said. She looked so relieved. 
 
   "If we knew how you were infected originally, we could possibly produce an antivirus."
 
   Rachel rubbed absently at her shoulder, "I haven't been bitten by any of..."
 
   She pulled back her t-shirt to reveal a small bite mark, "Cady?" she whispered.
 
   "Who's Cady?" the doctor asked.
 
   "The kid," I said. “Acker was looking for her. Her mother wasn’t infected either.”
 
   "Her parents were the ones who invented the virus."
 
   The doctors eyes nearly popped out of his head, "This is...amazing. We need to examine the child immediately."
 
   "No," Rachel protested.
 
   I blocked the doctor’s way, "You already have a blood sample. Work with that for the time being."
 
   The doctor nodded, "Okay, I'll run an analysis on it now."
 
   "I'm going to find Adam," I said.
 
   I took off across the ship. I tried raising him on the radio, but got nothing. I heard a couple of shots from above me and headed to the upper deck.
 
   The infected was standing in the center of a group of armed soldiers. It growled and lashed out at them. I noticed that its head was bent at an unusual angle.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" I yelled.
 
   But none of them made a move to shoot it. They still wanted the damn thing alive. 
 
   No chance, I thought. I grabbed a gun from the nearest soldier and blew its head off.
 
   The others began shouting, but I stopped listening. I handed back the gun. Let them throw me in the brig if they wanted to.
 
   I spotted a body lying face down on the deck. It got some poor bastard. I would have to check the body, in case he got back up.
 
   I knelt beside it, and flipped him over.
 
   "Shit," I said, staring at the blood soaking through his shirt, "Adam."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eleven
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I sat in one of the cabins, on top of a desk. The room was small, but had a bunk, the desk and a foot locker in it.  I stared at the blank wall in front of me, waiting on Gabe to come back and confirm whether or not Adam was dead or not. They found him on the deck. I didn't want to believe it. I let him go out there alone, while I was too busy worrying about myself.
 
   The door opened and Gabe walked in. The look on his face confirmed it.
 
   "Oh, God," I said, feeling bile rise in my throat. 
 
   Gabe kicked out at the desk chair, sending it hurtling across the room into the wall.
 
   "Fuck!" he raged. He swiped at a shelf, sending the contents onto the floor.
 
   "Stop, Gabe. It's not going to bring him back,” I grabbed his arm.
 
   He glared at me, breathing hard. Then he wrapped his hands around my arms, pulled me against him and kissed me. I pulled back, shocked, and slapped him in the face.
 
   "What the hell?" I cried.
 
   He looked shocked, but then he kissed me again, pressing his body against mine, his tongue invading my mouth. I could taste alcohol on his breath.
 
   I didn't push him away this time, but instead wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. I needed this. Things began to grow heated quickly as his hands roamed my body.
 
   What am I doing? I thought, but I didn’t stop.
 
   He pulled my t-shirt off, followed quickly by his own. He tugged my shorts off while I fumbled with his belt. The rest of our clothes followed. 
 
   His eyes roamed over my body and I felt desire flush through me. His hands went to my thighs as he spread my legs wide and then he was inside me.
 
   I clung to him as he thrust into me. The desk creaked under our frantic movement. His mouth was on mine.
 
   I had no idea what I was doing. Gabe was an asshole, but I just wanted to forget about everything that was happening outside this cabin. 
 
   This is so wrong. 
 
   But I still didn't stop.
 
   He sped up.  I let out a loud moan, digging my nails into his arms as I came. He collapsed against me a few seconds later. I guessed what Adam said was right. He did like me.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes, wondering where I was. I was facing a grey wall, lying on a camp bed. 
 
   Turning over, I found Rachel lying asleep next to me. Memories of last night came back to me. I hadn't meant to lunge at her like that. I was surprised she had responded. I thought she was into Adam. 
 
   Shit. Adam.
 
   I remembered the blood. The look on his face. I’d hoped there was a chance to save him, but the doc said he was gone.
 
    I should have been watching his back.
Rachel shifted under the covers, mumbling something in her sleep. Last night was the hottest sex I’d had in a while. 
 
   There was a knock at the door. One of Higson's men came in without waiting for a reply.
 
   "A little fucking privacy," I growled. I checked that Rachel was covered with the blanket.
 
   The soldier ignored the comment, "You're wanted on deck. It’s urgent."
 
   "Fine," I replied. 
 
   I dressed quickly. Rachel opened her eyes as I was leaving.
 
   "What's going on?" she asked.
 
   "I'm not sure, wait here."
 
   Up on deck, Higson was waiting for me. The soldiers flanking me had their guns trained on a man on the ground. He was sweating, his skin was grey and his eyes were bloodshot.
 
   "Is he infected?" I asked.
 
   Higson pulled his sidearm and put one between the man’s eyes.
 
   "Yes, and he may not be the only one. I want this ship searched now!"
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   The second the door closed behind Gabe, I leapt up and pulled on my clothes. I needed to get out of here before he came back. Last night was a huge mistake. 
 
   As I opened the cabin door, I heard a gunshot from up on deck. I froze. There would be only one reason why someone would fire a gun. Another zombie. Adam?
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to force the image of him as a zombie, away. No one deserved that.
 
   Hurrying back to the cabin Lynn was in, I found her playing with Cady.
 
   "What's going on?" Lynn asked.
 
   "Adam is dead. He was killed by a zombie that was on board."
 
   Lynn went pale, "No, I thought we were safe."
 
   "So did I. We need to get off this boat now."
 
   Lynn picked up Cady and we headed up onto deck. One of the soldiers leapt out at us, pointing a gun.
 
   "HEY!" Gabe yelled, marching towards them. "They're clean, let them by."
 
   The soldier reluctantly stepped aside. 
 
   "What's going on?" I said.
 
   "We think that the zombie infected more people before Adam caught up to it."
 
   "Did Adam..?" I started.
 
   "No, it was a soldier. I think it’s time the three of you got off this ship."
 
   "How?" Lynn asked.
 
   He led us to a lifeboat at the far side of the ship. 
 
   "Get in," he said. 
 
   I held Cady while Lynn climbed in. I passed Cady to her and hopped in myself.
 
   Gabe began lowering the boat.
 
   "Wait!" I said, "What about you?"
 
   "I need to take care of this. Head for shore, I'll be there soon."
 
   He lowered the boat into the water. There was a motor attached. I started it up and headed towards shore. I could see land in the distance. 
 
   We were halfway across when something exploded. We turned to see flames erupting from the side of the ship. Several people threw themselves overboard.
 
   "Oh my God, what do we do? Should we go back?" I asked.
 
   Lynn shook her head, "They're soldiers, they can handle themselves. Let's keep going."
 
   Half an hour later we reach the dock. We climbed out and headed towards the town. Several people passed us on the way. Everything looked normal. There were no zombies anyway.
 
   "Let's find the police station," Lynn suggested.
 
   I had no idea how we were going to explain anything, especially if no one knew about the zombies.
 
   A police officer was behind the desk when we entered the station. He glanced up as we came in.
 
   "Good morning, can I help you?" he asked.
 
   "Yes, this is going to sound crazy, but we just came from a town called Williamsburg. There was an..."
 
   "Explosion," he finished for her. "I heard all about it. A lot of people were killed. You say you came from there?"
 
   We decided to go with his story, "Yes, we left town just before it happened."
 
   "You weren't the only ones. We have another guy who came from the town too. He was upset and lost control so we had to put him in a cell. It's not his fault, the shock of what happened, plus I think he's sick."
 
   "Sick?" I asked.
 
   "Yeah, flu or something. He's asleep at the moment."
 
   Asleep or dead?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twelve
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   "We have to tell him," Lynn insisted. 
 
   "Tell him what? That the guy could be a zombie? He wouldn't believe us," I replied.
 
   "Well if he is one, he'll find out soon enough."
 
   We were seated in the reception area of the police station waiting for someone to talk to us. Lynn rocked Cady on her lap. I admired her ability to look after Cady. The child had really taken to her. Maybe Lynn could look after her. I immediately cursed myself for being so selfish. Cady was my responsibility now. 
 
   Once we left here, we would have to go back to our normal lives. Well, not normal. Nothing would ever be normal again. I had no idea what I was going to do with myself. College was probably out. I would have to get a job to support me and Cady. 
 
   Maybe I could sell my story to the papers and make a fortune. I almost laughed at the thought. I was sure the army were smart enough to cover up all traces of it. The only thing an interview would get me was locked up in a padded cell. Which at this moment in time did not sound like a bad thing.
 
   "What do we do now?" Lynn asked, "Should we wait for Gabe and the rest of the soldiers?"
 
   I shifted in my seat at the mention of his name. 
 
   "I don't know," I said. I wasn't sure I wanted to see him again. Last night was...well I wasn't going to deny that it was good, but it should have never happened. I almost felt like I was betraying Adam. Which was stupid because nothing had happened between us, except a kiss. Although I wanted it to. 
 
   There was a cry of rage from somewhere down the hallway, followed by a loud bang as something struck a cell door.
 
   "What the hell?" the cop said, rushing into the back.
 
   I stood up. Had the guy changed?
 
   "We should leave," I said.
 
   A second later the cop returned. He stumbled towards us, clutching his neck. Blood leaked through his fingers. 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a strangled gasp. He collapsed at my feet.
 
   The zombie came hurtling out of the back, his mouth smeared with blood. It spied the three of us and charged. 
 
   Before it reached us, the side of its head exploded, spraying the wall with brain matter. The body fell sideways onto the floor.
 
   Gabe stood in the doorway, gun raised.
 
   "Oh thank God," Lynn said.
 
   "We need to go, right now," he ordered.
 
   Lynn and Cady hurried forward, but I moved more slowly, staring at the bodies on the ground.
 
   "Rachel?" Gabe said. I looked up at him.
 
   "I thought it was over."
 
   He heaved a sigh, "It got beyond the borders."
 
   "How bad?" I asked, not sure I wanted to know.
 
   "Bad. We're being moved to a secure army base."
 
   He put a hand on her shoulder, "We'll be safe there, I promise. I'll keep you safe."
 
   Right now I needed that. By ourselves, Cady and I wouldn't survive. 
 
   I stood on tiptoe and kissed him. He looked surprised and relieved.
 
   "Let's go," I said.
 
   He led us out to a truck that was filled with soldiers. Several people ran by, screaming. They were being pursued by a group of zombies.
 
   Gabe and several of the soldiers opened fire on them. Lynn, Cady and I got into the back of the truck. The rest of them jumped in too and the truck took off. 
 
   Gabe stood above me, holding onto a strap attached to the roof. He was staring out of the back of the truck. 
 
   "How long before it ends up like Williamsburg?" I asked.
 
   "Not long," he replied. He glanced down at me, "It'll be okay. Before the ship blew, the doc said if he can get a sample of Cady’s blood he thinks he can make an antivirus."
 
   I looked over at Cady, who was watching me with her big blue eyes, sucking on her thumb.
 
   They would only need a few vials of blood from her, they wouldn't hurt her. She could be the key to saving us all. I just hoped it wasn't too late.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thirteen
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   Two months later
 
    
 
   The sound of gunfire in the distance had become a regular thing. I stood by the window of the mess hall in the army base, looking out towards the gate that separated us from the chaos outside.
 
   Every day the soldiers left to fight the zombies and not all of them returned. I had no idea how far they had spread, but it wasn’t looking good. 
 
   So far we were able to hold up at the base, only just keeping them at bay. The scientists were experimenting with Cady’s blood and apparently they were close to an antidote. At least that’s what they said. 
 
   I glanced over at Cady, who was sitting on Lynn’s lap. Lynn had become her surrogate mother lately. Mostly because she was the only one who could calm Cady down when she threw a fit. I think Lynn liked taking care of her. It gave her something to focus on.
 
   Lynn saw me looking, “He’ll be here,” she said.
 
   “I know,” I said, trying to smile. Gabe was late. 
 
   Cady had a place here at the base; there was no way they were letting her go. Lynn took care of her and Gabe was a soldier. That left me as the odd one out. They had no reason to keep me here if they didn’t want to. Once they extracted a few vials of my blood in the beginning, they lost interest. 
 
   The doors crashed open and Gabe came running in. He was in his black military uniform.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. 
 
   “Finally,” I muttered. We moved to the front of the room.
 
   “Are we ready to begin?” the minister asked.
 
   We both nodded.
 
   “Very well. We are gathered here today to join Rachel and Gabriel in marriage.”
 
   I glanced up at Gabe. I couldn’t believe this was happening. The only way I could stay on base was if I was related to one of the soldiers. Or married to one. It wasn’t my dream to be married at nineteen, but the thought of being kicked out, to face whatever was beyond the gate, was terrifying.
 
   I realized the minister was looking at me.
 
   “Oh. I do,” I said.
 
   He finished the ceremony and Lynn started clapping. I think she actually believed this was a real marriage. It was true, Gabe and I were sleeping together, but this was just about security.
 
   Lynn hugged me, “Congratulations,” she said.
 
   “Thanks,” I muttered.
 
   I reached a hand out to Cady, but she pulled away from me and hid her face in Lynn’s shoulder. 
 
   “She hates me,” I said.
 
   “No, she doesn’t,” Lynn replied.
 
   “Yeah, she does. And she should.”
 
   After all I was the one responsible for her being stuck with needles every other day. But what else could I do? She was our only hope at a cure.
 
   “We’re going to head back to our room. Cady’s tired,” Lynn said.
 
   Gabe pulled me to one side, “I have to go out again in a few hours.”
 
   I sighed, “Today?”
 
   “I have orders. But I have some time, if you want to go back to our bunk.”
 
   Nodding, we left the mess hall. 
 
   Once we were back in our room, I unzipped the white shift dress I had managed to snag for the ceremony. I let it drop to the floor.
 
   Gabe grinned as he checked me out, “Damn, I have one hot wife.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, “Oh my God, don’t call me that.”
 
   “What hot?”
 
   “No, wife. It sounds weird.”
 
   “Well like it or not, that’s what you are now.”
 
   He seemed pretty happy about that. He wasn’t taking this thing seriously was he? It’d been his idea to get married, but I thought he was just being practical. 
 
   “You’re not in danger of actually developing feelings for me, are you?” I joked.
 
   He unhooked my bra and slipped it off. 
 
   “I’m only after one thing,” he said.
 
   He stripped off his clothes and I pushed him onto the bunk, straddling him. I lowered myself onto him, moaning as he filled me. I began to rock back and forth.
 
   His hands gripped my hips as he moved with me. A few seconds later I found myself on my back as he began thrusting into me. I wrapped my legs around him. He preferred to be on top. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” I gasped. He picked up speed and I screamed his name as I came.
 
   When he was finished he rolled onto his side and closed his eyes. He was asleep in seconds.
 
   “I guess that’s as much of a wedding night as I’m getting,” I muttered.
 
   He was always tired when he came off missions. On the rare occasion he got a couple of days leave, he could go for hours. 
 
   I lay on my back, twirling my wedding ring between my fingers. I glanced at Gabe who was snoring softly. I was stuck with him now. He had his uses, but I never wanted to be tied to him like this.
 
   I only hoped that something would come of this antidote and I could leave here someday soon. For now I would have to play the role of wife. I slipped the band back on.
 
   Gabe stirred in his sleep. He opened his eyes and pulled me against him, then closed them again. I lay there for a few minutes before slipping free of his grip. 
 
   Scooting to the edge of the bed, I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fourteen
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   “So what’s it feel like being a married man?” Jackson asked, as we loaded the truck.
 
   “Got a hot wife. What’s not to like?” I replied.
 
   “Seems a bit unfair,” Cortez said, “You get her all to yourself when you could share her with your buddies.”
 
   I slammed the jeep door shut and forced a smile.
 
   “There’s two problems with that Cortez. One, I’m not your buddy.” I backed him up against the truck, “And two, I don’t like to share. If you go anywhere near my wife I’ll feed what’s left of you to the zombies. Are we clear?”
 
   He lost the stupid grin from his face. “It was just a joke,” he said.
 
   “Well I hate to break it to you, but you’re not funny. Now get in the truck.”
 
   He did as he was told. Whether he liked it or not, I was his commanding officer.
 
   We drove down to the gate. Cortez’s comment pissed me off. There weren’t many women on base and Rachel was definitely one of the more attractive ones.
 
   Every time I went out on patrol I wondered what would happen to her if I didn’t come back. And every time I went out I searched for some sign that we were winning. That the spread of the virus was slowing down. It wasn’t. At least not as far as I could see. Patrols were limited to surrounding areas for the time being.
 
   The gate opened and we drove through. Once it was sealed behind us we moved to the second gate. This was the tricky one.
 
   As it moved back, zombies surged forward. I floored it, running a bunch of them down as snipers took out any who made it inside. We had taken out a lot of them already.
 
   Once we were clear of the compound it was a downhill drive to the next town. The streets were deserted as we drove through. We had already cleared the town of the undead and raided it for supplies. I stopped the truck by the side of the road.
 
   “Let’s do a sweep, check it’s still clear and see if we can pick anything up,” I said.
 
   I knew it was a long shot, but I had hopes that if we could keep this place clear, then maybe at some point we could expand into it.
 
   The base was crowded enough. We needed to start thinking long term.
 
   Keeping our guns at the ready, we did a sweep of the local stores. All I managed to find was a bag of rice and a dented can of tomatoes that had rolled under the counter.
 
   “Yay, we eat tonight,” Jackson drawled.
 
   “Put them in the truck,” I said.
 
   Cortez was in the back looking through storage. 
 
   A gunshot rang out and I ran outside expecting to find a zombie. Instead I found Jackson hunched behind the jeep clutching his arm.
 
   A bullet struck the window of the store, shattering the glass. Someone was shooting at us. I ducked behind the jeep with Jackson.
 
   “You hit?” I asked.
 
   “Flesh wound. Who the hell is shooting at us?” he said.
 
   “Hang on, I’ll ask them,” I snapped.
 
   I saw Cortez sheltered in the doorway.
 
   “What do you see?” I called.
 
   He chanced a glance then ducked back down when they started shooting.
 
   “Three bogies.”
 
   No other teams would be shooting at us, which meant they were civilians.
 
   “Hold your fire!” I yelled.
 
   Silence. Then, “We want your supplies. You can hand them over or we can take them from your dead bodies.”
 
   Male voice, obviously well-armed. 
 
   I signaled Cortez to get behind them. He disappeared into the store.
 
   “We don’t have any supplies,” I called.
 
   “Bullshit. Throw out the food, your weapons and any spare ammo.”
 
   I resisted the urge to get up and start shooting. The whole country was going to hell and they were turning on us, when we were trying to fix this mess.
 
   “We can’t do that,” I said.
 
   “Then I guess we’re going to…Hey!”
 
   There was a grunt followed by gunshots.
 
   I moved around the side of the jeep to see Cortez fighting one of them. The other two ran forward to help their buddy.
 
   I put a bullet in the leg of the nearest one. Before I could take down the other one, he shot Cortez in the chest. 
 
   Jackson shot him in the head and we ran over to check Cortez. I kicked the gun away from the one with the leg wound.
 
   The other was on his knees with a bleeding head wound. He was skinny with blonde hair.
 
   All three were in their thirties and carried handguns.
 
   “Watch them,” I said to Jackson while I checked on Cortez.
 
   Considering we spent our time going after zombies, Kevlar wasn’t always mandatory, especially if it slowed you down.
 
   The round had struck his upper chest and he was losing a lot of blood. I applied pressure to the wound.
 
   “Is it bad?” Cortez asked.
 
   “You’re losing blood,” I said.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to lie to me?” he said.
 
   I knew how difficult it would be to get him back to base and we really didn’t need another wounded solider. I unconsciously reached for my gun.
 
   Cortez saw me do it. His eyes widened.
 
   Sighing I looked at Jackson, “Prisoners secure?”
 
   He nodded. They both lay on their stomachs with their hands in zip ties.
 
   “Help me get Cortez back to the truck.”
 
   I took his head and Jackson his feet.
 
   “I really was joking earlier,” Cortez said.
 
   I didn’t answer him.
 
   “What do we do about them?” Jackson asked.
 
   “Leave them out here to rot.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Fifteen
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   The problem with living in an army base is there’s really nothing to do to pass the time. I wasn’t really allowed to go anywhere other than my room and the mess hall.
 
   Most of the soldiers were out on patrol so the mess hall was mostly empty.
 
   I sat in the corner listening to music on my phone. There was no cell service, but we had power thanks to the generator. It was a small part of my old life that I was trying desperately to hold onto.
 
   Someone poked me in the side. I pulled my earphones out and found one of the soldiers sitting beside me. 
 
   Rudy?
 
   He was tall and skinny with a goatee and had a habit of staring at me all the time.
 
   I shifted away from him, “What do you want?”
 
   “Just wanted to say hi. I see you’re by yourself today,” he said. He was way too close.
 
   “Gabe will be here in a minute,” I lied.
 
   “No, I don’t think he will. I saw him leave earlier and the jeep isn’t back yet.”
 
   Shit. 
 
   “You must be lonely. I could keep you company until he returns.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I replied. I got up and headed for the door. He was close on my heels.
 
   “I’ll walk with you,” he said.
 
   I walked quickly but he matched me stride for stride. I didn’t want to lead him back to my room.
 
   “What do you want?” I snapped.
 
   “Easy, no need to get nasty. I’m just trying to be friendly. If you let me, I could be real friendly,” he said, moving closer. He took hold of my arm and I tried to pull free. When his fingers dug into my arm, I slapped him in the face. 
 
   “You little bitch,” he snarled, grabbing hold of me.
 
   “HEY!” 
 
   Rudy was yanked backwards by Gabe. He threw Rudy into the wall then punched him in the gut.
 
   Gabe lost it and started punching him repeatedly. There was no doubt Rudy deserved it, but we could get thrown out of the base.
 
   “Gabe! Stop!” I yelled. I grabbed his shirt and tried to pull him back. “Stop!” I screamed.
 
   He finally let Rudy go, who was covered in blood.
 
   “You stay away from her,” Gabe warned.
 
   I pulled him away down the corridor. We got back to the room. Gabe paced the room while I soaked a cloth in water for his hands. 
 
   “Let me see,” I said, taking his hand. His knuckles were cracked and bleeding.
 
   “I knew this was going to happen,” he said.
 
   “It was nothing. Forget about it,” I said. 
 
   “It wasn’t nothing. He could have done anything to you.”
 
   “I can take care of myself,” I muttered.
 
   “That’s just it though. You can’t. What if I don’t come back some day?”
 
   “Don’t say that,” I said.
 
   “It could happen. I’m going to have to teach you some moves so you can defend yourself.”
 
   After I finished cleaning his hands, I bandaged them. 
 
   “What’s it like outside?” I asked.
 
   “The same. We ran into some looters. Cortez was injured, they’re working on him now. It’s bad enough contending with the zombies without everyone else turning on us too.”
 
   I knew there were other people left out there, but I couldn’t imagine trying to survive beyond the gate, constantly running from zombies. At least in here we had the illusion of safety.
 
   But was I really safe? Gabe was right; Rudy could have done anything to me. 
 
   “What are you going to teach me?” I asked.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   “You need to block the blow,” I said to Rachel. We were in the training room where I was trying to teach her the basics, but it wasn’t going well.
 
   I swung my arm again, she brought up her arm to block, but she was too slow and managed to hurt her arm.
 
   She sighed in frustration, blowing strands of hair off her face. 
 
   “Can’t I just get a gun?” she asked.
 
   “No, because the soldiers have guns and they’re a better shot than you. Focus.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and I swung again. This time she blocked it a little better, but if her timing was off she could break her arm, making her even more helpless.
 
   “For God’s sake, Rachel, put some effort into it.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” she snapped.
 
   “I want you to try! It’s like you’ve given up. Don’t think people haven’t noticed that you do nothing around here. You don’t help with chores; you’ve all but abandoned Cady. I’m running out of excuses for you.”
 
   “What do you want from me? I get that I’m useless. I can’t do anything. I couldn’t save my parents; or Adam, I can’t take care of Cady. I can’t do anything.”
 
   “Don’t give me that crap. Adam wasn’t your fault. You got Cady away from the zombie back at the garage, you kept her safe.”
 
   “I drove myself out of there, Cady just happened to be in the car too,” she said. “I’m sick of this. I want to feel safe again.”
 
   “The world has changed; you just have to accept it.”
 
   “Well I don’t want to accept it. You think I want to be here? If I had any other choice…”
 
   “You’d what?”
 
   She scowled at me, “I’d be gone.”
 
   I nodded. “Guess I know how you really feel now.”
 
   “What did you expect?” she sneered, “You think I want to be married to you? You think I have feelings for you? I made a choice because I thought you were the best chance of keeping us alive. If that means giving you a blowjob every now and again then that’s what I’ll do.”
 
   “You’re a real cold bitch,” I said.
 
   “Don’t act like you care. I’m the cold one? Do you even have emotions? God, I’ve seen you against those things out there, you love it. You’re a killer. You’ve no idea how many times I wish it was you that was killed on that ship instead of Adam.”
 
   I moved away from her, if I didn’t I was going to hit her. I closed my hands into fists. 
 
   She was glaring at me. Why the hell was I wasting my time protecting her? She clearly didn’t want it. And I didn’t think she was worth it. 
 
   “I think you should leave,” I said, as two other soldiers came in.
 
   “Gladly, and I’m not pretending anymore.”
 
   She pulled off her wedding ring and threw it at me. It struck me in the chest and bounced onto the floor.
 
   The two soldiers watched the whole exchange, looking amused.
 
   “Get out,” I roared at them. They quickly ran from the room. 
 
   I lifted a dumbbell and hurled it at the wall. I fucking hated her. It was always at the back of my mind that she wanted Adam over me, but hearing it out loud…
 
   Leaving the gym, I headed across the base to the restricted area. It was a low building that used to house supplies. Now it was cordoned off and only top level military were allowed inside and me.
 
   I flashed my ID to the guard at the front, but he knew me and waved me in. At the end of a hallway was a locked door with two more guards outside.
 
   “I need a minute with him,” I said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” one of them said, unlocking the door for me.
 
   Beyond the door was an empty concrete room. It had one window, too small for anyone to get through and covered in bars. It let in some light.
 
   The only furniture in the room was an old chair that used to be an electric chair. He was tied to it, his arms and legs restrained with barbed wire. His head was bent and I could hear him making soft moaning noises.
 
   “How does it feel?” I asked. His head bobbed like he was going to raise it but changed his mind. 
 
   “I asked you a question. Aren’t you going to answer me?”
 
   “How…does…what feel?” he wheezed. His voice sounded like that of someone who smoked three packs a day, but I knew it was because of the damage to his throat. 
 
   “How does it feel to always be the good guy? To always be the one people turn to? The one they want.”
 
   He slowly raised his head and I winced at the sight of him. I did every time I looked at him. His throat was a mangled mess that had been patched together. His skin was a sickly green color and his eyes were sunken in his head. 
 
   “How does it feel Adam?”
 
   His mouth twitched as the skin stretched back across his teeth in a sickly grin. 
 
   “Rachel,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Rachel. My wife,” I said, holding my hand up so he could see the ring.
 
   “You…got married?” he said.
 
   I paced in front of him, “I don’t get it. She knew you for five minutes, what is so bloody special about you?”
 
   “I’m not an asshole.”
 
   I stopped and glared at him, “Why am I even speaking to you like you are a real person? The Adam I knew is dead. He died on that boat. They never should have tested the antidote on you.”
 
   “You think I’m not Adam? Three years ago in Greece, you met that blonde girl and disappeared with her for two days. You nearly blew an entire op.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “That car of yours? You like muscle cars because your dad used to work on them. Before he went to prison for armed robbery that is.”
 
   “I said shut up. That doesn’t prove anything.”
 
   He chuckled and the sound was frightening, “I’m still Adam. The only difference is, right now, all I want to do is rip your face off and eat it.”
 
   I knocked the door to be let out.
 
   “Why don’t you bring the missus to visit next time? I’ve certainly fantasized about eating her more than once.”
 
   As I left the room I said to the guards, “Make sure you gag him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sixteen
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I watched Lynn play with Cady from the doorway. Lynn was making one of her stuffed animals dance and Cady was laughing. 
 
   After the fight with Gabe, I wanted to avoid him. This was the only other place to go. The room was divided in two. One side had a bed and toys and the other was the lab for the tests. 
 
   “Hey, Rachel,” Lynn said. She waved me in. I took a seat on the floor beside Cady.
 
   “Have they made any more progress on the antidote?” I asked.
 
   Lynn shook her head, “They don’t tell me much, but I hear them talking sometimes. I think they thought they had it, but it didn’t work the way they hoped it would.”
 
   “So they’re still doing tests,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, for now. That’s why I’m trying to distract her, they’re on their way for more blood.”
 
   Cady looked over at me and grinned. She picked up a stuffed giraffe and came over to me. She handed the giraffe to me.
 
   “For me?” I asked.
 
   She nodded and I took the toy from her. I was shocked when she hugged me.
 
   “See? She doesn’t hate you. She just doesn’t see you very often. It confuses her,” Lynn said.
 
   I hugged Cady back. 
 
   “Did you want kids?” I asked Lynn.
 
   “When I was younger, yes we did. But we couldn’t have them. Gerry always said that if we were meant to have kids, then it would just happen.”
 
   “I think you make a great mother,” I said. 
 
   She smiled sadly, “I just wish Gerry was here with me. But I love Cady, she’s an angel.” 
 
   The door opened behind me and Cady started to cry. She ran to Lynn and clung to her. Two doctors came into the room.
 
   “Time for some more tests, Cady,” one of the doctors, a woman, said. She didn’t even try to sound friendly, no wonder the child was terrified.
 
   Lynn lifted her onto her lap while the woman pulled out a huge syringe. Cady tried to hide her arm away as the woman closed in on her.
 
   “Keep her still,” the woman ordered as she tried to insert the needle.
 
   Cady bucked wildly, knocking the syringe from her hand.
 
   “Stop it, you little brat,” the woman barked.
 
   “Hey! That’s enough,” I yelled, getting to my feet.
 
   “Stay out of this,” the woman said.
 
   “You’re frightening her.” I tried to pull the woman away but she back handed me. 
 
   Stung from the blow, it took a second for me to react. I shoved the woman hard causing her to fall against the wall.
 
   “I said, stay away from her.”
 
   She got to her feet, “I’ll see you in solitary confinement for this.”
 
   I watched her stalk out of the room wanting to smack the face off her. Obviously no one had ever taught her about bedside manner.
 
   “Rachel, you shouldn’t have done that. She’ll get you locked up,” Lynn said.
 
   “No she won’t. She’s bluffing.” 
 
   I saw Lynn’s worried expression, so I said, “Gabe will sort it.”
 
   But would he? He wasn’t exactly happy with me right now. Even though I meant every word of what I said, I knew it was a stupid move. I would have to play nice over the next few days, try to bring him round.
 
   When I returned to our room I found him packing a bag.
 
   “Are you going somewhere?” I asked.
 
   “No, you are,” he replied.
 
   “Great, we have one little fight and you kick me out of the room.”
 
   “Not out of the room. Out of the base.” He faced me, looking for a reaction.
 
   “You wouldn’t do that,” I said, knowing he was just trying to scare me for what I said.
 
   “I’m not kidding. You’re leaving the base.”
 
   I laughed nervously, “Babe, come on. I’m sorry about what I said. Let me make it up to you.”
 
   Wrapping my arms around his neck, I tried to kiss him. He pushed me away. Grabbing my jacket, he tossed it to me.
 
   “This isn’t coming from me. It’s coming from the top. Everyone knows now that the marriage was a farce, add to that the fact that you never do anything here and that you attacked a doctor and they’ve decided you’re not worth keeping around.”
 
   “I didn’t attack her. She was hurting Cady so I shoved her. I’ll apologize to her too. They can’t do this.”
 
   He zipped up the bag and picked it up, “Let’s go.”
 
   “No, you can’t do this. What about my immunity, don’t they need to study my blood?” I was grasping at straws now.
 
   “They have been. Cady is the key though. Follow me down to the gate.”
 
   I felt on the verge of hyperventilating. This was all a trick, right? It had to be.
 
   “Gabe? Gabe, please you have to do something,” I said, hurrying after him.
 
   “No, I don’t actually. You said it yourself, we’re not pretending anymore.”
 
   We got down to the gate, “There’s zombies right outside. You’re really going to send me out to them.”
 
   “We cleared the gate. The last few sweeps have come back clean too. Follow the road down to the town.”
 
   He handed me the bag, “Gabe, don’t.”
 
   “I packed some food, we can’t spare much.”
 
   “Seriously don’t do this. I am sorry.”
 
   “There are other groups out there, if you’re lucky one of them will take you in.”
 
   He moved closer and tucked something into the waistband of my jeans.
 
   “I taught you how to shoot. You have twelve shots, make them count.”
 
   “Please,” I whispered.
 
   He waved a hand and the gates rolled back. I looked out at the road which was deserted.
 
   Sniffing, I took a deep breath and forced myself to stay calm. This was punishment for what I said. I wasn’t going to let him see me scared.
 
   “Fine. You’ll come after me in a while anyway. So I’ll play along for now.” 
 
   I shouldered the bag and started walking slowly out through the gate, waiting for Gabe to call me back. When the gates closed behind me, I had to force myself not to scream to be let back in. 
 
   Folding my arms, I stood where I was. I could wait him out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Seventeen
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   The gates closed behind her and I turned and walked back inside. She brought this on herself.
 
   Stupid, selfish bitch. 
 
   No doubt she would fall in with some group and within a week she’d probably be in bed with whoever was in charge. She was a survivor, I’d give her that.
 
   As I headed through the building, I heard Cady wailing down the hall. I went to the room to check on her. 
 
   Lynn was trying to hold her still while blood was taken. She looked up when I came in.
 
   “Where’s Rachel?” she asked.
 
   “Gone,” I said.
 
   “Gone? What do you mean gone?” she cried.
 
   “From the base. She got kicked out.”
 
   Lynn waited until the doctor left before she said, “You can’t let her go out there alone. Look that doctor was out of line, Rachel was just defending Cady. I’ll be a witness.”
 
   “It’s not just that. There were other reasons.”
 
   “Gabe, she’s your wife. You can’t let her go.”
 
   “She made it very clear that she is not my wife. It was all an act so she could stay here. Rachel is a spiteful little bitch. She expects everyone to look after her and won’t do anything to help herself. She dumped the kid on you without a second thought. They made the right decision in getting her out of here.”
 
   Lynn put her hands on her hips, “She is a nineteen year old girl. She lost both her parents, she’s all alone in the world. Of course she’s going to act out. She’s scared. We all are. 
 
   And don’t stand there and pretend that you don’t care about her, because I know you do. It was your idea to get married and don’t say it was so she could stay here, there was more to it. I think you love her.”
 
   “Bullshit. I’ve been in the military most of my life, I don’t get emotionally attached to anyone. I don’t love her.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Cady said.
 
   “Cady!” Lynn chided. “She’s right though. How are you going to feel if she ends up dead out there? It doesn’t have to be zombies who get to her. God knows who is running around out there. Stop acting like a child and go after her.”
 
   “Damn it,” I sighed. As much as I wanted to leave her out there, Lynn was right. I wasn’t going to take the blame if she ended up dead. But she was wrong about me being in love with her. I wasn’t. Right now I could barely stand the sight of her.
 
   I went to see the general at the base. McCarthy. He was reading maps when I entered his office.
 
   “Gabe, I was just about to send for you. We need to expand our searches or we’re going to run out of food. There are several towns outside the safety zones that we could try. It might mean an overnight mission, are you up for it?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I actually wanted to ask you about Rachel.”
 
   “Who’s Rachel?” he asked.
 
   “My wife. She was kicked off the base. I want to ask you to reconsider.”
 
   McCarthy stared me down, “We’re at war soldier. We don’t have time for romances. The girl was useless and I’m not prepared to waste any more resources on her.”
 
   “I can get her to help out around here.”
 
   “I don’t have time for this right now. We need to come up with a plan for this run.”
 
   “Sir, I’ll do the run, but…”
 
   “No. Plan first. Then maybe, we can discuss her.”
 
   Sighing, I did as I was told. I gathered the rest of the team as we went over our plans. Rachel was probably still outside the gate anyway. It would do her good to stew out there.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   As time ticked by, it became obvious that Gabe wasn’t letting me back in. This was real. The road was empty, quiet. I expected a horde of zombies to appear any second. 
 
   I pulled the gun from my waistband and checked the clip like I’d been taught. I only felt slightly better with it in my hand. 
 
   If this was the way it has to be, then I’d better start moving.
 
   I could do this. There were other survivors out there and I could find them. I started walking.
 
   The road was long and the ground was covered in rocks. I tripped several times and had to slow down, scared I would break an ankle.
 
   Every step I took I cursed Gabe. This was all his fault. Why couldn’t he just let it go? He could have helped me, but instead he kicked me out himself. I hated him. He was supposed to protect me not throw me to the wolves.
 
   But then I thought back to that first day. What if I had been at the lake that day? Or anywhere else other than Williamsburg? The outbreak still would have happened and it spread fast. I would be dead or a zombie if I hadn’t met Gabe and Adam. Cady would have been left in that car and there would be no antidote or a potential one anyway. 
 
   I stopped walking. Gabe saved my life. But now he didn’t care anymore. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth about Adam. Why was I so stupid?
 
   I just got so mad and I needed to vent and he was an easy target. I didn’t think he would take it so badly. Maybe he did care about me.
 
   Opening the bag, I pulled out the canteen and took a drink. How long had I been walking? An hour or more? I was tempted to stop for a while, but I couldn’t stand still, every time something moved I freaked out. So far it was only leaves blowing in the wind or small animals. I was worried I was going to end up blowing some poor bird’s head off.
 
   Half an hour later, I arrived in a small deserted town. This must be where Gabe came for food runs. He also said it was dry now. I would have to make what little food I had last. 
 
   I stepped into a store to check in case something was missed. There was bullet holes in the walls. Moving as quietly as I could, I did a quick sweep of the store. Nothing.
 
   As I was heading back to the door, I saw someone across the street. I immediately ducked behind one of the shelves. Was it a zombie? Or a person? 
 
   I leaned out from behind the shelf to look. All I saw was the back of someone as they disappeared into one of the buildings across the street. Drawing attention to myself could be the wrong move. I wasn’t going to risk it, in case it was a zombie.
 
   Gripping my gun, I scooted closer to the door. What if there were more of them? Staying low, I took a quick look outside. The rest of the street was empty.
 
   I needed to move now, while the coast was clear. Getting to my feet, I ran up the street through the town. Rounding a corner, I stopped running and looked back. No one was following me.
 
   It would be night soon. I needed to find somewhere to sleep. As I turned around something struck me in the face and everything went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Eighteen
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   “What do you mean she’s gone?” I snapped at the guard in the watchtower. He had a clear view of the road and even I could see that it was empty. I thought she would stick around.
 
   “She stood outside for a while then she walked off,” he said.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   The planning had lasted longer than I thought it would. Nearly three hours. She could be anywhere now. I had to go after her. 
 
   I headed down to the garage to get a jeep. Hopefully she was still on the road.
 
   “What do you think you're doing soldier,” McCarthy said, appearing from the darkness as I searched for the keys.
 
   “I need to go and look for Rachel,” I replied.
 
   “No, I need you ready to go tomorrow for the run. She can wait,” he replied.
 
   “I only need it for a couple of hours at most.”
 
   “I gave you an order. The survival of this unit comes first.”
 
   “I can’t leave her to die out there. We’re supposed to be trying to save what’s left of humanity, aren’t we?”
 
   “When you leave for the run, you can look for her on the road. Otherwise, she’s on her own.”
 
   He took the keys for the cars and walked away.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I jerked awake and winced as pain ripped through my head. The room spun and I felt like I was going to throw up. I was in some kind of cabin. 
 
   “Finally,” a woman said. I tried to focus on her. She was in her fifties, short and squat wearing a brown dress with an apron over it. She glared at me with watery eyes.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked.
 
   “Never mind that. Where did you come from? And where did you get this?” she asked, holding up my gun.
 
   “It's mine,” I said.
 
   She smacked me in the back of the head and I almost blacked out from the pain. I swallowed back the vomit that rose in my throat. 
 
   “This is military issue. Are you from the base?” she asked.
 
   The way she spoke suggested that she wasn't a big fan of them. Who the hell was she? 
 
   “Do I look like a soldier?” I asked.
 
   She lifted her hand to hit me again, but before she could the door opened and a man came in. He was rail thin with an acne scarred face and greasy blonde hair. He had a band aid on his forehead.
 
   “Is she talking yet?” he asked.
 
   “She will when I'm through with her. Go outside, Jeb and fetch some water.”
 
   He gave me a glare and said, “Yes, Momma.”
 
   Great I'd been kidnapped by the local rednecks. This wasn't going to end well.
 
   I struggled against the twine that held my arms in place. What the hell were they planning on doing with me?
 
   “I want to know where you came from girl,” the woman said.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Because those fucks at the base killed one of my sons. They gunned him down when he went out looking for food.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about that.” Although I did hear that Gabe and the others shot a couple of guys. Was her son one of them?
 
   “They all sit up there, armed to the teeth. Stealing what little food there is. They took my boy. I dare not let Jeb out of my sight. I want them to pay for what they did.”
 
   She moved to the fire and pulled out a poker. The end was glowing red. Holding it out towards me, she said, “Did you come from the base?”
 
   “Yes,” I whispered.
 
   “Good, now we’re getting somewhere.”
 
   She came closer, until the tip was inches from my face.
 
   “Now, you are going to tell me what you know about the base.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Nineteen
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   As we drove along the road, I searched for any sign of Rachel. If she was smart she would have holed up somewhere nearby. The food I’d given her wouldn't last long; that was if a stray zombie didn't find her in the meantime. 
 
   Damn it, why did this have to happen? I couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
 
   “Is your head in the game?” Cortez asked. The doc had patched him up and he was insistent on getting back in the field. We could use all the help we could get.
 
   “Of course it is,” I replied through gritted teeth. 
 
   “Look we do the mission and afterwards…” he said.
 
   “It could be too late by then,” I said.
 
   “She’s a fighter. Anyone can see that. And it’s not just her you need to think about. If we don’t get this food, we’ll all be dead too soon enough. Focus on the mission first.”
 
   I nodded, “Yeah, you’re right.”
 
   Rachel could take care of herself, I knew she could. I put her out of my mind for now.
 
   The town we were headed for used to have a population of 15,000. There was a shopping mall and plenty of stores we could hit. It was also likely to be crawling with zombies. 
 
   We needed to try and get in and out as quietly as possible. I wanted to avoid using guns if we could. The noise would only attract them.
 
   “Where do we hit first, boss?” Jackson asked.
 
   “The mall would be our best bet. Plenty of exits and we can check the area before we stop.”
 
   As we approached the town, zombies started to appear in the road. There weren’t any large groups of them and once we drove past them they lost interest. I guess they weren’t willing to work for their dinner.
 
   Cortez did a circuit of the mall first. There was a group of four tearing into an animal by the front entrance. A dog probably.
 
   “Park around back, as close to the door as possible. We’ll do a sweep and if it’s clear we can start loading supplies. Jackson you’re with me, I want Anderson on my six.”
 
   “What about me?” Cortez asked.
 
   “You are going to stay here and be ready to move. If a load of them show up, honk the horn and drive away, then double back for us.”
 
   Cortez sighed and nodded, “Yes, boss.”
 
   We broke the lock on the side door and I stepped inside. Only the emergency lights were lit meaning most of the place was in shadow. I could see that a few stores seemed to have been looted. I only hoped they hadn’t taken everything.
 
   I cracked a glow stick and threw it down the mall. It clattered to the ground. We waited a few seconds to see if anything responded to the noise.
 
   When nothing moved, we headed for the nearest store. Jackson grabbed a cart and we swept the aisles. A lot of the food was missing, but there was still a fair amount left. 
 
   We loaded the cart with canned food. Anderson grabbed a handful of chocolate bars off one of the shelves. He ripped one open and bit into it.
 
   “God, I’ve missed these,” he said.
 
   “Can you focus on something other than your stomach?” Jackson asked.
 
   He shoved the rest of the chocolate into his mouth and flipped Jackson off.
 
   Once the cart was full, we took it back to the truck and off loaded it. Three trips later we had gotten most of the food.
 
   “Let’s hit the pharmacy too,” I said. We could always use bandages and any drugs that were left.
 
   The pharmacy was further down the mall. The place was unnaturally quiet. It was hard to believe that a few short months ago, this place would have been filled with people. Families shopping together. Would it ever be like that again?
 
   I forced those thoughts away. 
 
   The pharmacy had been completely ransacked. It figured that people went after the drugs before they did the food.
 
   Jackson picked up a lone bottle of aspirin from a shelf.
 
   “This isn’t going to help us much,” he said.
 
   “I’ll check out the back,” I said. They may have missed something back there.
 
   I filled my bag with what was left, a few bottles of antibiotics and painkillers. There was a door off to the left. I opened it to check inside. A zombie appeared snapping its jaws at me.
 
   “Shit,” I said, forcing the door closed on it. It was a man wearing a white coat. 
 
   Must be the pharmacist. He had been abandoned in here. 
 
   Jackson and Anderson appeared, guns drawn.
 
   “What is it?” Jackson asked.
 
   “Lone zombie.”
 
   Anderson stepped towards the door.
 
   “Don’t waste a bullet. Let’s get out of here,” I said.
 
   It wasn’t as good a haul as I’d hoped. We would have to try the supermarkets too.
 
   As we got close to the door, we heard Cortez blast the horn.
 
   “Shit,” I said. Weapons drawn, we flanked the door. I took a look outside. Eight zombies were staggering around the parking lot. 
 
   “Eight of them,” I said.
 
   “Let’s take them,” Anderson said.
 
   “Not so fast,” I said. I could already see Cortez turning back. He ploughed into the nearest zombie, crushing it under the tires. He wove around the parking lot, taking out each of them in turn. The ground was splattered with blood and gore.
 
   Finally he stopped in front of us. I could see him grinning like an idiot.
 
   We got back inside the truck.
 
   “You know that you are going to have to clean the truck when we get back,” I said.
 
   He shrugged, “Worth it.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   Where are they?
 
   They always come in around now to take blood from me, not that there's anything left to take. It's all dried up since my heart stopped beating. It didn't stop them from poking at me though.  All the time I spent working for them, putting my life on the line and they turned me into a guinea pig. They should have just put a bullet in me in the beginning. It would have been a kindness.
 
   Now all I wanted to do was rip through them all. Anything to curb this anger and the hunger. It was a gnawing feeling in my gut that wouldn't go away. 
 
   They fed me in the beginning, mostly to see how it affected me. It was animal flesh but it helped. A little. Now they were starving me to see what that did to me.
 
   I watched them in the last few weeks. Timing when they would arrive, how many there were, how I could take them out quickly and quietly. Basically all the skills that they taught me, I was using against them.
 
   The soldiers here were going to be the entrée. Gabe was the main course. I was going to take my time with him, keep him alive as long as possible. 
 
   We were supposed to be partners. Brothers. We backed each other up in everything. I died and that fuck blamed me for his relationship issues. What the fuck? I was a walking corpse. He couldn't do the decent thing and end me?
 
   Rage coursed through me and I strained against the barbed wire. It didn’t hurt as it dug into my skin. Not like it did when I was alive. It was more of an itch than anything else. They didn't realise that. They didn't realise that I could pull my hands free.
 
   It was a long process and I lost half the skin on my hands doing it but I got them free. I stretched the wire so I could give them the illusion that I was still bound. They didn't let their guard down easily in here so I needed every advantage.
 
   I could almost taste their flesh in my mouth. Yes, I would feast on Gabe. As for Rachel, sweet, delicious Rachel. She would be dessert.
 
   Finally I heard them approaching the cell. I dropped my head and went still. I was getting good at playing dead.
 
   The door opened and two of them came in. I could smell body odour and coffee. My sense of smell had heightened to the extreme. I guess that answered the question of how zombies hunted.
 
   “Hurry up and get the sample, I don’t want to miss dinner or all the good food will be gone,” one of the men said.
 
   “I thought it was your turn to get the sample?” the other said.
 
   “No, it’s yours. Now hurry up.”
 
   The other one swore under his breath as he moved towards me. He was sure to check the restraints first, but he didn’t touch me. They avoided touching me as much as possible.
 
   I heard him fumble with the syringe. 
 
   “This place give me the creeps,” said his partner.
 
   The one with the syringe muttered something unintelligible. I saw the needle from the corner of my eye.
 
   I moved fast and before he could react, I stabbed him in the throat with the needle. He made a choking noise and fell to his knees.
 
   “Bob?” the other one said. He ran forward and I leapt to my feet. My reactions weren’t what they used to be but they were still good enough. I lifted him by the throat.
 
   “Hope you don’t mind, but I’m starving,” I said, biting into his face. His screams echoed around the room.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   It was the early hours of the morning when we arrived back on the road to the base. We had a half full truck from our trip. Enough to get us through the next few weeks at least.
 
   Cortez slowed the truck down and I hopped out.
 
   “Look we’ll delay as long as we can, but get back asap or the General may not let you back in,” he said.
 
   “I’ll be as quick as I can.”
 
   When the truck drove away, I headed into the trees. There was no sign of her on the road or in the town when we passed through it, so she must be in the woods. There could be caves or old cabins nearby that she could be sheltering in.
 
   As tempted as I was to call out to her, I didn’t want to risk attracting unnecessary attention. I kept my gun at the ready.
 
   Twenty minutes later I spotted something lying on the ground up ahead. It looked like Rachel’s jacket.
 
   “Fuck,” I said, racing towards it.
 
   “Rach,” I called.
 
   I stopped running when I realized there was a body.
 
   “Oh, God, no,” I said. The jacket was covering the face. I reached out and snagged it, pulling it away.
 
   It was a man. It wasn’t her. The jacket was also two sizes too big to be hers. For a moment though, I was sure it was hers. 
 
   This guy had been shot in the head, but he didn’t appear to have turned. I noticed more wounds across his body. He had been injured and someone had shot him in the head.
 
   Rachel? I really didn’t know. I had to find her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty One
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   “I've told you, I can't help you get what you want,” I said. 
 
   My cheek stung from the slap she’d given me. At least she’d put down the poker. She had questioned me for hours about the base, the soldiers and what kind of security they had.
 
   I couldn’t even answer half her questions.
 
   “The base has food and weapons, I'm sure they would be willing to sacrifice some of it in return for you.”
 
   I laughed bitterly, “Trust me they wouldn't. You picked the wrong girl. Why do you think I'm out here? They booted me out.”
 
   She leaned in close almost choking me with her rancid breath, “If you're no use to me, then there's no reason to keep you around, is there?”
 
   “Just let me go,” I said.
 
   Jeb returned, “Ma, there's someone moving around out there,” he said.
 
   “A walker?” she asked.
 
   He shook his head, “Too stealthy. A soldier maybe.”
 
   Gabe? It had to be him. He actually came for me, even after I was such a bitch to him. 
 
   Jeb armed himself and headed outside. The woman locked the door behind him and positioned herself behind me. She pressed a knife to my throat.
 
   “Make a sound and I'll slit your throat,” she hissed.
 
   A scream of pain ripped through the air from Jeb. The woman hurried to the window to look outside.
 
   “Help, I'm in here,” I screamed.
 
   “Shut up,” she growled. She grabbed a filthy looking rag and shoved it into my mouth.
 
   The door was kicked open and Gabe appeared in the doorway. He levelled his gun at the woman who already had the knife on me again.
 
   Gabe’s eyes flicked to me then back to the woman, “Let her go, now.” 
 
   His voice was calm but I could tell he was pissed off. 
 
   “Come any closer and she's dead.” She was crouched behind me out of the line of fire.
 
   “I can still take you out,” Gabe said.
 
   The woman lifted a small black box in the air, “I'm not stupid. The chairs wired. I can blow her to pieces before you can pull the trigger.”
 
   “What do you want?” Gabe asked.
 
   “What did you do to my son?” she snapped.
 
   “He’s taking a nap for now. What do you want?”
 
   “Food and ammunition from the base.”
 
   “I can't do that.”
 
   “Then she's dead,” the woman said, her finger on the button.
 
   “I don't have the authority and they would never let me remove anything from the base. I have some supplies in my backpack,” he said, tossing it into the room.
 
   “It's not enough!” she screeched.
 
   She ripped the rag out of my mouth, “Tell him,” she said.
 
   “Gabe please, she's crazy,” I cried.
 
   “What guarantee do I have that you'll let her go?” he said.
 
   “Bring the supplies and me and my son will leave. The detonator only has a certain range.”
 
   I saw Gabe’s trigger finger twitch, he wanted to shoot her, but I wasn't getting blown up because he couldn't control his temper.
 
   “Gabe, do as she says, please.” 
 
   Finally, he lowered the gun, “Fine, I'll get what you want, but if you do anything to her…”
 
   “Get moving, G.I. Joe,” she said.
 
   “I'll be back,” he said to me.
 
   He left the cabin.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   How the fuck was I going to get food from the base? They would never let me leave with it.  I considered doubling back and taking the woman by surprise. For all I knew she could be bluffing about the bomb. 
 
   Could I risk it though? Rachel looked terrified and I could see bruises on her. The woman was willing to hurt her. 
 
   All I could do was try and get something from the base. Enough to placate her so she would let Rachel go.
 
   As I made my way back to the road, I became aware of the fact that someone was watching me. I slowed down, trying to judge where he was. 
 
   A flash from the right made me jump back, but not far enough as someone barrelled into me. Right before my head struck the ground, I saw that it was Adam. He was out.


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Two
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   I stared down at Gabe’s unconscious form. This was the moment I’d been waiting for. I finally had the upper hand with him. But somehow, killing him like this, seemed anticlimactic.
 
   Why kill him when I could torture him for a bit first? And I knew exactly how. Rachel was close by. I could smell her.
 
   There was a light up ahead in a cabin. As I headed towards it, a skinny guy staggered from the trees rubbing his head. There was a huge welt on it. 
 
   I grabbed him by the throat. He let out a gasp, his eyes going wide when he saw me up close.
 
   “Come with me,” I said.              
 
   I entered the cabin with the guy ahead of me, my hand on his throat.
 
   “What is this? Who are you?” A woman screeched.
 
   I hurled the guy at her. They collided and both went down.
 
   Rachel was tied to a chair. As I came towards her, her eyes widened in horror, “Adam? Oh, God,” she whispered.
 
   “Rachel,” I smiled. I forgot how beautiful she was. She recoiled from me and I had to remind myself what I must look like to her. I started untying her hands.
 
   She was sobbing now. I felt almost guilty, which surprised me. I thought those feelings were gone. The anger was as emotional as I got lately. 
 
   I kneeled down beside the chair, “Don’t be frightened. It's still me.”
 
   “You died,” she sobbed.
 
   “Yes, but I didn't stay dead. They gave me some of your blood on the ship. This is what happened.”
 
   I reached my hand out towards her face, she jerked away. I finished untying her hands.
 
   There was a moan from behind me. The woman was crawling across the floor towards what looked like a detonator. I kicked her in the face before she could reach it.
 
   The guy got up and with a cry of rage, ran at me with a knife.
 
   I caught his wrist and snapped it. He howled in pain. I ripped his throat out before he could do anything else. His body dropped to the ground.
 
   The anger threatened to overwhelm me, then I looked over at Rachel and felt it subside. What was going on? I was supposed to kill her.
 
   “We’re leaving,” I said, taking Rachel's arm. I dragged her out of the cabin.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I woke up on the ground, surprised I was still alive. Adam had disappeared. Stumbling to my feet, I ran back to the cabin.
 
   Rachel was gone and the guy was dead. I hurried over to the woman who was wheezing on the floor. It sounded like she had a punctured lung. Her eyes widened in fear as I approached her.
 
   “Where is she?” I asked.
 
   “That thing took her.”
 
   Shit. Why take her? Why not kill her? 
 
   I searched the cabin for any weapons, uncovering a rifle and a handgun. I knocked over the chair on my way out. Underneath it was a small brick of C4. Detaching the wires, I packed it into my backpack. You never knew when it could come in handy.
 
   I left the woman where she was and went out after Rachel. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but he couldn’t have that much of a head start.
 
   If he took Rachel then he was probably trying to lure me out. Fuck, I should have killed him when I had the chance.
 
   There were footprints leading west. I followed them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Three
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   This can't be happening. How can Adam be a zombie and still be able to talk? I thought the cure was supposed to fix zombies.
 
   His skin looked green and he smelled terrible. Did Gabe know about him? He couldn't have. Surely he wouldn't leave him like this.
 
   “Keep moving,” Adam ordered.
 
   “I can't. Please just stop for a minute.”
 
   We had been walking through the woods for ages.
 
   Sighing, he stopped walking and released my arm. I clutched it to me, rubbing at the skin where he gripped me. We were standing near a cliff top overlooking a river below. There was at least a hundred foot drop.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I asked.
 
   “I just saved you from those nut jobs.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. And what made him any better?
 
   “I thought about killing you. But when I saw you like that, I couldn't do it. I didn’t think I could feel anything anymore. Not since this happened.”
 
   “What’s it like?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m decaying. Falling apart and I can feel it. And I’m so hungry all the time. I don’t want to hurt you Rachel. I can control this. I think you can help me.”
 
   “What can I do?” I asked.
 
   “Try and keep me human until I can figure out a way to fix this.”
 
   “Adam, you can’t fix what’s wrong with you. It’s impossible.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do!” he screamed, “Give in? Because if I give into this, I’ll be just like them.”
 
   “I’m sorry for what happened to you. I really am. But I can’t help you.”
 
   I backed away. He grabbed me by the hair and yanked my head back.
 
   “You’re just like him. Both of you turning your back on me. Oh, but I forgot. You and Gabe are married now. You forgot about me. I’m just a science experiment now.”
 
   “Please let go,” I begged. “I didn’t forget about you, I thought you were dead. If I could help you I would.”
 
   He pressed his forehead against my cheek and sighed, “You’re right. They can’t fix me. But you can still help me.”
 
   “How?” I whimpered.
 
   “I’m starving. I’m going to leave what’s left for Gabe to find. That’ll teach him not to turn his back on me.”
 
   “Adam, no!” I cried.
 
   He threw me onto the ground. 
 
   “Adam!” Gabe came running out of the trees and tackled him.
 
   I scrambled out of the way as they grappled with each other. Gabe drove his fist into Adam’s face, then kicked him in the gut. The blows didn’t seem to have the effect they should have.
 
   Adam head butted Gabe, who staggered back towards the cliff edge.
 
   “Gabe!” I screamed.
 
   Adam went for him. At the last second, Gabe grabbed Adam and spun. Adam flew off the side of the cliff and plummeted to the ground below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Four
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I sat back from the edge, breathing hard. Rachel was huddled on the ground. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   Sniffing loudly, she nodded, “Who did that to him?” she asked.
 
   “The doctor on the boat. He was taken to the base.”
 
   “He was there the whole time? You knew about him.”
 
   “They needed to test the antidote. No one knew that would happen.”
 
   “And is that their solution? To make everyone into a creature like him? A zombie with a conscious? That's the worst possible torture.”
 
   It was a question I'd asked myself more than once. If that was their endgame.
 
   “I don't know what they plan to do. I assume if a person is injected then they won't turn when bitten.”
 
   “They can still get eaten. They didn't find a cure, they made a more efficient zombie!” She was shaking with rage and fear.
 
   I got to my feet.
 
   “We need to get back to the base.”
 
   “They don't want me there, remember?” She said.
 
   “Do you want to stay out here?” I snapped.
 
   She stomped away from me and I followed her through the trees. I was just relieved that she was okay.
 
   “Are you injured?” I asked her.
 
   “What do you care?” she shot back.
 
   I took hold of her arm and spun her around. She had a bruise on the side of her head, marks on her face, but otherwise seemed okay.
 
   “I didn’t want any of this to happen,” I said.
 
   “You still kicked me out,” she said. She tried to sound angry, but her voice wavered as she spoke. 
 
   “I was angry. I spoke to the General and he will let you back in.”
 
   She jerked her arm away, “What if I don’t want to go back?”
 
   “Where are you going to go?” 
 
   “I don’t know. But if they can do that to Adam, I don’t want to think about what they will do to the rest of us. You were right about me. I can’t just lie down and die. I’m going to get Cady and Lynn and we’re leaving.”
 
   “They’re not going to just let you walk out with the cure.”
 
   “She’s a little girl. Not a cure.”
 
   “Let’s get back and get some rest. We can talk about this in the morning.”
 
   She shook her head, “No, I’m serious Gabe. They turned him into a monster.”
 
   “I know. Let’s get back and we can talk about this later.”
 
   She started walking again, but I could tell she was determined to do this. I couldn’t argue with her. Everything she said was right. They couldn’t be trusted, but how long would we last outside the base? 
 
   We stayed silent most of the way back. 
 
   The gate opened to allow us back inside. McCarthy was waiting on the other side.
 
   “My office,” he said. 
 
   “You said I could get her once the run was done,” I said.
 
   “That’s not what this is about. We have a breach of security.”
 
   Adam.
 
   “Yes, I know. I’ll debrief you,” I said.
 
   “What do you mean you know? Did you release him?” McCarthy said.
 
   “Is he talking about Adam?” Rachel asked.
 
   McCarthy’s face clouded with rage, “Both of you follow me.”
 
   I noticed two guards behind us as we walked. This wasn’t good.
 
   Once in the office, he said, “Where is he?” 
 
   “Dead,” Rachel said.
 
   “He wasn’t released, he escaped. He attacked Rachel and I had to stop him,” I said.
 
   “You have destroyed months of research. Who cares about her? This will set us back in everything.”
 
   He clicked his fingers at the guards, “I want them both arrested and put in solitary confinement. No food or water.”
 
   “You can’t do that!” Rachel cried.
 
   When one of the guards grabbed me, I elbowed him in the face then smashed his head into the wall. The other one tried to hit Rachel. She brought her arm up and deflected the blow, before kicking him in the balls. She did listen.
 
   I finished him off with a kick to the head.
 
   McCarthy reached for his radio, but I beat him to it. I pulled a gun on him.
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Gabe,” he said.
 
   I punched him hard in the face. He fell against the wall and collapsed.
 
   Turning to Rachel I said, “We don’t have much time. Grab Cady and Lynn and meet me out front.”
 
   “What are we going to do?” she asked.
 
   “Get the hell out of here,” I replied.
 
   She smiled at me and ran from the room.
 
   I headed for the fleet. The truck with the supplies was parked at the front and the keys were still in the ignition. Jumping in, I started it up.
 
   Cortez appeared in front of me. He waved at me.
 
   “Did you find her?” he asked, coming up to the window.
 
   I nodded, “I need you to walk away Cortez.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just trust me. Walk away. You saw nothing.”
 
   He nodded slowly, “Got it. I saw nothing.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief when he left. 
 
   The side door opened up ahead and Rachel, Lynn and Cady hurried out. I flicked the lights to signal to them.
 
   They climbed up in the cab beside me. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Rachel asked.
 
   “Anywhere but here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Five
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   Dragging my damaged leg behind me, I made my way back to the base. I was still soaked from my dip in the river, but I couldn’t feel the cold.
 
   I was done playing the nice guy. If they wanted a zombie, they would get one. Rachel deserved to suffer like Gabe did.
 
   Back at the gate, there was something going on as soldiers ran around. A truck crashed through the gate and drove off. I caught a glimpse of Gabe behind the wheel.
 
   Soldiers scrambled around. I grabbed the nearest one and bit into his throat. Tearing off a chunk of flesh, I dropped the body to the ground.
 
   An all you could eat buffet. 
 
   Grinning, I started picking them off. In all the chaos, no one noticed me at first. I made my way across to the munitions building. I found a couple of grenades. No point in giving them any advantage.
 
   I pulled the pins and tossed them into the middle of the room. Hurrying outside, the building exploded a few seconds later.
 
   The blast brought the soldiers running. I slipped into the darkness before they spotted me.
 
   I wanted McCarthy. Higson never made it off the boat apparently so McCarthy was put in charge. He was the one giving orders when it came to me.
 
   His office door was lying open and two guards lay on the ground. Gabe. I recognised his handiwork. 
 
   There was a moan from behind the desk. McCarthy pulled himself up from the ground. When he saw me, he scrambled for a gun. I slammed a hand into his chest and he fell back.
 
   “Surprised to see me?” I asked.
 
   “Stand down, soldier. That is an order.”
 
   “I’m not a soldier anymore. You made me into a monster, so I’m going to behave like one.”
 
   “Wait,” he cried, holding up his hands, “There’s a cure. We can fix you.”
 
   “You already tried. You can’t reverse the tissue damage. There is no cure for me.”
 
   He screamed as I ripped one of his arms free from his body. I watched him bleed out on the floor.
 
   There was a burst of static from the radio in the corner. This wouldn’t be any fun without my partner.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   “Are you there, Gabe?” Adam’s voice filled the cab.
 
   It took a second to realise it was coming from the radio. Cady whimpered at the sound.
 
   I lifted the receiver, “You're still alive then.”
 
   “Alive isn't entirely accurate. I'm back at base. I didn't exactly get a warm welcome but I had a good meal,” he chuckled.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Let's finish this. Come back to base.”
 
   I pulled the truck over to the side of the road, glancing at Rachel. If he was going on the rampage, I had to stop him.
 
   “You're not going,” she said.
 
   “I can't just walk away while he's on the loose.”
 
   “He’ll kill you,” she said.
 
   “He’ll try. Take the truck. I'll catch up to you. There's a town a few miles from here. If you wait on the outskirts I'll be there as quickly as I can. If I'm not there in two hours, I want you to get out of here.”
 
   I opened the truck door and hopped out. Rachel jumped out after me. 
 
   “You're insane. Don't do this, don't leave,” she cried.
 
   “I have to end it. For Adam. For all of us,” I argued.
 
   She grabbed my shirt, “No, I don't want you to go.”
 
   “You're a survivor, Rachel. You don't need me.”
 
   “That’s not why.” 
 
   She kissed me, “Please come back to me.”
 
   “I will.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Six
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   The base was in chaos. Bodies lay everywhere and standing amongst them was Adam.
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “What I was made to do. Destroy. I'm a zombie. And you kill zombies, so let's do this already.”
 
   I pulled my gun and fired off some shots at him. He threw himself behind a truck. 
 
   “A gun, really? Scared to go one on one with me?” he called.
 
   “Stick your head out and ask me that again.”
 
   “Come on Gabe, you know you want to,” Adam said.
 
   I dropped the gun, “Fine, let's go.”              
 
   He stepped out with a grin on his face, “I always wondered what would happen in a fight between us.”
 
   “Spoiler alert, I win.”
 
   He chuckled, “God, I missed that wit. We made a good team.”
 
   I stared him down, “What is this, Adam? You were never one to hold a grudge.”
 
   “No, that was your department. The truth is, I don’t want to be like this. I can’t be like this. It’s like some crazy Jekyll and Hyde in my head and I don’t know which side will win out. So we do this, we fight. If I win, then the zombie side of me wins. If I lose, well, there’s no one else I would want putting me down.”
 
   “Sounds fair,” I said.
 
   We squared off against each other. Adam jabbed and I deflected. I drove a fist into his ribs. 
 
   He hit me in the face and I stumbled. There was a lot more force to his blows, especially since he couldn’t feel pain.
 
   I kicked out at his leg and heard something snap. He growled at me and tried to tackle me. I spun him away and he landed on the ground.
 
   He rolled to his knees and got up. 
 
   “I can really feel the anger now,” he said. 
 
   “Bring it,” I replied.
 
   I jabbed him in the face, but he slammed me in the ribs hard. He grabbed me by the throat and slammed me into the side of a truck. My head stuck it and pain coursed through me. He was really strong.
 
   “Any last words?” he asked, hitting me again.
 
   “Fuck you,” I croaked.
 
   “Aw, Gabe. I really thought they would have been better. I bet you always thought you’d go out in a blaze of glory. Instead you get to be eaten by your former best friend.”
 
   I punched him in the balls. He may not have felt much, but he felt that. Before he could recover, I dived for my bag and pulled out my secret weapon. 
 
   “Hey Adam, catch,” I called.
 
   As he turned, I threw him a surprise. A brick of C4 wired to a detonator.
 
   “Goodbye, Adam,” I said.
 
   I pressed the button. The blast sent me flying into the dirt. I lay there dazed for a few seconds, trying to convince myself that I hadn’t just murdered my partner. He wanted it to end, he said as much.
 
   I just wished there had been another way.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   “It's been too long. He should be here by now,” Lynn said.
 
   “He’ll be here,” I said. He had to be. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I was actually in control. I felt angry. Determined. Not that horrible despair from before. I’d given up, checked out. I couldn’t do that anymore. I didn’t want to do it anymore.
 
   We were parked in a lot behind an outlet store on the edge of town. We were at the top of a hill and I could see movement in the streets below. Zombies most likely. So far nothing had come near us, but I was ready to move if they did.
 
   We just had to give Gabe a little more time.
 
   Cady was starting to fuss. Lynn tried to soothe her by singing a lullaby.
 
   “She likes Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” I said.
 
   Lynn started singing it and I was reminded of the day this all started. I started crying. 
 
   Lynn reached out and squeezed my hand.
 
   “I can’t lose anyone else,” I said. “I didn’t want to care about him or anyone because I couldn’t stand the thought of losing someone else.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart. He’ll be here.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a moment. Lynn screamed and bumped into me.
 
   Outside her window, a zombie had appeared. Its face was pressed against the glass.
 
   “Shit,” I cried. I reached for the key to start the truck. Before I could, my window broke as another zombie smashed through it.
 
   “Move,” I cried as we clambered into the back of the truck. The zombie who smashed my window was trying to get inside.
 
   “What do we do?” Lynn cried.
 
   I spied a crowbar lying on top of the canned food that was stacked up. I lifted it and swung it into the zombies head as hard as I could. It fell backwards out the window. 
 
   “Rachel,” Lynn called as another took its place.
 
   She pointed to a hatch above her. I climbed onto the cans and opened it. Heaving myself up, I pulled Cady up after me and Lynn quickly followed. We slammed the hatch shut.
 
   I moved to the edge and found a dozen zombies around the truck.
 
   “What now?” Lynn asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Where the hell was Gabe?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Twenty Seven
 
   Gabe
 
    
 
   I crested the hill on the motorbike I’d taken from the base and spotted the truck. The first thing I saw was Rachel and the others on top of the truck. As I got closer I could see why.
 
   It was surrounded by zombies. Rachel fired off a few shots and took out two of them. How was I going to get close enough to them?
 
   Stopping the bike, I checked out the area. The truck was parked close to a shopping cart bay. If I could get up on top of it, I could jump to the truck.
 
   I moved around, keeping an eye on the zombies, but they seemed to only be interested in Cady’s wailing. 
 
   As I climbed up into the roof, I felt a stabbing pain in my chest, definitely some broken ribs.
 
   Keep moving.              
 
   I got to the top and realised I had misjudged the gap. It was too far to jump. 
 
   Rachel spotted me, “Gabe! We’re trapped.”
 
   I pulled out my gun and started shooting. Every bullet hit the target but there was still a crowd gathered and the noise had attracted more of them.
 
   When I ran out of bullets, I threw the gun at one of them. It smacked it right I the face and the gun clattered to the ground. The zombie didn't even blink.
 
   Rachel quickly ran out of ammo too.
 
   “What do we do?” She called.
 
   I lowered myself onto the roof, feeling exhausted all of a sudden.
 
   “I don't know,” I said.
 
   “Are you hurt?” she asked.
 
   I looked up at her, “I'm fine,” I winced.
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Just give me a minute to catch my breath, then I'll lead them away and you can get back in the truck.”
 
   “Don't even think about it, you wouldn't make it five feet.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. I tipped forward almost falling off the roof. I caught myself just in time.
 
   “Gabe!” Rachel cried.
 
   She came to the edge of the truck and crouched down. She reached out a hand towards me.
 
   I scooted back from the edge, “It’ll be okay,” I said.
 
   Lynn cried out as the truck lurched. The zombies were banging into it causing it to rock.
 
   Rachel fell onto her side, her gun went over the edge.
 
   She scrambled up and backed into the middle with the others.
 
   “They’re going to knock it over,” Lynn cried.
 
   She was right, they would eventually tip it. I had to do something. I could lead them away. It was the only choice.
 
   Now if only the ground would stop moving. I stood up and steadied myself.
 
   “Gabe, don’t you dare,” Rachel yelled.
 
   The truck lurched again, actually lifting a few inches off the ground. They all screamed. 
 
   “Rachel?” I called.
 
   She looked over at me, “Get ready. Don’t hesitate.”
 
   “No, Gabe.”
 
   I jumped to the ground, my whole body jarred painfully from the impact.
 
   “Come on, you fuckers!” I yelled.
 
   They caught my scent and turned on me like a pack of wild dogs. I started running across the parking lot with them on my heels.
 
   Spots appeared in front of my eyes and I started to slow down. I couldn’t run anymore. I just hoped they made it. 
 
   Falling to my knees, I pitched forward onto my stomach and lay there.
 
   My vision swam and in the distance I could hear what sounded like gunshots. I blacked out.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Rachel
 
    
 
   I watched Gabe go down and felt my heart lurch. We were already back in the cab, the engine was running.
 
   I spun the wheel, determined to get to him when a loud crack sounded and one of the zombie’s heads exploded.
 
   Slamming on the brakes, I watched as the rest all went down in a hail of gunfire. Had the soldiers from the base caught up to us? There couldn’t be many of them left and why would they save us?
 
   When the gunfire stopped, I opened the door.
 
   “No, Rachel,” Lynn cried.
 
   “I have to see if he’s okay,” I said. I jumped out and raced towards him, hoping nobody mistook me for a zombie. 
 
   “Gabe!” I cried, dropping to his side. The zombies hadn’t reached him, but he must be really injured. 
 
   “Gabe, can you hear me?” I said, checking he had a pulse. He did.
 
   When I looked up, a dozen men in black were surrounding us with automatic weapons.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   One of them stepped forward, a tall man in his forties, “Miss, has any of your party been bitten?”
 
   “No, we haven’t. Are you from the base?”
 
   “We just arrived in this town. My name is Colonel Jacobs. What base are you talking about?”
 
   “It’s back that way,” I said, pointing in the direction, “We left it. Do you have a doctor on your team?”
 
   One of the others stepped forward, he was carrying a medical case.
 
   He rolled Gabe onto his back. Gabe groaned loudly. 
 
   “What’s his name?” the medic asked.
 
   “Gabe. Is he going to be okay?”
 
   I waited while he checked him over, “He has some broken ribs, multiple abrasions and probably a concussion. We can move him to our headquarters.”
 
   They lifted him off the ground and carried him towards a truck on the other side of the parking lot. Lynn and Cady joined us.
 
   “Miss,” Jacobs said, “We can offer you and your group shelter. We have a place set up a few towns away.”
 
   I nodded. I wasn’t eager to go with them, but Gabe needed help.
 
   We got into their truck while one of the soldiers drove ours. 
 
   Their headquarters was a high school. It was surrounded by a chain link fence covered in razor wire.
 
   We were led into the gymnasium which was filled with cots. There was over a hundred people gathered in it. Other survivors.
 
   Jacobs offered us a cot. Lynn settled Cady on it.
 
   “Where’s Gabe?” I asked.
 
   “He’s being checked over. Are you two related?” Jacobs asked.
 
   “He’s my husband,” I said.
 
   Jacobs looked surprised, “Oh. Well I’ll take you to him.”
 
   Gabe was awake when we arrived at their sick bay. I hurried over to him and punched him in the shoulder.
 
   “You son of a bitch, you could have gotten yourself killed,” I snapped.
 
   The doctor stepped between us, “Wow, calm down. He’s in enough pain already.”
 
   I backed off.
 
   “I was trying to save you,” Gabe said. 
 
   “Well stop it,” I said. “I don’t need you getting killed too.”
 
   “I hate to get in the way of a domestic, but we’re going to need to know where you came from,” Jacobs said.
 
   Gabe sat up, “And we’ll tell you, but first I want to know what your view is on zombies.”
 
   “My view?” he said, “It’s pretty simple. I see a zombie, I shoot it. One less zombie.”
 
   Gabe nodded, “What’s it like in the rest of the country? How bad?”
 
   “The infection spread throughout the east side of the country. We were deployed to contain and destroy. It got hairy for a while, but we’re winning.”
 
   “Winning?” I asked, sure I misheard him.
 
   Jacobs nodded, “I’m not saying there wasn’t heavy casualties or that this will be over any time soon, but we are beating them back. We’ve cordoned off sections of the country and teams are being deployed into infected zones to rescue survivors.”
 
   I looked at Gabe. This could be over one day? I didn’t dare believe it.
 
   “How?” Gabe asked.
 
   Jacobs chuckled, “Hard work, a lot of bullets and in case you haven’t noticed, zombies are kind of dumb. I’ll give you two a few minutes then you can fill me in on your stories.”
 
   I dropped onto the bunk beside Gabe, “I don’t believe it.”
 
   “A world without zombies. That could be kind of nice,” he joked.
 
   “Why didn’t we know this? I know we didn’t have a TV or anything, but surely there had to be some signs?” 
 
   “I don’t know, but this is incredible. We could have normal lives again.” He glanced at me, “You wouldn’t have to stay married to me anymore.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry for what I said to you. I was lashing out. I do care about you Gabe. And I don’t want to do this alone.”
 
    His arms went around my waist, pulling me against him. He kissed me gently.
 
   “Forget about it,” he said. “Everything moved way too fast. Let’s just take things one day at a time. Yeah?”
 
   I nodded, “Sounds good.”
 
   At least he didn’t hate me. Maybe we could get through this, although I had a lot of making up to do.
 
   “We should go and speak to Jacobs. Do we tell him about Cady?” I asked.
 
   “That’s your decision. But no, I don’t think we should. At least not yet.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right. Not until we know we can trust him.”
 
   I stood up and helped Gabe to his feet, “Adam is gone, right?”
 
   He nodded, “Yes. We don’t have to worry about him anymore. We just have to worry about the regular zombies instead.”
 
   I laced my fingers through his and we made our way to Jacobs’s office. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   The sun rose in the sky, as a flock of birds descended on the dead soldiers and started pecking at their flesh.
 
   Suddenly a hand shot out from the pile of bodies and grabbed one of them around the throat. It let out a frightened squawk as it tried to free itself.
 
   Cortez chomped down on its head and ripped it free from its body. He chewed noisily, greedily, on the bird.
 
   When he finished his meal, he freed himself from the dead limbs of his fallen comrades and stood up. 
 
   His head turned back and forth as the scanned the area around him. 
 
   “What happened?” he muttered.
 
   He glanced down at his left arm, which hung limply at his side. It was covered in bite marks. 
 
   “No,” he whispered. 
 
   Around him, several more soldiers began to stir. One by one they got up too.
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Midway
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   The Harvesting Series, Book 2, by Melanie Karsak
 
    
 
   Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, for the beginning of the end.
 
    
 
   Carnie. Ride jockey. Roustabout. White trash. Tilt girl. Gypsy. Cricket has been called a lot of things, but she never thought survivor of the zombie apocalypse would be one of them. One day she’s barking on the midway, and the next day, the world is eating itself alive.
 
    
 
   Cricket, along with Vella, a tarot reader, and Puck, Cricket’s mangy mutt, find themselves running for their lives, but where can you hide when mankind has fallen? Cricket will need help if she hopes to survive.
 
    
 
   Luckily for her, we were never really alone, and apparently, magical forces want to keep this tilt girl alive.
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Tilt-a-whirl, tilt-a-whirl, tilt-a-whirl! Come on ride my tilt-a-whirl! I’ll whirl you round the world,” I barked to the mostly empty aisles at the Allegheny Fairgrounds.
 
   I looked up and down the aisles. The place was like a ghost town. While bags of pink and blue cotton candy hung in the food joints, cherry red candy apples glistened in the sunlight, and over-grown stuffed purple monkeys hung at the game booths, ripe for winning, no one was around to stuff themselves with carnie delights. The smell of kettle corn still perfumed the air, but for a carnival that was usually packed with excited townies, I swore I wouldn’t be surprised if a tumbleweed blew down the row.
 
   After a bit, two young boys came up to my line. They were the only kids around. The older looked to be about twelve. The younger, a good two inches under my height bar, had pulled himself up to full height and tried not to meet my eyes.
 
   “Tickets,” I said to them.
 
   Confidently, the older boy handed me his ticket and passed through. The younger boy hesitated. Guessing he’d be all right, I let him through. The older boy slapped him a high five when they thought they were out of earshot.
 
   I turned the key and started the ride. The boys smiled at me. I waved to them.
 
   “Hey Cricket,” Harv, the balloon-pop agent across the aisle, called to me. “Where is everyone? Allegheny Fairgrounds is usually packed. I’m gonna go hungry.”
 
   I leaned over the gate and twirled my blonde braid, checking out the split ends. “I heard someone say it’s the flu keepin’ people home. You know they closed LAX? I hear it’s gettin’ real serious. You get a flu shot?”
 
   “Naa. Damned thing always gives me the flu. You know, Bud’s got it. He’s been laid up in his RV all day.”
 
   “Anyone been by to see him?”
 
   Harv shrugged. “He’s grouchy when he feels good. I don’t imagine he’d be a barrel of laughs when he’s sick.”
 
   “No man is. Even the common cold has you all actin’ like a bunch of babies.”
 
   “This coming from a blonde,” Harv replied with a laugh.
 
   “You better watch yourself. I’ll come pop your balloons.”
 
   “Baby, a grenade couldn’t pop those balloons,” he said with a laugh.
 
   I turned back to the boys. They were all smiles; round and round they spun. Since no one else was around, I let it run until they signaled they’d had enough.
 
   Around nine o’clock that night, the owner, Mr. Marx, came by. I had not seen a soul on the fairway since the boys left. “Sorry, Cricket. We’re going to teardown to get ready for the jump to Cincinnati. We’re just burning juice and not making a dime. This place is dead; not a soul here.”
 
   “All right then,” I replied, and Mr. Marx wandered off. I realized he hadn’t said a word about when he would pay us for Allegheny Fairgrounds, dead or not.
 
   Moments after he left, the first of the evening fireworks shot across the sky. The dark sky was illuminated with gold and pink. I waited for a moment, expecting to hear the excited oohs and ahhs that usually followed what was a pretty measly fireworks display, but there was nothing, just the pop and crackle of the fireworks, followed by silence. Eerie.
 
   I whistled for Puck, my mangy mixed breed and the only male I swore I would ever truly love. After a few minutes, the hound-shepherd mix with honey-colored eyes appeared looking dirty and happy. I found him about a year ago. Well, actually, he’d found me. We were getting ready to leave Crawford County Fairgrounds when he showed up at the tilt begging for scraps. I made the mistake of feeding him a leftover funnel cake, and after that, I couldn’t shake him. He was a mischievous little devil, and Vella, the tarot reader, gave me the idea for his name: Puck. She said it was the name of a rascally faerie creature. It fit him. From that moment on, Puck and I were always together. More than once, a growl and flash of teeth from Puck had gotten me out of a jam. I loved that mangy mutt.
 
   “Up to no good, were ya?” I asked, scratching him on the head. He licked my hand and wagged his tail. I closed up my till and headed to the bunk house to look for some extra muscle to help with the teardown. As I passed through the midway I saw most of the other joints and booths were already closed. Mama Rosie was just closing up the snake show when I came by.
 
   “Marx closed down everyone up here already?” I asked her.
 
   “They’re all sick, Sug,” she replied as she dropped one of her small snakes into her bra. I shivered. Everyone loved Mama Rosie, but no one understood her relationship with her babies. She always had one hanging out of her bra, hanging around her neck, or stuffed in her clothes. Mama was a big woman who liked to wear baggy, loud-colored gowns. I hated sitting next to her at dinner. You never knew when one of the babies might suddenly slither out of her hibiscus-print dress.
 
   I set my box down and helped her push the trailer door closed. “How about you, Mama? You feelin’ all right?”
 
   “I think I ate something bad at lunch, but I’ll be fine. You headed back to the bunks?”
 
   “I guess. I was hopin’ Beau and the boys would come give me a hand.”
 
   “Sug, Beau would give you a hand, arm, leg, or toe if you asked. Why don’t you give that boy a chance?”
 
   “Oh, Mama Rosie, I don’t feel nothin’ like that for him.”
 
   “But you run off with townies often enough.”
 
   “Well, we all have needs.”
 
   Mama Rosie laughed loud. “You got that right. I thought maybe you were hoping someone would marry you out of the life.”
 
   “And give up all this?”
 
   Mama Rosie hooted again, her boisterous laughter filling the empty aisles.
 
   While the smell of Chinese food, funnel cakes, and fried sausage still filled the air, there was no one around. Power was still on, so the midway sparkled in a rainbow of light, but the place was like a ghost town. I had never seen it like that, and since I’d practically grown up in the carnival, that was saying something. Several game booth agents had even left their plush hanging—now that was odd.
 
   As Mama and I passed by Iago’s Traveling Torture show, Mr. Iago came out. I winced. After three years of traveling with Great Explorations carnival, I had yet to warm up to Mr. Iago. His show was creepy. I’d once had a look inside. The place was hung with all kinds of pictures of people being tortured, and he had old torture devices like the rack, an iron maiden, a wheel of fortune, and other small harmful contraptions. Mr. Iago was as creepy as his show. On the outside he looked normal enough, just a funny-looking little bald man with too-big-ears and a pointed nose, but it was what I felt coming from inside him that set me on edge. I never looked him in the eye.
 
   “Mama Rosie, Cricket,” he called politely.
 
   “You headed back too, Mr. Iago?” Mama called cheerfully.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I am,” he replied softly.
 
   “You make any scratch today?” Mama asked him.
 
   “Well, I don’t like to discuss finances,” he told her in his quiet manner.
 
   “He don’t like to discuss finances,” Mama said mockingly to me. “All right, Mr. Iago. You just go on with yourself then.”
 
   “No offense, Mama Rosie,” he replied quietly.
 
   “Of course not,” she said and rolled her eyes at me.
 
   When we got back to the bunk houses there were half a dozen people sitting outside at a picnic table listening to the radio. I spotted Mr. and Mrs. Chapman. They owned three of the grab joints; Mrs. Chapman waved to us. She was a biblical woman whose savory corndog breading had won top prize at a competition last year. If you didn’t mind hearing her recite verse all day, she was fine to be around. Red and Neil, two ride jockeys, were there as well. Red ran Big Eli; Neil ran the swings. The resident lot lizard, Cici, was snuggled up to Red. I was surprised to see Vella there as well. Vella, the tarot reader, was a Romanian immigrant who called herself the only authentic Roma, which she said meant gypsy, in America. Even though she was just a little older than me, Vella scared me. She’d never done anything to me and was really nice, but she scared me all the same. The others said she was dead-on accurate with her readings and often had bad news to give. I didn’t want to be around anything like that.
 
   “What’s the news?” Mama Rosie asked.
 
   “Lord, help us! This flu is something else. They have quarantined almost every city on the west coast: LA, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco. . .you name it. They got the national guard on the highways keeping people out,” Mrs. Chapman said.
 
   She was quiet then. We listened: “And inside Portland Central Hospital, military personnel have opened fire on seemingly-rabid patients,” a female reporter was saying. “Reports from the scene indicate that a riot broke out at the hospital when patients, suffering from side-effects of what now seems to be a pandemic flu, began attacking other hospital patients and employees. CDC officials have confirmed that increased violence appears to be associated with the afflicted and continue to advise everyone to avoid direct physical contact with those with the illness. Martial law has been instituted in all major west coast cities and cities across the south. Cities across the northeast and central US have issued a curfew. There have been reports of runs on banks, grocery stores, and fueling stations.”
 
   “What are they sayin’ on TV?” I asked.
 
   Red shook his head. “We can’t get a signal in. No one’s dishes are working.”
 
   “President was on the radio. Told everyone to be calm,” Cici said.
 
   “Easy for him to say. They probably got him stashed in a bunker somewhere,” Mr. Chapman replied.
 
   “Highways are gonna be backed up. And nobody’s gonna be interested in a fair, not at Allegheny and not in Cincinnati. But I bet if we don’t jump, Marx is gonna stiff us,” I told the others.
 
   They nodded.
 
   “Well, if y’all will give me a hand, I’ll pay back the favor,” I told Red and Neil.
 
   “No problem, Cricket. You see Beau around?”
 
   I shook my head. “I just came lookin’ for him.”
 
   “He’s sick,” Vella said. She rarely spoke, so when she did, we all turned to her. “Leave him be,” she added, her voice still thick with her Romanian accent.
 
   Vella had been shuffling her cards the whole time we’d been listening to the radio. Apparently I wasn’t the only one who noticed.
 
   “What do the cards say about this flu, Vella? Should we hit the road? Stay put?” Mama Rosie asked.
 
   “Devil’s work,” Mrs. Chapman whispered under her breath.
 
   “They say the same thing over and over again: the Tower.” She laid out a card for us to see.
 
   When Mr. Iago leaned in to look, I moved away. My skin crawled having him so close. I took a step toward the other end of the table and put my hand on Mrs. Chapman’s shoulder. She patted my fingers. On the card Vella had laid out was the image of a tower on fire, two naked people falling from it to the ground.
 
   “What does it mean?” Mama Rosie asked.
 
   “The end of a way of life. Chaos will pave the way in a new world for those who can survive the destruction.”
 
   “That’s cheerful,” Red said.
 
   Vella picked the card back up. She looked up at me. “Can you let me know when you’re going to head out? I’d like to caravan.”
 
   I smiled and nodded. I wasn’t really interested in her gloom and doom, but I sure didn’t want to be on the road alone in a time like this.
 
   Red, Neil, and I headed back to the rides and started the breakdown process. It wasn’t easy with just the three of us, but Neil was good with the lift, and I had the breakdown down-pat. We had the tilt loaded onto the flatbed in no time.
 
   “I’ve never seen a girl as good with a wrench as you are, Cricket,” Red told me as we headed over to the swings.
 
   “Don’t hurt none that my daddy put one in my hand about a minute after I was born,” I replied with a laugh.
 
   “I met your daddy back in the 80s. We worked Maverick Carnival together for about a year.”
 
   “For real? I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Boy, your daddy, there wasn’t a mark he couldn’t clean out or a townie whose eye he couldn’t catch. I think your daddy was born for the carnie life.”
 
   “He loved it. That’s the truth,” I replied. I loved talking about my daddy. Since he’d died three years ago, I felt so lonely for him. Anytime someone had a story to share about him I was all ears. 
 
   Daddy had just finally saved and borrowed enough to buy a used tilt-a-whirl when he started looking a little red in the cheeks from time to time. My daddy had always been a ride jockey, but now he would be a ride owner, and a “tilt man,” a title that made him proud. He liked the idea of tweaking the ride, playing with the gears and brakes. It was a dream for him. Not a month after getting the ride, however, I found him lying dead of a heart attack. He’d been working on one of the cars. Doctor said a life full of eating nothing but carnival food will do that to you. I’d thought about leaving the carnival, but after my daddy had worked so hard, I couldn’t. I became a tilt girl. The ride was like his living memorial. Every time a child smiled or laughed on that ride, I knew my daddy was smiling in heaven.
 
   “I never did meet your mama,” Red told me then turned to Neil. “You ever meet her?”
 
   Neil shook his head. “Someone said you look like her, Crick.”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose so. I probably wouldn’t know her anymore. Last time I talked to her she said she’d dyed her hair red,” I replied. My mom and dad had split when I was young. She had married and started a new life. We rarely talked. She was like a stranger to me. I didn’t think on her much.
 
   We worked on the swings. They were an easy break down, and we were done and packed in less than two hours. The Big Eli, as we called the Ferris Wheel, was another story altogether, and it was already after one in the morning.
 
   “Let’s get it first thing tomorrow,” Red said. “I’m feeling my bones.”
 
   Relieved, I nodded. I didn’t want the boys to know, but every muscle in my body was aching, and Puck had started whining for his dinner an hour before. I wasn’t going to argue. “Just knock in the mornin’,” I called to Red. “I’m over by the creek at the edge of the west parking lot. Wasn’t room left in the back when I got here,” I added.
 
   “Well, that will teach you not to play around in town next jump,” Red replied with a laugh, and we went our separate ways, Neil and Red chatting as they went the other direction.
 
   Back in the parking lot, I crawled into the cab of my truck, my home away from home. When I was a game agent, I used to drive a small RV, but I needed a semi to haul the tilt so I gave up my RV, managed to get a CDL license, and now lived in the cab of my truck. It wasn’t too bad, and if it started to feel real tight, I would stay in the bunk house.
 
   I dug around until I found a can of food for Puck. I placed a small bowl on the ground and sat beside him, petting him while he ate, looking at the view. My spot by the creek wasn’t bad. I could hear the sound of the rushing water. Besides, the parking lot was dead. There wouldn’t be any noise.
 
   After Puck had gobbled down his meal, he jumped in the cab, and we snuggled together on the small cot behind the seat. I pulled the curtain closed, and we called it a night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I thought Red was going to wake me the next morning so I was surprised to see the sun was up when I pulled back the curtain. Puck whimpered to get out. I opened the door, and he bolted to the nearest tree. Mist was rising from the creek. It covered the parking lot and fairgrounds with thick fog. I pulled myself together, grabbed my tools, and Puck and I headed over to the Big Eli. Sometimes the boys tried to pamper me a bit, acting like substitute fathers. They probably decided to let me sleep and do the teardown alone. I wasn’t having that.
 
   Still sleepy, I wandered back down the midway toward the rides. The fog was so thick you could barely see your hand in front of your face. It helped a little that the lights were still on, though that was really weird. Maybe the electrician had gotten sick too. God knows Marx would never let the electricity run like that. Maybe he’d already headed out. The colorful lights cast a strange glow in the fog. It felt spooky.
 
   As I turned down one of the aisles toward the rides, I thought I saw Beau’s hulking figure standing in the row facing the other direction. He was just standing there between the lemonade stand and the sugar shack. I couldn’t see him clearly in the fog. It looked like he had his back toward me; I only saw his outline. I was about to call out to him when Puck let out a very low and very serious growl. It was a sound I’d never heard him make before. I looked down to see Puck’s ears were flat and his hackles up.
 
   Beau turned and walked off in the other direction.
 
   I firmed up my grip on my pipe wrench, and we headed toward the rides. When I got to the Big Eli, I was surprised to see no one was around. The ride was untouched. I stood there trying to decide what to do when I heard someone walking toward me. I could tell by the jingling sound that it was Vella; she always wore anklets with small bells.
 
   “Hey Cricket,” she called lightly. I could tell she was trying to sound cheerful, but I could hear the worry in her voice. She looked ready to go. While she still had her long, curly black hair covered in a scarf, she’d given up her colorful skirt for a pair of jeans and a red embroidered blouse. Kathy at the incense joint had started selling all kinds of embroidered shirts and dresses. Vella must have gotten the top there. Any time you saw Vella in jeans and out of “reader” gear, it was time to go.
 
   “Guess no one else is up yet,” I said, looking around. “Well, maybe Beau, but I’m not sure.”
 
   “I’m all packed. When are you heading out?”
 
   “I was gonna go hook the truck up now since Red is still snoozin’. He’ll probably be up by the time I’m done. I need to help with the teardown, then we’ll head out.”
 
   Vella’s forehead crinkled with worry.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I think we better go. This flu . . .” she trailed off.
 
   She was right. If everyone at the bunk was sick, no doubt we’d catch it too if we stayed around much longer. Puck trotted over to her and licked her hand.
 
   “You agree, huh?” I asked the dog who wagged his tail at me.
 
   “All right then. Let’s go check on Mama Rosie, and then we can head out.”
 
   Vella nodded, and we walked back up the aisle to the snake show. Mama was outside. She had just rolled up the awning on the truck which was already running. Her forehead was dripping; she was soaked in sweat.
 
   “You okay, Mama?” I asked.
 
   She jumped. “Good lord, Cricket. You scared me. This mist is thick as pea soup. It’s something, ain’t it?”
 
   “It sure is.”
 
   “We are walking in the shadow land,” Vella said in a hollow voice.
 
   I frowned; Vella’s words spooked me. “Mama Rosie, you don’t look like you’re feelin’ good.”
 
   “Ahh, Crick, that shrimp I ate yesterday had a wang to it. I knew I was gonna be in for a long ride, but I’ll be fine. You two headed out?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I’ll meet you at the exit,” Mama said as she grabbed the van door handle.
 
   “I already moved my Bronco to the west parking lot by your truck. I’ll walk with you,” Vella told me.
 
   With a wave, Mama Rosie pulled the traveling snake show onto the aisle. Driving slowly, she headed toward the gate.
 
   Vella and I traveled back to the parking lot. I noticed that Mr. Iago had already left. I was glad. The further away he was from me the better.
 
   “I don’t like him either,” Vella said then stopped and grabbed my arm.
 
   Coming out of the fog, there were about four people moving slowly down the aisle toward us. Just by the way they were walking, you could tell they were up to no good. Again, Puck growled that low, dangerous growl.
 
   I felt like my skin was about to crawl off me. “Thieves?” I whispered to Vella.
 
   “I don’t know, but let’s go,” she whispered and pulled me between the duck pond and the t-shirt joint. We were headed down an aisle away from the figures when I turned and looked behind us. The figures were moving faster and coming in our direction.
 
   “Stop a sec,” I whispered to Vella.
 
   “What? No way! Come on,” she replied.
 
   “Vella, your bells,” I whispered to her, pointing to her ankles. The tinkling sound of her anklets had echoed through the fog as we fled.
 
   Vella swore a slew in Romanian as she quickly kicked the anklets off.
 
   We could see the figures coming closer toward us. For a minute, I thought I saw someone wearing a hat just like Red’s.
 
   Vella pulled me by the arm.
 
   “Wait, is that Red?” I whispered, looking back.
 
   “Wouldn’t Red call out?” Vella replied. “Come on,” she said, pulling me again.
 
   We ran between the booths and made our way to the gate. As we snuck through the fairground, we saw lots of people standing around in the fog. That was the odd thing. They were just standing there: not moving, not talking, just standing there. Every muscle in my body was pulled tight. They weren’t thieves. They were something else.
 
   Just as we turned the corner near the high striker, we ran into Beau.
 
   “Beau? You all right? There are people all over the grounds. Something weird is goin’ on!”
 
   Vella took two steps back. Puck uttered a growl, showing his teeth.
 
   Beau, who had been standing with his back to me, turned. His face had gone pale white. Strange frothy saliva leaked from his mouth. His chin was covered in blood, and his white t-shirt was also stained red. His eyes were a terrible milk-white color and red shot all through them like you see sometimes in an over-developed egg yolk. I gasped. Beau hissed, and then lunged toward me.
 
   “Cricket, look out,” Vella screamed.
 
   I moved just in time. Beau stumbled over the machine and fell. He got up, slowly, and came at me again. I swiped him across the chin with the pipe wrench. His chin broke and hung slack. He looked at me and lunged again.
 
   Puck jumped between us and growled, momentarily confusing Beau. I lifted the wrench again just in time to see Vella lift the high striker mallet and lower it onto Beau’s head. There was a terrible cracking noise, and then Beau went down, blood pouring from his ears.
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered, my hands shaking. “Oh my God, you killed Beau!”
 
   “That. . .that wasn’t Beau! Let’s go!”
 
   We bolted out of the gate and into the parking lot. I was headed toward my truck when Vella called to me. “No, Cricket! Look! There’s no time.” She was pointing back at the fairground. Ambling down the aisle toward the gate were at least a dozen people, all carnie folks we knew, who looked to be in the same condition as Beau. Red was at the front. Blood was smeared across his face. Every one of them looked like they were aiming to kill us. From somewhere in the park, I heard a woman scream. It sounded like Mrs. Chapman.
 
   “But the tilt,” I called to Vella.
 
   “No, you’ll never make it,” Vella yelled. “Come on!”
 
   “I can’t leave it here!”
 
   “Cricket, we’ve got to run or we’re going to die!”
 
   We both rushed toward her old Ford Bronco sitting just near the gate. Vella slid into the driver’s seat and turned the ignition. Puck and I jumped in. Vella hit the gas, heading toward the fairground exit.
 
   Mama Rosie was parked just near the exit when we came down to the road. Vella pulled up beside her.
 
   “We’ve gotta get out of here, Mama. The flu got everyone, and they are all wild, trying to bite, and I don’t know what. Christ, Beau tried to kill me. Look in your mirror. We’ve got to haul it,” I told her.
 
   I saw Mama Rosie look back to see the deranged-looking crew rushing after us. “Oh, my lord, let’s go,” she called.
 
   We sped off. I turned on the radio. There was only one station broadcasting, and it was playing a recording of cities under quarantine.
 
   “What the hell is goin’ on?” I said, my eyes tearing up. Had Beau really tried to kill me? Had Vella just smashed his head in? What the hell!
 
   “The Tower,” Vella replied. She reached across the truck and opened the glove box, pulling out a map. “We need to get to the interstate,” she said, handing the map to me.
 
   I opened the map and quickly took a look. As we drove, I noticed a couple of cars had pulled over on the side of the road. It looked like people were sleeping inside. I scanned the map and found our location. “Left at the next turn,” I told her. “It’ll take us up to the ramp.”
 
   I set the map down and looked out. There was a car on fire on the road ahead of us. Vella slowed to pass it. In the cow pasture nearby were two figures, a woman and a child, both walking slowly.
 
   “You think they’re all right? You think they need help?” I asked Vella.
 
   Vella just stared at them.
 
   I rolled down my window. “Hey, y’all okay?” I called.
 
   They turned and looked at us. They had that strange, sick look too. Their mouths were foaming. They ran toward us.
 
   “Mother Mary,” I whispered.
 
   Vella took off.
 
   I looked back to see that they had run up to the side of Mama Rose’s van, but she was able to pull safely by.
 
   When we got to the interstate on-ramp, we found it was completely jammed.
 
   “What do we do now?” Vella asked.
 
   I could see people sitting in their cars: men, women, children. Some men were standing outside their vehicles talking. Many of them were armed. Inside the large SUVS, small TV screens played cartoon movies, keeping kids otherwise frightened out of their wits calm. In the distance, I heard gun shots. “We gotta take to the back roads,” I told Vella.
 
   “But to where?”
 
   “I don’t know, but the more backwoods the road is, the better. Go that way,” I said, pointing ahead. “Looks like there is an old country route ahead a ways.”
 
   I stuck out my arm and waved at Mama to follow us.
 
   We drove down the road. It was fall, and the trees overhead made a canopy of red, yellow, and gold. The road before us was spotted with sunlight. We passed more cars pulled to the side. After we had gone a ways, we turned onto the old country route. Half dirt and full of potholes, no one had bothered to repave it in years. The road was rough but deserted. Vella’s Bronco easily took on the rugged terrain, but I worried about Mama Rosie.
 
   We had been driving for a few hours, trying the radio with no luck, when we finally came to a fork in the road. We had a choice between two dirt roads. We pulled over and examined the map. The Bronco was low on gas, and the small town that was supposed to be there wasn’t. Vella’s map was as old as her Bronco. There was no sign of a town or anything else anywhere. I had wanted to get away from people, but I didn’t want to be in the middle of nowhere. Both roads looked equally country. We knew Mama Rosie’s truck wouldn’t be able to make the haul. She’d have to ride with us.
 
   “Let me go talk her into coming with us,” I said to Vella, opening the door.
 
   “I can move some stuff and fit her in the back.”
 
   “It ain’t her fittin’ I’m worried about. What if she won’t leave her snakes?”
 
   “Convince her.”
 
   I nodded, and Puck and I hopped out and headed toward Mama’s van.
 
   When I came to the side of the van, Mama wasn’t in the driver’s seat. She must have gone back to check her snakes. I opened the door and called to her. “Mama Rosie?”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   I looked down at Puck. He seemed nervous. He never liked Mama’s snakes, and I didn’t blame him. I stepped up into her truck. The door to the back of the van was open. I walked in to see Mama Rosie sitting at the ticket seat at the other end. I also noticed a couple of the pens had been opened.
 
   “Mama, you all right? You got snakes out?” I called.
 
   Mama Rosie didn’t move. Only a little light showed in from the skylight overhead. Mama’s head hung low.
 
   I took two steps into the van. One of the snakes hissed at me, lunging at its glass cage wall.
 
   “Mama?”
 
   Puck was standing on the driver’s seat dancing around nervously.
 
   When I came up to Mama Rosie, she was still not moving. Her arms and legs hung limply. Her head hung low.
 
   “Mama?” I said, and gently putting my hand on her forehead, I tilted her head back.
 
   Her eyes rolled forward with a flutter. They were milk white. She opened her mouth, and a gurgling sound erupted. Two black snakes came slithering from her open mouth. She rose and lunged at me.
 
   Puck started barking loudly.
 
   I ran toward the front of the van, knocking several of the cages down behind me, blocking Mama’s path. As I turned to leave, a snake darted out of in front of me. I jumped sideways and fell into the driver’s seat. Mama Rosie was grunting and pushing through the cages. Puck barked at the snake and chased it out of the van.
 
   I found myself staring down at the driver’s side floor, face to face with one of Mama’s tarantulas. It wandered away. Just then I remembered something. I jabbed my hand under the seat, praying to God no snakes were hidden there, and found Mama Rosie’s handgun.
 
   I pulled it out in time to see Mama Rosie come crashing toward me. I aimed as best I could, closed my eyes, and fired.
 
   I heard Mama Rosie hit the ground with a thud.
 
   A moment later, Vella came running up.
 
   “Oh my God! Are you okay?”
 
   I sat up to see I had shot Mama Rosie between the eyes. Snakes were crawling everywhere.
 
   “Get out of there,” Vella called, lending me a hand.
 
   We closed the door to the van and stood at the side of the road breathing hard.
 
   “You shot her in the head,” Vella said.
 
   I nodded, but I also started crying. My stomach flopped, and I turned to the weeds at the side of the road and threw up. I had shot Mama Rosie. My whole body shuddered as I thought about those snakes bursting out of her mouth. I threw up again. What the hell was happening?
 
   “No, I mean, she went down when you shot her in the head. Beau, he didn’t feel a thing when you hit him across the chin, but he went down when I bashed him on the head. There is something going on with the head, the brain. There’s something about this flu and the brain.”
 
   I nodded, understanding. I wiped my nose on my shoulder, took a deep break, and stood up. “Where the hell are we?” I asked.
 
   “Falling from the Tower,” Vella replied.
 
   I frowned. “Now, none of that. Come on. We need to get somewhere safe.”
 
   Vella frowned, making her dark eyes crinkle at the corners. “Where is safe now?”
 
   She was right. Where could you hide?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Vella and I hopped back into the vehicle. I backed the Bronco down the road and siphoned the gas from Mama’s van. I hated to leave her there like that, but I wasn’t going back in there with those snakes. We then turned down a dirt road, Forest Road 17, and headed into the woods. We drove for hours before we saw anything. Eventually, however, we came across The Hickory Nut Camp Store. We pulled the Bronco in beside the old gas pumps. They looked like antiques more than anything else. I lifted the rusted handle: I was right, no gas. The lights were on inside so we headed in—carefully.
 
   “Hello?” I called, pushing the door open very slowly. I had Mama’s gun, and my pipe wrench, and Vella was still carrying the mallet.
 
   Static buzzed from the TV mounted on the wall behind the counter.
 
   The store was full of all kinds of camping gear: tents, lanterns, sleeping bags, and other odds and ends. I spotted a machete in a belt holder hung on a peg nearby. I pulled it from the rack and strapped it around my back.
 
   “Anyone here?” Vella called.
 
   Puck was braver than the two of us. He trotted into the store and started poking his nose into the shelves. It wasn’t long before he’d torn into a bag of beef jerky. He sat down on the floor beside the soda cooler and chewed his lunch.
 
   “Let me check the back. Grab some supplies?” I said to Vella who nodded.
 
   I went around the counter toward the store room. “Hello? Anybody home?” I called.
 
   A single light bulb lit the back room. It flickered off and on. The setting sun shone in through two very dusty old windows. I decided the place was clear and turned to head back to the front when I spotted the toe of a shoe sticking out into the aisle. Someone was sitting on the floor at the end of the row.
 
   “Hello?” I called. My skin turned to goosebumps. When I didn’t get an answer, I feared the worst. I whistled. A moment later, Puck appeared. With my Puck at my side, I carefully crossed the storeroom. Whoever was sitting there didn’t move. When we got close, Puck stopped and sniffed the ground. He barked at the figure.
 
   I raised the gun and stepped sideways to stand in front of whoever was sitting on the floor.
 
   A man, maybe around fifty years old, was slumped sideways on the floor. A handgun lay beside him. I could see he had shot himself in the head. His brains, pieces of skull and hair, were splattered all over the boxes. Blood pooled on the floor and spread toward the wall.
 
   “Sorry, friend,” I said, lowering my gun. I picked up the dead man’s handgun, wiping off the blood on my jeans, and then headed back to the front.
 
   Vella was just returning from the Bronco when I came back.
 
   “I was loading supplies. Everything okay?” she asked.
 
   “Depends on who you ask. Store owner shot himself. He’s dead in the back.”
 
   “That seems rash.”
 
   “Can’t say I blame him. Better than gettin’ eaten by a person or turnin’ cannibal.” I handed the store owner’s gun to Vella. “It’s empty. He musta only had one bullet. Hang on to it. Maybe we’ll stumble across some ammo.”
 
   Vella nodded, stuck the gun into her bag, then she and I loaded up the Bronco with the rest of the supplies. We headed out. We tried to follow the map but we were so backwoods that it wasn’t much help. By nightfall, we were completely lost. It didn’t help much that Vella had only one headlight and no high beams. We drove through the woods and sometime around midnight, we emerged at a clearing that overlooked a valley. Something about the place, maybe the glow of the moon on the grass bending in the wind or the moon’s silver light reflected on the small field pond, made it look almost magical. It seemed as good a place as any to stop. I slowed the Bronco and put it into park. 
 
   I looked across the horizon. Suddenly, I saw a very strange blue-green light in the field. At first I thought it was a firefly, but the light never went off. The orb of light bounced across the grass. I watched it for a moment. Puck barked.
 
   “You see that?” Vella whispered.
 
   “Yeah, I see it,” I replied.
 
   “What is it?” Vella asked.
 
   “Swamp gas?”
 
   “A wisp?”
 
   I frowned at Vella.
 
   The light bounced playfully in the field.
 
   “I think we should follow it,” Vella said. Her voice was thin and mystical. I didn’t like it a bit.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I replied.
 
   “Just follow it,” Vella answered.
 
   I sighed. I didn’t really want to follow the light, but I was curious. I turned the Bronco onto the grassy field and followed the glowing orb. It bounced over the grass and down a hill. The light went into the thick woods where the Bronco couldn’t follow.
 
   “We should go after it,” Vella said.
 
   “Walk after it? Like hell,” I replied. “You do know it’s night? And you do know we are in the middle of nowhere? And you do remember there are zombie-lookin’ things creapin’ around everywhere, right?”
 
   Vella watched the light. “We should follow it,” she said again.
 
   I clicked off the Bronco and turned to have a very serious discussion with Vella when Puck, who had been sitting quietly between Vella and me, suddenly crawled across Vella’s lap and jumped out the window.
 
   I saw his tail wagging as he bounded across the grass toward the glowing light.
 
   “Dammit,” I swore and jumped out of the Bronco. I grabbed the pipe wrench and Mama’s pistol and went after the dog. “Puck!” I called, but he ignored me. He bolted across the grass following the blue light.
 
   Vella was hot on my heels.
 
   “Soon as I get him back we’re goin’ back to the Bronco,” I told her.
 
   Vella said nothing but kept pace with me. The dog and the light disappeared into the dark woods. When I reached the border between the field and the forest, I hesitated.
 
   “Puck!” I called into the woods with scolding authority. “Puck!” I realized then that if I went around screaming, I was inviting trouble. “Damned dog,” I grumbled, and stepping into the forest, I went after him. Vella followed.
 
   We wove through the woods. I could see the blue light and the shadow of Puck following behind it. Suddenly, however, the light bounced up then dropped out of view. I spotted Puck sitting on a rise. The moonlight was shining down on him. “There he is,” I pointed. Vella and I ran toward him. When we got close, I called him again: “Puck, come here, you bad dog.”
 
   Puck rose, wagging his tail, and jogged toward me.
 
   Vella walked toward the rise where Puck had been sitting. No matter what, I was done following weird lights. “Let’s head back.” I turned to go, grabbing Puck by the collar.
 
   “Cricket?” Vella called.
 
   “Oh, no. I’m not chasing any more lights in the woods. Come on.”
 
   “No, wait. Look!”
 
   With a sigh, I walked back toward the rise where Puck had been sitting. Down across the valley below us we saw the twinkle of light. “What is it?”
 
   Vella shook her head. “I don’t know. Looks like some kind of building.”
 
   We both stood there considering.
 
   I looked down at Puck. He whimpered excitedly, his tail wagging. “No way,” I told him. He whimpered.
 
   “We should go. Maybe we’ll find some help,” Vella suggested.
 
   “Or maybe we’ll get eaten alive. Or worse.”
 
   “Worse than eaten alive?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “There is no way to know for sure unless we look. After all, the wisp brought us here. Don’t you agree, Puck?” Vella ask the dog who tipped his head and wagged his tail at her in agreement.
 
   “I don’t know . . .” My stomach knotted into a fist. My gut was telling me to stay put.
 
   “Look at the top of the building,” Vella said then.
 
   I sighed then looked, squinting to see. “A star?” It looked like there was a shining silver star on top of the building. “Maybe it’s a Holiday Inn.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. It’s the Star,” she replied.
 
   “What do you mean, the Star?”
 
   “In the tarot deck. The Star always follows the Tower.”
 
   “And what does that mean?”
 
   “Hope.”
 
   “If you say so,” I said then sighed. “Lights can also mean a soft bed and a hot meal,” I added, defeated. I stuck the pistol in the back of my jeans, and keeping a tight grip on my pipe wrench, gazed across the vista at the Star.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Vella and I crouched low in the underbrush at the side of the road. “I can’t see anything,” I complained in a whisper. All the street lamps were out. Only the stars and a bit of moonlight lit up the night. Darker than a grave, my daddy would have said, or darker than the inside of a cow, or darker than a stack of black cats. Daddy always had a way of saying things that made me laugh.
 
   We were on the far side of an abandoned four-lane highway. There were no cars in sight. It was dead quiet. Across the street sitting on a hillside was a boarded up shopping center. Thin slants of light shone out from between the boards covering the windows of Fisher’s Big Wheel, an abandoned big box store at the plaza’s center. On the roof of the plaza was a radio tower. And on the top of that tower was a glowing star: blue-colored solar lights reflected off faded Christmas tinsel wrapped around a wire star.
 
   “So much for your star,” I told Vella.
 
   “A star is a star. It’s still a symbol.”
 
   I sighed. Vella and I had left the Bronco hidden in the forest. We’d headed out to follow Vella’s hunch—mostly against my better judgment—on foot.
 
   Vella started digging through her pack. “I found some binoculars at the camping store,” she said, lifting the heavy black binoculars. She peered at the building. “I don’t see anyone or anything outside, but something is moving inside. Now what?”
 
   Just what I needed, to be led around a dying world by an uncertain fortune teller. “You’re askin’ me? If you’ve got cold feet, I say we head back to the Bronco. It was your—and Puck’s—idea to come here. You tell me now what.”
 
   “Then we follow the Star. Let’s go,” she said then stood.
 
   “And what if they aren’t friendly?” I asked with a harsh whisper.
 
   “But what if they are?”
 
   “We shouldn’t go around just trustin’ anyone. They could be murderers, rapists, God-knows-what. And maybe they won’t trust us either, and then where will we be?”
 
   “We are two women and a dog. Besides. . .the Star.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I said with a frown. I checked Mama Rosie’s pistol again. I only had five shots left. Finding some ammo was becoming a priority. I adjusted the hunting knife strapped around my chest. “Dammit!” One of the pink rhinestone bedazzles spelling the word cute on my tanktop fell off.
 
   Moving quickly and carefully, we scooted across the highway. Puck dashed alongside us, his ears tilting back and forth; he was on full alert. From the way he was acting, I knew there was something nearby. I just wasn’t sure if it was a living person, a raving cannibal, or a squirrel.
 
   We ducked low when we reached the median. Since it looked clear, we headed across the grass and up the hill to the shopping plaza. There were six cars and a church van parked very close to the front door. Vella and I ran to the first car and dropped low. My heart was thudding in my chest. I didn’t want it to show, but I was scared out of my wits. Not only might the people inside shoot us on sight, but what if one of those deranged-looking people came bursting out?
 
   Vella, however, looked confident. Her dark eyes took in everything. I always thought that she looked at the world differently than the rest of us, like she saw more than the rest of us did. I sure hoped so.
 
   “How do we get in?” I whispered. Up close, we were able to see that the front of the store was boarded up and covered with chicken wire. The doors were chained shut.
 
   “Around back?”
 
   “You sure about that?” The building was backed up against the side of the mountain. Surely there wouldn’t be more than a single car’s worth of width in the alley. Such a dark and narrow space sounded iffy on a normal day.
 
   “Come on,” she said confidently. Not waiting for my answer, she bent low and headed off toward the back of the building, Puck trotting quickly behind her. Neither of them looked back.
 
   “Dammit,” I whispered and took off after them. Fool’s errand, my daddy would have said, fool’s errand.
 
   The long alley was shadowed by thick trees leaning over the roof. You couldn’t see the other end. Not even a speck of moonlight shone there.
 
   “I’m not goin’ down there,” I whispered harshly.
 
   “There has to be a door. I have a flashlight.”
 
   “No way. I mean it. No way.”
 
   “We’ll just use the flashlight.”
 
   “There is no way I’m goin’ down there. Let’s head back and scope it out again in the morning.”
 
   Before Vella could argue, we heard a grunt and the sound of footsteps coming from the alley. Someone or something groaned with a low gurgling sound that echoed off the plaza walls.
 
   “Vella, go back,” I whispered as I started to back toward the parking lot.
 
   Vella paused to dig in her multicolored patched and embroidered satchel.
 
   “Vella,” I whispered, grabbing her arm, “let’s go!”
 
   Puck growled low and mean.
 
   There was a dragging sound followed by a low groan. I tightened my grip on my pipe wrench and strained to look. Something was moving toward us. A soft wind blew down the alley. A horrid smell burned my nose: it stunk like a dead animal.
 
   “There,” Vella said, finally pulling her flashlight from her bag. She snapped it on just in time to shine it on one of the deranged-looking people lumbering toward us. He dragged his leg behind him.
 
   Startled, Vella yelped, dropped the flashlight, and stumbled backward.
 
   “Oh my God,” I whispered. I pulled out Mama Rosie’s gun and took aim as a man dressed in a bloody mechanics’ jumper neared us. Blood dripped from his chin, staining his white undershirt. His eyes looked moon-white in the glow of the flashlight that had gone rolling toward the alley. The flashlight’s beam cast spiraling light down the alleyway.
 
   “Stay back!” I yelled. My hands were shaking.
 
   “Shoot him!” Vella yelled.
 
   I shook my head. I was no killer. Mama Rosie. . .I was scared. It was an accident. This wasn’t the same thing. “Stay back, man. I don’t wanna shoot you,” I told him again. But still he came toward me. White frothy saliva tinged with blood poured like a fountain out of his mouth, and he moved quickly toward me. He bit and snapped. As he got closer, I smelled that terrible stench again. It was coming off him. He smelled like rotted meat and shit. I gagged.
 
   “Shoot, Cricket!”
 
   Puck growled; his teeth were bared.
 
   I raised the gun, closed one eye to squint, just like I did every time I played Water Gun Fun at Freckles’ game booth, and pulled the trigger.
 
   The gun blasted causing an echoing ring down the alley. With a gurgling grunt, the man dropped. The gunshot had startled a flock of crows that had roosted in the tree overhead. They cawed in protest and flew away. I watched them swirl up into the night’s sky.
 
   I lowered the gun. For a split second, I felt relieved, but the moment passed because a second later, the alley erupted in sound. First we heard moaning. As if in slow motion, the flashlight on the ground rolled to a stop, the beam of light pointing down the alleyway. A horde of deranged-looking people lumbered toward the sound of the gunshot, toward us. The flashlight shined in their eyes, causing a mirror-like reflection. They began moving quickly toward us.
 
   “Sweet baby Jesus,” I whispered.
 
   “Run!” Vella yelled.
 
   Vella, Puck, and I turned from the alley to run back into the parking lot when another small group of six or so appeared behind us, blocking our path. They had snuck up on us from behind. Were they capable of sneaking? Where had they come from?
 
   I turned and shot at a large man lumbering toward us. His intestines, dripping with brown ooze, slid out of a gash in the side of his stomach. A sharp smell like the stink of slime at the bottom of a trash bin wafted off him. The shot hit his shoulder but didn’t slow him down.
 
   “The head!” Vella shrieked. “Shoot him in the head!” A young woman lunged at Vella. Vella lifted the high-striker mallet and swung hard, smashing the girl on the side of the head. Blood splattered across Vella’s shirt and jeans. The woman slumped to the ground. I lifted the gun again and shot once more as I tried to fall back, away from the horde of at least thirty creatures rambling out of the alleyway toward us. This time my shot hit home, clipping the large man across one side of his head. He fell to the ground, jerking wildly, like his body was hit with electric shock. Finally, he went still.
 
   “Here! Up here!” I heard someone yell.
 
   Vella and I looked around wildly.
 
   “There!” Vella said, pointing.
 
   On the roof of the plaza, I saw a man waving at us. He held flashlights in both of his hands.
 
   “Try to get up here!” he yelled.
 
   I scanned the side of the building. Halfway down the alley, between us and the horde lumbering toward us, the light from the flashlight showed the dim shadow of a fire escape.
 
   Vella saw it at the same time. She pointed. “There, Crick!”
 
   “We’ll never make it!” I cast an eye all around. The limbs of a large oak tree on the hill behind the building extended over the roof. If we could get up the tree, we could drop down onto the roof. “There! There! Up the tree and over. Let’s go,” I said, pointing. I turned and started clambering up the grassy slope to the wood line.
 
   Grunting and snapping, the deranged people advanced on us.
 
   “Come on, Vella!” I called to her.
 
   Vella turned and ran up the side of the hill, grabbing hand-holds of weeds to pull her up the steep bankside. A few minutes later, she was standing at the tree line. She jumped up, grabbed a tree branch, and pulled herself into the tree.
 
   Puck had already climbed to the top of the hill and was standing under the tree, dancing nervously as he barked at the approaching horde.
 
   I clambered up the hill behind them. By the time I got to the top, Vella was already working her way across the branches to the roof. From the looks of it, I started to suspect Vella had spent some time in the big top. Two of the sick looking people tried to climb up the hill after us. Their movements were slow and clumsy. I aimed at the woman closest to us. My shot hit its mark. She fell to the ground, knocking down two others.
 
   I bent down and took Puck by the collar. “Baby, run. You understand me? I can’t lift you, and you can’t come after me. You gotta run. I’ll find a way to get you in but run! Go, Puck! Run,” I yelled at him, pointing into the woods behind us, away from the. . .zombies. That’s what they were, weren’t they? Zombies? I could barely believe it. The dog cocked his head to the side and looked at me.
 
   “Run! Go,” I yelled at him again. A moment later, Puck turned and ran into the woods. He disappeared out of sight. I grabbed the limb nearest me just as one of the zombies reached me. I heaved myself up, pulling with all my strength. The zombie grabbed my boot and pulled hard. I gasped as I felt him drag me down. I wrapped my arm around the branch, the bark biting my skin, and yanked my leg up as I wiggled my foot. With a tug, I pulled my foot out of my cowboy boot. It unbalanced him; he fell to the ground, knocking down several others coming up behind him. I climbed into the tree, grabbing limbs overhead to pull myself up and out of reach.
 
   Moving carefully, Vella and I shimmied across the limbs of the tall oak tree toward the building. Vella balanced carefully, swinging one foot in front of the other as she made her way across. The man on the roof was waving us in, shinning his flashlight on the tree branches.
 
   “Careful,” he yelled. “Careful!”
 
   “Vella, you okay?” I called to her.
 
   She was stone silent as she moved her way across the branches.
 
   We were nearly twenty feet above the alleyway, and the branches were thinning as they bent toward the roof of the building.
 
   “Easy does it,” I called to Vella again, who did not answer me.
 
   I listened for Puck. No barks. No whimpers. He had just disappeared into the night.
 
   My fingers gripped the gritty bark. Fear made my hands prickle. Below, the zombies reached toward us, their bloody mouths snapping. If we fell, we were done. My heart pounded in my throat. Though it was cool, sweat trickled from my brow. And to think, I could have spent the night sleeping cozied up to Puck in a nice thermal sleeping bag in the back of the Bronco. Instead, I was dangling from a tree like bait. My hands tingled, the feeling of pins and needles setting them on fire, as I crossed the branches. I was doing okay until my boot heel slipped. I hooked my arm around the tree limb to balance myself.
 
   “Careful, Miss,” the man yelled to me.
 
   Vella had reached the thin branches above the building. She crouched down on the branch, grabbed the limb between her feet, then as slow as she could, she lowered herself. She was dangling maybe six feet above the roof. A moment later, she dropped safely onto the roof.
 
   “Watch over me, Daddy,” I whispered as I shimmied through the tree, trying to ignore the open mouths below me, waiting to gobble me whole. I moved across the branches until I reached the limb where Vella had dropped down. I bent and moved just like she did, dropping onto the roof.
 
   I hit the roof with a thud, my foot still wearing the cowboy boot twisting when I landed. Sharp pain shot through my ankle. I yelped.
 
   “Cricket!” Vella reached out for me.
 
   “My ankle,” I whispered.
 
   “You’re okay now, young lady,” the man said, helping me up. I realized then that he was just a slip of a thing with thin white hair. His kind face was lined deeply, and he wore a pair of small glasses.
 
   “Thank you,” I told him as Vella pulled my arm across her shoulder and grabbed my waist to steady me.
 
   “Any more of them down the alley? Is it clear the rest of the way down?” I asked the old man, breathing hard from the climb. My heart was slamming in my chest.
 
   “They’ve been stuck back there all day trying to break into the back door. We’ve got it barricaded with a dumpster. You two flushed them out. They’re all up here now,” he said, pointing over the side of the roof.
 
   We couldn’t see the horde that had come of out of the alley, but we could hear their groans.
 
   “The door. . .I left my dog out there. Maybe we can open it just a crack to let him in?”
 
   “It’s all barred up right now. We’ll wait until morning. If they’ve cleared out, we can try.”
 
   I stared into the woods. Where was Puck? “Until morning?”
 
   “There are people inside. We have to keep them safe. We can’t risk the people inside for a dog,” the old man said.
 
   “He’ll be okay. I promise you. He’ll be okay,” Vella said reassuringly. Vella looked up at the star twinkling at the top. “It’s okay, Cricket. We’re going to be fine now.”
 
   I wished I felt as sure.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Come on, let’s go inside. Got some folks downstairs. My wife and granddaughter. Some girls from our church. Couple people from off the road. Nice folks. Come on. You’re all right now. I’m Elias,” the tiny old man said.
 
   I stared into the dark forest. My hands were shaking. Puck.
 
   “Can you walk?” Vella whispered.
 
   I nodded, turned, and limped alongside her to a door that led to the stairs below.
 
   “Thank you so much. She’s Cricket. I’m Vella.”
 
   “You girls on foot?” Elias asked as he opened to door to the stairs.
 
   “Our car broke down,” I lied.
 
   “You’re lucky then. How’d you come by us?” Elias asked as we entered the stairwell. Vella went ahead of me. Of course I would lose my boot. And of course the sock I had on had a massive hole in the bottom. The metal grooves on the stairs jabbed my bare heel.
 
   “We saw the Star,” Vella said. Her voice echoed as we moved through the darkness down the stairs. There was a lantern waiting at the bottom of the steps. Elias picked it up.
 
   “My wife’s idea. She figured folks would know to follow a star, just like the wise men. We boarded the shop up twenty years ago. Never sold the building. I was hoping Walmart would come along and buy me out. No luck. Just a big space full of boxes of junk no one ever wanted. Now I’m sure as hell glad I have it. Got flushed out of our house,” he explained, his voice faltering at the end. He coughed, clearing his throat, but I heard the sadness in his voice. “Lost my daughter and her husband, but we made it here.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Vella told the old man, setting her hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Me too,” I added.
 
   “Whatever this thing is, it’s killing people fast. The whole country is sick,” Elias said. We emerged into the storage room. It was dark and cavernous. On the far end of the building, it looked like someone had made a fortress out of boxes. Thin light shone out.
 
   “Honey, that you? You okay? I thought I heard gun shots,” an old woman’s voice called. I saw her silhouette in the dim light. She was a frail little thing, her hair tightly permed just like any other old lady.
 
   “Got two girls here,” Elias called back.
 
   “How?” someone else asked. A man came out of the shadows and stood behind the old woman.
 
   “Damnedest thing, climbed the trees and dropped onto the roof!” Elias answered with a laugh as we crossed the cold cement floor toward them.
 
   “Those bad people can’t do that, can they grandma?” a little voice asked from the darkness.
 
   “No, honey, I don’t think so.”
 
   We rounded the corner to see that inside the little cardboard fort there were eight other people: Elias’ wife, a little girl about five years old, the middle aged man who had spoken, two young men, and three teenage girls who were sitting on the floor. They had dragged a moth-eaten, pea-green couch into the small space.
 
   “Come in, girls. I’m Gemma,” Elias’ wife introduced herself. “This is my granddaughter Katy.”
 
   “Hi!” Katy squeaked out.
 
   “John,” the big man said.
 
   The two young men, both about my age, traded a glance then looked at us. “Chase,” the one with the long dreadlocks said.
 
   “Darius,” his bald-headed friend added with a nod.
 
   One girl with long, black hair who had been busy picking at the blue paint on her fingernails looked up at us. “Ariel,” she said with a distracted smile.
 
   A girl with red, puffy eyes smiled weakly at me. “I’m Jess. This is my sister Missy,” she said, looking down at the girl who lay with her head in Jess’ lap.
 
   “Cricket. Vella,” I introduced us.
 
   “My mom and dad still out there?” Jess asked Elias as she stroked her sister’s hair.
 
   Elias shook his head and looked away. “It was real dark.”
 
   “I heard gun shots,” Missy said, sitting up. “Did you. . .did you shoot any of them? The people outside?” Her voice was a jumble of sadness, fear, and angry accusation.
 
   I looked at Vella. Good lord, had I shot their parents? I frowned. “I. . .only when they tried to grab me.”
 
   “What’d they look like?” Missy demanded.
 
   “Missy, it’s real dark out there,” Elias cut in.
 
   Jess was looking at Vella. “Is that blood on your clothes?”
 
   “Girls, it was real dark outside, and these girls barely made it alive. You know your mom and dad aren’t. . .well, they aren’t right. It was dark. Besides, they may have wandered off by now.”
 
   Missy moaned terribly and collapsed back into her sister’s lap again. Tears streamed down Jess’ cheeks but she didn’t ask any questions, and she didn’t look at us again. She just sat stroking her sister’s hair. Ariel gave us an understanding half-smile and went back to chipping the blue paint off her fingernails.
 
   “You need to turn off that light,” Chase said then. His voice was firm. I could tell it wasn’t the first time he’d suggested it. “You’re just waving in trouble.”
 
   “We’re no trouble,” I told him.
 
   “Not you, Miss,” Chase told me with soft smile. “But people are running scared and running red. We saw things,” he said, glancing at Darius who nodded. “You need to turn off that light.”
 
   Gemma shook her head. “The Lord will lead the meek to the star. Now, enough of this,” she said, ending the conversation. “Come in girls. Sit down.”
 
   Vella and I took a spot on the floor. John sat beside us. He picked up a radio sitting on the boxes then switched it on. He scanned through the stations. There was no live radio, just recordings of quarantine in what sounded like every city in the United States.
 
   “The beginning of the end,” Darius said then.
 
   “Just doom and gloom,” John agreed and switched the radio off. We all sat in silence. Outside, we could hear the faint moans of the deranged. . .zombies. . .trying to find a way inside.
 
   “Like the plagues of Egypt,” Gemma said. “Should we sing? ‘Let there be Peace on Earth?’ ‘Onward Christian Soldiers?’ What do you prefer?” Without waiting for an answer, she started singing: “Let there be peace on Earth, and let it begin with me . . .” Gemma began, but when no one joined her, not even her husband, she went silent. She sat down on the floor and picked up her granddaughter, cradling the small girl against her chest.
 
   Silence filled the space again. No one spoke a word.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   “All clear,” Elias said.
 
   It was morning and Elias, Chase, Darius, Ariel, Vella, and I were standing at the front of the store looking through the wood slats barricading the windows. Dim sunlight shone in through the dusty glass. We scanned the parking lot. There were none of the zombie-looking people in the front. The parking lot and highway outside were silent.
 
   It had been a strange night. Against my better judgment, I’d fallen asleep. I dreamt of Puck. In my dream, I was chasing him through the woods. Again, he was running after the blue light. This time, however, we came to the gates of a massive old castle with high walls. The gate was flanked with two huge stone dogs that looked just like Puck. Behind me, I heard a noise. I looked back to see a huge horde of zombies lumbering toward me. Red, Mama Rosie, and Mr. Iago, except Mr. Iago looked exactly the same, were at the front of the zombie horde. Turning, I grabbed the bars of the gate and started screaming for someone to let me in. I realized then, however, that Puck was already sitting on the other side. I was all alone, the zombies advancing on me. I’d woken with a jolt.
 
   “Clear out there. Let’s head up to the roof and have a look around,” Elias said, jostling me from my thoughts.
 
   We crossed the white tile floor of the department store. The place was almost completely empty except for yellowed white plastic hangers hanging off clothes racks, dusty mirrors, a broken sign pointing to the layaway area, and a row of rusty shopping carts. Dust was piled up in the corners. At one end of the store was a stack of boxes full of donations intended for Elias’ and Gemma’s church. That morning, Gemma found me a pair of old work boots from inside. They were men’s boots, but they fit well. I was still hoping to find my other cowboy boot outside. I loved those boots.
 
   “Where are you headed now, honey?” Gemma asked when we came back.
 
   “Roof,” Elias replied. “Need to see if they moved out.”
 
   “My dog is still outside somewhere,” I blurted out, feeling stupid the moment I said it. Those poor girls’ parents were out there, infected, and I was worrying about my dog. But I loved Puck. He was my best friend. I couldn’t expect nice people like Elias and his wife, who were probably used to big Sunday night dinners and family picnics, to understand that. Now that my daddy was gone, all I had was Puck and the tilt. And now the tilt was gone. I couldn’t lose Puck too.
 
   Gemma smiled sympathetically at me, tilting her head to one side, but she didn’t say anything.
 
   “We’ll find him,” Vella whispered. “Don’t worry.”
 
   “I want to come,” Jess said then, standing up. Her sister was still asleep on the couch. She had cried herself to sleep. It was heart-breaking.
 
   Elias shook his head. “Best we have a look first.”
 
   “But my Mom and Dad. . .I want to see . . .”
 
   “Best let us have a look first,” Elias said again, but this time with authority, motioning for his wife to come between us and the girl.
 
   “But Ariel—”
 
   “Ariel is four years older than you, Jess. We’ll let you know what we see.”
 
   We headed back to the stairs leading to the roof.
 
   “You took down her daddy last night,” Elias told me when we were out of earshot. “Don’t want the girls to see. It wasn’t your fault. I saw what happened. We understand, but she won’t. Don’t say anything to her, Ariel.”
 
   “No, sir,” the girl said.
 
   I looked back at her. She was following Vella up the stairs. Her gaze met mine. She shrugged sympathetically.
 
   I turned back. My stomach rolled. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.
 
   “If you don’t get them, they’ll get you,” Chase said from behind me.
 
   “Poor girls,” Elias said then. “Their mom went bad first. It was all we could do to get Margie thrust out the back door without those little girls following after her. Their dad wouldn’t listen. He pushed us aside and followed his wife out. The second he reached her, she bit a chunk right out of his neck. Horrible. Girls didn’t see. They don’t know. Don’t understand.”
 
   “Does anyone understand?” I asked.
 
   “Not me,” Elias replied.
 
   “What about the government? Are there any shelters? We didn’t hear anything on the radio. Is the National Guard or Army out?” I asked.
 
   Chase laughed. “Army? Darius and me took up with the Army day before last. We got pinned down with four other guys in a soup kitchen. Things went south. The Army guys locked us in a room with the zombies. . .fed us to them. . .so they could escape. Me and Darius got out. We were lucky. You can’t trust anyone, which is why you need to turn off that light.”
 
   Elias nodded. “I’ll talk to Gemma again.”
 
   We exited out onto the rooftop. The bright daylight made my eyes squint. Outside, it was quiet except the whistle of a cardinal perched in the trees overhead. He ruffled his red feathers as he settled in on the branch, blending in with the leaves that were turning the same color red as him. Fall had come. Carnival season would be over soon, except down south, not that it mattered anymore. I’d been looking forward to the jump to Cocoa Beach this winter.
 
   “Stay back a minute,” Elias said then made his way to the edge of the roof. The old man moved quietly, peering over the side. “Just Margie down there,” he said. “Girls’ mom.”
 
   Why would the girls’ mom be there but the rest wander off?
 
   We joined Elias at the edge of the roof. The woman he’d called Margie was standing in the middle of the alley, not moving.
 
   “We’ll check around the corner,” Chase said, and then he and Darius set off toward the end of the building. Chase’s handgun stuck out of the back of his jeans. I smirked; it was a nice view. Not now, Cricket! I scolded myself. I took a deep breath, refocused, and then looked into the woods. There was no sign of Puck anywhere.
 
   “I need to go look for my dog,” I told Elias. “It’s quiet. I can sneak out the back and into the woods.”
 
   “Those. . .things. . .might have gone into the woods,” Ariel told me. “And there is a big apartment complex on the other side. If you go too far, you might run into more.”
 
   “He’ll come back, Cricket. We can wait for him,” Vella reassured me.
 
   “I’ll take you,” Ariel said as Darius and Chase returned. “We can go fast, look around really quick. The two of us could go quiet.”
 
   “Go where?” Chase asked.
 
   “Her dog. He ran off into the woods last night.”
 
   “Miss Ariel, I don’t think your parents would want me to let you run off on a fool’s errand,” Elias said.
 
   Fool’s errand. My daddy’s words again.
 
   “My parents are dead. At least I can try to help her. I know the woods here. We used to play in there,” Ariel replied. “Cricket and I can go and come back quickly.”
 
   “I’ll go with them. We need a look around, see if we can find supplies,” Chase said. “You got anymore bullets?” he asked me.
 
   “One.”
 
   “One isn’t enough. Though, with that big ass knife, I suppose you’ll be all right,” Chase said with a grin.
 
   “You for real? You’re going after a dog?” Darius asked Chase.
 
   “Just giving the girls a hand,” Chase replied with a sly smile.
 
   Darius rolled his eyes.
 
   “Well,” Elias said, running his hand through his thinning white hair, “I suppose you could go quick and come back. Gemma isn’t gonna like it, but if you come back in one piece she won’t nag me too much,” he said with a chuckle.
 
   I smiled at him and set my hand on his shoulder. “We’ll be back soon.”
 
   We did one more scan from the roof. Besides the girls’ mother, who didn’t even seem to notice we were there, the rest of the deranged people were gone. We headed back to the stairs.
 
   “I’ll wait on the roof,” Darius said, “and keep an eye out for you.”
 
   “I’ll wait with you,” Vella told him then turned to me. “Be careful,” she said. “In the deck, the fool always has his dog at his side, but he is never careful enough. You’ll find him, but watch yourself.”
 
   “I’m more interested in watching Chase’s butt.”
 
   Beside me, Ariel snickered.
 
   “Cricket!” Vella whispered back harshly. She reached out to take me by the shoulder, but when she did, her bag slid down her arm, and one of her tarot cards slid out.
 
   I bent and picked it up. “The Moon,” I said, handing it back to her.
 
   Vella took the card from me and looked at it. “The Moon,” she whispered, like she was talking to herself out loud. Vella stared me straight in the eyes, her dark eyes peering into mine. “If anything happens, trust your instincts.”
 
   I nodded, but all the hair on the back of my neck stood up straight.
 
   Elias, Chase, Ariel, and I headed back downstairs. I turned and looked one more time at Vella. She clutched the tarot card in her hand, pressing it against her chest. We entered the stairwell. Elias shut the door tightly behind us, cutting off my view.
 
   “There is another door at the very end of the plaza,” Elias told us when we reached the store room. Taking out a massive key ring, he led us to a door at the back. He unlocked an old metal door. It opened with a creak. There was a long, dark hallway that led the length of the shopping plaza. “This way,” he said, leading us deeper into the alley. “There used to be a pizza joint at the end of this strip. They had a side door for their dumpster. It’s closest to the woods. We’ll go out there.”
 
   Elias pulled a flashlight off his belt and flashed it down the hallway. It was cold and dark inside. The tiles overhead had fallen making mountains of wet, asbestos dust on the floor. Water dripped slowly from the ceiling. The concrete floor was wet.
 
   “Anything left in the restaurant?” Chase asked.
 
   That morning we’d eaten animal crackers and drank liquid diet shakes for breakfast. Damned things had been sitting around for years but were still good even though they tasted like chocolate and chalk dust mixed together. Elias and Gemma had fled in their church van which had been loaded with food intended for a homeless shelter. We had supplies, but they weren’t going to last more than a week or two.
 
   “Well, if you count plastic flowers and sugar packets, then yes.”
 
   We reached the door at the end of the building. It was chained up. Elias unlocked the padlock holding the door closed. He carefully unsnaked the chain from around the door. Elias and Chase pushed on the door. It was sticky, but after a moment, it popped open.
 
   “Be careful,” Elias whispered. “Don’t take any chances. Just do a quick look around then come back. Cricket, Chase, we need your help here,” he whispered looking behind him.
 
   Understanding, I nodded. If Chase was right, it wasn’t just the zombies we had to worry about. And a little old man wouldn’t be much of a fight for man or zombie.
 
   Quickly and quietly, the three of us headed outside and darted across the alley. Margie didn’t stir. We followed Ariel into the woods. Ariel stopped, however, once we were deep among the trees. 
 
   “Okay,” she said, “the apartment building is about half a mile that direction. Don’t get too close to it. I’ll meet you guys back at the Big Wheel in a bit. Good luck finding your dog,” she said and turned and headed in the other direction.
 
   “Wait, where in the hell are you going?” I called to her.
 
   “My boyfriend lives about a mile away. I haven’t heard from him since cell service went down.”
 
   “Hold up, shorty. Don’t go running off alone. Those things will eat you alive,” Chase said.
 
   “I’m fast. I run track. I’ll go and bring Brian back.”
 
   “And what if your man is sick?” Chase asked.
 
   “Then I’ll come back alone.”
 
   I frowned then turned to Chase. “What about you? You got an agenda too?”
 
   “Naa,” he said with a grin. “I just like how you look with that big ass knife strapped around you. Don’t want to see nothing happen to you.”
 
   I grinned, my heartbeat quickening. For a split second, I imagined twirling my finger around one of his dreadlocks. Not now! “Wait, Ariel. We’ll come too.”
 
   Fool’s errand. Suddenly everything felt like a fool’s errand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “Teenage love,” Chase mumbled under his breath. “Nothing burns hotter than teenage love.”
 
   “Oh, there are a few things hotter,” I replied with a wink.
 
   Chase grinned. I noticed that his cheeks dimpled when he smiled. Adorable.
 
   Chase and I hustled behind Ariel. The girl moved through the woods in a hurry. The forest was thick, and thankfully, we didn’t see a soul. It was dead quiet. The cardinal had stopped singing, and there was a strange feeling in the air, like the feeling you get right after a big lightning storm. The air buzzed with electricity.
 
   “Puck,” I whispered harshly as we moved through the woods, keeping an eye out for him as we went. Bad dog, didn’t he know the world was coming to an end? Where had he gone? No doubt he was curled up under a bush in the dry leaves somewhere, snoozing the morning away. I didn’t want to think of a worse alternative. “Puck!”
 
   We climbed over a rise to see a small blue house sitting at the edge of the woods. There was an above-ground pool in the back. The water inside was green and full of leaves. The two-story house had a big deck in the back with a grill and an umbrella table. It was a nice place, typical townie house. But it looked cozy, like the kind of place where you could hole up with a man, have a few babies, watch sitcoms every night while you munch on popcorn, and drink beer.
 
   “Brian’s parents have a storm cellar,” Ariel said. “There,” she added, pointing to wooden double doors at the side of the house. “If they are going to be anywhere, they are going to be down there.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Chase said, pulling out his gun.
 
   I pulled mine as well, knowing all too well I only had one shot left.
 
   We sprinted across the lawn. There was no one around.
 
   Ariel went straight to the storm cellar doors. “Brian?” she called, knocking on the wooden door. “Brian! It’s Ariel! Mr. and Mrs. Clark, you inside?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Brian?” Ariel called again.
 
   Chase and I looked around as Ariel called out. Suddenly, I got this funny tingly feeling. All the hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stood up.
 
   “Chase,” I whispered.
 
   Chase scanned around, gun ready.
 
   Sheets hanging on the nearby clothesline snapped in the wind. A moment later, I saw it, the shadow of a person standing on the other side of the clothes line.
 
   “Ariel,” I whispered harshly, signaling to both her and Chase.
 
   Ariel turned toward us, catching sight of the person standing by the clothesline. “Mr. Clark?” 
 
   “Shh!” I hushed her.
 
   The figure didn’t move.
 
   Ariel took a step forward.
 
   “No. Don’t,” Chase told her.
 
   “Mr. Clark?”
 
   He burst through the sheets, lunging at Ariel.
 
   “Mr. Clark! No! It’s Ariel,” she shrieked and jumped back toward us. Red blood smeared the pretty white and pink sheets as Mr. Clark, his face, chin, and shirt covered in blood, lunged toward Ariel, his mouth wide open, teeth snapping.
 
   Chase fired. His shot echoed across the valley. It was too loud. Mr. Clark dropped to the ground. Chase had shot him in the head.
 
   “Oh, no,” Ariel screeched and ran toward the man.
 
   “No! Don’t touch it!” Chase grabbed her just before she dropped to her knees beside him. “On the radio it said not to touch them.”
 
   I heard a groan behind me.
 
   I turned in time to see a middle-aged woman with short blonde hair advancing on me. She didn’t even have a shirt on, just a bra. She had a very large gash in the side of her face.
 
   “Joelle,” Ariel called.
 
   I unhooked my knife.
 
   “Get back,” I told the woman. Her moon-white eyes held steady on me. Just like Mama Rosie, she looked dead. Her face was pale, almost bluish at the edges, and froth dripped from her mouth.
 
   “Joelle! No!” Ariel yelled.
 
   Joelle lunged toward me. I lifted the big knife and swinging as hard as I could, swiped it toward her head. My arms shook when they felt the blade strike bone. Blood splattered across my shirt. Dammit! Joelle grew still; the blade stuck in her head. I let go. She fell onto the ground. I leaned over and put my boot on her chest, suddenly feeling conscious and careful not to step on her breasts, as I pulled the blade out. Blood and bits spilled from her head. I nearly threw up.
 
   “Why’d you let her get so close?” Chase asked, coming up behind me.
 
   “The gun makes too much noise, and I’ve only got one bullet.”
 
   “We need to go inside! Maybe Brian is trapped,” Ariel said anxiously. Tears were streaming down her face. Without waiting for us, she turned and ran for the porch. Chase and I dashed behind her.
 
   “Ariel, wait!” I called.
 
   The screen door banged shut behind her. “That boy is going eat her alive. She doesn’t have a sense of things yet,” Chase said.
 
   “Does anyone?”
 
   “Well, nobody’s going to take a chunk out of me. I’m too mean to eat.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe,” I replied, but then I forced myself to switch my attention. There were zombies around, and I was still cruising for fun. What the hell was wrong with me? “Ariel,” I called as Chase and I headed to the porch.
 
   Moments later, we heard a scream coming from inside.
 
   “Ariel,” Chase yelled.
 
   We ran into the house and followed the sound of Ariel screaming. There, lying on the living room floor, was what was left of Brian: a mangled lump of meat, two converse sneakers, a torn blue t-shirt, and a jaw, the teeth glimmering in the sunlight. The flies had already started to work on what was left of the corpse.
 
   Ariel turned and threw up animal crackers, chocolate drink, and stomach acid all over the beige leather couch. The puke hit the couch with a splash that sent drops of vomit spraying back all over the girl. The smell of everything turned my stomach. I went back into the kitchen to catch my breath. I heard Chase speaking in low tones to Ariel who moaned.
 
   I grabbed a dish towel, opened one of the bottles of water sitting on the table, and wet the towel. When I turned, Chase was leading Ariel back into the kitchen. Wordlessly, I handed the girl the towel and the water.
 
   She wiped off her face and tried to sip the water, but the second after she drank, her stomach revolted again. She leaned into sink and threw up again.
 
   “Any more people in the family? There a chance we might find someone else?” Chase asked her nervously.
 
   “No,” she whispered between wretches.
 
   The sharp scent of stomach acid burned my nose, but I gently patted Ariel’s back and stayed beside her. How many times had Mama Rosie held my hair back for me while I puked my guts out the morning after a bender. I think I must have stayed drunk for a solid month after my daddy died.
 
   “Ariel, do they have any guns here?” Chase asked. “Whatever happened to them happened fast. Maybe they still have some ammo.”
 
   She threw up again then took a deep breath, wiped her face off, and nodded. “Upstairs. Mr. Clark kept a gun in his nightstand.”
 
   Chase turned and went upstairs while I eyed the open cupboards. They were full of canned soup, tomato paste, ramen noodles, and other supplies. I scanned around to see a backpack lying by the door. I picked it up and emptied the contents on the table then started filling the bag with supplies. Ariel turned and looked at the table. She picked up a piece of paper that had been inside the backpack.
 
   “Homecoming registration,” she said, looking at the paper. “The homecoming dance is next week. We were going to go together. My mom bought me a teal-colored dress. We were supposed to be on homecoming court, me and Brian. Did you go to your homecoming?” she asked me.
 
   I shook my head. I didn’t want to tell her my daddy homeschooled me, if you would call teaching a girl how to repair motors homeschooling, until I got my GED. I always felt a little embarrassed about the fact that I didn’t even have a high school diploma when I was around truly educated people.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I won’t be going either,” she said, tossing the paper back onto the table. She cast a glance toward the living room then started weeping softly, her shoulders shaking.
 
   Chase came back downstairs. “Got it,” he said, eyeing my pack. “Even some spare bullets. Mr. Clark’s gun was the same as yours, Cricket,” he said, handing the box of bullets to me. “Isn’t that lucky?”
 
   “There is no such thing as luck,” Ariel said harshly, wiping her tears.
 
   I set the box of bullets on the counter then reloaded Mama Rosie’s gun. I stuffed a handful into my pocket then put what was left into the backpack.
 
   “I’m real sorry, Ariel, but we better go now,” I said, picking up the backpack.
 
   Ariel cast one long glance back toward the living room. I pitied her. No one should ever see someone they loved die like that. Ever. I was glad I’d never loved anyone, at least romantically, the way she must have loved him. Never did. Never will. But once more, I heard my daddy in my head: never say never.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Ariel wept quietly to herself as we made our way through the forest. I could hear her sniffling, but she didn’t complain.
 
   “Puck?” I called when we got deeper into the woods. “Damned dog. Puck!”
 
   I climbed a rise in the forest to get a better view. To the left, I saw a thicket. If I were Puck, that’s where I would have spent the night.
 
   “Puck!”
 
   I saw movement in the thicket then heard a little bark.
 
   Chase and Ariel stopped.
 
   “You hear that?” I called to them.
 
   Chase and Ariel climbed the rise to join me.
 
   “Puck!” I called again.
 
   Again, a little bark came from the thicket.
 
   “He must be stuck on something, otherwise he’d come,” I said then headed toward the thicket, Chase and Ariel following behind.
 
   Foolish dog. In the middle of all this mess, I was chasing my dog through the woods. The thicket was a tangle of rhododendron bushes and blackberry briars. The blackberry bushes were thick with fruit.
 
   “Puck?” I whispered harshly.
 
   There was a soft yelp in reply. My stomach filled with butterflies. Was he hurt?
 
   “I’ll go in. Don’t want him getting spooked.”
 
   “We’ll grab some of these while we wait. Katy will like them.” Ariel said. She pulled off the scarf she’d been using for a belt and started picking berries.
 
   Chase looked at both of us like we were crazy then, with a sigh, started helping Ariel.
 
   Cursing under my breath, I pushed into the thicket.
 
   “Puck, it’s me. I’m comin’, buddy.”
 
   I heard a whimper.
 
   I pressed through the bushes. The thorns scraped my skin, the branches pulling my hair. The scratches itched and burned then grew bloody. I finally struggled through the tangle to pop out in a small opening in the middle of the briars.
 
   For a moment, for just a split second, I thought I saw. . .a man. He was sitting on the ground, his legs crossed. The sunlight shined down on his dark hair. He looked up at me from under heavy eyebrows, the sunlight shining on his golden eyes, making them sparkle. What the hell? Then the wind blew, shifting the canopy overhead. I looked up. A beam of sunlight blinded me, making me wince. When I opened my eyes again, Puck was sitting there. There was no man, only the dog. Maybe I was hungrier than I thought.
 
   “You bad dog! Didn’t you hear me calling you?”
 
   Puck whimpered and rose to walk toward me. He was limping. I bent down and lifted the paw he was nursing. There was a big thorn stuck inside.
 
   “You big baby,” I told him as I gently pulled the thorn away. “People are gettin’ eaten alive, and you are whinin’ over a thorn in the paw.” I had to admit, it was in pretty deep. When I pulled it out, he whimpered and a little blood came out.
 
   “Come on, you. Let’s get you back, and I’ll wash it up,” I said as I scratched him on the head. “The things I’ll do for love.”
 
   Puck licked my face.
 
   “Spoiled rotten. I’ve probably got a hundred more scratches than you just chasin’ in here after you,” I scolded him, but I was also filled with relief. Heaven forbid I’d found him in the same state as Brian. I don’t know what I would have done!
 
   “Got him,” I said as I emerged through the brush, Puck coming out behind me, nursing his injured paw.
 
   Ariel smiled. I noticed the dark rings under her eyes. She was feeling miserable, that was for sure, but she was trying to hold herself together.
 
   Chase grinned, shaking his head. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   We headed back to the plaza. The forest was eerily quiet. Something felt strange. Something was off. When we got back to the plaza, we discovered that neither Darius nor Vella were on the roof. The fire escape had been lowered. Margie, the girls’ mom, was lying dead in the alley. The dumpster had been pushed from the back door. A truck was parked near the back. From inside the building, I heard shouting followed by a gunshot then another.
 
   Chase and I dropped to the ground. Ariel rose to go forward, but Chase grabbed her, pulling her down. Slowly, we moved back into the cover of the trees.
 
   Two more trucks came speeding into the back of the alley, running over the body of Margie without a second thought. Her head smashed open like a grape. In the back of each truck were several armed men who jumped out and headed inside. From inside, I heard more gunshots ring out.
 
   I closed my eyes. Vella! All those little girls! My whole body felt like it went stiff with shock.
 
   Chase took a deep breath and clenched his jaw.
 
   “There are so many of them!” Ariel breathed in alarm. “What do we do?”
 
   “Darius is in there,” Chase whispered harshly.
 
   “If Darius is in there, he’s probably . . .” Ariel started but didn’t have the heart to finish.
 
   Vella.
 
   Puck whimpered and moved further back into the woods.
 
   “We. . .we can’t help. They might kill us too. We need to get out of here,” Ariel said.
 
   “Darius. . .and your girl, Vella, she might be. . .” Chase began, but then we heard two more gunshots.
 
   “What can we do? We’re just three people. There must be a dozen of them. But those girls,” I whispered. “Maybe we can—“ I began, but then Puck growled low and dangerous.
 
   Seconds later, we heard a scream. Gemma ran out into the alleyway. Her face was a bloody mess. A man appeared in the doorway behind her holding a rifle. With a laugh, he shot her in the back. When she fell, he shot her again in the head.
 
   There was commotion from inside, and for a moment, we could hear Katy’s cry on the wind.
 
   “Shut that brat up!” the man yelled to someone inside.
 
   A blast sounded from inside. We didn’t hear Katy again.
 
   “Oh my God,” Ariel breathed. “Oh my God. We need to go. Those girls were my friends, but we need to go,” Ariel said as she began tugging on my arm.
 
   My gut kept nagging me. Suddenly, I knew Vella wasn’t in there. She wasn’t there, and neither was Darius. “The fire escape was down. Vella and Darius. . .they may have gotten away. The Bronco,” I said then, gazing back at Puck. “Vella and I lied. We have an SUV, about three miles into the woods across the road from here. We came over to check this place out. We followed the star. Vella and Darius were not on the roof. If they got away, that’s where she went.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Ariel said then led us back into the woods. “There is a culvert half a mile down the road at Moon Creek. A big pipe leads under the road to the other side. We can go through there. No one will see us. It pops out in the woods. Can you find your way back to the SUV?”
 
   “Did you say Moon Creek?”
 
   “Yeah. Can you find your way back?”
 
   “I’ll sure as hell try. Let’s go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Ariel, Chase, and I headed through the woods to Moon Creek. We could still hear ruckus coming from the shopping center behind us, but my instincts were screaming at me to run.
 
   “This way,” Ariel said, leading us down a sloping hill. In the distance, I could hear a rushing stream. “Moon Creek is in the valley. Brian and I used to go fishing there.”
 
   My heart was racing as we made our way through the woods. Puck bounded off ahead of us to the stream, stopping to drink when he got to the water’s edge. The hill was steep. Steadying myself, I made my way to the water. The fallen pink-colored pine needles made the ground slippery. More than once my boot slipped, but I grabbed a tree trunk in time to keep from falling. It was no wonder I couldn’t keep my footing; my knees were shaking. What had I just seen? Elias! Those poor girls! I felt angry and powerless. All I could do was run and hide, but it felt wrong. I didn’t want to abandon them. But. . .they were already dead. I fought back tears as I dragged along behind Chase and Ariel.
 
   “Let’s go,” Ariel said, leading us upstream toward the highway. I could make out the overpass. There was a massive culvert under both lanes of highway. It was perfectly secluded, but we’d have to get wet to pass underneath. Moving quick, Ariel, followed by Puck, went to the culvert entrance.
 
   “Is it deep?” Chase called. I saw a flicker of worry cross his face. I didn’t blame him. I wasn’t keen on getting wet either.
 
   “No more than knee-high but probably cold,” Ariel replied then stepped into the water. It swallowed her foot and half her leg, her sneakers disappearing under the waves.
 
   Chase went in behind her. “Oh, hell no!”
 
   Puck edged into the side of the culvert, prancing practically sideways as he tried to make his way through without swimming. His nimble feet carried him fast; he dashed ahead of us.
 
   I slogged in behind them. The chill of the water hit me hard: it felt like ice shot up my spine. Water filled my boots. I shuddered. My heart was beating so loud I worried I’d have a heart attack. The culvert was a massive metal pipe maybe fifteen feet in diameter. Inside, it was dark, and the water was congested with a tangle of weeds, sticks, shopping bags, soda cans, and other garbage. The water snaked slowly through the clogs. The whole place smelled fishy.
 
   “Gross,” I whispered. Looking ahead, I saw that Puck had already maneuvered himself safely through the culvert. He was standing on dry land on the other side, looking back at us like he was wondering why we were taking so long.
 
   Ariel was moving around a pile of twigs and trash. I saw her step carefully among the branches when suddenly she seemed to have trouble pulling her leg free. She jerked her foot, but it was stuck. A second later, she shrieked. “Oh my God! Something is pulling on my leg!” She tugged, trying to pull herself free.
 
   Chase and I ran to her. He bent down to help her. A hand, the skin faded to white and blue, reached out of the water and grabbed Chase by the shirt sleeve. Just under the water, covered by the litter, I saw the flash of white eyes and teeth.
 
   Chase yanked his arm back, ripping his shirt as he tore himself free.
 
   “Help,” Ariel screeched. The water cleared, and I saw a white hand wrapped around her ankle.
 
   Chase pulled out his gun.
 
   “No!” I said, pushing down the barrel. “You’ll deafen us, and the bullet might bounce. . .not to mention, the people at the plaza could hear.” Taking hold of Chase to steady myself, I stomped hard on the face submerged underwater. Again and again I stomped until I felt a weird snap, like a jaw or something had been broken.
 
   Chase stomped the hand that held Ariel’s foot. “Let go, asshole!”
 
   Our movements jarred the debris. A log rolled and soon all the twigs and litter floated downstream. With one more hard kick from Chase, Ariel’s foot broke loose. We pulled Ariel toward the edge of the culvert. A body bobbed up. A woman with long, stringy blonde hair popped out of the water for just a moment. Her jaw, clearly broken, hung slack. Her skin was milk-white, puffy, and tinged blue. We saw her for just a moment, and she reached out toward us, but the water pulled her quickly downstream.
 
   “Oh my God, let’s get out of here!” Ariel cried.
 
   Chase, Ariel, and I slogged to the end of the pipe where Puck sat waiting.
 
   “Well, you weren’t much help,” I told him.
 
   “Your dog drank that water,” Chase said, passing me a worried look. “You better keep an eye on him.”
 
   I looked at Puck. Was Chase right? What if that woman, that thing, had contaminated the water! I nodded. “Come on, trouble,” I told Puck. “At least be some use to us, and lead us back to Vella’s truck . . .and don’t get sick.”
 
   Puck wagged his tail happily, and we headed into the woods. We’d hidden the truck in the thick woods by the field where we’d seen the blue light. From a distance, I could see the corner of the field. I led the others into the woods and headed in that direction. Since Vella and I had come through at night, nothing looked familiar. Puck, however, trotted through the forest like he knew exactly where we were headed, stopping to sniff the ground every few feet. He seemed to be going toward the field, so I followed him. The forest was eerily quiet. The further away we got from the interstate, the safer I felt. We didn’t hear any more noise coming from the shopping center; they’d never even known we were nearby. I sighed and looked overhead. Warm rays of light heated the fallen autumn leaves and loamy earth, causing the sweet scent of fall to fill the air. I was taken back to the days when my daddy and I would camp out rather than stay at the carnival bunk houses. We’d find a quiet spot away from the fairgrounds, usually near the trees, and pitch a tent. Lots of times we’d stay up late just roasting marshmallows and telling jokes. You could smell the woods on those nights too, when the campfire would crackle and the dew would come in by dawn.
 
   Trailing behind Puck, it took us half an hour to walk to the edge of the field where Vella and I had hidden her Bronco. It was parked near some small hemlock trees. We had covered the SUV with branches. We stopped before we got too close and hid behind a thicket. 
 
   “There,” I said to Ariel and Chase as I pointed to the SUV hidden among the trees. “The SUV is hidden just there.”
 
   Chase eyed the place over. “Looks clear. I don’t see anyone.” I heard the worry in his voice. What if Vella and Darius weren’t there?
 
   I looked down at Puck. “Go. Go check it out,” I told him, pointing to the SUV.
 
   Puck took off in a run, his nose to the ground.
 
   “You see. He is good for something,” I whispered to Chase who grinned at me in reply.
 
   Puck sniffed all around the SUV. When he neared the back, almost out of view, he stopped. He lifted his head and gave a muffled, but happy, bark. His tail began to wag.
 
   “Puck?” I heard Vella call.
 
   I sighed with relief. “Vella?” I called. Ariel, Chase, and I came out from behind the thicket and headed toward the SUV.
 
   Vella came around the front of the vehicle and rushed to me, pulling me into a hug. Her body was soaked in sweat, and I could feel her shaking.
 
   “Thank goodness! Those men. . .oh, Cricket!”
 
   “I’m all right. I followed my instincts,” I whispered in her ear.
 
   She leaned back, looked at me then nodded affirmatively.
 
   Darius, who had been hiding with Vella, appeared as well. He pulled Chase into a manly hug, clapped him on the back then shook his head.
 
   “What happened down there?” I asked. Both Darius and Vella looked rattled.
 
   “They just appeared out of nowhere, came barreling off the highway. They must have seen the star,” Darius said, casting a sad glance at Vella. “Didn’t take them long to find the back door. We didn’t even have time to warn Elias. We saw eight of them, all armed. Before we could even decide what to do, we heard gunshots. We climbed down the fire escape and ran. I feel sick about it. Did you see anything?”
 
   I nodded. “More came. There were at least a dozen there.”
 
   “They shot Gemma,” Chase added. “We saw that much and heard worse. . .that baby. . .”
 
   “I don’t understand!” Ariel said exasperated. “How can people turn so. . .evil. . .just like that? How can people be normal one week then turn killer a week later? I mean, are people really that screwed up just under the surface? Katy was only five!”
 
   “There are lots of bad people in the world. They walk around looking normal, barely keeping the beast inside them locked up. When there is no law, the beast runs free,” Chase said. I couldn’t help but notice that his eyes looked haunted. Something told me he had first-hand experience with those kinds of people.
 
   “But those girls!” Ariel shrieked, outraged. “They were just kids!”
 
   I shut my eyes. I didn’t want to think about it, but Chase was right. Good people would try to hole up somewhere to survive. Evil people, however, would feel set free. It was always like that. No sooner did a hurricane or tornado pass through a city than people were looting, killing, and God knows what else. So many people, everyday people, were walking around with blackness in their hearts. All they needed was an excuse to set it loose.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” I said then.
 
   “Where in the world are we going to go now?” Ariel asked.
 
   I looked at Vella. “We’ll follow our instincts,” I replied.
 
   Vella nodded knowingly.
 
   “Well, I hope our instincts find us somewhere safe,” Darius said gruffly.
 
   “Me too.” But where was safe now?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Vella pulled out her tattered old map and spread it across the hood of the Bronco.
 
   “We’re here,” Ariel said, pointing a chewed fingernail at a spot on the map. All her blue nail polish was gone.
 
   “Where can we go?” Darius asked. “We need somewhere to lay low.”
 
   Daruis’ words made me feel better. At least I knew for sure we were the good people.
 
   “There isn’t much out on these state roads, just houses and farms. But Old Towne is on the other side of the valley.”
 
   “Old Towne? Wait,” I said, looking at the map. “The old Fairway Fun grounds are just outside of Old Towne. You ever do that circuit?” I asked Vella.
 
   She shook her head then started pulling her long, curly black hair into a ponytail. “I was still in Lily Dale back then.”
 
   “Lily Dale?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a community for mediums in New York State.”
 
   Ariel gave Vella a sidelong glance. “You’re a medium?”
 
   Vella shrugged. “I read tarot.”
 
   “Like. . .for money?”
 
   Vella fixed Ariel with a hard “I dare you to say something” kind of look.
 
   Ariel turned back to the map. “Fairway Fun. . .yeah, I remember the place, I think,” Ariel said. “We went to that fair when I was little. I remember the carousel.”
 
   I nodded. “They shuttered the place like five years ago. The fairground was surrounded by cow pastures and had a fence topped with razor wire. And,” I said excitedly, “there was a brick administration building with an old fallout shelter! I remember my daddy explaining what a fallout shelter was. Might be supplies there. If not, no one else will think of goin’ there, and it will be safe.” I looked around at everyone. No one seemed sure. I suddenly hoped Vella would say something mystical to confirm if I was right or wrong, but she just stared at the map. “Well?”
 
   “Maybe we should—“ Darius began but was cut off by Puck who hopped into the front seat of the Bronco, put his paws on the dashboard, and barked at us.
 
   “The dog says let’s go,” Chase said with a laugh. “Darius?”
 
   Darius shrugged. “I got nothing anyway. . .probably as good as anywhere. And the shelter should have a radio.”
 
   Vella folded up the map. “Let’s try to get there before dark.”
 
   We all got in. Once more, I got the feeling that Puck, sitting on alert between Vella and me, was leading the way.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   Rays of sun made blobs of light on the dirt road ahead of us as we traveled Route 6 toward Old Towne. The sharp scent of fall leaves filled the crisp air. Winter was right around the corner. How in the hell were they going to distribute a vaccine to people before winter? And how would they even find everyone now? Everything had fallen apart. People were scattered to the wind and good people, like Elias, were dying. I clicked on the radio as we drove. The quarantine recordings had stopped. Now there was nothing but static.
 
   “That’s encouraging,” Darius grumbled.
 
   “We just read this poem in school. . .I don’t remember the name, but I remember a couple of lines: this is the way the world ends; not with a bang but with a whimper,” Ariel said absently as she looked out the window. “Seems fitting.”
 
   “The Hollow Men,” Darius said.
 
   “Huh?” Ariel asked.
 
   “The poem. It’s called The Hollow Men by T. S. Eliot.”
 
   Chase shook his head at Darius.
 
   “Is that how you two know each other? Through college?” I asked Chase and Darius. Great, I was the dumbest person in the group.
 
   “Keg State College,” Chase said with a laugh. “We were going to a college branch campus. I’d been fixing cars for the last five years, but my mama made me go back, especially when she found out Darius—me and Darius are cousins—was going. I just wanted to work on cars, but because of him, I was sitting in class making no money and learning a bunch of nothing.”
 
   I grinned at him.
 
   “What about you?” Ariel asked Darius.
 
   “The church paid my tuition. I wanted to be a math teacher.”
 
   “Brian was good at math,” Ariel said distractedly.
 
   “What was your major?” I asked Chase.
 
   “Not failing,” he replied with a wink. “You go to school?”
 
   I shook my head then lifted my pipe wrench. I was about to tell Chase about the tilt when Vella slowed the Bronco. Down the road ahead, a couple toting heavy backpacks ran from the road into the woods.
 
   “Runnin’ scared,” I said.
 
   Vella sped up the Bronco again. When we passed the spot along the road where the couple had dodged into the woods, I looked for them. I just caught a glimmer of light reflecting off a backpack. They were hiding in a thicket.
 
   “Not a bad idea,” Darius said. “Nothing out there to eat you alive.”
 
   “Bears,” Vella said.
 
   “I’ll take a bear over a zombie any day,” he replied.
 
   “Is that what they are? Zombies? Like in the movies?” Ariel asked.
 
   Darius shrugged. “They’re sick, that’s all. But people are eating people. Cannibals, maybe. But they look . . .like zombies.”
 
   Ariel pulled her knees up to her chest then set her head on her knees. A moment later, I heard her crying softly. The sound of it broke my heart. But her sadness was something we all felt. While I still felt like I couldn’t wrap my brain around what I was seeing, Ariel was right to be sad. The world was dying. Maybe it didn’t hit me as hard because the only person I ever really loved, my daddy, was already dead. Maybe the rest of the world was feeling just like I had when daddy died, like the world had come to an end. I reached back and squeezed Ariel’s hand. I knew what it felt like to lose someone you loved. I wouldn’t wish it on another soul. But in the end, the whole world was feeling pain just like that. The world was hurting. We had all just lost something big: life as we knew it. I looked out the window. No more tilt-a-whirl, or kids laughing, or cotton candy, or TV re-runs, or new t-shirts, or lipstick, steak dinners at a restaurant—not that I ever had one, but I wanted to—or anything else. Unless somebody found a cure right quick, it was all done.
 
   I then draped my other arm over Puck. He licked my cheek then went back to staring forward like a guard dog. I closed my eyes. That numb feeling started to chip away a bit. I could feel the crack. Maybe I had something to lose after all: life. And I loved life.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   We slowed when we reached the intersection of Route 6 and Sungazer Boulevard. The roads were completely empty. There was a hayfield where the driveway leading to the gated fairground used to be; it hadn’t been mowed in years. The complex looked deserted. Besides a few farm houses, we hadn’t seen any sign of life—living or dead—since the backpackers.
 
   Vella scanned the complex with her binoculars. “Nothing. Nothing moving anywhere.”
 
   “Hay is tall,” I commented.
 
   “I can’t remember the last time they had a fair. I mean, we haven’t come here in years,” Ariel confirmed.
 
   Vella set her binoculars down and put the Bronco into drive. I looked down the intersecting road. There were no cars anywhere. For a brief moment, I saw a fox run out onto the road. It stopped and looked at us. The engine must have spooked it from the brush. After staring us down, it turned and ran into the woods.
 
   The old fairground driveway, hidden under the tall grass, was bumpy and full of holes. Vella carefully guided the Bronco to the gate. My gun reloaded and ready, I sat waiting for anything. 
 
   There was a clang-clang-clang sound when we arrived at the gate. Puck jumped out the window and ran to investigate. An old metal sign was hung over the top of the gate: Closed for the Season. The sign was rusty. One corner had broken free, and it dangled loosely, clattering against the gate.
 
   We all got out and went to investigate. 
 
   Vella handed me a crowbar. I jammed it under the lock and pulled. The lock popped. I grabbed the rusted metal chain and pulled it off, dropping it to the ground. My hands were covered in rust. I wiped them on my jeans leaving long streaks of orange rust. Great.
 
   Darius and Chase pushed the gates open. They screeched in protest. Vella drove the Bronco just inside, parking it near the gate.
 
   “I’ll leave it here in case we need it fast,” she said.
 
   Chase and Darius closed the gate behind us. Ariel grabbed a yellow bungee cord that had been lying in the back of the Bronco and started weaving it around the busted lock. Chase pulled the cord tight, but it still didn’t seem like enough.
 
   “We need to find some chain,” Darius said, echoing my thoughts.
 
   I nodded. “The swings. If the swings are still here we’ll have plenty of chain.”
 
   “Let’s go look,” Vella said, and we headed inside.
 
   The place was eerily quiet. The booths were all closed up, their paint chipped off from the weather. We passed the bumper cars pavilion. The cars had been covered by a blue tarp that had torn loose. The little cars looked rusted. No doubt they’d sat under snow for more than one winter.
 
   “Where is the fallout shelter?” Vella asked, scanning around.
 
   “There,” I pointed to a large concrete block building a few aisles over.
 
   “Let’s make sure we don’t already have company,” Chase suggested.
 
   We headed in the direction of the cornflower blue building. Its paint was worn off, but I could see that all around the top of the building someone had painted the words: Giggle, Cheer, Delight. . .You’re at Fairway Fun Tonight. I really hoped so. Not only was the massive building abandoned, but what window it did have at the front—from which they used to sell corndogs—was bolted down with a metal hurricane shutter. Darius tried the door: locked. The faded blue and orange fallout shelter sign was still attached to the wall by the door. At least we were in the right place.
 
   Chase investigated the lock. “You got a toolkit in your SUV?” he asked Vella.
 
   “Yes. Not much to it, but I’ve got the basics.”
 
   “I can get the lock. I’ll need some tools and a little minute, but I’ll have it open in no time.”
 
   “It’s getting late,” Ariel commented as she looked skeptically at the sky. The late afternoon sun was already beginning to dim.
 
   “Let’s split up,” I suggested. “You and Vella grab the tools, and we’ll get the chain, lock the gate down, and check the other entrances.”
 
   With a nod, we headed off in different directions.
 
   “This way,” I said, eyeing the buildings. I could just see the top of the swings. It felt weird being back at Fairway Fun. With my heart thundering in my chest, expecting to get jumped by a zombie any minute, it was hard to think of anything else but getting inside that building and being safe. Around every turn, however, I remembered the last time I was there with my daddy.
 
   We passed the Ladies Auxiliary booth. “They used to have great steak sandwiches,” I said wistfully, calling up memories of me and my daddy sitting at the red picnic tables nearby, eating steak sandwiches and brushing away wasps who’d come looking for a sip of lemonade.
 
   “So you worked at the carnival?” Ariel asked. I could see from the look in her eyes that she was both interested and a little disgusted. Townies always treated us like that. I’d gotten used to it.
 
   “I’m a tilt girl,” I told her, feeling the pride swell in my chest. After all, there was no higher honor in carnie life than being a ride operator. Everyone knew that.
 
   “A tilt girl?” Darius asked.
 
   I nodded. “I had a tilt-a-whirl. . .well, me and my daddy before he died, then just me. I ran the tilt.”
 
   Ariel giggled. “Those are so much fun,” she said with a bright smile. I knew that smile. It was the kind of smile only a tilt could produce. I wanted to crush Ariel in my arms and hug the life out of her for smiling like that.
 
   “What about you, Darius? You like rides? Coasters?”
 
   Darius shook his head. “Makes me puke,” he said with a laugh. 
 
   I grinned at him. I think that was the first time he’d smiled since I met him. Leave it to the carnival to bring out the laughter in people.
 
   When we got to the swings, we were happy to find that someone had already taken down the seats and stowed them in an unlocked container. We were able to unhook as much chain as we could carry. Since the chains had been locked up, they weren’t rusty, but the metal was still sharp. I cursed under my breath as the rough steel cut my fingers. Finally, we headed back to the gate. Vella and Chase were already gone. I hoped they were having as much luck as we were. We locked up the front gate then headed around the perimeter.
 
   “I think there are two more gates,” I said as we pushed through the tall grass.
 
   “Watch for any holes in the fence,” Darius called.
 
   We chained up the second gate and headed toward the back of the park to the crew and farm entrance. Along the way, we passed behind the big 4H sheds. Even though the animals were gone, the lingering scent of horse manure and chicken shit wafted from the place. I always hated the farm show sections of the carnival. They smelled rancid, but were still a great place to troll for cowboys or farmers’ sons. I’d come to learn that the bigger their belt buckle was, the bigger their—
 
   “Look,” Ariel said, snapping me from my thoughts.
 
   We’d reached the back gate. It was wide open. “That’s not good.”
 
   We glanced around. The place was still dead silent. We didn’t even hear Chase and Vella. I studied the ground. The road was overgrown and undisturbed. There were no tire tracks or footprints. I did, however, spot some animal prints in the dust. They were small and cat-like. They looked like they may have belonged to a fox. Foxes must have been common in this neck of the woods.
 
   Puck put his nose to the ground and started sniffing. When he hit on the fox tracks, he growled low and dangerous. His ears flattened, and the hackles on his back rose.
 
   “It’s just a fox, Puck. It’s people we need to watch out for,” I told him.
 
   Puck, ignoring me as usual, kept his nose to the ground and ran off, following the fox tracks. I was glad he was going to be fenced in with the rest of us. I’d about had it risking my neck for that dog.
 
   “It looks clear,” I said then swung the gate shut. Carefully, Darius, Ariel, and I closed and chained up the gate. We swept the fence one more time just to be sure it was clear. Everything seemed in order. If anyone or anything was trying to get in, they would have to make a hell of a lot of noise to do it. And the razor wire running around the top of the gate was surely a deterrent. With the rest of the fence clear of breaches, we felt safe. In our own little fortress, we were protected from everything except the occasional fox.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   We headed back to the administrative building. It was strange how quiet it was. It was like all the noise in the world had switched off. There were no planes in the sky. There was no rev of engines. It was just . . .quiet. All you could hear was the wind whistling down the aisles. When we got to the admin building, we found the door wide open.
 
   Darius looked at me and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Vella?” I called from the doorway.
 
   No answer.
 
   Darius and I pulled our guns, and the three of us entered carefully. The place had a sharp, musty smell. Inside was a small kitchenette where they used to make the corndogs. An empty hot pretzel machine, soda fountain, and several moldy bottles of ketchup sat on the counter facing the dusty tables inside. Once we were inside, we saw that Chase and Vella had opened an interior door that led downstairs.
 
   “Vella!” I called again.
 
   After a few minutes, I heard a screech followed by the sound of footsteps on the stairs. Vella appeared. “You won’t believe this. Come take a look!” she said excitedly.
 
   We followed her back downstairs. The basement itself was dank, but on the far side of the cavernous space was another open door. From inside, light shined out. Then I heard the crackling sound of radio: “The United States and Canada are no-fly zones. All major US cities are now under quarantine. Citizens are advised to stay in their homes. International aid is delayed. Reports of the contaminant reaching Europe and Asia are confirmed. Government officials have been moved to a secure location. Avoid direct contact with the diseased. Origin of the contaminant still unknown. Looping Radio. Office of Civil Defense Fallouts. Standby . . .” the recording buzzed then began again. Chase turned it down.
 
   I gazed around at the fallout shelter. The walls and ceiling were made of some kind of heavy metal. The floor was poured concrete which had been painted white. The shelter was constructed as two rooms. In the first room, the walls were lined with a dozen cots. The radio stand sat just behind them. Chase sat turning the dials. 
 
   “This is the only station coming in. For the moment, we have electricity, but there is a generator here. No gas though.”
 
   “Great,” Darius said with a frown.
 
   “What is this place?” Ariel asked.
 
   “Fallout shelter from the 1950s,” Darius replied. “They built a ton of these during the Cold War. Everyone thought the Russians were going to start a war.”
 
   “The Russians? Why?”
 
   “Because the Russians are crazy,” Vella spat.
 
   I headed toward the back room. There, the walls were lined with row after row of boxes marked Survival Supplies: Furnished by the Office of Civil Defense. One box was opened. A tarnished metal can with the words Survival Crackers written on the side was sitting on the shelf. And the expiration date? 1972.
 
   “Well, these would kill us,” I said, lifting the box. “We need to scavenge around the grab joints. There has to be some somethin’ left behind. We passed the Boy Scouts’ place just down the aisle. We can start there.”
 
   “We need to find water,” Ariel said. “We can last without food for a couple of days, but we need water.”
 
   “Should be some faucets around. Let’s go look before it gets dark. Besides, that goddamned dog of mine ran off again. Need to round him up before we lock in for the night.”
 
   “That dog is going get you killed,” Chase said.
 
   I had to chuckle. Chase was right. Puck was becoming a nuisance, but that was partially why I loved him. He was just as mischievous as me. “What can I do? He’s my only love.”
 
   Chase grinned slickly at me. “Someone needs to change that, before you end up dead.”
 
   “What, you gonna try to romance me?” I certainly hoped so.
 
   “Only to save your life,” he said with a smirk.
 
   “Well, aren’t you a gentleman.”
 
   Darius chuckled. “Come on,” he said, and we all headed back upstairs.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   It was already dusk by the time we started canvasing the fairgrounds. Chase, Ariel, and I headed in one direction; Darius and Vella went the other. The first two food stalls we checked were empty. And while the electricity was still on, the water had been turned off.
 
   “No luck,” I said as I turned a faucet on a pipe beside one of the grab joints.
 
   “Need to look for bottled water then,” Ariel said.
 
   “The Ladies Auxiliary stall was this way,” I said, leading them down the aisle toward the food stand.
 
   The grab joint was locked up, but I had brought my wrench. With a heave, I busted open the lock. The sound of the metal blasting apart the lock and wood echoed. We all stilled.
 
   “Scary,” Ariel said. “It’s so quiet.”
 
   “As a sinner at Sunday mass,” I agreed, pushing open the door. She was right; the silence was unnerving.
 
   The stall smelled like it had been boarded up for a couple of years, but it was arranged neatly. And inside, we finally had some luck.
 
   “Anyone in the mood for tomatoes?” Chase asked, lifting a two-gallon can of crushed tomatoes. He turned it to examine the label. “Still good!”
 
   I sighed. This was never going to work. We might be good here for a couple of days, but we were going to have to find more supplies very soon.
 
   “Here,” Ariel said, pulling a plastic milk crate from off the top of the fridge. “Let’s fill this.” She and Chase started filling up the basket with cans of tomatoes.
 
   I started opening the drawers. There wasn’t much else except packets of salt and pepper which I stuffed into my jeans pocket. As I stuffed my hand in my jeans, I realized how filthy I felt. I hadn’t changed my clothes in a couple of days. I could feel the gooey velvet of plaque on my teeth, and my armpits smelled none too pretty. Of course, everyone else looked and smelled like I did. But still, I felt gross.
 
   I gazed out the window of the stall. Across from me was the carousel. It made me sad to see it left open to the weather like that. Of course, the animals were plastic, not painted wood like some of the real nice old carousels. But the paint, even on the plastic, had started to fade. I scanned over the menagerie of creatures: horses, dragons, zebras, over-grown fish, unicorns, lions. Then, I saw movement. For a split second, I thought I saw someone standing among the animals. My stomach dropped to the pit of my stomach.
 
   When I turned, Ariel and Chase were still working. “Look Cricket,” Ariel said, “they must have sold chili,” she added, holding up two big cans of beans.
 
   I nodded mutely. “Yeah, be sure to grab a pot. And look for some matches. We’ll need to start a campfire.” I cast a glance back outside. The window was really dirty, and the glass had a bevel in it that made the outside image wavy-looking. I gazed back at the carousel. I swore I could still see someone there.
 
   Wordlessly, I stepped around Chase and Ariel. “Feels tight in here. I’ll be just outside,” I said then stepped out of the stall.
 
   “Stay close,” Chase said. “And don’t go after that dog. He’ll come back, especially once he smells food.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I called back. I pulled my weapon from the back of my jeans and firmed up my grip on my wrench. Carefully, I went toward the carousel. From my view at the window, I would have bet my life that someone had been standing near the lion. I raised my gun and moved slowly toward the carousel. I eyed the carousel menagerie animals, scanning for the lion. The sunflower-yellow paint on his plastic fur had faded. The lion’s lips looked too red. I stilled when I saw movement on the other side of the carousel. Someone or something was moving away from me, going deeper into the park. A pair of mourning doves in the aisle on the other side of the ride spooked. Cooing in alarm, they fluttered to the roof of a grab joint nearby.
 
   Keeping my gun in front of me, I moved carefully onto the carousel. I grabbed the metal pole attached to a faded green dragon and started to move around the edge of the ride to the other side. The animal’s open mouths had always seemed so fun and playful. Now they grinned grotesquely, their black eyes bulging, their red lips looking bloody. My heart slammed in my chest. On the other side of the ride was a row of game booths. There, I saw the shadow of a man reflected on the wall of a one of the booths. The shadow didn’t move; it just stood there.
 
   Slowly, I stepped off the carousel. Gun raised, I approached the shadowy figure. “Who are you?” I called. “Step out.”
 
   The figure didn’t move.
 
   Beads of sweat trickled from my brow down my cheek. I could feel the sweat dripping from my chin. My heart was beating so loud I could hear it thundering in my ears. 
 
   Moving slowly, I entered the space between the buildings. Whoever they were, they weren’t moving. I remembered how Beau had just stood there in the mist when Vella and I ran into him. My hands shook; I held my gun tightly. I took a deep breath then stepped into view of the figure casting the shadow, my finger ready to pull the trigger.
 
   Then, I saw it. In front of the game booth was a wooden silhouette of a magician. The game booth had been used by people who could do slight-of-hand tricks, real rabbit-out-of-the-hat kind of shows. The magician was cut so he was holding his hat in his hands, a cute white bunny looking out. The paint was faded, but he had been painted with a handle-bar moustache that curled at the corners, and he wore a pin-striped suit. He reminded me of the bad guy from the Frosty the Snowman movie.
 
   “You almost gave me a damned heart attack,” I told the magician. Then I heard a loud clatter like someone had overturned a toolbox. I looked across the aisle. I lowered my gun. To my great surprise, across the aisle was a tilt-a-whirl. And lo and behold, Puck was sitting beside the ticket stand.
 
   “Well, found your way home, did you?” I asked with a laugh. I snapped the safety back on my gun and stuck it back into the back of my jeans. Puck whined happily and wagged his tail just a little, but then he stood and circled around nervously, watching in every direction.
 
   “What is it, baby?” I asked, bending to pet him. He was shaking. It wasn’t like Puck to be so unnerved.
 
   “Don’t let that old fool scare you,” I said, waving a hand toward the magician. “He’s nothing but wood. I damned near shot him,” I added with a laugh then rose to look at the tilt. She was broken down, that was for sure. Someone must have towed her in and left her there to rust. She wasn’t even fully set up. The seats were still pushed together, her red and blue paint faded. My daddy would have loved a find like this. What a challenge!
 
   “Tomorrow, we’ll check her out,” I told Puck.
 
   Puck only whimpered in reply and looked around nervously, casting glances up and down the aisle.
 
   “Geez, Puck, you’re giving me the willies,” I told him. Puck never got spooked. Maybe he’d just seen too much the last few days.
 
   “Cricket?” I heard Chase call. “Girl, where did you go now?”
 
   “Cricket?” Ariel echoed after him.
 
   “Come on, let’s go,” I told Puck. I took one last look around then headed back across the carousel platform to Chase and Ariel, who stood waiting with three milk crates full of food and supplies.
 
   “Hey, you found him!” Ariel said with a smile, patting Puck’s head.
 
   I nodded but didn’t say much else. I didn’t want them worried over nothing. After all, it had just been my mind playing trick on me. 
 
   “I’ll grab that one,” I said, bending to pick up a crate.
 
   Chase and Ariel started back toward the fallout shelter, Puck padding along behind them. When I stood up, I looked back at the carousel. And for a brief moment, I saw the reflection of a tall, red-haired woman in the carousel’s mirrors. I tilted my head to get a better look, but the image shifted and was gone.
 
   “Coming, Cricket?” Ariel called.
 
   “Yeah,” I called weakly then followed after them. Got a screw loose, my daddy would have said. Be careful, you’re acting like you got a screw loose. The shadows were just playing tricks on me. No doubt some fallout shelter chili would fix me right up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “Nothing else. . .just that same recording over and over again,” Darius said as he dialed through the radio channels for what seemed like the five-hundredth time. He jammed his plastic spoon back into his Styrofoam cup full of lukewarm, spice-free chili then leaned back in his chair.
 
   After cooking up a quick pot of chili at a small campfire just outside the administrative building, we had locked up the place and battened down the hatches of the fallout shelter for the night. Despite feeling really claustrophobic, the place also felt very safe.
 
   I sat down on the cot beside Vella and was about to tell her about the tilt-a-whirl that Puck had found when I saw she was totally engrossed with her cards. Her brow was furrowed as she shuffled them over and over again. She would stop, pull one card, frown, then stick it back in the deck and shuffle again. This time, however, when she pulled out a card, I took it gently from her.
 
   “Judgment?” I eyed the image on the card. Angelic looking creatures raised their hands to the sky in prayer just as a wave was about to wash over them.
 
   “Reversed,” Vella clarified, as if it meant something important. If so, I didn’t know what.
 
   “You keep gettin’ the same card?” I asked her.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   Vella puckered her lips then arched her thick black eyebrows, her forehead furrowing with worry as she shook her head.
 
   “Let me try,” Chase said, sitting across from us.
 
   I handed the card back to Vella, and she reshuffled. “Cut the deck then show the bottom card,” she told Chase.
 
   He did what he was told. I tried not to gasp out loud when he turned over the Judgment card.
 
   “So, what does it mean?” Chase asked Vella.
 
   “The waters are rising,” Vella said, her voice shaking. “We better get some rest.” She stuffed her tarot cards back into her bag.
 
   Ariel, Chase, and Vella crawled into their cots and slept. Darius sat playing with the radio. Again and again it played the quarantine alert. Puck crawled onto the foot of my cot, but he didn’t sleep. He kept lifting his head at every little sound. I stared at the cot above me and tried not to think about shadows, or rising water, or anything else.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   I was the first one to wake up the next morning thanks to Puck, who had started dancing in front of the door fifteen minutes earlier. I could tell from his whine that he really needed to go.
 
   “Okay,” I whispered quietly. “Don’t wake everyone up. I’m comin’,” I told him as I rose groggily. I pulled on my boots then opened the door as quietly as I could. Just like a bank vault door, the fallout shelter door had a metal wheel. I turned the wheel hard: I could hear it unbarring the pins between the frame and the bunker wall. After a moment, the door opened with a squeak. To my surprise, no one else woke. It was no wonder. We were all exhausted.
 
   Puck wiggled out the door and headed upstairs. Still wiping the sleep from my eyes, I followed him. “I’m comin’,” I groaned tiredly. But when I got to the top of the stairs, I was surprised to see Puck standing there with his teeth bared. He growled low then crouched, his hackles rising.
 
   The sound had been dampened by the fallout shelter; we never heard them. I could see their shadows under the door and around the shuttered window. They pounded on the door, pushed on the window covering. There was no mistaking their groan. The zombies had come. We were totally surrounded.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “What is all that noise?” Darius asked sleepily as he climbed the stairs.
 
   “Shhh!” I hissed at him.
 
   When he reached the top of the stairs, Darius’ eyes went wide. “Where did they come from?” he mouthed to me.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   My heart was thundering in my chest. Darius pointed back downstairs. We rushed back down. Puck bolted ahead of us. When we reached the shelter, Darius swung the door closed, trying to be as quiet as possible, and locked the door.
 
   “Wake up,” Darius told Chase, shaking Chase’s shoulder.
 
   “Man, come on,” Chase complained.
 
   “Ariel, Vella, wake up. We’re in trouble,” I whispered to them.
 
    “Get up. We’re surrounded,” Darius told Chase.
 
   “Surrounded by what?” Ariel asked as she started pulling on her sneakers.
 
   “Those sick people. . .those zombies,” I told her. “They’re practically busting down the door up there.”
 
   “How? We locked the whole place up!” Ariel exclaimed.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Vella answered. “The flood is here. Don’t curse the tide, run from it.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we stay here? We’re safe in here, right?” Ariel said.
 
   “Safe, yes, but we’ll starve to death if they don’t wander off. And for whatever reason, they know we are in here.” I replied.
 
   “Grab everything,” Chase said, and we started filling our bags.
 
   Darius flung open the supply cupboard and pulled out a crowbar and a shovel. He held them out to Ariel. “Pick your poison.” She took the shovel.
 
   “There is a back door upstairs,” Vella said.
 
   “Go quiet and stick together,” I told everyone as I opened the shelter door. “And you, stay with us!” I scolded Puck.
 
   Carefully, we opened the door. From above, we could hear the zombies banging on the door. They hadn’t broken through yet. We moved slowly up the stairs. When we got to main room, we could still see their shadows and hear their groans. There were at least a dozen of them trying to get in.
 
   “Back door,” Darius whispered.
 
   Vella led us to the musty smelling storage room in the back. Tables and chairs filled the space. No one was banging on the metal back door. We all stilled and listened.
 
   “There,” Ariel said, pointing to the window above the door. “Boost me up,” she told Darius. “I’ll look out.”
 
   Darius locked his fingers. Balancing herself, holding onto his shoulders, Ariel pulled herself up. Darius backed against the door so Ariel could steady herself. I saw him turn his face away from her body as her bare stomach and the front of her jeans brushed his face. In spite of himself, he smiled.
 
   Ariel’s fingers gripped the top of the door frame: she looked out. “I don’t see anyone.”
 
   Carefully, Darius lowered her back down. A smile passed between them when they were face to face, him holding her by the waist. Well, if we didn’t die in the next five minutes, I supposed that could turn into something.
 
   Vella and I looked at one another. We were running again. I was very glad she was with me.
 
   “We’ll head back to the Bronco. Quick and quiet,” I whispered.
 
   Everyone nodded. Slowly, Chase unlocked the door. It opened with a click. Giving it a little shove with his shoulder, he popped the door open. From the other side of the building, we head loud groans.
 
   “Let’s go,” Vella said, and we took off, running from the flood.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   It didn’t take us long to figure out that while we had outsmarted the zombies banging down our front door, they were the least of our worries. The place was creeping with sick people. It looked like all of Old Towne had come for the fair. No sooner had we turned down one aisle than we ran into a hulking man. He wore a faded Aerosmith t-shirt and no pants. He was just roaming the world in his tighty-whities, white froth dripping from his mouth. His moon-white eyes centered on Vella. He lunged at her.
 
   Before she could move, Darius dropped a crowbar on his head. The first blow slowed him down but it wasn’t until the third strike that he finally dropped.
 
   “They’re everywhere!” Ariel shrieked. “What the hell!” Already some of the others, hearing the commotion, turned toward us.
 
   “This way,” I said. “We’ll head through the rides, cross the bumper cars.”
 
   We hustled down the aisle, running as fast as we could. When I looked back, I could see a horde chasing us. We passed the pony ride corrals and headed toward the games. We had just turned the corner at the duck pond when a group of five more came at us. Among them were two small children.
 
   The children were fast. They gritted their teeth and sprinted at us.
 
   Vella swung, taking out the first one with the high striker mallet. Chase aimed his gun at the second, but she moved too fast. In a split second, she lunged at Ariel, knocking her to the ground. The shovel tumbled from Ariel’s hand.
 
   Puck barked and grabbed the child by the pant leg, pulling her away from Ariel who kicked and wiggled as the girl snapped at her. I pulled out my big hunting knife. Chase kicked the girl off, and I quickly dropped the knife on her head. The unholy light faded from her dim eyes. I saw that my cut had also severed her braid. Her yellow hair slipped to the ground, its pretty unicorn bow still attached. My heart broke, but I didn’t have a chance to think on it because a second later, I heard a gunshot. I turned to see Chase shooting at the others advancing on us. I cringed. The gunshots would draw the others in. Chase dropped the woman advancing on him while Darius smashed an elderly man in the head. But no sooner were they down then the horde that had been chasing us, plus several more, caught up.
 
   “Run!” Chase yelled.
 
   Darius helped Ariel up, and we all took off. I was at the back of the group, Puck running beside me. When I looked back, I saw that there were now more than twenty of them after us. We ran down a side row toward the rides. I was following the others when a group of zombies pushed open the door of a game stall between me and the rest of the group, cutting me off.
 
   “Cricket!” Vella yelled.
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks and backed up. “Go! Go! Don’t stop! I’m coming,” I called. I turned and fled around the back of the long building. The horde that had been in the building pursued me.
 
   “Cricket! Hurry!” I heard Ariel yell. I could tell from the sound of her voice that they were running in the opposite direction.
 
   Moments later I found myself in front of the Ladies Axillary joint. I cast a glance behind me. They were gaining on me, and there were more of them now. I needed to cut across the aisle to catch up to Vella and the others. I ran to the carousel and started picking my way to the other side. The carousel platform shook when three zombies jumped onto the ride with me. They were so fast. Why were they so fast?
 
   Puck turned and barked at them, growling and baring his teeth. He grabbed the pant leg of one of the zombies and tugged him hard. The man stumbled then fell against the game controls. A second later, the carousel lights flickered on and, moving very slowly, the carousel started to spin. The sweet, tinkling sound of carousel music chimed. One of the zombies teetered then fell into the horns of a carousel bull. The bull impaled him in the gut. He was stuck. The zombie struggled to get free.
 
   The ride, which had sat idle for years, was unstable. The platform jerked, knocking me off balance, banging me between an overgrown eagle and a prancing horse. I grabbed the plastic horse’s bridle to steady myself, but the fake leather bridle snapped in my hand. I fell. It was a weird sensation. I hit my head hard on the metal platform. Pain seared across my skull. I felt like my eyes were going to bulge out of their sockets. Dark spots flitted in front of my eyes and for a second, my eyes closed. I slid across the platform. Barely aware, I grabbed the footrest of a nearby lion and held on. I looked at the mirrors overhead. I saw paintings of cherubs carrying wreaths and playing trumpets as they flew across the sky behind a dancing girl who swung a parade master’s baton. My eyes fluttered open and closed. I wanted to sleep. I forced my eyes open just a crack to see a zombie approaching me. Puck put himself between us. He lunged. The zombie fell off the ride. As the carousel spun, the zombie who had fallen into the ride gears pushed himself up. When he did so, he pushed the acceleration gear. The carousel began to spin quickly. The colored lights flickered on and off. The carousel music continued to chime. At least a dozen more zombies got on the ride. I saw their bloody clothes, froth dripping in long strings from their mouths, as they moved toward me. Puck whimpered nervously. I could barely keep my eyes open. My head ached. I looked across the aisle to see the tilt-a-whirl. If I could get off the carousel, maybe I could make it to the tilt. I couldn’t think of a better place to die.
 
   I tried to crawl to the edge of the carousel, but my head felt like it was splitting open. All I wanted to do was sleep. Again and again, the carousel spun past the tilt-a-whirl. It felt like a sick joke. Puck nosed me under my chin, trying to rouse me then whimpered. Through my cloudy eyes I saw that the first zombie had finally reached me. I also realized that the back of my head felt wet. Was I bleeding? Wiggling, I pulled the gun out of the back of my jeans, but my fingers were weak. I dropped the weapon. Puck barked loudly at the zombie then looked at me. He whimpered. I closed my eyes. I’ll be with you soon, Daddy.
 
   I felt the zombie grab my boot with a jerking wrench. I couldn’t open my eyes. My heart slammed in my chest. Maybe I would just die of a heart attack. Puck made a weird half-grunt, half-bark sound then yelped as if in pain.
 
   “Puck,” I moaned softly. They had killed him.
 
   Seconds later, I heard a gunshot, then another, then another. Then someone picked me up.
 
   “Not here,” a man’s voice said. “Of all places, not here.”
 
   With the last of my strength, I opened my eyes just a crack. A tall and very attractive young man with long, dark hair and gold-colored eyes was looking down at me as he rushed me away from the carousel. . .and the zombies.
 
   “Hold on, Crick,” he said as my eyes fluttered closed again. “I’ve got you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   “Is she alive?” I heard Vella ask.
 
   “She is. I found her on the carousel. She was passed out, but she’s coming around now,” the man replied.
 
   “Come on, come on,” Ariel yelled in a panic. “They’re coming!”
 
   I heard gunshots.
 
   I opened my eyes just a bit to see I was lying in the back of the Bronco. I heard the screech of the fairground gate opening. The engine turned on.
 
   “We’re good,” Darius said as he jumped into the front seat.
 
   “Chase, get in,” Darius yelled. “Let’s go!”
 
   I tried to sit up. What was happening? I wanted to see.
 
   “Easy,” the golden-eyed man as he gently helped me sit up. “Your head is bleeding,” he added. I realized then that he was holding a rag against the back of my head.
 
   Ariel, and then Chase, climbed into the back of the Bronco, slamming the tailgate closed behind them.
 
   “Where’s Puck?” Ariel asked.
 
   The man shook his head. “The dog. . . he’s gone.”
 
   I closed my eyes. Hot tears stream down my face. “He tried to save me,” I whispered. My head hurt. I had no idea how we’d outrun the horde chasing me, but we had. . .and I had Puck to thank for it. I wiped my tears then opened my eyes just a little and looked out the back window of the Bronco. What looked like a hundred zombies chased us.
 
   “Thank God you were there, man,” Chase told the stranger.
 
   “I scaled the fence this morning. I was looking for a quiet place to get some rest.”
 
   I realized then that the stranger had some sort of accent. It wasn’t southern or Irish or anything I’d ever heard before. It was just. . .different. I wiped the tears from my cheeks. “Who do I thank for savin’ my life?”
 
   The stranger smiled at me. “Tristan.”
 
   “Thank you, Tristan.”
 
   “My pleasure,” he said then wiped a tear off my cheek. To my surprise, the gesture felt okay.
 
   “Someone tell me where to go,” Vella yelled from the front as she drove away from the fairground.
 
   Ariel, who I noticed then was covered in blood and had a big gash on her forehead, pulled out the map. “I don’t know! There is nothing around here. We’re rural. Just small towns and lots of farms. Maybe we need to find a house. Lay low.”
 
   “That hasn’t worked out so well so far,” Chase said.
 
   “I still don’t understand. How the hell did they get in?” Ariel exclaimed. “Were the gates open? Did you see anything?” she asked, turning to Tristan.
 
   “I saw animal tracks, that is certain, but no living people.”
 
   I closed my eyes and pressed the palms of my hands into my eye sockets. Puck was gone. Puck was dead. But at least he had died at the fair, by the tilt-a-whirl. At least he had died somewhere that felt like home.
 
   “Turn left at the junction,” Tristan said then, surprising us.
 
   Vella looked back at Tristan. “Left? Why?” Her eyes narrowed as she studied him, but after a moment, I saw her dark eyes widen.
 
   “Left to where?” Darius asked. There was a hard edge on his voice.
 
   “Where I was going. There is an old place. . .about fifty miles from here. It’s a very old building. Very high walls. Remote. It will be. . .safe.”
 
   “What kind of building. Like a castle or something?” Ariel asked.
 
   “Something like that,” Tristan answered. He held Vella’s gaze. “All right with you, Vella?”
 
   Vella and Tristan gave one another a long, hard look.
 
   “It will be safe,” he told her softly.
 
   I wondered why the rest of us were being left out of the conversation. There was something to be read between the lines, I just didn’t know what.
 
   I glanced at Chase. He looked perplexed.
 
   “So, left?” Vella asked Tristan, her gaze softening.
 
   “There is nowhere else in the world to go,” he replied with a grin.
 
   Vella smiled, shook her head, and then turned left. As we drove away from the fairground, I watched the zombies rush after us. It was a disgusting sight: humans chasing humans, blood and milky saliva dripping from their mouths, crazed moon-white eyes. For a brief moment, however, I spotted a fox sitting at the edge of the road. It turned and disappeared into the grass. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The world had died, but by dumb luck, I had stayed alive. I hoped to keep it that way. I looked up at Tristan who smiled softly at me. From a distance, I heard the soft notes of the carousel music carry on the wind.
 
    
 
   Thank you!
 
    
 
   Continue The Harvesting Series HERE
 
    
 
   The Harvesting Series reading order:
 
   The Harvesting
 
   Midway
 
   The Shadow Aspect
 
   Witch Wood
 
   Forthcoming: The Torn World
 
    
 
   If you would like updates about this series, information about new releases, and free short stories, please join my mailing list.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Thank You
 
    
 
   We hope you enjoyed our collection of tales of the apocalypse. Mind doing us a favor? If you wouldn’t mind leaving a review to let other readers know what you think of this boxed set we’d really appreciate it. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and other potential readers would love to know what you think.
 
    
 
   Thank you so much.
 
    
 
   Until we meet again, don’t let the undead get you!
 
    
 
   Cheers,
 
    
 
   Melanie, Pauline, Claire, Eli, B.V., Angelique, and S. K.
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